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Preface 
 
This publication is a revised version of my doctoral thesis, which I 
defended at Linköping University, 11th December 2009. 
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dissertation. In 1998, when I was a student at Lund University, I decided 
to write my graduation thesis in the summertime and Docent Håkan 
Ulfgard, who became my supervisor but was a stranger to me back then, 
kindly offered to supervise me at this odd time of the year. The 
following summer I was ordained to be a pastor for Svenska 
Missionskyrkan (Mission Covenant Church of Sweden) and moved to 
Linköping to minister there. Not long after that, Håkan Ulfgard accepted 
a position as a Senior Lecturer at Linköping University. The way things 
developed, this coincidence was most fortunate for me. Ulfgard asked 
me to fill in for him at a number of classes at the university, and quite 
soon he recommended me to a group of scholars who wrote an 
application for a major research project (see below). I was included in the 
project application, the project was accepted and so I had the funding 
necessary to begin my Ph.D. studies. Now, seven years and three 
paternity leaves later, I would like to thank those who have helped and 
inspired me. 

First of all my gratitude goes to my supervisor Håkan Ulfgard. He 
has supported me and guided me in every way, encouraging me to 
develop both research skills and teaching skills. My strengths he has 
allowed to bloom and where I needed to improve he has fostered me. 
His thorough and continuous feedback on my texts has allowed a 
process of growth throughout my time as a doctoral student. Most 
importantly, however, he has been a good friend. 

My dissertation is part of a larger research project, Christian Identity: 
The First Hundred Years, funded by Riksbankens Jubileumsfond and led 
by Professor Bengt Holmberg, Lund University. Holmberg was also my 
assistant supervisor. Besides including me in the research project, he has 
given me encouragement and competent feedback on my thesis, for 
which I am most thankful, particularly in the later stages of writing. The 
other participants in the project were Th.D. Bo Brander, Lund 
University, Professor Samuel Byrskog, Gothenburg University (at the 
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time), Th. Lic. Fredrik Ivarsson, Gothenburg University (at the time), 
Docent Dieter Mitternacht, Lund University (at the time), Assistant 
Professor Anders Runesson, McMaster University, Docent Mikael Tellbe, 
Örebro Theological Seminary, Docent Runar Thorsteinsson, Lund 
University (at the time), and Docent Håkan Ulfgard, Linköping 
University. Being the only Ph.D. student in my discipline at my 
university, it was most valuable to meet the project group regularly to 
discuss and receive constructive critique. I am particularly thankful for 
the help I received from Mikael Tellbe, who read and evaluated my 
thesis in the final review and gave me valuable suggestions. 

At Linköping University I have participated in the cross-disciplinary 
research environment of Identity and Pluralism at the Department of 
Culture and Communication, with participants from the disciplines of 
Applied Ethics, Cultural Anthropology, Philosophy, and Religious 
Studies. Particularly I would like to thank Ph.D. Senior Lecturer Jan 
Willner, who gave me important advice about the chapter on 
hermeneutics (chapter 3). 

In the autumn of 2005 I spent a few months at the University of St 
Andrews, Scotland, under the supervision of Professor Philip Esler. 
Professor Esler kindly kept his promise to supervise me, even though he 
had just begun his work at the Arts and Humanities Research Council. 
He used his weekends to give me most qualified supervision, 
encouraged me to aim high and helped me get my method straight. 
Professor Esler also introduced me to Stephen Reicher, Professor of 
Social Psychology at St Andrews, who gave me informal supervision. 
Professor Reicher’s broad vision and extensive competence in the field of 
social psychology helped me see how I could further develop the 
method of my study. I am most grateful to Professor Esler and Professor 
Reicher, whose supervision was a breakthrough for the method of my 
study. 

I would also like to express my appreciation of Professional 
Translator Lars Jämterud, who proofread the manuscript meticulously 
and made several improvements. Moreover, I am grateful to 
Riksbankens Jubileumsfond, who financed our research project. Lastly, I 
would like to express my gratitude to STINT for financing my stay at St 
Andrews.



 

Introduction 

The Pauline letter to the Ephesians and other texts of the early Christ-
movement present behavior norms which vary considerably from one 
text to another. Many of these behavior norms were quite conventional 
in the first century Mediterranean world and not unique to the Christ-
movement. Yet the norms are typically presented as expressions of the 
identity as Christ-believers. Why? How was the relation between social 
identity and behavior norms constructed in the early Christ-movement? 
How did the Christ-believers in the early Christ-movement experience 
their identity “in Christ” as both causing and requiring certain 
behaviors?1 

The purpose of this study is twofold: First, I will discuss how the 
cognitive sciences can provide a theoretical framework to answer the 
questions above. The aim is to provide an analytical perspective, which 
is founded on cognitive research on how human minds handle identities 
and behavior norms. Second, I will apply this framework to the Pauline 
letter to the Ephesians in order to present a new understanding of the 
letter, particularly of the relation between identity and behavior norms 
as expressed in the text. In the analysis of Ephesians, I will also discuss 
the potential group dynamic effects of Ephesians, assuming 
hypothetically that its construction of identity and behavior norms was 
embraced by local communities of Christ-believers.2 

                                                           
1 I will argue in chapter 3.1 that we cannot access the experience of the 

subjects of the past directly, but we can analyze the cognitive patterns which 
governed their experience by studying how texts express cognitive patterns. 

2 Note that when this study uses the term “group” and “group dynamics” it 
will primarily refer to groups small enough to allow direct interaction between 
its members, e.g., a local community of Christ-believers rather than the global 
Christ-movement. Some group dynamic effects are only relevant on the level of 
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Why, of all possible texts, have I chosen Paul’s letter to the   
Ephesians? First, Ephesians expresses the relation between identity as a 
Christ-believer and behavior norms in a most elaborate way. Although 
scholars have always recognized the relation between “theology” and 
“ethics” in Ephesians, they have not been able to explain fully how the 
author imagines the relation between the two. I believe that the 
perspective developed in this study has the capacity to explain the 
thinking of Ephesians better than previous studies. Second, Ephesians is 
a text that is difficult to connect to a particular crisis or occasion. 
Therefore many scholars have given up any attempt to discuss the 
relation between the text and the social reality of those who used the 
text. Yet Ephesians seems to both reflect and construct real communal 
life, since it deals extensively with practical ethics. With the perspective 
developed in this study, we gain new tools to approach the relation 
between the text and social reality in a more systematic way than 
previous studies. 

The progression of the investigation reflects the study’s twofold 
purpose. First, I investigate how cognitive sciences, particularly 
cognitive psychology, can help us to analyze the relation between 
identity and behavior norms (chapters 3 to 12). My ambition is that the 
theoretical framework developed in this chapter will be applicable to 
many different texts (not only Ephesians). Subsequently, I use the 
insights gained in the theoretical part of the study to develop a new 
understanding of how Ephesians constructs the relation between 
identity and behavior norms, and how this potentially relates to social 
reality (chapters 13 to 18). Readers of this study will most likely either be 
interested in cognitive perspectives on the early Christ-movement or the 
Pauline letter to the Ephesians, but not necessarily both. The division of 
the study into two parts rather than a continuous presentation of 
theoretical insights from cognitive sciences throughout the analysis of 
Ephesians is intended to help the reader concentrate on the issues of 
greatest interest to him or her. The analysis of Ephesians is of course 
dependent on the theoretical chapters, but the insights from the 
theoretical chapters of the study are briefly recapitulated throughout the 
                                                                                                                                  
smaller groups, while other group dynamic effects are relevant for large groups, 
too. 
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analysis of Ephesians. The study differs from the average historical 
study in the theoretical chapters being almost as long as the chapters 
applying the theories to Ephesians. This arrangement is necessary in 
order to thoroughly discuss theoretical, methodical and epistemological 
issues, since the use of cognitive research in historical studies is still a 
rather new and unexplored field.  

In order to demonstrate the broader relevance of the approach in the 
ancient Mediterranean context and in the early Christ-movement, I have 
intentionally taken illustrative examples from ancient sources other than 
Ephesians in the theoretical part of the study.3 

                                                           
3 Longer quotes from the Bible in English translation are based on the New 

Revised Standard Version (NRSV), but I have modified NRSV when necessary for 
the scholarly discussion. In translations of shorter phrases I have retained the 
vocabulary of NRSV to a large extent, but otherwise made my own translations.  



 

 

1� Using Cognitive Psychology 

1.1� How and Why Does This Study Utilize the Cognitive 
Sciences? 

The cognitive sciences are, broadly speaking, the sciences of the mind.4 
How do our minds process and structure sensual inputs, memories, 
thoughts, emotions, attitudes, decisions, etc.?5 What are the capacities, 
constraints, variations and universals of the mind? How does the mind 
relate to the body and to the material, social and cultural context? How 
is culture, society and group dynamics formed by our cognitive setups 
and vice versa? These are some of the questions discussed in the broad 
field of the cognitive sciences. The cognitive sciences are not only 
psychological sciences, but a multi-disciplinary network of sciences, 
including for instance neuroscience, philosophy, artificial intelligence, 
linguistics, psychology, social psychology and anthropology. However, 
this study will focus mainly on different branches of cognitive 
psychology and sciences that study the social and cultural consequences 
of the character of our minds, such as social identity theory and 
cognitive anthropology. As opposed to behavioral psychology, which 
assumes that the mind is an inaccessible “black box,” cognitive 
psychology assumes that the processes of our minds can be understood 
and conceptualized. As opposed to psychodynamics, which has often 

                                                           
4 Thagard 2007. Thagard writes “cognitive science” (singular), meaning the 

sum of all cognitive sciences. I will, however, write “cognitive sciences” (plural), 
meaning the many different branches of cognitive science. 

5 Note that in this study I do not use “cognition” in the narrow sense, 
meaning only “rational thought.” Rather, “cognition” is all processes of the 
mind. 
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focused on qualitative methods and interpretations, cognitive 
psychologists typically (but not always) formulate their hypotheses in 
ways which can be tested by means of quantifiable experiments. These 
different psychological traditions do, however, overlap in both theory 
and method, and no sharp dividing lines can be drawn between the 
traditions. Cognitive anthropology does, for example, frequently use 
qualitative field studies rather than experiments as its research method, 
but aims to make its theories coherent with what cognitive psychologists 
have concluded from their experiments.6  

At first glance, it might seem problematic that a historical study 
utilizes a science that uses experimentation as its most important 
practical method. A historian cannot make experiments on dead 
subjects. This study will, however, work in analogy with the methods of 
cognitive anthropology. As a historian, I will have to carry out a “field 
study.” In other words, I will conduct a hermeneutical reading of texts, 
but use explanations and analytical categories that are informed by the 
results from the cognitive sciences in a heuristic manner.7 As I will argue 
below in chapter 3.1, there is good reason to believe that we as homo 
sapiens sapiens have many cognitive capacities and constraints in 
common with the first Christ-believers. 

There are several reasons for this study to utilize the cognitive 
sciences. First, this study is a study of the mental constructs governing 
the experience of identity and behavior norms in the early Christ-
movement. Cognitive science is a research paradigm that has within its 
various sub-disciplines has analyzed just about the whole range of the 
human experience, from details of individual cognition to the dynamics 
of entire cultures, with theoretically continuous perspectives. These 
sciences can therefore help us piece together the interaction between 
culture, group dynamics, narratives, spirituality, morality, beliefs about 
what causes humans to act, etc., into a coherent account of how identity 
relates to behavior norms. The constructs that we find in texts from the 
early Christ-movement can be understood with reference to the 
                                                           

6 E.g., Sperber 1996; Whitehouse 2004. 
7 I agree with Esler 2000; Horrell 2000; Theissen 2007: 15–19 that psychology 

and social sciences have to be used as “hermeneutical” or “heuristic” tools in 
relation to historical texts. 



6  Behaving as a Christ-Believer 
 

properties of the human mindȰa mind which is embodied and interacts 
with a material, social and cultural world. This enables the historian to 
discuss the relation between artifacts (e.g. texts), experience and social 
reality in a more qualified manner. 

Second, this study asks how we can understand constructs of identity 
among subjects from the past. Some historians innocently think that we 
can understand the experience of subjects from other epochs and 
cultures through empathetic studies of textual artifacts. Other historians 
suspiciously deny the possibility of cross-cultural understanding. The 
cognitive sciences can help us find a way forward in this debate, since 
there are many studies on the cognitive universals and variations of 
human cognition. This gives the historian an opportunity to start his/her 
analysis from more substantiated assumptions about the cognitive 
capacities of the subjects of another time and culture (see chapter 3.1). 

Third, rephrasing the traditional analytical vocabulary of “theology 
and ethics” into “identity and behavior norms”Ȱthe latter of which are 
concepts inspired by socio-cognitive psychologyȰhelps the historian 
avoid several assumptions that the traditional vocabulary tends to 
prompt (see chapter 2.1). 

 
1.2� Cognitive Psychology and Other Psychological 

Disciplines in Biblical Studies 

Psychological biblical criticism has often been accused of inducing 
untenable historical interpretations, and not without reason. I will, 
however, argue that cognitive psychology can reverse the situation and 
improve rather than distort certain kinds of historical investigations. 

As one reads Psychological Biblical Criticism, Andrew Kille’s overview 
and theoretical introduction to how psychology has been used to 
analyze the Bible, it is striking that Freudian and Jungian psychology 
have dominated the scene, followed to some extent by other 
psychoanalytical perspectives.8 Some precursors to cognitive 

                                                           
8 Kille 2001. See also Rollins 1999. Other prominent works in the field are e.g. 

Ellens and Rollins 2004; Kille and Rollins 2007; Theissen 1983; 2007; Theissen and 
von Gemünden 2007a. 
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psychology, such as developmental psychology, have been used to some 
extent, but modern cognitive psychology has played a very modest part.9 
This is odd, since cognitive psychology has increasingly become the 
dominant paradigm in psychological research. In the last decades, there 
has been a “cognitive turn” in psychology.10 

Kille, who writes in order to promote psychological biblical criticism, 
admits that the use of psychologyȰthat is, psychoanalytical 
psychologyȰin order to understand historical subjects, has largely been 
a failure and that criticism has been warranted.11 “[P]sychology has a 
very limited value as a tool for studying history, especially ancient 
history.”12 Kille identifies several difficulties that have caused the 
exegetical, historical-critical, use of psychoanalytical psychology to be 
speculative.13 First, the biblical texts do not contain the data necessary for 
psychoanalysis. Second, scholars have often ignored the redactional 
processes of the texts, which increase the distance to figures like Jesus 
and Moses. Third, scholars have often ignored the cultural, social and 
historical context in their psychoanalytical readings. In short, 
psychoanalytical psychology seems to be a paradigm that easily (but not 
necessarily14) inspires overt eisegesis and symbolic readings mounting to 
allegory. There are probably easier historical questions to ask than how 
subconscious psychodynamic processes and possible childhood traumas 
determine the personality of an individual who we only know through 

                                                           
9 Not much has changed in this respect between the publication of Kille 2001 

and Kille and Rollins 2007. Theissen and von Gemünden 2007a does, however, 
show an increased interest in cognitive psychology and other cognitive sciences.  

10 Thagard 2007 for a short historical overview. 
11 Kille 2001: 5–7. 
12 Kille 2004: 24. 
13 Kille 2001: 13–15, 22–23. 
14 For instance, Halperin 1993; Theissen 1983 are mentioned by Kille as 

examples of how one can overcome these problems through careful 
methodological considerations and thorough attention to the historical context. 
Theissen 1983 does even get some recognition from Berger 2003: 2–3, who is 
otherwise critical of the use of modern psychology in the study of experience in 
the New Testament. 
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texts.15 According to Kille, psychological biblical criticism, formed 
largely by psychoanalytical perspectives, has rather had its greatest 
successes in for instance narratological, existential, religion-critical, and 
therapeutic analyses; that is, readings of the world “of the text” and “in 
front of the text” rather than “behind the text.”16 These topics seem to be 
more accessible for analysis with the help of psychodynamic psychology 
than historical-critical issues. 

In contrast to the often skeptical reception of psychological 
approaches in the community of biblical scholars, social-scientific 
approaches have been more accepted.17 The main reason for this, as far 
as I can see, is that the use of these models has inspired credible 
historical interpretations. Scholars who use social scientific approaches 
have not been more successful than scholars who use psychological 
approaches in establishingȰon a theoretical levelȰthat these theories 
and models, developed for and through analysis of present day societies, 
are valid for ancient societies. On the contrary, the potential danger of 
applying a theory based on contemporary observations on ancient texts 
has been one of the most important arguments of the skeptics.18 The 
defenders of social scientific theories have argued that it seems 
reasonable to assume a certain amount of continuity in social patterns, 
either between cultures or within the Mediterranen culture across time.19 
                                                           

15 Rebell 1986: 16–18. Rollins 1999: 136–139 argues that this is an achievable 
goal, but I am afraid that the danger of eisegesis is substantial. The only biblical 
person who might be psychoanalyzed with some success is Paul, since a number 
of his own compositions are available to us, see Theissen 1983. 

16 Kille 2001: 23–27. 
17 E.g. Blasi, Duhaime and Turcotte 2002; Esler 2005; Holmberg 1990; Horrell 

1999a; Malina 2001; Rohrbaugh 1996 for useful overviews of social-scientific 
exegesis.  

18 See Horrell 1999b for an overview of the scholarly discussions. Another 
important argument against the employment of social-scientific methods is that 
the historical texts do not always contain enough social data. That is, similar 
arguments have been used both against the use of social-scientific approaches 
and against the use of psychological approaches. 

19 E.g. Malina 2001: xii briefly states that he presupposed that it is reasonable 
to assume continuity within the Mediterranean culture across the centuries. Esler 
2005: 4 states that “users of models … do accept the existence of certain 
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However, since we can never know beforehand whether a certain model 
is applicable in another context, the acceptance of these approaches 
should come from their success in shedding new credible light on the 
meaning of the texts.20 This heuristic approach is sound and has yielded 
most interesting results, but leaves us with weak theoretical justification 
for the use of these models.21 

Recently, Gerd Theissen has defended the value of using psychology 
in historical analysis of biblical texts in his book Erleben und Verhalten der 
ersten Christen: eine Psychologie des Urchristentums.22 Theissen 
acknowledges that there are limits to what kinds of analyses the sources 
allow. However, psychology can be used in two ways, according to 
Theissen: First, it can be used to ask better and more revealing questions 
to the texts. Second, psychology can be used as (heuristic) analogies to 
understand the experience of past subjects. Theissen’s arguments are 

                                                                                                                                  
regularities in social life, even though these regularities fall short of ‘social laws’” 
but does not discuss why these regularities exist. 

20 E.g. Holmberg 1978: 5, quoting Theissen 1974: 37, argues that the 
usefulness of social-scientific models must be determined “by observing it used 
on the available sources.” Malina 2001: 23 invites the reader to see if the ancient 
texts seem to validate the usefulness of his models. Esler 2005: 4 argues that “one 
must judge a model by whether or not it is helpful.” 

21 Zetterholm 2003: 13–14, referring to Berger and Luckmann 1966, however, 
spells out the basic theoretical argument that other scholars’ use of social-
scientific approaches seem to imply. He argues for the use of social-scientific 
models by referring to the “biological constitution” of mankind. Since it is the 
nature of humans to create social patterns, we should expect similarities in these 
social patterns across cultures, Zetterholm argues. It is therefore justified to use 
models based on observations in one society and use them heuristically on other 
societies. Zetterholm does not, however, argue in detail for the biological 
foundation of the models he uses. This is not surprising, since he leans on Berger 
and Luckmann, who wrote in 1966 and therefore did not have the same 
empirical support for their assertion as present scholars do. (As Luomanen 2007: 
207–208 points out, Berger and Luckmann were mainly interested in the cultural 
factors that formed knowledge and less interested in the innate properties of the 
human mind.) 

22 Theissen 2007: 20–32. Already in Theissen 1983 he discussed these 
problems. See also Leiner 2007; Theissen and von Gemünden 2007b. 
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similar to those used by biblical scholars who use social-scientific 
methods. However, if one insists that subjects of the past are 
fundamentally different from us, then the analogy approach is not 
applicable. Rather, any attempt to use analogy would risk inducing 
anachronistic readings. Theissen does, however, rightly point out that 
there are biologically innate and therefore cross-culturally universal 
psychological capacities and constraints, which we share with the 
historical subjects. Therefore we have theoretically grounded reason to 
believe that there is continuity between us and them. (As Theissen does 
so, he refers to evolutionary cognitive research, which has scrutinized 
the universals of the human mind more thoroughly than psychodynamic 
research has.23) Based on this insight about innate cognitive capacities, 
which I will develop throughout this study, I would like to make a 
suggestion, which is a bit less cautious than that of Theissen: Our minds 
should not only be treated as analogous to the minds of the pastȰwe 
should recognize that they are the same in certain basic respects, because 
of the biologically innate constraints and capacities of our minds (see 
chapter 3.1). Analogies and similarities, which appear at the more 
complex levels of cognition and social interaction, are there because both 
our and their minds create culture with the same basic cognitive 
capacities.  

Cognitive psychology has something to offer in the area Kille targets 
as the weak spot of psychological biblical criticismȰthe exegetical, 
historical-critical, study of the Bible.24 That is, cognitive psychology can 
be an aid to gain understanding of historical subjects. Cognitive 

                                                           
23 Theissen 2007: 25 n. 33. Theissen 1983 treats psychodynamic, cognitive and 

learning psychology as equal and complementary. In Theissen 2007, however, he 
thinks of cognitive psychology as the approach that can unify the other 
approaches: “Dazu werden Theorien aus lerntheoretischen, psychodynamischen 
und kognitiven Ansätzen herangezogen. Ihre Vorbindung wurde durch die kognitive 
Wende in der Psychologie seit den 70er Jahren ermöglicht” (p. 40, emphasis added).  

24 Kille 2001: 23, 31 is very sparse in his dealings with cognitive psychology as 
a tool for interpretation, but suggests, for instance, that studies of memory 
processes may enlighten the process of oral transmission and how language 
influences cognition and action. This only scratches the surface of the potential of 
cognitive psychology. 
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psychology asks very basic questions about the human mind: How do 
we categorize? How do we construct causality? How do we understand 
agency, intentionality and dispositions? How do we think in narratives 
and how do we use the narratives in problem-solving? How do we 
construct analogies and metaphors? How does motivation and goals 
modify cognition? What is the relation between language and cognition? 
These kinds of questions bring us very close to the linguistic expressions 
of the texts and help us discuss how the texts are the expressions of 
cognitive processes, which in turn are the fruit of interaction with the 
material, social and cultural world. Cognitive psychologists frequently 
discuss to what extent cognition is innate and to what extent it is 
culturally determined, which takes us beyond just asserting that there 
probably is some continuity between us and the subject of the past in our 
cognitive makeup as a justification to use cognitive psychology as an 
analytical tool.25 

Although cognitive psychology has not been the dominating 
approach in psychological biblical criticism, several studies have utilized 
cognitive psychology in order to understand the subjects of the past.26 
Gerd Theissen’s book Psychological Aspects of Pauline Theology is often 
mentioned as one of the most important early contributions to 
psychological criticism.27 Theissen integrates cognitive psychology with 
behaviorist learning theory and psychodynamics. In Theissen’s study, as 
well as in other studies by for instance Philip Esler, Walter Rebell and 
Dieter Mitternacht, social aspects of cognition have been used to analyze 
the texts.28 Both social cognition research and social identity theory have 
proved to be powerful tools for understanding how texts may have 
corresponded to a historical social situation. Particularly Esler’s use of 

                                                           
25 As Kille 2001: 14 points out, continuity between our and their way of 

thinking is an implicit assumption in all historical-critical exegesis, not just in 
psychological Biblical criticism, since we assume that we can read their texts and 
interpret them intelligibly. 

26 Although I mention a number of studies here, I will not attempt to cover 
the scholarly history of cognitive perspectives on the Bible. 

27 Theissen 1983 (translated to English in 1987) summarized and evaluated by 
Mitternacht 2004. Cf. n. 23. 

28 Esler 1998; 2003; Mitternacht 1999; Rebell 1986.  



12  Behaving as a Christ-Believer 
 

social identity theory, most importantly in his books Galatians and 
Conflict and Identity in Romans: The Social Setting of Paul's Letter, has had 
many followers in biblical studies.29 Socio-cognitive approaches will be 
important in this study, too.  

Other aspects of cognitive psychology have also been used in biblical 
studies, the book Explaining Christian Origins and Early Judaism: 
Contributions from Cognitive and Social Science, edited by Petri Luomanen, 
Ilkka Pyysiäinen and Risto Uro, being the most extensive volume so far 
exploring new aspects of how cognitive sciences can be used in biblical 
studies.30 Hugo Lundhaug and Vernon Robbins have used cognitive 
blending theory in order to understand metaphor and integration of 
theological concepts.31 Cognitive research on memory transmission 
within groups has been used by, for example, Samuel Byrskog and 
Philip Esler to understand how Jesus and Paul were remembered.32 
Kimmo Ketola and Risto Uro have used cognitive ritual theories in order 
to analyze rituals in Judaism and the Gnostic movement.33 István 
Czachesz has used cognitive epidemiology theory in order to 
understand what factors may have contributed to the spread of the early 
Christ-movement.34 This is but a small sample of how cognitive 
psychology can be used as an analytical tool for biblical studies.  

 

                                                           
29 E.g. Byrskog 2005; Hakola 2007; Horrell 2007b; Jokiranta 2005; Jokiranta 

2007; Luomanen 2007; Marohl 2008; Shkul 2009; Tellbe 2009. (I have not aimed at 
finding every article or monograph that uses social identity theory to analyze 
biblical texts. These are just examples, intended to illustrate the increasing 
popularity of the approach.) 

30 Luomanen, Pyysiäinen and Uro 2007a; Uro and Czachesz forthcoming, 
may become the starting point of a movement of biblical scholars who take 
interest in what we may call “cognitive biblical criticism.” 

31 Lundhaug 2007a; 2007b; Robbins 2007. 
32 Byrskog 2008; Esler 2007. 
33 Ketola 2007; Uro 2007. 
34 Czachesz 2007a; 2007b. Czachesz has written a large number of articles, in 

which he uses cognitive sciences to analyze different aspects of the early Christ-
movement. 
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1.3� Using Behavioral Sciences to Understand Identity 
and Behavior Norms in Ephesians 

In Ephesians, the recipients are initially described as chosen “to be holy” 
(1:4), which is followed by three chapters of “theology” or “identity 
narrative” (1:3–3:21). The first and second half of Ephesians are then 
bridged by the exhortation to “lead a life worthy of the calling to which 
you have been called” (4:1), followed by three chapters, which contain 
mainly (but not only) paraenesis (4:1–6:20). It is therefore not surprising 
that many have argued that Ephesians makes some kind of connection 
between on the one hand theology, ecclesiology or identity, and on the 
other hand, ethics or behavior norms. The author obviously thinks that 
being a Christ-believer (identity) implies a certain lifestyle (behavior 
norms). 

Although earlier scholarship on Ephesians did not use the analytical 
category of “identity,” Ephesians has frequently been seen as a discourse 
on the unity of the ekkl¾sia, which is implicitly an identity theme.35 The 
first scholar (at least to my knowledge) to explicitly articulate that the 
purpose of Ephesians is to “reinforce their sense of Christian identity” 
was, however, Andrew Lincoln in his commentary on Ephesians.36 He 
argues that the author aims to inspire the recipients to adhere to ingroup 
beliefs and norms and act accordingly. Lincoln argues that the first 
epideictic37 half of the letter is intended to increase the appreciation of 
their identity, while the second deliberative38 half is intended to inspire 
action, which is in conformity with their identity. Lincoln’s position has 
since then been embraced and modified in, for instance, the 

                                                           
35 See e.g. Hoehner 2002: 97–98, 102–104 for an overview of scholarly 

suggestions that the author intends to promote the unity of the ekkl¾sia, perhaps 
in the face of some internal conflict or external pressure.  

36 Lincoln 1990: lxxv, emphasis added.  
37 A praising or blaming oratory genre intended to influence the audience to 

appreciate certain values and reject others, often in a ceremonial setting. 
38 An oratory genre intended to inspire the audience to take a certain future 

course of action, often in a political setting. 
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commentaries on Ephesians by Ernest Best and Margaret MacDonald.39 
Best slightly modifies Lincoln and argues that the purpose of the letter is 
“maturation.” MacDonald is more willing than Lincoln to discuss 
possible extra-textual circumstances that might have occasioned the text 
and proposes that the letter is intended to strengthen the identity of the 
recipients, who are perhaps under pressure from the surrounding world. 
While Lincoln and Best do not use any social-scientific concepts in order 
to understand identity formation, MacDonald uses several sociological 
and anthropological models in her analysis.40  

No other study on Ephesians has made use of the same range of 
cognitive perspectives that this study will use. However, a few scholars 
have recently analyzed this identity formation in Ephesians with the aid 
of social identity theory, one of the theories of importance to this study, 
too (see chapers 5 to 10).  

Minna Shkul’s revised publication of her dissertation Reading 
Ephesians: Exploring Social Entrepreneurship in the Text is the most 
extensive of these studies.41 She uses a range of social-scientific models, 
including social identity theory, to understand the author of Ephesians 
as an “entrepreneur of identity.” Shkul focuses especially on the ethnic 
relations in Eph 2, where she emphasizes that the text leaves the reader 
with gaps to fill in as regards the relation to Israel. Shkul does, however, 
not only analyze chapter 2 but examines how the author builds identity 
throughout all chapters of Ephesians. Her social-scientific perspective 
has led her to ask many questions similar to the questions of this study, 
and I approve of many of the conclusions in her study.  

Daniel Darko’s revised publication of his dissertation No Longer 
Living as the Gentiles: Differentation and Shared Ethical Values in Ephesians 
4.17–6.9 also uses social identity theory to a limited extent.42 He refutes 
the apparently contradictory scholarly suggestions that Eph 4:17–5:20 
represents a separatist and introversionist attitude, while 5:21–6:9 (the 
                                                           

39 Best 2004: 22; MacDonald 2000: 18–22. Others who have suggested that the 
purpose of Ephesians is identity formation after Lincoln include O'Brien 1999: 57; 
Sampley 1993: 23; Snodgrass 1996: 23; Talbert 2007: 12–15. 

40 MacDonald 2000: 1–4. See also MacDonald 2004. 
41 Shkul 2009.  
42 Darko 2008. 
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household code) represents an attempt at apology and integration. 
Instead, Darko argues, the passages form a coherent rhetorical unit, 
which aims to create a distinct identity and an ethos of unity and 
cooperation for the group. These efforts are neither separatist nor 
apologetic. Darko’s use of social identity theory is basic but fruitful. His 
problem overlaps the problem of this study to some extent and I find 
many of his conclusions sound. 

However, although both Shkul and Darko use social identity theory 
(or at least parts of the theory), they do not use the same wide range of 
cognitive psychology as I will use in this study. The shift in analytical 
approach to cognitive psychology in this study will enable us to better 
integrate the reading of the linguistic expressions in the text with the 
theoretical framework, since the cognitive approach of this study 
provides us with analytical questions that facilitate such close readings. 
Linguistic expressions of causal beliefs will be particularly closely 
examined and discussed in relation to the cognitive framework of this 
study. The use of attribution research (see chapter 6) will also improve 
our understanding of the relation between identity and behavior norms. 
This will result in a more detailed understanding of how the relation 
between identity and behavior norms is constructed in Ephesians. 
Shkul’s and Darko’s quite recently published studies came to my 
attention at a late stage of this study and therefore I primarily engage 
with their studies at points where I have found them particularly 
illuminating and at certain points where we disagree. 

Besides Shkul and Darko, Philip Esler and Samuel Byrskog have 
written articles that employ social identity theory to understand how 
Ephesians forms identity and behavior norms.43 Esler utilizes social 
identity theory together with studies about collective remembering to 
explore how Paul is remembered as an exemplar of suffering and 
imprisonment in deutero-Pauline literature, including Ephesians. 
Byrskog uses social identity theory to explore how the paraenetic and 
the theological material in 4:1–16 are interwoven in such a way as to 
make the norms of unity in the passage an expression of the Christ-

                                                           
43 Byrskog 2005; Esler 2007. Byrskog’s article is published in Wolter 2005, a 

volume entitled Ethik als angewandte Ekklesiologie: Der Brief and Der Epheser.  
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believers’ identity. Both these studies contribute to the understanding of 
the identity forming rhetoric in the letter. 

The novelty of the present analysis of Ephesians compared to earlier 
research is not that it points out the existence of a connection between 
identity and behavior norms. Nor does the innovation concist in the 
mere idea of using behavioral sciences in the analysis. Rather the novelty 
of the present analysis is a) that it scrutinizes in detail how the letter 
creates a coherent cognitive system of identity, ingroup narratives, 
prototypical attributes and behavior norms, and b) that the study 
engages more strongly with cognitive approaches than previous studies 
in order to do so. Therefore, this study will be able to interpret the 
construction of the relation between identity and behavior norms in 
Ephesians in a new way.44 

                                                           
44 A contrasting example to the method of this study is Malan 2006, an article 

entitled “Identity, ethics and ethos in Ephesians.” Malan re-narrates the ethical 
content of Ephesians thematically and makes some effort to understand this 
ethics as a part of their identity in Christ, trusting his scholarly intuition on the 
relation between identity and ethics. His narrative is indeed coherent with the 
content of Ephesians and I have no major objections to the conclusions he is able 
to draw with his intuitive method. Nevertheless, his study has no illuminating 
analytical concepts that explain how ethics is a part of identity and therefore he 
cannot create the analytical distance necessary to get a more thorough and 
systematic understanding of the early Christ-believers’ experience as described 
by Ephesians.  



 

 

2� Introductory Notes on Terminology 

2.1� Why “Identity,” “Narrative” and “Norms” Rather 
Than “Theology” and “Ethics”? 

The traditional way of analyzing the meaning of behavior norms in the 
early Christ-movement has been to ask how the ethics or the morality of 
the first Christ-believers was motivated by their theology. In this study, 
however, I will re-conceptualize the question into a question about the 
interaction between social identity, norms and ingroup narratives. When 
this study uses the term “identity,” it will primarily refer to social 
identity. Social identity is the individual’s identity as belonging to a 
context (e.g., “I am a Christ-believer,” see chapter 5.2 for further 
discussion). Social identity can be contrasted with, on the one hand, 
individual identity (e.g., “I am Paul”), and, on the other hand, the 
abstracted identity of a group or a movement as a whole (e.g., “Israel is 
the people of God”). Norms are the group’s shared ideas about proper 
attitudes, beliefs, behaviors, etc. (see chapter 2.2). A narrative is basically 
a cognitive construct connecting events into temporal and causal chains. 
This means that narratives are not just a literary genre, but a way to 
think about and comprehend lifeȰincluding theology (see chapter 11). 
The concepts of “social identity,” “narrative,” and “norms” are more 
readily compatible with cognitive psychology than “theology” and 
“ethics” are, and will therefore be more adequate for the present study. 
This is the main reason to use this non-traditional vocabulary. There are, 
however, also other reasons. Without doubt, the traditional formulation 
of the problem in terms of theology and ethics has produced much 
valuable and relevant research. The formulation does, however, have a 
number of problems:  

First, “theology and ethics” is a phrase that often (but not always) 
lacks association to social context, while “social identity and behavior 
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norms” clearly signals that the norms are integrated into the perception 
of “who we are.” In a modern context, ethical conduct is often 
considered to be an individual matter. One should derive one’s conduct 
from one’s own ethical deliberation. In contrast, the texts from the early 
Christ-movement often understand behavior as an expression of one’s 
social identity as a Christ-believer.45  

Second, we easily (but not necessarily) equal theology with theory 
and ethics with application, as if ethics was the outcome of theology. 
This is often how the relation is rhetorically presented in the texts of the 
early Christ-movement and throughout history. Our cognitive and 
rhetorical structuring of the relation between the two often goes from 
indicative (theology/narrative) to imperative (norm).46 For instance, the 
narrative “in the way you judge, you will be judged” motivates the norm 
“do not judge” (Matt 7:1). However, in the social life of the group where 
narratives and norms are formed, ingroup narratives interact 
dialectically with norms. In the continuous negotiation for ingroup 
identity in relation to new intergroup and intragroup challenges, new 
norms are as likely to modify the narratives as the narratives are likely to 
inspire new norms. The vocabulary of identity, narrative and norms, 
taken from social psychology, helps us interrupt the intuition that 
theology precedes practice. 

Third, “theology” is sometimes (but not always) associated with 
theoretical propositions about the divine, rather than with the narrative 
about God and the ingroup. The various texts of the early Christ-
movement typically explain the value and meaning of being a Christ-
believer in narrative form. They tell the narrative about what God has 
done, particularly through Christ, and what relation the Christ-believers 
have to God. When God is described as someone with character traits, it 
is often to explain why God acts in a certain way or why the recipients 

                                                           
45 See chapter 6. Cf. Esler 2003: 21 who argues similarly. Esler also points out 

that ”theology” is an anachronistic term. Since scholars frequently use etic 
analytical terms, this is not a valid objection against using the concept of 
“theology.” Nevertheless, we should not think that the authors of the early 
Christ-movement thought of themselves as “theologians.” 

46 See chapters 6.1 and 11.1. 
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should act in an analogous way.47 Research in the cognitive science of 
religion has shown that our intuitive thinking about supernatural agents 
(e.g. gods) in everyday situations is very far away from abstract 
philosophical descriptions of the divine.48 Rather, God is primarily 
experienced as an anthropomorphous, powerful, and interested agent, 
often with superior moral insight, who interacts with humans and 
expects humans to act in certain ways. In the words of Todd Tremlin: 

Person is the only natural ontological category that the mind 
possesses for comprehending the type of entities that gods are said 
to be. … It is only theologians and religious specialists who 
represent them as radically “Other.” But people who present them 
as radically different from the category Person make them 
incomprehensible and irrelevant as well. Mel Gibson’s portrait of 
the “Passion of the Christ” will always be more compelling than 
Paul Tillich’s obtuse depiction of God as the “Ground of Being.”49 

When the divine is perceived as an interested agent, it is very effortless 
for the human mind to motivate behavior with reference to the divine.50 
This anthropomorphic intuitive thinking about God is formed as a 
narrative. The term “myth,” used by Gerd Theissen in his analysis of the 
emergence of Christianity, is therefore better than “theology,” since it 
emphasizes the narrative character of the representation of the divine.51 
But myth is also a partly problematic term in relation to behavior norms, 
since it is typically only used for narratives about the divine.52 The 
narratives of the divine were certainly an important part of the ingroup 
narrative but the ingroup narrative also included the narratives about 
the history, character and value of the group itself, the narratives of the 
group members’ past before they became group members and the 
narratives about outgroups. All these narratives were intertwined and 
together formed the narrative rationale of their identity. Hence, rather 

                                                           
47 See e.g. chapters 6.4 and 11.2. 
48 Barrett and Keil 1996; Boyer 2001: 322–327; Tremlin 2006: 74–182. 
49 Tremlin 2006: 96.  
50 Boyer 2001: 193–231. 
51 Theissen 1999: 2. 
52 Myth: Encyclopedia Britannica Online.  
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than “theology” or “myth,” I will use the term “ingroup narrative(s)” to 
refer to all the narratives that provide the narrative rationale of the 
group. 

Fourth, “ethics” tends to be narrower than “norms” and “practical 
ethics” narrower than “behavior norms.” Theissen differentiates 
between “ethics” and “rites,” which both include prescribed behavior.53 
The distinction between ethics and rites certainly has analytical value, 
but what this study needs is a term that includes all kinds of normative 
behavior. There are a number of behavior norms which do not fall easily 
into either ethics or rites, such as purity regulations, social gestures and 
aesthetics. For example, when a woman in one of the recipient 
communities of 1 Peter avoided glamorous jewelry, she imagined herself 
to be as pious as the biblical Sarah, replacing the outer beauty with inner 
beauty before God (1 Pet 3:3–6). Is her clothing behavior ethical, ritual, 
aesthetical, a bit of everything or something else entirely? Likewise, is it 
a rite or a social gesture to greet each other with a holy kiss (e.g. Rom 
16:16)? The terms “norm” and “behavior norms” are terms that include 
all kinds of norms that are important for the identity in Christ. 

 
2.2� Definition of “Norms” and “Behavior Norms” 

In this study, “norms” will be defined in congruence with the 
vocabulary in social psychology, particularly social identity theory. (On 
social identity theory, see chapter 5.2 below.) In his broad introduction 
to social psychology, Rupert Brown defines norms as ”a scale of values 
which defines a range of acceptable (and unacceptable) attitudes and 
behaviors for members of a social unit.”54 Scholars in the social identity 
theory tradition define norms similarly: John Turner et al. define it as 
“any shared standard or rule that specifies appropriate, ‘correct’, 
desirable, expected, etc., attitudes and conduct.”55 Jose Marques et al. 
define it as “propositions that prescribe beliefs, perceptions, and 

                                                           
53 Theissen 1999: 2–4. 
54 Brown 2000: 56. 
55 Turner et al. 1987: 13. 
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behaviours of group members.”56 In the definitions by Turner and 
Marques et. al above, there are two shared components. There is a 
behavioral component, how one should behave. This component is the 
only visible and audible (etc.) component, from which the presence of 
the other components in other group members has to be inferred. There 
is an attitude component, how you should evaluate and feel about 
matters. Finally, in Marques et. al., there is also a belief component, what 
one should hold to be true and how one should interpret the world. 
Accepting certain truths is certainly a part of what one should do as a 
Christ-believer. Much social identity research has more or less ignored 
the belief component. A notable exception is Daniel Bar-Tal, who has 
emphasized the importance of what he calls “group beliefs.”57 Group 
beliefs are beliefs about the goals of the group and “beliefs which 
provide a rationale for the group’s existence.”58 For example, the 
narrative belief that Christ had risen from the dead was a very central 
group belief providing a rationale for the existence of the Christ-
believing group. Based on the discussion above, I propose the following 
definition of norms and behavior norms: 

Norms are cognitions about proper behavior, attitudes, goals and beliefs, 
which are shared and sanctioned by a group. 

Behavior norms are norms about observable behavior (as opposed to 
attitudes, goals and beliefs, which are not directly observable, but can only be 
attributed to others on the basis of their behavior).As we will see in chapter 6, 
we have reason so single out behavior norms from other norms, since a 
central aspect of this study is attribution theory, research about how we 
humans infer what attitudes, goals, and so on, other people have based 
on how we see them act and appear. 

Philip Esler, who has analyzed Paul’s letters to the Romans using 
social identity theory, argues that one should call norms “identity 
descriptors.”59 As we will see below, this is true to a large extent, since 
most of the norms expressed in the texts of the early Christ-movement 

                                                           
56 Marques et al. 2001: 402. 
57 Bar-Tal 1990; 1998. 
58 Bar-Tal 1998: 112. 
59 Esler 2003: 20–21, 323–330. 
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are presented as typical for the ideal Christ-believer. But even though 
most norms in the New Testament are presented as aspects of the ideal 
Christ-believer, it is not always necessary to equate norms and identity 
descriptors. There can be intragroup norms which are not included in 
the ingroup prototype (i.e., the cognition of the ideal Christ-believer, see 
chapter 5).60 “Norms … do not necessarily have to be group beliefs. 
Norms may regulate group members’ behaviour without being 
considered as characteristic of the specific group.”61 Therefore, I will use 
the term “norm” rather than “identity descriptor,” in order to be open 
for the possibility that some expressed norms are described as primarily 
just practical. Having said that, we can expcect norms that are not seen 
as identity descriptors to be far less common in our texts, since there 
would have been no reason to bring them up as long as they were 
adhered to. Moreover, if people did not adhere to these norms, the urge 
to convince them to act according to group norms would often have 
inspired the authors to transform these norms into identity descriptors, 
in order to give the argument greater impact.  

Finally, there is one more reason not to replace the term “norms” 
with “identity descriptors.” Doing so would to a certain extent make the 
answer to the question in this thesis inherent in the definition. I cannot 
ask the question about the relation between practical behavior norms 
and identity and use a definition of norms that partly assumes the 
answer right from the outset.  

 

                                                           
60 Marques et al. 2001 make a distinction between denotative and prescriptive 

group norms. Denotative norms are norms that are a part of the identity 
prototype. These norms are included in the group’s shared image of the 
prototypical group member. Prescriptive norms are norms which regulate group 
dynamics without being included in the identity prototype.  

61 Bar-Tal 1998: 96. Bar-Tal uses the term “group belief” to denote norms and 
other beliefs that are considered “as defining their ‘groupness’” (p. 94). 
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2.3� Why “Christ-believer,” ”Identity in Christ” and 
“Christ-Movement” Rather Than “Christian” and 
“Christianity”? 

This study will use the term “Christ-believer” rather than “Christan,” 
“identity in Christ” rather than “Christian identity” and “Christ-
movement” rather than “Christanity.”62 (Occasionally, in relation to 
authors who use the term “Christianity,” I will use that vocabulary while 
discussing their research.) 

“Christ-believer” is inspired by the expression ϳ ΔΗΘΉϾΝΑ ΉΔϠ/ΉϢΖ ΘХ 
̙ΕϟΗΘХ/ΘϲΑ ̙ΕΗΘϱΑ and similar expressions, which are frequently used 
in texts from the early Christ-movement (e.g., Matt 18:6, Mark 16:16; 
John 3:16; Acts 2:44; Rom 10:11; Eph 1:19; 1 John 5:1). ̙ΕΗΘ΅ΑϱΖ, 
“Christian” occurs only rarely in the first century (Acts 11:26; 26:28; 1 
Pet 4:16) and probably originated from outside the movement.63 In 
contrast, variations of expressions such as ϳ ΔΗΘΉϾΝΑ ΉΔϠ ΘХ ̙ΕϟΗΘХ, 
which can be paraphrased “Christ-believer,” were quite common self-
designations. Having said that, however, I do not think that scholarly 
salvation lies in the invention of a flawless terminology. In the words of 
Bengt Holmberg: 

It is true that anachronisms can creep in through careless use of 
terms. However, words are not receptacles that automatically 
contain every meaning that anybody ever put into them … The 
label Christianoi or “Christians” need not by itself signify a group 
outside Judaism any more than a term like Pharisaioi does.64 

                                                           
62 E.g. Esler 2003: 12 argue for this vocabulary. Tellbe 2009 entitles his study 

Christ-Believers in Ephesus. Also Runesson 2008 argues against the term 
“Christianity” and “Christian” for the first century movement, but suggests 
“Apostolic Judaism” and “Christ-fearer.” I will not reiterate the entire scholarly 
discussion about proper terminology here. 

63 Horrell 2007a for a recent discussion. 
64 Holmberg 2008: 4. Lieu 2004: 1–7 is a good example of how a scholar can 

discuss the problems of the term “Christian” and then use the term fruitfully 
anyway. 
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It does, however, fit my scholarly aesthetic to use this designation which 
is inspired by emic terms. It is a reminder that large portions of the 
Christ-movement during the first century considered themselves to be a 
continuation of the covenant rather than a “third race” in opposition to 
Judaism, and that many dogmatic formulations and organizational 
patterns were very different from post-Nicaean Christianity.65 

Consequently, this study will use the term “Christ-movement,” 
meaning the movement consisting of Christ-believers. ̙ΕΗΘ΅ΑΗΐϱΖ, 
“Christianity” is a term which is even later than ̙ΕΗΘ΅ΑϱΖ, appearing 
first in the beginning of the second century in the texts of Ignatius of 
Antioch (Ign. Magn. 10:1, 3; Ign. Rom. 3:3; Ign. Phld. 6:1). I prefer 
“Christ-movement” before “Jesus movement,” since Gerd Theissen, who 
first used the term “Jesus movement,” used it to designate the 
movement in Palestine consisting of household communities and 
“wandering charismatics” who traveled throughout Palestine and 
preached the Kingdom.66 “Christ-movement” is intended to be a term for 
the entire movement, not only the Palestinian movement. The choice to 
call it a “movement” is, however, inspired by Theissen’s terminology. 
“Movement” signals that the different Christ-believing groups had 
something in common, although they were not hierarchically organized. 
The title “Christ” is almost omnipresent in the texts from the movement 
emerging from Jesus.67 It is the most common title indicating that the 
members of the movement typically68 thought that Jesus was something 
more than an ordinary human. Moreover, to use “Christ-movement” 
rather than “Jesus movement” signals that although the movement had 
not yet fully become what would later be called “Christianity,” it is, 
nevertheless, the historical precursor to Christianity. 

                                                           
65 Runesson 2008. 
66 Theissen 1978. 
67 ̙ΕΗΘϱΖ is used in every New Testament writing except 3 John. All 

Apostolic Fathers use the title. (Search performed with BibleWorks 7.) Besides 3 
John, “Christ” is not used by e.g. Gos. Thom. Cf. the “antichrists” who deny that 
Jesus is Christ, according to 1 John 2:18, 22.  

68 Cf. the discussion below in chapter 4 on culture as frequently distributed 
beliefs. 
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“Identity in Christ” is inspired by the frequent Pauline metaphor of 
being πΑ ̙ΕΗΘХ, “in Christ” (e.g., Rom 6:11),69 and by the similar 
metaphor of the vine in the Gospel of John (John 15:1–9). The term is 
perhaps unduly Pauline, but less clumsy than “identity as a Christ-
believer.” The term does, however, have merits. It indicates that the 
identity was typically believed to be more than membership in an 
association, that it brought the Christ-believer into a privileged relation 
to God “in Christ.” For the sake of variation, the term “Identity as a 
Christ-believer” will occasionally be used, too. 

 

                                                           
69 Neugebauer 1961: 65–71, 131–133 for complete references to πΑ ̙ΕΗΘХ in 

Pauline literature. 



 

 

Theory: A Cognitive Perspective on Social 
Identity and Behavior Norms in the Early 

Christ-Movement 

The purpose of chapters 3 to 12 is to explore how cognitive research can 
provide a theoretically continuous perspective on the construction of the 
relation between social identity and behavior norms in the early Christ-
movement. The goal is to create a discourse, based on cognitive 
psychology, which will be able to shed new light on the many classical 
problems in biblical studies that the question of this study raises. 

First, we need to discuss how cognitive psychology may contribute to 
the problem of the extent as to which we can understand the subjects of 
the past (chapter 3).  

Second, since the early Christ-movement can be understood as a 
(sub-)culture, we need to have a concept of culture, which is coherent 
with cognitive psychology (chapter 4). 

ThirdȰand most importantlyȰwe need to explore the relation 
between identity and behavior norms from a cognitive perspective 
(chapters 5 to 10). What is a social identity and on what cognitive 
capacities are our social categories based (chapter 5)? How do we 
explain and moralize about behavior, particularly the causes of behavior 
(chapter 6)? What are the particular cultural patterns of explaining 
behavior in the ancient Mediterranean world (sections 6.2–6.4)? What 
intergroup and intragroup dynamics shape and are shaped by identity 
and behavior norms (chapters 7 and 8)? What factors are important for 
the individual’s identification with a group (chapter 9)?  

Fourth, we need to understand the importance of narratives in the 
formation of identity and behavior norms from a cognitive perspective 
(chapter 11). How can narratives imbue social identities and behavior 
norms with meaning? 



 

 

3� Cognitive Research and Historical 
Investigation 

The primary question of this historical investigation is not what 
happened in the early Christ-movement, but how historical subjects 
constructed their identity in Christ. The question entails a study going 
from subject to subject across time and culture, since it asks how we can 
understand their cognition. As a secondary endeavor, this study will also 
ask hypothetical questions about how their cognitive patterns both were 
formed by and influenced their social reality, since the construction of 
social matters is always “in the flesh” and cannot be justly understood 
without reference to the world outside the text.70 Therefore, two 
principal questions arise: First, in what sense is it possible to understand 
cognitive constructs which govern experience across time and culture 
(chapter 3.1)? Second, how can we hypothesize about the relation 
between texts, the cognition of historical subjects and their social reality 
(chapter 3.2)? Cognitive research provides help for the historian to 
answer these questions.  

Although historians disagree on to what degree and in what way the 
narratives produced by historians correspond to the past,71 they 

                                                           
70 The expression “in the flesh” is taken from Lakoff and Johnson 1999, who 

emphasize that all human cognition is founded in our biological constitution and 
our sensual experience of the world. 

71 Carr 1961 is typical for the modern historian’s ethos as he insists that 
although the historian makes a subjective interpretation, the interpretation 
nevertheless relates to the past. Other historians, such as Jenkins 1991; 2003, do, 
however, argue that history is a discourse that reflects the present and says very 
little about the past. Provoked by “postmodern” historians such as Jenkins, yet 
others, such as Evans 1997, have defended the referential nature of history 
 



28  Behaving as a Christ-Believer 
 

generally agree that the duty of the historian is to present an 
interpretation of the historical artifacts that is as coherent as possible.72 
We expect a historical investigation to present an interpretation, which is 
coherent with the examined artifacts. However, that is not all we 
expectȰwe also expect the historian’s account to be coherent with our 
broader knowledge about other artifacts from the context of the artifacts 
examined. Therefore, we bring related texts and archeological findings, 
as well as philology and scholarly historical narratives about related 
historical events, social, cultural and political circumstances, etc., into the 
coherence puzzle. However, not even this is the whole truth about what 
we expect of a coherent historical accountȰwe also expect a historical 
investigation to be coherent with our general expectations about humans. For 
instance, the resurrection of Jesus would not be problematic as a 
historical event coherent with the textual artifacts, unless it was 
incoherent with our expectation about human beings. Most of our 
expectations about human beings are, however, not related to their 
physiological capacities but to their capacities as agents and subjects of 
experience. We expect a historical narrative to be coherent with 
reasonable assumptions about humans as mental and social entities.  

Many historians simply use their intuitions about human agents 
when they assemble the pieces of their historical puzzle. They trust that 
their own intuitive competence, in virtue of being human, provides them 
with correct assumptions about how the historical subjects must have 
functioned. Birger A. Pearson even belittles scholars who do not use 
their intuition and claims that obsession with method will only divert 
the attention from the real work of historical investigation.73 Such 

                                                                                                                                  
writing. In the following, I will argue that a historical account is constructed 
rather than objective, but still refers to the past. 

72 Megill 2004. Clarification: a coherent account must not claim that the 
artifacts are coherent in relation to each other. Rather, the historical account is 
sometimes coherent in virtue of pointing out incoherencies in and between 
artifacts. By “coherent” I mean both “consistent,” i.e., “without self-
contradictions” and “congruent,” i.e., “linked together into a (subjectively 
experienced) whole.”  

73 Pearson 1997: 214–225. Pearson argues that a certain amount of mental 
automation (i.e., learned intuition) is necessary in order to perform historical 
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intuitions will often do just fine, but the potential danger of bringing 
unwarranted presentism, anachronism and personal preferences into the 
analysis is apparent. Historians have therefore increasingly brought 
systematic knowledge about the human mind and human social 
behavior into the coherence puzzle.74 Sociology, anthropology, 
psychology, literary theory, etc., provide hermeneutic tools, which 
suggest that some ways of making a coherent interpretation of historical 
artifacts are more reasonable than others. Biblical exegesis has certainly 
been enriched in the 20th century by these cross-disciplinary influences.75 
We need only to think of the tremendous impact of Bruce Malina’s book 
The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology, which 
established an anthropological perspective on such important notions as 
collectivity, honor, shame, and purity among New Testament scholars.76 
Malina’s emphasis is more on the difference than on the similarity 
between us and the subjects living in the ancient Mediterranean 
environment, since his object is to overcome anachronistic 
interpretations of the texts. (Malina does not, however, claim that we 
lack similarity with subjects from the ancient Mediterranean world.77) In 
contrast to his approach, this study will begin with what is similar 
between us and them and then pinpoint the differences. We are 
biological beings, who are culturally configured. An appreciation of 
what is similar between us and first century Christ-believers is just as 
important as is an appreciation of the differences for a proper 
understanding of how they constructed their social world. Although I do 
not believe that our cognitive capacities and constraints determine 
culture and history, I do think that our biologically inherited cognitive 
capacities have certain constraints and tendencies which influence the 
                                                                                                                                  
analysis. Although I agree with him that a certain amount of automation is 
practically necessary, due to the limited capacity of even a scholar’s mind, we 
must not jump to the conclusion that we should not form our automations by 
systematic knowledge about human behavior and thinking, rather than by the 
intuition we have acquired through our personal experience. 

74 Megill 2004. 
75 See the discussion in chapter 1.2 for references. 
76 Malina 2001 (originally 1981).  
77 Malina 2001: 7–11. 
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way we create culture. Therefore, it is a good start for cross-cultural 
understanding.  

I do not argue that the universal aspects of human life are the most 
intriguing aspects of the past. On the contrary, it is the particular which 
interests the historian. My claim is simply this: If we structure our 
understanding of the experience of the subjects of the past around 
cognitive universals, we are in many cases in a better position to 
understand their particulars. Indeed, if we are to talk about 
“understanding” in the sense that we to some extent can understand 
how they constructed their reality and what their texts mean, we have to 
assume that they are like us in certain respects. 

 
3.1� Understanding across Time and Culture 

Can we understand the cognitive constructs of people who took part in 
the early Christ-movement through interpretation of texts that were 
produced and used by them? What kind of understanding of the subjects 
in the early Christ-movement is it reasonable for us to claim?  

It may seem evident that communication with public representations 
such as words and gestures leads to our understanding each other.78 If I 
ask you to please send me the potatoes, you seem to understand what I 
mean well enough to send me the potatoes. Humans are able to 
cooperate and create enormously complex civilizations. This collective 
effort would not have been possible if understanding had been largely 
illusory.  

From an evolutionary perspective, effective communication and 
understanding provide an enormous advantage in the task of survival.79 
Nevertheless, the argument that it would be advantageous does not 
prove that it therefore must be so. Evolution does not aim teleologically 
at the perfect constitution, but selects among random deviations, which 

                                                           
78 Sperber 1996: 56–76 points out that the private representations in our 

minds (e.g. beliefs) must be expressed in public representations (e.g. speech, 
texts), before they can be transformed into private representations in other 
people’s minds. This process may be more or less successful and result in more 
or less similar representations in the minds of communicators. 

79 Deacon 1997: 28; Dunbar 1996; Pinker 1994; Tremlin 2006: 73–86. 
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means that our actual cognitive constitution is not necessarily the most 
beneficial one.80 We need to recognize that psychologists have an 
epistemological problem when they wish to prove that intersubjectivity 
is often real and not illusory, since they try to investigate mental states, 
which only the subjects themselves can access directly.81 There is, 
however, an increasing amount of research from social psychology, 
developmental studies and neuroscience, which indicates that people 
who interact regularly tend to share similar (but not identical) cognitive 
patterns, that is, similar beliefs, emotions and values.82 More specifically, 
we have reason to believe that linguistic and bodily interaction can 
function to reach intersubjective understanding.83 But does this mean we 
can understand subjects from the past by reading their attempts at 
communication? 

In the 1930s-1940s, the philosopher of history Robin George 
Collingwood argued that history was not primarily a science that should 
reconstruct the events of the past, but a science that should aim at 
understanding the minds of the past.84 Collingwood believed that such 
historical imagination was quite possible, arguing that one does not have 
to enter the minds of historical subjects in order to reach empathetic 
understanding of the values and beliefs of the subjects of the past. 
According to Collingwood, the historian should (and can) reenact the 
experience of past subjects in his or her own mind.  

Although much cognitive research affirms the possibility of 
empathetic intersubjective understanding and shared cognitive patterns, 
as discussed above, this research also shows that shared cognition arises 
most easily in circumstances where there is close social intercourse.85 The 
                                                           

80 Deacon 1997: 28–39. 
81 Praetorius 2004. Praetorius does, however, argue that we have sufficient 

reason to believe that linguistic reports about mental states may be trusted. 
82 See Decety and Sommerwille 2003 for an overview. See also Baars 2003 on 

neuroscience. The most concrete evidence comes from cognitive neuroscience, 
where brain scans reveal that brain activity correlates with subjective experience. 

83 E.g. Malle and Hodges 2005; Verhagen 2005; Zlatev et al. 2008. 
84 Collingwood 1946; 1999 (posthumous publications), summarized by D'Oro 

2006. 
85 Decety and Sommerwille 2003. 
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historian cannot take part of such intense intercourse with the subjects of 
the past; communication is crippled. We cannot ask the authors of 
historical texts for clarification. Moreover, we and the historical subjects 
do not entirely share cognitive configuration, since we belong to 
different cultures. Consequently, we can hardly internalize the cognitive 
patterns of historical subjects to the extent that we can reenact their 
thoughts, values and emotions in the way Collingwood argued. 
Particularly the intuitive cognitive patterns, which are not the result of 
deliberate reasoning, are difficult to reenact, since we are basically 
incapable of overriding our own intuitions.86 The transfer of mental 
representations through historical artifacts will always result in a less 
than perfect understanding, which cannot be called “empathetic 
reenactment.”  

Many historians, who are aware of these problems, still retain 
Collingwoodian optimism. James Dunn, for instance, is aware of the 
problems in his study of the experience of the Spirit among the first 
Christians. He acknowledges that experience is subjective, that the 
sources are scant and that he has to overcome inter-cultural differences.87 
Nevertheless, he is convinced that simply “a sympathetic study” of the 
texts will help him overcome the difficulties.88 In short, Dunn does not 
take the epistemological and methodological consequences of his own 
insights seriously. 

After Collingwood, many philosophers have been less optimistic 
about the possibility of historical imagination in the Collingwoodian 
sense. Hans-George Gadamer, one of the most important philosophers of 
hermeneutics in the 20th century, criticized Collingwood for 

                                                           
86 Chaiken and Trope 1999. According to the dual-process theory, our minds 

have two kinds of mental processes. One is deliberate and conscious, the other is 
intuitive and unconscious and therefore not possible to control through 
deliberation. Since the latter kind is unconscious, a historian cannot fully 
appreciate to what extent his intuitions differ from those of a historical subject. 

87 Dunn 1975: 2–5. 
88 Dunn 1975: 3. A few pages later, he does, however, note that “perhaps it 

[i.e., the study of historical experience] requires an interdisciplinary competence 
(in theology, psychology, sociology and anthropology for a start) that too few 
possess” (p. 5). Dunn is certainly right, but he does not follow his own insight. 
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underestimating the importance of the historian’s preunderstanding in 
his/her interpretation of historical artifacts.89 Gadamer did, however, not 
conclude that the historian produces thoughts which are only a product 
of his/her own preunderstanding. Rather, the preunderstanding of the 
historian interacts with the historical material in a hermeneutical 
dialectic, so that the historian gradually reaches a “fusion of the horizons 
(Horizontverschmeltzung) of the author and the interpreter.”90  

Gadamer’s hermeneutics, in the respect described here, is nowadays 
standard hermeneutics and many historians, such as Edward Hallet Carr 
in his famous George Macaulay Trevelyan lectures in 1961, see the 
historian as someone in dialogue with the historical artifacts.91 Few 
modern historians would claim that historians produce objective 
descriptions of the past. Rather, historical understanding is always 
reached from a certain perspective.92  

In contrast, historian Keith Jenkins has gone to the opposite extreme 
of Collingwood and argues for a minimum of referential qualities in the 
historian’s narrative.93 According to Jenkins, the historian does not 

                                                           
89 The critique of Collingwood in Gadamer 1975 has been summarized by 

Vardoulakis 2004. Vardoulakis does, however, conclude that Gadamer partly 
misrepresents Collingwood and that Collingwood’s historical imagination 
actually is not that far away from Gadamer’s Horizontverschmeltzung. 

90 Vardoulakis 2004: 9. Gadamer, although methodologically often similar to 
Jaques Derrida, did not share Derrida’s declaration that authorial intention was 
beyond reach, see Michelfelder and Palmer 1989.  

91 Carr 1961: 1–24. 
92 Gaddis 2002. 
93 Jenkins 1995, who considers himself a “postmodern” historian, criticizes 

Carr, suggesting that Carr is inconsistent when he insists that history 
reconstructs the past. See also Jenkins 1991; 2003. “The past and history float free 
of each other, they are ages and miles apart,” Jenkins 1991: 5. “[T]he historian’s 
narrative is not representing the once actuality at all in the sense of presenting it 
again … because all proposals can only be deemed relatively plausible not in 
relation to ‘the past’ as such but with regard to other historian’s proposals or 
textsȰthat is intertextuallyȰthen when it comes to ‘judging’ historian’s 
presentations/proposals the past literally does not enter into it; only the texts matter 
historically. Consequently, we are free to make of the past what we will, without 
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primarily understand subjects and events of the past, but rather 
constructs something new, when he or she interacts with historical 
artifacts. History in Jenkins’ sense is not a discipline that says anything 
about the past, but a discipline that constructs interpretations of 
historical artifacts. 

I agree with Gadamer that the historical interpretation is typically a 
fusion of horizons rather than an objective description of the past, and 
that the goal of reenactment of the minds of the past is untenable. Yet I 
would like to contest Jenkins’ idea that historical understanding has 
insignificant referential qualities in relation to the past, just because 
historical understanding is constructed and biased rather than objective. 
Constructed does not equal non-referential. Historical understanding, 
just like other kinds of knowledge, can be constructed, biased and yet 
referential. Gadamer was quite optimistic that the hermeneutical process 
could lead to an understanding of authorial intent.94 After all, the 
historical subjects had the same innate linguistic capacity as we have and 
their texts were typically designed to communicate.95 But if we discard 
the goal of reenactment and emotional empathy as well as the illusion of 
objectivity, as I did above, in what sense are we justified to talk about an 
understanding of the subjects of the past? In the following, I will use the 
insights of cognitive psychology in order to approach an answer.  

Gadamer debated his hermeneutic approach extensively with Jürgen 
Habermas.96 Although they agreed that interpretation is dependent upon 
preunderstanding, Habermas argued that Gadamer did not appreciate 
enough how careful deliberation could help the scholar scrutinize and 
criticize his/her own culturally learned preunderstanding. Habermas 
was generally critical of the postmodern paradigm and developed a 
“theory of communicative action,” which among other things aimed at 

                                                                                                                                  
any kind of ‘original past’ that can count decisively to stop us,” Jenkins 2003: 41–
42, emphasis original. 

94 According to Gadamer 1989: 117–118, hermeneutics is “the art of grasping 
what someone has really wanted to say.” 

95 Cf. the excursus on linguistic universals and cross-cultural understanding 
at the end of this section. 

96 The so called “Habermas-Gadamer Debate” has been summarized by 
Mendelson 1979. 
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enabling intersubjective understanding through deliberation. A central 
component in this theory was to develop a “reconstructive science,” 
which analyzes the universal97 structures of human thinking that are the 
prerequisites of any human understanding.98 If such universal structures 
of human understanding exist and we are able to recognize these 
structures, then it is possible to find common ground in our 
understanding between us and the subjects of the past. We could then 
use our knowledge about universal cognitive structures of the human 
mind to interpret the artifacts. Thus, by starting from the universal 
structures that the cultural specifics of the past are built on, we would 
have the possibility of reaching some degree of understanding the 
subjects of the past.  

This understanding is not a reenactment of their minds, nor 
emotional empathy, but an intellectual analysis of textual expressions of 
the cognitive structures which produce their subjective experience. Only 
at a secondary stage might this analysis induce a certain amount of 
“empathy,” once we understand their experience as the fruits of 
cognitive structures, which we share with them. This “empathy” is, 
however, not the primary aim of the study. Rather, the goal is an 
analysis of how they structured their cognition. Having said that, the 
analysis does not have explanatory value in virtue of being objective. 
Just because we analyze texts in terms of something universal, it does 
not mean that our knowledge about these universals is not constructed. 
Knowledge about universal characteristics of the human mind, as 
constructed as this knowledge is, has explanatory value for historical 
investigations, not in virtue of being objective, but in virtue of starting 
from structures we share with the subjects of the past. In short, our 
historical investigation produces an account that in a constructed way 

                                                           
97 “Universal” should not be interpreted as “every human subject without 

exception,” since we must recognize that individuals can have varying cognitive 
capacities. We need only to think of autism or psychosis. Rather, “universal” 
should be interpreted as “typical in all cultures.” 

98 E.g. Habermas 1984; 1990. Alford 1985 summarizes and evaluates 
Habermas’ reconstructive science. Alford aptly shows that Habermas’ theory is 
problematic in many respects. In this context, however, I will only emphasize the 
interpretative value of knowledge about universal human cognitive structures. 
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refers to cognitive constructs, which produced experiences for subjects of 
the past, since we structure our historical interpretation of the artifacts 
around shared patterns of cognition.  

But do we have reason to believe that there are universal features of 
the human mind?99 Features that would enable understanding of 
subjects across time and culture? Cognitive psychology is the most 
obvious choice of scholarly discipline, if we are looking for universal 
cognitive structures.100 Cognitive scientists generally recognize the brain, 
the place where the mind happens, as a biological entity. As the 
cognitive linguistic scholars George Lakoff and Mark Johnson phrase it, 
we have “embodied minds.”101 Our minds are the products of a genetic 
code, which we humans largely share and the configuration of our 
minds is to a large extent dependent on our bodily experience. Our 
minds are of course also culturally configured, but the configuration can 
only take place within the possibilities of the innate structures of our 
brains.102 These genetically innate preconditions, which make us human, 
have not changed significantly over the last few thousand years. 
Therefore, we can find basic processes of emotions, knowledge 
formation and interpretation that are essentially the same across time 
and culture. 

                                                           
99 Not very surprisingly, postmodern author Lyotard 1984 denies the 

possibility and desirability of universals and consensus in a postmodern world 
and criticizes Habermas accordingly (pp. 65–66). The debate between Habermas 
and Lyotard is wider than the problem posed hereȰuniversals of the human 
mindȰbut, as will be argued below, a general rejection of universals does not 
take the biological nature of the human mind seriously. 

100 Habermas discusses Noam Chomsky’s theory of language, Lawrence 
Kohlberg’s theories of moral development, Jean Piaget’s theory of genetic 
epistemology and psychodynamics as a universal structure of the human mind, 
see Alford 1985. Habermas’ choice of theories to lean on is, however, inadequate 
for the needs of this study. As will hopefully become clear in this study, there are 
many branches of cognitive psychology that are better starting points for a cross-
cultural analysis of experience. 

101Lakoff and Johnson 1999.  
102 Tomasello 1999: 13–55. 
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The term “innate” needs some clarification, since it has been 
understood in many ways.103 As I will use the term, “innate” does not 
mean that babies are born with certain capacities fully developed, nor 
that it is impossible to create an environment for babies that would 
prevent these capacities from developing or that no individuals may be 
born with cognitive handicaps. “Innate” does, however, mean that most 
humans are genetically predisposed to develop certain cognitive 
capacities under many different cultural circumstances.104 Certain 
cognitive patterns are typical for the human race, as they appear in most 
humans in all or almost all cultures and develop reliably in almost all 
children. For instance, humans learn language far more easily than any 
other species.105  

The debate among cognitive psychologists is not mainly about 
whether such species-typical cognitive patterns exist, but what the cause 
of these regularities is. Tom Simpson et al. describe the debate:106 One 
position, the “nativist” position, is that the brain is modular, that is, we 
are born with specialized cognitive “modules,” which develop under 
almost any circumstances. These modules are the fruit of evolutional 
adaptations and explain why human cognition is surprisingly regular in 
spite of cultural variations. The opposite position, the “empiricist” 
position, is that the human brain is best characterized as a general 
learning device, that cross-cultural regularities are not as great as the 
nativists suggest, and that regularities are better explained by other 
factors than specialized modules. In between these two positions, there 
are all kinds of suggestions that combine nativism and empiricism. The 
flexibility of the human mind seems to warn against at least the 
strongest forms of nativism. However, there seems to be enough support 
for the thought that innate cognitive patterns are due to domain specific 
capacities in our brains, at least to some extent.107 Cognitive research 
                                                           

103 Griffiths 2002. 
104 Carruthers, Laurence and Stich 2005–2008 for a thorough overview of 

research on innateness in recent decades. 
105 See the excursus at the end of this section, particularly n. 115. 
106 Simpson et al. 2005. 
107 See Carruthers, Laurence and Stich 2005–2008. See also e.g. Hirschfeld and 

Gelman 1994; Pyysiäinen 2003: 197–233; Tremlin 2006: 53–72.  
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indicates that the brain is not only characterized by a general 
intelligence, which handles all cognitive processes. Rather, the brain has 
biologically innate domain-specific cognitive capacities, which are apt to 
handle specific tasks that make us fit for the environment we live in. It is 
not crucial for this study to subscribe to a specific interpretation of how 
modular and hard-wired the human mind is. The important point is just 
that we humans as biological beings are born with certain cognitive 
capacities and constraints. 

In light of the regularities in human cognition, it becomes 
unsustainable to assume that the mind is an infinitely formable general 
purpose deviceȰa popular implicit assumption in much 
hermeneutically oriented science, such as history, anthropology and 
literary criticism.108 The anthropologist Maurice Bloch, who is informed 
by cognitive psychology, rightly argues that ”anthropologists have 
grossly exaggerated cultural variation. … [T]he traditional questions of 
cultural anthropologists concerning very broad areas of knowledge 
should be rephrased from ‘How are these things learned?’ to ‘How is 
culturally specific knowledge produced out of universal 
predispositions?’”109 Analogically, an important aspect of this study is to 
ask: “How is the culturally specific construct of identity and behavior 
norms in the early Christ-movement produced out of universal 
predispositions?” 

Petri Luomanen, Ilkka Pyysiäinen and Risto Uro, in the introduction 
to the edited book Explaining Christian Origins and Early Judaism: 
Contributions from Cognitive and Social Science, have rightly pointed out 
that cognitive psychology may enrich our understanding of the early 
Christ-movement and other branches of early Judaism by pointing out 
universal cognitive processes.110 In contrast, Klaus Berger has argued 
that all modern psychology is useless for the study of the early Christ-

                                                           
108 Pinker 1994: 404–430 criticizes this imagination of the mind as flexible 

without limit. 
109 Bloch 1998: 5. 
110 Luomanen, Pyysiäinen and Uro 2007b. See also Martin 2005; 2007. Martin 

has been involved in several projects that seek to explore the merits of using the 
cognitive sciences in history writing, e.g. Martin and Sørensen 2009; Whitehouse 
and Martin 2004. 
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movement and that the historian must construct a “historical 
psychology,” which is not dependent on modern psychology.111 Berger’s 
position is untenable. If we, as Berger does, “call into question any 
atemporal approach” to the human mind,112 we would have to conclude 
that we cannot hope to understand anything of the textual artifacts of the 
early Christ-movement, since they have no thought patterns in common 
with us. Nevertheless, Berger assumes that he can read their texts and 
understand them. Is linguistic competence not an innate psychological 
skill, which we share with the first Christ-believers? Berger reacts mainly 
against psychoanalytical interpretations of the biblical texts and it might 
be true that some forms of psychology, such as Freudian and Jungian 
psychology, are not suitable for historical investigation.113 However, in 
contrast to Berger, I suggest that if we are to argue for any kind of 
understanding of subjects and textual artifacts of the past, we have to 
assume that we share basic mental capacities with them. If we start our 
analysis from insights about cognitive patterns, which we share with the 
first Christ-believers, we can then also appreciate more fully in what 
sense we are different from them. 

In this study I will argue that a number of cognitive skills are innate 
and therefore shared by us and the first Christ-believers. These are 
categorization (see chapter 5.1), causal thinking (see chapter 6), 
attribution of intentions and characteristics to agents (see chapter 6.1), 
narrativization of experience (see chapter 11) and analogical 
(metaphorical) thinking (see chapter 11.2). I will discuss these capacities 
in the chapters below. I will also argue that some cognitive tendencies 
are not universal and that there is good reason to think that the first 
Christ-believers differed from us in many respects. In yet other cases, I 
will argue that they construct knowledge in a way similar to us, 
although it is not necessarily a cross-culturally universal pattern. In 
short, I will be careful to avoid anachronism and only claim innateness if 
there is good reason to do so. 

                                                           
111 Berger 2003. 
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113 Cf. chapter 1.2 above.  
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Excursus: Linguistic universals and cross-cultural understanding. Most 
historians basically just assume that we can understand the 
sentences in texts from other times and cultures, provided that we 
have access to the grammar of the language and the semantic field 
of the words. Is that the case? To my knowledge, no one would 
argue that the capacity to communicate through language is not 
cross-culturally universal. It might, however, be possible that 
different languages shape the cognition to such an extent that we 
cannot really grasp the thinking of speakers of other languages.114 
There are, however, great structural similarities in language across 
cultures and children all over the world learn language in a similar 
pace and order.115 This evidence indicates that our brains have 
language processing skills, which all languages are dependent on. 
Therefore, as George Lakoff argues, although speakers of different 
languages have different systems of conceptualization, they still 
have the same conceptualizing capacity.116 Thus, Lakoff concludes, 
it is possible to learn other languages and understand what 
speakers of other languages mean, even in cases where the two 
languages conceptualize a certain sphere of knowledge differently. 
I will therefore assume, like most historians do without even 
discussing the problem, that whatever differences there are in 
thought structure due to language, it can be approximately bridged 
by careful deliberation on the relation between cognition and 
linguistic expressions.  

In sum, many basic properties of human cognition are biologically 
innate and cultural variations in cognition are formed by minds with 
these biological preconditions. We share many cognitive features with 

                                                           
114 Whorf 1956 is paradigmatic for this relativist position, while Chomsky 

1957; 1965 is paradigmatic for the universalist position. For an evaluation of 
Whorf, see Lakoff 1987: 304–337. 

115 E.g. Deacon 1997; Gleason 2000: 18–19, 421–422; McCabe 1997; Pinker 1994; 
Stein and Albro 1997; Turner 1996. Note that although many theorists agree that 
the human brain is strongly predisposed to learn language, they disagree on the 
nature of this predisposition. The original suggestion by Noam Chomsky that 
there is a “universal grammar” as the result of a specialized language centre in 
the brain is frequently questioned. It is, however, not necessary for this study to 
delve into these intricate matters. 

116 Lakoff 1987: 311–317. 
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the first Christ-believers, since they, just like we, are humans. If we use 
knowledge about these cognitive capacities in order to make better 
assumptions about how they probably organized their experience 
cognitively, we can to some extent bridge the divide of time and culture 
and better understand their culturally unique construction of identity 
and behavior norms. 

The discussion in this section has obvious contact with the debate 
among biblical scholars whether it is a good idea to use social-scientific 
(sociological, anthropological, etc.) theories to analyze biblical texts, and 
how these social-scientific models should be used. The defenders of 
social-scientific methods have claimed that although there are no “social 
laws,” there are nevertheless regularities in the social life of humans.117 
While I agree that this is the case, there has been some confusion as to 
why we should assume such regularity. My analysis above suggests that 
at least one of the reasons is that humans across cultures create culture 
and social patterns with the same basic innate cognitive capacities. 
Research about cognitive universals might therefore advance this 
discussion. For instance, social identity theory, which has been used by 
Philip Esler and many others,118 is based on the innate human capacity to 
categorize, as I will argue below (see chapter 5). Therefore, we have 
good reason to use at least parts of this theory in our analysis of biblical 
texts. Other social patterns, such as the social dynamics of honor and 
shame in the Mediterranean world, described initially to biblical scholars 
by Bruce Malina,119 seem to be more dependent on the distribution of 
these patterns among the minds of the subjects through learning, since 
they only appear in some cultures. These kinds of patterns, which are 
more dependent on distribution through learning, will still be typical 
within that culture, but they will probably exhibit more intra-cultural 
variation than social patterns governed by innate cognitive capacities (cf. 
chapter 4).120 
                                                           

117 Esler 2005 for an overview of the debate. See also the discussion in chapter 
1.2. 

118 See nn. 28 and 29. 
119 Malina 2001: 27–57. 
120 Lawrence 2003 has recently scrutinized the claims in Malina’s work, from 
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3.2� Imagining the Social Reality of the Past 

The experience of the first Christ-believers took place in real life and 
their behavior norms were norms about real social situations. They were, 
just like we are, biological, social and cultural beings and their cognition 
was formed in relation to the world they lived in. The texts produced by 
the subjects of the past were formed by factors outside the texts 
themselves, as they were experienced by the authors. However, 
although we can assume that the experience of the early Christ-believers 
was formed by their social reality, can we, as historians, gain some 
insights into this social reality “behind” the texts by reading them? 

Our mental representations of our social reality as well as our 
linguistic statements about this social reality are pragmatic and 
interested constructs.121 The texts from the early Christ-movement 
seldom give us straightforward, disinterested reports about social 
realities. On the other hand, if a text aiming at handling some social 
issue had not related to social reality at all, that text would have been 
irrelevant to the recipients. Although some historians argue for a 

                                                                                                                                  
first century Mediterranean culture. Some of her objections are valuable 
correctives. On the whole, however, she does affirm the value of Malina’s use of 
anthropology in the interpretation of the New Testament.  

Philip Esler and David Horrell have debated the correct use of social sciences 
in the interpretation of New Testament texts in e.g. Esler 2000; Horrell 2000. They 
both agree that there are no “social laws” and that social sciences should be used 
heuristically. However, they disagree on whether the social scientific models 
should mainly be considered as a way to overcome anachronistic readings 
(Esler) or a way to open the historian’s eyes to new perspectives (Horrell). Their 
discussion is very useful to anyone who is interested in the use of any social and 
psychological science in the interpretation of the Bible. However, the discussion 
lacks differentiation between a) basic social patterns, which can be explained 
mainly by innate cognitive dispositions, and b) culturally specific patterns, 
which must be explained mainly by the distribution of the patterns through 
learning and therefore may vary within and between cultures, since these 
cultural patterns can be more or less distributed and dominant among the minds 
of the population. 

121 See chapter 6.1. 



 Chapter 3 – Cognitive Research and Historical Investigation 43 

virtually arbitrary relation between text and reality,122 this is not a 
plausible description of how humans typically configure their cognition 
(and thereby linguistic statements) in relation to their social reality. Our 
cognitive and linguistic capacities are such that they enable us to both 
interpret and manipulate our surroundings. This is also true of the texts 
of the early Christ-movement, which are interested and strategic 
linguistic expressions of cognitionȰthey often aim at both interpreting 
and manipulating their surroundings. Thus, if we want to understand 
the texts, we must often speculate about what the texts relate to. 

Nevertheless, in spite of the principal reasons to assume a 
pragmatically constructed correlation between text and reality, we are 
certainly often skating on thin ice when we speculate about the social 
realities of the early Christ-movement. Do the texts reveal enough to 
disclose the social reality which they relate to? Scholars who investigate 
the social reality of the early Christ-movement have reason to be 
cautious, due to the sparse and frequently polemic, idealizing and 
prescriptive rather than descriptive sources. For instance, Paul’s letter to 
the Galatians is certainly pragmatically related to a social situation, but 
nevertheless extremely difficult to mirror-read, since the rhetoric 
obviously aims at influencing by means of a tendentious description of 
the situation.123 

Judith Lieu, in her multi-faceted analysis of “Christian identity” in 
the first and second centuries, expresses serious doubt about whether we 
can really know anything about how the communities of Christ-believers 
understood their identity, by reading texts from the movement.124 She 
does not question the ability of a modern historian to understand the 
texts; that is, her problem is not related to the hermeneutical discussion 
about “fusion of horizons.” On the contrary, she distances herself from 
the accusation that her interpretation is only “conditioned by a twenty-
first century agenda” and treats the texts as situated in their historical 
and cultural context.125 Neither does Lieu question that the texts were 
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124 Lieu 2004. Cf. Lieu 1996.  
125 Lieu 2004: 302. 



44  Behaving as a Christ-Believer 
 

typically both formed by and formed real communities and social 
experiences. On the contrary, she affirms that this was most probably 
often the case.126 Rather, the problem for Lieu is the nature of the 
historical evidence. 

[By reading texts] we can catch partial, but only partial, glimpses of 
the wider range of social experience than that directly represented 
by the texts. Indeed, when we attend to the voice of the text, often 
that of a particular author, we may not always be confident of how 
far it is articulating an existing consensus, or how far it is engaged 
in construction …127 

From this insight, she draws the methodological conclusion that she will 
not engage in speculation about how the communities of Christ-
believers constructed their identity, but only how the texts themselves 
construct identity.128 

I acknowledge that Lieu has pinpointed an important problem. But 
does her methodological conclusion improve her understanding of the 
texts? I agree with Lieu that the constructions of identity in the texts are 
more accessible to the historian than is the social reality of the early 
Christ-believing communities. I could, in principle, adapt Lieu’s cautious 
method and only ask how the texts themselves express the relation 
between identity and behavior norms. Indeed, this will be a central task 
in this study. Many of the texts of the early Christ-movement are, 
however, so blatantly in dialogue with realities outside the text that we 
are bound to misunderstand the texts unless we ask what they are in 
dialogue with. Lieu recognizes this problem with her method. 

Even a modicum of realism … is bound to ask what, if anything, is 
the referent of these texts. Focusing on the texts, we have been 
(rightly) unable to silence the voices of those who provoked and 
received them … and so we are bound to ask what, if anything, is 
the referent of their experience and how may it be articulated.129 

                                                           
126 Lieu 2004: 27. 
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We are caught in a dilemma. On the one hand, speculation about the 
social realities which the texts refer to is bound to be very fragile, at best 
a simplification of that reality, at worst a fantasy. On the other hand, 
attempts to isolate the text from that social reality is bound to 
misinterpret the dialogical character of the text. What is most hurtful to a 
historical understanding of the texts: to speculate about their social 
context or to avoid speculation? The answer to this question is 
dependent on what question we as historians ask the texts. 

In the case of this study, the posed question involves behavior norms, 
which can only be meaningful in relation to a social reality. Behavior 
cannot be treated as a textual phenomenon. (And, frankly, neither can 
social identity.) I will therefore not take the same methodological route 
as Lieu, although I agree with her description of the problem, since it is 
impossible to discuss how behavior norms are constructed as a part of 
the identity in Christ without reference to the practical social dynamics 
of these norms. Therefore, I will engage in what might be called 
hypothetical history.130 I will ask: In what social context(s) could the author 
possibly have suggested these norms? How would these norms have 
functioned if they were embraced by a community? The result of this 
hypothetical reconstruction is not history wie es eigentlich gewesen, but 
history as it typically could have been. The hypothetical history should 
be coherent with a) social-scientific and psychological research, which 
provides us with knowledge about what social dynamics and subjective 
needs usually form the social reality of a group, b) knowledge of 
culturally typical social and cognitive patterns in the ancient 
Mediterranean world, and, most importantly, c) the text and other 
related artifacts. Moreover, the hypothetical history should be no more 
detailed than what is necessary to imagine as a reasonable social 
situation that the texts are in dialogue with.  

We need to conceptualize how we should assess the probability that 
the cognition expressed in a text from the early Christ-movement 
expresses something that to some extent was or became the shared 
cognition of one or many Christ-believing communities. To assess to 
                                                           

130 Cf. Zetterholm 2008 who suggests that all historical reconstructions are 
hypothetical and can only be tested as to whether they are coherent with the 
evidence. 
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what extent the recipient community actually accepted and lived 
according to the message in a text is indeed very difficult, unless we 
have documents telling us how the text was received. Unfortunately, the 
typical situation is that we have a text, say Paul’s letter to the Romans, 
but no record whatsoever of how the letter was received by the intended 
recipients. In principle, the letter may have fallen on deaf ears. Only 
rarely do we have other texts, which give us hints about the reaction of 
the intended recipients. One such case is Paul’s second letter to the 
Corinthians, which gives the impression that Paul himself thinks he had 
some success in convincing them with his first letter to them (and other 
to us unknown communication) (e.g., 2 Cor 1:23–2:11; 7:2–16), but not 
total success (2 Cor 10–13).131 Hints about the reception of a text from 
sources that close in time are not very common. More frequent is 
affirmation from later generations that secondary readers of the texts 
appreciated the message, such as in 2 Peter 3:15–16, where Paul’s letters 
are considered authoritative. What later generations thought is, 
however, at best a very indirect hint of what the intended recipients 
thought.  

However, social identity theory and social cognition research can 
help us find questions that will help us estimate whether it seems 
reasonable or not that the recipients shared or came to be influenced by 
the author’s views. From that point of view, the problem comes down to 
three sets of questions, outlined below. The difficulty in answering these 
questions will vary in relation to different texts. There will still be no 
certain answers, but the questions help to sort out what seems to be a 
more a reasonable answer than the alternatives: 

 
1) Does the author seem to be ingroup for the recipients? One of the most 
basic features of intergroup dynamics according to social identity theory 
is that the ingroup tends to consider the outgroup to be different and 
lower in status than the ingroup.132 An author who is considered 
outgroup will therefore probably not have much success, no matter what 
                                                           

131 Many, e.g. Furnish 1984: 5–12, suggests that 2 Cor is a redactional product, 
which would explain the change in tone in chapters 10–13. 

132 E.g. Tajfel and Turner 1979. See also discussion in chapters 7.1 and 7.2 
below. 
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his arguments are. Usually, both the author and the recipients of the 
texts we have from the early Christ-movement would consider 
themselves Christ-believers and they are therefore potentially 
experienced as part of each other’s ingroup. However, for various 
reasons, the recipients might have reasons to categorize themselves at a 
subcategory level in relation to the author or declare the author 
deviant:133 “You are not the same kind of Christ-believer as we are.” 
Hence, the author would be perceived as deviant or outgroup. Therefore 
one has to ask questions such as: 

- Does the text indicate that there is a conflict situation between 
the author and the recipients, which would make the recipients 
inclined to declare the author outgroup or deviant? 

- Is the author socially close to the recipients or does he write 
from a position where he is easy to dismiss as outgroup or 
deviant? 

 
2) Does the author seem to be prototypical in the eyes of the recipients? 
According to social identity theory, the ability to present oneself as 
prototypical, that is, as embodying group ideals, is the basis for influence 
in the group.134 If the author is able to present himself as prototypical of 
the identity in Christ, he is in a position where he can prescribe norms 
and beliefs, since he embodies the truth. Even if the author is considered 
ingroup, he is not automatically considered prototypical. Therefore one 
has to ask, for instance: 

- Are there signs in the texts that the author might not be 
considered prototypical by the recipients, such as defensive or 
self-promoting passages?  

 
3) Does the message in the text seem to take its starting point in the recipients’ 
current cognition? One of the findings from cognitive psychology is that 
well developed cognitive structures resist change.135 If a message 

                                                           
133 On social subcategories, see chapter 5.1–5.2. On deviants, see chapter 8.2. 
134 E.g. Turner 2005. See also chapter 8.3. 
135 E.g. Augoustinos, Donaghue and Walker 2006: 81–83; Fiske and Taylor 

1984: 171–178. See also chapter 7.3. 
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deviates too much from what the recipients already think they know, the 
usual response will be to ignore it as something false, but if the message 
starts with what they think they know, they will usually be more open to 
adding new knowledge to the existing knowledge structure and even 
modify it. Cognitive structures usually change slowly.136 It is possible to 
cause abrupt changes in a cognitive system if the recipient is presented 
with massive proof that the current cognitive system is flawed. 
However, it would be bold to imagine that distant communication 
through texts could have such massive impact very often. Therefore one 
has to ask such questions as: 

- Is it reasonable to think that the author knows the recipient 
group’s cognitive systemȰfor instance language conventions, 
ingroup narratives and ingroup idealsȰwell enough to take a 
relevant starting point in his argument? Is there reason to doubt 
that the message has bearing on the recipient’s current 
situation?137 

- When the author criticizes behavior, does he seem to refer to an 
ingroup prototype that the recipients would agree on, that is, 
something they “know,” in order to prove his point? 

- Does the author affirm at least parts of the group’s self-image 
before he criticizes other parts? (Usually a positive self-image is 
part of the group’s shared cognition, so anyone who criticizes 
that image is in conflict with precious aspects of what the group 
members think they know.) 

 
I will use these questions, together with a discussion about the known 
usage of the Pauline letter to the Ephesians, in order to assess how likely 
it is that the vision of the ideal Christ-believer expressed in 

                                                           
136 Fiske and Taylor 1984: 171–178. 
137 Reasons for a message to be irrelevant for the current situation and the 

current cognitive structure could be e.g. a) that the author does not have enough 
knowledge about the recipients and their situation (e.g. because he writes from a 
distance), or b) that the author feels obliged to include traditional material which 
is difficult to apply to the current situation (e.g. Jesus-sayings in the synoptic 
Gospels). 
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EphesiansȰor at least a similar visionȰwas embraced by some 
communities of Christ-believers. 

In sum, the topic of this study, identity and behavior norms, 
necessitates speculation about the social situations that the texts relate to, 
if we are to understand why identity and behavior norms are expressed 
in the way they are in the texts. I will call such speculation hypothetical 
history. This hypothetical history should be coherent with relevant 
factors and no more elaborate than necessary. Moreover, although we 
seldom know anything about the reception of a text, we can use social 
identity theory and social cognition research to assess whether it is likely 
that the text reflects and successfully constructs identities and norms of 
the recipients. 



 

 

4� The Culture of the Early Christ-Movement as 
Shared Cognition 

The shared understanding of the relation between identity in Christ and 
behavior norms was part of what we may call a “culture” or a 
“subculture,” molded within the rich and varied ancient Mediterranean 
culture. However, “culture” is an elusive concept. Is it possible to talk 
about a unified culture of the entire early Christ-movement or even of a 
single community of Christ-believers? Conversely, is it possible to deny 
cultural patterns within the early Christ-movement?  

One of the classic problems of cultural anthropology is that it seems 
unrealistic to talk about uniform cultures with distinct borders, but 
equally unrealistic to deny that there are cultural phenomena. Cognitive 
anthropologists, beginning with Dan Sperber and followed by for 
instance Bradd Shore, Maurice Bloch, Claudia Strauss and Naomi Quinn 
have argued for a very attractive (and perhaps apparent) solution to this 
problem: a cultural phenomenon exists to the extent that interacting 
individuals share similar cognitions, which guide their interaction.138 
Culture is something in our minds. Cultural meaning is “the typical 
(frequently occurring and widely shared aspects of the) 
interpretation.”139 It is of course also extended into in our external 
representations (texts and other kinds of artifacts), but the external 
representations mean nothing until they are interpreted by minds. The 
cognitions of the minds in a culture could be said to have a 
Wittgensteinian family likeness. For example, in the ancient 
Mediterranean world a majority of people accepted for instance the 
household, the ethnos, honor and shame, virtue and vice, natural sex 
                                                           

138 Bloch 1998; Shore 1996; Sperber 1975; 1996; Strauss and Quinn 1997.  
139 Strauss and Quinn 1997: 6. 
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differences, a spiritual reality, etc. Even though none of these matters 
were uncontested, these were concepts governing the social interaction 
and most people had to relate to them, whether affirmatively or 
notȰthey were cognitive schemata (i.e., mental representations140) 
widely recognized and thus cultural. In the early Christ-movement, 
members of communities shared beliefs and norms and their relations 
were determined by these shared cognitions. In other words, they too 
had a culture. 

The advantage of this understanding of culture becomes clearer if we 
compare it to the “objective” and “textual” understanding of the culture 
of the early Christ-movement, which Gerd Theissen uses in his book A 
Theory of Primitive Christian Religion (original title: Die Religion der ersten 
Christen: Eine Theorie des Urchristentums), also published under the title 
The Religon of the Earliest Churches.141 Theissen defines religion as “a 
cultural sign system which promises a gain in life by corresponding to an 
ultimate reality.”142 Moreover, religion “is an objective sign-system.”143 In 
defining religion as “a cultural sign system” that is “objective,” he 
analyses the religion of the Christ-movement as a kind of linguistic 
system. Theissen subscribes to the same textual, objective and 
methodologically anti-subjective view of cultural symbolic systems as 
his source of inspiration for this definition, Clifford Geertz, does.144 
                                                           

140 A “schema” is “a cognitive structure that represents organised knowledge 
about a given concept or type of stimulus.”, Fiske and Taylor 1984: 140. 

141 Theissen 1999 (published by both SCM Press and Fortress press). 
142 Theissen 1999: 2, emphasis added. 
143 Theissen 1999: 2, ephasis added. 
144 Theissen writes that the inspiration for his definition of religion comes 

from Clifford Geertz’s view of religion, see Theissen 1999: 2, n. 2. Geertz 1973: 90 
defines religion as “(1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, 
pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating 
conceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions 
with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem 
uniquely realistic.” When reading Geertz, it is notoriously difficult to pinpoint 
his position, both because he is vague, and because he tends to change his 
opinion from one text to another. When I discuss Geertz in this chapter, 
however, it will be an interpretation of Geertz in line with Theissen´s own usage 
of him. One might argue that Geertz can be understood differently, but for the 
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Many, for instance cognitive anthropologists Claudia Strauss and 
Naomi Quinn and cognitive psychologist Ilkka Pyysiäinen, have argued 
that Geertz’s textual concept of culture is ontologically unintelligible.145 
Meaning can only exist in the mind. Meaning cannot just abstractly float 
around in some textual reality or be stored in cultural objects 
independently of people’s interpretations: “Cultural objects, texts 
included, do not have any intrinsic meaning. They merely provide cues 
that direct people’s attention, thus underdetermining their own 
interpretation.”146 Before I advance on this issue I must, however, 
empathically underscore that it does not seem to be Theissen’s intention 
to place culture “above” our minds when he uses this terminology. He 
often refers to psychological mechanisms in order to explain how the 
culture of the early Christ-movement developed and changed. 
Nevertheless, there are problems inherent in the theory of culture that he 
leans on. 

It may sometimes be fruitful to conceptualize complex phenomena, 
like culture, in an abstract way, and this is probably Theissen’s intention 
when he uses the textual approach to religion. Theissen uses a textual 
understanding of culture in order to introduce the idea that the religion 
of the early Christ-movement is a “semiotic cathedral,” a cultural 

                                                                                                                                  
purpose of discussing Theissen I will assume the “objective” interpretation of 
Geertz’ definition of culture which has inspired Theissen. Ever since the days of 
Ferdinand de Saussure, the “father” of linguistics, the word “sign” is used to 
denote a semiotic conception of language and culture which is a “social fact,” 
denying (at least methodologically) that since language must be in people’s 
minds, the meaning of the sign can vary between individuals and change as the 
result of interaction. “[W]hat can be chosen is already determined in advance. 
No individual is able … to modify in any way a choice already established in the 
language.” “[A] language exists as a social fact”, Saussure 1960: 71, 77. Also 
Meeks 1986 uses Geertz’s understanding of culture in order to understand the 
morality of the first Christians, but compared to Theissen his use of Geertz is 
superficial. 

145 Pyysiäinen 2003: 25–53; Strauss and Quinn 1997: 12–23. In this paragraph, I 
base my critique of the objective and public approach to cultural meaning on 
these accounts, but the references in their studies indicate that their critique is 
quite common. 

146 Pyysiäinen 2003: 33. 
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language with grammatical “rules.” According to Theissen, the semiotic 
cathedral has a grammar that holds “basic axioms” and “basic motifs” 
which set up positive and negative rules for what kinds of signs may or 
may not be assigned to the cathedral.147 The signs of the 
cathedralȰmyth, rite and ethicsȰrevolve around these basic axioms 
and basic motifs. For example, the basic motif of renunciation of status, 
or change of position, is actualized both in myth: Jesus renounced his 
high position to save humanity; in rite: for example, feet-washing; and in 
ethics: for example, that leaders should serve and that followers of Christ 
should accept loss of status. The different basic motifs of the semiotic 
cathedral “recur in different themes, genres and spheres of tradition.”148 

The basic motifs are regulative, that is, they serve as criteria for what 
is and what is not an expression of the semiotic cathedral.149 The users of 
this cultural language are able to “test successfully whether a statement 
is an element of its own system or represents an alien element,” just like 
users of ordinary language can know whether a sentence is correct or 
not.150 His thesis is that Gnostics and others were excluded because they 
did not speak the language properly and introduced incompatible 
elements into the semiotic cathedral.151 

But the associative patterns of recurring “basic motifs” which 
Theissen outlines can scarcely be treated as grammar in the sense that 
they can make clear distinctions between what is an element of the 
cathedral and what is not. Theissen has been inspired by George 
Lindbeck, when he argues that religion is a grammar.152 Lindbeck leans 
indirectly on Noam Chomsky when he proposes a rule-theory of 
religion, where religions have an underlying “deep grammar” of rules 
which regulate the religion in question.153 Noam Chomsky proposed a 
model of the brain as biologically equipped with the mechanisms for 

                                                           
147 Theissen 1999: 5, 274–282. 
148 Theissen 1999: 271–272. 
149 Theissen 1999: 4–5. 
150 Theissen 1999: 5. 
151 Theissen 1999: 274. 
152 Lindbeck 1984, see Theissen 1999: 4, n. 7. 
153 Lindbeck 1984: 79–88. 
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grammar, which explains the deep-structure of syntax and which is 
behind every language.154 However, whether Chomsky is right or not 
about language acquisition, it is a problematic move to transpose a 
theory about grammatical deep-structures designed for actual language 
to a theory of culture and religion.155 Chomsky was able to demonstrate 
and define consistent deep-structure rules for how the different 
components of language could and could not be connected, but Theissen 
is not able to establish such distinct rules, only a number of highly 
flexible basic motifs. As Pascal Boyer remarks, “cultural anthropology 
has not so far produced any cultural phenomenon which would even 
approach the standards of certainty and stability which are familiar to 
linguists.”156 Early Christ-believers could certainly recognize many ideas 
as alien to their culture, and I am convinced that Theissen has discovered 
something important when he pinpoints a number of basic motifs. It is, 
nevertheless, misleading to propose that the users of religious and other 
cultural sign system always are able to make sharp distinctions between 
what does and does not belong to the semiotic system, as if it was as 
defined as a language. For instance Tertullian, Val. 4, claims that the 
gnostic Valentinus was a candidate to become a bishop, which might be 
an indication that the otherness of his teachings was not evident to 
everyone. 

The idea of “basic axioms” and “basic motifs” is the reason that 
Theissen employs the conceptualization of culture as a language with 
grammar. His findings of recurring motifs are indeed important, but do 
we really need a textual and objective concept of culture, if we want to 
hang on to the fruitful idea of basic motifs? 

 If we treat Theissen’s basic motifs as shared cognitive schemata, we 
can hold on to his idea about basic motifs, but drop the problematic 
conceptualization of culture as a grammar with rules.  

                                                           
154 Chomsky 1957; 1965. 
155 From an interview with Chomsky about the metaphorical use of his 

concept of deep structure: “… I simply stopped using the term because it was 
being so widely misunderstood. ‘Deep structure’ was a technical term. … I’ve 
been appalled by what I’ve read on how ‘deep structure’ is used.”, Olson and 
Faigley 1991. 

156 Boyer 1993: 11. 
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First, an objective concept of culture cannot account for intra-cultural 
variation, since culture is somehow “above” the subjects. Again, this is 
not Theissen’s intention, but nevertheless it is what comes out of such a 
model of culture.157 If we instead use the understanding of culture as 
distributed beliefs, we can overcome the pseudo-dichotomy between 
uniformity and diversity in the construction of identity and behavior 
norms within the early Christ-movement. We do not need to assume that 
there is one uniform set of cognitive representations, which everyone 
shared univocally. A more plausible imagination is that certain cognitive 
patterns were widely shared within an interacting population of the 
movement, both within and in between communities of Christ-believers. 
Some cultural phenomena were more established and uncontested than 
others. There were several versions of cognitive schemata, shared by 
different intermingling subgroups. With this understanding of culture, 
we can imagine shared perceptions of identity and behavior norms and 
yet conceptualize how people could challenge and reinterpret dominant 
patterns.  

Second, a concept of culture as public text implicitly assumes that 
cultures are distinct entities with firm and clear borders. Assuming clear 
cultural borders does not always fit the intermingling of several sub-
groups within the Christ-movement. Assuming that culture is 
distributed cognition, however, there is no need to always assume a 
definite border. There may very well be, for instance, Christ-believers 
with Johannine influences, partaking in worships in communities with a 
Pauline tradition. This did not, however, stop the social dynamics of the 
Pauline tradition to mainly be governed by that tradition’s 
understanding of their identity. 

Third, Theissen’s grammatical and textual approach overestimates 
the regulative and stabilizing capacity of cultures. With a textual 
approach to culture, it is difficult to discuss why cultures change, since 
culture is understood as objective, “above” the individuals. Theissen’s 
book is a book about change and development and his textual model of 
culture is perhaps not the most adequate, when one aims to explain 
change. But if we understand culture as shared cognition, we can lean on 
                                                           

157 Cf. Räisänen 2000: 146 whose judgment is that Theissen’s “choice of a 
semiotic approach may have led to an overemphasis on ‘system.’” 
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cognitive research, which has explored the conditions for stability and 
change in a way which is coherent with our understanding of culture. 
Cognitive research has, for instance, shown that cognitive schemata tend 
to be most open to change when they are new and based on limited 
experience.158 New schemata are based on concrete experience, but as the 
number of experiences which are handled by the schema grows, that 
schema tends to become more stable, abstract and general. We can 
therefore expect the stability of the schemata of the Christ-movement to 
increase as time passes. Well developed schemata resist change (unless 
they are proven insufficient by overwhelming experience).159 We can also 
expect the most central thematic schemata to go from concrete to 
abstract. The basic motifs, which I think Theissen is right to identify, are 
best seen as highly abstracted schemata which are the accumulated 
result of a large number of experiences in the movement. Once a schema 
has become well developed and stable, it can be used for regulatory 
activity, such as judging whether an instance is true or false; typical or 
atypical. The basic motifs of the primitive Christ-movement could 
therefore often have the regulatory effect, which Theissen argues that 
they had, but only in an approximate way, since abstract schemata are 
often imprecise and therefore open to interpretation.160 

Fourth, a cognitive understanding of culture gives us a good starting 
point to explain why and how basic motifs spread and were reused 
creatively in ever new contexts within the movement. A textual and 
objective understanding of culture has no intrinsic mechanism to explain 
creativity, which is something that modifies the culture, since the “text” 
of the culture precedes the thoughts and actions of individuals. Theissen 
is absolutely no stranger to creativity in his study, but again, his model 
of culture does not answer how creativity, which changes culture, may 

                                                           
158 Fiske and Taylor 1984: 173–175. 
159 Fiske and Taylor 1984: 171–173. Much could be said about the conditions 

which promote change also in established schemata, but the space here does not 
allow for that. 

160 Fiske and Taylor 1984: 146, 151; Sperber 1996: 70–74. Sperber observes that 
religion and other beliefs that do not refer directly to empirically observable 
matters, are more flexible and malleable than beliefs, which are directly based on 
sense perception. 
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come about. How did the first Christ-believers use their culture in order 
to create new cultural patterns, which could interpret and handle new 
situations? Creativity and interpretation are obviously cognitive 
processes. Creativity is still one of the most enigmatic capacities of the 
human mind, but analogical thinking and conceptual blending are 
central in this process.161 We humans transfer knowledge from one 
domain in order to solve problems in another, or we blend knowledge 
from multiple domains in even more complex processes of creativity. We 
will discuss these processes further in chapter 11.2 when we try to 
discern how ingroup narratives may have been a creative resource in 
handling new situations. 

In sum, if we imagine culture as shared cognition, we have a good 
starting point to discuss the relation between social identity and 
behavior norms. In the practical work of analyzing texts, we need to 
imagine the text as a text in dialogue with a culture, both drawing from 
it and constructing it. Identity and behavior norms are shared and 
constantly negotiated perceptions within the group. With this view, we 
can use a wide range of cognitive research on intragroup challenges, 
creativity in adaptation to new circumstances and so on, in a way which 
is coherent with our concept of culture.  

 

                                                           
161 Fauconnier and Turner 2002; Gentner, Kokinov and Holyoak 2001. See 

chapter 11.2. 



 

 

5� Social Identities and the Self in a Collectivistic 
Culture 

What do the cognitive sciences have to say about how we think about 
social identities and the behavior norms we associate with these 
identities? This is the most important aspect of the theoretical framework 
of this study, and it will be discussed in chapters 5 to 10. Throughout 
this discussion, these theories will be integrated with the ancient 
Mediterranean context through examples and reflection about innate 
universals and cultural variation. We begin by reflecting upon how we 
form social identities, particularty how we should understand the social 
self in the collectivistic culture of the first century Mediterranean. 

 
5.1� How We Categorize 

Every living being categorizes. Even the amoeba categorizes the 
things it encounters into food or nonfood, what it moves toward or 
moves away from. The amoeba cannot choose whether to 
categorize; it just does. The same is true at every level of the animal 
world. Animals categorize food, predators, possible mates, 
members of their own species, and so on.162 

Categorization is one of our most basic skills. It is difficult to even 
imagine how a culture could do without categorization. Different 
cultures do of course produce different categories, but the cognitive 
mechanisms behind the processes of categorization are innate.163 Social 

                                                           
162 Lakoff and Johnson 1999: 17. 
163 Medin, Unsworth and Hirschfeld 2007 review the growing field of cross-

cultural research on categorization and shows that although there are indeed 
cross-cultural differences, categorization exists in all cultures. In some areas, 
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identity theory and self-categorization theory takes this human skill as 
the starting point for a discussion about group dynamics. Hence, we 
need to discuss briefly how humans categorize. 

In the classical theory of categorization, all objects of a certain 
category share certain properties, which are both necessary and 
sufficient for making an object belong to a category.164 For example, all 
birds have wings and lay eggs, etc. However, cognitive research on 
categorization has discovered that this view does not entirely capture 
how we actually categorize.165 For instance, some categories have no 
definite borders. When does red stop being red? Having said that, many 
categories do have some quite distinct properties. For instance, birds 
must lay eggs to qualify as birds. Nevertheless, all categories, including 
those with distinct properties, have members that are better examples 
than others of that category. For example, robins and sparrows are better 
(i.e., more typical) examples of birds than penguins. 

Prototypicality. Eleanor Rosch, the great pioneer on cognitive 
research on human categorization, introduced the insight that all 
categories in our minds center on a prototype, that is, a representation of 
the ideal or typical member of the category.166 For instance, the cognition 
of “red” has a prototypical centre, although no definite border. The 
centre of a category (its prototype) is as important as its borders 
(necessary criteria) for our understanding of a category.  

Context sensitivity. We should, however, be careful not to reify the 
prototype, since it is not a static construct in our minds. Rather, the 
prototype is the emerging effect of our cognitive structures in a certain 

                                                                                                                                  
such as the categorization of animals, plants and social categories, there are 
important cross-cultural similarities, which indicate that categorization is partly 
a domain-specific cognitive skill. 

164 Taylor 2003: 19–40. 
165 Lakoff 1987: 5–11; Taylor 2003. 
166 E.g. Rosch 1978 summarized in Lakoff 1987: 39–55. Experiments on infants 

give strong support for the theory that the prototype effect is innate, see 
Goswami 1998: 25–33 for an overview. The universality of the prototype effect is 
recognized also by many scholars who devote their energy to finding cross-
cultural differences, e.g. Norenzayan, Choi and Peng 2007: 571, 588. 
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context and therefore changes with the context.167 For instance, the 
prototypical dog is quite different when one talks about pets and when 
one talks about security. Therefore, it might be better to talk about 
“prototypicality” or “prototypical effects” than to talk about a 
”prototype,” in order to avoid reification.168 I will, however, use 
“prototype” occasionally, since it is convenient, well aware that the 
prototype changes with the context.  

Hierarchical organization. One thing that cognitive research on 
categorization has in common with the classical view is that we often 
arrange categories into hierarchies. There, the category on a level 
“above” is more inclusive than the category on a level “below”: For 
example, entity, thing, furniture, chair, kitchen chair.169 The more 
specific levels are often modeled on the characteristics of the more 
general level, from which modifications are made and more specific 
characteristics are added. For instance, a chair is made to sit on, while 
a kitchen chair is made to sit on in the kitchen. 

Both the prototype and the ordering of categories into hierarchies are 
relevant for our understanding of social categories, too. Social identities, 
just like all categories, center on prototypes and can be ordered 
hierarchically. 

 
5.2� Social Identity as Categorization 

Just like humans inevitably categorize non-human entities, we categorize 
ourselves and each other. For example, some research suggests that 
automatic race and gender classifications seem to be a universal and 
almost unavoidable phenomenon, due to the automatic processes of 
categorization in our minds.170 Other social categories, such as the 
identity in Christ, are culture-specific, but equally important once 
                                                           

167 Lakoff 1987: 68–76; Ungerer and Schmid 1996: 43–55. 
168 Lakoff 1987: 68–76 uses the phrase “prototypical effects” while self-

categorization theory frequently uses “prototypicality”, e.g. Turner et al. 1987. 
Cf. Luomanen 2007: 213–214, 219–220. 

169 Taylor 2003: 48–53. Hierchical organization of categories exists in all 
cultures, see e.g. Atran 1989. 

170 Cosmides, Tooby and Kurzban 2003.  
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learned.171 As regrettable as some may find our tendency for 
categorization, especially in the case of race and gender, it is a part of our 
makeup, and it is a means to handle our social context.  

Social identity theory, introduced by Henry Tajfel, is based on the 
universal human capacity to categorize.172 Tajfel proposes that a group 
or a social category exists because people categorize themselves as 
members of the group. The group exists because people believe in it and 
identify themselves with it. The group has certain characteristics because 
people share a certain way of thinking about, feeling about and 
evaluating their group. Tajfel demonstrated our affinity for group 
belonging by a series of experiments called minimal-group experiments. 
He showed that when people were categorized into groups they 
immediately started to discriminate in favor of their group, even though 
they had not even met the other group members and even though the 
group membership had no positive connotations whatsoever.173 

Tajfel proposed that in intergroup situations, people act in terms of 
the group rather than in terms of their personal self.174 Once people have 
categorized themselves and identified with the group, they compare 
themselves with relevant outgroups and seek positive distinctiveness.175 
The drive for positive self-evaluation (on the group level), according to 
Tajfel, is what inspires groups to act and to interpret reality in certain 

                                                           
171 Cf. Hirschfeld 1995. 
172 Tajfel 1972; 1974; 1978; 1982; Tajfel and Turner 1979. Nguyen 2008: 1–2, in 

the introduction to his study of identity in Paul’s letters to the Corinthians, 
quickly dismisses social identity theory as a “modern model” and sets out to 
“construct an ancient model or grid” for identity. Although he does not explicitly 
criticize biblical scholarship that uses “modern” theories, he seems to be 
unaware that social identity theory is an application of the universal cognitive 
capacity for categorization. There are aspects of social identity theory whose 
cross-cultural validity need to be discussed in the following sections, but 
Nguyen’s swift dismissal of the theory as “modern” is unwarranted. 

173 Tajfel et al. 1971. 
174 Tajfel 1974. 
175 Tajfel 1981; Tajfel and Turner 1979. 
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ways.176 As a result, groups tend to exaggerate the similarity within the 
group (intragroup similarity), to overstate the difference between 
themselves and other groups (intergroup difference) and to give 
negative and uniform evaluations of competing groups (stereotyping). 
Tajfel developed his model, partly in reaction to earlier research on 
social cognition, which had focused mainly on how an individual 
experiences the social situation, rather than the group dynamic effects of 
our cognition. His goal was to create a model that could be used in 
concrete contexts to understand how and why groups, not just 
individuals, acted and interpreted reality.  

In the footsteps of Tajfel, John Turner (et al.) developed the self-
categorization theory.177 The key idea of the theory is that “cognitive 
representations of the self take the form, amongst others, of self-
categorizations, i.e., cognitive groupings of oneself and some class of 
stimuli as the same (identical, similar, equivalent, interchangeable and so 
on) in contrast to some other class of stimuli.”178 What is new about self-
categorization theory, compared to social identity theory, is that it 
elaborates the cognitive processes which cause group processes. Most 
importantly, self-categorization theory develops the idea that the group 
(just like any category) has a prototype. That is, the group members 
share perceptions about the ideal group member. Moreover, self-
categorization theory suggests that social categories, just like other 
categories, can be ordered in hierarchies.179 For instance, the social 
category “New Testament scholar” could be categorized as a 
subcategory to the category “scholar”. 

Since self-categorization makes more elaborate assumptions about 
the cognitive processes that lie behind group formation, it makes way for 
the study of intragroup dynamics. On the whole, however, social 
identity theory and self-categorization theory are very similar. The two 
theories are often referred to as the “social identity perspective”. In this 
                                                           

176 The universality of the self-esteem hypothesis has been questioned, see 
discussion in chapter 7.1. 

177 Turner et al. 1987. Many of the ideas were presented already in Turner 
1982; 1985. 

178 Turner et al. 1987: 44. 
179 Turner et al. 1987: 117-141. 
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study, when I make reference to “social identity theory,” I will use it 
inclusively, since it is generally not useful to see the two theories as 
separate. When I refer to “self-categorization theory” it will be because 
there is a reason to emphasize the shift in focus between the theories. 

Today social identity theory research comprises a wide spectrum of 
analyses of group processes, based on the social identity theory 
approach. As mentioned in chapter 1.2, Philip Esler has pioneered the 
use of these theories in the field of biblical criticism, for example with his 
books on Galatians and Romans.180 

 
5.3� Social Identity as Dyadic Relations 

Bruce Malina argues that the typical Mediterranean person has a 
“dyadic personality,” that is, an understanding of himself or herself as 
interconnected with others.181 As a biblical scholar, it might be easy to 
assume that the Bruce Malina’s concept of the “dyadic personality” is 
more or less the same as Philip Esler’s use of social identity theory, since 
they both deal with social self-construals in relation to the early Christ-
movement. However, Malina’s suggestion is based on the research by 
Harry Triandis et al. in the field of cross-cultural psychology.182 They 
discovered that people in Eastern, more “collectivistic” cultures, to a 
larger degree than Westerners, understood themselves as interconnected 
to others in a network of “dyadic” face-to-face relations. Social identity 
theory, on the other hand, has explored how people understand 
themselves as members of a category. In other words, people can 
conceptualize their belonging either as belonging to a network of 
relations or as belonging to a category. These are two different kinds of 
cognitive constructs. Masaki Yuki shows that Eastern cultures tend to 
conceptualize their belonging in the “dyadic” fashion, while Westerners 
tend to conceptualize their belonging in the categorial fashion.183 This 

                                                           
180 Esler 1998; 2003. 
181 E.g. Malina 2001: 58–80. 
182 E.g. Triandis 1989; Triandis et al. 1988. See also Markus and Kitayama 

1991. 
183 Yuki 2003. 
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could possibly mean that there could exist cultures where only one of 
these modes of relatedness exists. Possibly, either Malina or Esler has 
used a model of Mediterranean culture, which does not fit. Yuki does 
not wish to make absolute distinctions between East and West, however. 
In a recent article, he and Kosuke Tekemura highlight how intragroup 
relatedness and intergroup distinctiveness exist in both Western and 
Eastern cultures.184 In other words, it is possible for both Easterners and 
Westerners to relate socially in both the dyadic and the categorial 
manner. Therefore, it is best to assume that individuals can identify on 
the individual, relational as well as on the categorial level, depending on 
the situation.185 There is, as far as I can see, good reason to assume that 
both the relational and the categorial mode of identification existed in 
the ancient Mediterranean culture. For example, the household identity 
of a wife must be understood in both ways. Within the household, the 
wife held a unique role and had dyadic relations to other household 
members. In society at large, “wife” was a category many women 
belonged to. These two levels interacted so that the prototypical 
expectations on the category “wife” influenced the role as a wife within 
the household. 

How, then, should we analyze the social identity of the early Christ-
movement? As a network of relations or as a category? The answer 
depends on the texts we analyze and the questions we ask, but 
frequently both are relevant. For example, the narratives in the Gospels 
seem to assume both categorial and dyadic relationships. The Pharisees, 
for example, are typically portrayed as a collective category, which are in 
opposition to Jesus and his disciples. However, intragroupȰwithin the 
category of Jesus and his disciplesȰthe narrative portrays dyadic 
relations, most prominently the relation between Jesus and Peter. I 
would suggest that both models of social belonging are relevant for the 
study of the early Christ-movement. However, I have found that the 
categorial level of identification, explored by social identity theory, is 
more fruitful for the question that this study poses, since I do not 
primarily ask about how interpersonal dyadic relations within the early 

                                                           
184 Takemura and Yuki 2007. 
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Christ-movement relates to behavior norms, but how belonging to the 
Christ-movement relates to behavior norms. Moreover, although both 
the relational mode and the categorial mode of identification without 
doubt were relevant for the social life of the early Christ-movement, I 
would estimate that the sources from the early Christ-movement have 
more to say about behavior norms in relation to the categorial than the 
interpersonal level of belonging. Ephesians, which I will analyze in this 
study, definitely has more to say about identity on the categorial than on 
the dyadic level. 

 
5.4� The Self in Christ as Stereotyped and Interdependent 

but Not Lost 

According to social identity theory, when a person sees herself as a 
group member, she tends to “depersonalize” or “self-stereotype” 
herself.186 That is, she experiences herself to be similar to the ingroup 
prototype, since she categorizes herself as a member of the ingroup. The 
group is the currently salient perception of what the individual 
experiences herself to be. Hence, the interests of the group are her own. 
As we will discuss in chapter 9, the degree of identification and self-
stereotyping can vary depending on commitment to the identity and 
how well the identity fits into a certain situation, but we begin by 
discussing the effect of a rather strong identification with a social 
category. 

Some early research in the field of social psychology about 
depersonalization tended to see this process as a kind of loss of the self: 
the individual ceases to monitor herself and subdues herself 
anonymously into mindless crowd behavior.187 Stephen Reicher et al. 
contrast this research with the analysis of depersonalization in social 
identity theory.188  
                                                           

186 “Depersonalized” and “self-stereotyping” are terms used in Turner et al. 
1987. “Deindividuation” is used in much earlier research, e.g. Le Bon 1896; 
Zimbardo 1969. 

187 Reicher, Spears and Postmes 1995. See also n. 186. 
188 Reicher, Spears and Postmes 1995. Reicher builds on earlier research, see 

e.g. Turner et al. 1987; Abrams and Hogg 1990, but I refer to Reicher’s article 
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The selfȰthat is, my perception of who I amȰis not a unitary 
cognitive construct according to social identity theory.189 Rather, the self 
has several subsystems, a) personal identity and b) social identities. 
“Thus, in becoming part of a group, individuals do not lose all sense of 
self, rather they shift from the personal to the social level of 
identification … The criterion for action shifts from the personal to the 
social categorical level.”190 When a social category component of the self 
is salient in a person’s mind, that social identity is “who I am.” The 
individual still experiences herself as an individual, but the experience of 
“who I am” is formed by her current conceptualization of herself as a 
group member. The interest of the group is the interest of the individual, 
and the norms of the group are the norms of the individual. This 
understanding of what happens to the self when one identifies with a 
group has implications for how we understand the rather collectivistic 
culture of the ancient Mediterranean world. 

Ancient Mediterranean culture was largely a collectivistic culture.191 
The term “collectivistic” in “collectivistic culture” is used here according 
to its use in both cross-cultural psychology and social identity theory. In 
terms of cross-cultural psychology, a collectivistic culture is a culture 
where the self is understood not as distinct, but interdependent and 
integrated with others.192 In terms of social identity theory, it is a culture 
where people tend to categorize themselves as members of various social 
categories, rather than in terms of their personal identity. As I argued 
above in chapter 5.3, these two levels of social identification are not the 
same, but both are relevant for the understanding of the collectivistic 
nature of the ancient Mediterranean world. In collectivistic cultures, 
people are socialized into the value that it is not my unique features that 
are valuable and stable, but the features of the social context to which I 

                                                                                                                                  
because it pinpoints the difference of social identity theory in relation to other 
strands of research. 

189 Reicher, Spears and Postmes 1995: 176. 
190 Reicher, Spears and Postmes 1995: 177. On the concept of the self, see also 

Abrams 1999; Hogg and Abrams 1988; Turner et al. 1994. 
191 Malina 2001: 58–76. On the concept of culture, see chapter 4. 
192 Markus and Kitayama 1991. 
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belong. Therefore, who I am, what I feel, think, do, etc., is and should be 
a function of my salient social identity and my role within the group. 
(This definition of a collectivistic culture is a theoretical position at one 
end of a spectrum and we would be wrong in denying all individualistic 
tendencies in antiquity, cf. the discussion about Cicero below.) In the 
ancient Mediterranean world, honor and shame were typically given to 
each individual to the extent that they excelled in the expectations of 
their social category.193 An honor-shame culture, especially in its more 
agonistic form, could easily collapse into ever escalating spirals of 
violence, which occasionally actually happened.194 Typically, however, 
egoistic aggression would not merit honor. Halvor Moxnes argues that 
“[a]s society became more complex in the Hellenistic period there was a 
need for less competitive and aggressive values and attitudes in order to 
keep the city-state (ΔϱΏΖ, polis) united.”195 The overarching vision was a 
society or a group in homonoia (ϳΐΓΑΓϟ΅, lat. concordia), “same-
mindedness.”196 The agonistic competition for honor was governed by 
homonoia norms that promoted harmony and ascribed honor to those 
who contributed to the group rather than those who competed in a 
destructive way with others in the group. The picture of the community 
as a body, where different parts interacted in harmony and needed each 
other was a widely used picture of society.197 In terms of social identity 
theory, the city-state, the ethnos, the household, the identity in Christ, 
etc., were considered to be superordinate social identity categories, 
within which different subordinate identities should be defined in 
relation to the superordinate category.198 In terms of dyadic relations, 
every person and every group was to accept their role in relation to other 
                                                           

193 For Biblical studies of honor and shame, see e.g. DeSilva 1995; Lawrence 
2003; Malina 2001; Moxnes 1996; Neyrey 1998. Lawrence 2003 has a fairly recent 
overview of the field. On Roman honor, see Barton 2001. On Greek honor, see 
Cairns 1993. 

194 Barton 2001: 88–111. 
195 Moxnes 1996: 34. 
196 On homonoia, see Thraede 1994. 
197 E.g. Plato, Leg. 628c ff.; Aristotle, Pol., 1253a, Cicero, Off. 3.22; Seneca, Ira 

2.31.  
198 See chapters 5.1 and 9.1. 



68  Behaving as a Christ-Believer 
 

parts of the community. In this collectivistic mindset, virtues and 
behavior norms were defined in relation to one’s specific role or 
subordinate category. A few examples: Plato’s Republic depicts the ideal 
state in perfect harmony. Every individual is conceptualized as 
belonging to society on the superordinate level and on the subordinate 
level as belonging to the group of either guardians, auxiliaries or 
producers. Only the guardians excel in the virtue of wisdom and only 
the auxiliaries excel in the virtue of courage (Rep. 427d-445b).199 A small 
elite of the best should govern all the others in order to obtain a 
harmonious society. Also Cicero attributes different duties to different 
social roles. In his four-personae theory in On Duties, he says that man 
has four personae, one generally human persona, one individual persona, 
one social persona that chance has provided, and finally one social 
persona which is the social role we are striving for (Off. 1.107, 115).200 The 
fact that he takes individually unique traits into consideration warns 
against a too uniform picture of the Mediterranean culture as only 
interested in duties derived from social roles. His focus is, however, 
more on social duties and general duties as a human. Different social 
roles oblige a person to do different thingsȰyoung people and old 
people; magistrates and common people; citizens and foreigners; they all 
have different duties (Cicero, Off. 1.122–125). Likewise, Hierocles details 
the duties of different social categories in his On Duties.201 Further, the 
Jewish wisdom literature praises those who fulfill their household duties 
and reproaches those who do not (e.g. Prov 30:21–32; 31:10–31; Sir 3:1–
16; 4:1–10). (More examples of collectivistic thinking will be given below 
and in chapter 6.)  

But does this collectivistic stance mean that the individuals in 
antiquity had a weaker sense of self? The unfortunate idea in early social 
psychology that a collective context equals loss of the self as a 
responsible agent,202 made its way into biblical studies in the idea of 

                                                           
199 See Mulgan 1968. 
200 See Gill 1988. 
201 An English translation of Hierocles, On Duties can be found in Malherbe 

1986: 85–104. 
202 Cf. nn. 186 and 187. 
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“corporate personality.” Henry Wheeler Robinson claimed in the 
beginning of the 20th century that Jewish (and Christian) texts could only 
be understood through the concepts of “corporate personality.”203 By this 
he meant that the Hebrew concept of the self was often a kind of pre-
logical primitive collective self, where the action of one person could be 
seen as the action of the entire group. The paradigmatic example is Josh 
7:1, where the whole of Israel is guilty of the transgression of Achan. He 
argues that people did not only see themselves as interdependent, but 
that they had a blurred sense of agency. His idea became very popular 
and was extensively used in biblical studies, but has now been refuted 
with compelling arguments by Joshua Porter, John Rogerson and Stanley 
Porter.204 J. Porter argues that the juridical laws of the Torah consistently 
judges personal responsibility. More importantly, Rogerson shows that 
Robinson’s ideas are based on sweeping generalizations and wild 
anthropological speculation about the primitive psyche popular in his 
time, which later generations of anthropologists would abhor. S. Porter 
basically affirms the argument of the former two and shows indignation 
over how several scholars have failed to leave the theories of Robinson 
behind. However, although Robinson’s characterization of the collective 
mind was less successful, we cannot escape the massive impression that 
the Jewish people had a sense of belonging, common fate and often also 
collective responsibility. The critics of the “corporate personality” theory 
confirm the collectivistic stance in the Tanak, even though they want to 
abandon the theoretical framework of Robinson. 

Richard Freund has shown how ideas of individual and collective 
responsibility go side by side in Jewish literature from exilic times to late 
antiquity.205 He does not impose a corporate personality onto Jewish 
thinking when he explains his findings, but rather gives a functionalistic 
explanation. He argues that people were often so strongly dependent on 
each other in agrarian societies that it probably seemed reasonable that 
the group should accept collective responsibility for the actions of 
                                                           

203 E.g. Robinson 1911; 1964, summarized by Porter 1965. 
204 Porter 1965; Porter 1990; Rogerson 1970. These articles also give an 

overview of the impact of the theory in the field. See also Malina and Neyrey 
1996: 12–13. 

205 Freund 1997. 
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individual group members, under certain circumstances. “A concept of 
collective retributive justice and punishment may have developed to 
ensure the fulfilment of obligations of individuals to the group necessary 
to maintain an integrated economy.”206  

Dale Patrick analyses the collective responsibility in Deut 12–26 to 
enforce the law as rhetoric.207 According to Patrick, the order to “purge 
the evil from your midst” (13:5; 17:7; 19:19; 22:21; 22:24; 24:7) is a call for 
national solidarity and the punishment of deviants in a historical 
situation when Josiah attempted to strengthen the nation. In Deut 12–26, 
the laws punish the individual, but the people is a) collectively 
responsible to punish transgressors and b) collectively accountable for 
the success and failure to do so, which God collectively will reward or 
punish, respectively. Such a rhetorical construct is intended to inspire 
the enforcement of the law. In the same way, the narration of the Achan-
incident (Josh 7:1) is better seen as a rhetorical device to mobilize a sense 
of collective responsibility, rather than an expression of a vague sense of 
agency.  

The individual in a collectivistic setting was self-stereotyped, 
interdependent and experienced himself/herself as integrated with 
others, while still being an agent. However, when an individual was 
seen as an agent, the value of his/her actions was measured by the 
standards of the group.208 A few examples: According to Jesus Ben Sirach 
(second century B.C.E), every Jewish individual is especially scrutinized 
by God, because he belongs to the collective, which God has chosen for 
himself as his property (Sir 17:17–32). Another vivid example of the 
relationship between collective and individual is the relation between 
the chorus and the individual characters in the Greek tragedies. 
According to John Gould, the function of the chorus is often to be the 
voice of the shared collective experience.209 The actors of the drama are 
                                                           

206 Freund 1997: 280. 
207 Patrick 1995. 
208 ”[L]iving interdependently does not mean the loss of self, the fusion of self 

with others, or the absence of self-interest. What it does mean is that attention, 
cognition, affect, and motivation are organized with respect to relationships and 
norms”, Fiske et al. 1998: 925. 

209 Gould 1996. 
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individuals, but the meaning and value of their actions is disclosed by 
the voice of the chorus. Andrew Riggsby, in his analysis of the relation 
between the self and the community in Pliny the Younger (c. 62–113 
C.E.), concludes: “Traditional aristocratic thinking may well have 
included some sort of moi-idea, but it was the personne around which 
their values were organised.”210 

Bruce Malina introduced a more reasonable description of the 
collective culture of the ancient Mediterranean world, with the concept 
of the “dyadic personality” (cf. chapter 5.3 above).211 Although I find his 
account valuable at large, there is, however, one aspect of the collective 
personality as described by Malina that is untenable: he claims that the 
collectively oriented persons of the Mediterranean world did not find 
introspection meaningful and interesting, since their identity was 
confirmed in interaction with others.212 Malina occasionally specifies the 
introspection as “individualistic” introspection,213 but most of the time 
he just claims that they did not engage in introspection at all.214 Later, he 
modifies his position and concedes that Greek and Roman philosophers 
did discuss matters like will, virtues and emotions, but maintains that 
such issues were absent among Jews and in the New Testament.215 Such 
a sharp distinction between Greco-Roman and Jewish culture is odd in 
the light of the fact that Jews had been in contact with and influenced by 
Greek ideas for centuries. In the Second Temple era, Greek thinking 
influenced Jewish writers such as Philo, Josephus, Jesus ben Sirach and 

                                                           
210 Riggsby 1998. Riggsby’s terminology is taken from the classical article by 

Marcel Mauss from 1938 (English translation: Mauss 1985). Although Mauss’s 
overly neat evolutional account of the development of the sense of the self is 
generally abandoned, many still use his distinction between moi (individual self) 
and personne (social self). See Carrithers, Collins and Lukes 1985 for a series of 
articles using Mauss as the point of departure. 

211 Malina 2001: 58–80. (Originally Malina 1981.) 
212 Malina 2001: 66–67. 
213 E.g. Malina 2001: 65. If Malina had consistently only claimed that they did 

not think of their dispositions as individually unique, I would have been able to 
agree with his description. 

214 E.g. Malina 2001: 66–68. 
215 Malina 2001: 68. 
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the anonymous author of the Wisdom of Solomon. I would agree that 
the Tanak texts have less elaborate introspective concepts than for 
instance Aristotle and the Stoics have (see chapter 6.3). Nevertheless, the 
thought of dispositions as the cause of action is not strange to the Tanak. 
“Because the LORD your God is a merciful God, he will neither abandon 
you nor destroy you.” (Deut. 4:31, emphasis added).216 God’s disposition 
to being merciful is the cause of action. There was an elaborate debate in 
the Hellenistic era how people should handle their desires and emotions 
by means of virtue.217 The Jewish wisdom tradition was perhaps less 
sophisticated, but nevertheless moralized about emotions and virtues.218 
“One who is slow to anger is better than the mighty, and one whose 
temper is controlled than one who captures a city” (Prov 16:32). A 
culture, which both acknowledges and moralizes about virtues and 
emotions as the cause of action, can hardly be characterized as not caring 
about “psychological motivations”219 even if the explanations are less 
elaborate and more stereotypical than those of our day. 

 According to social identity theory, to identify with a social category 
is not to stop self-monitoring or engaging in introspection.220 The 
individual who identifies with a social identity reflects upon him- or 
herself as a group member, including inner thoughts and desires, in 
order to be able to fulfill what he or she experiences him- or herself to be 
in this social identity.221 Rather than no introspection, there is self-
stereotyped introspection, where the individual evaluates feelings, 
thoughts and actions in relation to the prototype of the currently salient 

                                                           
216 Frequently in the Old Testament, dispositions like hlmx , “sparing” (e.g. Gen 
19:16), ~wxr , “compassionate” (e.g. Deut 4:31), dsx , “merciful” (e.g. Prov. 
11:17), awnq , “jealous” (e.g. Exod 20:5) explain both the actions of God and 
humans. �

217 Sihvola and Engberg-Pedersen 1998. See discussion in chapter 6.3. 
218 Brown 1996. 
219 Malina 2001: 66. It seems to me that Malina even contradicts himself when 

he later correctly claims that Matt. 5:27–30 emphasizes “the relation between the 
head and the hands and the feet, between one’s interior, innermost self and one’s 
outward activity” (p. 71). 

220 Reicher, Spears and Postmes 1995. 
221 See the discussion in chapter 6.1 about self-regulation.  
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identity.222 It is quite difficult to imagine how a collectively oriented 
person would be able to adhere to the ingroup norms without this kind 
of self-regulatory mental activity. Louise Lawrence, in a thorough 
appraisal of Malina’s theories, comes to a similar conclusion.223 Having 
surveyed recent developments in anthropological studies of honor and 
shame she concludes:  

Whilst the management of one’s appearance before others is 
particularly well attested in Mediterranean ethnography, this does 
not preclude an interest in introspection. On the contrary, the 
importance of one’s public self being aligned to one’s private 
intentions was a focus of moralizing.224  

It is preferable to view the early Christ-believers as capable of 
introspection with a stereotypical perception of the self rather than view 
them as lacking in introspection. 

In sum, identification of oneself as belonging to a group means that 
the self is experienced as similar to the ingroup prototype and 
interdependent on other group members, but it does not mean a loss of 
the self as a distinctive agent, nor that the individual stops engaging in 
basic introspection, not even in collectivistic cultures. Both Jews, Greeks 
and Romans had concepts about for instance virtues and emotions that 
they used to explain and moralize about behavior. These concepts 
helped them regulate themselves and thus fulfill the ideals of their social 
identities, as we will explore further in chapter 6. In many contexts of the 
ancient Mediterranean world, the individual felt responsible for the 
actions of other group members as the result of his or her identification 
with the group. However, the sense of collective responsibility did not 
diminish individual responsibility.  

 

                                                           
222 The same can to a certain extent be said of our Western culture. Even if we 

are taught to believe that our feelings and motivations are unique, they are often 
quite stereotypical. We too have cultural ideas about proper feelings and 
motivation for different situations. 

223 Lawrence 2003: 113–141. See also Barton 2001: 202–242, discussing how the 
Romans moralized about sincerity.  

224 Lawrence 2003: 135. 



 

  

6� Explaining the Cause of Behavior  

David Hume’s famous analysis of the logical non-necessity of causality 
is of little practical concern to us humans in our everyday 
livesȰcausality is nevertheless part of how humans a priori understand 
the world, as Immanuel Kant rightly argued.225 Causal cognition is a 
cross-culturally universal and innate capacity, although it can take a 
variety of cultural forms.226 Our causal cognition enables us to interpret, 
predict and manipulate our material and social environment, which is 
obviously a great advantage.  

Generally, two forms of causal cognition can be distinguished in all 
humans: a) mechanical causality, where we think that an inanimate 
object changes due to external force from another object, and b) 
intentional causality, where we think that a living agent acts, driven by 
internal force, since the agent intends to do so.227 Billiard balls and 
humans may both be the cause of events, but humans, as opposed to 
billiard balls, act purposefully. For our purpose, the intentional kind of 
causal cognition is of greatest interest. This kind of causal belief is often 

                                                           
225 Hume 1739; Kant 1787, summarized by De Pierris and Friedman 2008. 
226 Sperber, Premack and James Premack 1995 for an overview of different 

perspectives on causal cognition. The authors of this volume generally agree that 
all humans have the capacity for causal cognition, although they debate how 
much intercultural variation there is in these causal beliefs. 

227 Premack and James Premack 1995; Sperber 1995. There is a debate whether 
these two are one or two different domains of knowledge. E.g. Lakoff 1987: 54–56 
suggests that all causal cognition belongs to one domain of cognition, while e.g. 
Boyer 1995 argues that folk mechanics and folk psychology are different 
cognitive domains. 
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referred to as the “theory of mind.”228 Based on studies of how infants 
react to different kinds of movement, James Premack concludes that “the 
perception of intention, like that of causality, is a hard-wired 
perception.”229 We humans have an innate capacity both to intuitively 
perceive and to consciously theorize about what is going on in the mind 
of an intentional agent. Why does X act? What goals, knowledge, 
circumstances, dispositions, etc., causes X to act intentionally? Although 
we do not always manage to understand each other correctly, this 
capacity is immensely important in our social interaction. 

Beyond this basic universality there is, however, considerable cross-
cultural diversity in how we explain human behavior. Therefore, we will 
have to survey the variations that research on human cognition has 
encountered and ask which of these variations are present in the ancient 
Mediterranean world.230 Before we do that, however, we need to discuss 
the processes of explaining and moralizing about behavior in a group 
context. 

 
6.1� The Interplay between Attributions, Moral Judgment 

and the Ingroup Prototype 

The orator, philosopher and senator Cicero (106–43 B.C.E) writes in one 
of his many letters to his friend Atticus: “I always attach more 
importance to the causes of events (causae eventorum) than the events 
themselves“ (Att. 9.5/171). Cicero’s attitude is not unique, but rather 
typical. Explanations of why people act and why things happen are 
central to our understanding of social events. The mental process of 
explaining behavior as the result of dispositions is called “attribution” in 
social cognition research.231 We explain the cause of our own and other 
                                                           

228 E.g. Leslie 1995; Premack and James Premack 1995. Some recent research 
does, however, question the idea that we humans generally have conscious 
“theories” about other people’s intentions. Rather, our perception of the 
intention of others is often intuitive and unconscious, see e.g. Zlatev et al. 2008. 

229 Premack 1990: 2. 
230 See chapters 6.2–6.4. 
231E.g. Augoustinos, Donaghue and Walker 2006: 149–185; Fiske and Taylor 

1984: 20–98.  
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people’s behavior with dispositions such as knowledge, goals, character 
traits and emotions. These kinds of explanations were quite frequent in 
antiquity, too.232 Explaining behavior with “nature” (e.g., male/female, 
slave/free), social role and spiritual standing was probably more 
frequent in antiquity than in our days, but is in no way totally absent in 
modern Western culture.233 

Historically, social cognition research has sometimes had a tendency 
to imagine the explaining individual as a passive and neutral interpreter 
of others, who just wants to understand other people’s behavior.234 It 
has, however, become increasingly well documented that we are 
frequently biased, moralizing, strategic and goal-oriented in our 
attributions.235 We are more willing to attribute (malevolent) 
intentionality to people when we are harmed by an action than when we 
are not. We often prefer to attribute positive characteristics to ourselves, 
in order to increase self-esteem. Attributions of character traits, 
emotions, etc., which are thought to cause behavior, are often value-
laden. To be wise is good, to be greedy is bad, etc. We are not only 
motivated to understand each other; we are also motivated to praise and 
blame ourselves and each other. Often we even make a moral judgment 
of an action first, without even considering factors such as intentionality 
and dispositions, and then attribute fitting morally loaded attributed 
explanations as to why people acted the way they did.236 In short, the 

                                                           
232 See discussion in chapter 6.3. 
233 See discussion in chapters 6.2 and 6.4. 
234 Augoustinos, Donaghue and Walker 2006: 20–21. Historically, there has 

been a scientific schism between social identity theory research and social 
cognition research (the scientific field that has explored attribution), where social 
identity theory has accused social cognition research of incapacity to explain 
how cognition is active in forming group dynamics. Hogg and Abrams 1999; 
Operario and Fiske 1999 give good overviews over the historical differences 
between the two strands of social psychology research. 

235 Augoustinos, Donaghue and Walker 2006: 164–166; Cushman, Knobe and 
Sinnott-Armstrong 2008; Shaver 1985: 129–133; Williams 2003. 

236 Leslie, Knobe and Cohen 2006. 
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process goes both from attribution to moral judgment and from moral 
judgment to attribution.237 

The intertwining of attribution and moral judgment was certainly 
apparent in the Greek virtue ethics. Virtues and Vices, attributed to 
Aristotle (384–322 B.C.E.) but probably written in the first century 
B.C.E.,238 opens with this statement: 

Fine things (Θϲ ΎΣΏΓΑ) are the object of praise, base things (Θϲ 
΅ϢΗΛΕϱΑ) of blame; and at the head of the fine stand the virtues 
(ΦΕΉΘφ), at the head of the base the vices (Ύ΅Ύϟ΅); consequently the 
virtues are objects of praise, and also the causes (΅ϥΘΓΑ) of virtues 
are objects of praise, and the things that accompany (Θϲ 
Δ΅ΕΉΔϱΐΉΑΓΑ) the virtues and that result (Θϲ ·ΑϱΐΉΑΓΑ) from 
them, and their works (σΕ·ΓΑ) [i.e., behavior], while the opposites 
are the objects of blame.  
 (Aristotle, Virt. vit. 1.1–2, emphasis added.239) 

The Greeks, who also influenced both Jews and Romans, did not just 
combine attributions and value judgmentsȰthey based their moral 
discourse on the convictionnotion that it was right to do so.240 Virtue and 
vice was at the centre of their moral discussions. It is an interesting detail 
that the Greek word for “cause,” ΅ϥΘΓΑ, was frequently used in legal 
discourse with the meaning “responsibility.”241 Anyone who behaved 
well should be recognized as having virtue and consequently be 
praised.242 

The cognitive processes between attributions and moral judgment go 
both ways: attributions guide moral judgments and moral judgments 
inspire biased attributions. Therefore, the attribution process motivates 
us to regulate our behavior in a way which is consistent with our self-

                                                           
237 Knobe 2005. 
238 Rackham 1952 thinks that the text is a simplification of Aristotelian ethics.  
239 Cf. Nic. Eth. 4.3.9–11, 14: “The reward of virtue is honor” (4.3.14).  
240 On Greek virtue ethics, see MacIntyre 1981: 121–164. 
241 Lloyd 1995. 
242 This attitude is quite opposed to much modern ethics, which often only 

asks if the behavior or the consequences of behavior are ethically right, see 
MacIntyre 1981: 160–161. 
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image and our image before others, in order to avoid cognitive dissonance, 
both before ourselves and others.243 Cognitive dissonance occurs when 
we cannot create coherence between different cognitions. We want our 
actions to harmonize with what we consider ourselves to be. If I believe 
that my identity in Christ causes me to do good, I will have motivation 
to do good (or at least behave in a way, which allows me to think of 
myself as someone who does good) in order to be able to maintain my 
belief that I am in Christ. Conversely, if I fail to act according to the 
behavior norms of my group, I may have to blame myself. 
(Alternatively, I might a) become creative and adjust my interpretation 
of the ingroup norms, so that I can maintain a positive self-evaluation or 
b) distance myself from the group.244) Moreover, since I know that others 
in the group may make attributions about my commitment and 
character, I will have social motifs to act in a way that will make them 
think of me as a prototypical group member. In short, the indicative 
belief that attribute A causes behavior B, is simultaneously an imperative 
to do B in order to be A (or to avoid B in order not to be A). 

When we communicate our attributions (rather than just think them) 
our motivation to praise and blame gains yet another dimension. Derek 

                                                           
243 Bem 1967; 1972; Festinger 1957, summarized by Augoustinos, Donaghue 

and Walker 2006: 128–130. There are two theories which attempt to explain this 
self-regulation, cognitive dissonance theory, introduced by Leon Festinger, and 
self-perception theory, introduced by Daryl Bem. According to cognitive 
dissonance theory we dislike having experiences and beliefs that contradict each 
other. Therefore we either have to change our behavior or change our perception 
of ourselves in order to make our beliefs coherent. According to self-perception 
theory we always attribute what we believe are reasonable causes of our 
behavior to ourselves ad hoc, in order to explain to ourselves why we did what 
we did. The difference is thus that according to dissonance theory the impact 
between attribution and behavior is bidirectional and dialectic, but in self-
perception theory, the impact always goes from behavior to attribution. While 
Bem’s theory suggests less demanding cognitive efforts, Festinger’s theory can 
account better for how our beliefs about ourselves can motivate behavior. Cf. 
Theissen 1983: 41–49. Theissen uses attribution theory and cognitive dissonance 
theory, but does not integrate it with social identity theory in the way this study 
does. On “status before others” see also chapter 8.3. 

244 Cf. chapter 9.3. 
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Edwards and Jonathan Potter have pointed out the highly strategic and 
rhetorical aspect of discourse about attribution.245 If I tell you that “I did 
X out of love,” I probably want to guide your process of attribution, 
since otherwise you might have come to the wrong conclusion about 
what caused me to do X. In his Rhetoric, Aristotle divides the possible 
persuasive strategies into logos, ethos and pathos.246 When he discusses 
ethos, he is aware that there is much to win by presenting oneself as 
someone with good character: 

 [P]roofs (ΔϟΗΘΖ) are established not only by demonstrative 
(ΦΔΓΈΉϟΎΘΎΓΖ, “apodictic”), but also by ethical (ωΌΎϱΖ, “character 
based”) argumentsȰsince we have confidence in an orator who 
exhibits certain qualities […] We shall incidentally bring to light the 
means to appear of such and such a character, … for it is by the 
same means that we shall be able to inspire confidence in ourselves 
or others. (Aristotle, Rhet. 1.8.6, 9, emphasis added) 

If you can induce the belief that a person has a good character, it will be 
difficult to think that he has done evil. An attribution rhetoric of this 
kind can also be seen in Cicero’s famous defense speeches, where he 
repeatedly refers to the virtue, honor and past actions of the different 
parties in a court, including himself, in order to prove that the accused 
could not possibly have done what he is accused of, or at least must have 
had a very noble reason to do so.247 

The rhetorical aspect of communicating attribution is particularly 
relevant in a group context. For example, the claim in 2 Peter against the 
“false teachers” (2:1) that “in their greed these teachers will exploit you 
with stories they have made up” (2 Pet 2:3), is hardly a neutral 
evaluation of the motivation of “these teachers,” but rather intended to 
portray them as deviants who should be rejected. Not only are their 
actions deviantȰtheir deviant actions are caused by deviant 
dispositions.248 
                                                           

245 Edwards and Potter 1992: 77–126.  
246 Logos is rational argumentation, pathos is touching the feelings of the 

audience and ethos is argument of character. On rhetorical analysis, see e.g. Black 
1965; Kennedy 1984. 

247 E.g. Cicero, Cael., Mil., Arch. and, Roch.  
248 On deviants, see chapter 8.2. 
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In a group context, we need to imagine that the processes of moral 
judgment and attribution are related to the ingroup prototype. The 
ingroup prototype is structured as a set of prototypical attributes and 
behaviors: 249 

 

 
 

For instance, the ingroup prototype Paul describes could be summarized 
like this: 

 

 
                                                           

249 The model is also valid for the prototype (or stereotype) of various 
outgroups. Our cognitive schemata of both individuals and groups typically 
hold both attributes and behaviors, see Augoustinos, Donaghue and Walker 
2006: 69–71. (The concepts of “role schema” in social cognition research is for our 
purposes equivalent to a social identity category, as described in social identity 
theory.) The attribution process is relevant both on the individual, group and 
societal level; see Hewstone 1989 for an overview. 

A social identity category 
is characterized by an ingroup prototype, 
which has an attributed side, 
consisting of normative beliefs, goals, character traits, spiritual states etc. 
and a perceptible side, 
consisting of norms of behavior and appearance 

Example: Prototypical Christ-believer, according to Paul (simplified) 
 
Attributed side: 

Beliefs: Thinks that Christ is the savior 
Spiritual states: Is in Christ; has the Spirit 
Character traits: Believing; has the fruits and the gifts of the 

Spirit 
Goals: Wants to do the will of God; wants community with God 

through Christ 
Perceptible side: 

A multitude of practical behaviors  
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Since moral judgments and attributions affect each other mutually, there 
is a rhetorically useful ambiguity in the causal attributions of the 
ingroup prototype. The prototype can both be interpreted as “is” and 
“should be”; indicative and imperative. For instance, the phrase ~yXdq 
~tyyhw in Lev 11:44, 45; 20:7, 26, holds this ambiguity. The phrase could 
be translated either “You are holy” (indicative) or “Be holy” 
(imperative).250 “Holy” is the hallmark of the ingroup prototype of the 
Jewish people, so an ambiguous grammatical expression is certainly 
fitting. The prototypical characteristic “holy” as a description of the 
group (indicative) can be source of self-esteem for the group, but also for 
the individual, since the individual tends to see herself as similar to the 
prototype.251 But “holiness” can also be a rhetorical weapon for 
exhortation, praise and blame, (imperative) since it can be used to 
measure ingroup members by. For example, a Pharisee who does not 
practice the Torah according to group standards can be judged as less 
holy (or pure, righteous, etc.), that is, deviating from the ingroup 
prototype. (On the group dynamic effects of the prototype, see chapters 
7 and 8 below.)  

After this discussion, we can note briefly that Paul did not invent the 
tension between imperative and indicative. Rather, it is typical for 
identity rhetorics. In Rom 6–7 the indicative is that the believer is dead to 
sin, since he/she is in Christ and the imperative is that the believer should 
be dead to sin, since he/she is in Christ (cf. Gal 5:24–25). This tension is 
only to be expected, since Paul in these chapters discusses his 
interpretation of their identity.252 Every ingroup prototype is experienced 

                                                           
250 E.g. NRSV, NIV, ESV and NASB translate ~yXdq ~Xtyyhw (consecutive 

perfect) as an imperative. One of the many possible functions of the consecutive 
perfect in Hebrew is to “introduce a command or wish”, see Gesenius 1910: 
§112.4.(b). The basic function of consecutive perfect is, however, indicative. LXX 
manages to preserve the tension between indicative and imperative by 
translating the phrase in the future tense, Χ·Γ σΗΉΗΌΉ, which can have both 
imperative and future indicative meaning. 

251 On self-stereotyping, see chapter 5.4. 
252 Parsons 1995 surveys the research on indicative and imperative in Paul 

and comes to the quite common conclusion that indicative precedes imperative 
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as both descriptive and prescriptive by ingroup members. If there is 
anything particular about Paul’s account, it is not the tension itself, but 
that he highlights the tension and gives it a particular narrative 
framework. 

In sum, attribution is closely related to moral judgments. In a group 
context, discourse about attribution is a way to judge or praise the 
prototypicality and status of both ingroup members and outgroups. The 
ingroup prototype holds both character traits and behaviors. The beliefs 
about what causes a certain actionȰbeliefs that are integrated in the 
prototypeȰwill therefore be very important in the analysis of how the 
texts present the relation between identity in Christ and behavior norms. 

 
6.2� Explaining the Cause of Behavior in the Ancient 

Mediterranean World 

In the beginning of chapter 6 I argued that causal beliefs and attribution 
of intention to human agents are universal features of the human mind. 
However, although these aspects of causal cognition are universal, we 
must, nevertheless, be careful not to press our own individualistic and 
secularized interpretations of the causes of human behavior onto the 
early Christ-movement. For not only do we have beliefs about 
intentionality, we also have beliefs about what causes an agent to have 
intentions.253 The narratives about what causes intention vary from 
culture to culture. I write ”narratives about what causes intention” for 

                                                                                                                                  
in Paul’s thinking. This is indeed how Paul describes the initial chronological 
order between the two. Such an analysis does not, however, consider how the 
tension between indicative and imperative probably functioned in a group 
context. Cf. Horrell 2005: 91–95 who just like this study concludes that the 
tension between indicative and imperative is not very specifically Pauline, but 
rather typical for many social groups. Horrell’s analysis is based on Clifford 
Geertz’s discussion of “world-view” and “ethos.” On identity formation in Rom 
5–7, see Esler 2003: 195–242. 

253 Leslie 1995: 122 argues that we humans represent human agents as having 
a) mechanical properties (a body), b) actional properties (intention) and c) 
cognitive properties (dispositions, knowledge, emotions, etc.). It is the cultural 
variation in c) that I wish to explore in this section. 
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two reasons. First, the causal connection between events is one of the 
hallmarks of a narrative, as we will discuss in chapter 11.1. Beliefs about 
what causes intention and action could therefore be seen as mini-
narratives. Second, the cultural variation in explaining behavior suggests 
that these explanations are typically integrated in the larger network of 
narratives, which are formed in different cultures. 

 

 
 

It is well attested that we Westerners like to explain events as the result 
of individual, long-lasting and stable character traits and goals of the 
people who are involved in the events.254 It is a part of our narrative 
about the free individual with integrity and independent agency. Since 
we Westerners are probably too fond of this kind of explanation, it is 
often referred to as “the fundamental attribution error.”255 But even 
though this belief is so native to us that we barely reflect upon it, it is not 
the only and universal way to explain what causes a person to do 
something.256 In more collective Asian cultures, people are more inclined 
to attribute behavior to the role they have (i.e., their social identity) and 
the circumstances they are in.257 They also see dispositions as less stable 
                                                           

254 Cf. n. 231. 
255 The term was coined by Ross 1977. 
256 Markus and Kitayama 1994 suggest that the preference for individuality in 

Western culture has dominated Western social psychology to the degree that 
research has neglected the interconnectedness of the self to the context. 

257 Kunda 1999: 517–556; Markus and Kitayama 1991; 1994. 

Action Intention 

Narratives about goals, 
dispositions, magical and 
spiritual influence, 
emotions, nature, roles etc. 

Cross-culturally 
varied causal beliefs 

Cross-culturally 
universal causal beliefs 
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and more constructed from the situation than individualists tend to 
do.258  

Does this mean that people from collectivistic cultures are incapable 
of perceiving dispositions as the cause of action? There are indeed 
cultures where “trans-situationally stable” individual dispositions are 
not used to explain behavior.259 (Dispositions are, however, used in the 
ancient Mediterranean culture to explain action, see chapters 5.4 and 
6.3.) But people from more collectivistic cultures are, nevertheless, fully 
capable of attributing dispositions to each other.260 In chapter 5.4 above, I 
argued that the self does not stop introspecting even in a collectivistic 
setting. In some cross-cultural research about the difference between 
collective and individualistic cultures as to how people explain behavior, 
the explanations of behavior have been categorized into merely two 
categories: a) attribution to goals and traits of the individual, or b) 
attribution to the social situation, the role, the context, the circumstances, 
etc.261 This dichotomy fails to see that b) can be divided into b1) 
attribution to circumstances, which are external to the agent and b2) 
attribution to collective goals and dispositions (etc.) of groups. Tanya 
Menon et al. have pointed out this important distinction.262 Her 
experiments show that in collective cultures, even though people do not 
attribute action to individual traits to the same extent, they are quite 
keen on attributing behavior to the disposition of groups and social 
categories. For example, this argument in 1 John was perfectly 
intelligible in the collectivistic context of the first Christ-believers:  

                                                           
258 Choi, Nisbett and Norenzayan 1999; Miller 1984; Triandis et al. 1988. 
259 Hirschfeld 1995: 315. 
260 “A survey of ethnographic and psychological literature suggests, however, 

that dispositionist thinking is in no way absent in non-Western cultures, 
including East Asian cultures. Indeed, there is substantial evidence that East 
Asians do have and use dispositions in much the same way that Americans do”, 
Choi, Nisbett and Norenzayan 1999: 54. 

261 E.g. Miller 1984. See Menon, Morris and Chiu 1999 for further examples.  
262 Menon, Morris and Chiu 1999. Cf. Choi, Nisbett and Norenzayan 1999: 56. 
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[W]hoever obeys his word [behavior], truly in this person the love of 
God has reached perfection [disposition]. By this we may be sure that 
we are in him [social identity/spiritual status]: whoever says, “I abide 
in him [social identity/spiritual status],” ought to walk just as he 
walked [behavior].  (1 John 2:5–6) 

The ingroup member is (or should be) characterized by prototypical 
dispositions and spiritual states, which cause his/her actions. 

People do, however, sometimes explain behavior directly from social 
identity categories, without taking the intermediate step of assuming 
mental states. We sometimes explain behavior as the direct result of 
belonging to a certain category of people. This kind of explanation seems 
to be more common in collectivistic cultures.263 When the Gospel of Mark 
tells us that Simon and Andrew were “casting a net into the sea 
[behavior]Ȱfor they were fishermen [social identity]” (Mark 1:16), the 
text does not bother to explain that as fishermen, they had the goal (i.e., a 
disposition) to make a living out of fishing, but presents fishing as 
something that those who belong to the category of fishermen just do. 
We should not, however, assume that this was the most common 
discourse in the early Christ-movement. In the case of the fishermen in 
this passage, we should not be too hasty to equal discourse about 
attributions with the full content of the author’s beliefs.264 The author 
may just assume that everyone knows that fishermen have goals, which 
causes them to fish. 

Our discussion so far has overlooked what we may call 
“counterintuitive” causal cognition, where magic or spiritual agents 
cause behavior in ways which to some extent contradict our intuitions 
about causes.265 In the ancient Mediterranean world, these beliefs were 
abundant, varied and central to how many people explained action. As 

                                                           
263 Hirschfeld 1995. 
264 Boyer 1995 points out that it is a common mistake among anthropologists 

to equal public discourse with the sum of mental beliefs.  
265 Boyer 1995 suggests the term ”counterintuitive causation” for those causal 

beliefs that have components that contradict our direct experience of the world, 
for instance, that magic and rituals can cause an effect on an object or a person 
without even being close to it. 
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Pascal Boyer points out, some anthropologists have called attention to 
the immense cross-cultural variation in religious and magical beliefs as 
an argument against any universality in human causal cognition.266 
Boyer does, however, show that, as diverse as these beliefs are, they are 
still constrained by the two kinds of causal beliefs, which cognitive 
psychologists have argued to be universal. Magical beliefs are basically 
beliefs about how inanimate things cause effects by force. The only 
difference is that some aspects of how this force is affected are 
speculative and counterintuitive. Beliefs about spiritual agents are 
basically constructed in the same way as beliefs about human agents. 
They are intentional agents with dispositions, goals, etc., just like 
humans. The only difference is that some aspects of how they can affect 
humans are speculative and counterintuitive. 

I propose that all the variations of causal beliefs that have been 
discussed here were present in the ancient Mediterranean world. We 
must therefore suspect that all these variations can be part of the rhetoric 
about the relation between identity in Christ and behavior norms. The 
variations can be summarized into three themes: 

 
a.� Attribution to dispositions, that is, virtue, vice, knowledge and 

emotions 
b.� Attribution to spiritual influence and magic 
c.� Attribution to category, that is, role, social identity or “nature” 
 

These causal beliefs often interact in the texts. For instance, being in 
Christ (c) causes one to have the Spirit (b), which causes one to have 
virtue (a) according to Paul. The relation between these factors can be 
described both as causes (indicative) and duties (imperative).267 

                                                           
266 Boyer 1995. Boyer’s thesis is a part of larger research program in the 

cognitive science of religion, which has showed that religious beliefs tend to be 
analogous to intuitive beliefs, but with a counterintuitive “twist.” The intuitive 
parts of the religious beliefs make them understandable and rich in associations, 
while the counterintuitive twist makes them attention-grabbing and easy to 
remember. On the cognitive science of religion, see e.g. Atran 2002; Boyer 2001; 
Pyysiäinen 2003; Tremlin 2006. 

267 Cf. chapter 6.1.  
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Moreover, ancient texts do not only discuss how (a), (b) and (c) cause 
behavior, but also how behavior causes (a), (b) and (c). For instance, 
regular good conduct can make one more virtuous or more strongly 
influenced by positive spiritual forces. In short, we will discover that the 
causal beliefs go in just about every direction: 

 

 
 

In the remainder of this chapter we will investigate how beliefs about 
dispositions (a) and spiritual influence (b) could function in group 
contexts (c). The goal of the brief survey below is not to cover all aspects 
of causal beliefs in the extremely diverse culture of the ancient 
Mediterranean world. Rather, the purpose is to outline some of the most 
frequently occurring patterns and discuss their social and psychological 
function. 
 
In the analysis of Ephesians, I will often summarize the discussion about 
causal beliefs with arrows, for instance: 

Causality: Spirit Æ Power 

Attribution: Knowledge Æ Speaks the truth 

Causality: Idolatrizes Æ Is disliked by God Æ Duty: Should be 
reproached, marginalized or even excluded 

“Causality” stands for the causal beliefs of the soft flexible kind 
discussed above. The first example above should be read as “the Spirit 
causes power” or “having the Spirit causes one to have power.” 

Category 

Disposition Spiritual 
influence 

Behavior 
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“Attribution” is really a subcategory to “causality,” but I have chosen to 
use this word when we discover a belief where attributed traits are 
considered to cause visible behavior. The second example above should 
be spelled out as “having knowledge causes one to speak the truth.” 
“Duty” is used to summarize the normative conclusions that can be seen 
in the text or that we can imagine an ingroup reasonably would have 
drawn from the beliefs expressed in the text. The third example should 
be interpreted: “Idolatry causes the idolater to be disliked by God. 
Therefore it is our duty (as God’s clients) to reproach, marginalize and, if 
nothing else helps, exclude an idolater.” 

 
6.3� Attribution to Dispositions in the Ancient 

Mediterranean World 

In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle discusses how dispositions together 
with perception are the causes of intentional action: 

Now there are three elements in the soul which control action 
(ΔΕκΒΖ) and the attainment of truth: namely Sensation (΅ϥΗΌΗΖ), 
Intellect (ΑΓІΖ) and Desire (ϷΕΉΒΖ). Of these, Sensation never 
originates action, as is shown by the fact that animals have 
sensation but are not capable of [deliberate] action. Pursuit and 
avoidance in the sphere of Desire correspond to affirmation and 
denial in the sphere of the Intellect. Hence inasmuch as moral 
virtue is a disposition of the mind in regard to choice, and choice is 
deliberate desire, it follows that, if the choice is to be good, both the 
principle be true and the desire right, and the desire must pursue 
the same things as principle affirms. … Now the cause of action … 
is choice, and the cause of choice is desire and reasoning directed to 
some end.  (Aristotle, Nic. Eth. 6.2.1–2, 4)  

According to Aristotle, when a virtuous man perceives a sensation (e.g. 
sees or hears something), his reason and desire are harmonious in 
handling the perception. Both reason and desire want the same good 
thing, which in turn causes the virtuous man to make a good choice and 
act well.  

The opposite is the brutish man, who reasons and desires viciously. 
Aristotle also discusses how desire and reason do not always harmonize, 
that people can desire to do the wrong thing, even though they know 
what is right (Nic. Eth. 7). 
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Aristotle’s account is surprisingly close to some of the results of 
modern brain research, as described by Daniel Goleman.268 When we 
decide something, both intellectual and emotional brain centers are 
involved and coordinated. Indeed, people with brain conditions 
blocking the emotional component of a decision process have a hard 
time deciding anything at all.269 

Not everyone was, however, as positive as Aristotle to the role of 
emotions.270 Aristotle, Plato and just about every philosopher of the 
Greco-Roman world, considered dispositions, virtue and vice, to be the 
most important ground for judging the moral value of an action,271 but 
they disagreed on the value of emotions. Aristotle thinks that emotions 
can be trained to be virtuous and that they are part of a virtuous man’s 
disposition. The Stoic writers272 generally had a more negative view of 
emotions, usually called path¾ (sing. pathos, ΔΣΌΓΖ), which they use as an 
umbrella term for destructive non-rational desires, aversions and 
emotions.273 (“Emotions” is a somewhat misleading translation of the 
Stoic use of path¾, since the term pathos mainly covers destructive 
emotions in Stoic thinking.) In On Anger, Seneca (5 B.C.E.-64 C.E.) sees 
only destructiveness in anger, the perhaps most typical pathos in Stoic 
thinking. In explicit polemic with Aristotle, he argues that anger is not 
beneficial even in battle: 

                                                           
268 Goleman 1995: 3–12.  
269 Goleman 1995: 52–54. 
270 Sihvola and Engberg-Pedersen 1998 discuss the various attitudes to 

emotions in Hellenistic philosophy. 
271 On Plato’s and Aristotle’s view on the moral value of actions, see e.g. 

MacIntyre 1981: 131–164. On the Stoic view, see e.g. Stephens 2006. Epicurus, 
however, contrary to common wisdom, argued that in order to reach happiness, 
virtues are purely instrumental, see O'Keefe 2006. 

272 In this brief exposé, I will primarily look at the Stoics in their later, more 
developed phase, which hold a kernel of common ideas “which could be called 
orthodox Stoicism”, Sandbach 1989: 19. The Stoics are of course not all the same. 
They are all individual thinkers, but in the regards I intend to present here, I 
would concur with Sandbach’s judgment that they agree reasonably well.  

273 Cooper 1998: 71. 
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Again, anger (ira) embodies nothing useful, nor does it kindle the 
mind to warlike deeds; for virtue (virtus), being self-sufficient, 
never needs help of vice (vitium). Whenever there is need of violent 
effort, the mind does not become angry (irascor), but it gathers itself 
together and is aroused or relaxed according to its estimate of the 
need; just as when engines of war hurl forth their arrows, it is the 
operator who controls the tension with which they are hurled. 
“Anger,” says Aristotle, “is necessary, and no battle can be won 
without itȰunless it fills the mind and fires the soul; it must serve 
however not as a leader, but as the common soldier.” But this is not 
true. For if it listens to reason and follows where reason leads, it is 
no longer anger, of which the chief characteristic is willfulness.  
 (Seneca, Ira, 1.9.1–2)  

This negative opinion on emotions stems from the idea among the Stoics 
that the psyche of man is unified, not divided into reason and 
emotions.274 Man’s true nature is really only reason, and emotions can be 
seen as basically threats to reason, dangerous disturbances which cause 
reason to go wrong. Instead, a man should strive for eupatheia 
(ΉЁΔΣΌΉ΅), which is not all that different from pathos, but is only the 
good aspects of emotions, which inspire virtue. Eupatheia is different to 
pathos in that it is a benevolent, stable, lasting attitude towards other 
people, which does not distort truth and reason, while pathos is 
destructive, unstable and temporary and causes false reasoning.275 It is 
difficult to maintain a sharp distinction between eupatheia and path¾, but 
nevertheless the broad tendency among the Stoics is to give emotions a 
primarily negative role as the driving force behind vicious action.276 

In the Tanak, we do not find subtle discussions about exactly what it 
is that does and should cause man to act. But we do find several 
references to dispositions as the cause of action as well as moralizing 

                                                           
274 Brennan 1998. 
275 Irwin 1998: 225; Brennan 1998: 34. 
276 The original position of the early Stoics was that one should strive for 

apatheia rather than eupatheia. The doctrine of eupatheia can be seen as a 
modification of the doctrine as a response to the critique that it is impossible for 
man to have a total absence of emotions, see Knuuttila and Sihvola 1998: 17. This 
compromise somewhat obscures the relation between emotions and virtues, but 
the basic theme that emotions are dangerous remains. 
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about dispositions, as we have already discussed in chapter 5.4. The 
attitude towards anger and other emotions in the Tanak is less negative 
than the Stoic attitude. For example, anger is considered to be the cause 
of both morally right and wrong actions (e.g., Gen 30:2, 49:6; Num 11:10, 
33; Deut 6:5). But, as David Aune demonstrates, in the Jewish literature 
of the Hellenistic era, including the texts from the early Christ-
movement, we can see how the Greek conceptions of emotions are often 
embraced.277 A telling example is how Matthew and Luke exclude the 
reference in Mark to Jesus’ anger (Mark 3:4–5 // Matt 12:10–13; Luk 6:9–
10; 14:3–4), as if they considered anger to be an improper emotion for the 
Messiah. Paul thinks that “desire” (πΔΌΙΐϟ΅) causes sin and that the 
Torah cannot efficiently be the antidote of this flaw in the human nature 
(Rom 7:7–25). As opposed to for instance Philo, who was inspired by 
Greek philosophy and thought that rationality learned from the Torah 
could help man to master passion, Paul thought that only the influence 
of the Spirit in Christ could achieve this (Rom 8:1–11).278 In short, the 
tendency to view emotions as chiefly harmful dispositions, which cause 
morally wrong behavior, was embraced by many Christ-believers, too. 

In the initial discussion in chapter 6.2 we noted that many 
collectivistic cultures considered dispositions to be more malleable and 
open to change than individualistic Westerners do. The belief in a 
malleable character in need of reinforcement through education and 
training is easily found in many ancient texts. Both the Jewish wisdom 
tradition and the Greek philosophical tradition consider virtue to be 
something which must be learned and then constantly nurtured. For 
example, although some noblemen probably claimed superior virtue by 
birth, as dissimilar authors as Quintilian and Jesus ben Sirach are 
convinced that all young boys need proper training to become virtuous 
men (Quintilian, Inst. 1; Sir 30).279  

In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle argues that in order to reach 
virtue one must practice the corresponding behavior during childhood: 

                                                           
277 Aune 1994. 
278 Aune 1994 compares Paul and Philo. 
279 On the education of children, see e.g. Osiek and Balch 1997: 156–173. 
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[T]he faculties given us by nature are bestowed upon us first in a 
potential form (ΈϾΑ΅ΐΖ); we exhibit their actual exercise 
(πΑΉΕ·Ήϟ΅) afterwards. … The virtues … we acquire by first 
having actually practiced (πΑΉΕ·νΝ) them, just as we do the arts. 
… [W]e become just by doing just acts, temperate by doing 
temperate acts, brave by doing brave acts. […] In a word, our 
moral dispositions are formed as a result of the corresponding 
activities. Hence it is incumbent on us to control the character of 
our activities, since on the quality of these depends the quality 
of our dispositions. It is therefore not of small moment whether 
we are trained from childhood in one set of habits or another; on 
the contrary it is of very great, or rather of supreme, importance.  
 (Aristotle, Eth. nic., 2.1.4, 7–8)  

In Proverbs, the implied father exhorts his son, who has learned 
wisdom, to hold on to it, implying that wisdom can easily be lost:280 

Hear, my child, and accept my words ... I have taught you the way 
of wisdom; I have led you in the paths of uprightness ... Keep hold 
of instruction; do not let go; guard her, for she is your life. Do not 
enter the path of the wicked, and do not walk in the way of 
evildoers.  (Prov 4:10–11, 13–14) 

The Stoics think in the same way. Epictetus emphasizes the need for 
“exercise” in his Discourses (e.g. Diatr. 1.4). Marcus Aurelius promotes 
mental exercises to prepare oneself to act right and avoid destructive 
emotions (e.g. Meditations 2). Common to both the Jewish wisdom 
tradition and these philosophers is a belief that one can change one’s 
dispositions by practice, studies and mental exercises. Over time, they 
see what we could call a dialectic causality between behavior and 
disposition. Disposition causes behavior, but yet one can behave in a 
way that changes one’s disposition: 

 

                                                           
280 Cf. Sir 6:18–37. 
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With this dialectic, the causal beliefs simultaneously become 
imperatives. One must act according to one’s virtues if one wishes to 
continue considering oneself virtuous. Given the social, moral and self-
regulating function of attribution, discussed above in chapter 6.1, it is 
not surprising that all the authors discussed above construe disposition 
as something malleable, which needs to be constantly reinforced. As 
such, the beliefs about what causes behavior and virtue form a narrative, 
which has the power to express both the indicative and the imperative 
and thus function to imbue behavior with moral value. 

Finally, although we have primarily focused on how dispositions are 
thought to interact with behavior in this section, we should not forget 
that all these writers implicitly discuss the prototype of social 
categories.281 In other words, they discuss the collective ideal of a group, 
rather than individualistic ideals. Proverbs advises young men as a 
preparation for their life as heads of household. Aristotle guides the free 
male citizen of a Greek city-state, the nobleman.282 The Stoics promote 
the ideal of the “philosopher,” which is also a collective ideal. The same 
is true for the discussions of virtue and vice in the texts of the early 
Christ-movement: they typically discuss the dispositions of the 
prototypical Christ-believer.283 Their advice should therefore not be 
understood as individualistic, just because they discuss dispositions. As 
we discussed in chapter 5.4, social identities were often organized into 
superordinate and subordinate social categories. For example, Seneca 

                                                           
281 Cf. Walcot 1988 who concludes that the type of person was more 

important than the individual in antiquity, both in the Greek and the Roman era. 
282 MacIntyre 1981: 133, 158–159, 186–187. 
283 Cf. Malina 2001: 66, but also my critique of certain aspects of Malina’s 

reasoning in chapter 5.4. 

Dialectic causality between behavior and disposition: 
 
Virtuous man Æ right action and thinking Æ virtue reinforced 
Virtuous man Æ careless action and thinking Æ virtue undermined 
Vicious man Æ wrong action and thinking Æ vice reinforced 
Vicious man Æ trying to do and think right Æ slow improvement of virtue 
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complains about those who do not understand that societal duties 
should be understood as applications of universal virtue, but 
nevertheless thinks that different social roles carry with them different 
behavioral duties (Ep. 94). Interestingly, Seneca does not conclude that 
everyone should be socially equal because we can strive for the same 
virtues. This is also the case in Plato’s Meno, where Plato argues for 
universal virtues, but nevertheless accepts differentiated household roles 
(Meno 71–72).284 As we can see, the attributed virtues were often 
considered to be components of the prototype of the superordinate 
category, but the behavioral consequences of these virtues were 
differentiated for different subordinate categories. The same tendency is 
apparent also in the household codes of the New Testament, where 
different household behaviors, depending on one’s household role, are 
motivated with virtues taken from the superordinate category of being 
in Christ.285 

In sum, explaining and moralizing about behavior by reference to 
dispositions is a frequent topos in ancient Mediterranean culture, both in 
Jewish and Greek texts. The concepts of virtue and vice were widely 
distributed thought patterns, but the role of emotions as the cause of 
virtuous or vicious behavior was much debated. The causal relation 
between disposition and behavior was frequently considered to be 
dialectic. There was a tension between duty (imperative) and cause 
(indicative) in the relation between virtue and behavior. Finally, the 
dispositions were typically part of group prototypes rather than 
individual ideals. 

 
6.4� Attribution to Spiritual Influence in the Ancient 

Mediterranean World 

According to much research in the cognitive science of religion, the 
cross-culturally most common characteristic of gods and other spiritual 

                                                           
284 Socrates corrects Meno and explains that virtues are universal, but does 

not question the practical duties of different social groups, which Meno has just 
described. 

285 Roitto 2008. See chapter 9.1. 
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entities, which makes them relevant to most of us humans, is that they 
are interested agents, who interact with humans.286 As agents they act 
intentionally, and as interested they interfere with our lives and have 
opinions about how we humans should act. The gods are 
anthropomorphous in the sense that they are social and moral agents, 
and this characteristic makes it very easy for the human mind to make 
rich and meaningful associations between our lives and the gods. 
Epicurus was certainly right in saying that if the gods did not interfere 
with human affairs, humans should not worry about the gods either.287 
But as opposed to Epicurus, most people in the ancient Mediterranean 
world did think of spiritual entities as precisely thatȰinterested agents 
who interact with humans. 

Given that gods and spirits do things which affect humans, what is 
the relation between human action and divine action?288 The answer to 
                                                           

286 Boyer 2001: 192–231. Cf. n. 48. The cognitive science of religion is a 
promising field of research, which aims to explain how religion is formed by 
innate human dispositions. For instance Czachesz 2007; Ketola 2007; Uro 2007 
has explored how the cognitive science of religion can be used for the study of 
the early Christ-movement. The field is new and the epistemological status of the 
evolutional aspects of their theories are under debate, since both biological and 
cultural evolution are extremely multivariate, see Day 2007. Although I think the 
field is promising, I will confine my use of the cognitive science of religion to the 
basic proposal that the gods are considered to be interested agents in most 
cultures, since this is the most relevant aspect for this study. 

287 Epicurus, Epistola ad Menoeceus, Ratae sententiae 1. Epicurus argues that 
since the gods are eternal and perfectly happy, they have no interest in 
interfering with human affairs. 

288 Barclay and Gathercole 2006 is a very informative collection of essays 
about the problem of divine and human agency in relation to Paul. This section 
of the present study is indebted to many of the excellent analyses in their book. 
In the introduction, Barclay 2006 describes how the historical analysis has been 
distorted by Lutheran theological agendas, since it was important to read Paul as 
not giving human agency any part in salvation. Barclay suggests that with the 
new perspective on Paul, initiated by Sanders 1977, the problem is again open to 
debate. According to Sanders, first century Judaism was characterized by 
“covenantal nomism” where salvation is due to grace (divine agency), but where 
humans are yet supposed to act in certain ways within the covenant (human 
agency). 
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this question is as diverse as we might expect it to be, given that we are 
dealing with narratives about the divine, which are far from always 
formed by direct experience, but by tradition and interpretation. Among 
cultural representations, the representations about the divine tend to be 
the most flexible and varied.289 

The aim of this section is to survey patterns of beliefs about how 
supernatural agents influence human behavior and how this in turn may 
become part of the identity of a group. Space allows only a few 
illustrative examples. For heuristic purposes, the beliefs about how 
supernatural agents interact with humans could be divided into two 
kinds: a) beliefs that supernatural agents bring messages, blessings and 
disasters upon humans from outside the minds and bodies of humans, 
and b) beliefs that the supernatural agents inspire or force human action 
from the inside of their minds and bodies. In b) the spiritual agents are 
partly analogous to dispositions, since they are imagined to be invisible 
causes of action, which stem from the inside of the human agent. 
Category a) can be divided into a1) beliefs that the supernatural agents 
affect people’s lives in order to influence their moral choice, and a2) 
beliefs that the supernatural agents affect people’s lives for other ends. 
Category b) can be divided into b1) beliefs that the supernatural agents 
inspire human moral behavior, and b2) beliefs that the supernatural 
agents use human bodies and minds according to the will of the 
supernatural agent. The four kinds of divine interaction with humans 
can be represented in a table: 

                                                           
289 Cf. Sperber 1996: 70–74 who suggests that cultural meta-representations, 

representations based on other representation rather than on direct experience, 
are far more flexible and varied than representations that are constrained by 
direct sensory input. Religion is for most people a cultural (and learned) system 
of meta-representations, and to the extent that the beliefs about the divine is 
formed by direct religious experience, this experience itself is typically 
interpreted by cultural beliefs, which predate the experience. Cf. also the 
discussion in chapter 6.2 about how religious and magical beliefs tend to be 
more varied within and across cultures than other kinds of causal beliefs. 
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 1. Supernatural agents 
act out of interest in the 
moral choice of the 
affected human 

2. Supernatural agents 
act out of other interests 
than the moral choice of 
the affected human 

a. Supernatural 
agents interact with 
humans from outside 
their minds and 
bodies 

a1. Supernatural agents 
bring moral 
commands, rewards 
and punishments 
(external moral 
intervention) 

a2. Supernatural agents 
bring disaster and 
fortune according to their 
will (external non-moral 
intervention) 

b. Supernatural 
agents inspire human 
behavior from inside 
their bodies and 
minds 

b1. Supernatural agents 
influence human minds 
to do good or evil 
(internal moral 
influence) 

b2. Supernatural agents 
use the human body and 
mind as an instrument, 
according to their will 
(internal non-moral 
influence) 

 
a1. Supernatural agents bring moral commands, rewards and punishments 
(external moral intervention). In the Jewish tradition, God is frequently 
portrayed as one who decides and communicates the behavioral 
standards of the Jewish people who are his covenant partners (e.g., Exod 
19–24).290 Moreover, he enforces these standards with blessings and 
punishments, either in this life (e.g., Deut 11:13–28) or in the 
eschatological future (e.g., Dan 12:1–3). The Jews have a duty to act 
according to God’s will, the Torah, since they belong to the covenant 
(e.g., Ps 78). However, as Friedrich Avemarie points out, knowledge of 
the Torah is also often considered to inspire behavior, not only to 
prescribe it (e.g., Ps 119).291 In other words, the Torah (and other kinds of 
communication and interaction from God) comes from the outside, but 

                                                           
290 Avemarie 2006. 
291 Avemarie 2006: 54–58. Cf. Westerholm 2006, who shows that many Jews 

were quite optimistic about the possibility of observing the Torah. 
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hearing the Torah causes dispositions on the inside, which in turn causes 
behavior. Therefore, the Torah both commands (imperative) and causes 
(indicative) behavior. 

The gods as the standard of behavior norms and the enforcers of 
morality were also part of the Greek and Roman traditions. Some 
philosophers, such as Plato and Seneca, see God (or the logos) as the 
model of human virtue.292 Some, but not all, believed that people would 
be punished or rewarded for their conduct in the afterlife.293 In 
conventional Roman thinking, however, it was just one of the duties of a 
virtuous citizen to revere the gods. One should pay homage to the gods, 
in analogy with the relation of a client to his patron, but not every moral 
decision was supposed to revolve around the gods.294  

The Jewish worldview and rhetoric, on the other hand, was 
theocentric. Every behavior had its moral value in relation to God’s will 
and to God’s commandments.295 Josephus, in his very engaged apology 
Against Apion, puts the Jewish thinking right on the spot: 

[Moses] did not make religion (ΉЁΗνΆΉ΅, “piety”) a department of 
virtue, but the various virtuesȰI mean, justice, temperance, 
fortitude, and mutual harmony in all things between the members 
of the communityȰ departments of religion. Religion governs all 
our actions and occupations and speech; none of these things did 
our lawgiver leave unexamined or indeterminate.  
 (Josephus, C. Ap., 2.157) 

                                                           
292 Russell 2004. It is, however, doubtful whether it is correct to say that they 

imagined the moral knowledge to come from the outside. Although Stoics 
frequently considered God to be an agent, they nevertheless considered 
knowledge about “the natural law” to be the fruit of rational deliberation rather 
than of divine revelation in the Jewish sense. 

293 E.g. Klauck 2000: 73–75. The belief in afterlife was, however, not accepted 
by all, see e.g. Veyne 1987: 219–223. 

294 Veyne 1987: 207–219. 
295 Most Jewish texts in Hellenistic times use ΉЁΗνΆΉ΅ arguments, e.g. the 

will of God, the Torah, the covenant etc, when they argue for various norms. In 
this way ΉЁΗνΆΉ΅ was a dominant thought pattern. See Sanders 1992: 49–51 for 
examples. 
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In short, God (or the gods) can be seen as the cause of human action via 
external influence, through his commandments, through the knowledge 
he provides or by being an ideal himself. Moreover, God is often 
imagined to reward and punish human action, in order to enforce 
behavior according to the norms.  

This imagination of divine intervention in relation to human behavior 
can be the narrative rationale of the identity and behavior norms of 
various groups. The most prominent example is the Jewish people, 
which in Jewish writings is often considered to have superior knowledge 
about God’s will through God’s intervention in their history. They are 
the inheritors of a unique moral character, which has been formed 
through centuries of fostering. The texts of the early Christ-movement 
frequently use the same kind of knowledge rhetoric in order to form 
identity and argue for behavior norms. For instance, Col 1:3–2:15 claims 
superior revealed knowledge about God’s will, in order to argue for 
what behavior norms are proper for Christ-believers in 2:16–4:5. 

 
a2. Supernatural agents bring disaster and fortune according to their will 
(external non-moral intervention). Divine intervention (and magic) is used 
in many cultures to explain the unexplainable, especially disasters, such 
as bad crops and diseases.296 For example, in the Epic of Gilgamesh, the 
gods drown humanity, simply because they feel like doing it (Epic of 
Gilgamesh 11). In the Tanak, the authors often (but not always) make an 
effort to present God’s actions as morally defendable.297 Yet God’s 
actions are not always intended to be a response to the morality of 

                                                           
296 Boyer 2001: 222–226. In the Greco-Roman world, “[e]veryone … believed 

in daemons, in the sense of intermediate beings between God and humans, 
beneficent or maleficent, to whom a great many phenomena affecting one’s daily 
life could be attributed. It has been well remarked that daemons in the ancient 
world filled many of the roles of germs today”, Dillon 1986: 220.  

297 For instance, while the gods in Epic of Gilgamesh 11 have no moral grounds 
for their actions, God reacts to the evil of humanity in Gen 6ȰGod’s acts are 
perceived as morally defendable, since they punish the evil of humankind. In 
Gen 22, however, the author does not moralize about whether it is morally 
defensible of God to ask Abraham to sacrifice Isaac.  
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human action.298 In the Book of Job, we learn that Job is afflicted by 
misfortune, not because of his moral conduct, but because of heavenly 
conflicts, which he cannot grasp (Job 1). When God answers Job, he 
states that his priority is the well-being of creation (rather than the just 
reward of each individual’s moral conduct, Job 38–41).  

Narratives about impulsive gods and Job’s theology are not primarily 
formed in order to motivate behavior norms and group identity, but in 
order to handle the unexplainable injustices and misfortunes of life. 
These narratives may, however, initiate traditions about what ritual 
behavior might appease the gods. For example, when Utnapishtim 
makes a sacrifice in the Epic of Gilgamesh, the gods flock like flies, repent 
their impulse to drown humanity and promise never to do so againȰa 
narrative clearly meant to promote sacrifice as prevention against 
misfortune.  

In other traditions, however, God’s intervention in human affairs is 
positive, regardless of human morality. A very prominent example in 
the Jewish tradition is how God favors Abraham, Isaac and Jacob even in 
situations where their moral conduct is questionable (e.g., Gen 12:10–19, 
25:29–34, 26:1–22), simply because it is in God’s interest to bless the ones 
who will be the fathers of his chosen people. This positive version of 
God’s intervention in human affairs out of self-interest can be a narrative 
explaining the value of the ingroup. However, it guides behavior norms 
only indirectly. If the group believes that “we are those who God 
favors,” it might actualize the question: “What is the proper conduct of 
those who God favors?”299 

 
b1. Supernatural agents influence human minds to do good or evil (internal 
moral influence). According to Josephus, the different Jewish 
“philosophies” differed as regards how they imagined the relation 
between divine and human agency:  

                                                           
298 Boccaccini 2006: 13–15 argues that ”Sapiential Judaism” (the wisdom 

tradition) stressed the freedom of God to do whatever he wanted. 
299 According to Sanders 1977: 419–422, this is the motivation to act, according 

to Jewish “covenantal nomism.” Cf. n. 288. 
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The Pharisees … attribute everything to Fate (Ήϡΐ΅ΕΐνΑ300) and to 
God; they hold that to act rightly or otherwise rests, indeed, for the 
most part with men, but that in each action Fate co-operates 
(ΆΓΌνΝ, “aid”). … The Sadducees … do away with Fate 
altogether, and remove God beyond, not merely the commission, 
but the very sight of evil. They maintain that man has the free 
choice (πΎΏΓ·φ) of good and evil, and that it rests with each man’s 
will whether he follows the one or the other.   
 (Josephus, B.J. 2.8.14/2.162–165) 
 
Now at this time there were three different schools of thought 
among the Jews, which held different opinions concerning human 
affairs; the first being that of the Pharisees, the second that of the 
Sadducees and the third that of the Essenes. As for the Pharisees 
they said that certain events are the work of Fate, but not all; as to 
other events, it depends upon ourselves whether they shall take 
place or not. The sect of the Essenes, however, declares, that Fate is 
mistress of all things, and that nothing befalls men unless it be in 
accordance with her decree. But the Sadducees do away with Fate, 
holding that there is no such thing and that human actions are not 
achieved in accordance with her decree, but that all things lie 
within our own power, so that we ourselves are responsible for our 
well-being, while we suffer misfortune through our own 
thoughtlessness.  (Josephus, A.J. 13.5.9/13.171–173) 

In the description by Josephus, the Sadducees emphasize the upper left 
corner in the table above (a1), since they emphasize the duty to do God’s 
will, rather than divine influence on human actions.301 The Essenes 
emphasize the lower right corner (b2, see below), since they think that 
God has preordained the fate of both good and bad.302 The Pharisees, on 
the other hand, would emphasize the lower left corner (b1, i.e., this 

                                                           
300 Martin 1981 suggests that Josephus thinks that Ήϡΐ΅ΕΐνΑ is what rules 

people who are without God and the Torah. Only under God is free will 
possible. 

301 Cf. Boccaccini 2006. The description is coherent with the opinion of Jesus 
Sirach (Sir. 15:1–20) who is often considered to be aligned with the Sadducees.  

302 This description is coherent with the attitude in the Qumran Literature, see 
discussion below in subsection b2. 
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section), where the initiative of the divine, God and fate, is considered to 
inspire but not entirely determine human behavior.303  

In many texts from the ancient Mediterranean world, we find that the 
distinction between divine influence and human virtue is difficult to 
maintain. According to Emma Stafford, personification of virtues was a 
common phenomenon in ancient Greece.304 Some deified virtues had 
their own cults.305 In On the Nature of Gods, Cicero’s learned treatise about 
the existence and character of the divine, he reports this:  

Many other divinities have however with good reason been 
recognized and named ... For it was thought that whatever confers 
great utility on the human race must be due to the operation of 
divine benevolence towards men. Thus sometimes a thing sprung 
from a god was called by the god himself; ... In other cases some 
exceptionally potent force is itself designated by a title of divinity, 
for example Faith or Mind; ... You see the temple of Virtue, restored 
as the temple of Honour by Marcus Marcellus, but founded many 
years before Quintus Maximus in the time of the Ligurian war. 
Again, there are temples of Wealth, Safety, Concord, Liberty and 
Victory, all of which things, being so powerful as necessarily to imply 
divine governance, were themselves designated as Gods.  
 (Cicero, Nat. d. 2.23/2.60–61, emphasis added)306 

When Troels Engberg-Pedersen compares Paul and the Greek 
philosopher Epictetus (c:a 55–135 C.E.), he finds that they construct the 

                                                           
303 Nothing more specific can be said about the relation between human and 

divine agency from Josephus’ accounts. There is a tension in Josephus’ two 
accounts of the position of the Pharisees. In B.J. 2.8.14/2.162–165 God and man 
cooperate in the same action, while in A.J. 13.5.9/13.171–173 God is the cause of 
some human actions and man is the cause of some. It is, however, quite possible 
that Josephus thought that the three different possibilities could be the case at 
different occasions. 

304 Stafford 2000. 
305 Stafford 2000: 17–19. There was a virtue-cult in Rome, too, see Plutarch, 

Mor. 318E.  
306 The quote does not represent Cicero´s own opinion. He just refers to the 

opinion of those who thinks so. He himself deified virtues as “abstraction, not 
personal deities”, see Nat. d. 3.24/3.61. Cicero does, however, confirm the 
existence and agency of the gods throughout Nat. d. Cf. Stafford 2000: 19–27. 
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relation between divine and human agency in a similar fashion.307 Both 
Paul and Epictetus consider the prototypical man to be free in relation to 
the world but directed towards God in a way that makes human and 
divine agency overlap and align. For instance, Paul writes: 

[God’s agency:] But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his 
grace toward me has not been in vain. [Paul’s agency:] On the 
contrary, I worked harder than any of themȰthough it was not I, 
[God’s and Paul’s agency together:] but the grace of God together 
with me.  (1 Cor 15:10, NRSV modified308) 

This is of course only the case if one is a prototypical philosopher or 
Christ-believer, since both Paul and Epictetus acknowledge the 
possibility of viciousness. To be virtuous is to let the divine cause one’s 
behavior, but the divine does not cancel the will or the choice of the 
human agent. 

John Barclay makes a similar comparison between Paul and Philo of 
Alexandria (20 B.C.E.-50 C.E.).309 Barclay emphasizes how they both see 
God’s grace as the primary cause of any human virtue. Virtue is a gift 
that cannot be earned; it is only given by grace. However, both Philo and 
Paul think that man is capable of acting viciously, that is, act in a way 
which is not caused by God’s grace.310 There is an asymmetry between 
virtue and vice, where virtue is caused by God (mediated by the Spirit or 
the logos) but vice is not. It is implicit that the human agent has to make 

                                                           
307 Engberg-Pedersen 2006. Cf. also von Gemünden 2007 who recognizes 

pattern of both ”autodynamische Affektekontrolle,” “heterodynamishe 
Affektekontrolle” (divine or other external influence) and 
“transformationsdynamische Affektekontrolle” (changing between human and 
divine control over the emotions) in the first century. 

308 I have slightly modified NRSV, which translates ψ ΛΣΕΖ ΘΓІ ΌΉΓІ [ψ] ΗϿΑ 
ΉΐΓϟ with ”the grace of God that is with me.” NRSV chooses to accept the second 
ψ, which leads to the understanding that it is only God’s grace which is the 
agent. If we, however, choose not to accept the second ψ, a reading which also 
has strong textual support according to NA27, then God’s grace and Paul are the 
agents together. Cf. Acts 15:28. 

309 Barclay 2006. 
310 Rom 6–7; Gal 5:13–26; Philo, Opif. 72–75. Cf. Frick 1999: 139–175. 
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some kind of effort to remain under the influence of God. The tension 
between indicative and imperative is never settled. 

This kind of imagination, where divine agency is the cause of human 
agency (indicative) but where the human is yet exhorted to let the divine 
influence him/her (imperative) is particularly useful in a group context. 
The divine becomes analogous to other dispositions, in the sense that it 
can function in the cognitive attribution processes and the attribution 
rhetoric of the group. The identity of the group is that “we are those who 
are under God’s dominion” and the prototypical group member is one 
who is perfectly influenced by God. Every visible behavior can either be 
interpreted as the outcome of divine influence or as the outcome of some 
undesirable disposition (desire, disobedience, etc.) or evil spiritual 
influence, which translates into either prototypicality or deviance; praise 
or blame. A lack of positive divine influence can be attributed to 
outgroups, while the ingroup can gain self-esteem by thinking of 
themselves as those under divine influence. Within the group, the 
association between behaviors and divine influence (e.g. Gal 5:13–26) can 
function to regulate behavior norms and social dynamics in many 
different ways (see chapters 7 and 8 below). Again, the tension between 
divine influence and human moral responsibility (indicative and 
imperative) may seem inconsistent, but is, nevertheless, highly 
functional in a group context. 

 
b2. Supernatural agents use the human body and mind as an instrument, 
according to their will (internal non-moral influence). Possession, where a 
spiritual agent takes over the body and mind of an individual is quite 
frequent in many cultures,311 and ancient Mediterranean culture was no 
exception.312 In possession narratives of the Synoptic Gospels, the 
possessed person is portrayed as a victim and no moral responsibility 
falls upon the possessed (e.g., Mark 5:1–20, cf. Tob).313 If the Synoptic 
Gospels are at one end of the spectrum of moral judgment, the 
                                                           

311 Klass 2003.  
312 For an overview of possession in the context of the early Christ-movement, 

see Sorensen 2001. 
313 Berger 2003: 51 argues that the mind of the possessed is of no importance 

in the Gospels. 
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Qumranite Community Rule is in the other. It is possible to place the 
Community Rule in section b1 above (internal moral influence) since the 
text moralizes strongly about the behavior of all non-Qumranites. I have, 
nevertheless, placed the text in this section, since the individual is in the 
end left with no moral choice. In the world view of the Community Rule, 
everyone’s dispositions and behaviors are entirely determined by either 
the Angel of Truth or the Angel of Falsehood according to God’s plan.314 
The influence is not presented as possession, but rather as the most 
complete divine hegemony over the entire history, where human agents 
are deprived of any significant choice. God is the orchestrator of world 
history rather than someone who works for the moral improvement of 
the vicious. Yet, even if those who are under the Angel of Falsehood 
never had any choice, they will be judged by God.315 The narrative about 
God’s judgment, as inconsistent as it may seem, obviously functions to 
provide contrasting group prototypes between the Qumranites and 
everyone else.316  

In the Acts of the Apostles, some of the expressions of the Spirit, 
notably speaking in tongues, prophecy, exorcism and healing, are 
portrayed as supernatural events, in which the human agent is the mere 
instrument of the divine agency (e.g., Acts 2:1–9, 4:23–31, 9:31–42, 19:1–
17). The intervention of the Spirit is not intended to inspire human 
morality but to execute God’s will. Although the work is done by the 
Spirit in these passages, the human agent is nevertheless credited with 
status (i.e., prototypicality), since the deeds indicate that the Spirit can 
work effectively through that person, which shows that the person has 
prototypical characteristics.317  

                                                           
314 1QS III.13–IV.24, analyzed by Alexander 2006. Those who are under the 

Angel of Falsehood are sometimes called “the lot of Belial”, e.g. 1QS II.5; 1QM 
I.5. 

315 Westerholm 2006: 94–96, 98. 
316 Cf. Jokiranta 2005; Jokiranta 2007, who has studied the Qumran Literature 

from a social identity perspective. 
317 In some other texts, e.g. Mark 16:17–18, John 14:12, Rom 12:6, the measure 

of ΔϟΗΘΖȰa prototypical ingroup character traitȰis mentioned as the factor 
which determines how well the Spirit can work in the Christ-believer. 
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In these examples, the amount of praise and blame is not really 
determined by philosophical discussions about free will, choice and 
moral agency, but by the extent to which the spiritual force is considered 
to be a group trait. The belief in spiritual forces determining one’s 
actions entirely can therefore function in a group context in the same 
way as the imagination outlined above, where divine and human agency 
cooperated (b1). 

 
In sum, we have seen that there is great variety in how supernatural 
agents are believed to cause and demand human behavior. We have also 
seen that all these narratives can function in different ways in a group 
context to create identity, motivate behavior according to group norms 
and structure group dynamics. The tension between indicative and 
imperative, which we explored in b1, might be a problem from a 
philosophical or theological perspective, but it is necessary in order to 
give the ingroup prototype the flexibility to function in many different 
ways in a group context.  

Now that we have surveyed cultural patterns of attribution, we may 
return to a more detailed discussion about social identities, behavior 
norms and group dynamics, from a cognitive perspective. 



 

 

7� Formation of the Identity in Christ in Relation 
to Outgroups 

In chapter 4 I argued that culture is shared cognition. The ingroup 
prototype is a very central part of a group’s culture, that is, the group 
members’ shared cognition. Consensus about the ingroup prototype was 
probably almost constantly under negotiation, both within and in 
between the different communities of Christ-believers, just like the 
ingroup prototype of any group is.318 A measure of consensus, that is, 
shared cognition, is reached through processes of exchange and 
negotiations within the group, driven by the needs and goals of its group 
members in relation to various circumstances within and outside the 
group. There are no absolute laws that determine the formation of a 
group’s identity. Historical developments are too complex to be entirely 
predicted. Nevertheless, there are recurring tendencies in identity 
formation, which can be explained by the cognitive setup of our minds. 
In this chapter we will discuss these tendencies in order to form a 
heuristic framework, which helps us to interpret how texts reflect and 
construct identity and behavior norms in relation to the challenges 
which faced the first Christ-believers. 
                                                           

318 Early social identity theory tended to just assume that the ingroup 
prototype was shared cognition within the group. Such hegemonic thinking was 
perhaps a defensible simplification as long as the scholarly focus was on 
intergroup relations, but with a growing interest on intragroup dynamics, it 
became increasingly important to acknowledge that shared ingroup prototypes 
emerge as the result of intragroup processes, see Haslam et al. 1998. Cf. Brower 
and Nye 1996; Cialdini and Goldstein 2004, Decety and Sommerwille 2003. 
Reicher and Hopkins 2001 analyze Scottish political debate and show how 
politicians draw on shared ideas about Scottishness in order to promote their 
own vision of a prototypical Scotsman.  
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We begin by exploring the group dynamic effects of intergroup 
relations. How can we use cognitive psychology to understand how the 
identity in Christ was formed in relation to outgroups; that is, other 
groups that they had to relate to? Moreover, how do texts from the early 
Christ-movement reflect and exploit intergroup dynamic tendencies 
rhetorically in order to form the identity in Christ?  

 
7.1� The Need for Self-Esteem 

Tajfel and Turner, the originators of social identity theory, argue that the 
formation of group ideals and beliefs is driven by the group’s need for 
self-esteem and that groups employ all kinds of creative techniques in 
order to maintain self-esteem.319 Groups tend to describe themselves in a 
positive light and outgroups in a less positive (but not necessarily hostile 
and negative) light, in order to maintain a positive self-image. For 
instance, the Gospels’ descriptions of the Pharisees are tailored to 
devalue them in relation to the followers of Jesus. Increased self-esteem 
of the Christ-believers is most probably one of the reasons (although not 
the only reason) to portray the Pharisees like that. 

Moreover, Tajfel and Turner claim that groups often redefine what 
values and characteristics are really important and create a counter-
culture as a mental defense against dominant cultural values. For 
instance, Epictetus skillfully “deconstructs” the appreciation of wealth 
and oratory skills as signs of superiority in Encheiridion, a practical 
handbook of ethical advice compiled by his pupil Arrian: 

The following statements constitute a non sequitur (ΦΗϾΑ΅ΎΘΓΖ, 
“illogical”): "I am richer than you are, therefore I am superior to 
you"; or, "I am more eloquent than you are, therefore I am superior 
to you." But the following conclusions are better (ΐκΏΏΓΑ 
ΗΙΑ΅ΎΎϱΖ, “more conclusive”): "I am richer than you are, therefore 
my property is superior to yours"; or, "I am more eloquent than 
you are; therefore my elocution is superior to yours." But you are 
neither property nor elocution.   
 (Epictetus, Ench. 44, emphasis original) 

                                                           
319 Tajfel and Turner 1979. 
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The Jews “knew” that although the Romans were considered superior in 
power and the Greeks were considered superior in culture, they were 
both morally inferior in that they were not God’s chosen people and did 
not have the Torah. The works of Josephus and Philo, together with 
propaganda literature such as The Sibylline Oracles, The Testament of 
Abraham, Joseph and Aseneth and The letter of Aristeas, give witness to a 
strong sense of being morally superior. These Jewish texts exemplify a 
strategy to redefine superiority in way that allowed the Jews to maintain 
high self-esteem. 

We do not know much about what the slaves, the poor, the women 
and all the others whose voices have gone to posterity unheard thought. 
We can only imagine that they must have come up with their own 
strategies to find other niches of honor, nurturing counter-cultures in 
which they could preserve their sense of self-esteem. Carlin Barton 
concludes that “emotionally the slave was every bit as sensitive to insult 
as his master. The plebeian was as preoccupied with honor as the 
patrician, the client as the patron, the woman as the man, the child as the 
adult.”320 Allen Callahan and Richard Horsley show that from what we 
know about slave resistance elsewhere in history, together with 
numerous accounts of runaway slaves, measures to prevent escapes and 
occasional slave rebellions in the Roman era, it is very unlikely that the 
slaves of the Roman era accepted the social role imposed on them 
without resistance.321 Seneca’s observation that “You have as many 
enemies as you have slaves” shows that even the elite must have been 
aware that the slaves did not always accept their position in society (Ep. 
47).322 

Being despised by the world can even be transformed into a source of 
self-esteem and a sign of prototypicality within the group. For instance, 
the letter to the Hebrews sees shame in the eyes of the world as a sign of 

                                                           
320 Barton 2001: 11. Barton also refers to anthropological evidence to criticize 

the idea that the lower strata should be less interested in honor than the higher 
strata, see Barton 2001: 40, n. 11.  

321 Callahan and Horsley 1998. 
322 Seneca himself naively thinks that the solution is that slaves should be 

treated better and that it is the harsh treatment that makes them enemies.  
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Christ-likeness, that is, prototypicality (Heb 11:26; 12:2; 13:13, cf. 1 Cor 
1:18–31; 1 Pet 4:14–16).323 

The drive for self-esteem can, however, not be consistently shown to 
govern the formation of groups, although it is certainly one of the 
factors.324 Moreover, self-esteem does not seem to be an equally 
important factor in all cultures. For instance, one study shows that 
Japanese students show much less self-serving bias than Canadian 
students do.325 This observation does not preclude that social identities 
can take the form of categories in these cultures,326 but it shows that we 
cannot automatically just assume that every group seeks to improve its 
self-esteem in relation to other groups. However, if we take into 
consideration the importance of honor and shame in the first century 
Mediterranean world, we realize that self-esteem and self-serving bias 
cannot have been entirely irrelevant for the group dynamics of the early 
Christ-movement.327 

 
7.2� The Need for Cognitive Distinctiveness 

In order to for a group to experience that their group is meaningful, 
there must be something distinctive about it, something which is not like 
every other group. If this was not the case, the group would be 
superfluous. Therefore, consensus about prototypes and stereotypes 
emerges from the need for an identity which brings maximized 
distinctiveness to the group in the current context.328 As a consequence, 

                                                           
323 DeSilva 1995. 
324 Brewer and Brown 1998. For a recent overview of the increasingly complex 

research on the exact role of self-esteem in identity formation, see Hunter et al. 
2005. Self-esteem can for the individual be maintained in other ways than by 
group identification and it is difficult to operationalize self-esteem, see Farnham, 
Greenwald and Banaji 1999; Hogg and Abrams 1990. 

325 Heine and Lehman 1997. 
326 Cf. Chapter 5.3. 
327 On honor and shame, see n. 193. 
328 Haslam et al. 1998.  
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the shared cognitionȰstereotypes and prototypeȰchanges with the 
context and is not static.329 

According to the meta-contrast principle in self-categorization theory, 
groups prefer to perceive reality in a way that makes the group identity 
maximally distinct.330 This is achieved by cognitively a) maximizing the 
intragroup similarity of the ingroup and b) maximizing the intragroup 
similarity of the outgroup, in a way that c) maximizes the contrast 
between the ingroup and the outgroup. In this way the world is 
experienced as orderly and the reasons to identify with the group appear 
as clear: “We have something in common, they have something 
contrasting in common and we are different from them. Therefore our 
group makes sense.”  

This means that the question of what the prototypical Christ-believer 
is like needs to be asked in relation to outgroups coming into contact 
with the group. For instance, when the author of Hebrews paints the 
picture of the ideal Christ-believer, he does it in deliberate contrast to the 
“old covenant,” probably to make the contrast clear to those who want 
to revert to practicing the Torah again (e.g., Heb 9; 10:1; 13:9–13). A 
prime example of contrastive rhetoric is the Didache. The first six 
chapters contrast the way of life (ingroup) with the way of death 
(outgroup). Chapter 8 contrasts the fasting and prayer of the ingroup 
with that of “the hypocrites”: “And do not keep your fast with the 
hypocrites. For they fast on Monday and Thursday; but you should fast 
on Wednesday and Friday” (Did. 8.1). This seemingly arbitrary norm has 
an unmistakable function to create a contrast to “the hypocrites.”  

 

                                                           
329 For example, experiments show that in a situation of conflict with 

outgroups, more extreme members are seen as more prototypical, while more 
moderate members are considered more prototypical in a less antagonistic 
environment, see Haslam et al. 1995. Cf. chapter 5.1. 

330 Haslam et al. 1998; Oakes 1990; Turner 1985; Turner et al. 1987. The meta-
contrast principle is based on a general tendency to maximize distinctiveness 
between categories in our patterns of categorization. We also tend to form 
categories of non-human objects after the principles of intragroup similarity and 
intergroup distinction, see Taylor 2003: 55–58.  



112  Behaving as a Christ-Believer 
 

7.3� Group Beliefs and Other Factors as Constraints on 
the Flexibility of the Prototype 

The self-esteem hypothesis and the meta-contrast principle can easily 
give the impression that groups have an infinitely flexible self-
perception, which will change swiftly with every new challenge. This 
would lead to absurd consequences. For instance, in a quarrel between 
two competing groups of Christ-believers, one group could 
hypothetically define themselves as non-believers in order to maximize 
the contrast. But this does not happen. Rather, it is always the other 
group, which is defined as non-believers or a deviant kind of believers. 
Therefore, we have to briefly discuss factors that put constraints on the 
flexibility of the ingroup prototype, as a corrective to a too simplified 
understanding of social identity theory. (This is not to say that there has 
ever been a fixed and entirely stable identity within the Christ-
movement, just that there are stabilizing factors which are as important 
as destabilizing impulses for the dynamics of a group.) 

First, already shared group beliefs constrain how easily the prototype 
can be modified in a certain direction. As we discussed in chapter 4, 
shared cognitive schemata, such as the identity of the group, will 
become more stable as they become based on a larger number of 
experiences. The history, narratives, memories and culture of the group 
are important constraining and stabilizing factors in the negotiation for 
identity.  

Second, social and material circumstances within the group cannot be 
ignored when the group forms its identity. For instance, when the 
Gospels portray many of the followers of Jesus as poor, uneducated and 
marginalized, it is probably not just in order to maximize the contrast 
with the elite, but also because these strata of people were a factual part 
of the group’s history and current social reality. 

Third, the Christ-movement was capable of creating institutions 
which reinforced existing consensus. The culture of the Christ-
movement developed beliefs about how the beliefs should be 
reinforced.331 Leadership structures, collections of texts, education, 
                                                           

331 ”Some sets of representations include representations of the way in which 
the set should be redistributed. An institution is the distribution of a set of 
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regular meetings, etc., often reinforced existing formulations of their 
identity.  

The consequence of the restraints discussed here is that anyone who 
wished to influence a group must take existing cognitive consensus and 
social reality into consideration in his or her rhetoric. If one does not 
start from existing consensus and social life in one’s rhetoric, one is very 
likely to be marginalized or even defined as an outsider.332 Successful 
rhetoric therefore uses existing shared cognitive resources, such as 
ingroup narratives and norms in order give the message and the 
messenger credibility. 

 

                                                                                                                                  
representations which is governed by representations belonging to the set itself”, 
Sperber 1996: 76. 

332 Cf. chapters 3.2 on estimating whether a text successfully influenced the 
Christ-movement, chapter 8.1 on the emotional stress when consensus is 
questioned, chapter 8.2 on marginalizing deviants, and chapter 8.3 on leadership. 



 

 

8� Intragroup Dynamics in Christ 

The identity in Christ, both its narratives and its norms, was formed in 
groups with interacting members. This chapter explores the cognitive 
foundation of the social dynamics within the groups of Christ-believers, 
which formed their identity. How does the need for cognitive certainty 
and affirmation of truths from others form the identity in Christ? What 
behavior norms are meant to increase the sense of cognitive certainty? 
How are deviants experienced as a threat to the group and how is this 
threat handled? How do group members, for instance leaders, gain the 
credibility they need in order to influence the group? 

 
8.1� The Need for Cognitive Certainty and the Importance 

of Teaching and other Speech Norms 

People like cognitive certainty. We can and must tolerate some degree of 
uncertainty, but we generally prefer to feel certain. We do not 
automatically agree within a group, but when we disagree on issues that 
are important for the group, we try to negotiate for “the truth” until we 
agree (or until we part), especially under cognitively uncertain 
conditions, since we are often emotionally dependent on the opinion of 
our ingroup for our evaluation of the world.333 If there is any difference 
between cultures in how much uncertainty we can tolerate, I would 

                                                           
333 This was initially discovered in experiments by Festinger, Schachter and 

Back 1950. Later on, Moscovici 1976 suggested that the need for a subjective 
experience of informational certainty was the main force behind group 
conformity. Hogg and Mullin 1999 suggest that uncertainty reduction should be 
seen as the most important factor for group identification in social identity 
theory as well. 
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argue that the collective and agonistic tendencies in the ancient 
Mediterranean world often made people more sensitive to ambiguous 
social situations, where they could not interpret the situation properly. 
Halvor Moxnes, leaning on anthropological studies, argues that the 
honor-shame paradigm caused people to be constantly uncertain about 
their position.334 For someone who constantly guards his or her honor, 
cognitive uncertain situations are experienced as potentially 
undermining honor. This potential threat nurtures cultural agents in fear 
of cognitively uncertain situations. 

Having said that, what I will discuss here is not mainly cognitive 
uncertainty about one’s honor in social situations. Rather, I will focus on 
cognitive uncertainty about the rationale of the groupȰthe beliefs that 
make commitment to the group worthwhile. 

If cognitive uncertainty and the need to get one’s cognition affirmed 
by others is one of the major forces behind group cohesion, one has to 
ask if there is something cognitively uncertain about the central claims of 
the early Christ-movement which potentially increased the need for 
consensus. The answer must be “yes.” Religion answers the important 
questions of life by reference to a reality which is not easily verified or 
refuted. Moreover, the rationale of the Christ-movementȰthe Christ-

                                                           
334 Moxnes 1996. Hofstede 2001: 145–208, in his very large cross-cultural 

survey of the attitudes among employees of IBM all over the world shows that 
Italy, Greece, Turkey and the Arab Countries all score high on the uncertainty 
avoidance index. (Hofstede discusses five dimensions of culture: tolerance for 
power distance (i.e., inequality), uncertainty avoidance, collectivity, gender 
differences and orientation towards long-term or short-term goals.) People in the 
Eastern Mediterranean and Arab countries, the main areas of cultural contact for 
the early Christ-movement, on average dislike cognitive uncertainty more than 
the average informant in Hofstede’s study. One of the consequences of this 
cultural feature, according to Hofstede, is higher intolerance for deviation, 
especially in the field of religion. It is not unproblematic to assume that a culture 
keeps these kinds of attitudes over such a long time as 2000 years, but since this 
attitude is most easily explained by the collectivistic and agonistic character of 
the Mediterranean cultureȰa prominent feature of their culture both now and in 
antiquity (cf. Malina 2001)Ȱthere is reason to believe that uncertainty avoidance 
was as important in antiquity as it is in modern times. 
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narrativeȰwas often questioned by other groups, which probably 
undermined the cognitive certainty of some group members.  

Cognitive anthropologist Harvey Whitehouse distinguishes between 
an “imagistic mode” and an “doctrinal mode” of religion.335 Imagistic 
religions do not emphasize narrative truth, but rather rituals and 
episodic experiences of the divine. Doctrinal religions, on the other hand, 
value semantic truths about the divine. The early Christ-movement 
certainly had strong elements of doctrinal religion.336 From what we 
know about the early Christ-movement, the attitude towards truth about 
the divine seems to have been all but relative. Paul claims that all 
humans have “exchanged the truth of God for lies” (Rom 1:25) and 
therefore cannot be saved. In Galatians, he accuses Peter of departing 
from “the truth of the gospel” (Gal 2:14) when he budges to the 
Judaizers. Paul claims that he has received the gospel directly from Jesus 
Christ (1:12) and that anyone who teaches differently is “accursed” 
(ΦΑΣΌΉΐ΅) (1:9). In Ephesians and Colossians, the author emphasizes 
that the Christ-believers need knowledge about God (e.g., Eph 1:17–18; 
Col 1:9–10; Eph 4:13; Col 2:1–4). Also in 1–2 Timothy, truth and correct 
teaching are highly important (e.g., 1 Tim 2:4, 7; 6:3 ; 2 Tim 2:14–26). The 
Gospel of John uses “truth” (ΦΏφΌΉ΅) in a way which indicates that 
only through knowing the truth, embodied by Jesus Christ, can one be 
saved (e.g., 1:14, 17; 3:21; 4:23–24; 8:26, 32; 14:6; 17:17). For all we know, 
then, many texts indicate that the early Christ-movement did not take 
truth about spiritual matters lightly. This increased the need for cohesion 
and mutual support to confirm these truths.  

Jean-Pierre Deconchy defines orthodoxy as “a social-cognitive field 
which is ‘ideological’; that is, a field in which the main items of 
information are held to be ‘true’ although they are not capable of being 
validated through the use of hypothetico-deductive or experimental 
methods.”337 In such orthodox systems, he argues, the individual who 
identifies with the group actively seeks for the cognitive system to guide 
                                                           

335 Whitehouse 2004; Whitehouse and Martin 2004. See also Ketola 2007 for an 
evaluation of the merits and problems of Whitehouse’s theory. 

336 The early Christ-movement also had strong elements of imagistic religion. 
However, in this section I will discuss the importance of semantic ”truth.” 

337 Deconchy 1984: 429.  
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his behavior and beliefs and the institutions of the group usually provide 
a social control system which facilitates such affirmation. Deconchy’s 
analysis supports the idea that people are more dependent upon social 
affirmation when dealing with religious truth, at least in cases where 
objective truth is considered important.338 

In the texts of the early Christ-movement, we frequently find norms 
about speech, that is, what to say and not to say. Speech norms are 
behavior norms, which govern what people hear each other say within 
the group. Speech norms are therefore very important for the sense of 
cognitive certainty. A few examples: In the Gospel of Matthew, teaching 
the commandments of Jesus is central to the identity of Jesus’ followers 
(28:20) and whoever teaches differently and leads other group members 
astray should be marginalized (5:19; 18:6). In First Timothy, the implied 
Paul emphasizes the importance of letting no one teach falsely (1:3–7) 
and that that the leaders are capable teachers (3:2; 4:6–13). First Peter 
exhorts them to speak “the word of God” rather than deceit (3:10; 4:11). 
The enormously rich theme of correct speech and teaching in the early 
Christ-movement can of course not be covered here. These examples do, 
however, show that speech norms were frequently an important part of 
the ingroup norms, which helped maintain cognitive certainty within the 
group.339 

In sum, people are emotionally dependent on affirmation from others 
in order to maintain beliefs. In groups the members typically need to 
affirm each other’s beliefs about the rationale of the group in order to 
remain convinced about the meaning of their social identity. The early 
Christ-movement emphasized the importance of truth about the divine 
and therefore needed to support one another to feel convinced about 
these truths. Hence, speech norms are very important in many texts from 
the early Christ-movement, since it is through speech behavior that one 
either affirms or undermines the cognitive certainty of other group 
members. 

 
                                                           

338 See also Burris and Jackson 2000: 145–208. 
339 These norms can be considered to be ”institutions” in the sense that they 

are representations governing how other representations should be reproduced, 
see n. 331. 
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8.2� Deviants 

The deviant is a member of the group, not an outsider. From inside the 
group he or she behaves in a way which deviates from the prototype and 
makes claims which deviate from consensus. According to Jose Marques 
et al., when a group member exercises deviant behavior, the sense of 
ingroup similarity and contrast to the outgroup cracks; reality becomes 
cognitively uncertain and the meaning of the group becomes less 
valid.340 We intuitively dislike cognitive dissonance and cognitive 
uncertainty, and our need to reproach deviants increases when we 
perceive the ingroup as heterogeneous with vague group boundaries.341 
Often the deviance also undermines the self-esteem of the group, since 
the existence of the deviant member makes it difficult to claim dignity 
and superiority towards outgroups. In these cases, the deviant is seen as 
even more provocative.342 Moreover, deviants may undermine our 
chances to reach our goals, for instance people who are lazy, lie, take 
advantage of others, break promises and rules, give the group a bad 
reputation, induce schisms, etc.343 These people are seldom appreciated. 
The deviant can sometimes be treated with tolerance, as long as the 
deviance does not concern norms that are important for the 
meaningfulness, the self-esteem and the goals in the current situation. 
However, if the deviant does things that threaten any of the above, the 
subjective needs of the group call for action against the deviant. 

When a group member insists on a deviant course, the other group 
members will increase their attempts to convince the deviant by all 
means, and if the deviant does not budge, he or she will be relegated to 

                                                           
340 Abrams et al. 2005; Hogg 2001; Marques et al. 2001. Cf. chapters 7.2 and 

8.1. The social-scientific literature dealing with deviants is extensive, see e.g. 
Tellbe 2009: 137–182, who uses a wide spectrum of approaches in order to 
understand deviance in the early Christ-movement in Ephesos. I have, however, 
chosen a social identity-pespective since it is coherent with the cognitive 
approach of this study. 

341 Marques, Abrams and Seredio 2001. See also Abrams et al. 2005; Bown and 
Abrams 2003. 

342 Hogg, Fielding and Darley 2005. 
343 Cf. Kurzban and Leary 2001. 
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low status within the group.344 Depending on group norms, the 
treatment of deviants can sometimes be even harsher, for instance with 
punishments, exclusion or execution. Matt 18:15–30 is a good example of 
institutionalization of legitimate ways to handle deviant group 
members: increasing reproach (vv. 15–16), exclusion (v. 17), judgment (v. 
18), but forgiveness if they repent (vv. 22–30). The secondary effect of 
such reproach of the deviant is actually strengthened group identity.345 
To label the deviant “deviant” creates a feeling that order has been 
restored and the meaning and value of the group appears even clearer 
than before. The cognitive dislike for deviance also applies to oneself. A 
committed group member for whom a group identity is salient will 
monitor himself/herself and regulate his/her own behavior in order to be 
able to feel like a prototypical group member. For instance, according to 
Matt 18:8–9, a group member who is tempted to do something wrong 
should “cut off” his hand, foot and eye in order to not exercise deviant 
behavior.346 

Our aversion toward deviants can also be used rhetorically. If I want 
the group to follow my course of action or accept my interpretation of 
the group’s social identity rather than some competing suggestion, it is 
crucial to argue that my course of action or interpretation is a sign of 
prototypicality, while the opponents’ actions and teachings are the fruits 
of deviance. It is therefore not easy to determine to what extent the 
accusations in texts from the early Christ-movement reflect real deviance 
from some norm and to what extent the author is constructing a 
deviance in order to promote a contrasting norm. For instance, the 
descriptions of the deviants in the Pastoral letters are almost certainly 
not innocent reflections of marginal teachers, but rather tendentious 
descriptions which resemble their position just to the extent necessary 

                                                           
344 Brown 1988: 103–106; Schachter 1951. 
345 Marques 1990; Marques et al. 1998; Bown and Abrams 2003. 
346 Those members of the group who experience themselves to be on the 

fringes of prototypicality and therefore know that they might be excluded, but 
yet are committed to the group, are sometimes most eager to exclude those who 
are even less prototypical in order to establish their own position, while at the 
same time trying harder than others to act prototypically, see Pickett and Brewer 
2005. 
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for the description to stick (e.g., 1 Tim 1:3–7, 4:1–3; 6:3–10; 2 Tim 2:14–19; 
3:1–9; 4:3–4; Tit 1:10–16).347 However, just because the descriptions are 
tendentious, we should not jump to the conclusion that the authors are 
only driven by will to power. On the contrary, their tendentious 
descriptions are probably often rooted in a genuine sense of threat 
against the group. The description of the deviant is therefore an indirect 
description of the author’s vision of the identity of the group. 

Finally, although the intuitive response to deviance is often that it 
threatens the sense of order and the goals of the group, deviance is 
certainly a necessary condition for change. Jesus and Paul were deviants 
who successfully undermined perceptions of reality. People like Paul, 
who insist on claiming “truth,” which is in conflict with consensus, are 
sometimes capable of causing change within their group. The 
mechanism behind this is that if a group member insists on something 
that causes cognitive uncertainty about the group consensus, then 
people are motivated by the disturbing feeling of uncertainty to 
renegotiate the consensus in order to reach a new state of subjective 
certainty.348 It is of course also possible that the one who claims 
dissonant opinions becomes marginalized, as we discussed above, but 
sometimes such a person can become an agent of change within the 
group. 

 
8.3� Leadership and Influence over the Identity in Christ 

Not everyone is equal within a group. In some texts from the early 
Christ-movement, there is an outspoken institutionalized hierarchical 
leadership structure (e.g., Eph 4:11–14; Tim 2:2–13; 3:2–7; Tit 1:5–9; Did. 
15:1–2).349 However, even in groups with an egalitarian structure, some 

                                                           
347 Tellbe 2008; 2009: 137–182 uses labeling theory and social identity theory 

to analyze the rhetoric of deviance in the Pastorals and other early texts from 
Ephesus. 

348 Brown 1988: 106–121; Moscovici 1976. Cf. n. 333. 
349 This section has no ambition to discuss all the variations of leadership 

structures in the early Christ-movement. Rather, the purpose is to discuss 
leadership and influence more generally from a socio-cognitive perspective. On 
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people have more influence over the group than others. For example, 
although the author of 1 John does not promote strong hierarchical 
leadership structures (e.g. 2:20–21, 27), he writes as one with superior 
experience (1:1–4) to his “little children” (2:1), that is, with authority.350 
Where does this informal “charismatic” power to influence others come 
from? 

Turner analyses influence and leadership from a social identity 
perspective.351 As we discussed above in chapter 8.1, there is a tendency 
within groups to seek consensus, especially in cognitively uncertain 
conditions. In this process of negotiation for consensus, some will be 
more influential than others. According to Turner, the most influential 
group members are those who manage to present themselves as 
prototypical group members and thus give the impression that they 
embody the group consensus. Someone who embodies the consensus of 
the group is someone who is right and knows what is best for the group. 
This is the basis of a leader’s influence in the group. 

From the standpoint that influence comes from the ability to embody 
group consensus, Turner criticizes traditional views of power and 
influence which say that influence over people’s behavior derives from 
control over desirable goods, which makes people dependent on 
whoever is in control. (These goods do not only have to be material 
goods, but can also be cognitive, emotional, social, etc.) This kind of 
power is only a part of how one can influence others. Often it is the other 
way aroundȰpower over goods comes from influence. This is certainly 
true for the early Christ-movement. The influence of the very central 
figures Jesus and Paul did not come from their ability to control goods, 
but from their ability to present themselves as embodying an ideal. Of 
course, we must acknowledge that household masters, who provided 
material goods for the Christ-believing communities, probably were 
rewarded with status and honor, that is, recognition of prototypicality, 
especially in the deutero-Pauline generation when household identities 
                                                                                                                                  
leadership structures in Pauline and deutero-Pauline communities from a 
sociological perspective, see e.g. Holmberg 1980; MacDonald 1988. 

350 Tellbe 2009: 197–206. 
351 Turner 2005. See also e.g. Haslam and Platow 2001; Haslam 2001: 40–59; 

Turner 1991. 
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were transformed into sub-categories to the identity in Christ.352 Once 
the recognition of them as being prototypical increased, they influenced 
the ingroup identity. Nevertheless, equally influential, if not more 
influential, “entrepreneurs of identity” were people who had no material 
goods to provide, such as Paul, Ignatius of Antioch and the Shepherd of 
Hermas.353 

In short, leadership is to be able to prescribe what is right from the 
position of prototypicality. In order to influence consensus, one must 
first embody the identity of the group; in order to change consensus one 
must “be” consensus. The practical way to do this is to behave in a way 
which induces an image of prototypical qualities.354 If a person is seen as 
prototypical, then people will more readily accept that this person has 
the right to prescribe attitudes, beliefs and actions. As we discussed in 
chapter 6.1, the ancient rhetoricians knew this and did their best to 
present themselves as virtuous in order to be persuasive. Paul is the 
New Testament author who promotes his prototypicality most 
extensively in order to influence his recipients (e.g., 1 Cor 2:1–5, 4:1–15; 2 
Cor 1–6, 10–13; Gal 1:10–2:14; 6:11–17; Phil 1:12–26; 3:7–17). 

According to Dominic Abrams et al. “people may use the mere 
occupancy of the leader role as a heuristic for assuming the leader is 
likely to represent the prescriptive norm.”355 Abrams et al. do not 

                                                           
352 I have argued in Roitto 2008 that household virtues converge with virtues 

as Christ-believer in Ephesians, Colossians, 1 Timothy and Titus, since 
household identities are seen as sub-categories to the identity in Christ in these 
letters. In this situation, it is likely that being a household master would make it 
easier to gain influence within the community. Cf. the discussion in chapter 9.1. 

353 Esler 2003, who employs a social identity theory approach to leadership in 
his analysis of Paul’s leadership in the letter to the Romans, uses the term 
”entrepreneur of identity” (e.g., p. 38). 

354 Cf. chapter 6.1. 
355 Abrams et al. 2008: 664. See also Turner et al. 1987: 74, where ”role” is 

mentioned in passing as one of the factors which might influence prototypicality: 
“[T]he direction of effective influence within the group (who successfully 
influences whom) is a function of the relative persuasiveness of the members, 
which is based on the degree to which their response (their arguments, position, 
attributes, experience, role, etc.) is perceived as prototypical of the initial 
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specifically discuss how institutionalized legitimate power facilitates 
influence, but I would like propose that institutionalized offices should 
be conceptualized as subgroups or roles within the group. These 
subgroups or roles are associated with prototypical qualities in the 
shared culture of the group. Different offices can be associated with 
partly different prototypical qualities. For example, the office of the elder 
(ΔΕΉΗΆϾΘΉΕΓΖ) is a subcategory to the category of the Christ-believer in 
First Timothy. Being a subcategory, it inherits the prototypical traits of 
the ingroup, with the addition that the elder is (or should be) closer to 
the ingroup prototype than the average group member.356 In other 
words, when an individual becomes an elder, people will (until proven 
wrong) infer that he is a prototypical Christ-believer and therefore 
someone who has the right to prescribe attitudes, beliefs and behavior. 
“Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor … 
Never accept any accusation against an elder except on the evidence of 
two or three witnesses” (1 Tim 5:17–19). Such a view of the elder clearly 
predisposes people to see the elder as prototypical. To be seen as worthy 
of honor is essentially to be seen as virtuous, that is, prototypical. 
Nevertheless, even though the definition of leaders as a prototypical 
subcategory encourages people to close their eyes to a certain extent to 
unprototypical behavior, it still opens for the possibility to criticize and 
dethrone the leader if the dissonance between the ideal picture of the 
leader and his actual behavior is too great (cf. 1 Tim 3:1–13, Herm. Sim. 
9.26).357 

 

                                                                                                                                  
distribution of responses of the group as a whole, i.e., the degree of relative 
consensual support for a member.” (Emphasis added.) 

356 On subcategories, see chapters 5.1 and 9.1. 
357 See Abrams et al. 2008 for a study of negative reactions to leaders who 

deviate too much from established group norms. 



 

 

9� Being in Christ from the Perspective of the 
Individual Group Member 

So far, we have examined socio-cognitive processes from the perspective 
of group dynamics. This chapter will, however, discuss the experience of 
being in Christ from the perspective of the individual. How does my 
commitment to the group of Christ-believers influence the way I act 
within the group? How do I decide whether the identity in Christ or 
some other social identity should be salient in a certain situation? Just 
like in previous chapters, we will also reflect upon how the answers to 
these questions translate into rhetoric intended to influence the cognitive 
processes of the individual. 

 
9.1� Conflicting Possibilities of Identity 

Most individuals can potentially think of themselves as belonging to 
several social categories; for instance, a first century Christ-believer 
might see herself as a woman, a household-member, a slave, and a 
Christ-believer. 

We can therefore not assume that a first-century individual was 
entirely “stuck” with, for instance, her household identity. Collectivistic 
as this culture was, it was not a culture where all different identities 
fitted neatly together into concentric circles of belonging. In terms of self-
categorization theory, social identities did not form one big hierarchy of 
identities, where one identity was a superordinate category to the other  
(see chapters 5.1 and 5.2). Kinship identities could be said to form a 
hierarchy of superordinate and subordinate categories: household, clan, 
tribe and ethnos. Other social identities were also available: religious 
groups (Christ-believers, mystic cults, Pharisees, etc.), burial 
societies, schools, philosophical sects (Epicureans, Cynics, etc.), 
associations based on occupation, patron-client-networks, etc.; all of 
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these provided a complex web of possibilities for social identification 
in any given situation.358 In the cities where the Pauline version of 
belief in Christ had its greatest success,359 there was already an 
established pattern of joining various groups that did not coincide 
with the kinship structure. The individuals in such a society would 
have to make decisions, consciously or unconsciously, about which 
social identity to identify with in different situations. 

I have argued elsewhere that the first generation of Pauline Christ-
believers saw a conflict between household identities and the identity in 
Christ (1 Cor 7; Philem 16), since the category of the identity in Christ 
did not coincide with the category of the household, neither in 
prototypical ideals, nor in members.360 In the deutero-Pauline 
generation, where the most influential group members lived in wholly 
Christ-believing households, the cognition changes and household 
identities become subcategories to the identity in Christ (Eph 5:21–6:9; 
Col 3:18–4:1; 1 Tim 2:8–3:13; Tit 2). The conflict perspective is therefore 
gone in the deutero-Pauline literature and instead household identities 
are argued for with analogies from the identity in Christ. The aim is to 
eliminate the conflict between household identities and the identity in 
Christ by subordinating household identities to the identity in Christ.361 

 

                                                           
358 See Malina and Neyrey 1996: 158–64 for an overview over different social 

groupings. Malina and Neyrey do not, however, reflect upon what it meant for 
the individual that s/he had to make decisions about which social identity was 
the most appropriate in a given situation. 

359 Meeks 1983: 9–50. 
360 Roitto 2008. See also the discussion in chapter 17.3. 
361 The deutero-Pauline attitude is similar to the Jewish attitude to their 

covenantal “religion/piety” (ΉЁΗνΆΉ΅) as encompassing all aspects of life, 
including the household, as described by Josephus, C. Ap. 157, quoted in chapter 
6.4.  
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Philip Esler has analyzed how Paul organizes the relation between 
ethnic identities and the identity in Christ in his letter to the Romans.362 
The background to Romans seems to be that people of different ethnic 
origin did not always agree on the relation between ethnos and being in 
Christ. Paul redefines the covenant of Abraham and makes it a covenant 
of faith (Rom 4). Yet the recipients, whether Jew or gentile, do not have 
to cancel their ethnic identity in order to identify themselves as Christ-
believers. Rather, Christ-believing Jews and gentiles are sub-categories 
within the category of the covenant. Paul does not create a new category 
of Christ-believers, which is opposed to being part of an old covenant (as 
Hebr 8:1–10:21 does), but redefines the covenant. The only new category, 
which Paul invents in great agony, is the category of the temporarily 
excluded non-believing Jews who will be saved in the end (Rom 9–11). 

 

                                                           
362 Esler 2003: e.g. 29–33, 141–154, 184–194, 306–307. The short analysis here is 

selectively based on Esler’s analysis. 
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Negotiating the relation between social identities can result in many 
different kinds of contructs. The relation between two different social 
identities can be constructed in three different ways: a) as different 
categories, b) as the same category or c) as subcategory and 
superordinate category (cf. chapter 5.1). If the categories are defined as 
different categories, defining the relation between them is very 
important for an individual who belongs to both categories. Are they 
opposing incompatible identities or just different identities? In what 
practical situations should I identify with my household and my ethnos 
and in what situations should I identify with my identity in Christ? 
Careful attention to the relation between social categories is therefore an 
important part of the analysis of texts and the understanding of the 
potential social dilemmas these texts try to resolve. 

 
9.2� Situation and Identity Salience 

Different circumstances make different social identities salient. A female, 
Christ-believing slave would primarily have thought of herself as a slave 
in the face of her mater familias. However, when she met other Christ-
believers in worship, her identity in Christ would have been the most 
salient one. “In Christ … there is no slave” (Gal 3:28) does not mean that 
she is no longer a slave, just that this identity is not (or should not be) the 
most relevant in the current social situation (cf. 1 Cor 7:17–24).  

Penelope Oakes (et al.) argues that a social identity becomes more 
salient a) if there is a relevant contrasting outgroup to compare with 
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(“comparative fit”) and b) if the content of the situation matches the 
content of the identity (“normative fit”).363 As we encounter a new 
situation, our brains scan through our social identities to decide which 
social identity best fits the situation according to these two criteria.364 

Oakes complements the notion of fit with the notion of accessibility; 
in other words, how easily accessible the identity is in the individual’s 
cognitive structure at the moment. An identity may be more easily 
accessible if it has just been used or if it is very important for the 
individual. If an identity is very important for an individual and 
therefore has a constantly high accessibility, this may compensate for 
poor fit in different situations, since the perceiver is then highly 
motivated to interpret the situation as a situation that should be handled 
through that identity.365 We can reasonably assume that Christ-believers 
were sometimes motivated to interpret every aspect of life as Christ-
believers, and therefore did their best to handle also situations with poor 
fit with their constantly salient identity in Christ. This motivation might 
have inspired the often creative use of ingroup narratives in order to 
form and/or argue for norms for situations which had hitherto not been 
handled as aspects of the identity in Christ. This creative use of group 
narratives will be discussed in chapter 11.2. 

 
                                                           

363 Oakes, Turner and Haslam 1991; Oakes, Haslam and Reynolds 1999. 
364 E.g. if one is a Christ-believer in a synagogue with Christ-believers and 

Pharisees and all Christ-believers claim one thing and the Pharisees claim 
something contrasting, then the identity in Christ has high comparative fit. If all 
Christ-believers claim something which fits one’s normative beliefs about what 
Christ-believers should think, e.g. that Jesus is the Christ, and all the Pharisees 
claim another opinion in line with what one thinks a Pharisee would thinkȰe.g. 
that Jesus is not the ChristȰthen the categories have high normative fit. But in 
situations where there are no relevant interpretative patterns connected to the 
identity as a Christ-believer, the identity will have no function and will probably 
not become salient. 

365 “[P]eople may perceive a sufficient fit of social categorizations with high 
chronic accessibility … even if the configuration of the stimulus persons [i.e. the 
persons who the individual faces] provides neither comparative nor normative 
fit. Under these conditions, the actual fit of such a categorization will be 
`overestimated'”, Blanz 1999: 47. 
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9.3� Commitment and Behavior 

Commitment can be defined as “the extent to which a group member 
feels strong ties with the group.”366 If an identity is salient and the group 
member is committed, then the group member will more probably 
identify with the group and thereby act according to group norms.367 
Naomi Ellemers et al. show that depending on the factors a) 
commitment and b) type of threat, group members tend to react in 
different ways:368 
 

- In case of no threat: 
- Low commitment: Avoid involvement unless it is beneficial. 
- High commitment: Find meaning through group expressions. 

- In case of threat to the individual from the group: 
- Low commitment: Affirm yourself by distancing yourself 

from the group. 
- High commitment: Get accepted by adapting typical group 

behavior. 
- In case of threat to the group from an outgroup: 

- Low commitment: Save yourself by leaving the group. 
- High commitment: Affirm the group by stereotyping the 

outgroup and exalting the ingroup. 
 

People who are committed are more often prepared to act according to 
group norms even when it is costly compared to people who are not that 
committed. Therefore it is important to understand what factors increase 
and reduce commitment. If we identify these factors, we can find 
strategies in the texts which are intended to make the recipients more 
committed.  

                                                           
366 Doojse, Ellemers and Spears 1999: 85. 
367 Costarelli 2005 on the importance of group identity salience. Ellemers, 

Spears and Doosje 2002 on how high commitment motivates the individual to 
stay during difficult circumstances. Ellemers et al. 2005 on how commitment can 
make group members tolerate even the use of force by ingroup superiors.  

368 Ellemers, Spears and Doosje 2002. (Clarification: The summary above this 
note is not a quote, but a summary.) 



130  Behaving as a Christ-Believer 
 

There is no one way to predict commitment, but I have briefly 
enumerated factors which usually increase commitment:369  

a.� One considers the purpose and meaning of one’s group to 
be comprehendible and agreeable.370  

b.� One feels that one can evaluate one’s group positively in 
relation to outgroups, that is, one’s identification with the 
group gives self-esteem on the group level.371  

c.� One feels that one can have a positive evaluation of 
oneself in relation to one’s ingroup, that is, one feels one 
gets honor, respect and appreciation.372  

d.� When the group is threatened in relation to the outgroup 
or the individual is threatened in relation to the ingroup, 
the threat increases commitment if it is already high but 
decreases commitment if it is low.373 Hardship can 
actually make people even more motivated, because it 
heightens the sense that the group membership must be 
something very valuable.374  

e.� One is identifiable to your ingroup, that is, not 
anonymous.375  

f.� The group is considered to have a common fate.376  
g.� The group is considered to have a common task, for 

which they are dependent upon each other to solve.377 

                                                           
369 This is not a complete list, just a list of factors I have found scattered 

throughout the social identity literature. 
370 See chapter 7.2. 
371 See chapter 7.1. 
372 Fuller et al. 2003. 
373 Spears, Doojse and Ellemers 1999. 
374 Brown 1988: 24–27 suggests that this is the result of our need to decrease 

cognitive dissonance. We sometimes exaggerate the value of group memberships 
that have caused us suffering so that we do not have to face that we have 
suffered for nothing. 

375 Reicher, Spears and Postmes 1995: 192. 
376 Brown 1988: 28–29. 
377 Brown 1988: 30–33. 



 Chapter 9 – Being in Christ from the Perspective of the Individual  131 

The Shepherd of Hermas is a good example of an author who 
relentlessly preaches against “doublemindedness” (ΈΜΙΛϟ΅378) and aims 
at increasing commitment in every possible way. He promises eternal 
life for those who stay committed and endure, and threatens with 
damnation for those who do not (e.g., Herm. Vis. 2.2.7–8). In other 
words, high costs demand high commitment but leads to high reward 
(cf. factor d above). He prescribes emotions and dispositions such as 
faith, joy and trust as an antidote to doublemindedness and grief (e.g., 
Herm. Mand. 9–10). That is, he proclaims that attitudes that might 
decrease commitment are deviant and sees attitudes that will increase 
the sense of certainty and meaning (cf. factor a above) as prototypical. 
He demands that people should restrict their business, so that they do 
not get too involved in the surrounding society (e.g., Herm. Sim. 1–2, 5). 
That is, he aims at making the identity in Christ constantly salient and 
asks the recipients to distance themselves from other possible social 
identifications. In short, Hermas is an entrepreneur of commitment. His 
preaching, as secteristic as it may be, aims at influencing his listeners to 
become more committed and detach themselves from competing 
loyalties. 

                                                           
378 A search on the ΈΜΙΛ-stem (ΈΜΙΛϟ΅, ΈΜΙΛνΝ, ΈϟΜΙΛΓΖ, etc.) in the 

Shepherd of Hermas gives a total of 58 hits. (Search performed with BibleWorks 
7.) 



 

 

10� Summary of the Functions of the Ingroup 
Prototype 

In chapters 5 to 9 we have surveyed how socio-cognitive theories can 
help us understand the relation between identity and behavior norms. In 
these discussions the ingroup prototype has frequently recurred as an 
important factor in our understanding. Let us therefore summarize the 
multiple functions of the ingroup prototype for the social dynamics of 
the group and the psychology of the individual who identifies with the 
group: 
 

- Description of the group: The prototype describes what the group 
is like: its character, its value, its goals, its beliefs and its norms.  

- Distinctiveness of the group: The prototype contrasts the group 
with the outgroup stereotype(s) and ideally makes the group 
feel distinct. Therefore the prototype changes with the context. 

- Value of the group: The prototype is used to compare the group 
with the outgroup stereotype(s) and explains why the group is 
better, which can increase self-esteem. 

- Evaluation of the group: The prototype is the standard by which 
the group evaluates itself. 

- Guidance of group dynamics: The normative ideals (behaviors, 
attitudes and beliefs), which are described by the prototype, 
guide how group members interact. 

- Self-stereotyping of the individual: The individual group members 
who identify with the group strive to perceive themselves and to 
be perceived by others as similar to the prototype.  

- Normative guidance for the individual in the group: The prototype 
prescribes norms, such as behaviors, attitudes and beliefs, for the 
individual. 
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- Evaluation of individuals, status differentiation: The prototype gives 
a standard for group members by which they can evaluate both 
themselves and other group members. Those who do not adhere 
to the norms of the prototype can be judged as deviants. Those 
who fulfill the norms are praiseworthy exemplars. Those 
members who manage to present themselves as prototypical will 
have more influence and status. 

 
In short, the ingroup prototype works for both collective and individual 
evaluation, both for intergroup and intragroup regulation, 
differentiation and comparison, and has both descriptive and 
prescriptive functions. As we discussed in chapter 6.1, the ingroup 
prototype has both an attributed and a visible behavioral side. The 
relation between attributes and behavior (norms) is causal in both 
directions and explains why certain behaviors are expressions of the 
group’s identity. All these aspects of the ingroup prototype can be used 
rhetorically.  

 



 

 

11� Narrative, Identity and Behavior Norms 

Together with a great number of biblical scholars I assume that 
narratives were an important part of the identity in Christ.379 Narratives 
tell the group who they are and inspire and motivate behavior. 

The narrative form of thinking is cross-culturally universal and 
humans most probably have an innate tendency to order and interpret 
experience through narratives.380 Different cultures do of course have 
different narratives and different frequently recurring patterns in their 
narratives. I do not argue that all myths and other narratives can be 
nicely fitted into for example universal narrative structures or Jungian 
archetypes.381 In the most basic sense, however, a narrative is an 
arrangement of events into coherent and meaningful temporal and 

                                                           
379 E.g. Lieu 2004: 310–316 suggests that the narrative is the medium through 

which the first Christians formed their identity. See e.g. Bruner 1990; Linde 1993; 
Polkinghorne 1988 on how narratives form identity, help to interpret the 
meaning of events and create a sense of coherence in life. See Bar-Tal 1990; 1998 
(also discussed in chapter 2.2) on how “group beliefs” are an important part of 
the identity of a group. 

380 Bruner 1990; Hogan 2003; Turner 1996.  
381 I do, however, recognize that due to our cognitive makeup some narrative 

structures are easier to remember than others and are therefore more likely to be 
retold and survive, see Sperber 1996: 98–118. For instance, narratives with 
straightforward causal connections are easier to remember, see Meyers and 
Duffy 1990. Regarding Jungian archetypes, Palmer 1997: 172–183 argues that 
Jungian archetypes have not been proven to be cross-culturally universal and 
that there even is evidence to the contrary. One of the basic problems with 
Jungian archetypes is that the archetypes are so vaguely defined that an 
empirical test of their universal existence cannot be operationalized. 
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causal sequences.382 In that basic sense, much research suggests that the 
capacity to narrate and narrativize is cross-culturally universal. 
Narratives appear in all cultures and the capacity to narrate develops 
spontaneously in young children in a fairly predictable order if they are 
just given a speaking environment.383 

In a review of understandings of narratives among literary critics, 
Brian Richardson acknowledges the great variety and sophistication in 
current scholarly analyses of literature.384 The aim of this chapter is not 
to make full use of this vast field of subtle literary approaches. (I doubt 
that the analytical sophistication of a trained literary critic is what we 
should expect of an average text recipient in the early Christ-movement.) 
Rather, I will limit myself to some very basic notions about narratives, 
which are helpful in the analysis of the experienced relation between 
ingroup narratives and behavior norms. 

 
11.1� Narratives Hold Causal Beliefs 

Richardson recognizes two aspects of narratives which are usually 
acknowledged by literary theorists as typical of narratives: temporality 
and causality.385 His own definition of narrative, which I agree with, is “a 
representation of causally related series of events.”386 When people who 
are not professional literary critics are asked about what they consider to 
be a narrative, they frequently mention temporality, causality, goal-

                                                           
382 See chapter 11.1. 
383 Gleason 2000: 18–19, 421–422; McCabe 1997; Stein and Albro 1997. McCabe 

discusses interesting cross-cultural differences in the form and emphasis of a 
narrative among children, but nevertheless recognizes the narrative as a 
universal phenomenon. 

384 Richardson 2000. 
385 Richardson 2000. 
386 Richardson 2000: 169–170. Richardson discusses how strictly the criterion 

of causality should be interpreted, but recognizes that in the “common sense” 
understanding of narrative, causality is indeed assumed. However, he does not 
want to limit causality to direct causality, but prefers the looser phrase “causally 
related.” 
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based action by an agent, obstacles and an ending.387 The most important 
of these characteristics of the narrative for this study is causality, 
particularly agent-driven intentional causality.388 

Cognitive psychologists Arthur Graesser, Brent Olde and Bianca 
Klettke argue that the cognitive structure of a narrative has several 
layers in our minds: surface code (exact wording), textbase (the meaning 
of the words in the form of propositions), plot-level (an understanding of 
the chronological series of events linked together with causal 
explanations of why they follow each other) and the thematic level (the 
points or themes of the narrative).389 The two first levels decay quickly 
from memory, while the other two are remembered much longer. The 
last two levels are of the greatest interest to us. The thematic aspect will 
be dealt with in chapter 11.2, but let us begin with the plot-level.  

The causal links between events hold a very central position on the 
plot level for our understanding of a story.390 The explanations of why 
one event follows another are very important if we are to experience that 
the narrative is coherent. Other elements such as when, where and how 
things happened, are also important for how we remember narratives, 
but not as central as the causal connections. 

The ingroup narratives in the texts of the early Christ-movement hold 
causal beliefs about both the causes and effects of behavior. These causal 
beliefs are central to the normative value of different behaviors. We have 
already in detail discussed the beliefs about the causes of behavior 
(attributions) in chapter 6, and concluded that the moral value of 
behavior is frequently measured by the believed causes of behaviors. 
These causal beliefs are interwoven with other causal beliefs in the 
narratives of the ingroup and could even be called mini-narratives in 
their own right, since they are causal beliefs.  

The narratives also hold motivating beliefs about the consequences of 
behavior, not only its causes. Certain behavior may be described as 

                                                           
387 Stein and Albro 1997. 
388 Cf. chapter 6. 
389 Graesser, Olde and Klettke 2002. 
390 See also Meyers and Duffy 1990. On the innate capacity to construct 

causality, see chapter 6. 
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causing harm to or benefiting people or the group, that is, behavior may 
be considered instrumental to some good or evil end. “Those who speak 
in a tongue build up themselves, but those who prophesy build up the 
church … if all prophesy, and an unbeliever or outsider enters … that 
person will bow down before God and worship him” (1 Cor 14:4, 24–25). 
Paul’s narrative provides causal beliefs, which affect the evaluation of 
charismatic behaviors. Other narratives may inform that behavior causes 
reward or punishment, either in this life or in eternity. For example, 
Hermas believes that only those who have suffered for Christ will sit on 
Christ’s right-hand side in heaven, while the others will only be allowed 
to sit on the left-hand side (Herm. Vis. 3.1.9) and therefore Hermas hopes 
to suffer in order to become just like those on Christ’s right-hand side 
(Herm. Vis. 3.2.1–2). 

 
11.2� Narratives Motivate Action and Behavior Norms 

Through Analogy 

When we hear a narrative, we frequently extract one or several themes 
and/or points from the narrative.391 It is yet shrouded in mystery exactly 
how and why we make a certain thematic interpretation of a narrative, 
but experience, context as well as motivation seem to be important 
factors.392 Consequently, a thematic interpretation of a narrative is highly 
creative and a skillful rhetorician can reinterpret familiar narratives to fit 
his agenda. The New Testament is full of creative interpretations of the 
narratives in the Tanak, such as Paul’s surprising interpretation of Sarah 
and Hagar (Gal 4:21–5:1) and Matthew’s frequent creative quotations 
from the prophets (e.g., Matt 2:17–18). 

According to Roger Shank, when we put thematic “labels” on 
narratives in our minds, these themes then function as “indexes” to the 
narratives in our memories, so that we can associate to these narratives 
and retrieve them from memory in other situations when they might be 
relevant.393  

                                                           
391 Graesser, Olde and Klettke 2002; Schank 1995: 84–114. 
392 Graesser, Olde and Klettke 2002.  
393 Schank 1995: 84–114; Schank and Berman 2002. 
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We narrativize real life events in order to understand, evaluate and 
remember them.394 These real life narratives are often thematically 
ordered in our memory and indexed accordingly, just like narratives that 
we have heard. The brain does not wholly separate between real 
experiences and heard narratives (even if they are explicitly fictional); 
rather they often become conflated in our memories when they are 
integrated into the same memory structures, since they are thematically 
similar.395 Consequently, it is quite easy for us to associate between 
narratives that we have heard and our own experiences. Since the brain 
typically organizes new experiences into existing memory structures, it 
is likely that new experiences will become narratively structured by 
narratives already existing in our minds.396 In other words, if the 
narratives of my ingroup are dear to me and therefore easily accessible 
in my mind, they are potent interpretative patterns through which I will 
understand new experiences. We can only speculate about how 
individual Christ-believers handled everyday situations, but it is likely 
that the ingroup narratives became a source of guidance in their 
everyday decisions, if they felt that their identity in Christ was relevant 
for that situation. 

This flexible and powerful ability to associate between narratives and 
narrativized experiences is best understood in terms of “analogical 
thinking” or “conceptual blending.”397 We frequently make assumptions 
about new situations through more or less conscious comparison with 
old situations and we frequently blend knowledge from several different 
domains of knowledge in order to solve problems creatively. Exactly 

                                                           
394 Schank 1995: 114–125. 
395 Strange 2002. 
396 Schank and Berman 2002; Strange 2002. 
397 See Fauconnier and Turner 2002 on “conceptual blending.” See Gentner, 

Kokinov and Holyoak 2001 on “analogical thinking.” Blending theory develops 
the research in analogical thinking. While “analogical thinking” mainly denotes 
the transfer of knowledge from one cognitive domain to another, “blending” 
denotes how knowledge from several domains are combined in order to solve 
problems and create new knowledge. For studies using theories about 
conceptual blending on Nag Hammadi and New Testament texts, see Lundhaug 
2007a; 2007b; Robbins 2007. 
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how the mind combines domains of knowledge is still not fully 
understood and it is probably beyond reach to reconstruct the details of 
this process from historical texts. Nevertheless, analogy or conceptual 
blending is one of our most important skills for problem solving and it 
seems to be typical for all humans.398 Our ability to associate between 
narratives and use them creatively is probably best understood as the 
result of this kind of thinking.  

In a group, the shared ingroup narratives are a treasure of possible 
associations, which can be evoked in the ingroup discourse to 
communicate a message. Cognitive anthropologists Claudia Strauss and 
Naomi Quinn recognize that central themes in a culture tend to spread 
from one context to another through our ability to seek an approximate 
fit for new situations in established schemata.399 Paul Thagart and 
Cameron Shelley show that analogies can transfer not only thought 
patterns but also emotions from one domain to another.400 Gerd 
Theissen’s suggestion that there are “basic motifs” which recur in all 
kinds of contexts in the early Christ-movementȰrites, myths and 
ethicsȰfits quite well into this picture of how narrative themes are 
reused in ever new situations.401 In short, groups tend to reuse familiar 
themes analogically in new situations. In the following, I will focus on 
how thematic analogies imbue behavior norms with value and meaning 
in texts from the early Christ-movement. 

The heroes of the ingroup narratives often function as exemplars of 
good dispositions and behavior through selective analogy in the early 
Christ-movement. The Christ-believers are repeatedly exhorted to mimic 
Jesus in several ways, for instance, to follow him (Matt 4:19 par.), carry 
the cross (Matt 10:38 par.), do the same deeds as he did (John 14:12), love 
like he did (John 15:12), be meek and obedient like him (Phil 2:5–11; cf. 
John 13:15) and suffer like him (1 Pet 2:21). They are also asked to 
                                                           

398 Lakoff and Johnson 1980 suggest that “metaphor” (another term for 
analogical thinking or blending) is fundamental to all human thinking (i.e., 
innate). “[M]ost of our ordinary conceptual system is metaphorical in nature” (p. 
4). 

399 Strauss and Quinn 1997: 118–119. Cf. Shelley and Thagard 1996. 
400 Thagard and Shelley 2001. 
401 Theissen 1999. Cf. the discussion in chapter 4. 
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imitate, for instance, Paul (1 Cor 4:16) and his co-workers (Phil 3:18) and 
the local leaders (Heb 13:7). They are asked to take historical biblical 
figures as role models, for example, Abraham (Rom 4; Gal 3), Sarah (Gal 
4:21–32; 1 Pet 3:6) and many others (Heb 11, 1 Clement402). Even the 
archangel Michael (Jud 9) and God himself (Matt 5:48; Luk 6:36) are 
occasionally used as exemplars. (Many of these characters are, strictly 
speaking, not ingroup members, and therefore, strictly speaking, not 
exemplars. They are, nevertheless, important characters in the ingroup 
narratives and certain attitudes and behaviors become filled with value 
and meaning through creative analogies to the narratives.) 

Readiness to suffer for one’s commitment to Christ, for example, is 
often motivated through the use of selective thematic analogy to the 
suffering of Christ. Several passages in the New Testament motivate the 
norm of enduring suffering as Christ-believers (e.g., Matt 16:24 par.; 2 
Cor 1:5–6; 4:8–11; Phil 3:10–11; Col 1:24; 1 Pet 2:18–25; 4:1, 13; Jam 1:3–4, 
12). Sometimes the texts motivate through causal beliefs: a) The 
willingness to suffer is caused by prototypical attributed dispositions; 
suffering is a sign of prototypicality. b) The willingness to suffer will 
cause God to save that individual, but his/her avoidance of suffering will 
cause God to reject him/her; the willingness to suffer makes the 
individual ingroup or outgroup. But that is not all. In addition, the texts 
often present suffering for Christ as partly analogous to Christ’s own 
suffering. The one who suffers does something, which is similar to what 
Christ did. Through such associations, Christ-like character traits, and 
emotions of doing something important and noble are transferred into 
the behavior of suffering for Christ’s sake from the narrative about 
Christ’s suffering. Therefore, at least some individuals were more than 
happy to suffer for their identity in Christ. 

 

                                                           
402 Esler forthcoming. 



 

 

12� Recapitulation 

In chapter 3 to 11 we outlined a cognitive approach to the experienced 
relation between identity in Christ and behavior norms in the early 
Christ-movement. Before we continue, let us briefly recapitulate the 
approach.  

 
Cognitive sciences and historical investigation. In chapter 3 we discussed 
how cognitive psychology can be a good starting point for historical 
investigation. In section 3.1 we concluded that cognitive psychology has 
identified several innate cognitive characteristics of the human mind, 
which we most probably share with people from other eras and cultures. 
Since our culturally specific forms of thinking are molded and restrained 
by our innate cognitive setup, we can start from these common ways of 
thinking in order to understand the culturally specific thought patterns 
of the subjects of the past. 

In section 3.2 we discussed the problem of the relation between the 
norms that are expressed in texts and social realities within the local 
communities of the early Christ-movement. Although all reconstructions 
of their social reality are speculative and hypothetic, reconstructions are, 
nevertheless, necessary if we are to understand behavior norms, since 
behavior norms are always formed in relation to real social 
circumstances. I proposed a way to evaluate whether it was likely that 
the norms of a text were ever approximately embraced by local 
communities. 

 
A cognitive perspective on culture. In chapter 4 we elaborated the concept 
of culture. Culture was understood as shared cognition. Such an 
approach is ontologically clear and can explain continuity and change as 
well as shared and varied cognition. Moreover, if culture is considered 
to be shared cognition, we can use cognitive research to understand why 
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certain themes are reused creatively over and over again, in order to 
inspire behavior norms. 
 
Social identities and the self. In chapter 5 we discussed social identities. In 
section 5.1 it was argued that social identities are dependent on our 
innate capacity to categorize both humans and other kinds of objects. 
Categories center on a prototype, a representation of the typical or ideal 
category member. Moreover, categories can be ordered either as 
different contrasting categories or as subordinate and superordinate 
categories. 

In section 5.2 we discussed how social identity theory and self-
categorization theory understand social identities as categorization of 
oneself and of others. In section 5.3 we related the categorial 
construction of social identity to the relational construction of social 
identity and concluded that they were complementary levels of social 
identity constructs. 

In section 5.4 we explored how the individual who identifies with a 
group self-stereotypes and experiences himself/herself as similar to the 
ingroup prototype. However, the ideas that a) that the collectivistic 
person has a murky perception of agency and b) that a collectivistic 
person does not engage in basic introspection, were rejected. 

 
Attribution and morality. In chapter 6 we investigated the two main ways 
in which we humans construe causal relations: a) mechanical causality 
and b) intentional causality (i.e., agents as the cause of an event). These 
two basic ways to construe causality are innate and universal. The beliefs 
about the cause of intentions do, however, vary from culture to culture. 

In section 6.1 we explored the tension between explanation and 
moralizing (indicative and imperative) in the process of attribution. 
Attributions are seldom just an interpretation, but also typically morally 
loaded. Communicated attributions are also rhetorically strategic. We 
then related the process of attribution to the ingroup prototype and 
argued that the ingroup prototype has an attributed side and a visible 
behavioral side. The relation between the attributed and the behavioral 
side was both descriptive and prescriptive and the prototype could 
therefore potentially function in several ways in a group context. 

In section 6.2 and 6.3 we surveyed the two most important cultural 
patterns of attribution in the ancient Mediterranean culture: a) virtue 
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and vice and b) spiritual influence. In these surveys we found intra-
cultural variation. Some tendencies were, however, present in both kinds 
of attribution: a) the tension between imperative and indicative, b) a 
belief in a dialectic relation between action and attributes, and c) a 
connection of attributed ideals to social categories. 

 
Group dynamics. In chapter 7 we explored how identities are formed and 
how this process affects ingroup norms, starting in section 7.1 with the 
need for self-esteem. The group’s need for self-esteem in relation to other 
groups was often, but not always, an important factor in the formation of 
the ingroup prototype. The values and the self-perception of the group 
are formed in a way that increases self-esteem. Then, in section 7.2, we 
saw that the need for cognitive distinctiveness was an important factor 
in the formation of the ingroup prototype. According to the meta-
contrast principle, the ingroup prototype and the outgroup stereotypes 
are formed in a way that makes the purpose and value of the group as 
clear as possible in relation to other groups. The rhetorical aspect of the 
group’s need for self-esteem and distinctiveness is that we should expect 
authors to formulate the identity of the group in a way that aims at 
maximizing self-esteem and distinctiveness. Finally, in section 7.3 we 
discussed constraining factors, which moderated the tendency to form 
one’s identity in relation to the current context. I argued that existing 
shared cognition (shared beliefs, memories, etc.), institutions and social 
and material circumstances to a certain extent can function 
conservatively. 

In chapter 8 we surveyed how intragroup dynamics formed and was 
formed by norms. First, in section 8.1, we discussed the need for 
cognitive certainty and how we tend to be dependent on confirmation 
from other group members in cognitively uncertain situations. Religious 
truth is one of the areas where subjective cognitive certainty is 
dependent on support from the group. The early Christ-movement 
frequently formed norms intended to increase group cohesion and 
decrease cognitive uncertainty through for example teaching and speech 
norms. 

Then, in section 8.2, we discussed how deviant ingroup members 
sometimes threatened the distinctiveness, self-esteem and goals of the 
group, which often occasioned marginalization and exclusion. Moreover, 
I argued that it is a common rhetorical device to portray opponents as 
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deviant. Finally, we noted that sometimes deviants can become agents of 
change within the group. 

In the final section dealing with intragroup dynamics, 8.3, we 
investigated influence and leadership. Influence and leadership comes 
from recognition of prototypicality. By presenting oneself and one’s 
goals as prototypical, that is, as embodying the group ideals, other group 
members are more willing to listen to one’s suggestions. 

 
Being a group member. In chapter 9 we focused on what the identity in 
Christ would have meant for the individual and how the challenges for 
the individual translated into group norms. First, in section 9.1, we 
considered what it would have meant for the individual to navigate 
between different social identities and how people in the early Christ-
movement constructed their identity in Christ in relation to other, 
sometimes conflicting, social identities, such as household identities and 
ethnic identities. 

Next, in section 9.2, we discussed that the identity in Christ had to fit 
the current social situation in order to be salient for the individual. 
However, sometimes people are highly motivated to handle all 
situations, even those with poor fit, with their favorite identities. 

After that, in section 9.3, we problematized the fact that people can be 
more or less committed to a group and therefore act more or less 
according to the group norms. One important task of ingroup rhetoric is 
to increase commitment. 

Having examined various aspects of the ingroup prototype, in 
chapter 10 we summarized the functions of the shared cognition of the 
prototype for a) ingroup dynamics and b) the psychology of the 
individual who identifies with the group. 

 
Narratives. Finally, in chapter 11, we examined the importance of 
narratives for identity and behavior norms. First, in section 11.1 we saw 
that the narratives provide causal beliefs, which make behavior norms a 
meaningful part of the identity in Christ. Then, in section 11.2, we 
discussed how the themes of narratives can be used analogically in order 
to motivate behavior and argue for new behavior norms. 

We are now ready to analyze the relation between identity in Christ 
and behavior norms in the Pauline letter to the Ephesians with the 
theoretical framework that has been developed in previous chapters. 



 

 

Text Study: Identity and Behavior Norms in 
Ephesians 

The Pauline letter to the Ephesians expresses the relation between 
identity as a Christ-believer and behavior norms in a most elaborate 
way. Although scholars have always recognized the relation between 
“theology” and “ethics” in Ephesians, they have not been able to explain 
fully how the author imagines the relation between the two. I believe 
that the perspective developed in chapters 3 to 12 has the capacity to 
explain the thinking of Ephesians better that previous studies.  

Ephesians is a text that is difficult to connect to a particular crisis or 
occasion (see chapter 14.1). Therefore many scholars have given up any 
attempt to discuss the relation between the text and the social reality of 
those who used the text. Yet Ephesians seems to both reflect and 
construct real communal life, since it deals extensively with practical 
ethics, that is, behavior norms. With the perspective developed in this 
study, we gain new tools to approach the relation between the text and 
social reality in a more systematic way than previous studies. 

Besides being interesting in its own right, the text also functions as a 
test-case for the theoretical framework that was formed in the theoretical 
chapters of this study. 
 
 



 

 

13� The Aim and Progression of the Analysis of 
Ephesians 

 
What was it like to participate in the communal life of the congregation 
that Ephesians portrays? How did they narrate their identity? What 
were their ideals? How did they interact? 

This analysis of Ephesians aims to achieve two goals (cf. the 
introduction of this study): The first aim is to reconstruct the relation 
between identity and behavior norms in Ephesians. The second aim is to 
discuss how the imagination of Ephesians might have functioned in a 
group if it came to be the shared ideal of a first century community of 
Christ-believers in Asia Minor. The analysis will progress thematically, 
with themes based on the analytical categories developed in the 
theoretical chapters of this study. 

The most central aspect of the analysis will be the relation between 
attributed character traits and behavior norms in the ingroup prototype 
(chapter 18). However, in order to analyze the text thoroughly, we will 
have to begin with a few traditional historical-critical issues and a 
number of issues relating to identity, which will have a direct impact on 
how we interpret the prototype. It is rhetorically unfortunate that we 
cannot utilize the theoretical framework of this study fully without 
delay. I ask the reader to be patient. The use of the theoretical framework 
of this study will increase gradually through the analysis and peak in the 
reconstruction of the ingroup prototype.  

First, we ought to ask to what extent it is probable that the norms in 
Ephesians, or at least a similar set of norms, were ever embraced within 
one or more contemporary communities of Christ-believers (chapter 14). 
Since the aim of the study is not only to study the identity and the norms 
in the text, but also to ask how this identity and these norms may have 
functioned in a group of Christ-believers, it is of interest to discuss why 



 Chapter 13 – The Aim and Progression of the Analysis of Ephesians 147 

we have at least some reason to believe that the text reflects and 
constructs the conviction of more Christ-believers than just the author. 

Second, we should have an idea about the structure, occasion, 
purpose and rhetorical strategy of the text (chapter 15). The author does 
not portray prototypical ideals without having an agenda. Rather, as is 
always the case, processes of attribution and formulations of 
prototypicality are aimed at achieving goals. We must understand this 
pragmatic aspect of the text in order to understand the portrait of the 
ingroup prototype in the text. 

Third, we need to discuss the narrative rationale of the group 
according to Ephesians (chapter 16). How does the author tell the story 
about the origin and the value of the group’s existence? Integrated into 
this narrative is the narrative about how many attributed ingroup traits 
are gifts from God through the Spirit. The narrative also suggests that 
God demands certain virtues and behaviors. Therefore, we need to 
understand how the author relates the character traits of the ingroup 
prototype to the narrative about God’s initiative.  

Fourth, we must examine how the text relates the identity in Christ to 
other social identities (chapter 17). The most important discussion is the 
discussion about the relation to non-believing gentiles and to “Israel” 
(sections 17.1and 17.2). Another problem is what the analogies between 
the Christ-narrative and the behavior norms in the household code have 
to say about the relation between household identities and the identity 
in Christ (section 17.3). Finally, we need to understand the relation 
between the subgroup of the leaders and ordinary Christ-believers 
(section 17.4). Some norms in the letter can only be fairly interpreted if 
we first determine the relation to other groups. 

After these analyses we are ready to systematically scrutinize the 
various aspects of the ingroup prototype (chapter 18). First, we will look 
at the various attributed character traits and relate these traits to 
behavior norms and social dynamics. Then we will change the 
perspective and look at behavior norms and relate these norms to 
attributed traits.  



 

 

14� The Text of Ephesians in Relation to a 
Hypothetical Social Context 

In chapter 3.2, I argued that we are caught in a dilemma when we aspire 
to understand the behavior norms of the early Christ-movement. On the 
one hand, the relation between text and reality is difficult to reconstruct 
due to the character of the texts. On the other hand, behavior norms 
cannot be understood unless they are assumed to have a function in a 
social context. As opposed to Judith Lieu, who advocates an analysis of 
early Christian identity as it appears in the texts and the avoidance of 
speculation about extra-textual social realities, I concluded that minimal 
hypothetic speculation about the extra-textual social context of a text 
improved rather than distorted our understanding of identity and 
behavior norms in the text. Minna Shkul explicitly endorses Lieu’s 
approach in her analysis of Ephesians and criticizes scholars such as 
Philip Esler and Margaret MacDonald, since they (partly) explain 
Ephesians by reference to reconstructions of external circumstances.403 
Shkul, just like Lieu, recognizes that the texts reasonably relate to extra-
textual circumstances, but claims to analyze the author of Ephesians as 
an “entrepreneur of identity” who constructs identity more than he 
reflects circumstances outside the text. Although I agree with Shkul that 
texts are not purely reflective of external circumstances but also aim to 
form and construct,404 I still think that some aspects of the texts, such as 
behavior norms, cannot be adequately understood without considering 
how the text both reflects and constructs its extra-textual context. In line 
with the principle of minimal hypothetical history, we may of course 
discuss how “rich” such a reconstruction of external factors needs to be 
                                                           

403 Shkul 2009: 9-7, 13-15 criticizing Esler 2007; MacDonald 2004. 
404 See e.g. chapters 3.2 and 6.1. 
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in order to understand the text.405 Nevertheless, the text does not make 
sense without imagining an extra-textual context. Shkul, too, assumes 
extra-textual circumstances (such as the notion that there actually were 
Christ-believing gentiles, living among non-believing gentiles) in order 
to explain the strategy of the text.  

 
14.1� A Letter to Gentile Christ-Believers in Asia Minor 

What external circumstances can we infer from the text by reading it? 
We have to acknowledge the lack of details in the letter that might reveal 
a particular occasion of the letter. Andrew Lincoln formulates the 
problem well: 

In the case of most of the letters in the Pauline corpus, scholars 
have usually set about reconstructing the setting of the recipients 
by taking the explicit statements about and references to the 
situation being addressed, associating these with implications that 
can be drawn from the particular concerns and problems of the 
letter, and correlating this material with other available relevant 
historical, geographical and social data about the place of the 
letter’s destination. In a somewhat circular fashion this 
reconstruction is then employed to give sharper definition to an 
analysis of the letter’s message and the purposes it was meant to 
achieve in the setting to which it was addressed. … For such 
scholars, Ephesians, however, proves a source of frustration. It 
simply does not contain references to a specific setting or problems, 
and therefore other external data cannot be brought to bear in the 
same way as with other letters to build up a more detailed picture 
of the particular situation being addressed.406 

Ephesians is a letter with no certain author, no certain date and no 
certain recipients. Yet it clearly gives instructions for communal life in a 
way that awakens our curiosity. Scholars still debate whether Paul has 
written the text or not, but this study will side with those who think that 

                                                           
405 I will for instance, argue in chapter 17.2 that although MacDonald 2004 is 

very helpful, she nevertheless makes a too rich reconstruction of the 
circumstances behind Eph 2. 

406 Lincoln 1990: lxxiv. 
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it was written by an unknown deutero-Pauline author in Asia Minor 
with good knowledge of Paul’s letters.407 Since repetition of the 
arguments of the debate would improve neither the debate nor this 
study, I will not add anything to that debate but without further ado join 
those who favor a deutero-Pauline authorship.408 However, it is quite a 
sensible working hypothesis to assume that the intended recipients did 
not perceive the letter as a fraud, since we have no records from the 
early Christ-movement suggesting that anyone suspected the letter to be 
forged. Rather, the evidence that we have points unanimously to a 
positive reception of the letter in the second century (see further 
discussion in chapter 14.2).409 

Ephesians may or may not be written to Christ-believers in Ephesus, 
since “in Ephesus” (πΑ ̳ΠνΗУ) in 1:1 is missing in a few important 
manuscripts.410 We do not even know whether the author had one or 

                                                           
407 E.g. Lincoln 1990:lix-lxxiii and Best 2004: 27–36 argue for a deutero-Pauline 

authorship based on the cumulative weight of important linguistic and 
theological differences. Hoehner 2002: 2–61 gives an exhaustive defense of Paul 
being the author of the letter. He disputes the idea that a majority of scholars are 
against a Pauline authorship of the letters by counting how many commentators 
side with which opinion. The result is that during the last two decades there has 
been a stalemate. While this head count approach is certainly interesting, it does 
not add proper arguments to the discussion; it mainly proves that the debate is 
difficult. Hoehner’s proper argument for a Pauline authorship is mainly that the 
differences are not great enough. But he fails to give solid positive arguments for 
his own position (which is probably impossible) and instead surrenders to the 
idea that an author may change his language and theology. His strongest 
argument is that the text seems to have been alluded to by a number of authors 
around the turn of the century (Clement of Rome, Ignatius of Antioch). 
However, that may only prove that the fraud was very successful. 

408 I will, however, add one argument to the debate in chapter 17.3, where I 
will argue that Ephesians and Paul have profoundly different imaginations of 
the relation between household identities and the identity in Christ. This would 
have been inconceivable if we assume that Paul wrote Ephesians. 

409 See nn. 421 and 422. 
410 E.g. Hoehner 2002: 144–148; Schwindt 2002: 55–63 suggest Ephesus. E.g. 

van Kooten 2003: 197–203; Lincoln 1990: 1–4 suggest Laodicea.  
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several communities in mind.411 It does, however, seem likely that it is 
written somewhere in Asia Minor, since it is very similar to the Pauline 
letter to the Colossians and since the earliest known usage of Ephesians 
is by Ignatius of Antioch.412  

The recipients are addressed as gentile Christ-believers, which makes 
it reasonable to assume that at least the majority of them were gentile 
(2:11). However, since the author discusses division between Jews and 
gentiles (2:14–18) and since the author is probably Jewish (see discussion 
in chapter 17.2), it is also quite reasonable to assume that the gentile 
Christ-believer had some contact with Jewish Christ-believers. Perhaps 
they even participated in the same communities. Moreover, the 
recipients are assumed to be baptized (4:5; 5:26) and to live in 
households (5:21–6:20).413 However, we do not need to assume that every 
single member of the ekkl¾sia (πΎΎΏΗϟ΅, “assembly, congregation, 
church,” Eph 1:22; 3:10, 21; 5:22–33) lived in households to make sense of 
the text, just that it was the normal case. 

In sum, the text seems to make sense if we assume that original 
recipients of the text were mainly gentile Christ-believers of whom a 
majority lived in households, probably somewhere in Asia Minor. 

 
14.2� Were the Norms of Ephesians Embraced by Deutero-

Pauline Communities? 

If we wish to speculate about the social reality that Ephesians relates to 
and aims to transform, we should ask whether we have some reason to 
believe that the text actually interacts with the social reality of some 
community of Christ-believers. We need to assess the probability of 
whether the letter either reflects or successfully constructs values and 
beliefs that were embraced by first century Christ-believing communities 
in Asia Minor. This section of the analysis aims at affirming that we have 

                                                           
411 E.g. Dahl 2000: 315–354; Percy 1946: 461–464 suggest that Ephesians is a 

circular letter meant for several congregations in Asia Minor. 
412 See n. 422. 
413 Cf. Best 2004: 2–3. 



152  Behaving as a Christ-Believer 
 

sufficient reason to believe that some first century communities in Asia 
Minor shared ideals that were at least similar to the ideals in Ephesians.  

We can never know for sure how the text was received, since we have 
no immediate historical records of where and with what success the 
letter was spread. The questions that I outlined in chapter 3.2 will, 
however, help us assess whether it seems plausible that the letter was 
accepted as normative in some late first century ekkl¾siai in Asia Minor.  

 
Does the author seem to be ingroup to the recipients? Does the author seem to be 
prototypical in the eyes of the recipients? An author who wishes to impress 
a message on a group must be appreciated as a prototypical ingroup 
member in order to be credible, as we discussed in chapter 8.3. A 
prototypical group member embodies the identity of the group and is 
therefore seen as someone who is likely to express what is right and true 
for the group. Answering these questions will therefore help us 
approximate whether it is likely that the late first century recipients 
found the implied authorȰand therefore also his messageȰcredible and 
authoritative.  

I argued above that although the real author was probably not Paul, 
it is likely that the first recipients considered the letter to be written by 
Paul. While disputed in his own lifetime,414 Paul seems to have enjoyed 
high status in the memory of Christ-believers in Asia Minor in the 
generations after his death.415 Paul was often remembered as an 
exemplar of the identity in Christ.416 As such he was valued as a highly 
                                                           

414 Acts, Gal and 1–2 Cor give us evidence that Paul’s authority was certainly 
not undisputed. 

415 On the scholarly debate whether Paul was held in high esteem or forgotten 
in the post-70 generations in Asia Minor, I will follow Tellbe 2009: 22–30; 
Trebilco 2006 who argue that Paul was held in high esteem by some groups, 
against the theory of Bauer 1934 that Paul was forgotten in Asia Minor after 70 
C.E. (As discussed above, we do not know if the letter was addressed specifically 
to Ephesus, but Paul’s standing in Ephesus exemplifies his status in Asia Minor 
in the post-70 C.E. generation.) 

416 The authors of Acts and 2 Peter (3:14–16), Clement of Rome (1 Clem 5.5-7, 
47.1-3), and Ignatius (Ign. Eph. 12.2) admire Paul, and the almost certainly 
pseudonymous Pastoral epistles use Paul’s post-mortal authority to give weight 
to their message. See e.g. de Boer 1980; Esler 2007; Shkul 2009: 142-172. 
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prototypical group member, a figure who embodied everything the 
group stood for. In the post-Pauline memory of Paul, he was probably 
considered more prototypical than Paul himself had ever been 
considered in his lifetime. In Ephesians, the author presents the implied 
Paul as “an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God” in the greeting of 
the letter (1:1); that is, as a prototypical ingroup member with authority. 
As I will develop in the analysis below, the author makes quite an effort 
to legitimize his message by appealing to the prototypical qualities of 
Paul in 3:2–13. In short, the hypothesis of a deutero-Pauline authorship 
of Ephesians increases rather than decreases the probability that the 
receiving communities would have accepted the text as authoritative, 
written by a prototypical ingroup member.  

 
Does the message in the text seem to take its starting point in the recipients’ 
current cognition? An author who wants to introduce some kind of 
change must start from what the recipients believe to be true, as we 
discussed in chapter 7.3. New input tends to be more acceptable and 
easier to remember if it fits our previous knowledge structures. If the 
message does not resonate to a certain extent with the current experience 
and knowledge of the recipient, the sender of the message risks being 
ignored as a deviant (cf. chapter 8.2). Estimating an answer to this 
question will therefore help us make a judgment about whether it is 
likely that the recipients perceived the content of the message to be 
relevant and true.  

The author refers frequently to the narratives which were probably 
shared and endorsed by the group. He uses large portions of the first 
half of the letter to reiterate familiar and positive aspects of the ingroup 
identity (cf. chapter 15). He deliberately uses known Pauline thought,417 
which we have reason to believe was appreciated among many Christ-
believers in Asia Minor in the post-70 generations.418 The practical 

                                                           
417 On the extensive usage of Paul in Ephesians, see e.g. Fischer 1973: 109–172; 

Lincoln 1990: xlvii-lviii. A few examples: The greeting in 1:2 (e.g. Rom 1:7; 1 Cor 
1:3; 2 Cor 1:2; Gal 1:3), ΙϡΓΌΉΗϟ΅ in 1:5 (Rom 8:23; Gal 4:5), ΦΔΓΏϾΘΕΝΗΖ in 1:7, 
14; 4:30 (Rom 3:24; 8:23; 1 Cor 1:30), salvation by grace and faith in 2:8 (e.g. Rom 
3:21-28; Gal 2:15-3:18). 

418 Cf. n. 415. 
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exhortations in Ephesians have many parallels in other deutero-Pauline 
texts (Col, 1–2 Tim, Tit),419 which gives us reason to believe that the 
author to a large extent spells out accepted practical norms. Doing so 
would probably make many recipients perceive the message as fairly 
prototypical and therefore more acceptable. We can thus assume with 
some confidence that the author appeals to the shared cognition of the 
group in large portions of the text, which would have increased the 
chance of the message being accepted in the group. 

However, the author must reasonably have felt a need to influence 
the recipients, either to change or to strengthen certain behaviors and/or 
convictions. Otherwise he would probably not have bothered to write. 
On the issue of whether being in Christ is being in IsraelȰsomething 
that will be discussed in chapter 17.2Ȱwe have reason to suspect that 
the author does not represent the cognition of his intended recipients 
(2:11–22). Moreover, the author is probably also convinced that the 
recipients should strive to perfect their attitude and behavior (4:1–6:20). 
The author thus starts from shared cognition in order to modify it on 
certain points and to strengthen it on others. 

 
Having asked these questions, one more complementary question has to 
be asked: What do we know about the distribution of the text? We have no 
historical sources that can give us hard evidence that the letter was 
received positively by anyone in the author’s own generation, assuming 
that the text was written in the 80s of the first century.420 Around the 
turn of the century we do, however, have some indications that it was 
used, possibly by the authors of 1 Clement, Barnabas and Hermas and 
most probably by Ignatius of Antioch and later also by Polycarp of 

                                                           
419 The extensive similarities between Eph and Col are dealt with in Lincoln 

1990 throughout his commentary. See van Kooten 2003: 239–289 for a recent 
synopsis of Ephesians and Colossians. For an overview of the paraenetical 
“Gemeindegut” which is used in Ephesians, see Fischer 1973: 147–172. For a 
cognitive perspective on the structural similarity between the household codes in 
Eph, Col, 1 Tim and Tit, see Roitto 2008.  

420 Lincoln 1990: lxxiii suggests that a composition around the 80s of the first 
century can explain both the deutero-Pauline perspective and the usage of 
Ephesians in Ign. Eph.  
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Smyrna.421 The attestation of the letter around the turn of the century 
gives us some indication that the letter had spread with some success.  

Ignatius’ use of Ephesians is illuminative and provides us with two 
basic insights.422 First, we can see that the letter probably did gain some 
influence and appreciation, since Ignatius is inspired by it. Second, we 
have to concede that Ignatius’ theology is in no way a carbon copy of the 
theology found in Ephesians, although we can find many similarities. As 
I will argue in chapter 17.2, Ephesians thinks of the Christ-movement as 
a subcategory to “Israel.” Ignatius, on the other hand, sees “Christianity” 
as something new which is opposed to “Judaism” (Ign. Magn. 8.1; 10.3; 
Ign. Smyr. 1.2).423 In short, the text seems to have been used and 
recognized, but not necessarily by authors who agreed with the letter on 
every issue. 

 
In sum, the limited evidence we have gives us reason to believe that 
Ephesians came to be accepted as an authoritative text written by the 
prototypical ingroup member Paul in some communities of Christ-
believers in Asia Minor. The arguments for this are a) that Paul was 
remembered as a prototype of the identity in Christ in many 
contemporary texts, b) that the narratives and norms of the letter can be 
firmly placed within a Pauline tradition, that is, he articulates what in all 
likelihood would have been considered “true” and prototypical, and 
finally c) that we have some evidence that attests a positive use of 
Ephesians just one generation later. This does not, however, guarantee 
that communities that embraced the text shared the cognition expressed 
there in every detail. Nevertheless, it is reasonable to infer a) that the text 
reflects cognition which was shared in some communities of Christ-

                                                           
421 Best 2004: 13–17; Hoehner 2002: 2–6. E.g. 1 Clem. 46.6 // Eph 4:4–6; 1 Clem. 

59.3 // Eph 1:17–18; Barn. 6.11 // Eph 2:10; 4:22–24; Herm. Mand. 10.2 // Eph 4:30; 
Barn. 6.15; 16.8–10 // Eph. 2:21–22; Pol. Phil. 12.1 // Eph. 4:26; Pol. Phil. 1.3 // Eph 
2:5, 8–9. 

422 On the extensive parallels between Eph and the prescript of Ign. Eph., see 
Schwindt 2002: 57–59. Other passages where Ignatius seems to use Eph are e.g. 
Ign. Eph. 1.1–2 // Eph 5:1–2; Ign. Pol. 6.2 // Eph 6:11–17. 

423 See Zetterholm 2003: 203–216 for an analysis of Ignatius’ role in the 
development of the early Christ-movement from a social scientific perspective. 
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believers in Asia Minor on many points and b) that the letter was 
accepted as authoritative by at least some of the recipients and 
consequently influenced their cognition. My working hypothesisȰas 
uncertain as it isȰwill therefore be that the text both reflects and had an 
impact on the norms and the identity of Christ-believing communities in 
Asia Minor. I do not claim that there ever was a community whose 
shared cognition was a perfect carbon copy of the thoughts articulated in 
Ephesians. Such bold claims are beyond the evidence and contradict the 
normal patterns of intra-cultural variation.424 It is, however, likely that 
there were communities that had similar shared perceptions. Assuming 
this as a working hypothesis makes it a worthwhile historical task to ask 
questions not only about the text itself, but also about how the practical 
behavior norms expressed in the text would have functioned as part of 
the identity in a group. Such a discussion about potential group dynamic 
effects of the imagination expressed by Ephesians is not history wie es 
eigentlich gewesen, but history as it typically could have been. Such 
history writing is hypothetical but it still has its value, since our limited 
sources, both Ephesians and other texts of the early Christ-movement, 
allow no safe way to approach the very relevant historical question of 
how the first Christ-believers interacted (see chapter 3.2). 

                                                           
424 Cf. chapter 4. 



 

 

15� The Structure, Rhetorical Strategy, and 
Purpose of the Letter 

The main purpose of this study is not to scrutinize the structure and 
rhetorical strategy of Ephesians. Rather, the purpose is to reconstruct the 
the identity in Christ that the text expressesȰthe narrative rationale, the 
prototypical attributes, the prototypical behavior norms etc. 
Nevertheless, in order to analyze these matters it is necessary to have a 
grasp of the structure, rhetorical strategy, and purpose of the text, since 
the rhetorical strategy of the author influences the way in which the 
ingroup ideals are presented. The author does not just reflect cognitions, 
he presents them strategically in a way which he believes will achieve 
pragmatic goals such as changing the recipients’ beliefs or inspiring 
them to take action. 

The specific occasion of Ephesians isȰand will probably always 
beȰdisputed, since the letter lacks explicit mention of specific 
circumstances. There has been no lack of innovative suggestions, but 
none of them have achieved much acceptance.425 The scholarly efforts to 
mirror-read Ephesians have mainly produced the result that a search for 
a specific occasion (e.g. a historical crisis) of the letter is more or less 
futile.  

A reasonable purpose of the letter does, however, appear possible to 
suggest. As I discussed in the introduction to this study, many scholars 
have recently suggested that the purpose of the letter is identity 
formation.426 The purposes of the letter are a) reminding them of their 
privileged position in Christ (1:3-2:22), and b) exhorting them to “lead a 
life worthy of the calling to which you have been called” (4:1, 4:1-6:20). I 
                                                           

425 See e.g. Lincoln 1990: lxxiv-lxxxiii for an overview of suggestions.  
426 See chapter 1.3, particularly note 39. 
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will accept identity formation as the purpose of the letter and use it as 
the point of departure for my analysis. One advantage of this 
understanding of the purpose of the letter is that it does not require a 
particular occasion, since preaching maturation and commitment to their 
identity in Christ was reasonably a frequently recurring topic in the 
Christ-movement.427 Most importantly, however, we can shift our 
analytical focus from guessing a very particular occasion to discussing 
how the letter might have influenced everyday community life. 

The structure and the rhetorical strategy of the letter needs more 
discussion, though. Most commentators agree that the body of the letter 
falls into two main parts, 1:3–3:21 with mainly theological content and 
4:1–6:20 with mainly paraenetic content.428 It is, however, difficult to 
determine how these two halves relate. Roy Jeal summarizes the 
problem well:429 a) There is very little paraenetic concern in 1:3–3:21 
while paraenesis is the main theme of 4:1–6:20, as opposed to what we 
find in the undisputed Pauline letters, where theology and exhortation 
tend to be more mixed in the text. b) The realized eschatology (2:1–10) 
with salvation expressed in the perfect (πΗΘΉ ΗΉΗУΗΐνΑΓ, 2:6), 
especially the statement that the Christ-believers are “created in Christ 
Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to (ϣΑ΅) be our 
way of life” (2:10), makes it incomprehensible why they are in need of 
any exhortation at all.430 The tension between indicative and imperative 
in the undisputed Pauline epistles seems to have turned from a tension 
to a gap. c) The paraenesis is not logically dependent on the theology, 
only thematically linked. What Jeal means by “logical” is, however, 
vague, although he probably means that the exhortations are not 
formally argued for on the basis of the theology found in the first half. 

                                                           
427 Best 2004: 74 points out that if the purpose is identity formation, or 

“maturation” as he prefers to call it, then the letter needs no specific occasion, 
since maturation would always have been a relevant issue. See also Jeal 2000: 56–
59; Lincoln 1990: lxxiv-lxxv who prefer to talk about the letter’s “rhetorical 
situation” rather than its historical situation. 

428 For one example, see Lincoln 1990: xxxv-xlvi. 
429 Jeal 2000: 7–13. 
430 However, Jeal has not fully appreciated the ambiguous nature of the ϣΑ΅-

clauses in 2:10, see chapter 18.3.1 particularly n. 543. 
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The cognitive perspective of this analysis will, however, expose why the 
two halves were probably understood as a coherent whole, in spite of 
the lack of stringent argumentation. 

In earlier attempts to understand the rhetorical structure of the letter, 
scholars have compared the letter to ancient epistolary and rhetorical 
conventions. Although Ephesians, unlike Paul’s undisputed letters, does 
not seem to be occasioned by a particular situation, Ephesians is 
structured like a Pauline letter.431 

 
1:1–2 Prescript 
1:3–6:20 Body 

1:3–22 Eulogy and prayer report 
2:1-22 Errand: Reminder about their identity 
3:2-13 Digression: Paul’s ministry 
3:1, 14–21 Prayer report432 
4:1a Request formula, Δ΅Ε΅Ύ΅ΏЗ ΓЇΑ ψΐκΖ…433 
4:1b-6:20 Errand: Exhortation to live according to their calling 

6:21–24 Postscript 
 

An epistolary analysis does give us some help to understand how the 
letter relates identity to behavior norms. The request formula in 4:1 was 
                                                           

431 Cf. Lincoln 1990: xxxv-xlvii. There is no consensus as to the genre of letter. 
Aune 1987: 217–218 suggests that the letter should be categorized as a “general 
letter” since it lacks signs of a specific occasion. Jeal 2000: 24, n. 49, however, 
critically thinks that “[t]he category ‘general letter’ seems to be a catch bag for 
letters that do not lend themselves to clear epistolary analysis.” Dahl 1987: 141 
suggests “letter of reminder and congratulation.” Lincoln 1990: xl-xli agrees with 
Dahl, but adds that the second half of the letter looks more like a “letter of 
advice”, making the letter a mixture of two epistolary genres. Letters are, 
however, often difficult to classify, see Hoehner 2002: 69–77, Aune 1987: 199, 203. 

432 According to Bjerkelund 1967: 184-185, the double prayer reports make 
Eph close to 1 Thess in structure. 

433 This formula is quite common in Ancient letters, but not in oratory. “Als 
allgemeines Resultat haben wir feststellen können, dass Aufforderungen von der 
Art der p.-Sätze [Δ΅Ε΅Ύ΅ΏЗ-Aufforderungen] hauptsächlich in brieflichen und 
diplomatischen, nicht aber in rhetorischen und paränätischen Zusammenhängen 
vorkommen”, Bjerkelund 1967: 109, 109–111. Cf. Thorsteinsson 2003: 47–54. 
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frequently used to signal the transition from “background information” 
that motivates the request to the request itself.434 We can therefore 
assume that the first part of the letter is supposed to motivate the second 
part of the letter. However, an epistolary analysis does not help us with 
the most important question – how are the two halves connected? 
Moreover, the long elaboration in the first half of the letter seems to be 
an errand in its own right, not just a background for the second half.435 
We should therefore treat reminder in the first half (2:1-22) as av errand 
in its own right.436 

Dissatisfied with the explanatory capacity of an epistolary analysis, 
Roy Jeal and (more briefly) Andrew Lincoln have analyzed the letter as 
speech, specifically as a written sermon, using rhetorical analysis.437 Both 
Jeal and Lincoln argue that 1:3–3:21 should be understood as 
narratio/exordium, followed by exhortatio in 4:1–6:9.438 Lincoln argues that 
the letter should therefore be seen as a mixture of epideictic speech in 

                                                           
434 A letter of request typically had the following structure: “1) a background 

information of the request, sometimes implied by inferential conjunction, such as 
Έϱ or ΓЇΑ, 2) a verb of requestȰtypically ΦΒЗ, ΈνΓΐ΅, ϡΎΉΘΉϾΝ, πΕΝΘЗ, 
Δ΅Ε΅Ύ΅ΏЗ, or the phrase Ύ΅ΏЗΖ ΪΑ ΔΓφΗ΅ΖȰthe choice of which often 
reveals the social relationship between the correspondents, and 3) the content of 
the request.”, Thorsteinsson 2003: 47. 

435 Many have seen chapter 2 and the relation between Jews and gentiles as 
the main errand of the letter, see Best 2004: 68–69; Yee 2004: 3–17 for an 
overview.  Best 2004: 75, while refuting the idea that chapter 2 is the main errand 
of Ephesians, concedes that one may call the relation to Israel a “subsidiary” 
reason to write the letter. 

436 Έϲ ΐΑΐΓΑΉϾΉΘΉ ϵΘ in 2:11 is the only imperative in the first half of the 
letter and therefore seems to stand out as the main point of his argument in the 
first half. 

437 Jeal 2000; Lincoln 1990: xli-xliv. Both Jeal and Lincoln discuss the structure 
of the letter from an epistolographic point of view, too. Lincoln cites the 
dissertation which is later published by Jeal and thus seems to be inspired by 
Jeal. 

438 Jeal 2000: 62–67. While Jeal thinks that the exordium and the narratio are 
intertwined in 1:3–3:21, Lincoln 1990: xliii labels 1:1–23 exordium and 2:1–3:21 
narratio. Jeal’s suggestion is more sensitive to the nature of 1:3–3:21. 
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the first half, followed by deliberative speech in the second half.439 Jeal, 
however, concludes that Ephesians does not fit into the three classical 
genres of speech (judicial, deliberative and epideictic) and proposes that 
Ephesians belongs to a different genre, which he calls a “sermon,” 
although no rhetorical handbook from antiquity mentions such a 
genre.440 

Jeal’s analytical category “sermon” gives us some help to see the 
nature of the letter. He defines a sermon as speech which is:  

… directed to an audience of ΌΉΝΕΓϟ who, rather than acting as 
ΎΕΘ΅ϟ who make a decision on the basis of the argument presented 
to them, are encouraged to think and behave in accord with the 
speaker’s or author’s leading and persuasion. The speaker/author is 
concerned to stimulate the thoughts and the sentiments of the 
audience rather than argue critically, so as to persuade the 
audience to take the course of action seen to be appropriate.441  

His main point, which is an important one, is that a characteristic of 
“sermons” is that the author does not formally argue for the norms in the 
exhortatio, based on the narratio.  

If persuasion is not by argument, by what is it then? Jeal manages to 
capture the character of the persuasive strategy in Ephesians to a certain 
extent, when he argues that “identification” is the key.442 This 
identification will “lead the recipients to accept and attempt to attain the 
goals that the author had in mind.”443 The first half of the letter functions 
to create identification and the second half is intended to use this 
identification in order to inspire action. However, Jeal has somewhat 
confusing ideas about what the recipients should identify with. Rather 
                                                           

439 Lincoln 1990: xli-xlii. 
440 Jeal 2000: 49, 41–50. 
441 Jeal 2000: 49. 
442 Jeal 2000: 67–70. Cf. Lincoln 1990: xlii. 
443 Jeal 2000: 70. Lincoln 1990: xlii argues similarly, although with less focus 

on identity, that “the epideictic first part of the letter leads well into the 
deliberative second part … The celebration, worship and prayer that precede the 
paraenesis are likely to move and inspire the readers to the action called for 
more effectively than if the letter had consisted primarily of a string of 
exhortations.” 
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than arguing that they should identify with the author’s vision of their 
identity in Christ he proposes that they should identify with the content 
of the statements in the text. Jeal largely fails to see that identification 
with statementsȰthat is, the narratives in the textȰis only a part of the 
identification with the social identity to which these narratives belong.444 

While Jeal is on the right track, he is notoriously vague about what 
identification is and how identification is thought to imbue action. He 
just cannot describe the process which leads a person to go from 
identification to behavior with more precise terms than that the 
identification “draws them to assent” and makes them “inclined to 
become moved to.”445 Jeal has identified the problem of Ephesians well, 
but only provided part of the answer.  

This is where the cognitive perspective of the present analysis can 
provide a way forward. By using cognitive psychology, we can discuss 
how the human mind takes the leap from identification to action. We can 
also discuss the relation between identity in Christ and embracement of 
ingroup narratives without confusing what the recipients are supposed 
to identify with. In this analysis we will be able to reconstruct the 
important elements of the ingroup prototype and ingroup narratives and 
analyze the causal beliefs held in these perceptions. We will then be able 
to examine how ordinary cognitive processes of, for instance, attribution 
make it possible for recipients to take the step from identity to behavior. 
 
A cognitive perspective. Analyzing Ephesians with the aid of 
epistolographic and and rhetorical conventions has many merits, as we 
have just seen. However, these perspectives do not engage directly with 
how our minds handle social identities. Therefore I think it will be of 
better help if we try do describe the rhetorical strategy of Ephesians with 
the aid of the cognitive theories that we have explored in the previous 
chapters of this study. I will therefore proceed to using a social identity 
perspective on the rhetorical structure of the letter and argue that the 

                                                           
444 To be fair, it should be said that Jeal occasionally uses expressions which 

reveal that he imagines that the recipient are supposed to identify with 
narratives “as Christians” (e.g. Jeal 2000: 73), i.e., as ingroup members. 

445 Jeal 2000: 69–70. 



 Chapter 15 – Structure, Rhetorical Strategy, and Purpose 163 

author uses the following strategies to persuade the recipients and thus 
inspire identity formation: 

- The author makes the ingroup salient and valuable in the eyes of 
the recipients by referring to the ingroup narratives, which 
provide the rationale of the group. As we discussed in chapter 
9.2, a social identity has to be salient in order to be the identity 
with which someone identifies. Reminding the recipients of the 
narratives about the value and meaning of the group is an 
efficient way to make that identity salient and to make the 
narrative resources that come with that identity easily accessible 
in the recipients’ memory (cf. chapter 11). 

- The author makes the identity distinct and meaningful by 
comparison with “the gentiles.” As we saw in chapter 7, a group 
is experienced as more meaningful and valuable when it is 
contrasted with other groups. The contrast highlights why the 
group exists and why identification with the group can be a 
source of self-esteem and meaning. 

- The author portrays the implied author Paul as prototypical in 
order to strengthen the credibility of the message. This rhetorical 
strategy works because the group experiences prototypical 
group members as embodying everything the group stands for, 
as we concluded in chaper 8.3. As such, the prototypical group 
member is experienced as someone who tells the truth. 

- The author subtly suggests that although the recipients are in no 
way deviant, they are still not as prototypical as they should be, 
in order to create a need in the recipients to improve their 
prototypicality. Individuals generally prefer to see themselves in 
a positive light. When an individual identifies with a group, she 
wants to see herself as a good group member. If there is a 
tension between the ingroup prototype and her self-image, she 
experiences a cognitive dissonance, which she has to resolve (see 
chapter 6.1). Otherwise she will experience herself as deviant. As 
we saw in chapter 9.3, committed group members who feel that 
their prototypicality is questioned tend to go to great lengths in 
order to be accepted by the group again. Combining rhetorical 
strategies that increase the commitment and identification with 
strategies that subtly suggest that they are not fully prototypical 
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will therefore induce a longing to improve and become more 
prototypical. 

- The author proposes causal connections between behaviors, 
prototypical attributes, and God’s divine initiative, in order to 
induce beliefs that certain behaviors are caused by being 
prototypical and that others are caused by being deviant. We 
discussed in chapter 11.1 that causal beliefs were central to 
narrative thinking and in chapter 6 we explored attributions as  
a kind of causal beliefs. Ephesians is a text that masterfully 
interweaves the different aspects of the group’s identity and 
norms with causal beliefs. 

 
Prescript (1:1–2) – Evoke social identity as Christ-believers and establish the 
authority of the implied Paul: The implied author “Paul” mentions that he 
is “apostle by the will of God” and thus establishes his authority and 
prototypicality, and thereby his credibility. The recipients are greeted by 
two of their ingroup designations, “holy” and “believers in Christ 
Jesus,” which serves to make the identity in Christ salient. The relevant 
self is the social identity in Christ. 

 
Eulogy (1:3–14) – Make the ingroup identity salient and valuable and connect 
with the recipients: The author recounts important positive elements in the 
ingroup narrative and thus reminds the recipients of all the reasons to be 
a Christ-believer in congratulary tone.446 As he recounts the narrative of 
all God’s gifts to them, he establishes a relation of “asymmetrical 

                                                           
446 Dahl 2000: 279–314 suggests that the eulogy in Ephesians might be seen as 

a “congratulary” or a “self-congratulary” benediction and shows numerous 
Jewish parallels to this genre. This description highlights the positive function of 
the text in making the ingroup identity salient and experienced as valuable. 
Caragounis 1977: 39–45 reviews various suggestions regarding the specific 
character of the eulogy and suggests that the eulogy has numerous parallels with 
Jewish traditions, but that no particular eulogy or hymn can be pointed out as its 
specific predecessor. See also Hoehner 2002: 153–161 for a thorough review of 
the various scholarly proposals on the subject of the genre of the eulogy. 
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reciprocity” between God and the Christ-believers.447 God, “the patron,” 
has bestowed gifts upon them which they cannot possibly match. As 
grateful “clients” they should, however, respond with gratitude and 
loyalty. The themes in the eulogy prepares for many, but not all, of the 
themes in the rest of the letter.448 The mention of these positive and 
probably quite familiar themes makes the ingroup identity salient and 
hopefully increases the recipients’ sense that their identity is important 
and valuable. It is worth noting that none of the sensitive errands of the 
letter (conduct and relation to Jews and gentiles) are touched upon in the 
eulogy. The author only advances themes which will be appreciated 
without objection. In this way he displays the implied author’s 
prototypicality and increases group salience without risking to repulse 
the recipients. The author uses “we” throughout the eulogy, which 
signals that the author belongs to the same ingroup as the recipients. In 
v. 13 he does, however, use “you” when he talks about when they came 
to faith. This change has a double effect: a) He affirms that “also you” 
(Ύ΅Ϡ ЀΐΉϧΖ) belong to the ingroup, while at the same time b) subtly 
reminding them that the author belonged to the ingroup before they did 
(and therefore knows better).449  

 

                                                           
447 By using the term “asymmetrical reciprocity” rather than “general 

reciprocity” to label exchange outside the family between agents with unequal 
power, I follow Crook 2005 in his modification of the term “generelle 
Reziprozität” suggested by Stegemann and Stegemann 1995: 43. Crook’s term 
gives more correct associations. 

448 Arnold 1989: 70–71.  
449 Jeal 2000: 88–89 presses the including effect of Ύ΅Ϡ ЀΐΉϧΖ too one-sidedly in 

an affirming direction. ΦΎΓϾΗ΅ΑΘΉΖ in 1:13, an ingressive aorist, indicates that 
the recipients were not included until they “became faithful.”  
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Prayer and thanksgiving (1:15–23) – Subtly suggest that the recipients need 
more prototypical knowledge: “I” (the prototypical author) pray for “you” 
(the less prototypical recipients) that the Spirit may give “you” 
knowledge. There is an important difference between praying and 
letting people know that you are praying. In the latter case you want 
them to know that you are trying to help them with something which is 
flawed in their lives. The form of prayer gives a sense that the author is 
benevolent and wishes to help them. The content of the prayer suggests 
that they are currently lacking in knowledgeȰknowledge which will be 
presented to them directly after the prayer. Since the implied Paul prays 
for them, this hints at him being superior to them, that he knows what 
knowledge they are missing and that he therefore is capable of telling 
them the truth. The recipients are ingroup but not fully prototypical and 
therefore they need to listen to the prototypical implied Paul in order to 
improve. The thanksgiving is also a further reminder of the great things 
God has done and partly fills the same identity-strengthening function 
as the eulogy. The double strategy is to a) include them, bond with them 
and make them appreciate their identity, but also b) to induce a feeling 
that they deviate from the prototype and need improvement.450 As was 
discussed in chapter 8.2 and 9.3, if a group member is committed, yet 
feels that his or her status within the group is not what it should be, he 
or she will often go to great lengths in order to improve his or her 
ingroup status. If the author successfully makes the recipients 

                                                           
450 Cf. Jeal 2000: 97–99. 

In Christ 

Recipients are placed firmly ingroup, but away from the prototypical centre of 
the ingroup category. The implied Paul is put at the prototypical centre. 

Outgroups 
Recipients 

Deviants 
”Paul” 
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committed yet insecure about their knowledge, they will be receptive to 
the knowledge which he presents in the next section. 

 
Errand: reminder (2:1–22) – Urge the recipients to accept the author’s specific 
interpretation of their identity: Now that the author has made the ingroup 
identity salient and suggested that they are lacking in prototypical 
knowledge, the recipients are hopefully in a mindset where they are 
willing to listen to the implied Paul’s claimed knowledge about how 
they relate to their past as gentiles, to Israel and to Christ. 

- Background information (2:1–10) – Present the ingroup’s history in 
a way that supports the author’s claim: The author recounts how 
they used to have a detestable life as non-believing gentiles, 
the major outgroup of the letter, and then were saved from 
their misery by Christ. Their past as non-believing gentiles 
contrasts with their new valuable identity in Christ. The 
description of their past highlights the value and meaning of 
their identity and prepares them for the coming reminder. 
Moreover, this passage, just like previous passages, holds 
references to what God has done for them, which hopefully 
increases the recipients’ commitment. 

- Reminder (2:11–22) – Present the interpretation of their identity: 
By now, the author has prepared them by a) making their 
ingroup identity salient, by b) reminding them of their 
deficiency and by c) recounting the ingroup narrative in a way 
which hopefully will make them feel that his interpretation is 
the correct one. Now he can tell them that they have been 
included in “Israel” through Christ and that this is infinitely 
better than their past. Their new existence is characterized by 
there being no opposition between “you,” gentile Christ-
believers, and Jewish Christ-believers. Their identity is, 
however, in sharp contrast to their past as non-believing 
gentiles. Also this passage holds references to what God has 
done for them, which hopefully increases the recipients’ 
commitment. The passage therefore both functions to a) make 
a claim which is a concern in itself and b) increase 
commitment as a preparation for the hortatory half of the 
letter. 
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Digression (3:2–13) – Strengthen the credibility of the message by presenting 
the prototypical merits of the implied Paul: For seemingly no reason the 
implied Paul interrupts his prayer which he begins in 3:1.451 In the 
digression he reminds them of a) his suffering (3:1, 13452) and b) his 
knowledge from God (3:2–4, 7–9), that is, his prototypical merits.453 The 
recipients should understand that the message comes from someone 
who embodies truth and commitment.454 Paul’s suffering and 
imprisonment prove his commitment to group ideals, since he is willing 
to realize the ideals in practical action even when the cost is high. (As we 
discussed in chapter 9.3, commitment motivates costly behavior.) 
Moreover, Paul’s divine revelation guarantees his capacity to disclose 
the truth. The content of the knowledge is that God has made the 
gentiles inheritors (v. 6), which supports the claim in 2:11–22. The 
passage also functions to assert the implied Paul’s prototypicality as a 
preparation for the forthcoming exhortations in the rest of the letter. The 
digression is formally an interruption of the prayer which he starts in 3:1 
and then continues in 3:14. Two of the themes of the prayer are growth 
in knowledge and power from God, both of which are attributed to Paul 
in the digression (3:4, 7). Paul is presented as someone who has achieved 
the qualities which he will soon pray that they achieve. The prayer 
prepares for the requests beginning in 4:1 (see below). In this way, the 
digression gives weight to the prayer and consequently indirectly to the 
request. Further, Paul emphasizes that he suffers for their sake (3:1, 13) 
and evangelizes to them (3:2, 8), emphasizing that their relation is an 
asymmetrical relation, similar to the relation between a benevolent 

                                                           
451 Digressio was a conventional device in ancient rhetoric, often aiming to 

secure the favor of the audience, both towards the speaker and towards the 
subject, see Jeal 2000: 163–164.  

452 3:1 is not formally part of the digression, but the theme of Paul’s suffering 
3:1 and 3:13 forms an inclusio which begins and ends the digression. 

453 Cf. Esler 2007; Shkul 2009: 142-172. 
454 Byrskog 2005: 117–118 points out that Paul exhorts the recipients as 

“prisoner in the Lord” in 4:1. The references to Paul’s suffering therefore seem 
intended to improve his prototypicality and strengthen the force of the 
exhortations in the second half of the letter. 
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patron and a client.455 In other words, Paul has in his prototypical 
position given them gifts they cannot return in any other way than by 
gratitude and loyalty to himȰand to his message. In sum, the passage 
functions a) to show Paul’s prototypicality, b) to create a bond of 
gratitude between the implied author and the audience, c) to give 
further weight to the previous message and d) to prepare for the 
forthcoming prayer and request. Also this passage holds references to 
what God has done for them, which hopefully increases the recipients’ 
commitment. 

 
Preparatory prayer and praise (3:1, 14–21) – Prepare for the hortatory half of 
the letter by subtly suggesting that the recipients need more prototypical inner 
qualities: “I” (the prototypical author) pray for “you” (the less 
prototypical recipients) that the Spirit will provide more of the 
prototypical qualities of power, knowledge and love so that “you” may 
grow and become better Christ-believers. The prayer, just like the prayer 
in 1:15–23, subtly suggests that the recipients are lacking in 
prototypicality, but also that they can attain more of these qualities. The 
prayer, together with the previous passages, has ideally (from the 
author’s point of view) put them in a state of mind where they value 
their identity in Christ but realize their shortcomings and therefore long 
to become more prototypical. As a result, they are hopefully ready to 
listen to any suggestion about how they can become more prototypical 
in practice. As was discussed in chapter 6, people tend to assume that 
action is the result of attributed qualities and therefore this prayer about 
prototypical attributed qualities prepares for the explication in the 
second half of the letter of how they should “lead a life worthy of the 
calling” (4:1). As we will see, the prototypical behavior norms are 
presented as the manifestation of the attributed character traits, which 
are expressed in this prayer and elsewhere in the first half of the letter. 

 
Main errand: request (4:1–6:9) – Urge the recipients to accept the practical 
solution as to how they may achieve the prototypicality, which they by now 
hopefully feel that they need: As will be detailed in the analysis below, this 

                                                           
455 Cf. n. 447. Cf. also Jeal 2000: 111–112. 
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second half of the letter continuously resumes themes from the first half 
of the letter and uses the momentum that has been built up in the first 
half to give the exhortations authority and meaning. Samuel Byrskog 
shows that 4:1–16 functions as a bridge between the first and the second 
half of the letter, incorporating both paraenetical and non-paraenetical 
material.456 Significantly, all gifts are presented as “given” by God (4:7, 
11), envisioning a direct causal link between God’s agency and 
prototypical behavior (cf. chapter 16). Most of the practical norms in the 
second half are presented as the visible expressions of prototypical 
attributed qualities, such as holiness, the Spirit, power, knowledge and 
love. Some of the practical norms in the text are these:457 

- The recipients should strive for unity and appreciate the leaders 
(4:1–16) 

- The recipients should live a life which is opposed to the 
outgroup, the gentiles, and instead act according to their identity 
in Christ (4:17–31) 

- The recipients should speak and act in a way which is 
characterized by love and holiness (5:1–6) 

- The recipients should not associate with deviants/outsiders but 
instead speak and act as people who live in the light, both in 
worship and in the household (5:7–6:9) 

 
Final exhortation (6:10–20) – Paint a vivid picture which highlights the 
importance of commitment: In the armor-metaphor, several elements in the 
ingroup prototype are depicted as the causes behind continued 
commitment in difficult times. Through power from God they attain all 
sorts of prototypical virtues, giving them power to “stand against the 
wiles of the Devil” (6:11) rather than lose their commitment. Behavior 
and attributes are largely seen as the fruit of spiritual influence 
throughout the letter and therefore a fitting conclusion of the letter is the 
notion of a war against the influence of evil spirits through the 
empowerment of God.  
 
                                                           

456 Byrskog 2005. 
457 The sections in the list are based on how the text signals a new section 

with ΓЇΑ + ΔΉΕΔ΅ΘνΝ. Cf. the discussion in n. 475. 
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Postscript (6:21–24). The final words of the letter mainly reinforce the 
impression of a benevolent author who is dedicated to encourage the 
recipients in their identity in Christ. 

 
This interpretation of the rhetorical strategy of the letter from a cognitive 
perspective will guide the exploration of identity and behavior norms in 
the following chapters of this study. 

 



 

 

16� The Narrative Rationale of the Identity in 
Christ 

Every group nourishes a narrative about who they areȰwhy their group 
exists and has value (cf. chapter 11). These narratives hold causal beliefs 
that explain why things are the way they are (see chapter 11.1). The 
purpose of this chapter is to explore how the author of Ephesians 
weaves a narrative web of coherence by narrating a chain of causally 
related events, beginning with God’s agency and ending in the identity 
of the group. In Ephesians, God is the original cause and fundamental 
rationale of their identity in Christ. The narrative rationale of the group 
is that God has chosen them and paved way for their identity through 
the Christ-event. Just like many spiritual entities across cultures (cf. 
chapter 6.4), God is an interested agent with intentions. A central aspect 
of our analysis of the narrative rationale expressed in Ephesians is 
therefore to ask what dispositions the author attributes to God as an 
explanation for his actions and how the author tells the narrative about 
the relation between God and the ingroup. 

According to Ephesians, God has an eternal plan, which was hidden 
at first but now has been revealed (3:9). The fulfillment of this plan is the 
goal which the author attributes to God as the cause of God’s actions in 
relation to the ingroup and the Christ-event. The “purpose” (ΔΕϱΌΉΗΖ) 
is to reveal his wisdom to the spiritual world, and this purpose was 
fulfilled through the Christ-event and the ekkl¾sia (3:10–11).  

The Christ-event is crucial in the fulfillment of his plan. The 
expressed content of the Christ-event is the cross (2:16), perhaps the 
descent to the underworld or to death (4:9),458 the resurrection (1:20) and 

                                                           
458 Ύ΅ΘЏΘΉΕ΅ ΘϛΖ ·ϛΖ in 4:9 could be interpreted either as a) Hades, b) earth 

(as opposed to Heaven) or c) death/the grave, see Hoehner 2002: 533–536. 



 Chapter 16 – The Narrative Rationale of the Identity in Christ 173 

the ascension to the heavenly throne (1:20–21). All good things are 
achieved “through” or “in” Christ (πΑ ̙ΕΗΘХ, e.g., 1:6, 10–11; 2:10, 18; 
3:11–12). The author interprets the death of Christ as a sacrifice to God 
(1:7, 2:13, 5:2, 25). The function of the resurrection is less clear, but 
perhaps the author imagines some kind of victory where he “took 
captives” (4:8–10). Perhaps victory over death or spiritual powers is 
imagined (1:20–21; 2:4–6, cf. 1 Cor 15:26).459 However, it is obvious that 
the author believes that the Christ-event is crucial to God’s plan and has 
achieved great things for the ingroup. His plan from the beginning is to 
“sum up (ΦΑ΅ΎΉΠ΅Ώ΅ϱΝ) everything in Christ” (1:9–10). The much 
discussed verb “sum up” holds connotations of a) bringing into a whole, 
b) renewal and c) summing up under a head, none of which are easily 
excluded.460 Ernest Best rightly thinks that the summing up in 1:10 
should be read together with the revealing of wisdom in 3:10, that is, 
God reveals his wisdom in order to “sum up” everything.461 Best points 
out the ambiguity as to whether God wants to reconcile with or just 
triumph over the spiritual world as he reveals his wisdom to it.462  

However, the Christ-event cannot reveal God’s wisdom on it’s own. 
Rather, the Christ-event needs to be complemented with the ekkl¾sia. As 
a part of God’s plan, God has chosen the ingroup before the beginning of 
the world (1:4–5). God reveals his wisdom through Christ and the ekkl¾sia 
(3:10–11). That is, God seems to need the ekkl¾sia to fulfill his plan. In this 
narrative, the ingroup is not an end in its own right in God’s grand plan, 
but an instrument to manifest his wisdom.  

                                                           
459 Schwindt 2002: 399–430, having proposed a variety of intriguing 

possibilities, concludes that “Eph 4,8–10 beinhaltet ein complexes 
Traditionsgefüge, das eine Vielzahl von Assoziationen zulässt, wobei nicht leicht 
zu erkennen ist, welche davon der Deuteropauline bewusst aufgegriffen hat” (p. 
429).  

460 Barth 1974: 90–92; Bieringer 2005; Hoehner 2002: 219–221 for summaries of 
the scholarly discussion.  

461 Best 2004: 322–327.  
462 Best correctly points out that both reconciliatory and triumphalistic 

eschatology existed in first century Judaism. Caragounis 1977: 143–146 suggests 
that the anakefalaiçsis is exaltation for the ekkl¾sia but submission for the opposing 
cosmic powers. 
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Attribution: God has a plan + God thinks that the ingroup is 
instrumental to fulfill this plan Æ God chooses the ingroup 

Attribution: God has a plan + God thinks that the Christ-event is 
instrumental to fulfill this plan Æ God launches the Christ-
event 

The driving force of God’s action is his “will” (ΌνΏΐ΅, 1:5, 9, 11); his 
“good pleasure” (ΉЁΈΓΎϟ΅, 1:5, 9); his “decision” (ΆΓΙΏφ, 1:11).  

Causality: God’s will Æ God has a plan to reveal his wisdom to the 
spiritual world and to sum up everything in Christ. 

But why would God want to reveal his wisdom and sum up everything 
in Christ? The key passages 1:10, 20 and 3:10–11, where we are told of 
Christ’s triumph over cosmic forces, are possible to associate to various 
myths and philosophies of Greek and Jewish origin. Since the author is 
most probably a Hellenized Jew, this should come as no surprise.463 The 
Jewish apocalyptic myth of the fallen angels who will ultimately be 
judged (e.g., 1 Enoch 6–13) could do well as a background. So could the 
Jewish apocalyptic vision of the world recognizing God’s sovereignty 
and submitting to God and Zion (e.g., Zech 14). The vocabulary in 
Ephesians (and Colossians) of Christ as the head over the body of the 
ekkl¾sia (4:7–16, cf. 2:20–22) and the cosmos (1:10, 1:20–23) can also easily 
be associated with Greek cosmologies such as the Stoic and Middle 

                                                           
463 Schwindt 2002: 7–45, in his summary of the history of research about the 

cultural background to Ephesians, shows how scholarly interest has moved from 
theories about Gnostic and Hellenistic influence on Ephesians to theories about 
eschatological Jewish and Hellenized Jewish influence. After a thorough 
examination of possible cultural backgrounds, Schwindt concludes that 
Ephesians “verbindet das geschichtlich-apokalyptische mit einem 
zeitunabhängigen-gnoseologischen Heilsdenken, wie sie von dem 
alexandrinischen Judentum kategorial paradigmatisch entworfen worden ist” (p. 
508). Schwindt suggests that Ephesians is predominantly influenced by Jewish 
strands of thought and that any influence from Greek philosophy comes mainly 
via Hellenized Jewish thought.  
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Platonist concept of the cosmos as a coherent body governed by logos.464 
The “summing up” of everything in Christ could also be associated with 
the Stoic doctrine of ekpyrçsis, that the emanated world will collapse back 
into the logos that has caused it.465 George van Kooten has, however, 
correctly pointed out that the Greek philosophical thought of a logos 
which fully controls and harmonizes the world has been adapted to an 
eschatological framework in Ephesians, so that the cosmos is not yet 
harmonious and not all opposing powers are fully subdued (e.g., 6:10–
18).466 In the present, Christ is only head of the ekkl¾sia and the rest of the 
world still opposes his rightful lordship over the cosmos.  

The myths and cosmologies which have been proposed as the 
historical background for Ephesians share the imagination of God as an 
agent who wishes to set right and harmonize a world out of order, either 
by triumph, by reconciliation or by unification. In a very general way 

                                                           
464 On the concept of cosmos as sçma in Greek philosophy compared to 

Colossians and Ephesians, see van Kooten 2003, especially pp. 17–58. The 
judgment of Fischer 1973: 57 that we can find only general similarities but “keine 
hinreichende Erklärung” in a comparison with the Stoics is sound. Fischer 1973: 
76 suggests “das hellenistische Judentum mit seine Sophia- und 
Logosspekulationen” as the most probable background. Cf. also n. 463. 
Schnackenburg 1982: 59 sees Stoic pantheism, orphic mystic belief in a God to 
whom everything will return and possibly the Gnostic myth about the world as 
the result of a fallen Sofia as possible backgrounds for 1:10. Lincoln 1990: 31 notes 
regarding 1:10 that “[i]n the Greek world ΓϢΎΓΑΓΐϟ΅ was regularly used for 
God’s ordering and administration of the universe.”  

465 On ekpyrçsis, see Boas 1973. 
466 Van Kooten 2003 analyzes the background in Graeco-Roman philosophy 

to the cosmic Christology in Colossians, Ephesians and the undisputed Pauline 
writings. In his analysis of Ephesians (pp. 147–203), he recognizes that the Stoic 
and Middle Platonist influence has been transformed into a Jewish apocalyptic 
framework, where ΘΤ ΔΣΑΘ΅ is not already fully held together by the cosmic 
Christ (cf. Col 1:17). As opposed to the Gods/logos who are imagined by Greek 
philosophers to be an omnipresent force in the cosmos, the author of Ephesians 
imagines that Christ’s dominion has only begun to spread through the cosmos 
through the ekkl¾sia. According to van Kooten, Ephesians is positioned between 
the authentic Paul’s acute eschatology and the cosmology in Colossians, where 
Christ’s dominion over the cosmos is already a reality. 
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these thought patterns resemble how the author imagines that God 
wants to reveal himself and thus subdue the fallen worldȰincluding the 
spiritual worldȰto Christ. But why? We still have not answered how the 
author imagines God’s motivation in anthropomorphic terms. 

The text gives hints about what motivates God in the mind of the 
author. One important reason seems to be “glory” (ΈϱΒ΅), that is, 
recognition and honor.467 The idea that God is motivated to act “for his 
name's sake” (Ps 23:3) was familiar in Jewish thought.468 One of the 
central themes in the eulogy is that God aims at receiving praise and 
glory for his actions (1:6, 12, 14). Jerome Neyrey has shown that in 
Greco-Roman antiquity the only appropriate response to the 
unconditional gifts of the godsȰthe divine patronsȰwas commitment, 
that is, faithfulness, loyalty, gratitude, honor, etc.469 In Ephesians, God, 
the patron, wants due honor from his clients, that is, from all humans 
and spirits. God has carried through his plan “in order to show” (ϣΑ΅ 
πΑΈΉϟΒΘ΅) his goodness (2:7). His glory is “in/through” (πΑ) Christ and 
the ekkl¾sia (3:21). Either by reconciliation or by triumph, God will get 
due honor and Christ and the ekkl¾sia are God’s instruments for 
achieving this honor. 

Causality: God wants glory Æ God has a plan to achieve glory 

Another reason for God to elect them is mercy and love, that is, his 
benevolent attitude towards them. God “is rich in mercy” and it is 
“because of (ΈΣ) his great love” that he has saved them, that is, 
launched the Christ-event and chosen them (2:4, cf. 5:1–2). Interestingly, 
the “us” who God loves does not seem to be primarily each individual, 
but the ekkl¾sia as a whole (5:25). This suggests that when the author 
talks about “us” as chosen “before the foundation of the world” (1:6), it 

                                                           
467 Caragounis 1977: 137–139 rightly suggests that God’s aim for glory is the 

ultimate end of his actions in Ephesians. Dahl 2000: 120 observes the striking 
similarity between Qumran and Ephesians in that both seem to reflect groups 
who see themselves as instruments for God’s glory. 

468 Glatt-Gilad 2002. 
469 Neyrey 2005: 485–489. 
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does not mean that God has chosen each individual, but the ingroup as a 
whole. They are chosen “in Christ.”  

The attribution of mercy and love to God makes the ingroup an end 
in itself. A God who both sees his group as an instrument of glory and 
actually cares about the group is obviously quite easy to imagine for the 
author, just as is frequently the case in Jewish traditions (e.g., Ps 23).  

Attribution: God loves the ingroup Æ God launches the Christ-
event + God chooses the ingroup 

The author has a very rich vocabulary for the privileged status before 
God which they have received in and through Christ:: 

- chosen (1:4) 
- adoption as children (1:5) 
- in Christ (e.g., 1:5, 7) 
- grace (1:6–7; 2:5, 7–8; 4:7; 6:24) 
- redemption (1:7, 14) 
- forgiveness (1:7) 
- inheritance (1:11, 14, 18; 3:6; 5:5) 
- salvation, saved (1:13; 2:5, 8; 6:17) 
- sealed with the Spirit (1:13; 4:30) 
- God’s possession (1:14) 
- hope (1:18; 2:12; 4:4) 
- called (1:18; 4:1, 4) 
- body of Christ (1:23; 2:16; 3:6; 4:4, 12–16; 5:23, 30) 
- loved (2:4; 5:2, 25) 
- made alive (2:5) 
- raised with Christ and seated in heaven in Christ (2:6) 
- God’s workmanship, created in Christ (2:10) 
- citizens (2:12, 19) 
- partakers in the covenant of promise (2:12; 3:6) 
- close (to God) (2:13, 17) 
- access to God (2:18; 3:12) 
- God’s household members (2:19) 
- built upon … Christ (2:20–22) 
- dwelling-place for God (2:22) 
- Christ in their hearts (3:17) 
- filled with the fullness of God (3:19) 
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- new man, created to be like God (4:24) 
- children of light (5:8–9) 
- having a Lord in Heaven (6:9) 

 
This multitude of expressions gives associations to all kinds of life 
spheres, for instance the household, the body, the patron-client system, 
God’s covenant with Israel, etc. They all express the same basic point: 
The ingroup has a privileged status in relation to God. Some of the 
metaphors suggest not only privileged status, but also a belief in some 
kind of mystical or spiritual unity with God, for instance the frequent 
expression “in Christ” and the recurring body metaphor. They are in 
Christ and God, and Christ lives in them. The sum of the narrative is that 
they are chosen by God and that through the Christ-event they can gain 
privileged status. 

Causality: The Christ-event + Chosen by God Æ Privileged status 
in relation to God 

The narratives explored in this section are the fundaments of the 
rationale for the existence of the group. They tell the story of why 
belonging to the group is valuable (cf. chapter 11). As we will explore in 
chapter 18, these narratives also motivate ingroup norms in various 
ways and are therefore important for our understanding of the behavior 
norms in Ephesians. The causal flow in the narratives about the rationale 
of the group can be summarized like this: 
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In the forthcoming chapters, particularly chapter 18, we will see that 

this narrative is important for the ingroup prototype, both a) since God, 
their patron, has set the standards for who they should be, and b) since 
God has provided them with (i.e. caused) the Spirit and other ingroup 
traits, such as power and love.470  

 

                                                           
470 Cf. chapter 18.3. Both of the thought patterns a) and b) have been 

discussed in chapter 6.4, where a) is treated in category a1 and b) in category b1. 
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17� Narratives About Social Categories in 
Ephesians 

How does ethnicityȰbeing Jewish and gentileȰrelate to the identity in 
Christ? How do household identities relate to the identity in Christ? 
How does the category of the leaders relate to the identity in Christ? 
These questions are an important part of our understanding of identity 
and behavior norms in Ephesians, since the ingroup prototype is always 
formulated in relation to other possible social identities. 

The social and narrative world of Ephesians is populated with people 
belonging to several categories and subcategories. As we discussed in 
chapters 7.1–7.2, groups tend to form their ingroup prototype in relation 
to relevant outgroups in a way that maximizes the distinctiveness and 
value of the ingroup. A good rhetorician can use this and portray certain 
ideals as the opposite of the attitudes and behaviors of the outgroups.  
Moreover, as we discussed in chapter 9.1, groups can relate to each other 
either as distinct groups, as subgroups to a common ingroup or in a 
relation where one group is a subgroup to the other. It is therefore 
necessary to understand how the author relates the group cognitively to 
various groups, in order to understand how the ingroup prototype is 
presented in Ephesians.  

 
17.1� The Non-Believing Gentiles 

There are strong dichotomies in Ephesians between non-believing 
gentiles and “Israel” (2:11–12), and between the non-believing gentiles 
and the ekkl¾sia (4:17–24). Being a Christ-believer is portrayed as the 
antithesis of the non-believing gentiles, the major contrasting outgroup 
of the ekkl¾sia. Yet the recipients of Ephesians are portrayed as former 
non-believing gentiles. 
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17.1.1� The Past of the Gentiles (and Israel) 

The recipients’ past as non-believing gentiles. In Ephesians, the past, “then” 
(ΔΓΘν, 2:2f, 11, 13; 5:8), is depicted as a situation where the recipients 
belonged to the outgroup, the gentiles. In their past, they were in the 
worst possible situation, dominated by evil spiritual forces (2:2). They, as 
gentiles, “wereȰat that time without Christ471Ȱaliens from the 
commonwealth of Israel, and strangers from the covenants of promise, 
having no hope, and without God in the world” (2:11–12, NRSV 
modified). They were “strangers and aliens” (2:19).  

The many descriptions of the different ways in which the gentiles 
were outsiders suggest an exclusive self-understanding of Israel as 
God’s chosen people. No doubt there were several views among Second 
Temple Jews regarding the position of the gentiles,472 but the author 
chooses to describe the past in a very dichotomous way as a state when 
there was a “dividing wall” and “enmity” between Jews and gentiles 
(2:14, 16). The gentiles were the contrasting outgroup of Israel. 

This kind of description of the recipients’ past has several rhetorical 
effects. First, it maximizes the contrast between their valuable present 
and their past lives and motivates them not to return to their previous 
lives. We could say that their past selves becomes an constrasting 
outgroup, which highlights the value of their identity in Christ (cf. 
chapter 7). Swaying commitment to the group would always have been a 
potential danger from the perspective of the group (see chapter 9.3). 
Moreover, the description of their past is also indirectly a description of 
the current non-believing gentiles. Therefore, the description of the past 
maximizes the value and distinctiveness of the group, not only in 
relation to the recipients’ past, but also in relation to the present 
outgroup of non-believing gentiles. 

Israel’s past as sinful covenant partners. In the past, the Jews had the 
covenant and the citizenship in Israel. But even so, they hadȰat least to 
some extentȰforfeited their advantage in the past, according to the 
author. He contrasts “you” with “we” in 2:1–3, saying this:  
                                                           

471 I agree with Yee 2004: 97–99 that ώΘΉ … ΦΔΏΏΓΘΕΝΐνΑΓ forms a 
periphrasis around ΘХ Ύ΅ΕХ πΎΉϟΑУ ΛΝΕϠΖ ̙ΕΗΘΓІ. 

472 E.g. Lieu, North and Rajak 1992; Smith 1987. 
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You [i.e., the gentiles] were dead through the trespasses and sins, 
in which you once lived, following the course of this world … also 
we all (Ύ΅Ϡ ψΐΉϧΖ ΔΣΑΘΉΖ) [i.e., the Jews too] lived in the passions of 
our flesh, following the desires of flesh and senses, and we were by 
nature children of wrath, like everyone else (БΖ Ύ΅Ϡ Γϡ ΏΓΔΓϟ)   
 (2:1–3, NRSV modified) 

By stressing “also we all … like everyone else” the author concedes that 
the Jews had no more control over their destructive desires than the 
gentiles had. According to conventional Hellenistic wisdom, destructive 
desires by necessity caused vicious behavior (see chapters 6.3 and 
18.3.7). This viciousness, in turn, caused God’s wrath. The Jews were 
“near” (π··ϾΖ) and the gentiles were “afar” (ΐ΅ΎΕΣΑ), but both had to 
get their “peace” through Christ (2:17, cf. 2:12). These thoughts are in 
line with Paul’s statement in Romans, where he writes that the Jews 
have a principal advantage but that they have lost that advantage 
through their way of life (Rom 1:18–3:19). It is, however, important to 
note that while the author attacks the sinfulness of the gentiles fiercely, 
he mentions the sinfulness of the Jews just in passing, as if he has no 
interest in a major attack on the Jews.  

In short, it is better to be a Jew than a gentile, but it is even better to 
be a Christ-believer. This value hierarchy is part of the problem, which 
has brought about extensive scholarly debate about the exact relation 
between Israel and the ekkl¾sia in Ephesians. We will return to this 
problem in chapter 17.2, but first we should examine the group’s relation 
to non-believing gentiles in the narrative present. 

 
17.1.2 The Non-Believing Gentiles as the Major Outgroup of 

the Ekkl¾sia 

The non-believing gentiles are depicted as the outgroup, which the 
Christ-believers distance themselves from, also in their present situation 
(4:17–24). “Therefore I say and testify in the Lord, no more do/should 
you walk like the gentiles walk … put away your former way of life, 
your old self” (4:17, 22, my translation). The infinitive clause can be 
interpreted both as an exhortation and as a statement about who they 
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are,473 which is typical of this kind of identity rhetoric. As we discussed 
in chapter 6.1, the tension between indicative and imperative is typical of 
any ingroup prototype. The Christ-believers are distinct, yet they must 
ensure that they remain distinct. 

The gentile stereotype is the contrasting background against which 
the author portrays the ideal life in Christ also in the paraenetic passages 
after 4:17–24, where no outgroup is explicitly mentioned, as Daniel 
Darko aptly demonstrates.474 The most telling passage is 5:1–6,475 where 
the attributed trait “holy” is contrasted with stereotypical gentile 
behavior. There it is stated that “it is becoming for holy ones” (ΔΕνΔΉ 
Υ·ϟΓΖ) to avoid “fornication (ΔΓΕΑΉϟ΅) and every impurity 
(ΦΎ΅Ό΅ΕΗϟ΅) or greed (ΔΏΉΓΑΉΒϟ΅)” (5:3). Further, “it is not proper” 
(ΓЁΎ ΦΑϛΎΉΑ) with “shameful behavior” (΅ϢΗΛΕϱΘΖ), “foolish talk” 
(ΐΝΕΓΏΓ·ϟ΅) and “sarcasm” (ΉЁΘΕ΅ΔΉΏϟ΅476) (5:4). Then fornication, 
impurity and greed are repeated and greed is equated with idolatry 
(5:5). The mention of fornication (5:3, 5), impurity (5:3, 5) and idolatry 

                                                           
473 Accusative + infinitive clauses. Verbs in the infinitive can introduce both 

final, subjective, objective, and occasionally also consecutive dependent clauses, 
see Blass and Debrunner 1961: §390–393; Blomqvist and Jastrup 1996: §268–270. 
But most importantly, infinitive clauses, just like ϣΑ΅-clauses, may be interpreted 
as having either imperative or indicative function. For example, the phrase “He 
chose us … in order that you would/might/should be holy (ΉϢΑ΅ ψΐκΖ Υ·ϟΓΙΖ) 
…” (1:4) may be interpreted as fact, potentiality and duty. 

474 Darko 2008: 31–71. 
475 Lincoln 1990: 294 thinks that the content of 5:1–2 fits better with the 

preceding section (4:25–32) than with the following verses (5:3–7). However, as 
Hoehner 2002: 643 rightly points out, the second half of the letter has a recurring 
pattern, where the author uses ΓЇΑ + ΔΉΕΔ΅ΘνΝ to signal the progression to a 
new section (4:1, 17; 5:1–2, 7–8, 15). Although it might appear that love (the 
theme of 5:1–2) fits better with compassion and forgiveness (the theme of 4:32) 
than with the injunction against impurity and fornication (5:3), we should 
respect the formal signals of the text. These signals help us understand how the 
author probably perceived the relation between different concepts. This will be 
important in chapter 18.3.5, where I discuss love as an attributed character trait. 

476 ΉЁΘΕ΅ΔΉΏϟ΅, ”sarcasm” had the positive connotation of ”wittiness” in 
Attic Greek, but here holds the connotation of humor that works in negative 
ways, see Hoehner 2002: 655–656. 
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(5:5) (and before this passage also stealing, 4:28) is most easily 
understood as a stereotype of gentiles by a Jewish Christ-believing 
writer.477 The enumeration of deviant behaviors and vices in 5:1–6 has 
extensive similarities with the description of the gentiles in 4:17–22: 

 
- “fornication” (ΔΓΕΑΉϟ΅), 5:3 – “licentiousness” (ΦΗνΏ·Ή΅478), 

4:19 
- “fornication” (ΔΓΕΑΉϟ΅), 5:3 – “deceitful desire” (πΔΌΙΐϟ΅ ΘϛΖ 

ΦΔΣΘΖ), 4:22 
- “impurity” (ΦΎ΅Ό΅ΕΗϟ΅), 5:3 – “impurity” (ΦΎ΅Ό΅ΕΗϟ΅), 4:19 
- “greed” (ΔΏΉΓΑΉΒϟ΅), 5:3 – “greed” (ΔΏΉΓΑΉΒϟ΅), 4:19 
- “shameful behavior” (΅ϢΗΛΕϱΘΖ), 5:4 – “licentiousness” 

(ΦΗνΏ·Ή΅), 4:19 
- “foolish talk” (ΐΝΕΓΏΓ·ϟ΅479), 5:4 – “futility of mind” 

(ΐ΅Θ΅ϱΘΖ ΘΓІ ΑΓϱΖ), 4:18–19 
 

“Impurity” and “greed” are verbatim similarities while the other words 
cover similar content. The ingroup’s identity as “holy” is put in stark 
contrast to the conduct of the gentiles. The gentiles are the major 
outgroup, the inverse of the life in Christ.480 

The passage is followed by another two contrastive passages. First, 
walking in the light is contrasted with walking in the dark (5:7–14). 
Second, walking in wisdom is contrasted with foolishness (5:15–20). Just 
like in 5:1–6, it is not explicated whether the one who walks in the dark 
and the one who is a fool is an outsider or a deviant within the group. 
Since the passage plays on the contrast between a prototype and an 
outgroup stereotype, this vagueness is probably intended. As discussed 
in chapter 8.2, deviants are a threat to the group since they are perceived 

                                                           
477 T. Reub. 1.6; 3.3; 4.6–8; Wis 2:16; 1 Enoch 10.11; T. Jud. 14.5; Arist. 152. Cf. 

Goodman 1992: 72–74; Yee 2004: 53–56. See also chapter 18.4.6. 
478 ΦΗνΏ·Ή΅, with the basic connotation of boundary-free sensual appetite, is 

sometimes used in association with improper sexual lust, see Hoehner 2002: 590. 
479 ΐΝΕΓΏΓ·ϟ΅ can be seen as a practical behavior indicating a mind without 

knowledge and insight. 
480 Cf. Shkul 2009: 216-237. 
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as similar to the outgroup stereotype and thus undermine the ingroup 
distinctiveness.   

This contrastive description fits the meta-contrast principle from 
social identity theory, which predicts that the group will tend to describe 
the outgroup as the opposite of itself, since the ingroup is experienced as 
maximally valuable if it is perceived as maximally contrasting to 
outgroups as possible (see chapter 7.2). The description of the gentiles 
also fits the self-esteem hypothesis, which predicts that the group seeks 
to describe outgroups in a way that enhances the self-esteem of the 
ingroup (see chapter 7.1). 

This absolute contrast is not necessarily the response to external 
threats. Rather, if anything, it may represent that the author believes that 
the relations to the outsiders are becoming too benevolent and that the 
social borders are not distinct enough. The author might be creating 
opposition as much as he is responding to it, in order to increase 
commitment.481 As we discussed in chapter 8.2, labelling certain 
behaviors and individuals deviant can reinforce the sense of meaning 
and value in the group. Therefore, rhetorics of contrast may mean that 
that the author feels that some group members are acting in a way that 
dissolves the sense that the group is distinct and valuable. 

In sum, the non-believing gentiles make up the major outgroup of the 
letter. The author’s thrust against the gentiles functions to a) increase the 
distinctiveness and the self-esteem of the group, b) form the ideals and 
norms of the group (the ingroup prototype) and c) inspire the recipients 
not to feel committed to non-believing gentiles but rather to the identity 
in Christ. 

 

                                                           
481 E.g. Arnold 1989; MacDonald 2004 assumes external threats to be behind 

Ephesians, while Shkul 2009: 216-237 suggests that the author constructs 
opposition. A fair historical guess would be that the truth is somewhere in 
betweenȰthere are real social problems, perhaps weak boundaries, perhaps 
harassments, perhaps both, but the author responds to the social situation by 
exaggerating the difference between ingroup and outgroup. 
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17.1.3� Evangelization as an Aspect of the Relation to the 
Gentiles? 

The gentiles are considered to be the major outgroup of the ekkl¾sia in 
Ephesians, as discussed in the previous section. They are described in 
starkly negative terms as the opposite of the Christ-believers. But does 
Ephesians reflect an introversionist or conversionist attitude? Is the 
author of Ephesians only interested in keeping the recipient group “holy 
and blameless” (1:4) or does he imagine that evangelization is integral to 
their identity in Christ? This question is difficult to answer, but 
nevertheless important for this study, since if evangelization is 
normative, then it is a behavior norm strongly associated with the 
group’s identity. The principal attitude to non-believers will be 
discussed in this section, and the result of this discussion will be used in 
chapter 18.4.2 when we discuss evangelizing speech as a behavior norm. 

Margaret MacDonald uses Bryan Wilson’s often employed sect 
typology in order to classify the sectarian outlook of Colossians and 
Ephesians, respectively.482 First she categorises the Colossian community 
as a conversionist sect, based on Col 4:2–6: 

Colossians combines strong mission motifs with a certain caution 
with respect to outsiders. The reference to “outsiders” offers an 
especially strong indication of the “sectarian” tendencies of the 
Pauline churches. … In one type of sect labelled “conversionist” 
sect by sociologist Bryan Wilson there is a particularly strong 
tension between the desire to remain distinct from the outside 
world and the goal of mission. … This is in contrast with more 
“introversionist” sects that often physically separate themselves 
from the rest of society in hope of guaranteeing isolation from the 
evil world …483 

I could not agree more on this analysis of Colossians. However, when 
she considers Ephesians, she argues that Ephesians corresponds to a 
community with a largely introversionist attitude, that is, a sect with a 

                                                           
482 MacDonald 2000; Wilson 1970. See Holmberg 1990: 77-177 for an overview 

of how sect typologies have been used in New Testament studies. 
483 MacDonald 2000: 174, cf. 56. 
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very weak interest in converting new members, and a strong interest in 
maintaining their own holiness: 

Recent highlighting of the extensive parallels between Ephesians 
and the QL [Qumran Literature] … has drawn my attention to the 
fact that Ephesians reveals a stronger introversionist sectarian 
response than the other Pauline epistles … Community members 
feel threatened by spiritual powers that shape the outside world 
(e.g., 1:21; 2:2; 6:10–20). These spiritual powers are understood as 
inseparably linked to the evil that believers witness in their 
everyday lives (2:2). Believers are urged to set themselves apart 
from those around them as saints (holy ones)Ȱin essence to turn 
into the church and away from the non-believing world. … 
Ephesians displays very little interest in dialogue between 
believers and non-believers.484 

I agree with MacDonald that Ephesians sets the ingroup strongly apart 
from the outgroup (e.g., 4:17–24, cf. chapter 17.1.2 above). However, as 
MacDonald rightly notes in her analysis of Colossians, also conversionist 
groups distinguish themselves strongly from the surrounding world. 
Therefore, the strong dichotomy between “us” and “the gentiles” in 
Ephesians cannot be taken as an argument for an introversionist outlook. 
Further, I agree with her that Ephesians is quite (but not entirely) silent 
about missionary activity, but I think she overstates the implications of 
this silence. After all, not even all undisputed Pauline letters stress 
evangelization, simply because it is not the purpose of the letters, and 
Paul can certainly not be accused of having an introversionist rather than 
a conversionist attitude. 

MacDonald compares Ephesians to the Qumran literature and 
concludes that although Qumran is certainly stronger in its 
introversionist tendency, both share the same basic attitude.485 Later on 
in her commentary, she does, however, modify her standpoint and 
acknowledges that Ephesians “holds some of the tendencies which are 
typical of a conversionist response,” referring to 3:8–13; 6:19–20.486 She 

                                                           
484 MacDonald 2000: 21. In an earlier work she maintained that Ephesians 

represents a non-introversionist attitude, see MacDonald 1988: 102. 
485 MacDonald 2000: 211–212. 
486 MacDonald 2000: 237–238, cf. 321–322. 
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also recognizes that the household code (5:21–6:9) shows that the group 
did not withdraw physically from society. Nevertheless, she minimizes 
the importance of these passages and maintains that Ephesians expresses 
a withdrawing attitude.  

I agree with MacDonald that Ephesians is somewhere in between the 
introversionist and the conversionist attitude, but would like to give 
more credit to the conversionist tendency than MacDonald does. I would 
like to argue that the analogy with Qumran is misleading, since the 
difference between the Qumran literature (specifically the sectarian 
documents) and Ephesians is greater than MacDonald acknowledges.  

First, the Qumranite Damascus Document reflects a community that 
thinks of themselves as a group who withdrew because they were 
already seeking God more sincerely than others, a “remnant” (CD I.1–5; 
II.11–13). They remember their past as a state where they were 
admittedly sinful (I.9) but at least better than others since they were the 
only ones who “sought for him [i.e., God] with a perfect heart” (I.10). 
Because of their effort, God sent them the Teacher of Righteousness 
(I.10–11). The author of Ephesians, on the other hand, describes the 
recipients as a group created out of the worst kind of sinful 
peopleȰgentiles under the influence of evil spirits (2:1–10). As opposed 
to the Qumranites, they remember their past as a state where they were 
in no way better than others. Their identity is that they are converted 
from their major outgroupȰconversion is fundamental to who they are. 

Second, the Qumranite Rule of the Community displays a different 
attitude than Ephesians towards new members. The Rule of the 
Community is a document that has been redacted many times and reflects 
a group having gone through different phases through history. In one 
phase, new members were seen as (fairly) righteous people who needed 
to be tested rather than converted (1QS VI.8–22); in another phase, new 
members were seen as converts from a sinful life who needed to confess 
their sins (1QS I-II).487 The latter attitude is more conversionist and the 
former introversionist, but not even in the more conversionist phase do 

                                                           
487 Pouilly 1976 (reviewed in Gagnon 1992) considers columns I-IV to be the 

latest redactional layer and a result of a revitalization of the community, while 
VI.8b-VII.25 is the result of an earlier wave of new members. Metso 1997 
reaffirms that I-IV is the fruit of a late stage of redaction. 
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we get close to the attitude of Ephesians. Not even in this phase do we 
find any traces of missionary activity or a self-identification of the group 
as a whole as converted sinners. In Ephesians, on the other hand, it is 
assumed that all members, both old and new, were converted from a 
sinful life (2:1–10). Moreover, we get no hints of rigorous testing in 
Ephesians, but only of education for the newly converted (4:20–21).  

Third, the attitude in the War Scroll of Qumran is triumphalistic, 
imagining the destruction of all people under the dominion of the evil 
spiritual realm (e.g., 1QM I.5–17). There is no hope for outsiders, only 
doom. Nils Ahlstrup Dahl argues that there is a great difference between 
the Qumranite and the Ephesian dualism:  

The Qumran sectarian looks back to Moses and beyond him to the 
predetermination of the cosmos in creation in a spirit of unbroken 
continuity … the two camps of which the world consists have 
existed from time immemorial, and nothing has changed since the 
primordial situation … For the writer to the Ephesians the whole 
situation has been completely transformed by a radical break in the 
continuityȰthe event of Jesus Christ.488 

MacDonald is quite right that Ephesians shares the view of the 
Qumranites that the “world” is helplessly under the control of the evil 
spirits, but does not take into account that Ephesians differentiates 
strongly between the people in the world and the spiritual forces who 
dominate them. Their identity is that they are people who used to be 
under the dominion of the evil spirits, but have now been freed through 
the Christ-event, followed by their conversion responseȰfaith (2:1–
10).489 The author is careful to emphasize that their war is “not against 
blood and flesh” but against evil spirits (6:12). God triumphs over the 
evil spirits by saving people through Christ (3:10–12). This imagination 
is a conversionist imagination, where people can be liberated from the 
dominion of evil through evangelizing efforts. As opposed to the 
                                                           

488 Dahl 2000: 117. 
489 Dahl 2000: 122–123 suggests that although Ephesians uses predestination 

language just like the Qumran literature, it acknowledges the free response of 
humans to God’s calling. I will argue below in chapter 18.1 that the author sees 
no opposition between predestination of the ekkl¾sia and the initiative of the 
individual. 
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imagination of the War Scroll, there is still hope for those under the 
dominion of evil. 

In short, Ephesians differs from the sectarian Qumran texts as to how 
the letter narrates a) the memory of the group’s past, b) the group’s 
method of handling new members and c) the imagination of whether 
there is any hope for the outgroup. These very important differences 
suggest that using the Qumran community heuristically in order to 
capture the character of Ephesians easily leads to a somewhat distorted 
characterization of Ephesians.  

In sum, although I agree with MacDonald that the conversionist 
stance is not as salient in Ephesians as in Colossians, I do think, 
however, that she overestimates the introversionist attitude in 
Ephesians. First, strong differentiation from outsiders is typical for both 
introversionist and conversionist sects. Second, the text identifies the 
members of the group as converted sinful people, including the first 
members. Third, the introduction of recipients into the group is not 
described as a test, but as a conversion followed by education. Fourth, 
the group may be “at war” with an evil world dominated by evil spirits, 
but they imagine that the non-believing gentiles can be rescued from the 
dominion of evil. The conversionist attitude is more than a “tendency”; it 
is an integral part of their identity. Current circumstances (persecution, 
harassment) may have caused them to focus on defense, but the 
conversionist imagination is still well integrated into their ingroup 
identity.  

Since this study analyses the relation between identity and behavior 
norms, the conclusion reached here is important. If we assume a more 
positive attitude to conversion, imagined as spiritual victory, it will have 
effect on how some of the vague expression in the armor-metaphor 
(6:10–20) should be translated into behavior norms. This will be 
discussed in chapter 18.4.2.  

 
17.2� Israel and the Ekkl¾sia 

What is the relation between Israel and the ekkl¾sia after the Christ-event 
(2:11–22)? According to Ephesians, the recipients used to be outside the 
“commonwealth of Israel” (2:12), but have now been included (2:13, 19). 
The new category of Christ-believers may or may not be called “Israel,” 
since the text does not explicitly spell out “Israel” in the verses where the 
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author talks about their inclusion (2:13, 19), but this new category does, 
nevertheless, have all the advantages of the covenant. The relation 
between Israel and the ekkl¾sia is not very easy to determine from these 
verses. We should recognize that we ask the wrong question when we 
try to determine the exact relation between the two, since the author’s 
main intention is not to discuss their exact relation to “Israel” but to 
remind the recipients of how valuable their current situation is 
compared to their past. Nevertheless, “Israel” seems to be part of the 
author’s narrative and scholars have therefore tried to determine how 
the author understands the relation between Israel and the ekkl¾sia. The 
scholarly discussion has mainly produced three kinds of interpretations:  

The first interpretation is that the ekkl¾sia is a new category which 
either replaces or duplicates Israel after the Christ-event, so that all 
Christ-believers, both Jews and gentiles, belong to a new category.490 All 
the positive aspects of Israel are taken over by the Christ-believers and 
non-believing Jews are implicitly not included in the new category: 

 

 
 

The second interpretation is that being in Christ means incorporation 
into Israel.491 Israel is reformed and expanded in a way that allows the 
inclusion of Christ-believing gentiles, but all Jews are implicitly still part 
of Israel:  

                                                           
490 Hoehner 2002: 395–396; Lincoln 1990: 134; Merklein 1973: 72–76.  
491 Barth 1974: 269–270; Yee 2004. On Yee’s position, see also n. 518. 
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The third interpretation is that the relation between the ekkl¾sia and Israel 
is ambiguous or in a process of change.492 The reason that the author is 
silent about non-believing Jews and expresses the inclusion of the 
gentiles in such an open-ended way is that the ekkl¾sia is in a situation 
where they are undecided about their relation to their Jewish heritage: 

 

 
                                                           

492 MacDonald 2004; Shkul 2009: 79-141. MacDonald emphasizes how 
external pressure may have made their relation to “Israel” ambiguous, while 
Shkul analyzes the author of Ephesians as an ”entrepreneur of identity” who 
only partly moves the identity in Christ from the second interpretation 
mentioned above towards the first interpretation mentioned above. 

Non-
believing 
gentiles 

Israel 

The relation between being in Christ and being in Israel is ambiguous and still 
under negotiation: (The partial overlap is intended to illustrate an ambiguous 
relation.) 
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Self-categorization theory states that identities can be cognitively 
ordered into hierarchies in our brains, where some identities are sub-
categories to other identities (see chapters 5.1 and 9.1). I intend to show 
that the key to understandning the cognition of the author is that being 
in Christ is a sub-category to being a member of Israel. Being in Christ is 
neither just inclusion into Israel, nor a replacement for or a parallel to 
Israel, but a sub-category. 

The author of Ephesians does not use the ethnic designation “Jew” 
(͑ΓΙΈ΅ϧΓΖ); instead he uses “Israel” (͑ΗΕ΅φΏ, 2:12).493 ͑ΓΙΈ΅ϧΓΖ, “Jew”, 
was a usually an ethnic designation; “Israel,” on the other hand, was 
often understood more in terms of a covenant.494 Therefore one can find 
texts which do not equal “Israel” with the group of the Jews.495 Since 
                                                           

493 The literature on ͑ΓΙΈ΅ϧΓΖ and ͑ΗΕ΅φΏ/larXy is extensive. See e.g. Cohen 
1999: 11-106; Kuhn 1967; Tomson 1986; Ulfgard 1998: 31–34; Yee 2004: 89–91 for 
overviews. 

494 Tomson 1986 suggests that “Israel” is often used in intra-Israelite debates, 
while “Jew” is used inter-ethnic contexts. The usage of “Israel” would therefore 
suggest that the author considers this to be an intra-Israelite matter. Tomson 
discusses whether the usage of “Israel” in Eph 2:12 is potentially anomalous, 
since one could claim that the issue in Eph 2 is not intra-Jewish. He then 
concludes (rightly) that the author wants the gentiles to consider themselves part 
of Israel (pp. 285–288). 

495 As Elliott 2000 has shown, the Qumran texts and the Pseudepigrapha 
indicate that some Jewish groups did not equal Israel with the ethnic Jewish 
people. Elliott’s account partly challenges Sanders 1977; 1992, who claims that 
the main stream of first century Judaism had a very inclusive attitude towards 
all ethnic Jews. At least some groups did not equate Israel with all ethnic Jews. 
Paul uses “Israel” in two ways in his letter to the Romans 9–11. Almost 
consistently, Israel equals all ethnic Jews (9:27, 31; 10:19, 21; 11:2, 7, 25–26). In 
these passages he emphasises their failure before God, but that they will be 
saved in the end. On one occasion, however, Paul writes that “not all who are of 
Israel are Israel” (9:6) and opens up for the possibility that “Israel” does not 
necessarily equal ethnic descent, cf. Dunn 1998: 504–509. He also states that the 
gentiles have been added to the “olive tree” (11:17–24) and that the gentiles are 
partakers of Abraham’s covenant (4:1–25), thus including gentiles into the 
covenant of Israel. Paul does, however, refrain from explicitly calling the gentiles 
“Israel.” (Paul might, however, call all the Christ-believers ϳ ͑ΗΕ΅χΏ ΘΓІ ̋ΉΓІ in 
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there was a tendency not to use “Israel” as a solely ethnic term, we are 
therefore justified in suspecting that the author of Ephesians has a 
covenantal rather than an ethnic understanding of “Israel.”  

The key passage is 2:11–12. In 2:11 the author uses expressions 
explicitly pointing to the ethnic roots of the Jews and gentiles, but in 2:12 
he uses expressions pointing to the special covenantal status of the Jews 
before God. The two statements in 2:11–12, both beginning with ϵΘ, 
become complementary:  

Therefore, remember that (ϵΘ) then,  
 you gentiles in the flesh (πΑ Η΅ΕΎϟ) 
  (the ones called (Γϡ ΏΉ·ϱΐΉΑΓ) the uncircumcision  
  by the ones called (Γϡ ΏΉ·ϱΐΉΑΓ)  
   the handmade (ΛΉΕΓΔΓϟΘΓΖ) circumcision in the flesh) 
that (ϵΘ496) you wereȰat that time without Christ497Ȱ 
 aliens from the commonwealth of Israel,  
 and strangers to the covenants of promise,  
 having no hope and without God in the world.  
       (2:11–12, my translation) 

In this way, the author differentiates between two aspects of their 
outsidership. The first aspect is ethnic descent; the other is their lack of 
status before God.  

In the first statement (2:11), the author reiterates their status as 
gentiles “in the flesh.” They lack circumcision, the established ethnic 
boundary marker between Jews and gentiles.498 Twice he writes “the 
ones called” (Γϡ ΏΉ·ϱΐΉΑΓ) to signal that it is a process of labeling. With 
a distancing language, he recounts the opinion of a stereotypical Jew, 
hinting that this distinction is not the important one. Moreover, he adds 
the adjective “handmade” (ΛΉΕΓΔΓϟΘΓΖ), probably as an allusion to the 
Pauline tradition, which contrasts circumcision of the heart with 

                                                                                                                                  
Gal 6:16 if the preceding Ύ΅ϟ is interpreted as an epexegetic Ύ΅ϟ, cf. Blass and 
Debrunner 1961: §442.9.) 

496 The second ϵΘ resumes the sentence after the parenthetical explanation of 
“gentiles in the flesh”, see Lincoln 1990: 124. 

497 See n. 471. 
498 MacDonald 2000: 241. 
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circumcision of the flesh (e.g., Rom 2:28–29; Phil 3:2–3; Col 2:11).499 
Altogether we get the impression that the author wants to signal that 
ethnicity is not the relevant distinction. Rather, it is the exclusion from 
the covenant that matters. 

“Israel” in the second statement (2:12) is associated with the special 
status that the Jews as citizens of Israel and covenant partners have 
before God, as we discussed above. The phrase “covenants of promise” 
further strengthens the interpretation that it is the covenantal aspect of 
Israel that the author has in mind. As opposed to the first statement 
about ethnic descent, the author does not distance himself from this 
description of their past, but considers this to be their past status in 
relation to God.500 

The recipients used to be without this status when they were not in 
Christ. But now, when they are in Christ, they have this status before 
God, according to 2:19–22. They used to be “strangers” but are now “co-
citizens” (ΗΙΐΔΓΏϧΘ΅, 2:19), referring back to 2:12 where it was stated 
that they used to be excluded from the “citizenship (ΔΓΏΘΉϟ΅) of Israel.” 
They used to be “aliens” (Δ΅ΕΓϟΎΓ) but now they are “household 

                                                           
499 Hoehner 2002: 354–355; Lohse 1964. 
500 Yee 2004: 71–125 argues that 2:11–12 is entirely a ”straight reportage” of 

the attitude of a “typical” ethnocentric Jew and that the author himself reports 
this attitude mainly in order to dispute such an attitude in the remainder of Eph 
2. “The point is not the Gentiles’ existence as being separated from the 
‘theocratically constituted nation’ prior to their conversion … Still less was the 
author referring to the Gentiles as being estranged from God. Rather, it is human 
hostility, in particular it is the alienation between two ethnic groups prior to their 
reconciliation, that is in view” (p. 100). While I agree that the author signals 
distance from the ethnic description in 2:11, nothing indicates that 2:12 is a 
“straight reportage” of someone else’s attitude. Rather, the descriptions in 2:12 
are picked up in 2:19 as the author declares that their past condition has 
changed. 2:12 is therefore most probably the author’s own opinion about their 
actual status before God, rather than just the opinion of the “typical” Jew. While 
I agree with Yee that the author is trying to redefine the covenant in non-ethnic 
terms, Yee’s analysis of 2:12 is too much of an attempt to rescue the author, who 
obviously shares the opinion of the “typical” Jew that gentiles (unless they are in 
Christ) are estranged from God (cf. 4:17–19).  
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members (ΓϢΎΉϧΓ) of God” (2:19).501 In 3:6, the Christ-believing gentiles 
are again described as partakers of the covenant in several ways through 
a range of ΗΙΑ-constructs. They are “co-heirs and co-body and co-sharers 
of the promise in Christ Jesus.”502 The author thus distinguishes the 
concept of Israel from its content of ethnic descent.  

Does this mean that being in Christ equals being in Israel? Both the 
interpretation that Israel is expanded and that “Israel” is reformed or 
duplicated into something new (see above) suggest, in one way or 
another, that being in Christ is equivalent to the status of being in Israel 
(although one may hesitate to use the label “Israel”). I think these 
interpretations are mistaken. 

The first interpretation above, that the author reforms the idea of 
Israel and appropriates the heritage of Israel in a way which excludes 
non-believing Jews from the new category, cannot explain the lack of 
attack against non-believing Jews. Nowhere is there the slightest 
suggestion that some Jews, the “circumcision in the flesh” who had 
“citizenship of Israel” (2:11–12) even before Christ, could be excluded 
from Israel. We could, however, consider Nils Alstrup Dahl’s proposal 
that the author does not care about real non-believing Jews, just about 

                                                           
501 The last term, “household members”, could be taken to mean they have 

become blood relatives to the Jewish people, since that is the most common use 
of the word in the LXX, see Hoehner 2002: 394. But the text says that they are 
“household members of God” (cf. 2:22). The building-metaphor in the subsequent 
verses (2:20–22), using a number of words based on the ΓϢΎ-stem, makes it clear 
that the household metaphor is intended to refer to the special status before God 
gained in Christ, rather than blood relations to the Jewish people. Since the 
author is writing in the Pauline tradition, it is worth noting that in Gal. 6:10 Paul 
talks about the “household (ΓϢΎΉϧΓΖ) of faith”, which is not an ethnic use of the 
metaphor of ΓϢΎΉϧΓΖ.  

502 “Co-heirs” (ΗΙ·ΎΏΕΓΑϱΐΓ) (cf. 1:14, 18) and “co-sharers (ΗΙΐΐνΘΓΛΓ) of 
the promise” (cf. 1:13; 2:12) are designations referring to how they share the 
special covenantal status which the Jews have before God (Hoehner 2002: 441–
448), but does not include “fleshly” ethnic descent. “Co-body” (ΗϾΗΗΝΐ΅), 
however, probably refers to the body of Christ, and neither to the status of being 
Israelites, nor to ethnic descent, since the author uses ΗЗΐ΅ to refer to the body 
of Christ in 4:1–16. ΗЗΐ΅ should not be interpreted as ethnic descent, since the 
author uses ΗΣΕΒ to refer to ethnic descent in 2:11. 
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the cultural heritage.503 Dahl notices the total lack of explicit distinction 
between Christ-believing Jews and other Jews and then concludes that 
the author is just interested in the Jewish roots of the Christ-movement, 
but not in contemporary Jews. Shkul argues similarly that the author is 
mainly interested in the ideological resources of Israel in his building of 
Christian identity.504 It may seem reasonable to assume that real non-
believing Jews have fallen out of the author’s social and cognitive world, 
since he does not discuss them. However, such an assumption fails to 
explain how the author, who most certainly is a Jew,505 so easily uses a 
“we” which refers to those in Christ (most instances of ψΐΉϧΖ refer to the 
Christ-believers), and at the same time uses a “you” which refers to the 
gentile Christ-believers (e.g., 2:11–22), only to occasionally change what 
“we” refers to, contrasting a Jewish “we” to a gentile “you” (2:1–3, cf. 
1:11–13). An author who writes like this obviously thinks of himself as 
both a Jew and a Christ-believer and sees no contradiction between these 
two social identities. The author can therefore scarcely be indifferent to 
the Jews, his own ethnic group. Moreover, there is not a single attempt 
to distance himself from the category of the Jews. Had he seen the 
identity in Christ as something different from both, he probably would 
have contrasted both of them, according to the meta-contrast principle 
(see chapter 7.2). Only someone who still sees himself as a Jew and does 
not have a problem with that would write in this way. As we concluded 
in chapter 17.1.1, the force of the attack on the shortcomings of the 
gentiles is much stronger than that on the Jews, which suggests that the 
author does not want the recipients to increase their social distance to 
the Jews as much as their distance to the gentiles. Since the author 
himself is a Jew, it would be wrong to assume that he is unknowing of or 
uninterested in there being non-believing Jews. But what would be 
reasonable to assume is that he avoids discussing non-believing Jews in 
this text since the addressees are gentile. He wants the gentile recipients 
                                                           

503 Dahl 2000: 444–447.  
504 Shkul 2009: 79-141. 
505 See Best 2004: 8; Yee 2004: 35–45 for arguments that the author is a Jew 

who identifies himself as a Jew and who knows the Jewish cultural matrix. 
(Perhaps someone who very cleverly imagines himself to be a Jew could manage 
to write a text like Ephesians, but such a hypothesis seems quite far-fetched.) 
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to understand that the non-believing gentiles are the outgroup, which 
they should not identify with (4:17–19). The non-believing Jews are not 
the subject of the letter; they are not the outgroup, which the author aims 
to contrast. If he had mentioned that some Jews were not Christ-
believers, he might even have undermined his own rhetorical strategy, 
giving the recipients a reason to question their relation to Israel.  

On the other hand, the interpretation that the author expands the 
concept of Israel to include both Jews and Christ-believing gentiles 
cannot explain other aspects of the text. First, the author very clearly 
states that the criterion for being in Christ is faith in him (1:13; 2:8, 18; 
3:12), which is not a criterion for belonging to Israel. Second, many 
advantages in relation to God are expressed in a way indicating that they 
are not available for all Jews but only for those who are in Christ, for 
instance adoption as sons (1:5), redemption and forgiveness (1:6–7), 
salvation (2:5–6) and the Spirit (1:13; 2:18).506 Being in Christ is a category 
associated with more privileges than the category of Israel. Those who 
are in Christ have everything that those who are in Israel haveȰand 
more.  

In sum, what we have seen so far is this: 
- The author thinks of himself as a Jew and never distances 

himself from this identity. He can therefore scarcely be 
indifferent and unknowing about non-believing Jews. 

- The author assumes that the major outgroup both in the 
past and the present are the gentiles and attacks non-
believing gentiles with much more force than he does 
non-believing Jews  

- The author never excludes non-believing Jews from Israel 
- The author includes the Christ-believing gentiles in the 

covenant and the commonwealth. 
- Being in Christ has all the advantages of being in Israel as 

well as advantages that non-believing Jews do not have.  

                                                           
506 Note that the author uses “we” in all these passages, which means not 

only the Christ-believing gentiles receive these gifts in Christ, but also the Christ-
believing Jews. (Had the Jewish author thought that only the gentiles were 
previously without these gifts he had used “you” instead.) This implies that non-
believing Jews do not have the gifts mentioned in these passages. 
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- The criterion for being in Christ is faith in him, which is 
not described as a criterion for being in Israel. To be in 
Christ is a more exclusive category. 

- The author avoids saying that the Christ-believing 
gentiles are ethnically one with the Jews; rather they are 
one in Christ as Jews and gentiles. 

All these seemingly irreconcilable observations have prompted the third 
kind of interpretation mentioned aboveȰthat the relation to Israel and 
non-believing Jews is ambiguous and still under construction. Margaret 
MacDonald describes the relation to the Jews in Ephesians as 
“ambiguous.”507 She proposes that the text reflects the political situation 
under Domitian, when he imposed the fiscus judaicus. The historian 
Suetonius (c:a 69–130 C.E.) writes: 

Besides other taxes, that on the Jews was levied with the utmost 
rigor, and those were prosecuted who, without publicly 
acknowledging that faith, yet lived as Jews, as well as those who 
concealed their origin and did not pay the tribute levied upon their 
people. (Suetonius, Dom. 12.2) 

MacDonald follows Stephen Wilson in assuming that the reference to 
those who “lived as Jews” might include Christ-believers.508 A Jewish 
umbrella would both have advantages (the right to gather as a 
synagogue, exemption from the official cult) and disadvantages (fiscus 
judaicus, marginalization, occasional persecution), which could very 
possibly give rise to an ambiguous attitude towards Israel among gentile 
Christ-believers.509 MacDonald’s historical reconstruction certainly 
assumes more than can be read out of the text (which she 
acknowledges), but pinpoints something important. She argues that 
gentile Christ-believers would feel ambiguous about what relation they 
had to the Jews and that the “ambiguous use of labels is tied to 
ambiguity in the boundaries of the community itself and points to a 
period of fluctuation between Jewish and distinctly ‘Christian’ identity. 

                                                           
507 MacDonald 2004.  
508 Wilson 1995. 
509 Cf. Zetterholm 2003: 178–224. See also chapter 14.1 above. 
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[…] The permeable boundaries and ambiguous categories probably 
reflect concrete experiences in the ekkl¾sia of shifting identity.”510  

MacDonald’s description of the situation is better than Ernst 
Käsemann’s proposal that the author is a defensive Jew who writes into 
a situation where the gentiles had already marginalized the Jews in the 
ekkl¾sia.511 Käsemann’s proposal fails to explain why the author does not 
actively defend the position of Jewish Christ-believers. MacDonald’s 
description is also better than the proposal by Tet-Lim Yee that the 
author, a confident but benevolent Jew wrestling with the ethnocentrism 
of certain other (Christ-believing) Jews, is writing in order to make Israel 
more inclusive for the gentiles.512 His interpretation stumbles on 2:12, 
which he argues is the opinion of a “typical” Jew, rather than the 
ethnocentric opinion of the author himself.513 Moreover, Yee’s proposal 
does not explain why an author would try to convince gentiles, who are 
the recipients of the letter rather than Jews, that Jews should discard 
ethnocentrism. The author is neither defensive, nor worried about 
Jewish ethnocentrism, but nevertheless eager to remind them that being 
in Christ somehow has included them into Israel (2:12). To imagine a 
confident Christ-believing Jew writing to gentile recipients who are 
confused and have ambiguous perceptions about their relation to Israel 
would indeed make sense of the author’s confident, yet apparently 
urgent reminder in 2:11–22. 

MacDonald’s theory does, however, have problems. First, there is no 
absolute need to assume very specific external threats or pressure in 
order to make sense of 2:1–22 (cf. chapter 18.4.3). Internal tensions within 
the group could equally well have occasioned the text, even if there were 
no particular problems arising from the outside. In the passage in 2:14–
18 which celebrates that gentiles and Jews can be unified in Christ, the 

                                                           
510 MacDonald 2004: 433, 422. 
511 Käsemann 1980. Fischer 1973: 76–94 similarly suggests a historical 

situation where “die Entfremdung zwischen Juden und Christen sich so rasch 
vollzog, daß ein jüdisches Eigenleben innerhalb der christlichen Gemeinde der 
Mehrheit als völlig untragbar erschien” (p. 93). Käsemann’s suggestion has been 
criticized as speculative by e.g. Lincoln 1990: lxxx; Yee 2004: 4–5. 

512 Yee 2004. 
513 See n. 500. 
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author uses ϣΑ΅ + subjunctive mode for “create” (ΎΘϟΊΝ, 2:15) and 
“reconcile” (ΦΔΓΎ΅Θ΅ΏΏΣΗΗΝ, 2:16), which makes it possible to 
interpret the vision of unity both as a fact and as an ideal goal of the 
ekkl¾sia.514 ϣΑ΅ + subjunctive can introduce both consequence, “so that he” 
and purpose, “in order that he might.”515 This might suggest that the 
author has yet to see the peace fully realized even in Christ. Exactly what 
these tensions could be about is impossible to guess, except that there 
might have been friction between gentiles and Torah-practicing Jews 
(2:15, cf. discussion in chapter 18.4.1). 

A more important problem with MacDonald’s theory is that she does 
not distinguish between the cognition of the author and the cognition of 
the recipients. MacDonald assumes that the author shares the cognition 
of the recipients, when she claims that the text expresses an ambiguous 
relation to Israel. It might indeed be probable that the boundaries were 
experienced as ambiguous for a gentile Christ-believer in the post-
Apostolic era, for instance due to external pressure or internal conflict, as 
we discussed above. I accept MacDonald’s idea that the recipients may 
have experienced the boundaries as ambiguous. But that does not mean 
the categories were ambiguous in the same way for the author, who is a 
Jew, not a gentile, and who still without any demarcation from his ethnic 
roots implicitly considers himself to be a Jew. We must understand the 
text as reflecting the cognition of the author, which in this case might be 
opposed to the cognition of the recipients. The strong emphasis in 
passages dealing with ethnicity, for instance 2:11 (the only imperative in 

                                                           
514 ϣΑ΅ + aorist subjunctive does not necessarily have a temporal past 

meaning. “In Greek the temporal significance of the corresponding indicatives 
has been carried over to a much smaller degree to the moods (subjunctive and 
optative, also to the infinitive and participle) … the temporal relationship is 
determined by something else appearing in the speech or the narrative” (Blass 
and Debrunner 1961: §318). E.g. Eph 1:17; 2:7, 9; 3:16, 18, 19; 4:10 show that the 
author of Ephesians uses ϣΑ΅ + aorist subjunctive without past meaning. Lincoln 
1990: 133 is therefore wrong in claiming that 2:14–18 solely describes something 
that has already taken place. He does so in order to dismiss the theory that 
tensions between Jewish Christians and gentile Christians may have occasioned 
the text.  

515 See n. 543 for further discussion about ϣΑ΅ + subjunctive. 
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the first half of the letter) and 4:17 (double verbs in the first person 
singular), suggests that the author expects the recipients not to agree 
with him entirely and that he believes he will have to convince them. In 
the following I will argue that it is most reasonable to assume that the 
author has a clear perception of the social identities, including the 
relation to Israel, in his own mind. For strategic reasons (see below), 
however, the author does not use expressions that make his perception 
easily accessible to us. 

Having tested the three kinds of proposals which previous 
scholarship has put forward, it is time to test a fourth, novel, 
interpretation of the relation between Israel and the ekkl¾sia in 
EphesiansȰthat the identity in Christ is cognitively organized as a 
subcategory to Israel, inheriting all the attractive properties of Israel and 
adding further properties to the subcategory. The statements of the 
author become quite consistent if we imagine that the cognitive 
hierarchy of social identities in his mind looks like this: 

 

 
 

Through the Christ-event, those who believe in Christ have formed an 
exclusive subcategory in Israel. Only in this subcategory is there 
salvation. Other Jews are still in the covenant and therefore “close” 
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(2:13),516 but just like “then” they are still “by nature the children of 
wrath, like everyone else” (2:3).517  

This understanding of the hierarchy of social categories is more 
coherent with all the observations we made above compared to the 
suggestions of previous scholarship.518 It explains why it is better to be a 
Jew than to be a gentile, but better still to be in Christ. It explains why 
the category of Christ-believers inherits all the valuable characteristics of 
Israel, but yet adds more exclusive valuable characteristics to the 
category. At the same time, it explains why the author sees no 
contradiction or tension between his identity as a Jew and his identity as 
a Christ-believer, but yet sees a strong contradiction between being in 
Christ and being a gentile. 

One could object that the category of Christ-believers has some 
characteristics that are the opposite of the category of Israel. Torah 
observance, particularly circumcision, is “invalidated” in Christ (2:11, 15, 
cf. the discussion in chapter 18.4.1). In contrast, for most other Jews, 
practicing the Torah is central to their interpretation of what it means to 
be a member of Israel. It is, however, quite common that a subcategory 
modifies some of the prototypical characteristics of a superordinate 

                                                           
516 Since it is the gentiles who used to be “afar” (ΐ΅ΎΕΣΑ) but “have been 

brought near” in 2:13, it is implicit that the Jews were “near” all the time. 
517 In 2:2 the author writes about “you”, i.e., the gentile recipients, but in 2:3, 

he changes the subject to “we all” and includes the Jews among those who are 
“by nature the children of wrath.” 

518 For a while, Yee 2004 seems to come close to my suggestion. He suggests 
that the author does not have any interest in replacing ethnic Israel or creating 
something new parallel to Israel, but to create a place for the gentiles within 
God’s covenant. Yee is careful to point out that this place is not identical to 
Israel. In the end, however, Yee comes close to the solution of Barth 1974: 269–
270 as he imagines that being in Christ is not a sub-category to being in Israel but 
that the covenant has been expanded and made inclusive and therefore no 
longer should be called “Israel” (pp. 176, 190–198). Yee’s theory that the author is 
trying to cleanse the covenant from ethnic exclusivism does not explain what 
advantage a Jew would have from becoming a Christ-believer (besides 
reconciliation with gentiles), while the solution above suggests that there is 
something more exclusive and valuable in Christ even for a Jew (cf. 2:3, 5). 
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category.519 The author of Ephesians obviously thinks that the 
modifications of the category of Israel in the subcategory of the ekkl¾sia 
are improvements. Although non-believing Jews would consider the 
Christ-believers to be deviant, the author constructs the ekkl¾sia as the 
most prototypical subcategory of Israel, those who fulfill God’s plan. 

In what hypothetical historical situation would the author want to a) 
discredit the recipients’ gentile past and stress their distinction from 
non-believing gentiles, b) imply that the ekkl¾sia is a sub-category to 
Israel, and c) avoid the subject of non-believing Jews? A hypothetical 
history reconstruction, where the gentile Christ-believing recipients a) 
tend to adapt to their gentile environment and not maintain the 
boundaries towards the non-believing gentiles as strictly as the author 
envisions, and/or b) are ambivalent in their perception about whether 
the ekkl¾sia is part of Israel, would fit quite well into the rhetorical 
strategy of the letter. If increased social distance to the non-believing 
gentiles and decreased cognitive distance to the covenant of Israel are 
the goals of the author, it is perfectly understandable that he avoids the 
subject of non-believing Jews. This also means that MacDonald’s theory 
about hostility from the gentile surrounding seems overstated, since the 
author would not have spent so much energy reinforcing the boundaries 
if there already was a conflict situation that created strong boundaries.520 
Rather, as we will discuss further in 18.4.3, a hypothetical historical 
background which would explain the text better is that the recipients 
have too benevolent relations to their gentile surroundings (in the 
author’s opinion) and that the author aims to create an imagination of 
opposition and conflict with the surrounding world. In order to achieve 
this goal, the author refers to memories of suffering (which are probably 
real memories, not just fictional ones) and creates an atmosphere of 
potential hostility in relation to the gentiles. 

  

                                                           
519 For instance, various subgroups of scholars (e.g. postcolonial, feminist, 

Marxist scholars) can sometimes identify themselves as a subcategory of scholars 
who modify some aspect of scholarly ideals among “mainstream” scholars in 
order to fulfill other scholarly ideals and goals better than previous scholarship. 

520 Cf. Shkul 2009: 175-239. 



 Chapter 17 – Narratives About Social Categories in Ephesians 205 

17.3� Household Identities and the Identity in Christ  

The most striking feature of the household code in Ephesians (5:21–6:9) 
is that it says absolutely nothing extraordinary about practical behavior 
norms. The widely spread patriarchal ideals of the ancient 
Mediterranean world in general are reproduced: the submissive 
household categories, women, children and slaves should be respectful 
and obedient, and the dominant husbands, fathers and masters (who are 
ideally one and the same husband-father-master) should be benevolent 
towards those he is in charge of.521 Some have claimed that Ephesians 
partly reforms conventional ethics, for instance by introducing the 
passage with an exhortation of mutual submission and by demanding 
selfless love from the dominant part.522 While it is certainly true that the 
author demands a giving, caring and benevolent attitude from the 
dominant household members, it would be quite unfair to the 
surrounding society to claim that the household ethics of other groups 
was typically characterized by a morality that promoted ungiving, 
uncaring and malevolent attitudes towards women, children and 
slaves.523 “Love-patriarchalism”524 as a cultural pattern was spread in 
much wider circles than just the early Christ-movement. Moreover, 
Ephesians does not seem to be interested in resolving any of the 
problems we may reasonably assume were part of the social life of the 
intended recipients. He does not confront individuals who in a Pauline 
vein wish to withdraw from the household structure (cf. 1 Cor 7 in 
contrast to 1 Tim 2:15; 4:3; 5:3–16; 6:1–2) and he does not negotiate the 
situation of those who do not live in wholly Christ-believing households 

                                                           
521 Osiek and Balch 1997: 118–121; Schüssler Fiorenza 1994: 251–284. 
522 E.g. Mollenkott 2003. See Dawes 1998: 6–8 for an overview of similar 

suggestions. Osiek 2002 makes a more interesting observation when she argues 
that although the patriarchal patterns remain, at least the author makes women, 
children and slaves visible by addressing them as morally responsible subjects. 

523 E.g. Veyne 1987: 36–50 argues that loving harmony between spouses was a 
common ideal in the Roman era. According to Osiek and MacDonald 2005: 120, 
Ephesians “is infused with notions of affection and unity that have points in 
common with the most sentimental ideals of the Roman family.” 

524 The term “love-patriarchalism” was coined by Theissen 1982: 107. 
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(cf. 1 Cor 7; 1 Pet 2:18–3:7; 1 Tim 6:1–2).525 In short, reformation or 
negotiation of the practical content of household behavior seems to be of 
little interest to Ephesians. 

Ephesians and other deutero-Pauline texts do, however, modify Paul 
in a very profound way, if we look at the relation between household 
identities and the identity in Christ from a socio-cognitive perspective.526 
In 1 Cor 7 and Philem, there is a tension between household identities 
and the identity as a Christ-believer, which indicates that Paul sees the 
identity in Christ as a social category separate from the household 
identities (cf. Gal 3:28). Since the individuals who joined the Christ-
movement typically belonged to households as well, Paul feels 
necessitated to negotiate between these identities in areas where these 
identities might cause loyalty conflicts (cf. chapter 9.1). In Paul’s view, 
household identities were bound to compromise one’s commitment to 
the identity in Christ (1 Cor 7). 

 

 
 
In the household code of Ephesians, as well as in other deutero-Pauline 
texts (Col 3:18–4:1; Eph 5:21–6:9; 1 Tim 3:1–13; Tit 2:1–10), however, the 

                                                           
525 Cf. Osiek and MacDonald 2005: 124. 
526 The following overview of the relation between Paul and the deutero-

Pauline authors is based on Roitto 2008.  
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tension between household identities and the identity in Christ is gone. 
Being a good household member is just part of being a Christ-believer. 

 

 
 

As we discussed in chapter 11.2, narratives can be used to motivate 
behavior through analogy. In the following I will argue that the author 
of Ephesians creates selective analogical transfers of themes from the 
Christ-narrative to the narrative about household norms, in order to 
integrate household identities into the identity in Christ. In this way, 
household norms become something which is an expression of the 
identity in Christ (rather than a problem, which must be negotiated in 
relation to the identity in Christ).  

Gregory Dawes analyses the metaphorical language of 5:21–33 
extensively, using metaphor theory.527 Throughout the study, he 
scrutinizes how the relation between Christ and the ekkl¾sia serves as an 
analogy for the relation between husband and wife. He argues that 
analogies are always intended to be partial and that we are not justified 
in thinking that everything the author says about the relation between 

                                                           
527 Dawes 1998. 
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Christ and the ekkl¾sia is intended to be transferred into the relation 
between husband and wife.528 More specifically, the pattern of 
submission on behalf of the ekkl¾sia is intended to be transferred to the 
wife and the pattern of love on behalf of Christ is intended to be 
transferred to the husband. However, the author does not intend to say, 
for instance, that the husband “saves” the wife if she is submissive 
(5:23b) or that the husband’s love “sanctifies” the wife (5:26–27). 
(Nevertheless, metaphor language is creative and there is nothing in the 
text to stop the reader from drawing a variety of conclusions.529) 

Dawes’ analysis fits very well with the discussion in chapter 11.2 
about how narrative themes could be transferred from one context to 
another through analogical thinking and thus motivate behavior. Dawes 
does, however, focus entirely on the analysis of the metaphors and does 
not ask what social impact the author aims to achieve when he makes 
such a massive effort to create analogies between the narrative about 
Christ (the most central ingroup narrative), and household behavior. As 
we discussed initially, the author probably does not aim at reforming 
household behavior in any practical sense, since the love-patriarchalism 
was quite uncontroversial and since the text seems insensitive to the 
complexities of real social life.  

If Ephesians seems to have nothing particular to add as regards 
practical household behavior, why does he elaborate these analogies? 
The rhetoric of Ephesians makes perfect sense if we assume that the 
author’s goal is to integrate the household sphere as a subcategory to the 
identity in Christ in the shared cognition of the recipients. Daniel Darko 
points out that the household code should be seen as an extension of the 
theme of walking “as wise” (БΖ ΗΓΠΓϟ), beginning in 5:15.530 No new 

                                                           
528 Dawes 1998: 81–109. 
529 The problematic generative force of the metaphorical language of Eph 

5:21–33 has frequently been pointed out, see e.g. Osiek 2002. See also Dawes 
1998: 51–64 on the generally generative force of metaphorical language.  

530 Darko 2008: 83–85. Darko argues that the purpose of the household code is 
neither apologetic nor assimilationist, i.e. not written in response to external 
threats or pressure (pp. 69–108). Darko observes the lack of apologetic features in 
the text and suggests that the purpose of the code is simply to encourage 
harmonious relations within the households of the ekkl¾sia. My hypothesis, 
 



 Chapter 17 – Narratives About Social Categories in Ephesians 209 

sentence begins in 5:21 or 5:22, but one long sentence starts in 5:18 and 
ends in 5:24. Analyzing the household code as a separate unit ignores 
the linguistic signals of the author, who rather signals the beginning of a 
new section in 5:15 with the phrase “then (ΓЇΑ) … walk (ΔΉΕΔ΅ΘνΝ) … 
as wise.”531 The household code should therefore be seen as an integral 
part of how they “walk”Ȱhow they manifest their identity in Christ in 
their behavior.  

Why does the author dwell so extensively on aspects of the Christ-
event, even aspects that are probably not intended to be transferred into 
the household sphere? There are strong thematic links in the household 
code to the rest of the letter: submission under Christ (5:21, 24 // 1:22), 
the head-body-imagery (5:23, 28–33 // 1:10532, 22; 4:15–16) Christ’s 
sacrificial death out of love (5:25–27 // 5:2) and sanctification and 
purification of the group (5:26–27 // 1:4, 2:21) are all themes that have 
been developed earlier in the letter.533 All these intratextual thematic 
cross-references induce the impression that household behavior has to 
do with the identity in Christ. Many of the references are not intended to 
translate into household behavior, but only to add to the impression that 
the household should be understood as an aspect of the identity in 
Christ. By acting conventionally in the household in the light of the 
Christ-narrative, Christ-believers fulfill their purpose and become more 
prototypical.  

In addition to the transfer of narrative patterns, the text probably also 
transfers emotions between the Christ-narrative and the household. The 
references to the Christ-narrative bring to the fore the emotions that the 
deeds of Christ are immensely important. As we discussed in chapter 
11.2, analogies can transfer not only intellectual patterns but also 
emotions from one sphere to another. Therefore, when the author 
mentions how Christ died for the recipients and that their belief in him 
                                                                                                                                  
however, is not only that but also that the author aims to integrate household 
identities into the identity in Christ. 

531 Cf. n. 475 pointing out that ΓЇΑ + ΔΉΕΔ΅ΘνΝ is used in Ephesians to signal 
new sections.  

532 Bieringer 2005 argues that in the context of Ephesisans, ΦΑ΅ΎΉΠ΅Ώ΅ϱΝ in 
1:10 may very well be connected to the image of Christ as the head. 

533 Cf. Dawes 1998: 122–194; Osiek and MacDonald 2005: 127–131. 
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saves them and makes them holy, he creates the emotion that the 
behavior of Christ is immensely noble. These emotions can then be 
transferred into the household sphere through the analogies and thus 
induce a feeling that household morality is a noble aspect of their 
valuable identity in Christ.  

These analogical associative processes are, of course, not very rational 
and stringent and do not hold up to critical analysis, but nevertheless 
probably had an intuitive and emotional effect on the recipients. In the 
words of Leslie Mitton: 

It is true that this is a passage which many have felt to be extremely 
impressive and it has certainly excercised a considerable influence 
upon doctrine. But if it is studied in detail, it is found to be lacking 
in systematic construction and in strong internal connexions. If it is 
read in public with oratory skill, it can sound most impressive. If it 
is studied item by item and analysed in detail, it is less 
satisfactory.534 

Mitton’s critique is by all means correct. It is, however, not very 
meaningful to accuse the author of logical flaws, as Mitton does, since 
the rhetorical effort is entirely associative, as I have argued above.  

Another feature in 5:21–33, which becomes understandable if the 
author’s main intention is to transform household identities into an 
aspect of the identity in Christ, is the lack of originality and detail in the 
practical exhortations. As we discussed above, the author does not argue 
for anything very particular in practical terms. He repeats conventional 
norms and does not seem to target any particular intragroup problems. 
Instead, he puts effort into giving conventional morality new narrative 
motivations. This is his strategy to expand the applicability of the 
identity in Christ into new life spheres. When the recipients behave 
conventionally in the household, they should think of themselves as 
Christ-believers.  

When the author continues to the relation between parents and 
children (6:1–4), the idea that the household is a subcategory to the 
identity in Christ is already established. He therefore gives briefer 
motivations. The short phrases “for the sake of the Lord” (6:1) and 

                                                           
534 Mitton 1981: 210. 
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“according to the Lord’s will” (6:4) signal that these household identities 
should also be considered to be part of the identity in Christ. The author 
also narrates the causal rationale to act according to the norms by 
quoting the promise of long life in the Decalogue (6:2–3; Exod 20:12).  

Next, in the passage about the relation between masters and slaves 
(6:5–9), the rhetoric of analogy returns. Slaves should obey their masters 
in analogy with their obedience to Christ. Then both slaves and masters 
are reminded of the narrative about the (future) judgment of God as a 
motivation to act according to household norms. The masters are 
reminded that they “have the same Master in Heaven” (6:9) as their 
slaves; that is, they belong to the same ingroup and will be judged by the 
same standards. Again, the rhetorical effect is that household identities 
and household behavior should be seen in the light of their identity in 
Christ. 

The social effect of a successful integration of household identities 
into the identity in Christ would be that the identity in Christ expands its 
sphere of salience into everyday life in a very profound way. As we 
discussed in chapter 9.1, different social situations fit different social 
identities. The household identities were the most important identities 
for many people in everyday life and we can, without becoming too 
speculative, assume that household identities were the identities that 
were salient for the longest time per day in an average person’s life. If 
household identities are subordinate to the identity in Christ, then the 
identity in Christ is salient every time a household identity is salient. The 
identity in Christ is lifted to a hegemonic position in the cognitive setup 
of any group whose cognition is like that of the author of Ephesians. 

The hegemonic position of the identity in Christ would have made it 
possible to live conventional lives in the midst of non-believing gentiles 
and yet to have a frame of mind, which made it possible to think of 
oneself as different and distinct.535 Carolyn Osiek and Margaret 
MacDonald argue that this is a defensive strategy, tailored to make the 
Christ-believers invisible in the surrounding society while they at the 
same time considered themselves distinct and separate.536 While 

                                                           
535 Cf. Darko 2008: 130–131. 
536 Osiek and MacDonald 2005: 122–123. 
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cognitive separation from the world is certainly an important aspect of 
the socio-cognitive effect of the household code in Ephesians, it must 
also be emphasized that it is a form of mental separation, which at the 
same time enables the group to be present among non-believing gentiles. 
The household code has no evangelizing ambition, but is nevertheless a 
necessary condition to remain in interaction with the surrounding 
society. If the identity as Christ-believers was salient in their household 
dealings with the surrounding society, this had at least the potential of 
fulfilling their purpose “that through the ekkl¾sia the wisdom of God in 
its rich variety might now be made known to the rulers and authorities 
in the heavenly places” (3:10, NRSV modified, cf. the discussions in 
chapters 17 and 18.1.3). 

We may also consider another social consequence of integration of 
household identities into the identity in Christ. If we assume an 
increasing number of households where all or at least most of the 
household members were Christ-believers in the deutero-Pauline era, 
then it would have been increasingly awkward to treat household 
identities and the identity in Christ as separate social identities in the 
way Paul did.537 We need not assume the idealized situation depicted in 
the household code of Ephesians, just that entirely Christ-believing 
households had an increasing influence over the negotiated consensus of 
the ekkl¾sia. In such a situation, the author could have utilized the model 
of the Greco-Roman household cult and made their identity in Christ a 
sub-category to the household identity. Instead he takes over the Jewish 
covenant model and makes the household identities subcategories to 
their identity in Christ, just like the Jewish household was frequently 
considered a subcategory to the covenant people of Israel.538 We can 
reasonably assume that this view of the household resolved some of the 
ambiguities as to whether the members of entirely Christ-believing 
households should interact as Christ-believers or as household members 
in a given situation. The answer is that they should interact as Christ-
believing household members in the household. 

                                                           
537 I argue for this historical development in Roitto 2008. 
538 Cf. Josephus, C. Ap., 2.157, 199–201. 2.157 is quoted above in chapter 6.4. 
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In sum, Ephesians integrates household identities into the identity in 
Christ and makes them subcategories to the identity in Christ through 
analogical transfers between the Christ-narrative and the household 
sphere. Assuming that the recipients accepted the author’s rhetoric, the 
identity in Christ became salient in many everyday life situations. 

 
17.4� The Leadership as a Prototypical Subcategory 

The leaders form an exclusive subcategory to the identity in Christ.539 
The author claims a gate-keeper position for the leaders in relation to 
those who wish to become prototypical.540 In one long sentence in 4:11–
16, we are told about role of the leaders:  

And he [i.e., Christ] gave [that some would be]541  
 apostles,  
 prophets,  
 evangelists  
 and pastors and teachers, 
  to (ΔΕϱΖ) equip the saints,  
  for (ΉϢΖ) the work of ministry, 
  for (ΉϢΖ) building up the body of Christ,542 

                                                           
539 One could also consider analyzing the leadership as roles in a social 

network of dyadic relations within the community (see chapter 5.3). However, 
since the text does not differentiate between unique roles among the leaders, but 
rather enumerates them together as a collective of leaders and gives them all the 
same function within the group, it is better to analyze them as a subcategory. 

540 I will argue here, together with Gosnell 2000; Shkul 2009: 190–204, that the 
author aims to position the leaders in a way that makes the recipients dependent 
on them if they are to become prototypical group members. 

541 Lincoln 1990: 249 argues that ΘΓϿΖ ΐΉΑ … ΘΓϿΖ Έξ simply implies a list of 
what Christ gave. In the context of 4:7, however, the author might mean that 
Christ gives the commission of the enumerated ministries to certain individuals, 
see Hoehner 2002: 540–541. 

542 The three tasks, “equip the saints”, “work of ministry”, “building up the 
body of Christ” could be interpreted in two ways: All three tasks could be read 
as referring to the commission of the leaders. Another possibility is that the first 
task is the commission of the leaders and that the subsequent tasks are the duties 
of every Christ-believer, which the leaders should “equip” them for. See e.g. 
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until (ΐνΛΕ) all of us come  
  to the unity  
   of the faith  
   and of the knowledge of the Son of God,  
  to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ. 

so that (ϣΑ΅)  
 we no longer would/should be (subjunctive543)  
  children,  
  tossed to and fro and blown about  
   by every wind of doctrine, 
   by people's trickery,  
   by their craftiness in deceitful scheming 
 but speaking the truth in love,  
  we would/should grow up (subjunctive)  
  in every way into him who is the head, Christ 
   from whom the whole body,  
    joined and knit together  

                                                                                                                                  
Lincoln 1990: 253, who argues for the former position. However, both 
interpretations are possible. 

543 ϣΑ΅ + subjunctive clauses. ϣΑ΅ can introduce both final (“in order that”/”with 
the purpose of”), consecutive (“so that”/”with the consequence that”) and 
subjective and objective (“to”/”that”) dependent clauses in Koine Greek. 
(Consecutive, subjective and objective usage of ϣΑ΅ + subjunctive is absent in 
Attic Greek but becomes common in Koine Greek.) See Blass and Debrunner 
1961:§369, §378, §390-§393; Blomqvist and Jastrup 1996:§296.4.  Another, more 
important, problem with ϣΑ΅ + subjunctive is that it is sometimes problematic to 
discern whether the dependent clause expresses a duty or a consequence. ”As a 
substitute for the imperative … ϣΑ΅ with the subjunctive is occasionally 
employed”, Blass and Debrunner 1961:§387. When we read “so that/ in order  
that (ϣΑ΅) we would/should no longer be children” (4:14, my translation) or “we 
are his workmanship, created … for good works… so that/in order that we 
would/should walk in them (ϣΑ΅ πΑ ΅ЁΘΓϧΖ ΔΉΕΔ΅ΘφΗΝΐΉΑ)” (2:10, my 
translation), this phrase could either express the belief that a Christ-believer does 
or a belief that a Christ-believer should. This kind of vague double meaning is, 
however, not only inherent in the syntactic construct, but also in the perception 
of the ingroup prototype, as we discussed in chapter 6.1. The prototype both tells 
the group who they are and who they should be. We should therefore assume 
that these kinds of linguistic expressions reproduceȰwillingly or 
intuitivelyȰthe functional duplicity of the ingroup prototype. 
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    by every ligament  
    with which it is equipped,  
    as each part is working properly,  
   promotes the body's growth  
   in building itself up in love.  
       (4:11–16, NRSV modified) 

The author does not differentiate the commission of the five different 
ministries he enumerates. Rather, he puts them all in one category, 
which we may call “the leaders.” Apostles and prophets have been 
mentioned twice earlier in the text. In 2:20 they are the foundation of the 
ekkl¾sia and in 3:5 they are the mediators of knowledge about the 
“mystery.” They are exemplars of the global Christ-movement with 
unique access to knowledge. In 4:11, three other leadership titles, 
probably the local leaders,544 are associated with the apostles and 
prophets as they are enumerated in the same category. The rhetorical 
effect is that the prototypical properties of apostles and prophets are also 
properties of the local leaders, since they belong to the same category, 
which gives the impression that they are similar.545 The local leaders are 
mediators of divine knowledge, just like their predecessors, the apostles 
and the prophets. 

The leaders are singled out in the context of 4:7–16, which begins 
with the statement that Christ has given grace to everyone “according to 
the measure (Ύ΅ΘΤ Θϲ ΐνΘΕΓΑ) of the gift of Christ” (4:7). The leaders are 
not the only ones who have been given gifts and have a task (4:7, 16), but 
                                                           

544 Ephesians does not reveal much about the details of the local leadership 
structure so we can only guess that they are local leaders. The titles do not match 
the offices in e.g. 1 Tim. Therefore, we cannot know very much about the content 
of their commission, except what the titles themselves suggest. ΉЁ΅··ΉΏΗΘ΅ϟ 
somehow preach the gospel, but we cannot know whether they preach to 
outsiders or within the group. The context suggests intragroup preaching, but 
the word itself suggests evangelization directed towards outsiders (cf. chapters 
18.1.3 and 19.4.2). If the latter is intended the office may either be local (cf. 2 Tim 
4:5) or itinerant (cf. Acts 21:8). ΔΓΐνΑΉΖ and ΈΈΣΗΎ΅ΏΓ may be closely related, 
since there is no definite article in front of the latter. ΔΓΐφΑ suggests a general 
leadership function and ΈΈΣΗΎ΅ΏΓΖ suggests a teaching function, see e.g. 
Lincoln 1990: 250–253. 

545 On perceived intragroup similarity, see chapter 5.2. 
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different people have been given different amounts of “grace,” which 
should probably be interpreted as different roles within the group. Since 
Christ, God and the Spirit are depicted as givers of all prototypical 
characteristics throughout the letter (see chapter 18.3.1), it is reasonable 
to infer that the author aims to suggest that the leaders have been given 
more prototypical qualities than other members. This assumption is 
strengthened by the author’s claim that the special gifts of the leaders are 
intended to help the rest of the group become prototypical (4:12–16). 
Only someone who embodies the prototype can teach others. 

Causality: Christ has given special “gifts” to the leaders Æ The 
leaders are particularly prototypical 

As we discussed in chapter 8.3, a leader must be thought of as 
prototypical by the other group members in order to be able to influence 
others. The author makes an effort here to associate the leaders with 
prototypicality, both by associating them with the apostles and the 
prophets and by suggesting that they have been given a greater measure 
of gifts from Christ. The statements about the leaders’ gifts should be 
seen in contrast to the prayer in 3:14–19, which suggests that the 
recipients are not yet fully prototypical (cf. the discussion in chapter 15). 
The leaders are positioned closer to the prototypical center than ordinary 
group members are. 

The author then narrates that the purpose of the leaders is to enhance 
all kinds of prototypical characteristics in the group: love, knowledge, 
unity, faith and maturity. (These characteristics have been italicized in 
the quotation above.) The purpose of the leadership is signaled by 
“until” (ΐνΛΕ) and “so that” (ϣΑ΅) followed by descriptions of increasing 
prototypicality in the group. We will go through the different 
prototypical properties in chapter 18.3 below, but for now we can just 
note that the author narrates a causal connection with the implication 
that ordinary group members should respect and listen to the leaders: 

Causality: The prototypical leaders equip ordinary group members 
with prototypical charateristics Æ The group becomes more 
prototypical Æ Duty: One should accept and follow the 
teaching of the leaders 
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Peter Gosnell has analyzed Eph 4:7–16 as an attempt to give the local 
leaders a position where they can control information.546 He argues that 
although the description of false teachings in 4:14 (cf. 5:6) probably does 
not reflect a particular crisis, there is almost always a continuous inflow 
of alternative information into any group unless they live in complete 
isolation. The text is intended to give the leaders a position where they 
can fend off potential competitors and potential alternative teachings, 
which could be presented to the group either from within the group or 
from members of other parts of the Christ-movement. I agree. 
Alternative teachings are depicted as deviant and destructive and those 
who teach them are attributed with a will to deceive. As we discussed in 
chapter 8.2, deviants are often perceived as a threat to the sense of 
distinction and to the self-esteem of the group and this fear of the 
deviant can be used rhetorically to marginalize competitors. In 
Ephesians, anyone who listens to alternative teachings is considered to 
be immature and unstable, like a child, risking to become as deviant as 
the teacher to whom he or she listens. The typical reactions towards a 
deviant is reproach, marginalization and eventually even exclusion (see 
chapter 8.2). If the leaders and other group members were convinced 
about the protective function of the leaders, it is reasonable to imagine 
that the leaders felt obliged and justified to instigate such measures 
against those who questioned their teaching. In contrast to the threat of 
becoming deviant by listening to alternative teaching, Ephesians 
narrates that those who listen to the leaders become prototypical. This is 
the positive side of the narrative, which promises gain to those who 
respect the leaders. 

Causality: A group member embraces the teaching of the leaders 
Æ The member becomes more prototypical 

Causality: A group member embraces alternative teachings Æ The 
member becomes deviant Æ Duty: The member should be 
reproached, marginalized or, in a worst case scenario, even 
excluded 

                                                           
546 Gosnell 2000. 



218  Behaving as a Christ-Believer 
 

In this way, the author provides a narrative giving the leaders control 
over what information is reliable. The social effect of this narrative, 
assuming that the group believed in it, is that the information flow in the 
group will become more coherent and consequently that cognitive 
dissonance will decrease.547 As we discussed in chapter 8.1, group 
members tend to need affirmation from each other in order to maintain 
their group beliefs. Especially religious groups, who consider doctrine 
(narrative truth) to be important, tend to need affirmation that their 
beliefs are correct. The narrative about the leadership is formulated in a 
way that gives the leaders moral ground to fend off alternative teachings 
and thus maintain stronger cognitive conformity within the group. This, 
in turn, makes it easier for the members to remain committed to the 
group, since the meaning of the group is experienced as comprehensible 
and clear (cf. chapter 9.3). As authoritarian as this may be, it was 
probably an efficient method to maintain cognitive certainty and thereby 
the sense of meaning, which in turn increased commitment. 

                                                           
547 Cf. Shkul 2009: 190-206. 



 

 

18� A Reconstruction of the Ingroup Prototype 

We have now outlined the strategy and purpose of Ephesians (chapter 
15), explored the narrative rationale of the identity in Christ according to 
the text (chapter 16) and mapped all the social categories that the author 
handles within his cognitive universe (chapter 17). We are well prepared 
to reconstruct the ingroup prototype and ask how it motivates behavior 
norms and guides group dynamics. Why does it follow from being a 
Christ-believer to do what Ephesians prescribes? How does the author 
create a sense that these behaviors are expressions of the identity in 
Christ? 

The method of this chapter is to search the text thematically for 
expressed causal links between different attributes and behaviors and 
then analyze these patterns with the help of the theories that were 
explored in chapters 5 to 11. We should not interpret the result as the 
sum of the author’s entire cognition of the ingroup prototype, since the 
purpose of Ephesians is not to catalogue every detail of the ingroup 
ideals. Rather, the author selects certain aspects of his ideals and 
presents them in a way he hopes will have an impact on his recipients 
(cf. chapter 15). Therefore, we will not get a complete picture of the 
author’s imagination of the ingroup prototype. Nevertheless, the text is 
rich enough to give us a fair idea of the major aspects of the author’s 
cognition of the prototype. 

With this method we will be able to analyse Ephesians in a new way 
that allows us to understand better how Ephesians creates a well 
integrated imagination of the identity in Christ. We will discover a 
mutally reinforcing relation between the Spirit, attributed characteristics, 
and behavior that can potentially function both encouraging and judging 
within the group. We will see how the author encourages behaviors that 
reinforce the sense of cognitive certainty in the group and discourages 
behaviors that might cause doubt among group members. We will also 
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see how the attributions are interwoven with the narrative rationale of 
the group in a way that justifies processes of intra-group status 
differentiation, inclusion and exclusion. In short, we will have a new 
understanding of the relation between identity and behavior norms in 
Ephesians. 

 
18.1� Entrance Criteria: The Necessary Conditions for the 

Individual’s Identity in Christ 

We begin by looking at the borders of the identity in Christ according to 
Ephesians. What seems to be the minimal criteria for being a group 
member?  

Many categories, including social categories, have a number of 
minimal criteria which must be fulfilled in order for a category member 
to belong to that category (see chapter 5.1). These minimal criteria do not 
equal the full ingroup prototype, but are part of it. Being an ideal group 
member demands more than just being ingroup. Nevertheless, by 
looking at these minimal criteria, we discover important basic aspects of 
the category. Therefore we begin our reconstruction of the ingroup 
prototype of Ephesians with an examination of the minimal entrance 
criteria for belonging to the group. God’s initiative is the primary cause 
of the ingroup’s current position (see chapter 16). However, there are 
also references to human agency as the cause of the individual’s 
belonging to the group. These glimpses of the narrative about entrance 
into the group implicitly reveal the border criteria for belonging to the 
group.  

First, a certain amount of knowledge, that is, getting to know and learn 
about Christ (4:20–21), is seen as something which has lead to the 
recipients’ identity in Christ: “After they had heard (ΦΎΓϾΗ΅ΑΘΉΖ) the 
word of truth” they received ingroup status (1:13). 

We can notice that the author ties Paul’s agency to their knowledge. It 
is due to Paul’s mission they have achieved the knowledge that they are 
invited into the community of Christ-believers (3:2, 6–9). Since the 
implied Paul is presented as the intermediary between God and the 
recipients in the narrative about how they achieved the knowledge 
necessary to become part of the group (cf. chapter 18.3.3 below), his 
credibility is strengthened. 
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Second, knowledge ideally leads to faith (ΔϟΗΘΖ, “faith, faithfulness, 
loyalty,” cf. the discussion in chapter 18.3.4), which is the most 
prominent theme in the narrative about the individual’s way into the 
group. In the introduction, having emphasized God’s initiative (1:3–11), 
the author makes use of an aorist participle with the function of 
temporal order, “after you had come to believe” (ΔΗΘΉϾΗ΅ΑΘΉΖ, 1:13), to 
articulate that faith in Christ is a precondition for belonging to the 
ingroup.548 The same pattern can be seen in the narrative about how the 
Christ-event brought salvation in 2:4–8. Having emphasized that they 
themselves have done nothing to deserve this, he writes at end of the 
passage that they have been saved “through (ΈΣ) faith” (2:8, cf. 3:12, 17).  

The relation between God’s agency and human agency seems to be 
modeled on the pattern of asymmetrical reciprocity typical of the patron-
client system.549 The gift of the patron (God) consists of all those things 
which he can bestow upon the client (the ingroup) in his position of 
power. All that is demanded of the clients, who could not possibly 
return equally valuable gifts, is that they are loyal (ΔΗΘϱΖ) and that they 
acknowledge the honor (e.g., 1:12) of the patron.550 In other words, the 
cultural narrative about the prototypical patron is used analogically to 
characterize the relation between God’s and the Christ-believers’ agency 
(cf. chapter 11.2). Later generations would problematize the relation 
between human and divine agency, but for the author of Ephesians this 
is not a problem. God is the powerful patron who has made their 
identity possible and then it is up to the individuals to become grateful 
clients who gladly accept the conditions of God’s patronage. 

Some passing references are also made to baptism (4:5, 5:26), which is 
thought to have a cleansing function which “makes [the ekkl¾sia] holy” 
(Υ·ΣΊΝ, 5:26).  

The author does not say anything about the sequential order between 
knowledge, faith and baptism. However, 1:13 indicates that faith is the 
initial reaction to having heard the gospel (i.e., getting knowledge). 
                                                           

548 Although the aorist participle does not necessarily denote the past, “the 
idea of relative past time came to be associated with the aorist participle”, cf. 
Blass and Debrunner 1961: §339. 

549 Cf. n. 447. 
550 Cf. chapter 16 on how God is motivated by his will to get due honor. 
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Therefore, the author seems to imagine a narrative about the individual’s 
entrance into the group where knowledge leads to faith, which in turn 
leads to baptism. 

Causality: Knowledge Æ Faith Æ Baptism Æ Being in Christ 

The letter expresses some quite basic beliefs about what is required in 
order to belong to the ingroup. A group member has to a) have basic 
knowledge of the identity and rationale of the group (get to know 
Christ), b) be committed to God and thus to the group (faith, 
faithfulness) and c) go through the required rite of initiation (baptism).  

Initial knowledge about Christ, faith and baptism are of course parts 
of the ingroup prototype. They are, however, just minimal conditions for 
belonging to the group of Christ-believers and not a full description of 
the ideal Christ-believer. As our discussion in chapter 18.3 will show, 
these characteristics are not at the center of the rhetoric of the author, but 
rather just assumed and mentioned in passing in order to make other 
points. (The theme of knowledge is central to the author, see chapter 
18.3.3, but then he talks about deeper knowledge than just initial 
knowledge about Christ.) We can therefore assume that the conditions 
for entrance into the group were well established and uncontested in the 
shared cognition of the author and the recipients at the time of writing. 

 
18.2� Self-Designation as “Holy Ones” 

In the prescript of the letter, the recipients are greeted as “the holy ones” 
or “the Saints” (Γϡ Χ·Γ) and as “faithful/believing” (ΔΗΘoϟ) in Christ 
Jesus” (1:1). Of these two designations, “the holy ones” (1:1, 15, 18; 2:19; 
3:5, 8, 18; 4:12; 6:18) occurs much more frequently in the letter than “the 
faithful/believers” (1:1, 19). “The holy ones” is clearly the preferred 
ingroup designation and at the core of their identity in Christ according 
to Ephesians. 

Holiness is the quality of the divine, God himself, and therefore a 
human group who wants to be appropriate for approaching the divine 
must be holy too.551 “For I am the LORD your God; sanctify yourselves 
                                                           

551 E.g. Hoehner 2002: 137–140. 
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therefore, and be holy, for I am holy” (Lev 11:44). The holiness logic of 
Leviticus applies to Ephesians too.552 The recipients of Ephesians should 
strive to be “created alike God in true righteousness and holiness 
(ϳΗϱΘΖ)” (4:24, NRSV modified).553 God’s plan with the ingroup and 
the Christ-event is both a) to save them and b) to reveal his wisdom 
through them and in this way achieve glory (see chapter 16). Therefore 
the ingroup has to be suitable for God and express God’s character to the 
world, that is, they have to be holy. 

The first statement about the recipients’ identity in the letter is that 
God has chosen them “to be (ΉϨΑ΅) holy (Χ·ΓΖ) and blameless 
(ΩΐΝΐΓΖ) before him in love” (1:4). “Holy and blameless” occurs again 
when the author describes the effect of baptism (5:27). The Christ-event 
together with baptism “sanctifies” (Υ·ΣΊΝ) the ingroup so that the 
ekkl¾sia can be “without a spot or wrinkle or anything of the kind, but 
that she may be (ϣΑ΅ ϖ) holy and blameless” (5:27, NRSV modified). It is 
interesting that the author uses ambiguous syntactic constructs in both 
cases where he makes use of this phrase. In 1:4 he employs an infinitive, 
which could be understood as both final and consecutive and thus both 
denote cause and duty: “so that we are,” “so that we may be” or “in 
order that we should be.” In 5:27 he uses ϣΑ΅ + subjunctive mood, which 
can also be understood as “so that we are,” “so that we may be” or “in 
order that we should be.”554 These syntactic constructs are as ambiguous 
as the functions of the identity prototype they describeȰboth 
descriptive and prescriptive. As discussed in chapter 6.1, the ingroup 
prototype of any group holds a tension between indicative and 
imperative that allows a great flexibility in how it is used within the 
group. In the case of holiness, the attributed state of holiness is both a) a 
causal consequence of God having chosen them and b) a duty which 

                                                           
552 Cf. Lyons 2007. 
553 ϳΗϱΘΖ is similar to Χ·ΓΖ, but while Χ·ΓΖ is a state before God, ϳΗϱΘΖ 

is a virtue, a disposition to piety. See Hoehner 2002: 612; Lincoln 1990: 288. 
554 See discussion in nn. 473 and 543. Many scholars ignore the possibility that 

these phrases are intended to be vague and open to double interpretations and 
deem ΉϨΑ΅ in 1:4 to be an infinitive of purpose and ϣΑ΅ ϖ in 5:27 to be a ϣΑ΅-
clause of purpose, e.g. Hoehner 2002: 178, 760; Jeal 2000: 86; Schnackenburg 1982: 
44. 
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follows from being chosen by God. In the following, we will discuss how 
this tension might have created group dynamic effects.  

Causality/duty: In Christ Æ Holy, blameless 

Holiness and behavior. Holiness is a state before God more than a 
disposition. The Christ-believers are (or should be) “holy and blameless 
before him [i.e., God]” (1:4). As we discussed in chapter 6, attributed 
dispositions are often considered to cause behavior. Holiness, however, 
is a state rather than a disposition. We should therefore not assume that 
holiness is considered to cause behavior in the same way as the 
attributed character traits power, knowledge, love, faith and 
righteousness, which we will discuss below. Nevertheless, “holy and 
blameless” is modified with “in/through (πΑ) love” in 1:4, which tells us 
that the author associates holiness with the disposition love. We should 
interpret the preposition πΑ as signaling instrument or quality,555 which 

                                                           
555 πΑ. The preposition πΑ is the favorite preposition of Ephesians, occurring 

no less than 122 times. It has a wide range of usages, but for the discussion about 
causality we should concentrate on cases where πΑ could be considered to 
express a causal belief. The problem is that πΑ can often be interpreted as 
expressing both instrument and agency (“through/by”); place and sphere (“in 
(the sphere of)”) and manner and quality (“as characterized by”), see Blass and 
Debrunner 1961: §218–219. Sometimes πΑ is used together with a spiritual agent, 
the Spirit or Christ. “In Christ” (πΑ ̙ΕΗΘХ) frequently denotes the spiritual 
sphere in which the Christ-believers are, but it can at the same time be 
interpreted as having an instrumental sense; for example, they have been given 
grace “in/through (πΑ) the beloved one” (1:6). Throughout the letter, the Spirit is 
seen as the agent who gives them power, knowledge, etc. Whenever we have the 
expression “in/through (πΑ) the Spirit” (2:18, 22; 3:5; 4:30; 5:18; 6:18) it is therefore 
generally wise to assume that the author uses πΑ to articulate that the Spirit is an 
agent. The imagination to be in the sphere of a spiritual agent often holds a 
causal belief in itself, as was discussed in chapter 6.4. We should therefore see no 
contradiction between a local and an instrumental understanding of πΑ, since 
both make sense only if we assume the belief that spiritual agents cause things to 
those who are in their sphere. πΑ is also used together with various attributed 
character traits, most frequently together with “love” in the phrase “in love” (πΑ 
΅·ΣΔϙ, 1:4; 3:17; 4:2, 15–16, 5:2). In these instances we can either understand the 
phrase to mean “caused by the character trait of love” or “characterized by the 
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would mean that the author thinks love causes holiness or at least that 
without love there is no holiness. Love and holiness are also associated 
in 5:1–6.556 God grants the status of holiness to those who love, but not to 
those who lack love.  

Causality: Love Æ Holiness 

Being holy is connected directly to practical behavior norms in 5:1–6. 
There it is stated that “it is becoming for holy ones” (ΔΕνΔΉ Υ·ϟΓΖ) to 
avoid “fornication” (ΔΓΕΑΉϟ΅), “impurity” (ΦΎ΅Ό΅ΕΗϟ΅), and “greed” 
(ΔΏΉΓΑΉΒϟ΅) (5:3). Further, “it is not proper” (ΓЁΎ ΦΑϛΎΉΑ) with 
“shameful [speech] behavior” (΅ϢΗΛΕϱΘΖ), “foolish talk” (ΐΝΕΓΏΓ·ϟ΅) 
and “sarcasm” (ΉЁΘΕ΅ΔΉΏϟ΅557)” (5:4). Then fornication, impurity and 
greed is repeated and greed is equated with being an “idolater” 
(ΉϢΈΝΏΓΏΣΘΕΖ, 5:5). The enumerations in 5:3–5 hold both behavior 
(fornication, shameful behavior, foolish talk, sarcasm, idolatry) and vices 
(impurity, greed). MacDonald points out that what comes in and out of 
the mouth is a frequent purity concern in Jewish tradition and that this 
sometimes also includes the words that come out of the mouth.558 It is 
therefore not surprising that speechȰwords that come out of the 
mouthȰare associated with impurity and are therefore seen as opposed 
to holiness. 

                                                                                                                                  
quality of love.” The second sense does not formally have a causal meaning, but 
only makes sense if we assume that the author believes that virtues, such as love, 
are what cause people to act. Therefore both interpretations of the meaning of πΑ 
hold a causal belief that love causes people to act in the cases where “in love” 
qualifies a behavior. However, sometimes the phrase qualifies other attributed 
character traits; for instance, “holy and unblemished in love.” In these cases it is 
preferable to leave open the possibility that the author uses πΑ in the qualitative 
sense, since he understands love as the overarching super-virtue which defines 
the other characteristics. 

556 Cf. n. 475. 
557 ΉЁΘΕ΅ΔΉΏϟ΅, ”sarcasm” had the positive connotation of ”wittiness” in 

Attic Greek, but here holds the connotation of humor that works in negative 
ways, see Hoehner 2002: 655–656. 

558 MacDonald 2000: 308, 311–312. 
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The author claims, without further explanation, that there is a 
correlation between belonging to the category of holy ones and not 
behaving in certain ways. Far from functional arguments about good or 
bad consequences certain behaviors may have, the argument is simply 
that these behaviors and vices are not fitting for someone who is holy, 
that is, they indicate that one is not prototypical. Certain dispositions 
and behaviors are necessary in order to remain holy, but holiness does 
not necessarily cause these characteristics. However, when we discuss 
the group dynamic effect of this correlation, we can still assume that 
group members can attribute the status of holiness or impurity to each 
other depending on how they see each other behave, just like they 
attribute dispositions. Since holiness, just like many other attributed 
characteristics, is morally loaded, people will be able to claim and give 
ingroup status as prototypical holy group members, depending on 
behavior. 

Causality: No impurity or greed Æ Holy 

Attribution: No fornication, idolatry, shameful (speech) behavior, 
foolish talk or sarcasm Æ Holy Æ Duty: Give status and 
appreciation to those who avoid these behaviors. 

The argument is framed a) by the admonition to become “imitators” of 
God (5:1), an analogy argument (see chapter 11.2) which makes God 
himself, the holy one, their ultimate exemplar, and b) by a threat that 
these behaviors will cause God’s wrath and exclusion from the kingdom 
of God and Christ (5:5–6). The argument about what is fitting thus 
appeals to the basic rationale of the groupȰbeing God’s favored clients 
(cf. chapter 16). In other words, the implicit agent who gives and takes 
away the status of holiness is God. 

 
Holy behavior, distinction from the gentiles and marginalization of deviants. In 
chapter 17.1.2 we discussed how the deviant behaviors in 5:1–6 are very 
similar to the description of the gentiles in 4:17–24. A group tends to 
form its identity in relation to outgroups in a way which maximizes the 
distinctiveness and self-esteem of the ingroup (see chapters 7.1 and 7.2). 
Deviant behavior that obscures the distinction between ingroup and 
outgroup is usually less tolerated than other deviances (see chapter 8.2). 
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By associating certain behaviors with the outgroup, the author makes 
them more intolerable than they would otherwise have been and thus 
justifies reproach, marginalization and perhaps even exclusion of those 
who behave in this way. As one might expect, the author threatens those 
who behave in a deviant manner with exclusion (5:5–6) and concludes 
with the advice that the ingroup members should “have no association 
with them [i.e., the deviants]” (5:7).  

Causality: Fornication, shameful behavior, foolish talk or sarcasm 
Æ Not holy Æ Duty: Reproach, marginalize and, if nothing 
else helps, exclude those who practice these behaviors from 
the ekkl¾sia 

 
 

In short, by looking at behavior one can attribute holiness or impurity to 
members and thus draw conclusions about whether one should honor 
them or reproach and marginalize, perhaps even exclude them. The 
identity as holy can therefore motivate people to behave according to 
group norms in order to achieve the status of holiness in the eyes of 
oneself, of the group and of God. Regarding exclusion, Ephesians does 
not give us reason to believe that the group excluded deviant members 
very frequently. In many groups, exclusion is a possible end station in 
unresolvable conflicts within a group (see chapter 8.2). The possibility of 
exclusion, of not having “any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and 
of God” (5:5), lurks as a threatening possibility in the cognitive world of 

Holy, i.e. 
prototypical 

Not holy, impure, 
i.e. deviant 

No improper 
behavior 

Improper 
behavior 

Disliked and 
excluded by 
God 

Accepted 
by God 

Should be 
accepted and 
honored in 
the ekkl¾sia 

Should be 
marginalized 
and/or 
excluded from 
the ekkl¾sia 
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Ephesians. However, exclusion was probably more effective as a 
potential threat than as a real event in motivating conduct. Normally, the 
positive effectsȰstatus within the group and in the face of God, a 
positive self-imageȰwere probably more important motivators. 

 
Summary. Being holy is a central ingroup designation and an attribute 
which is closely associated with the narrative about a privileged position 
before God. Holiness equals being fitting for and accepted by God. 
Because of their privileged position, the Christ-believers should behave 
accordingly in order to remain in this position. Holiness is therefore an 
attribute which motivates both behaviors and the social dynamics of 
giving status and marginalization, inclusion and exclusion. Moreover, 
holy behaviors are contrasted with the behavior of the gentiles, their 
major outgroup, which further motivates proper behavior and also 
increases the self-esteem and distinctiveness of the group. The narrative 
about their holiness thus has a wide range of psychological and group 
dynamic effects (cf. chapter 10). 

 
18.3� Ingroup Attributes and the Behavior Norms 

Associated with Them 

Having explored the minimal criteria for belonging to the group and the 
group’s self-designation as holy ones, it is now time to explore the 
attributed character traits of the prototypical Christ-believer and the 
behaviors associated with these traits. As we discussed in chapter 6.1, 
the ingroup prototype is typically characterized by an attributed and a 
visible behavioral side where the attributes are believed to cause the 
behavior. We also saw that there was typically a tension between 
indicative and imperative, causality and duty, in these attributions. This 
tension was necessary, since the ingroup prototype could have a great 
variety of psychological and group dynamic functions (see the summary 
in chapter 10). In the analysis of Ephesians we will discover an intricate 
network of attributions and causal beliefs that has the potential to guide 
group dynamics in many different ways. 
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18.3.1� The Spirit  

In Ephesians the Spirit is believed to be an agent who causes character 
traits and behavior. God may (potentially) “grant that you may be 
strengthened (ΎΕ΅Θ΅ϱΝ) in your inner being with power (ΈϾΑ΅ΐΖ) 
through his Spirit (ΈΤ ΘΓІ ΔΑΉϾΐ΅ΘΓΖ ΅ЁΘΓІ)” (3:16). In chapter 6.4 we 
explored the cultural pattern in the ancient Mediterranean world to 
attribute the cause of virtue and action to spiritual agents (gods, angels, 
demons, etc.). The letter to the Ephesians shares the imagination of for 
instance Paul, Philo and Epictetus (see subsection b2 in chapter 6.4) that 
the divine agent inspires morality from inside the minds and bodies of 
the believer. In our exploration of this kind of imagination we concluded 
that the tension between indicative and imperative was effective in 
inspiring and judging behavior and in guiding group dynamics. In this 
section we will explore how the author imagines that the empowering 
Spirit is or should be the cause of both behavior and virtue. 

Having the Spirit is a central part of the attributed side of the ingroup 
prototype. The recipients have been “sealed” with the Holy Spirit (1:13–
14). “Through/in (πΑ) one Spirit” the Christ-believers have access to God 
(2:18). The author emphasizes that the Spirit is one (2:18; 4:3–4), so we 
should assume that the author refers to one and the same spirit, whether 
the label of the Spirit is “the holy Spirit” (1:13; 4:30), “the Spirit of 
wisdom and revelation” (1:17), or simply “the Spirit” (2:18, 22; 3:5, 16; 
4:3–4; 5:18; 6:17–18).559 

                                                           
559 A possible exception is the phrase ”be renewed regarding the Spirit of the 

mind” (ΦΑ΅ΑΉΓІΗΌ΅ … ΘХ ΔΑΉϾΐ΅Θ ΘΓІ ΑΓϱΖ) in 4:23, where “the Spirit” 
might refer either to the human spirit or to the divine Spirit. Since Ephesians 
refers to extra-human spiritual agents in all other cases where ΔΉІΐ΅ is 
mentioned and since the Spirit is thought to empower the “inner man” (3:16), 
there is reason to think that the phrase refers to the divine Spirit, see 
Schnackenburg 1982: 204. However, since the Spirit is nowhere else referred to as 
“of your mind” but rather as “of God”, etc., (Rom 8:9) and since the phrase 
occurs in a context where the recipients are exhorted to “put on the new man” 
(4:24), there is also reason to consider the phrase to be a reference to the spirit of 
man, see Lincoln 1990: 286–287. However, although the reference is unclear, it is 
clear that any renewal of the spirit of man is considered to occur through the 
 



230  Behaving as a Christ-Believer 
 

 
Prayer for the Spirit. The implied Paul reports twice in Ephesians that he 
prays for the recipient (1:16–19a; 3:14-19, cf. discussion in chapter 15). 
These two prayers are key elements in our understanding of the ingroup 
prototype, particularly the role of the Spirit. As I suggested in chapter 15, 
these prayers introduce the attributed character traits which are 
considered to be most central to the ingroup prototype. We will 
therefore begin our investigation of the imagination of the Spirit with a 
discussion about the structure of these prayers and what causal beliefs 
they express. 
 
The first prayer report in 1:16–19a has the following structure:  

I do not cease to give thanks … in my prayers… (1:16) 
 that (ϣΑ΅) God … will give you (1:17a) 
  the Spirit560 of wisdom and revelation (1:17b) 
   in/through/regarding (πΑ) knowledge of him (1:17c) 
 so that you  
  - [since you have] the eyes of your hearts enlightened -  
 may know (ΉϢΖ Θϲ ΉϢΈνΑ΅)… (1:18b) 
  what is … the inheritance … (1:18c) 
  and what is … his power toward us … (1:19a)  
      (my translation) 

The genitive construct “the Spirit of wisdom…” indicates that the Spirit 
causes knowledge in those under its influence.561 The prepositional 
                                                                                                                                  
agency of the divine Spirit (3:16; 6:18), see Arnold 1989: 88–89; Hoehner 2002: 
608–609. 

560 I agree with Fee 1994: 674–676 that it makes more sense to interpret 
ΔΑΉІΐ΅ ΗΓΠϟ΅Ζ Ύ΅Ϡ ΦΔΓΎ΅ΏϾΜΉΝΖ as the divine Spirit than as the human spirit, 
in spite of the absence of a definite article. A Spirit “of revelation” most probably 
refers to the divine Spirit. Cf. ΔΑΉϾΐ΅Θ ̋ΉΓІ without definite article in Rom 8:14 
and ΔΑΉІΐ΅ ΘΓІ ̋ΉΓІ ΔΑΉІΐ΅ ΗΓΠϟ΅Ζ (etc.) without definite article in Isa 11:2, 
LXX. 

561 The author of Ephesians is infamous for his love of genitive constructs. 
These constructs are often imprecise and aim more at aesthetical effect than 
pedagogical clarity. There is no such thing as final or consecutive genitive, but 
nevertheless many kinds of genitive constructs presuppose a causal belief. For 
example, qualitative genitives express the quality of something, and sometimes 
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phrase “in/through (πΑ) knowledge” could either signal that knowledge 
is an instrument to get the Spirit or the sphere of knowledge.562 While both 
are possible, the former possibility is intriguing, since it would indicate a 
mutually reinforcing causal chain between the Spirit and knowledge, 
where knowledge renders the Spirit and the Spirit gives knowledge. The 
perfect tense of the participle “enlightened” (ΔΉΠΝΘϟΗΐΉΑΓΖ) also 
suggests that a certain amount of knowledge is a precondition for the 
“the Spirit of wisdom,” if we assume that it refers to enlightenment that 
preceded the entire prayer. 563 Again, knowledge gives the Spirit, which 
in turn gives more knowledge. (This will be discussed further in chapter 
18.3.1.) The consecutive infinitive “so that you may know (ΉϢΖ Θϲ 
ΉϢΈνΑ΅) …” indicates that the Spirit causes insight into a) the group’s 
privileged position and b) that God gives them power. The center of the 
prayer is increased knowledge, which fits the rhetorical agenda of the 
author. As I argued in chapter 15, the prayer for knowledge prepares for 

                                                                                                                                  
this quality is causal. The phrase “the unity of the Spirit” (οΑϱΘΖ ΘΓІ 
ΔΑΉϾΐ΅ΘΓΖ, 4:3) may be understood as “the unity which is characterized by the 
Spirit,” that is, the Spirit has some kind of influence which causes unity. 

562 See the discussion about πΑ in n. 555. 
563 ΔΉΠΝΘΗΐνΑΓΙΖ ΘΓϿΖ ϴΠΌ΅ΏΐΓϾΖ … (1:18a) floats free between the ϣΑ΅-

phrase in 1:17 and the ΉϢΖ Θϲ-phrase in 1:18b. The phrase could therefore be 
interpreted in many ways, see Hoehner 2002: 261–262 for an overview. It could 
be seen a) as referring back to ΈЏϙ, ЀΐϧΑ or ΔΑΉІΐ΅ in 1:17, b) as a circumstantial 
participle, c) as an absolute accusative, or d) as referring forward to ЀΐκΖ. 
Hoehner prefers c) in spite of absolute accusatives being rare in Koine Greek. 
However, Hoehner ignores the fact that accusative absolute is almost always 
neuter (not masculine) and singular (not plural), see Blomqvist and Jastrup 1996: 
§278. Even more problematic is the interpretation of Lincoln 1990: 46–47 that it is 
a description of ЀΐϧΑ that has been influenced by the following ЀΐκΖ and thus 
changed case from dative to accusative. The grammatically least problematic 
solution is d), that it is a description of ЀΐκΖ. It has, however, probably been 
placed before ΉϢΖ Θϲ in order to form a bridge between the first and the second 
half of the prayer. This solution also makes the phrase functionally analogous to 
the perfect participle “rooted and founded in love” (3:17) in the second prayer in 
Ephesians (see discussion in n. 564 below). The perfect tense suggests that the 
entire phrase is a prerequisite to either the entire prayer or the second half of the 
prayer. 
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the presentation of knowledge in chapter 2 of Ephesians. We will return 
to the connection between the Spirit and knowledge below, but for now 
we summarize the causal beliefs that the prayer expresses: 

Causality: Prayer + Spirit (+ Previous knowledge) Æ Knowledge 
about God Æ Knowledge about ingroup value and 
empowerment 

The second prayer report in 3:14–19 is structured like this: 

I bow my knees to the father … (3:14–15) 
 a. that (ϣΑ΅) he will give you … (3:16a) 
   b1. to be strengthened (infinitive) … (3:16b) 
    through (ΈΣ) the Spirit …(3:16c) 
   b2. so that Christ dwells (infinitive) (3:17a) 
    through (ΈΣ) faith … (3:17b) 
  c. [in order that you may become (ϣΑ΅ ώΘΉ)]  
       rooted and founded in love (3:17c) 
 a’. in order that (ϣΑ΅)  
  [having become rooted and founded in love] 
  you will be strong/able (3:18a) 
   b1’. to comprehend (infinitive)… (3:18b) 
    what is the breadth and the height … (3:18c) 
   b2.’ so that [you] know (infinitive) … (3:19a) 
    the love of Christ (3:19b) 
  c’. in order that (ϣΑ΅) you will be filled … (3:19c)  
 (my translation) 

In short, the imagination of the prayer is as follows: God gives (a) power 
by means of the Spirit (b1) (i.e., the Spirit causes power). This causes 
Christ to dwell in them (b2), which causes them to be founded in love (c). 
To be founded in love (c) is necessary if they are to have the capacity (a’) 
to comprehend (b1’), which causes them to know the love of Christ (b2’). 
As the final result of the process imagined in the prayer they will 
become filled with the fullness of God, that is, fully prototypical (c’). 564 

                                                           
564 The prayer is built around two ϣΑ΅-clauses (a, a’) with two infinitive 

clauses under each ϣΑ΅-clause (b1, b2, b1’, b2’), followed by a third ϣΑ΅-clause (c’). 
c’ might be seen as a summarizing request, depicting the result of the first two 
ϣΑ΅-clauses (a, a’), see g.g. Arnold 1989: 86–87; Hoehner 2002: 490; 
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Schnackenburg 1982: 147. The infinitives under the first two ϣΑ΅-clauses could 
either be seen as parallel (b1 parallels b2, b1’ parallels b2’) or sequential (b1 causes 
b2, b1’ causes b2’). Although there is really no way of knowing what the author 
intended, I will treat them as sequential, that is, as expressing a causal 
relationship. We have the same problem with the relation between a and a’, 
which too could be both parallel and sequential. I will treat them as sequential as 
well, since the difficult phrase c seems to serve a connective function between the 
first and the second half of the prayer. There is also a shift from God’s initiative 
in a to human response in a’, which indicates that a’ should be seen as the effect 
of a. 

The phrase in c and a, “in/through love rooted and founded” (πΑ Φ·ΣΔϙ 
πΕΕΊΝΐνΑΓ Ύ΅Ϡ ΘΉΌΉΐΉΏΝΐνΑΓ), has puzzled commentators. “Rooted and 
founded” are perfect participles, referring to something which is completed. 
Furthermore, as the participles are in the plural, they cannot describe God, who 
is the giving subject in a. Rather, they must describe the recipients. Since the 
phrase is written in the nominative case, it should, if grammatically correct, refer 
to something which is either a subject or a nominal predicative. It is 
grammatically least problematic to see the phrase as an introduction to the 
second ϣΑ΅-clause, a’, rendering the translation “in order that (ϣΑ΅), being rooted 
and founded in love, you may…”, see Hoehner 2002: 482–484. This solution is 
grammatically correct, but frankly aesthetically disruptive in an otherwise quite 
symmetrically built prayer, unless the author has a good reason to do so. Why 
would the author want to obscure his structure of ϣΑ΅-clauses and infinitive 
clauses in a and a’ by putting a lengthy nominal phrase (c) before the ϣΑ΅ in a’? 
Another solution is that the phrase in c is a prayer-wish parallel to the two 
previous infinitive clauses (b1, b2), see Lincoln 1990: 197. This is possible, but 
confusing when the two first sub-clauses to a are infinitives and since the 
solution destroys the symmetry between a and a’. A third solution is that the 
phrase is an irregular nominative, referring to the subjects in b1 and b2, and 
therefore should be seen as the result of the two preceding infinitive clauses (c is 
the result of b1 and b2, and thus the result of a), see Arnold 1989: 87; Caragounis 
1977: 75. The phrase in c would then become parallel to the ϣΑ΅-clause in c’ in the 
manner sketched above and the prayer would have a symmetrical structure. The 
weakness of this solution is that the participles in c are in the perfect, that is, 
expressing something already completed, which seems somewhat strange if they 
are supposed to express a future result, see Hoehner 2002: 483. I would like to 
propose that a combination of the first and the third solution is the best. Just in 
order to show the symmetry with the ϣΑ΅-clause in c’, I have extrapolated ϣΑ΅ 
ώΘΉ in the structure above, which would make the phrase a nominal predicative. 
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Causality: Paul prays + Spirit Æ God gives Æ Power Æ Christ in 
them Æ Love Æ Capacity (i.e., power) Æ (Knowledge of) 
love Æ Filled (i.e., perfected and prototypical) 

This prayer links many of the most fundamental attributed character 
traits of the ingroup prototype in a mutually reinforcing network of 
causality, revealing a belief in a dynamic interplay between the Spirit, 
power, knowledge, love and being in Christ, where these elements can 
potentially strengthen each other (and manifest in behavior).565 This 
prayer, together with the first prayer, will therefore be most important in 
our discussion below. 

 
The believer can be more or less influenced by the Spirit. The author’s 
imagination is not just a static belief that the Spirit works in those who 
are Christ-believers. Although the letter starts with a declaration that “in 
Christ” (1:10) they have the Spirit (1:13–14), the implied author’s next 
step is to pray that God “may give them the Spirit of wisdom and 
revelation” (1:17). They should be “renewed” in the Spirit (4:23). The 
message is clear enough: although they have the Spirit, they do not yet 
have it fully.  

Those who have to faith in Christ receive the Spirit (1:13–14) and are 
“a dwelling-place for God through/in (πΑ) the Spirit” (2:22, my 
translation). The preposition πΑ in 2:22 could denote both causality and 
position.566 If we assume that it denotes causality, then the Spirit 
somehow causes them to become a dwelling-place for God. In the prayer 
in 3:16–17 we find a parallel chain of thought, where the author prays 
that they may be empowered “through the Spirit” (ΈΤ ΘΓІ ΔΑΉϾΐ΅ΘΓΖ) 
so that “Christ may live in your hearts through faith” (cf. discussion 

                                                                                                                                  
Surely, c should be linked grammatically with a’, but the reason for the author to 
put c before the ϣΑ΅ in a’ is that he sees c as a bridge between a and a’. The 
solution is then to see c as both the result of a and as a precondition for a’. The 
phrase in c should then be translated twice: “[a] may God give … [c] in order that 
you become rooted and founded in love, [a’] so that, [c] having been rooted and 
founded in love, [a’] you will be able …” 

565 Cf. chapter 6.2. 
566 See n. 555. 
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above). The phrase “through the Spirit” suggests that the Spirit is God’s 
agent, who causes them to become empowered, which consequently 
causes Christ to live in them.567 The expressions “in Christ,” “dwelling 
place for God” (2:22), and “Christ lives in your hearts” (3:17) basically 
refer to the same beliefȰthe spiritual closeness between God/Christ and 
the ingroup. If we put all these observations together, we discover a 
mutually reinforcing (circular) chain of causality in the cognition of the 
author, where being in Christ means having the Spirit, which empowers 
the believer, which, in turn, causes the Christ-believer to be even closer 
to Christ: 

Mutually reinforcing causality: In Christ Æ Has the Spirit Æ 
Empowered by the Spirit Æ God/Christ being in you 
(which equals being in Christ) even more 

 
 

We should not assume that this circular thinking is somehow flawed, 
but rather interpret the circularity as a mutually reinforcing spiral. The 

                                                           
567 The parallel phrase “through faithfulness” (ΈΤ ΘϛΖ ΔϟΗΘΉΝΖ) in 3:17 may 

also be read a causal middle step between the empowerment and Christ living in 
them, parallel to how ΈΣ functions in 3:16. The causal belief expressed in 3:17 
would then be that the Spirit gives them powers, which strengthen their 
faithfulness, which in turn renders Christ to live in them. The alternative that 
faithfulness should be understood as something which is a prerequisite and 
works synchronically with the Spirit is, however, more reasonable, since 
Ephesians does not consider faithfulness to be something which should grow 
(see chapter 18.3.4 below) but rather as something which is a trait of a Christ-
believer from the very beginning (1:13, see chapter 18.1 above), cf. Arnold 1989: 
89.  

The Spirit 

In Christ, 
God/Christ in you 

Empowered 
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author imagines that the state of being in Christ is in need of continuous 
renewal and growth. Although they are in Christ, they are not yet in a 
state where they are “filled with all the fullness of God” (3:19). Clinton 
Arnold recognizes the tension between “already” and “not yet” in this 
imagination, but does not discuss the social implication of such 
imagination.568 The implication is of course that the ingroup members 
must never just sit back and relax, but must continue to live in a way 
which causes this reinforcing circle to continue. Although the recipients 
are already in Christ and have the Spirit, the process is still incomplete 
and they still need to “walk worthy of the calling to which you were 
called” (4:1) if they want to remain in Christ and take part of his power. 
(The power theme will be explored further in chapter 18.3.2.) Such an 
imagination inspires prototypical behavior.  

 
The mutual interaction between behavior, emotions and spiritual influence. The 
Spirit is considered to inspire behavior in Ephesians. The most 
straightforward passage is the long sentence in 5:18–24.569 The sentence 
begins with an exhortation to “be filled with the Spirit” followed by a 
number of participles referring to prototypical behavior: 

...but be filled with the Spirit, 
singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs among yourselves,  
singing and  
making melody to the Lord in your hearts, 
giving thanks to God the Father at all times and for everything... 
subjecting to one another out of reverence for Christ...  

  (5:18b-21, NRSV modified) 

The author clearly believes that the Spirit inspires these behaviors 
(which will be further discussed in chapter 18.4.2.) However, we should 
not assume that the author thinks the inspiration is automatic and 
infallible. The participle construct is vague and could also be interpreted 
in the opposite wayȰthat the behaviors are the means by which one 
becomes filled with the Spirit. We may even suspect that the vague 
participle construct is intended, sinceȰas we shall see belowȰthe 

                                                           
568 Arnold 1989: 97. 
569 Cf. Darko 2008: 83–85. 
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author seems to imagine a mutual causal relationship between the Spirit 
and behavior. 

Since the author thinks of influence from the Spirit as a process, it is 
not surprising that he thinks there are behaviors and emotions which 
give “the Devil a place/chance (ΘϱΔΓΖ)” (4:27) and “grieves the Holy 
Spirit” (4:30). 4:25–32 has a loose but repetitive structure: 

 
a.  Speech behaviorsȰexhortation to speak the truth (4:25) 
b.  Emotions and spiritual hazardȰexcessive anger gives the 

Devil a chance (4:26–27) 
c.  Intragroup careȰstealing versus helping the needy (4:28) 
a’.  Speech behaviorsȰcorrupt words versus building up (4:29) 
b’.  Emotions and spiritual hazardȰemotional outbursts grieve 

the Spirit (4:30–31) 
c’.  Intragroup careȰkindness and forgiving (4:32) 

 
Both in b and b’, emotions are associated with spiritual influence. If one 
feels destructive emotions, there is a danger that one behaves 
improperly and thus loses the Spirit and instead becomes influenced by 
the Devil. The different elements in the sentence in 4:26–27 are loosely 
interconnected.570 Literally, the text says “Be angry (ϴΕ·ϟΊΝ) and do not 
sin (Υΐ΅ΕΘΣΑΝ)!Ȱthe sun should not set on your excessive anger 
(Δ΅ΕΓΕ·ΗΐϱΖ)!Ȱand do not give the Devil a place/chance!” The 
sentence does not specify the relation between anger, sin and influence 
from the Devil. However, it is reasonable to assume the author believes 
that controlled anger is allowed, but not prolonged excessive anger that 
leads to sin and strife (cf. 4:31). Somehow, this lets the Devil influence 
the Christ-believer (and perhaps also the whole group). As discussed in 
chapter 6.3, anger was considered the worst of all emotions by Stoics 
such as Seneca, while others, such as Aristotle believed that a controlled 
amount of anger was intrinsic to the virtue of courage. The author of 
Ephesians seems to be closer to Aristotle, as he thinks that a certain 
amount of anger is acceptable, perhaps even appropriate, but that too 
much anger can lead to sin. The reason for thinking that excessive anger 

                                                           
570 E.g. Hoehner 2002: 618–623. 
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might lead to sin is probably that it can lead to loss of self-control. 
Elsewhere the author urges them not to ”get drunk with wine, in which 
is dissipation (ΦΗΝΘϟ΅), but be filled in Spirit” (5:18). In this passage, the 
author sees an opposition between the Spirit and 
“dissipation/incorrigibility” (ΦΗΝΘϟ΅), the tendency for destructive life 
without self-control.571 In sum, Ephesians expresses a conviction that 
excessive and prolonged emotions will lead to sin: 

Causality: Excessive prolonged emotions Æ Sin 

Three verses after 4:26–27 the author warns them not to “grieve the Holy 
Spirit of God, with which you were marked with a seal for the day of 
redemption” (4:30). By mentioning the seal and the day of redemption, 
the author alludes to the eulogy in the introduction of the letter where it 
is stated that the Spirit is their seal (1:13–14), that is, their guarantee to be 
saved. The recipients are thus indirectly told that there is a potential risk 
to lose the seal, of being excluded from the ingroup and the salvation, if 
they do not behave properly. (Indeed, there is a risk that the entire group 
comes under the influence of the Devil if some behave wrongly.) It is not 
clear if it is the speech behaviors in 4:29, the emotions in 4:31 or perhaps 
every negative behavior and emotion mentioned in 4:25–32 which grieve 
the Spirit.572 The Ύ΅ϟ in the beginning of 4:30 points back to the speech 
behavior in 4:29, but since destructive emotions give the Devil a chance 
in 4:27, there is reason to think that the grief of the Spirit is also 
associated with the emotions in 4:31. Deeming from the general 
impression of the letter where the author preaches that the recipients 
should be holy and blameless, it would be reasonable to assume that the 
author thinks any kind of improper behavior or emotion grieves the 
Spirit.  

In 4:31 the author enumerates three aggressive emotions, “bitterness 
(ΔΎΕϟ΅) and wrath (ΌΙΐϱΖ) and anger (ϴΕ·φ)” followed by two speech 
behaviors, “screaming (ΎΕ΅Ι·φ) and malice/slander (ΆΏ΅ΗΠΐϟ΅),” 
which are probably considered to be the effect of the emotions. The 
passage is parallel to 4:27, where sin is seen as the effect of excessive 
                                                           

571 Hoehner 2002: 701. 
572 Lincoln 1990: 307. 
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anger. Only in 4:31 and in 1:13Ȱthe two places where the Spirit is 
described as a sealȰis the Spirit described with the epithet “holy.” The 
function of “holy” is perhaps to suggest that the believer can become 
impure through excessive emotions, that is, improper for God, and this 
is what grieves the Spirit.573  

In sum, the author believes that improper behavior, inaugurated by 
emotions, can remove the Spirit as the inspiring spiritual agent and give 
“place” (ΘϱΔΓΖ) for the Devil as the inspiring spiritual agent (cf. Matt 
12:43–45). The positive reinforcing circle of causality sketched above can 
be broken: people have to act according to ingroup norms and avoid 
deviance in order to remain under the influence of the Spirit.  

Causality: Improper behavior and emotions Æ The Spirit is grieved 
Æ The Spirit potentially leaves Æ The “seal,” that is, the 
status before God is lost + The Devil gets a place Æ 
Attribution: No longer holy and under the Spirit Æ Duty: 
Should be reproached, marginalized and as a last resort, 
excluded  

This imagination that the character of manȰvirtues, spiritual status, and 
so onȰcan only stay intact if one behaves accordingly is in no way 
unique to Ephesians. On the contrary, it was quite a common 
understanding of the relation between behavior and attributed traits. 
Both the wisdom tradition and the Greco-Roman philosophical 
traditions frequently exhorted people to reinforce their virtue through 
their daily conduct, as we have already discussed in chapter 6.3. The 
Pharisees (as described by Josephus), Paul, Philo and Epictetus all 
express views that do not resolve the tension between human moral 
choice and spiritual influence, just like Ephesians (see chapter 6.4). This 
broader pattern, in turn, fits well into the inherent tension between 
indicative and imperative that seems to exist in all prototypes (see 
chapter 6.1).  The Christ-believer both do and should be influenced by 
the Spirit in his or her behavior. The imagination of the spiritual 
dynamics of a Christ-believer in Ephesians could be sketched like this: 

                                                           
573 Elsewhere the author says that certain impure behaviors are improper for 

holy ones and lead to being outside the kingdom (5:1–6, see chapter 18.2). 
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In the chart above I have chosen to draw a dashed causal arrow from the 
influence of the Devil to virtuous moral conduct, since Ephesians does 
not express explicitly that a Christ-believer who has gone partially astray 
in his/her moral conduct could come back under the influence of the 
Spirit. But if we allow ourselves a bit of historical speculation, it is quite 
reasonable to imagine that ingroup members who were accused of a 
conduct that gave the Devil a chance thought that they could gradually 
improve their spiritual status and come back under the influence of the 
Spirit, for instance by prayer, by repentance and by improving their 
character and moral conduct (cf. chapters 6.3 and 6.4). (The scheme is 
only valid for a Christ-believer. For a person who does not belong to the 
group, moral conduct is considered impossible in Ephesians, since that 
person is so strongly under the influence of evil spirits that only belief in 
Christ can help; cf. chapter 17.1 and the discussion below.) 

This imagination has obvious group dynamic effects, if we assume 
that it became the shared cognition of a group of Christ-believers. The 
group members would then believe that one can draw conclusions about 
people’s spiritual status from their visible behavior. Such a belief 
certainly has the potential to function in the social dynamics of the 

The Spirit 
influences the 
Christ-believer, but 
does not entirely 
determine his or 
her moral choice 

Choice: self-
control and 
virtuous conduct 

Choice: destructive 
emotions and 
vicious conduct 

The Devil influences 
the Christ-believer 
(but does not 
entirely determine 
his or her moral 
choice?) 

The Spirit is not 
grieved 

The Spirit is grieved 
and potentially 
leaves 

The Devil 
gets a 
chance 
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ingroup to regulate behavior (see chapter 6.1). The individual, who is 
motivated to avoid cognitive dissonance between behavior and his/her 
spiritual standing, would make an effort to behave in a way that allows 
him or her to think of him-/herself as someone under the influence of the 
Spirit. The imagination is encouraging, since it promises continued and 
perhaps even deepened presence of the Sprit for those who behave 
according to group norms. It is also demanding, perhaps even 
frightening, since the Spirit might leave those who do not behave 
properly. In the group, people would feel justified to make judgments 
about prototypicality and deviance; status and marginalization; 
inclusion and exclusion, based on other group members’ behavior. (Cf. 
the social patterns which we discussed in relation to holiness in chapter 
18.2) These social processes could most likely be both encouraging (5:18-
24) and condemning (4:25-32), depending on the situation. 

 
The Spirit and ingroup distinctiveness. Having the Spirit also distinguishes 
the ingroup from the outgroup. Those who do not belong to the ingroup, 
“the children of disobedience,” are characterized by being under the 
influence of evil spiritual forces (2:2). These evil spirits also influenced 
the recipients in their past (2:2), but thanks to Christ they can now be 
under the same positive spiritual influence as the first Jewish holy ones 
(2:18). The ingroup is at war with these evil spiritual forces (6:10–18). 
Their weapon in this war is “the sword of the Spirit” (6:17) and they 
become empowered for this battle “in/through the Lord” (6:10). This 
imagination of different spiritual domains creates a sense of cognitive 
distinctiveness and positive self-evaluation in relation to the outgroup 
(see chapters 7.1, 7.2 and 17.1.2). 

Causality: Belonging to the ingroup Æ Under the influence of the 
Holy Spirit 

Causality: Belonging to the outgroup Æ Under the influence of evil 
spiritual agents 

What social situation might be the background of this dichotomous 
imagination of the relation between spiritual influence and behavior? 
The main thesis of Clinton Arnold’s book, Ephesians: Power and Magic, is 
that the author wants to comfort and inspire the recipients to have 
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confidence that Christ is stronger than the evil spirits whose power they 
fear.574 While I appreciate his recognition of the importance of spiritual 
powers, he partly misreads the rhetorical thrust in the description of the 
gentiles. An alternative reading, proposed by Minna Shkul, is that the 
author thinks the recipients should be more cautious in relation the 
outside world, that is, he aims to reinforce the distinction between the 
recipients and “the gentiles” by contrasting the two spheres of spiritual 
dominion.575 The image of “us” under influence of a positive spiritual 
force, contrasted with “them” under the influence of negative spiritual 
forces, makes anyone who obscures the distinction between the ingroup 
and “the gentiles” deviant. The phrase “I say and testify that you no 
longer are/should be like the gentiles” (4:17, my translation) signals that 
one of the urgent errands in the letter is to convince the recipients that it 
is the gentiles who are their outgroup. The author might think that their 
social distinction is currently not clear enough. As I will discuss further 
in chapter 18.4.3, it is quite reasonable to assume that there is some truth 
in both Arnold’s and Shkul’s arguments. The recipients probably 
experienced at least potential threats from their surroundings, but the 
author most likely exaggerates the threats in order to reinforce a sense of 
social distance and distinctiveness. 

 
The Spirit causes knowledge, love and unity. Three more threads need to be 
touched upon briefly in relation to the subject of the Spirit and then left 
for further discussion in sections below: a) that the Spirit causes 
knowledge, b) that the Spirit causes love, and c) that the Spirit causes 
unity. 

Knowledge. As discussed above in chapter 18.1, the author imagines 
that getting to know Christ is one of the causes which lead the individual 
into Christ. Nevertheless, this initial knowledge is in no way complete, 
since the author prays that God may give the recipients “the Spirit of 
wisdom and revelation, in/through (πΑ) knowledge of him, so that 
youȰ[since you have] the eyes of your hearts enlightenedȰmay 
know…” (1:17–18a, my translation; cf. the discussion about the structure 

                                                           
574 Arnold 1989. 
575 Shkul 2009: 216-237. 
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of the prayer reports above). The preposition πΑ in the phrase 
”in/through (πΑ) knowledge of him” could be understood 
instrumentally, that is, as meaning that “by means of” knowledge of 
God, you get the Spirit of knowledge and wisdom. Initial knowledge 
grants the Spirit, which causes further knowledge. The grammatical 
construct is, however, vague and πΑ could also be interpreted as a 
marker of the sphere of knowledge; that is, the knowledge is about 
him.576 The perfect tense of “enlighten” (ΠΝΘϟΊΝ) is a better indication 
that the author imagines the recipients as already having knowledge that 
precedes the influence of “Spirit of knowledge and wisdom,” something 
that the prayer will hopefully result in.577 A positive reinforcing circle of 
causality between knowledge and Spirit seems to be imagined. 

In the prayer in 3:14–19, knowledge is indirectly associated with the 
Spirit via the power theme. Having prayed that the Spirit may give them 
power (3:16), the implied Paul picks up the power theme again in the 
second clause of the prayer: “…in order that you may have 
strength/capacity (πΒΗΛϾΝ) to comprehend…” (3:18). The Spirit has 
empowered them, which (potentially) causes them to be characterized 
by “strength” (ϢΗΛϾΖ), which in turn enables them to achieve knowledge 
and insight. This insight thereafter makes them “filled with the fullness 
of God,” that is, they are more fully in Christ (3:19). This is another 
mutually reinforcing causality. Both the prayer in 1:16–19 and the prayer 
in 3:14–19 reflect a conviction that divine knowledge and having the 
Spirit reinforce each other mutually: 

Mutually reinforcing causality: (Initial) knowledge Æ In Christ Æ 
The Spirit Æ Power Æ (More) knowledge Æ (More fully) in 
Christ 

                                                           
576 E.g. Hoehner 2002: 258–259.  
577 Cf. the discussion about the grammatical structure of the prayer report 

above. 
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The potential group dynamic of this causal belief is similar to the belief 
that power and the Spirit reinforce each other mutually. The recipients 
are told that they have to keep working in order to grow in knowledge. 
However, since knowledge is a part of the mutually reinforcing 
dynamics, the beliefs relate more directly to speaking “the truth.” If one 
speaks “truth”, that is, according to group conventions, then one is 
acclaimed as inspired by the Spirit. On the other hand, if one can suspect 
someone to articulate unacceptable claims of truth, the group is justified 
to think that this person is not under the influence of the Spirit. Once this 
conclusion is drawn, it might become a duty to reproach, marginalize 
and in the end perhaps even exclude that person from the ingroup. (The 
relation between knowledge and behavior will be elaborated further in 
chapter 18.3.3. Speech behaviors will be further discussed in chapter 
18.4.2.) 

Love. The Spirit is also the force behind the attributed character trait 
“love” in the prayer in 3:14–19. Being empowered by the Spirit, so that 
Christ dwells in them, they will be “rooted and founded in love” (3:17; 
cf. the discussion about the structure of the prayer report above). In the 
second half of the prayer, the author starts from this rootedness in love 
and sees it as the basis for “knowing the love of Christ, which surpasses 
all knowledge” (3:19), that is, an even greater love than the one in 3:17. 
(The details of the love theme will be discussed in chapter 18.3.5 below.) 

Causality: Spirit Æ Power Æ Love Æ Knowledge Æ (Even more) 
love 

Unity. The Spirit is also somehow the agent behind the unity of the 
group. They are “built together … through/in (πΑ) the Spirit.” (2:22). 

Knowledge In Christ, 
Christ/God in you 

The Spirit Power 
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They should “keep the unity of the Spirit” (4:3). Success in bringing 
unity to the group can therefore be considered a sign that the Spirit is 
effective within the group and, conversely, a lack of unity is a sign that 
the Spirit does not work in them. (The theme of unity will be elaborated 
further below in chapter 18.4.1.)  

Attribution: Influence from the Spirit Æ Unity 

Summary. The Spirit holds a very central position within the cognitive 
structure of the prototypical Christ-believer. The Spirit is the generative 
force causing a great number of other characteristics: power, knowledge, 
love, unity. However, the chain of causality is not unidirectional but 
bidirectional. The Spirit causes virtues and virtuous behavior, and virtue 
and virtuous behavior cause the presence of the divine to grow stronger 
in the believer. Vicious behavior and destructive emotions can, however, 
cause the Spirit to draw back, giving the Devil a chance to influence the 
believer. Life in Christ is imagined as an ongoing process, where the 
Christ-believers must reinforce the presence of the Spirit by the way they 
conduct their lives. 

Since a central aspect the group rationale in Ephesians is that they are 
under the dominion of God (in contrast to the gentiles), the causal beliefs 
about the relation between behavior, virtue and spiritual influence has 
both self-regulatory and group dynamic effects. The committed 
individual who identifies with being a Christ-believer is motivated to act 
in a way that allows a positive self-image as someone who is under the 
Spirit. If the committed individual experiences herself to be successful in 
her efforts, her identity in Christ may become a source of self-esteem. 
The group can make judgments about the spiritual status of one another 
by attributing certain spiritual influence to certain behaviors. This can be 
used to regulate behavior, to encourage and oblige each other, and to 
justify inclusion and exclusion as well as giving status and 
marginalization. 
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18.3.2� Power 

In the previous section we concluded that the Spirit imbues the ingroup 
with power, according to Ephesians. This section explores how this 
power relates to other ingroup traits and behavior norms.  

The author is convinced that there is a “surpassing greatness of his 
power (ΈϾΑ΅ΐΖ) toward us who believe in accordance with (Ύ΅ΘΣ) the 
working (πΑνΕ·Ή΅) of the dominion (ΎΕΣΘΓΖ) of his strength (ϢΗΛϾΖ)” 
(1:19, my translation). God is “able to do exceedingly more than we can 
ask and understand, in accordance with (Ύ΅ΘΣ) the power (ΈϾΑ΅ΐΖ) 
which works (πΑΉΕ·νΝ) in us” (3:20, my translation). The recipients 
should “be empowered (πΑΈΙΑ΅ΐϱΝ) in Christ and in the dominion 
(ΎΕΣΘΓΖ) of his strength (ϢΗΛϾΖ)” (6:10, my translation).  

Clinton Arnold argues that the multitude of vocabulary for power in 
Ephesians is mainly pleonastic.578 The function of the variety of 
synonyms, piled upon each other, is to emphasize God´s power. 
According to Arnold’s analysis, “working” (πΑνΕ·Ή΅, also πΑΉΕ·νΝ) is 
distinct from “power” (ΈΙΑ΅ΐϟΖ), “dominion” (ΎΕΣΘΓΖ) and “strength” 
(ϢΗΛϾΖ) in the sense that “working” denotes the realization of power, 
while the other words denote potentiality. In terms of this study, 
“power,” “dominion” and “strength” are God’s attributed character 
traits while “working” is a summarizing word for the actions that come 
as a result of the attributed character traits. The genitive phrase “the 
working of the dominion of his strength” (1:19) would then consist of a 
genitive of origin followed by a genitive that is mainly pleonastic (cf. 
6:10). In other words, the origin of the “working” is “dominion” and 
“strength.” The same pattern is seen in the phrase “power (ΈϾΑ΅ΐΖ) 
which works (πΑΉΕ·νΝ) in us” (3:20), where “power” is the basis of the 
activity to “work” (cf. 3:7).  

 
Empowered to act prototypically. Ephesians suggests that the recipients 
may become increasingly empowered to act for the goals of the ekkl¾sia. 
In the prayer in 3:14–19, the author first uses a passive power verb, “to 
become strengthened” (ΎΕ΅Θ΅ΝΌϛΑ΅) (3:16), in the first ϣΑ΅-clause of 

                                                           
578 Arnold 1989: 73–75. 
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the prayer (cf. the discussion about the prayer report in chapter 18.3.1). 
However, in the second ϣΑ΅-clause he uses an active power verb about 
the recipients, “be able/be strong” (πΒΗΛϾΗΘΉ) (3:18, cf. 3:20). The 
prayer reflects a belief that one can go from being strengthened to being 
strong, “through (ΈΣ) the Spirit” (3:16). In the same manner, the 
concluding passage about spiritual warfare (6:10–20) is introduced by 
the exhortation to be “empowered (πΑΈΙΑ΅ΐϱΝ) in the Lord and in the 
dominion (ΎΕΣΘΓΖ) of his strength (ϢΗΛϾΖ)” (6:10, my translation). God’s 
power is channeled into the believers by the Spirit. In this way, the 
ingroup members are given power from God. 

Causality: God canalizes his power to the ingroup (through the 
Spirit) Æ The ingroup members become empowered  

The author believes that the ingroup has powers that derive directly 
from God. Anyone who holds such beliefs considers him-/herself to be 
capable of things beyond normal human capacity. This belief can have a 
self-fulfilling capacity, since the believer will have motivation to act in an 
“empowered” manner in order to avoid cognitive dissonance between 
the identity prototype and behavior (see chapter 6.1).579 The prayer in 
3:14–19 is followed by praise to God (3:20–21), who is able to “do 
exceedingly more than we can ask and understand, in accordance with 
(Ύ΅ΘΣ) the power that works in us” (3:20). The Ύ΅ΘΣ in 3:20 could be 
understood as “to the same extent as,” which then would mean that God 
can only intervene in their lives to the extent that the Spirit works in 
them. Therefore, the same social dynamics as we saw in relation to 
holiness and the Spirit can be imagined in relation to the power theme 
too:  

Attribution: The power of God works in the ingroup member Æ 
Visible good behavior Æ Duty: Give status and include this 
ingroup member 

                                                           
579 This is not intended to be a statement about whether spiritual influence is 

something more than a belief or not. It is, however, beyond the scope of 
historical investigation to say anything about whether supernatural agents 
actually interfere with human behavior. 
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Attribution: The power of God does not work in the ingroup 
member Æ Lack of visible good behavior Æ Duty: 
Reproach, marginalize and perhaps even exclude this 
ingroup member 

Empowered virtues and behaviors. What character traits and behaviors, 
then, are associated with empowerment from God? In the prayer in 3:14–
19, the author states that being empowered leads to the following 
dispositions:580 

-� “love” (Φ·ΣΔ) 
-� “understanding” (Ύ΅Θ΅Ώ΅ΐΆΣΑΝ), “knowledge” (·ΑЗΗΖ) 

In 6:10–20 the empowerment from God is likened to putting on God’s 
armor. It is therefore justified to interpret this passage as an expansion of 
the consequences of the empowerment. By “putting on” God’s power, 
the Christ-believers get: 

-� power to “stand” (ϣΗΘΐ) in the battle against evil spiritual 
forces 

-� “truth” (ΦΏφΌΉ΅) (which belongs to the knowledge theme) 
-� “righteousness” (ΈΎ΅ΓΗϾΑ) 
-� “faith” (ΔϟΗΘΖ) 
-� “salvation” (ΗΝΘφΕΓΑ) (which equals belonging to the ingroup)  
-� “readiness (οΘΓΐ΅Ηϟ΅) of the gospel of peace” and “speech 

(Ϲϛΐ΅) of God” from the Spirit, probably evangelizing speech 
(see chapter 18.4.2 for a detailed discussion) 

Causality: Empowered Æ Love, faith, righteousness, knowledge, 
salvation, resistance against evil spiritual forces, 
evangelizing capacity 

These character traits and behaviors will be treated more fully in the 
sections below, but here we can just reaffirm the conclusion from the 
investigation of the Spirit (see chapter 18.3.1) that power from God 
through the Spirit is the cause of all virtues and proper attitudes. 

 

                                                           
580 Cf. the discussion about the causal structure of the prayer in chapter 18.3.1. 
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Prayer, the prototypical behavior of empowerment. In the final verses of the 
armor-metaphor (6:10–20), the author lets the recipients know that the 
method for putting on the armorȰthat is, God’s powerȰis prayer “at all 
times in/through the Spirit” for all the holy ones (6:18), especially for 
“Paul” (6:19–20). Prayers for Paul will give him “boldness” to 
evangelize. Prayer “in the Spirit” (6:18) is a practical, visible behavior 
considered to have consequences for how much power one has. The 
passage is a glimpse of how the author imagines that the causal circle 
between the Spirit and power (see chapter 18.3.1 above) can be 
reinforced through practical behavior.581  

We can imagine how this belief about the effect of prayer would have 
functioned in a community of Christ-believers. While praying alone 
reinforces the individual’s sense of empowerment, praying together has 
group dynamic effects which achieve more than that. Praying together is 
a practical manifestation of the group’s identity, since the group has 
beliefs about prayer “in the Spirit” (6:18) as both expressing and 
enhancing prototypicality. When the implied Paul prays for the ingroup 
(1:15–23; 3:14–21) and mentions that he regularly prays for them (1:15–
16) he reminds them of his own prototypicality. He is a praying person, 
that is, a person of power and Spirit, and his prayers help them to grow 
and become as prototypical as he himself is.  

Attribution: Has the Spirit Æ Prayer in the Spirit Æ Causality: 
Empowerment a) of oneself and b) of the ekkl¾sia 

Continuing our historical imagination, the author seems to assume that 
the recipients prayed in their gatherings (5:19, 6:18–20). We can therefore 
safely assume that they did pray together. When they did so, they 
demonstrated to each other that they belonged together and were all 
committed and prototypical. The prayers gave a sense that they, as a 
group, were empowered by God. Perhaps some of the leaders, just like 
the implied Paul (1:15–23; 3:14–21), took the lead in these prayers. This 
would then reinforce their leadership roles. In any group, leader 
credibility comes from the leader’s capacity to be appreciated as 
prototypical - more prototypical than the others and therefore capable of 
                                                           

581 Cf. Arnold 1989: 112. 
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showing the way (see chapter 8.3). To take the lead in common prayers 
would then be a visible way for leaders to manifest their prototypicality. 
As we discussed in chapter 17.4, the leaders are described in 4:7–16 as 
central to the process of building up the body of Christ and making it 
perfect. God’s “working” (πΑνΕ·Ή΅) is different in each member (4:16), 
and the leaders have been given especially much of God’s gifts (4:7, 11). 
It is therefore reasonable to think that not only the author but also the 
recipients thought that the leaders were generally more empowered than 
the average member was. Leading prayers would then reinforce this 
image of the leaders. 

 
Summary. In Ephesians, God is depicted as a powerful divine agent, who 
gives his power to the Christ-believers. The survey of the power theme 
affirms the conclusion from the previous section (chapter 18.3.1) that the 
Spirit empowers the recipients to become more prototypical in virtue 
and action. Prayer is considered to induce God’s power and is therefore 
a very important behavior in the group. It is a way to manifest their 
identity and commitment before each other. 

 
18.3.3� Knowledge 

Unique knowledge is a central ingroup characteristic according to 
Ephesians. God has “made known (·ΑΝΕϟΊΝ) the mystery of his will” 
(1:9) to them. Claiming superior knowledge was a common 
phenomenon in the cultural matrix surrounding the early Christ-
movement. Those who were educated scorned those who were not; 
philosophers idealized the rational man, capable of understanding each 
situation correctly in harmony with the logos; prophets, seers and 
apocalyptic writers claimed unique knowledge directly from the divine 
sphere. Claiming superior knowledge and insight was a source of self-
esteem and status (just like it is today). 

The source of the ingroup’s knowledge is God himself through the 
Spirit (cf. chapter 18.3.1 above). The Spirit is “a Spirit of wisdom and 
revelation” (1:17) who “enlightens” (ΠΝΘϟΊΝ) them (1:18). God himself is 
characterized by “wisdom (ΗΓΠϟ΅) and understanding (ΠΕϱΑΗΖ)” (1:8, 
cf. 3:10). God has always known the “mystery/secret” (ΐΙΗΘφΕΓΑ) of the 
gospel, but has now revealed it to them (1:9; 3:3, 5, 9).  
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Causality: God reveals knowledge to the ingroup (through the 
Spirit) Æ The ingroup has knowledge 

The superior knowledge of Paul and the leaders. As outlined in chapter 15, 
the implied Paul narrates his unique revelation in the digression in 3:2–
13. God has “made known (·ΑΝΕϟΊΝ) the mystery through a revelation 
(ΦΔΓΎΣΏΙΜΖ)” to Paul (3:3–4) and his mission is to let the recipients 
understand this mystery (3:8–9). Paul is the human key mediator of 
God’s knowledge to the recipients (3:2, 8–9). This description of Paul 
makes him influential in many ways. First, he is prototypical, because a) 
God has chosen him (that is, he is in God’s favor), and because b) he has 
direct access to the knowledge a prototypical group member should 
have. Second, his unique position gives him informational power; that is, 
he has knowledge that they need but which only he can provide. The 
presentation of Paul as someone with superior knowledge therefore 
gives the message of the letter increased rhetorical power. 

Necessity/duty: God has given Paul unique knowledge Æ The 
recipients must/should listen to the message of the letter in 
order to become prototypical 

As we have already discussed in chapter 17.4, the leaders are associated 
with the authority of Paul and the other apostles in 4:7–16 in a way that 
suggests that the leaders possess unique knowledge, which the group 
members must listen to. The claim that the leaders have superior 
knowledge probably had the effect that they could increase their control 
over the evaluation of the information flow in the group. Therefore, the 
leaders had influence they could employ to decrease cognitive 
uncertainty within the group. 

 
The imperfect knowledge of the recipients. While the implied Paul is simply 
just said to have knowledge, Ephesians emphasizes that the average 
group member still needs to be improved. The appropriation of 
knowledge on behalf of the recipients is seen as a process which started 
in the past but is yet to be finished. As discussed in chapter 18.1, a 
certain amount of knowledge about Christ seems to be seen as prior to 
their conversion. Knowledge about Christ is a necessary condition for 
the individual’s incorporation into Christ (1:13). However, the letter 
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assumes that the recipients have learned more after their conversion. The 
phrases “That is not the way you learned (ΐ΅ΑΌΣΑΝ) Christ” (4:20) and 
“For surely you have heard about him and were taught (ΈΈΣΗΎΝ) in 
him” (4:21) echo some kind of educational situation in the past, perhaps 
the education they received when they were newly converted. In other 
words, the author acknowledges that the recipients have learned at least 
enough to be decent Christ-believers. 

When the author talks about the present situation, however, he very 
rarely says that the recipients actually know something in the indicative, 
and these few places are meant as reminders rather than affirmations 
(5:5, 6:8).582 Rather, the author describes the current situation almost 
entirely in terms of knowledge they should have but still do not have, at 
least not fully. He prays that they may have “the Spirit of wisdom and 
revelation” who will help them understand their privileged position 
before God (1:17–19). Later he prays again that they “may know Christ’s 
love” (3:19). He has written to them in order to enable them “to perceive 
my [i.e., the implied Paul’s] understanding” (3:4) and leaders are to give 
them “the knowledge of the son of God” (4:13, cf. chapter 17.4). They 
should take care that “no one deceive” them “with empty words” (5:6) 
and “try to find out what is pleasing to the Lord” (5:10). They must live 
“not as unwise people but as wise” (5:15) and “not be foolish, but 
understand what the will of the Lord is” (5:17). The message is 
clearȰtheir knowledge and wisdom is far from perfect, and they must 
keep striving for better knowledge if they ever would like to become 
prototypical. Implicitly, this message puts them in a position of 
dependence in relation to those who know more than they do; that is, the 
implied author and the leaders.583 Moreover, as we already have 
discussed in chapter 15, the subtle suggestion that although they are 
ingroup they are not yet fully prototypical in their knowledge induces a 
will to improve their knowledge. 

 

                                                           
582 ΓϨΈ΅ in 5:5 and 6:8 is formally in the perfect tense, but has the function of 

the present tense. 
583 Cf. the discussion in chapter 17.4 about how the leaders are in a position 

where their control over the information flow in the group increases. 
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The content of the knowledge. The content of this ingroup knowledge 
consists of a) narrative knowledge about what God and Christ have 
done and will do, b) knowledge about right and wrong and c) 
experiential knowledge of God and Christ, that is, divine mystical 
insight.  

Narrative knowledge. The author refers to the ingroup narratives 
throughout the letter and expects his readers to be familiar with these 
beliefs.584 (As we discussed in chapter 15, it is probably a part of the 
author’s rhetorical strategy to refer to these well known narratives in 
order to make the ingroup identity salient and build the image of a 
prototypical implied author.) Occasionally he even mentions explicitly 
that they have or ought to have narrative knowledge about their position 
and God’s actions: a) They have heard the gospel that they have been 
saved (1:13). Paul prays b) that they may know their “hope” and their 
“riches,” that is, their privileged position, (1:18) and c) that they may 
know that God’s power works in them (1:19). Moreover, d) Paul has 
taught them the mystery that the gentiles are “fellow-heirs” (3:6).  

Narrative knowledge forms the rationale for the existence of the 
group and therefore it is prototypical to know and accept these 
narratives. It is important that they are not “tossed to and fro and blown 
about by every wind of doctrine” (4:14, cf. 5:6). “False” teachings are 
possible threats to the identity in Christ (cf. discussion in chapter 17.4). 

Knowledge about right and wrong. Ephesians portrays the prototypical 
Christ-believer as someone who has moral knowledge. The lengthy 
section where practical behavior norms are the main issue (4:17–6:9) is 
framed by knowledge argumentation. If we focus on the theme of 
knowledge and truth, the passage can be summarized like this: 

 
4:17–19  The gentiles lack knowledge, and therefore act 

shamefully and are “alienated.” 
4:20–21  The ingroup, however, has learned “the truth in Christ.” 
4:22  They should therefore not act as they used to, that is, like 

the gentiles. 

                                                           
584 Cf. nn. 417 and 419. 
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4:23–24a  Rather, they should “renew the Spirit of your minds,” 
that is, learn even more, 

4:24b  for with “truth” (i.e., knowledge) come righteousness 
and holiness. 

4:25–5:7  “Therefore” (Έϱ) practice all kinds of moral behavior; 
the passage contains occasional references to knowledge 
and truth: 

 4:25 Speak the truth rather than lies! 
 5:5 You know which behaviors exclude you from the 

Kingdom. 
5:6 Do not be deceived! 

5:8–9  Live in the light! (Truth is one of the fruits of being in the 
light.) 

5:10  “Examine what is pleasing to the Lord!” That is, know 
God’s will! 

5:11–14  Expose evil deeds, for all will be revealed in the light! 
5:15–16  Be wise rather than unwise! Time is short. 
5:17  Therefore avoid foolishness! Understand God’s will! 
5:18–6:9  More behavior norms; the passage contains occasional 

references to knowledge: 
 5:32 “Mystery,” that is, secret God-given knowledge (cf. 

3:3–9). 
 6:8 Slaves know they will be rewarded for good deeds. 
 6:9 Masters know they share the Lord in Heaven with 

the slaves. 
 

In short, moral knowledge is a theme that penetrates the rhetoric about 
morality in Ephesians. The recipients should always strive to understand 
what God wants them to do (5:10, 17) and they should know they must 
avoid false teachings which lead to immorality (4:14; 5:6). To know what 
is right is (or should be) to do what is right. In other words, knowledge 
is a prototypical attributed character trait that can be used to explain and 
evaluate behavior. (The rhetoric on the topic of God-inspired moral 
knowledge presupposes the belief that God has a will regarding their 
behavior. As we discussed in chapter 6.4, the imagination of God or 
other spiritual agents as interested agents with opinions about human 
conduct is a frequent imagination across cultures.)  
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If knowledge about God’s moral will is prototypical, then attribution 
of moral knowledge as an explanation and evaluation of behavior has 
the same group dynamic effect as other kinds of attributes: Knowledge 
makes them distinct and superior in relation to the gentiles, their 
outgroup, at least in their own eyes (4:17–21; 5:8; see chapters 7.1 and 
7.2). Therefore, if someone does not act in accordance with his or her 
knowledge about God’s will, he or she is like the outgroup and will be 
disliked by God, which means that the group is right to consider him or 
her deviant (4:22; 5:7, 11; see chapter 8.2). God might even exclude from 
the Kingdom those who act contrary to their knowledge about God’s 
will (5:5), which implies that the group should reproach, marginalize 
and possibly even exclude those people from the ekkl¾sia in order to keep 
the ekkl¾sia holy.  

Causality/duty: God has a will regarding behavior Æ It is 
prototypical to know God’s will and act accordingly 

Attribution: Knows God’s will Æ Acts according to group norms 
Æ Causality: Is liked by God Æ Duty: The ingroup should 
give status to such a person 

Attribution: Does not know God’s will Æ Does not act according to 
group norms Æ Causality: Is disliked by God Æ God might 
exclude that person from the Kingdom ÆDuty: The ingroup 
should reproach, marginalize and even exclude such a 
person 

Religious insight. The letter refers to experiential knowledge about God 
on a number of occasions. What the author means by this kind of 
knowledge is vague, as is often the case with religious experience.585 

                                                           
585 Much has been written to analyse the content of the ΐΙΗΘφΕΓΑ and the 

meaning of πΔϟ·ΑΝΗΖ, e.g. Caragounis 1977, Dahl 2000: 349–388. For further 
references, see footnotes in Hoehner 2002: 214, 258–259, 428–434, 488–489. I will 
not add to this discussion, but just acknowledge the vague and indeterminate 
character of this knowledge. As we discussed in chapter 8.1, religious “truth” is 
often vague.  
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Knowledge is “insight (πΔϟ·ΑΝΗΖ) about him,” that is, about God 
himself (1:17). They should “apprehend (Ύ΅Θ΅Ώ΅ΐΆΣΑΝ) … what is the 
breadth and the length and the height and the depth [of an unspecified 
object], and know (·ΑЏΗΎΝ) the love of Christ which surpasses 
knowledge (·ΑЗΗΖ), in order that” they “may become filled with all the 
fullness of God” (3:18–19, my translation). These passages refer to 
knowledge which is some kind of profound experience of God, rather 
than narrative knowledge or knowledge about right and wrong. This 
“insight” (πΔϟ·ΑΝΗΖ) is contrasted with being an “infant” who can be 
lead astray (4:13–14), that is, the more mystical and experiential aspects 
of knowledge are seen as prototypical maturity. 

Harvey Whitehouse argues in his theory about modes of religiosity 
that “doctrinal” religions emphasize narrative truth, which is stored in 
semantic memory, while “imagistic” religions emphasize religious 
experience, which is stored in episodic memory.586 As his theory has 
been tested on real religious contexts, Whitehouse has increasingly 
recognized that also doctrinal religion is dependent on episodic religious 
experience for motivation.587 Ephesians, just like large portions of the 
early Christ-movement, could be categorized as expressing doctrinal 
religion, since narrative truth is considered to be important (see 
discussion above and in chapter 8.1). Nevertheless, Ephesians also 
expresses the importance of profound experiences of the divine. We 
cannot grasp exactly what Ephesians has in mind, but we can observe 
that the author refers to knowledge which seems to be something other 
than narrative doctrinal knowledge. 

It is very likely that religious experiences occurred in the recipient 
communities, but not once does the author acknowledge that the 

                                                           
586 Whitehouse 2004. See Ketola 2007 for an evaluation of Whitehouse’s 

theory. Whitehouse’s theory is based on the idea that “semantic memories” (i.e. 
memories of semantic expressions such as narrative utterances) are handled by 
the brain in a different way than “episodic memories” (memories of direct 
experiences such as an emotionally intense ritual). Semantic memories are more 
systematic and logical while episodic memories are more emotionally engaging. 

587 Whitehouse has recognized the importance of religious experience even in 
doctrinal religion all along, but emphasizes this dependence in e.g. Whitehouse 
and Martin 2004. 
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recipients have the profound insight considered to be the route to 
prototypicality. Rather, the author prays twice that they may reach this 
knowledge (1:17; 3:18–19) and tells them once that their leaders will help 
them reach it (4:11–14). No matter what this kind of profound 
knowledge might have been, we can notice that the author presents an 
undefined kind of knowledge as something they do not have but that 
they should strive for under the guidance of their leaders (cf. chapter 
17.4).  

If we are to imagine the effects of such a thought figure in a group, it 
clearly puts the average ingroup member in a position where his or her 
prototypicality is easily questioned. Since the insight about God is 
described in such elusive terms, there is no way to demonstrate beyond 
doubt to oneself or to others that one has achieved such insight. 
Therefore the individual is always dependent on the affirmation of those 
who are supposed to have insight, that is, the leaders (cf. chapter 17.4). 
The leaders can always claim that this or that behavior is the result of 
lacking profound insight. It is significant that the leaders are said to help 
them reach “the unity (οΑϱΘΖ) of faith and of insight about God” (4:13) 
and perhaps also that a “perfected” group member will be able to do 
“work of service” (4:12).588 Unity and willingness to serve, two evident 
interests of the leaders, are presented as prime signs of this deeper 
knowledge and maturity. I have no doubt that people actually had 
profound religious experiences, but having an experience and claiming 
that the outer signs of such an experience is cohesion and cooperation 
are two quite different things. In harmonious circumstances with no 
intragroup conflict, unity and willingness to serve is of course beneficial 
for the entire group, not just for the leaders. I do not suggest that the 
leaders sought to oppress. Nevertheless, the rhetoric of cooperation as a 
sign of knowledge together with the rhetoric of superior religious insight 
on behalf of the leaders would certainly give the leaders a position 
where they could define what “unity” meant in a situation of 
disagreement. 

                                                           
588 The phrase ”work of service/ministry” in 4:12 can be interpreted either as 

something the leaders should do or as something every group member should 
do, see n. 542. 
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As we have seen, both in the discussion about moral knowledge and 
in the discussion about profound religious insight, the recipients are put 
in a position where they are acknowledged as having a certain amount 
of knowledge, but the focus is, nevertheless, on their improvement in 
knowledge. The rhetorical strategy of depicting the recipients as firmly 
ingroup but yet far away from the prototypical ideal (cf. chapter 15) is 
evident in our survey of the knowledge theme. The purpose of such 
rhetoric is to create cognitive dissonance between the perception of the 
prototypical ideal and the perception of the self in the recipients, which 
inspires a subjective need to improve oneself. A group member who 
experiences him-/herself to be questioned by the group tends to either 
affirm his or her commitment through prototypical action or distance 
him-/herself from the group in order to maintain self-esteem (cf. chapter 
9.3). The aim of the author is no doubt that the recipients take the former 
route. 

 
Summary. Knowledge, both narrative knowledge, moral knowledge and 
profound experiential knowledge, is considered to be prototypical in 
Ephesians. Lack of knowledge does explain the amoral behavior of the 
gentiles and deviants, while, in contrast, moral knowledge should cause 
the recipients to behave prototypically. Although the author affirms a 
certain amount of God-given knowledge on behalf of the recipients, his 
main focus is on the knowledge they should strive for, both moral 
knowledge and religious insight. The rhetorical strategy is to create a 
need among the recipients to improve one’s prototypicality, before 
oneself, before God and before the group. This strategy is combined with 
a strategy to claim superior knowledge on behalf of the implied Paul and 
the leaders in order to strengthen both the message of the letter and the 
credibility of the local leaders.  

 
18.3.4� Faith 

Being “faithful/believing/trusting/loyal” (ΔΗΘϱΖ) is certainly a part of 
the identity in Christ according to Ephesians. In chapter 16 we discussed 
how Ephesians models the relation to God in analogy with a patron-
client relation. The appropriate response to the divine patron’s initiative 
and gifts is gratefulness and loyalty. The different aspects of the term 
“faith” fit well into the expectations of the patron-client relationship 
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between God and the Christ-believers. ΔϟΗΘΖ and its cognates could be 
consistently translated with “faithfulness”, “commitment” and “loyalty” 
throughout the letter, that is, the word refers to the commitment to 
Christ, and thereby to the ekkl¾sia.589 As long as the individual is faithful, 
God, the patron, will accept him/her as his client and bestow his 
generous gifts upon him/her. 

The recipients are called “faithful/believing” (ΔΗΘΓϟ) in the greeting 
of the letter (1:1). The implied Paul is delighted over their faith and that 
it gives him reason to pray for them unceasingly (1:15–16). Faith is the 
quality that gives them access to God and salvation (2:8; 3:12, 17). 
“Having come to faith” (ΔΗΘΉϾΗ΅ΑΘΉΖ, ingressive aorist), is a 
precondition for the “seal” of the Spirit (1:13), that is, for being ingroup. 
Moreover, faith is considered to be “a shield” that protects from attacks 
from evil spiritual forces (6:16). Faith in God makes the believer remain 
under the dominion of God’s power (1:13, 19). In other words, faith is an 
entrance criterion for being in Christ, for entering (and remaining) in the 
patron-client relationship to God.  

Causality: Faith Æ The Spirit, salvation, access to God (that is, 
belonging to the ingroup), protection from evil spiritual 
agents under the dominion of God 

Faith is not described as a characteristic that develops and grows 
dynamically in the same way as power, love or being filled with God 

                                                           
589 I am aware that although ΔΗΘϱΖ can be translated 

“faithful/loyal/committed” and ΔϟΗΘΖ “faithfulness/loyalty/commitment”, the 
standard lectionaries do not mention “be faithful/loyal/committed” as a possible 
translation of ΔΗΘΉϾΝ. However, since ΔΗΘΉϾΝ is a cognate of the other two 
words and since ΔΗΘΉϾΝ is used to describe how the Christ-believer became 
group members, I still find “be faithful” a proper translation of ΔΗΘΉϾΝ in the 
case of Ephesians. Such a translation would do justice to the insights of the new 
perspective on Paul, where the ΔϟΗΘ-stem is connected to covenant theology, e.g. 
Dunn 1990: 340-346, 371-379. If Ephesians is written in Pauline tradition, it is 
reasonable to think that also Ephesians uses the ΔϟΗΘ-stem, including the verb 
ΔΗΘΉϾΝ, to express a covenant relation, i.e. being faithful. However, I will not 
insist on this translation, but translate ΔΗΘΉϾΝ with the the more general 
phrases “have faith”and “believe”. 
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does.590 Rather, faith is described as a border criterion in order to belong 
to the group and to be in God’s favor (1:13; 2:8; 3:12; see chapter 18.1) 
Faith is rhetorically used as a static attribute, which the author never 
argues they need more of. It is considered to be a necessary condition for 
the process whereby Christ lives in them increasingly (3:17), but does 
itself seem to be constant rather than growing.591  

 
Faith and behavior. Faith is not used directly to motivate behavior norms, 
even though the author thinks that faith is important. Attribution of 
behavior to faith is suspiciously absent in the more practical sections of 
the letter. Since the author has not argued that their faith needs 
improvement in the first half of the letter, the recipients have not been 
motivated to strive to improve their faith. Attribution to faith therefore 
makes a poor argument for behavior compared to attribution to other 
character traits. The closest we come to behavior norms is that faith, 
together with knowledge, is associated with unity (4:13), which in turn is 
associated with various behaviors (see chapter 18.4.1).  

Attribution: Faith + Knowledge Æ Unity 

Summary. Faith is a border criterion for the ingroup category rather than 
something that grows and develops in Ephesians. Therefore it is not 
used to explain and moralize about prototypical behavior. Rather, faith 
is used to describe the Christ-believers’ attitude towards God, their 
divine patron. 

 
18.3.5� Love 

“Love” (Φ·ΣΔ) is the virtue of selfless benevolence and affection,592 but 
in the context of Ephesians we get the impression that the author uses 
“love” in a much wider sense to describe general perfection in virtue. 

                                                           
590 In other texts, faith is something that one can have more or less of, e.g. 

Mark 16:17–18, John 14:12, Rom 12:6. Ephesians, however, focuses its rhetoric on 
other attributed characteristics. 

591 Cf. n. 567. 
592 Hoehner 2002: 180–182. 
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Love is the super-virtue, the basis for all other virtues. When the ingroup 
member is characterized by love, he or she is God-like (5:1–2), holy (1:4) 
and entirely filled with the fullness of God (3:14–19). 

“Love” is one of God’s and Christ’s characteristics in Ephesians.593 It 
is because of “the great love with which he loved us” that God is “rich in 
mercy” and decides to save the ekkl¾sia in spite of their sin (2:4–8). (Cf. 
the discussion about God’s motivations in chapter 16.) Christ was driven 
by love when he sacrificed himself for their sake (5:2). Moreover, God 
relates to the ingroup as to “beloved children” (5:1). Finally, the relation 
between God (the father) and Christ is that Christ is his “beloved” (1:6). 
God’s and Christ’s love is transferred into an ideal for the group through 
analogy (see chapter 11.2). The ingroup should be “imitators” of God 
and “walk in love” (5:1–2). Their love should be similar to Christ’s love 
(5:1–2). Moreover, the ingroup should strive to “know Christ’s love” 
(3:19). The most extensive analogical transfer of divine love, however, is 
that husbands should love their wives in analogy with Christ’s love 
(5:25–27, see chapter 17.3).  

 
Love, the super-virtue. Love gives the impression of being a super-virtue 
when we examine the relation between love and other attributed virtues 
and states. In 1:4 and 4:2 we have enumerations of desirable 
characteristics, which are modified by “in/through (πΑ) love.” The 
group’s purpose is to be “holy and blameless in/through love” (1:4) and 
they should “walk worthy of the calling … with all humility 
(Θ΅ΔΉΑΓΠΕΓΗϾΑ) and gentleness (ΔΕ΅ЉΘΖ), with patience 
(ΐ΅ΎΕΓΌΙΐϟ΅), forbearing each other in/through love” (4:2). πΑ in the 
phrase “in/through love” could either be understood as “by means of” 
(instrument) or “as characterised by” (manner).594 Love is the umbrella 
virtue, which either causes or sets the standards for other virtuesȰor 

                                                           
593 If we take πΑ Φ·ΣΔϙ in 1:4 to describe God’s action in 1:5, rather than to 

describe how the ingroup should be “holy and blameless”, then God has 
“predestined” them “in love.” πΑ Φ·ΣΔϙ in 1:4 would then be the first mention 
of love as God’s motivation in the letter. I do, however, agree with Hoehner 
2002: 182–185; Lincoln 1990: 17 that the latter interpretation of πΑ Φ·ΣΔϙ as 
defining “holy and blameless”, is more probable.  

594 See n. 555. 
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both, which is quite probable if we consider the centrality of love in the 
prayer in 3:14–19 (see discussion below). Love is also associated with the 
state of holiness, as was discussed in chapter 18.2. To “walk in love” 
means doing what is “fitting for holy ones” (5:2–3, cf. 1:4). 

Causality/characterization: Love Æ Other virtues and the state of 
holiness 

Love in the mutually reinforcing process of growth. What makes the virtue of 
love grow in the Christ-believers and how does love cause growth? The 
phrase “rooted and founded in love” in 3:17 may be understood in 
several ways in the context of 3:14–19. I have given my position on how 
the statement about being “rooted and founded in love” should be 
interpreted in relation to other elements in the prayer in chapter 18.3.1: 
The first half of the prayer starts with the Spirit and ends with love. 
Being empowered by the Spirit, so that Christ dwells in them, they will 
be “rooted and founded in love” (3:17). In the second half of the prayer, 
the author starts from this rootedness in love and sees it as the basis for 
knowing “the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge” (3:19), that is, an 
even greater love than the love in 3:17. Knowing Christ’s love in 3:19 is 
probably not just meant to be a passive intellectual insight about love, 
but a transformation of themselves into loving people (cf. 5:1–2).595 If 
they know this divine love, they will be “filled with all the fullness of 
God” (3:19), that is, perfect prototypical Christ-believers. In 4:15–16 the 
author argues that the ingroup, “speaking the truth in love, … must 
grow up in every way into ... Christ.” Love is again the virtue that causes 
growth. In short, love partakes in the mutually reinforcing dynamics of 
growth (just like knowledge does): 

Causality: In Christ Æ Spirit Æ Power Æ Love Æ Filled, grown up, 
etc., that is, fully in Christ, or in other words, perfection 

                                                           
595 In chapter 18.3.3 I argued that in Ephesians knowing means doing. In this 

case, knowing love means living it. 
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The author progresses from the indicative to the imperative in his 
rhetorical use of the love theme throughout the letter. In the beginning of 
the letter he commends them for their “love for all the holy ones” (1:15), 
but later on prays that they may become “rooted and founded in love” 
(3:17) and “know Christ’s love” (3:19). He then commands them to 
“walk worthy of their calling … in love” (4:1–2; cf. 4:15, 17) and to “walk 
in love, as Christ has loved you” (5:2). Love is yet another of these 
prototypical qualities which the author gives them some credit for but 
then urges them to improve. (Cf. the discussions about the Spirit in 
chapter 18.3.1 and the discussion about knowledge in chapter 18.3.3 for 
the group dynamic effects of this rhetoric.) 

 
Loving behavior. Not very surprisingly, love is associated with several 
behaviors. (The surprise, however, is what behaviors are associated with 
love.)  The hortatory section 5:1–6 begins with an exhortation to exercise 
Christ-like self-sacrificing love (5:1–2).596 He then enumerates several 
behaviors which are improper if they are to live in love. These behaviors 
have already been partly discussed in the section about holiness (19.2), 
since the author more or less equals holiness and love in this passage. It 
is striking, though, that none of the behaviors he mentions are about 
care, which we perhaps would have expected as the practical implication 
of love. This affirms the thesis that love is a general super-virtue in 
Ephesians, which leads to just about every desirable behavior.  

                                                           
596 See n. 556 on why 5:1–2 should be read as an introduction to 5:1–6 rather 

than as a conclusion to 4:25–5:2. 

Love In Christ, Christ/God in 
the believer 

The Spirit Power 
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Speech. Speech behavior and truth are the most urgent expressions of 
love in 5:1–6. The rhetorical construction of the passage gives us reason 
to believe that the author is not primarily worried about “fornication,” 
“impurity,” “greed” and “idolatry” (5:3, 5). These are stereotypical traits 
of the gentiles, as discussed in chapter 17.1.2. Mentioning these overtly 
deviant behaviors rather functions to frame the speech behaviors in 5:4 
and smear them with undesirable associations. The exhortation in 5:3 is 
not that the stereotypically gentile behaviors should not be practiced, but 
that they “should not even be spoken of.” This is a first indication that the 
real worry here is speech. In 5:6–7 it becomes apparent that it is speech 
behaviors which the author is really worried about as he writes “let no 
one deceive you with empty words (ΎΉΑΓϠ Ώϱ·Γ).” Those who speak 
those “empty words” are “the sons of disobedience,” that is, deviants, 
whom the Christ-believers should not be “partakers” with. The focus of 
the passage is that if one walks in love one does not practice “shameful 
[speech] behavior” (΅ϢΗΛΕϱΘΖ),597 “foolish talk” (ΐΝΕΓΏΓ·ϟ΅) and 
“sarcasm” (ΉЁΘΕ΅ΔΉΏϟ΅), but rather “thanksgiving” (ΉЁΛ΅ΕΗΘϟ΅) (5:4). 
Three undesirable speech behaviors are contrasted with one desirable 
speech behavior.  

The association between love and proper speech in 5:1–6 should be 
read together with the usage of love in 4:14–15. There they are exhorted 
to avoid “every wind of [false] teachings” and instead “grow, speaking 
the truth (ΦΏΌΉϾΝ) in/through love, into … Christ” (my translation). 
Love is imagined in both these passages to result in avoidance of deviant 
speech (4:14; 5:6). Instead they are urged to adhere to the truth which 
their leaders provide (4:15; cf. the discussion in chapter 17.4) and to give 
thanks (5:4). Surprisingly, then, love is more strongly associated with 
conventional speech behavior than with practical care in Ephesians. 

 “Thanksgiving” (5:4) might refer to loyal partaking in the common 
prayers. This gives us reason to think that “shameful [speech] behavior,” 
“foolish talk” and “sarcasm”Ȱthe words that contrast 
“thanksgiving”Ȱalso refer to speech behavior when the group gathers. 
Lincoln thinks that these speech behaviors refer to talk about sexual 
                                                           

597 Since ΅ϢΗΛΕϱΘΖ is enumerated together with other speech behaviors, and 
since the parallel section in Col 3:5–8 uses ΅ϢΗΛΕΓΏΓ·ϟ΅, the author probably has 
shameful speech behaviors in mind, see Lincoln 1990: 323. 
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immorality, since he thinks that the sins in 5:3, 5 all refer to sexual sin, 
while Hoehner is rightly more skeptical to the idea that “impurity” 
should be narrowed down to just sexual impurity and that “greed” 
should necessarily refer to sexual greed.598 Hoehner argues that we 
should interpret the vocabulary as speech which is hurtful to other 
individual ingroup members, since the passage is introduced with an 
exhortation to love.599 However, although “love” normally is associated 
with care, nothing in this passage or in the content of the words indicates 
that this is the case here. Just as in 4:14–15, the author uses the positive 
connotations of love to achieve other goals. Since the speech behaviors 
are framed by stereotypical gentile behavior, the text probably refers to 
speech that undermines the group’s internal unity and obscures the 
distinctiveness towards the gentiles. “Shameful [speech] behavior,” 
“foolish talk” and “sarcasm” are probably challenges to the cohesion of 
the group.  

The implication of 4:14–15 and 5:1–6 is that anyone who speaks 
conventionally is considered to be loving, that is prototypical,  but 
anyone who listens to other teachings or questions the truth and norms, 
which are group consensus, is probably without the virtue of love, that 
is, deviant rather than prototypical. Such a person is without love and 
therefore probably disliked by God and should be reproached, 
marginalized, and possibly even excluded (cf. chapter 18.2). In sum, the 
author effectively turns the attributed virtue of love into a rhetorical tool 
to control speech behavior. The most loving act is to not undermine 
other group members’ beliefs. 

Attribution: Love Æ Speaks in conventional manner (and takes 
part in the common prayers) Æ Causality: Liked by God Æ 
Duty: Give status and honor 

Attribution: Lack of love Æ Speaks deviantly and challenges the 
ingroup order Æ Causality: Disliked by God Æ Duty: 
Reproach, marginalize and, if necessary, exclude 

                                                           
598 Hoehner 2002: 652–653; Lincoln 1990: 322–323. 
599 Hoehner 2002: 655–656. 
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Beside the dynamics of inclusion and exclusion, the social dynamics of 
speaking conventionally is a sense of cognitive certainty, as we have 
already discussed in the analysis of the knowledge theme (see chapters 
8.1 and 18.3.3). Speech norms are the most important way to safeguard 
cognitive certainty and thereby the sense that the meaning and value of 
the group is comprehensible. 

Unity. The author also associates love with unity in 4:1–6, in a way 
that confirms the analysis above, namely that the author uses the virtue 
of love in order to inspire ingroup cohesiveness:  

I urge (Δ΅Ε΅Ύ΅ΏЗ) you to walk worthy of the calling…  
 [enumeration of virtues]  
   forbearing (participle) each other  
    in love 
   making every effort (participle) to keep the unity… 
 [enumeration of things that are “one”]  (my translation) 

The passage centers on the two participle phrases about unity and 
forbearing. The phrase “in love” can be understood as belonging to both 
participles and thus forms a bridge between the first half (virtues) and 
the second half (unity). The virtues mentioned before “in love” in this 
passage remain quite unspecific, but as the analysis below in chapter 
18.4.1 about unity will argue, they have an anti-competitive edge. Love 
is placed as the summarizing super-virtue which characterizes these 
other virtues and the act of “forbearing.” The sentence in 4:1–6 implies 
that people who have these prototypical virtuesȰlove being the most 
important oneȰmake every effort to keep the unity. Conversely, people 
who do not strive for unity lack love. We are going to explore the theme 
of unity below in chapter 18.4.1, but for now we can just tentatively 
conclude that love is also in this passage used to stress conformity.  

Attribution: Love Æ Anti-competitive virtues Æ Forbearance (and 
other actions) stimulating unity Æ Causality: Unity 

Care. The love theme returns again in the instructions to husbands how 
they should treat their wives with Christ-like love (5:25–33). Although 
the author’s main purpose is to integrate the household into the identity 
in Christ rather than to reform household behavior (see chapter 17.3), he 
gives us a glimpse of information about how he imagines that the 
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husband’s love to his wife should be expressed in practice. The husband 
should “nourish and care” for his wife as he does for his own body 
(5:29). In this passage the virtue of love has retained its typical 
connotation within the Christ-movement of selfless care and affection. 

 
Summary. Love is a super-virtue in Ephesians, causing and 
characterizing all other virtues. The author does not, however, use 
attribution to love primarily in order to inspire selfless care of other 
group members, but to inspire unity and conformity in speech. Just like 
many other attributed character traits in Ephesians, love is construed as 
something that can grow and develop in mutually reinforcing causal 
interaction with the Spirit. 

 
18.3.6� Righteousness 

“Righteousness” (ΈΎ΅ΓΗϾΑ) is not the most prominent attributed 
character trait in Ephesians, but it is worth touching upon briefly since 
the author uses the term three times (4:24; 5:9; 6:14) and the related term 
“righteous/right” (ΈϟΎ΅ΓΖ) once (6:1). The term ΈΎ΅ΓΗϾΑ, which 
translates hqdc in the Septuagint, denotes generally praiseworthy and 
good behavior and attitudes towards God and humans. The term is used 
for those who behave according to the requirements of the covenant.600 
Righteousness could therefore be analyzed both as a character trait and 
as a term for covenantal status. However, as Hoehner points out, 
“righteousness” is complemented with “holiness/piety” (ϳΗϱΘΖ) in 
4:24, a word commonly used for a proper attitude towards God, so at 
least in this case “righteousness” seems to primarily mean good 
behavior and attitudes towards humans.601 Therefore it seems like the 
author uses the term “righteousness” as a character trait. 

The usage of the virtue of righteousness in Ephesians is quite 
sweeping and difficult to connect to specific behavior norms. In 4:23–24 
“righteousness” is part of a sentence that describes “the new man (ϳ 

                                                           
600 Dunn 1998: 334–346. 
601 Hoehner 2002: 612. Hoehner notes that Philo, De Abr. 37.208 differentiates 

the terms in this way. 
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Ύ΅ΑϲΖ ΩΑΌΕΝΔΓΖ), created according to the likeness of God” (NRSV 
modified). The sentence is a bridge between the renunciation of the 
gentile lifestyle in 4:17–22 and the practical exhortations in 4:25–32. The 
passage in 4:17–22 about the gentiles emphasizes their lack of 
knowledge. Moreover, the first exhortation in 4:25–32 is to speak the 
truth. Therefore it is significant that “the new man” is characterized by 
“righteousness and holiness/piety of truth” (4:24). The genitive “of truth” 
is probably either a genitive of quality or a genitive of origin, that is, 
“truth” is what characterizes or causes righteousness. A similar 
association between truth and righteousness is made in 5:9, where the 
identity in Christ as “children of light” is characterized by “every 
goodness, righteousness and truth.” The author’s imagination therefore 
seems to be that the “new man” has knowledge of the truth, which 
makes him righteous, and therefore he speaks the truth (cf. chapter 
18.3.3 above about knowledge).  

Causality: In Christ Æ New man Æ Knowledge of the truth Æ 
Righteous Æ Attribution: Speaks the truth 

The third mention of righteousness is in the armor-metaphor (6:10–20), 
where righteousness is a “breastplate” (6:14). A breastplate has a 
defensive function, but the metaphor is not elaborated further. Perhaps 
the idea that sinful behavior “gives the Devil a place” (4:27) is behind the 
metaphor. Righteous behavior would then protect against giving the 
Devil a chance. 

 
18.3.7� Emotions 

Emotions (ΔΣΌ) play an important role as the cause of action in 
Ephesians. As was discussed in chapter 6.3, some, like Aristotle, 
considered moderate and adequate emotions to be intrinsic to virtue. 
Others, like the Stoic Seneca, primarily discussed how emotions could 
undermine virtue. (The Stoics did, however, allow for eupatheia, 
benevolent emotions.)  

The author of Ephesians seems to think that moderate emotions are 
allowed, but that excessive emotions are dangerous (4:25–32, especially 
v. 27, see the discussion above in chapter 18.3.1). Therefore, we can 
reasonably assume that he imagines that some emotions can be intrinsic 
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to virtue. As a consequence, it is not always easy to distinguish words 
for emotions from words for virtues and vices. Some positive words 
have an emotional content, while at the same time being virtues. For 
example, “tenderhearted” (ΉЄΗΔΏ΅·ΛΑΓΖ) (4:32) literally means “with 
benevolent intestines” and the intestines were often considered to be the 
seat of emotions.602 These positive emotions which lead to good, 
however, do not occupy the thought of Ephesians as much as potentially 
destructive emotions do. The focus in this section will therefore be the 
emotions that the author considers to be a potential threat to the group.  

 
The destructive emotions of the gentiles. The fundamental problem of the 
gentiles is their lack of knowledge about God (4:17–18). This lack of 
knowledge is “due to (ΈΣ) the hardening of their heart” (4:18). The 
gentiles, “having ceased to feel (ΦΔ΅Ώ·νΝ), have given themselves over 
to licentiousness (ΦΗνΏ·Ή΅) into practice of every impurity in 
greediness (ΔΏΉΓΑΉΒϟ΅)” (4:19, my translation). ΦΔ΅Ώ·νΝ literally means 
“having ceased to feel pain” but in the context it has the meaning of 
“having ceased to feel morally obliging emotions.”603 Their old (gentile) 
selves are “corrupted according to the desires (πΔΌΙΐϟ΅) of deceit” 
(4:22). The imagination here is that the lack of good emotions leads to a) 
lack of insight about God (4:17–18) and to b) the replacement of these 
good emotions with destructive ones, such as “licentiousness,” 
“greediness” and “desire.” These destructive emotions then cause 
people to “practice every impurity.” 

Causality: Loss of good, morally obliging, emotions Æ Loss of 
knowledge about God + destructive emotions Æ Attribution: 
impure (i.e., vicious) actions 

The emotions of Christ-believers. The author worries about what behavior 
the wrong kinds of emotions within the group can cause. In the 
discussion about the Spirit (chapter 18.3.1), we concluded that negative 
aggressive emotions, which lead to the loss of self-control, were 
considered to cause people to sin (4:25–32). This sin in turn could 
                                                           

602 Hammett 2000. 
603 Lincoln 1990: 278. 
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potentially cause the Spirit to leave them and give the Devil a chance to 
influence them instead. Elsewhere, wine is considered to cause loss of 
self-control and sin, which is opposed to being filled with the Spirit 
(5:18). The negative emotions in Ephesians can be categorized into two 
groups: a) emotions that disturb the ingroup unity, and b) emotions that 
decrease commitment to Christ. As we have repeatedly concluded in this 
study, ingroup cohesion and commitment is of great concern to the 
author. 

Some emotions are potentially dangerous, since they disturb the 
ingroup unity. The aggressive emotions in 4:25–32 are considered to 
cause people saying abusive things to each other, which of course would 
decrease the sense of unity in the group. These emotions are also 
indirectly opposed to caring actions in this passage. Since aggressive 
emotions undermine care they are dangerous for the unity of the group. 

Other emotions might decrease commitment. Having told them about 
his heroic mission to evangelize, the implied Paul asks the recipients not 
to “lose heart (π·Ύ΅ΎνΝ) over my sufferings for you; they are your 
glory” (3:13). The subject of suffering will be discussed in chapter 18.4.3 
below, but here we can just notice that the author sees a danger that 
hardships might decrease the emotional sense of commitment.  

 
Conclusion. The author of Ephesians probably evaluates proper emotions 
as being morally good, even morally inspiring, but his greatest worry is 
how destructive emotions might be a danger to the group. People driven 
by desire will probably commit all kinds of deviant deeds. Aggressive 
emotions will cause ingroup strife. Emotions of despair might decrease 
commitment. The author therefore motivates people to control their 
emotions in several ways. One strategy is to use the outgroup as a 
stereotype of what happens to people with destructive emotions. 
Another strategy is to connect emotions to narratives about spiritual 
influence. Moreover, he tells them that they should feel pride rather than 
despair when someone in the group (“Paul”) is threatened. If accepted 
by the recipients, these narratives may function to guide emotions (and 
thus behaviors) in a direction which increases cohesion and 
commitment. 
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18.3.8� Summary 

An answer to the important question about the relation between 
theology and ethics in Ephesians is apparentȰthe relation is causal. 
Ephesians narrates a rich network of causal beliefs that make behavior 
norms feel as an integral outcome of being a Christ-believer. 

The sum of the investigation so far is a reconstruction of a complex of 
narratives about how different agents, both human and divine, with 
different characteristics, act according to their character and according to 
the spiritual agents influencing them. These narratives are used in the 
letter to guide judgments about prototypicality and deviance and thus 
form the group rationale for ingroup dynamics such as behavior norms, 
cognitive certainty, self-esteem, a sense of purpose, leadership, cohesion, 
giving status and marginalization, inclusion and exclusion. 

 

 
 
This (perhaps somewhat impenetrable) image summarizes all 

expressed causal connections that Ephesians makes between being in 
Christ, holiness, the Spirit, power, love, knowledge and behavior. Dense 
as the figure is, I have nevertheless excluded faith and righteousness 
from the picture and withheld from diversifying behavior into different 
kinds of behavior, in order to make the picture a bit less complex. The 

In Christ, God/Christ in them 

 The Spirit 
Holy 

Power 

Knowledge Love 

Behavior 

The prototypical Christ-believer according to Ephesians 
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image should not be interpreted as a summary of every aspect of the 
prototypical Christ-believer that the historical author of Ephesians had 
in his mind, but as a summary of the aspects of the Christ-believer which 
the author of Ephesians has cared to express in his letter. As we have 
emphasized all along, the author articulates a vision of the prototypical 
Christ-believer in order to influence the recipients. From this we can 
make a partial reconstruction of the prototype the author maintains and 
promotes.This study has brought to light that the prototype is structured 
in a way which encourages certain group dynamic effects if it is 
embraced by a local community of Christ-believers. In the discussions 
above, we found several causal beliefs, which we could describe as 
“mutually reinforcing” (or “intertwined,” “circular,” “dialectical,” etc.), 
all interwoven into a self-reinforcing network. Life in Christ is imagined 
as a continuous process of either improvement or deterioration. The 
process of growth can potentially lead to perfection (e.g., 3:19; 4:12–13), 
but it is in continuous need of reinforcement through prototypical 
behavior in order to avoid falling out of the dominion of the Spirit and 
the Kingdom of Christ and God (4:27, 30; 5:5).  

The attribution processes, which are integrated into the ingroup 
prototype, facilitate the dynamics of inclusion and exclusion, giving 
status and marginalization. As we have been able to conclude repeatedly 
in our analysis, there is a tension between indicative and imperative in 
the prototype, which the letter makes use of very efficiently. In order to 
promote certain behaviors and beliefs, the author narrates causal 
connections between behavior, attributes and status before God, which 
justify the reproach and marginalization of deviants and the praise of 
those who conform to the behavior norms of the group. At the same 
time, the recipients are told that although they are without doubt 
ingroup, they are still lacking in prototypical qualities. This rhetoric is 
intended to create a need to act in a way which hopefully increases their 
prototypicality.  

The dynamic of the ingroup prototype is clarified by contrasting it 
with the gentiles (their former identity), who are characterized by 
destructive attributes, such as evil spiritual influence, lack of knowledge 
and vicious desires. The contrasting rhetoric strengthens their sense of 
distinctiveness and superiority, which increases cognitive clarity, self-
esteem and social distance from outsiders. 
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Many of the behaviors the letter promotes as expressions of 
prototypical attributes are focused on group cohesion. The norms of 
speaking in a way that confirms ingroup consensus and of avoiding 
alternative teachings bolster a sense of cognitive certainty in the group, 
since such behavior reinforces the group’s shared cognition. The 
imagination of the leadership as uniquely gifted with knowledge creates 
a group dynamic where the leaders can dissuade the group from 
accepting alternative interpretations and thus increases cognitive 
certainty. Under the theme of “unity” the author encourages the 
recipients to avoid contest and conflict, which increases the possibility to 
cooperate and creates a climate where the individual is affirmed by the 
group (as long as he or she behaves according to group norms). 

 
18.4� Spheres of Behavior Norms  

Up to this point, the analysis has started from the most prominent 
aspects of the attributed side of the ingroup prototype in 
EphesiansȰbeing in Christ, holiness, Spirit, power, knowledge, faith, 
love and righteousnessȰand traced how these attributed characteristics 
are considered to both cause and require behavior. From this point, the 
investigation of the prototype will use a different perspective and start 
from different spheres of behavior normsȰunity, speech, suffering, 
intragroup care, household behavior and deviant behavior. The function 
of this new perspective is partly to summarize the findings from a 
different point of view, but most importantly the change of view will 
help us discuss new aspects of the ingroup prototype and of how the 
recognition of these ideals might have functioned to form group 
dynamics. 

 
18.4.1� Unity 

Being united is clearly a very central aspect of the identity in Christ. The 
ideal of unity is motivated by the narrative about what we might call 
“spiritual” or “mystical” unity “in Christ,” about being “a holy temple in 
the Lord” (2:21) and partaking in “the body of Christ” (3:12). The 
narrative about the Christ-believers’ spiritual status becomes the 
rationale for the argument that they should become in practice what they 
are by their new nature (4:1–16).  
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This unity is stressed on two levels: a) the intergroup level, where the 
author emphasizes that the two subgroups of Jewish and gentile Christ-
believers are united in Christ, and b) the inter-individual level, where he 
exhorts them to strive for unity. The first discussion occurs in the first 
half of the letter (2:1–3:13) while the second discussion occurs in the 
second half (4:1–6:9). There is a thematic continuity between these two 
levels of unity, but the content of the exhortations in the second half does 
not justify the claim that the second half of the letter merely develops the 
unity between Jews and gentiles in practical terms. Rather, the 
exhortations show a shift in focus from the unity of ethnic subgroups to 
the unity of all group members. Although many norms in the hortatory 
half of the letter are presented in contrast to gentile stereotypes (4:17–
6:9), there is no such contrast in 4:1–16, which is the passage that deals 
most extensively with unity. We should therefore analyze these two 
aspects of unity as two distinguishable (although not entirely separable) 
sets of practical problems within a community. 

 
Practical unity between Jews and gentiles. The intergroup relation between 
the two subgroups of Jewish and gentile Christ-believers is intriguing, 
and has already been discussed in chapter 17.2. As was concluded 
above, this unity in Christ is an exclusive subcategory to the covenant of 
Israel, including both Jews and gentiles. The main argument in 2:11–22 is 
that the gentiles “have been brought near” (2:13) through Christ. A 
consequence of this (but not the main point of the passage) is that Jews 
and gentiles have been united (vv. 14–16).  

The author does not explicate the practical conditions for this inter-
ethnic unity in very clear terms. All he writes is that “the law of 
commandments in/regarding regulations” (ϳ ΑϱΐΓΖ ΘЗΑ πΑΘΓΏЗΑ πΑ 
Έϱ·ΐ΅ΗΑ) is “invalidated/cancelled/rendered inoperative/abolished” 
(Ύ΅Θ΅Ε·νΝ)604 in this new unity between Jews and gentiles in Christ 
(2:15). How can we best understand this phrase? It is reasonable to 

                                                           
604 Although many modern translations, e.g. NRSV, NIV, NAS, translate 

Ύ΅Θ΅Ε·νΝ with “abolish”, I will avoid that translation, since “abolish” has 
connotations of “destroy entirely.” There is no reason to think that the author, 
who probably borrowed the term from Paul (e.g. Rom 3:31; 7:6) means more than 
“nullify” or “render inoperative”, cf. Hoehner 2002: 375. 
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assume that the phrase refers to the Torah in one way or another, but 
exactly how? In what way and for whom is the Torah invalidated? The 
interpretation of the phrase depends entirely on how one understands 
the letter’s imagination of the relation between Israel and the ekkl¾sia (see 
chapter 17.2). 

Lincoln and Hoehner, who think of the ekkl¾sia in Ephesians as a new 
covenant different from the old covenant, argue that the author has 
nullified the validity of the Torah entirely, for Jews and gentiles alike.605 
Such an interpretation is quite plausible if one thinks of the ekkl¾sia as 
something outside ethnic Israel. After all, the plain meaning of the 
phrase seems to be that the commandments of the Torah have been 
invalidated. 

 However, the interpretation that the practice of the Torah is entirely 
invalidated for both Jews and gentiles becomes less self-evident if we 
conceive of the ekkl¾sia as a subcategory to Israel, which I argued in 
chapter 17.2. Also the interpretation that the ekkl¾sia is a widening of 
Israel makes the interpretation above problematic. Paul was not entirely 
prepared to “invalidate” the Torah (Rom 3:31; 7:6).606 Although Paul 
demands that gentiles should not practice the Torah, he does not seem to 
object to Christ-believing Jews who continue their practice.607 Why 
would the deutero-Pauline author of Ephesians, who is also a Jew, be 
prepared to demand that Christ-believing Jews should not practice the 
Torah, especially if he imagines that the ekkl¾sia does not substitute or 
parallel Israel?  

                                                           
605 Hoehner 2002: 374–377; Lincoln 1990: 141–143. 
606 The usage of Ύ΅Θ΅Ε·νΝ in Rom 3:31; 7:6 is that God has not invalidated 

the Torah (3:31), but that the Christ-believers have been “invalidated/discharged 
from” (Ύ΅ΘΕ·φΌΐΉΑ ΦΔϱ) the Torah in Christ (7:6). Ephesians, on the contrary, 
claims that it is the Torah that has been invalidated. Yet Ephesians is at least 
partly congruent with Romans, since the text claims that the law has been 
“invalidated” (2:15) “in Christ” (2:13). Both Romans and Ephesians describe the 
sphere of being in Christ as a state where one is exempted from the Torah. The 
question which both texts do not answer explicitly is whether Jewish Christ-
believers should stop practicing the Torah or not. 

607 Tomson 1990, summarized in Zetterholm 2009: 134-139. 
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Barth and Yee, who emphasize that the author of Ephesians is a Jew 
who thinks of the gentile converts as “co-citizens” (ΗΙΐΔΓΏϧΘ΅, 2:19) of 
a widened “Israel,” are more reluctant to think that the Torah itself is 
under attack.608 Rather, it is its divisive effect which is criticized. The 
phrase about invalidating the Torah appears in a sentence which 
describes how the Christ-event “breaks down the dividing wall, the 
enmity“ between Jews and gentile in order to “create in himself one new 
man” (2:14–16). Moreover, the specification that the Torah has been 
invalidated “in/regarding regulations” (πΑ Έϱ·ΐ΅ΗΑ) suggests that the 
problem concerns concrete halakhic commandments. Yee rightly points 
out how the Torah could become both a practical and symbolical divider 
between Jew and gentile in the ekkl¾sia, which would have made unity 
difficult.609 He argues extensively for the interpretation that the author 
does not really attack the Torah itself as something evil (just like Paul 
did not in Rom 7:7); he just considers it to be a hindrance to unity in the 
Christ-believing group. Besides, the author cites the Torah as an 
authority in the household code (5:31; 6:2–3). 

If we assume that the author primarily opposes the divisive effect of 
the halakhic practice of the law, how does he imagine that Jews and 
gentiles should get along practically? What practical norms could be 
implied in 2:15? We can only guess. Perhaps the author imagines that 
practical life in Christ should be free from the halakhic employment of 
the Torah, for Jew and gentile alike. This is not entirely unproblematic, 
since the author appeals to the Torah in the household code (5:31; 6:2–3; 
see also 5:3, 5). The Torah is used as an authority, at least selectively. 
Perhaps he envisioned that Jews (and gentiles) only needed to give up 
the belief in the salvatory function of practicing the Torah and rid 
themselves of the pride of having the Torah (cf. 2:8–9), but not actually 

                                                           
608 Barth 1974: 287–291; Yee 2004: 152–161.  
609 Yee 2004: 154–161. Similarly, Zetterholm 2003: 156–164 in his analysis of 

the Antioch incident (Gal 2:11–14) suggests that the Jewish halakha regulating 
table fellowship with gentiles was interpreted differently by James and Paul, 
respectively. While Paul embraced the gentiles as covenant partners, James saw 
them as god-fearers, with whom full table fellowship was improper. The 
practical social effect of the Torah was an issue from the very beginning of the 
Christ-movement. 
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change their behavior. This is possible, but not entirely unproblematic, 
since the ethnically significant practices of the Torah, if interpreted in an 
excluding way, could have caused social division inside the group, as 
Yee argues. A third possibility is that the author has divisive food 
regulations in mind. We know that table fellowship between Jews and 
gentiles was an issue in previous generations (Gal 2:11–14) and this 
passage might reflect the solution to this issue. Nothing in the text does, 
however, reveal that the author has table fellowship in mind. We have to 
admit that the letter fits into a wide range of possible hypothetical 
historical reconstructions on this point. 

Although it is difficult to interpret the exact practical intention of the 
author, there is a change in attitude in Ephesians compared to Paul and 
the Apostolic decree. While Paul insists that Christ-believing gentiles 
should not practice the Torah, he still urges them to be considerate and 
not practice certain behaviors which may be interpreted as idolatry 
(Rom 14:1–15:13; 1 Cor 8, 10).610 At least in Romans the admonitions 
seem to be prompted by care for Jewish believers (Rom 14:2, 5, 20). The 
Apostolic decree in the same vein urges the Christ-believing gentiles not 
to practice a handful of behaviors which would offend their Jewish 
fellow believers (Acts 15:1–31). In contrast to this, the author of 
Ephesians seems to imagine that pressure is on the Jews not to cause 
division by practicing the the TorahȰor certain aspects of the Torah. 
Since the entire letter is mainly written to gentiles, Eph 2:15a should, 
however, not be interpreted as an appeal to Jewish Christ-believers, but 
rather an acknowledgement that the gentiles can (or should be able to) 
expect their Jewish co-believers to be flexible in order to avoid social 
division.611 Thus, the text seems to reflect the consensus that it is not the 

                                                           
610 Nanos 1996: 52 argues that Paul taught the Apostolic decree and that this 

decree is one variation of the Jewish halakha regulating the intercourse with god-
fearers, similar in function to the Noachide laws (t. `Abod. Zar. 8:4). Paul does, 
however, also put pressure on the Christ-believing Jews to allow table-
fellowship between Jews and gentiles (Gal 2:11–14), cf. n. 609 above. 

611 Contra Yee 2004: 71–125, who in his analysis of Eph 2:11–13 assumes that 
the author fights Jewish ethnocentrism. Yee’s interpretation entirely neglects that 
the implied audience is not Jewish but gentile. The author’s aim can scarcely be 
to correct a Jewish attitude if the implied recipients are gentiles. 
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gentiles who are to be considerate, but the Jews.612 (The gentiles, on the 
other hand, should gratefully remember that they have been 
incorporated into the covenant in Christ, 2:11–22.) Unfortunately, the 
practical implication of 2:15 can never become more than speculation. 

Causality: Christ-event Æ The Torah is “invalidated” Æ Duty: A 
Christ-believer, either Jew or gentile, should relate to the 
Torah in a non-divisive manner (which is not detailed in the 
text) 

We must recognize that, since the short phrase simply says too little, it is 
open for several readings.613 As I argued above, there is reason to believe 
that the Jewish author did not intend to argue for a total abandonment of 
all Torah practice for all Christ-believers, including Jews.614 However, no 
matter what the author intended, the gentile Christ-believing readers, 
who most likely belonged to the Pauline tradition just like the author 
did, in all probability had no interest in practicing the Torah. Therefore, 
they probably interpreted the phrase as meaning total rejection of all 
Torah practice, especially in Christ-believing communities that 
contained no Jewish Christ-believers. In that case, Shkul argues, 
Ephesians failed to communicate its intentions with this vague phrase.615 
The imperative in 2:11, which is the only imperative in the first half of 
                                                           

612 If the author, who is probably a Jew (cf. n. 505), concedes that the Jews 
have a responsibility to modify their behavior, then it might reflect a social 
situation where the gentile believers have more influence over the behavior 
norms of the group than they had in previous generations.  

613 Shkul 2009: 135 rightly recognizes that the text means different things to 
different readers, depending on presuppositions brought to the text. 

614 Although it is not entirely likely that a Jewish author who thinks that 
being in Christ means inclusion into Israel would abandon the Torah without 
qualification, it is of course not inconceivable. The representation of being in 
Christ as a subgroup to Israel, not just an expansion of Israel, makes it possible to 
think that the subgroup modifies the characteristics of the superordinate group 
(see discussion in chapter 17.2). I.e., being in Christ could be seen as a special 
subcategory that is exempted from the Torah. Such an exemption could be 
imagined to extend to the Christ-believing Jews, too. 

615 Shkul 2009: 140. 
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the letter, seems to indicate that the author feels he has to convince his 
gentile recipients about his position (see also chapter 17.2). The earliest 
known user of Ephesians is Ignatius of Antioch (see chapter 14.2), who 
certainly subscribes to an interpretation of “Christianity” as something 
outside “Judaism.” Ignatius thinks that “it is outlandish (ΩΘΓΔϱΑ πΗΘΑ) 
to proclaim Christ and practice Judaism (ϢΓΙΈ΅ϪΊΝ)” (Ign. Magn. 10:3). 
Since Ignatius readily uses Ephesians, he could not have interpreted 
Ephesians as arguing for only a partial abandonment of the Torah. 
Unfortunately the phrase in Eph 2:15 is so brief that we simply do not 
know if the author intended something less radical. 

 
Unity between group members. Unity on the inter-individual level is the 
first exhortation in the hortatory half of the letter (4:1–6). As we have 
discussed in the different sections above, many of the prototypical 
character traits of a Christ-believer are supposed to result in unity: The 
Spirit inspires unity (2:22; 4:2). Love makes one strive for unity (4:1–6, 
15–16). Faith (4:13) and knowledge (4:13–16) result in unity. To reach 
unity is to become “a perfect man,” that is, fully prototypical (4:13). If the 
group reaches unity it embodies all the desirable characteristics of a 
Christ-believing community. The author emphasizes unity strongly and 
seems to think that this is the most central practical expression of the 
identity in Christ. 

Attribution: Being in Christ Æ Spirit + Love + Knowledge + Faith 
Æ Unity 

 
 

Unity 

In Christ 

The Spirit Love Knowledge Faithfulness 
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What, then, are the practical implications of unity, according to the 
imagination of the author? What behaviors and attitudes are expected? 
The discussion about unity on the inter-individual level in Ephesians 
contains more detailed practical exhortations than the discussion about 
unity between Jews and gentiles does. 

Cooperation above competition. The introduction of the hortatory half of 
the letter starts with an enumeration of a number of anti-competitive 
character traits, which are imagined to lead to unity. The recipients 
should live “with all humility (Θ΅ΔΉΑΓΠΕΓΗϾΑ) and gentleness 
(ΔΕ΅ЉΘΖ), with patience (ΐ΅ΎΕΓΌΙΐϟ΅)” (4:2, cf. 4:32). “Humility” 
(Θ΅ΔΉΑΓΠΕΓΗϾΑ) was generally considered a negative trait in the 
Greco-Roman world, but it was considered to be a positive characteristic 
in the Jewish prophetic literature.616 For the Greeks and the Romans 
“humility” meant weakness and servility, but for the prophets it was the 
positive opposite of the arrogance of those who did not value and 
respect God and neighbours. “Gentleness” (ΔΕ΅ЉΘΖ) is the willingness 
to “waive one’s rights that come from seeking the common good 
without being concerned for personal reputation or gain.”617 
“Patience/long-temperedness” (ΐ΅ΎΕΓΌΙΐϟ΅) is a non-aggressive 
attitude, tolerant of shortcomings.618 These three traits should be 
accompanied with the attitude of ”forbearing each other in love” (4:2). 
As discussed in chapter 6.3, the often competitive honor and shame 
paradigm and the duty-driven paradigm of homonoia balanced each 
other in the collective culture of the Mediterranean world. By 
introducing the hortatory half of the letter with these virtues, the author 
of Ephesians aims to suppress the competitive aspects of interaction, at 
least within the group.619 (On the intergroup level, on the other hand, the 
author readily shames the gentiles.) Rather than intragroup competition, 
he wants people to see their part in the homonoia of the body of Christ 
(4:7–16). Exactly what actions the author has in mind when he talks 
about “forbearance” is of course impossible to guess, but we can at least 
                                                           

616 Lincoln 1990: 235–236. 
617 Lincoln 1990: 236. 
618 Lincoln 1990: 236. 
619 Theissen 2007: 420–433 suggests that ”Aggressionsverminderung” was a 

common theme in early Christ-movement. 
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conclude that the author thinks the recipients should seek for non-
competitive, forgiving relations within the group. 

Attribution: Humility + Gentleness + Patience Æ Non-competitive, 
cooperative, forgiving relations Æ Causality: Unity 

Role differentiation. Unity does not mean that everyone is the same. 
Within the ingroup, the author imagines different subgroups and roles 
with partly different duties (cf. chapter 5.3). Everyone has a distinct role 
to fulfill, which helps to build up the community (4:16). If the recipients 
are to reach unity, they must respect the leadership (4:11–14), especially 
the leaders’ superior knowledge about the truth (4:14–15; see discussion 
in chapters 17.4 and 18.3.3). When the identity in Christ expands into the 
household sphere, unity is expressed in terms of harmonious relations 
between individuals with different roles (5:21–6:9; see discussion in 
chapter 17.3). Although the author begins the household code by 
exhorting all household members to subject themselves to each other 
(5:21), he has no symmetrical subjection in mind. This pattern of 
different and unequal roles both in the community and in the household 
is quite in harmony with the homonoia-idealȰan ideal which was 
frequently expressed with body metaphors just as in Ephesians.620 
Homonoia is reached when everyone realizes his or her role in the group 
and fulfills the obligations that come with that role. How one should 
contribute to the manifestation of unity therefore depends on what 
subgroup one is considered to belong to. A leader should teach, a 
newcomer should learn; an inferior household member should be 
submissive, a superior one should be benevolent. The unity theme 
therefore functions to legitimize hierarchies in the community. The 
perfect body of Christ can only be accomplished if differences in status 
and duty within the group are accepted.  

Causality: Everybody does his/her part Æ Unity Æ Perfection of 
the ekkl¾sia 

                                                           
620 See n. 197. 
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Speech. Finally, the unity theme is associated with teaching and ingroup 
speech (see chapters 18.3.3 and 18.3.5). Unity is reached whenever the 
ingroup accepts and speaks the teachings of the group and avoids 
alternative teachings (4:13–15, cf. 5:6). The author exhorts them to 
“putting away falsehood, let all of us speak the truth” since they are 
“members of one another” (4:25). They should not speak any “corrupt 
word” (Ώϱ·ΓΖ Η΅ΔΕϱΖ) but only speak that which is “good for building 
up” (4:27). In short, the “building up” (4:12) of the body of Christ is 
imagined to be dependent on a shared teaching. As has been discussed 
earlier in for instance chapters 8.1 and 18.3.3, religious knowledge is by 
its largely non-empirical nature cognitively uncertain, which potentially 
increases the need for ingroup affirmation in order to maintain the 
beliefs. The author seems to realize the social turbulence which may 
arise when people disagree, since he believes that unity is achieved 
through a culture where people are only given honor and acceptance if 
they say certain things and speak in a certain manner. The sectarian 
rationality of this thinkingȰunity through conformityȰprobably helped 
to maintain the ingroup.  

 
Summary. Ephesians presents unity as a highly important norm, both 
unity between Jew and gentile and unity between individual members. 
Both aspects of this unity are motivated by the narrative about their 
spiritual unity in Christ. Moreover, just about every prototypical 
character trait is associated with unity. Regarding the unity between Jew 
and gentile, it is not easy to determine to what extent Jewish Christ-
believers should stop practicing the Torah, but I concluded that the 
author thinks the halakhic practice of the Torah at least needs to be 
modified so that it does not cause division. When the author explicates 
the practical expressions of unity on the inter-individual level, he 
emphasizes anti-competitive attitudes, role differentiation and 
conventional non-divisive speechȰbehaviors which all would have 
increased the sense of unity within the group. 

 
18.4.2� Speech 

We have already had ample reason to examine speech as prototypical 
behavior in Ephesians. This section will summarize these discussions 
and fill in gaps in areas that have not been adequately covered 
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previously. Speech norms go in three directions in Ephesians: a) 
intragroup interaction, b) evangelizing speech, and c) prayer and 
thanksgiving to God.  

 
Intragroup interaction. Intragroup speech norms are associated with just 
about every attributed character trait found in Ephesians. As the 
analyses above have already shown, correct speech is particularly 
associated with holiness, knowledge, love and proper emotions (see 
chapters 18.2, 18.3.3, 18.3.5 and 18.3.7). Speech norms appear in virtually 
every section of the hortatory half of the letter. In 4:1–16, where unity 
and spiritual growth is the main concern, the ideal of “speaking the 
truth/being truthful” (ΦΏΌΉϾΝ) is seen as the practical expression of 
spiritual perfection, contrasted with destructive teachings (4:12–15). In 
4:17–31, which is introduced by the contrast between a gentile lifestyle 
and being in Christ, the author exhorts the recipients that they should 
“[while] putting away the lie, speak the truth” (4:25), to “let no corrupt 
word come out of your mouth, but [rather] that which [is] good for 
building up” (4:29), and to avoid “evil-speaking” (4:31). In 5:1–6, which 
is introduced by the exhortation to be like God and live in love, the 
author forbids them to speak in a disruptive way, followed by a threat of 
exclusion. In 5:7–14, under the heading of being children of light, the 
exhortation not even to speak about “the unfruitful works of darkness” 
is repeated (5:11–12).  

As we have already discussed in chapter 18.3.3, the group dynamic 
effect of these norms, if they are practiced, is a climate which enhances 
commitment and decreases cognitive uncertainty. I have also discussed 
that speech was a way to present oneself as prototypical before the 
group (see e.g., chapter 18.2). I will therefore not repeat these arguments 
again, but rather discuss other potential group dynamic effects of speech 
behavior in Ephesians. 

First, to “speak the truth” (4:25) is probably a general exhortation not 
to lie and not just a prohibition of advocating false teachings. Such a 
norm, if it was efficiently internalized, would have increased the mutual 
intragroup honesty and control, which would have made it more 
socially costly to be deviant and more rewarding to be prototypical. The 
taboo against even speaking about what is considered to be deviant 
behavior (5:3) probably also decreased the possibility to question group 
norms.  
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Second, the feeling of being a superior group would have increased if 
the group members managed to control their speech, since they would 
then only have heard each other speaking prototypically and in this way 
would have been mutually ignorant of any deviant thoughts that might 
have haunted certain individuals.  

Third, we may imagine that there was an encouraging aspect of 
speech behavior norms. As discussed above in chapter 18.4.1, the 
emphasis on unity probably had an anti-competitive edge. Everyone 
should act in a way that is good for the entire group. Speech was the key 
behavior for “building up” (4:29). However, it would be wrong to argue 
that the author promotes some kind of generally affirmative speech 
behavior (“You are loved as you are”). Rather, the emphasis of the letter 
is spiritual growth, which makes it more reasonable to imagine that 
encouragement meant they should try to convince each other to reach 
for perfection.  

In sum, conformist intragroup speech is frequently emphasized in 
Ephesians. It is central to group dynamics, since the norms are very 
central to cognitive certainty, self-esteem in relation to other groups, 
intragroup honesty, intragroup conformity and encouragement to 
become more prototypical. Speech is also the key behavior when it 
comes to displaying prototypicality within the group. 

 
Evangelizing speech. In the discussion in chapter 17.1.3 about what kind of 
attitude Ephesians has towards evangelization, I concluded that the 
author probably considered evangelization to be a relevant part of the 
group’s identity, since they remembered themselves as converted (2:1–
22). This evangelization was part of God’s triumph over evil spiritual 
agents (2:2; 3:10; 6:12). Although this aspect of their identity might be 
suppressed, perhaps due to external pressure, it is, nevertheless, an 
integral part of their identity. 

In this light, some of the elements of the armor-metaphor (6:10–20) 
may be fruitfully understood as evangelizing. The introduction to the 
armor-metaphor is clearly defensive (6:11, 13), but the specification in 
6:14–17 of the six pieces of the metaphorical equipment which the Christ-
believers are to “put on” (6:11) can be seen as holding both defensive 
and attacking elements. Just like any conversionist sect, they both want 
to keep themselves holy (defense) and convert people (attack). The first, 
the third and the last element of the equipment have been interpreted as 
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potentially referring to evangelization. We should therefore evaluate 
whether we have sufficient reason to interpret these elements as 
evangelizing activities which liberate people of flesh and blood from the 
dominion of the evil spiritual realm and bring them into the dominion of 
Christ. The vague and inconclusive language in the description of these 
pieces of equipment makes several interpretations possible. 

The first piece of equipment, “girding your loins in truth” 
(ΔΉΕΊΝΗΣΐΉΑΓ ΘχΑ ϴΗΠϿΑ ЀΐЗΑ πΑ ΦΏΌΉϟθ, 6:14, my translation), 
could possibly be evangelizing. Arnold points out that “truth” is a 
description of the gospel in 1:13, and discusses the possibility that the 
girding of the loins might be interpreted as a readiness to proclaim.621 
Arnold does, however, acknowledge that “truth” is more likely a general 
reference to living truthfully and speaking the truth (4:25; 5:9). In the 
wider interpretation of “truth,” the girding of the loins becomes a 
defensive metaphor where holding on to the truth gives protection 
against attacks from the evil spiritual realm. This wider understanding is 
preferable, since it does not press a too specific meaning onto the 
concept of “truth.” 

 The third piece of equipment, “shodding the feet in the preparation 
of the gospel (οΘΓΐ΅Ηϟ΅ ΘΓІ ΉЁ΅··ΉΏϟΓΙ) of peace” (6:15, my 
translation), can more easily be argued to have evangelizing content. The 
key word “preparation” (οΘΓΐ΅Ηϟ΅) has connotations of both 
“readiness” and “steadfastness.”622 The genitive construct “preparation 
of the gospel” could be understood either defensively or as evangelizing. 
The defensive interpretation, argued for by Hoehner, is “the 
steadfastness [to stand, cf. 6:14] which comes from [holding on to] the 
gospel,” that is, a genitive of origin, where the gospel is the origin of the 
steadfastness.623 The believer is enabled to stand firm as a result of 
holding on to the gospel. The evangelizing interpretation, argued for by 
Rudolf Schnackenburg, is “readiness for the gospel,” that is, an objective 
genitive, where the object of the readiness is the gospel.624 The believer is 

                                                           
621 Arnold 1989: 110. 
622 Barth 1974: 770–771, 797–799; Lincoln 1990: 448–449. 
623 Hoehner 2002: 843. 
624 Gnilka 1971: 311–312; Schnackenburg 1982: 284–285. 
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ready to act for the sake of the gospel, that is, to evangelize. Hoehner 
argues that the phrase cannot be seen as evangelizing, since the 
emphasis of the armor-metaphor is defensive (6:11, 13).625 Attack can, 
however, be seen as the best defense in a world view where victory over 
evil spirits is at hand whenever someone is converted. All other usages 
of “gospel” (ΉЁ΅··νΏΓΑ) and “evangelize” (ΉЁ΅··ΉΏϟΊΓΐ΅) in 
Ephesians refer to the process of evangelizing, not just to the content of 
the gospel (1:13; 2:17; 3:6, 8; 6:19).626 There is a scholarly discussion 
whether the phrase is inspired by the wording in LXX, Isa 52:7, ΔϱΈΉΖ 
ΉЁ΅··ΉΏΊΓΐνΑΓΙ ΦΎΓχΑ ΉϢΕφΑΖȰa passage which clearly is about 
preaching good news and where the “feet of the one who evangelizes” 
are mentioned. Barth argues that since the entire metaphor in Ephesians 
6:10–20 is about a soldier, the footwear should be imagined to be the 
stable shoes of a soldier (caligula) as opposed to the bare feet which swift 
messengers had.627 Consequently, he argues that Isa 52:7 did not inspire 
the phrase in 6:15 and that the feet are meant to stand fast rather than to 
bring forth the gospel. Lincoln counters that argument by noting that 
6:15 does not mention the shoes, only the feet, which indicates that the 
inspiration is Isa 52:7 rather than the correct footwear of a Roman 
soldier.628 In sum, in the light of Isa 52:7 and the use of “gospel” and 
“evangelize” in Ephesians, it is quite plausible that the feet are meant to 
be ready to bring forth the gospel. Attack is the best defense. 

The sixth piece of equipment, “the sword of the Spirit, which is the 
word (Ϲϛΐ΅) of God” (6:17), can easily be interpreted as evangelizing. 
The genitive phrase “the word (Ϲϛΐ΅) of God” could be understood in 

                                                           
625 Hoehner 2002: 844. 
626 In 1:13 the hearing of the gospel leads to faithfulness. In 2:17 the 

evangelizing results in the group being saved. In 3:6 the gentiles are fellow-heirs 
“through” (ΈΣ) the gospel. In 3:8 we told that Paul has “evangelized” the 
message in 3:6 to the gentiles. In 6:19 Paul wants to make the gospel known. In 
sum, the author of Ephesians uses the ΉЁ΅··ΉΏ-stem to signal the process of 
spreading the gospel. The content of the gospel is often referred to with the word 
ΐΙΗΘφΕΓΑ. The use of ΉЁ΅··νΏΓΑ/ΉЁ΅··ΉΏϟΊΓΐ΅ and ΐΙΗΘφΕΓΑ, respectively, 
becomes clear especially in 3:2–13. 

627 Barth 1974: 798–799. 
628 Lincoln 1990: 448. Cf Schnackenburg 1982: 284–285. 
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two ways. The defensive interpretation is “the word which comes from 
God,” that is, a genitive of origin (or “the word spoken by God,” a 
subjective genitive), where God gives the words necessary for defense.629 
The evangelizing interpretation is “the word about God,” that is, an 
objective genitive, where the word tells the gospel about God’s 
magnificent plan.630 Also the interpretation “the word which comes from 
God” could be taken as evangelizing, that is, as evangelizing words 
inspired by God.631 Hoehner, who understands the entire metaphor as 
defensive, emphasizes that Ϲϛΐ΅ often carries a more confronting and 
judging connotation than Ώϱ·ΓΖ and draws the conclusion that the word 
is apologetic rather than evangelizing.632 This use of Ϲϛΐ΅ may be the 
case in many texts, but certainly not in Paul’s letter to the Romans, a text 
which clearly has inspired Ephesians.633 There Ϲϛΐ΅ is used about the 
preached word and the word of Christ through which preaching comes 
about (Rom 10:8, 17–18).634 Moreover, the only other use of Ϲϛΐ΅ in 
Ephesians is 5:27. Here the Ϲϛΐ΅ has a cleansing and sanctifying effect, 
associated with baptism, which makes Ϲϛΐ΅ a word that is effective in 
the process of conversion. (This converting understanding of Ϲϛΐ΅ does 
not necessarily exclude the apologetic or judging connotation. We can 
certainly imagine conversion through apologia and reproach.) Besides, 
the metaphor of a sword implies more than defense. Evangelizing 
“attacks” with the word of God defeat the evil spirits whenever they 
succeed in their mission and this helps the ingroup to stand firm.  

Assuming that the third and the sixth piece of the armor are offensive 
and evangelizing, we discern a repetitive structure: 

 

                                                           
629 Hoehner 2002: 852–854. 
630 Schnackenburg 1982: 286. 
631 Lincoln 1990: 450–451.  
632 Hoehner 2002: 853; MacDonald 2004: 346. 
633 See n. 417. 
634 Cf. Lincoln 1990: 451. Paul also uses Ϲϛΐ΅ in 2 Cor 12:4 with no judging 

connotation, and in 2 Cor 13:1 with a connotation of judging testimony.  
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a.  Girding loins in truth (6:14a)Ȱdefense 
b.  Breastplate of righteousness (6:14b) Ȱ defense 
c.  Shodding the feet in readiness for the gospel of peace (6:15) 

Ȱ attack 
a’.  Shield of faith (6:16) Ȱ defense 
b’.  Helmet of salvation (6:17a) Ȱ defense 
c’.  Sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God (6:17b) Ȱ 

attack 
 

In short, although the interpretation of the diffent elements in the armor-
metaphor will always be difficult due to the brevity and vagueness of 
the metaphor, there is sufficient reason to believe that the armor-
metaphor implies an exhortation to be ready to evangelize as a part of 
the war against the evil spiritual realm. The evangelizing interpretation 
is supported by the analysis in chapter 17.1.3 that the author of 
Ephesians imagines the ingroup to have a conversionist identity. 

The act of evangelization is seen as primarily consisting of speech. 
The recipients came to believe “having heard the word of truth, the 
gospel of your salvation” (1:13). Paul’s task is to “evangelize … and to 
make everyone see what is the plan of the mystery” (3:8–9, NRSV 
modified). The ideal of the implied Paul is that “whenever I open my 
mouth, words may be given me so that I will fearlessly make known the 
mystery of the gospel“ (6:19, NIV).  

 The consistent emphasis on speech is a change in the evangelizing 
strategy from Paul’s mission in Corinth. Paul claims in his 
correspondence with the Corinthians that “My speech and my 
proclamation were not with plausible words of wisdom, but with a 
demonstration of the Spirit and of power” (1 Cor 2:4). In spite of the 
strong belief in the power of the Spirit in Ephesians, evangelization is a 
matter of “making known” rather than of demonstrating God’s power. 
Speech and wisdom are, however, caused by the power of the Spirit (cf. 
chapter 18.3.1). In this way, the evangelizing word in Ephesians is 
equivalent to the power demonstrations in 1 Corinthians, since the 
evangelizing words ultimately derive from God’s power (6:10). The 
practical strategy is, nevertheless, no longer demonstration of 
supernatural power (miracles, prophecy, etc.) but rather evangelizing 
speech which informs the outsiders of “the mystery.” 
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In sum, since conversion is a part of the identity in Christ in 
Ephesians, we have reason to believe that some of the elements of the 
armor-metaphor (6:10–20) should be interpreted as “attack,” that is, 
evangelization. Conversion of new members was a victory against evil 
spiritual forces. As opposed to Paul, Ephesians only emphasizes speech 
as the method of evangelization. 

 
Prayer and thanksgiving to God. The most fundamental rationale for the 
existence of the group is that they are chosen by God (see chapter 16 
above). God is their patron and they are his faithful and loyal clients. 
Therefore it is obviously very important to have a practical expression 
for communion with GodȰprayer. The intragroup dynamics of prayer 
was discussed in the section about power (see chapter 18.3.2) and it was 
concluded that prayer is considered to be the practical catalyst that 
stimulates the positive mutually reinforcing causal circle in which the 
Spirit empowers the believer. Prayer is thus both an expression of 
prototypicality and something which causes prototypicality.  

The thanksgiving aspect of prayer has not been covered above, 
however. In the hortatory half of the letter, “thanksgiving” is contrasted 
with destructive speech (5:4). In contrast to being drunk with wine, the 
recipients are exhorted to “be filled with the Spirit, as you sing psalms 
and hymns and spiritual songs among yourselves, singing and making 
melody to the Lord in your hearts, giving thanks to God the Father at all 
times and for everything” (5:18–20). An attitude of thankfulness to God 
is considered prototypical and its practical expressions are different 
kinds of praise in the form of thanksgiving prayers and songs.635 Since 
the very existence of the group is a result of God’s working, it is almost 
self-evident that expressions of gratitude and emotional attachment to 
God are important.  

Besides a sense of closeness to God, praise in a group also has group-
dynamic effects. The praising activity should be directed not only to 
God, but also “to each other” (ο΅ΙΘΓϧΖ) (5:19). The thanksgiving prayers 

                                                           
635 Neyrey 2005 remarks that thankfulness was generally considered to be one 

of the most important aspects of a proper attitude to the gods. 
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and the songs most probably had a narrative content,636 which 
functioned to remind the participants of the rationale and value of their 
identity (cf. chapters 2.1 and 11). Moreover, seeing and hearing each 
other sing and praise probably increased the sense that their belonging 
to Christ was worth appreciating (cf. chapter 8.1). 

In sum, prayer and praise to God is a speech behavior that may 
express gratitude, increase the sense of being empowered under the 
Spirit, remind of the narrative rationale of the Christ-believers’ identity, 
and nurture the feeling that they belonged to a community of committed 
believers. 

 
18.4.3� Endurance and Suffering 

The digression on Paul’s ministry in 3:2–13 is framed by the statements 
that Paul is a prisoner (3:1) and that he is suffering (3:13). The 
presentation of Paul is introduced by an emphatic “I Paul” (π·А 
̓΅ІΏΓΖ) followed by “prisoner of the Lord” (3:1). It seems that this is 
the most impressive start of the presentation of Paul that the author can 
imagine. In the end of the letter he also portrays Paul as an “ambassador 
in chains” (6:20). The willingness to suffer for the Lord seems to have 
been an increasingly powerful way to be accredited with prototypicality 
in the first post-apostolic generations. The deutero-Pauline authors 
emphasize Paul’s imprisonment with admiration (Col 4:18; 1 Tim. 1:8; 
2:9).637 According to 1 Peter, suffering “as a Christian” is very honorable 
(1 Pet. 4:12–19). Ignatius of Antioch gets charismatic authority from his 
imprisonment and impending martyrdom. He even compares his 
imprisonment to that of Paul’s (Ign. Eph. 11–12), which indicates that he 
thinks of Paul as being the exemplar of a suffering Christian. The 
Shepherd of Hermas reserves the right side of the throne in heaven for 
those who have suffered for Christ (Herm. Vis. 3.1.9). We can therefore 
assume that the emphasis on Paul’s imprisonment in Ephesians is 

                                                           
636 We do not know this for sure, but it is hard to imagine that the hymns did 

not hold references to the ingroup narratives, especially since the hymnal 
passages in Ephesians, e.g. 1:3–14; 2:14–18, recount narratives about God’s 
initiative. 

637 Esler 2007. 
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intended to remind the recipient of what a committed and therefore 
prototypical person the implied Paul is.638 (Being prepared to identify 
with a group even when the cost is very high, for instance when you 
have to suffer for it, is a sign of high commitment, as we discussed in 
chapter 9.3) The rhetorical force which has been created through the 
references to Paul’s suffering is then used in the beginning of the 
hortatory half of the letter to give weight to the exhortations: “Therefore, 
I, the prisoner in the Lord, urge you…“ (4:1, my translation).639 

Narrating Paul’s suffering in the past does not only function to 
legitimize Paul’s authority, but also as an example for others to follow. 
Intriguingly, there are no explicit references to actual persecution of the 
recipients in the letter.640 Nevertheless, the author seems to imagine that 
being a Christ-believer potentially leads to difficulties. In the passage on 
preparation for spiritual warfare (6:10–20) the recipients are encouraged 
to endure “the schemes of the Devil” (6:11) and “extinguish all the 
flaming arrows of the evil one” (6:16). A good Christ-believer is someone 
who manages to “stand” (6:13), that is, to stay committed, in spite of all 
hardships. The attribute that will help them to endure is power from the 
Lord (6:10). (Ephesians also refers in passing to the suffering of Christ as 
a prototypical expression of love (5:2, 25), but these passages do not 
develop the theme of suffering further.) 

Attribution: Power (+ Love) Æ Endures suffering, that is, stays 
committed  

The greatness of Paul’s imprisonment and suffering is that these 
hardships have come upon him for the sake of the gospel to the gentiles 
(3:1, 13, 6:20). As was discussed in chapters 17.1.3 and 18.4.2, 

                                                           
638 Fischer 1973: 95–108 shows that Paul’s suffering for the sake of the gentiles 

was a standard component of the portrait of Paul in deutero-Pauline literature. 
639 Cf. Byrskog 2005: 117–119. 
640 Best 2004: 647 finds this surprising in the light of other post-70 texts from 

Asia Minor (especially 1 Pet, Rev). However, if the letter was written in a 
situation where persecution was currently not very intense, it is not very 
surprising that the author puts more focus on the memory of suffering in the 
past and on potential suffering, but less on current suffering. 
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evangelizing activity is considered to be a part of the war against the evil 
forces (6:15, 17). This may be understood to mean that the recipients are 
not only supposed to keep committed in spite of suffering; they are also 
supposed to be prepared to suffer as a result of their evangelizing 
activity. It is not enough to save themselves by staying holy 
(introversionist attitude) but they should also evangelize, even if it 
means suffering (conversionist attitude, cf. chapter 17.1.3 above). 

When a group experiences a threat, the individuals who belong to the 
group tend to diverge in opposite directions, depending on their 
commitment (see chapter 9.3). Those who are strongly committed 
become even more dedicated, trying to affirm the value of the group 
when they have to suffer for their identity, but those who have weaker 
commitment tend to slip out of the group in order to save their own 
interests and self-esteem. In Ephesians, the threat seems more potential 
than actual, since there are no clear references to actual suffering on 
behalf of the recipients. Nevertheless, the author prepares them for the 
potential threat (6:10–20). He conceives of the potential threat as a source 
of pride and claims that every time Paul suffers (and presumably also 
every time any individual suffers) it increases the honor of the entire 
group (3:13). On the other hand, if they are not committed enough and 
encounter hardships, they might fall into the grip of the Devil (6:11–13). 
In short, the author argues that if they endure suffering their status will 
increase. This narrative probably had an impact that motivated them to 
endure sufferings if necessary. More importantly, however, it had an 
effect in times when they did not actually need to sufferȰthe identity as 
a group prepared to suffer and an atmosphere of potential threats from 
other groups might have inspired commitment and a sense of 
superiority. 

We may therefore assume that the author invents potential threats 
just as much as he warns for them. Shkul criticizes MacDonald and Esler 
for reading the suffering passages in Ephesians as reflections of real 
threats, although Ephesians lacks references to actual threats.641 Instead 
she argues that Ephesians constructs a threat for strategic reasons. By 
insinuating a threat from the surrounding world, the author creates 
                                                           

641 Shkul 2009: e.g. 142-145, 149 n. 13, 180-182 criticizing Esler 2007; 
MacDonald 2004. 
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social distance to outgroups and an obligation to be loyal to the ingroup 
in the face of this threatening situation. It is likely that the theme of 
suffering creates commitment, as argued above. However, in the context 
of a large number of other texts from the early Christ-movement that 
discuss suffering,642 it is probably an overstatement to claim that the 
author constructs a threat out of thin air, which does not reflect any real 
experience. A rhetorician who does not start from the experiences of the 
audience would probably not be very convincing, since new information 
more easily feels true if it fits what one already knows.643 Although we 
do not know for sure, it is quite likely that the author and the recipients 
have memories of real threats (harassment, marginalization, persecution, 
etc.) in mind when he exhorts them to “stand” (6:10–20). It is also quite 
probable that the author himself saw potential threats from other groups 
and from the spiritual world. Nevertheless, we should acknowledge that 
there were strategic reasons to exaggerate these potential threats. 

 
Summary. There is no reference to actual threats to the group in 
Ephesians, but readiness to suffer and endurance are nevertheless 
described as prototypical ideals. The author emphasizes Paul’s suffering 
in order to give the message in the letter credibility and in order to give 
an example for others to follow. When the author emphasizes suffering 
as an ideal, it probably increases the commitment of the committed but 
repulses those who are not that committed. At the same time, the 
imagination of a potential threat increases the social distinction and 
distance to the non-believing gentiles and a sense of obligation to be 
loyal to the group. 
 
18.4.4� Practical Intragroup Care 

We have already seen in chapter 18.4.1 that the ideal of unity in 
Ephesians was promoted as an anti-competitive attitude of kindness, 
forgiving and tolerance for minor flaws (4:2–3, 32). Moreover, people 
were encouraged to do their part in the building of the body of Christ 

                                                           
642 Cf. n. 640. 
643 See n. 135. 
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(4:17). In spite of this, the author has surprisingly little to say about 
practical ingroup care, in the sense of material, practical or juridical help 
to the needy. The most important observation is therefore the relative 
lack of attention to this subject compared to for instance the speech 
norms. 

There is, however, one short passage that promotes intragroup care. 
In the middle of a discussion which is dominated by discourse about 
emotions and speech behaviors (4:25–32; cf. chapter 18.3.7), the author 
makes an abrupt break in his discussion and writes: “Thieves must give 
up stealing; rather let them labor and work honestly with their own 
hands, so as to have something to share with the needy” (4:28). There is, 
however, not much more we can do with this passage than to notice that 
if the group members indeed gave to the needy, it probably would have 
increased the sense of unity and belonging.644 The author does not argue 
directly for this norm with reference to the metaphor of the ekkl¾sia as a 
body, but the metaphor of the body is used as an argument for the first 
exhortation in the passage (4:25) and it is not unreasonable to imagine 
that the author thinks the idea of parts of a body helping each other is 
relevant to the behavior norm of helping the needy, too (cf. 4:16). For 
some reasonȰmaybe because he thinks that the norm is plainly 
obviousȰthe author does not feel the need to motivate this norm 
explicitly with reference to ingroup narratives or to attributed traits.  

 
18.4.5� Household Behavior 

The practical exhortations in the household code (5:21–6:9) do not need 
to be repeated here, as they have already been discussed in chapter 17.3. 
There it was concluded that the practical exhortations in the household 
code are unspecific, conventional and do not wrestle with any of the 
dilemmas that probably would have arisen in the real social settings of 
the recipient communities. The rhetorical effort of Ephesians aims at 
integrating the household and the ekkl¾sia, so that the household 
becomes a subcategory to the identity in Christ. Therefore, the text does 
not say anything particularly interesting about practical household 

                                                           
644 On the contrasting behavior of ”stealing”, see chapter 18.4.6. 
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behavior. The dominant part (husband, parent, master) should be 
benevolent towards the submissive part (wife, child, slave) and the 
submissive part should be obedientȰas Christ-believers, for Christ’s 
sake and in a Christ-like manner. 

 
18.4.6� Exceedingly Deviant Behaviors 

There are a few behaviors mentioned in Ephesians that are considered to 
be so deviant that the author barely feels the need to explain why they 
are deviant. He probably expects the recipients to recognize these 
behaviors as deviant without further argument. 

First, we have the norm “He who has been stealing (ϳ ΎΏνΔΘΝΑ) must 
steal no longer,” which functions as a contrast to the norm that one 
should work in order to be able to share with the needy (4:28, NIV). The 
author obviously feels no need to motivate this norm, but rather uses it 
as an opposite to honest work (cf. chapter 18.4.4). Some commentators 
think that the exhortation might reflect a real problem of day workers 
who stole when they were unemployed,645 or slaves who stole from their 
masters.646 A better explanation, however, is that “stealing” is a standard 
stereotype of the old sinful (gentile) self (cf. Rom 2:21; 1 Cor 6:10; 1 Pet 
4:14).647 Stealing is here simply used as a stereotyped opposite of the 
desired ideal that they should do decent work and share with the needy. 
Hence, we should be hesitant to read this norm as mirroring a real 
problem. As was discussed in chapter 7.2, the experience of being 
distinct from the outgroups makes the ingroup meaningful. Therefore it 
is efficient to use contrasting stereotypes of the outgroup to argue for 
ingroup behavior norms, in this case honest work. 

Second, we have the deviant behaviors “fornication” and “idolatry” 
accompanied by the state “impurity” and the attributed disposition 
“greed” in the passage about walking in love (5:3, 5). These behaviors 
have been discussed above in the sections about gentiles, holiness and 
love (see chapters 17.1.2, 18.2 and 18.3.5). I concluded that these 

                                                           
645 Best 1992; Hoehner 2002: 624–625. 
646 Gnilka 1971: 271. 
647 Lincoln 1990: 303. 
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behaviors are very similar to the stereotypical Jewish description of the 
gentiles and that the author is not really worried about these behaviors 
but rather about speech. The argumentation he uses against these 
behaviors does not really explain why they are wrong. Rather he just 
says that “it is fitting” not to even talk about these behaviors and that 
anyone who carries them out does not have “any inheritance in the 
kingdom of Christ and of God” (5:5). The argument is simply that the 
behaviors are deviant and that those who perform them will be 
excluded, but no explanation as to why they are wrong is given. This 
indicates that the author expects his recipients to understand without 
explanation. These stereotypical behaviors are similar in function to the 
norm of not stealing in that they are not mentioned for their own sake 
but in order to back up another argument.  

In sum, both “stealing,” “fornication” and “idolatry” are deviant 
behaviors, associated with the gentiles, which the author does not 
mention for their own sake but in order to promote or discourage other 
behaviors. 

 
With this section, the analysis of the ingroup prototype in Ephesians has 
come to an end. It is now time to summarize and evaluate the results. 

 



 

 

Conclusion and Prospects for Further 
Research 

In the theoretical part of this study, I argued that the cognitive sciences, 
particularly different branches of cognitive psychology, may improve 
our understanding of the early Christ-movement. I argued that there are 
basic innate cognitive patterns in the human mindȰcategorization, 
causal thinking, attribution, analogical thinking and narrative 
comprehensionȰthat provide a good hermeneutical starting point for 
historians who aim to understand the cognitive constructs that governed 
the experience of past subjects in cross-culturally valid categories. Has 
this shown to be true? I think the text study of Ephesians has made a 
case that cognitive psychology can help the historian produce novel and 
well-founded interpretations of an already well explored text. A 
systematic application of the insight from cognitive psychology has 
helped us to better understand the imagination of Ephesians. Using 
cross-culturally valid cognitive patterns, this study has been able to 
bridge the gap between 21st century scholars and the first recipients of 
Ephesians in a new way. The result of the investigation is a systematic 
comprehension of the relation between identity and behavior norms in 
Ephesians described in categories common to us and to the first Christ-
believers. 

This study has utilized a number of cognitive perspectives. The most 
important of these are a) social identity theory (see chapters 5 to 10), b) 
attribution theory (see chapter 6), and c) basic insights about narrative 
comprehension (see chapter 11). A few scholars have analyzed 
Ephesians using social identity theory before this study (see chapter 1.3), 
but not to the same extent as this study does. No study before this one 
has combined social identity theory with attribution theory (and other 
cognitive theories). Therefore, this study has been able to systematically 
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work through the cognitive structure of the ingroup prototype in a new 
way. The cognitive perspective of this study has also facilitated a 
discussion about the potential cognitive and group dynamic effects of 
the ingroup prototype and the narratives that are expressed in 
Ephesians. Furthermore, the author’s rhetorical strategy to influence the 
cognition of the recipients has been analysed with a cognitive approach. 
In this conclusion I will focus on the innovative results of the study. 

 
The heart of this analysis of Ephesians is the reconstruction of how the 
author presents the ingroup prototype together with reflections about 
what social effects this prototype could have if it became the shared 
cognition of the group. We will soon return to the results of the analysis 
of the ingroup prototype, but first I would like to highlight a number of 
results in the sections that paved the way for the analysis of the 
prototype: 

First, social identity theory and other cognitive theories helped to 
estimate the probability that the norms of Ephesians were approximately 
accepted by contemporary communities of Christ-believers (see chapter 
14.2). In a situation where we have no record of the immediate reception 
of the text we can only speculate hypothetically about to what extent 
Ephesians reflects and/or successfully constructs the shared cognition of 
the intended recipient communities. A cognitive perspective provides a 
way to conceptualize such hypothetical estimation. Ephesians gives 
voice to traditions and norms that are present in many other texts from 
the early Christ-movement. This suggests that Ephesians to a large 
degree appeals to already shared cognition. Therefore, since the text to a 
large extent reiterates what the recipients already experience as true, the 
implied author gains credibility as a good prototypical ingroup member. 
Moreover, Ephesians takes advantage of the prototypical image of Paul 
in the deutero-Pauline era in order to give weight to its message. These 
factors, together with the observation that the letter seems to have been 
positively received by Ignatius of Antioch (and others) a few decades 
later, gave us reason to conclude that it is a reasonable hypothesis that 
the letter both reflects and successfully constructs the shared cognition of 
the recipient communities to some degree. 

Second, social identity theory together with attribution theory 
provided a new perspective on the rhetorical strategy of the letter (see 
chapter 15). I argued that the rhetorical strategy has several components. 
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The basic strategy is to make the identity in Christ salient and valuable 
by actualizing the narrative rationale of the group so that they feel 
motivated to become prototypical group members. This strategy is 
combined with the rhetorical strategy to subtly suggest that although the 
recipients are certainly ingroup, they are still lacking in prototypical 
qualities and need to improve. At the same time, the author positions the 
implied Paul as a very prototypical exemplar with superior knowledge 
and commitment. While making their identity in Christ salient and 
valuable and creating a need to improve, the author narrates their 
relation to different social categories and the connection between 
prototypical attributes and behaviors. Throughout the letter he narrates 
the prototypical attitude towards a number of social categories: the 
gentiles, Israel, the leaders and the household. The most important 
narratives for this study are, however, the attributions between 
behaviors and prototypical dispositions and spiritual states. The 
rhetorical strategy of Ephesians is to narrate the causes of different 
behaviors and evaluate these causes as either prototypical or deviant. 
The author aims to induce the belief that certain behaviors are caused by 
certain prototypical attributes while other behaviors are caused by 
deviant attributes. As recent attribution research predicts, there is a 
tension between the indicative and the imperative (causal effect and 
duty) in the rhetoric of Ephesians. They are holy and they should do 
what is fitting for holy ones. They do have the Spirit and they should 
beware not to grieve the Spirit. They are loving and they should act in a 
loving manner to remain in the Kingdom. Et cetera. If the recipients 
accept the causal connections that the letter suggests, they will have 
motivation to act according to the behavior norms of the letter in order 
to be prototypicalȰboth in their own eyes, in the eyes of God and in the 
eyes of other group members. In short, cognitive psychology can help us 
understand why the rhetorical strategy of Ephesians works. The rhetoric 
about the relation between identity in Christ and norms (often called 
“theology and ethics”) can be fruitfully analyzed in terms of cognitive 
patterns that are common to us and to the recipients. 

Third, this study has explored the narrative about God’s agency as 
the rationale of the group and concluded that God is portrayed as an 
anthropomorphic agent with motivations. These motivations explain 
why God has chosen the group. God has the typical attributed character 
traits of a patron: he wants recognition (glory, honor) and he has a 
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benevolent (loving) attitude toward his subjects. These are the reasons 
why God bestows gifts upon the group. Among these gifts is the Spirit, 
which empowers them and gives them prototypical character traits. In 
this way, their behavior and behavior norms are constructed as both 
caused and demanded by God, which gives particular weight to the 
norms. The narrative chains of causality go all the way from the 
narrative about God’s agency to their behavior (norms) and form a 
coherent narrative whole between identity and behavior norms. 

Fourth, this study has used self-categorization theory to discuss 
hierarchies of identities in a new way. I argued that although the non-
believing gentiles are definitely the Christ-believers’ major outgroup (the 
group in relation to which they maximize their distinctiveness and 
value), conversion and evangelization towards the gentiles is still part of 
the identity in Christ according to Ephesians. Further, I argued for a 
novel solution to the long-standing scholarly debate about the relation 
between the ekkl¾sia and Israel in Ephesians. I introduced the possibility 
that one social category can be a subcategory to another social category 
and argued that the ekkl¾sia is neither just an expansion of Israel, nor a 
new or parallel “Israel” but rather a subcategory to Israel. This would 
explain a number of features in Ephesians, such as a) that there is a 
strong front towards non-believing gentiles but not towards non-
believing Jews, b) that the ekkl¾sia inherits most of the characteristics of 
Israel, modifies a few of these characteristics and adds a number of 
exclusive features, and c) that although non-believing Jews are implicitly 
in a position more “close” to God than non-believing gentiles, it is still 
an advantage for Jews to become Christ-believers according to 
Ephesians. The insight about hierarchies of identities was also used to 
understand the rhetorical effort of the household code. The author aims 
at making household identities into subcategories of the identity in 
Christ and his rhetorical method to achieve this is to imbue conventional 
household norms with motivations from the Christ-narrative through 
analogical transfers. Finally, the position of the leaders was analyzed as a 
prototypical subcategory of Christ-believers, whose teaching other 
believers should listen to. The most important insight about the 
leadership was, however, that they are put in a position where they have 
legitimacy to control the information flow in the community and thus to 
increase the cognitive certainty within the group. 
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Most importantly, however, this study has scrutinized in detail how the 
author presents the ingroup prototype. Here I will highlight the most 
central results of the reconstruction of the prototype: 

First, we found repeatedly that the chains of causality between 
different attributes (dispositions and spiritual states) and behaviors are 
believed to be mutually reinforcing. The author imagines that the status 
before God as holy, influence from the Spirit, power, knowledge, love, 
etc., can increase or decrease through their way of life. Perhaps 
surprisingly, faith is an exception; it is considered to be a minimal 
criterion for being in Christ, but not a character trait that should grow 
and develop. For the other attributes, however, the imagination is that 
they must be reinforced through continuous prototypical behavior. If the 
recipients behave properly and strive to have virtuous attitudes, they 
can potentially become perfectly prototypical and “be filled with all the 
fullness of God” (3:19) through the reinforcing power of the Spirit, but if 
they behave in a deviant manner they can potentially break the positive 
reinforcing dynamics towards perfection and instead “give the Devil a 
chance” (4:27), that is, come under the influence of evil spiritual forces, 
lose the favor of God and eventually be rejected from the Kingdom (5:5). 
There is a tension between causality and duty in this imagination, just as 
could be expected from the theoretical discussions in chapter 6.1. This 
tension has multiple group dynamic effects. It makes the group 
members feel “empowered,” that is, they become confident that they can 
do better than others thanks to the Spirit. At the same time, the 
prototype is formulated in a way that never allows certainty about one’s 
prototypicality. Especially the analysis of the knowledge theme 
highlighted that the content of the profound knowledge of God and 
Christ, which is a part of the goal of perfection for a Christ-believer, is 
formulated in such a vague manner that one can never be confident that 
one has reached such insight. This leads to a situation where the striving 
for prototypicality must continue every day and where one’s 
prototypicality can potentially be questioned by those in leading 
positions if one behaves in an unconventional manner. Therefore the 
recipients get motivation to continuously act in line with the concrete 
behavioral expressions of prototypicality in order to avoid cognitive 
dissonance between attributed characteristics and actual behavior, both 
in their own eyes and in the eyes of other group members. Moreover, the 
imagination legitimates group processes of giving status and 
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marginalization; inclusion and exclusion, since group members find it 
legitimate to make judgments about status before God depending on 
behavior. 

Second, this study has discussed the potential group dynamic effects 
that arise as the prototype is depicted in contrast to the non-believing 
gentiles. Deviant behavior is described as gentile-like behavior. This 
rhetoric describes the deviant as someone who undermines the group’s 
distinctiveness and superiority in relation to the gentiles. If the rhetoric 
is successful, it creates a perception which typically creates a will to 
reproach, marginalize and finally perhaps even exclude the deviant, 
since the cognitive distinctiveness and self-esteem of the group 
potentially decreases due to the deviant. The threat of being disliked by 
God and other group members and, in contrast, the promise of 
perfection and appreciation by God and others, potentially motivates 
committed group members to embrace and practice group norms. 

Third, this study has scrutinized how the author aims at creating a 
group climate which increases cognitive certainty and thereby 
commitment to the group. The most extensively discussed behavior 
norm in Ephesians is how they should speak to each other within the 
group, with the advice that they should only articulate the accepted 
teaching and avoid alternative teachings. Instead of foolish talk they 
should praise and worshipȰbehaviors that certainly would increase the 
cognitive certainty about the rationale of the group and deepen the 
emotional attachment to Christ. The social and cognitive effect of this 
norm is that group members get their beliefs confirmed by other group 
members and do not have to experience cognitive uncertainty about 
their beliefs. This, in turn, makes it easier to value their identity in Christ 
and stay committed. The author associates proper speech strongly with 
prototypical attributes. The perhaps most surprising result of the 
analysis was that the virtue of love was more strongly associated with 
conventional speech than with practical care. Love is to speak in a way 
that does not undermine the cognitive certainty of the group. Less 
surprising is that the gifts of the leaders are idealized in way which gives 
the leaders control over the teaching in the group. Group members need 
to listen to the teaching of the leaders in order to gain the knowledge 
that leads to prototypicality. The leaders therefore have legitimacy to 
marginalize alternative teachings and teachers and thus to control the 
information flow in the group. 
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Fourth, this study has showed that Ephesians describes the ingroup 
prototype in way that promotes cooperation. Unity is not just about 
doctrinal cohesion but also about cooperative, anti-competitive, 
encouraging and anti-aggressive interaction; homonoia above agonistic 
competition and strife. The cooperation is, however, not egalitarian but 
rather hierarchically differentiated, both within the body of Christ and 
within the household. Good ingroup members know their respective 
roles in the greater whole and are prepared to put their own interests 
and impulses aside in order to do their part. 

 
There is good reason to believe that cognitive psychology increasingly 
will contribute to the humanities, including biblical scholarship. Since 
the goal of historians, literary theorists, anthropologists, etc., is 
understanding, the increasing amount of insight produced by the 
cognitive sciences about how the human brain understands, feels and 
evaluates is highly relevant. As early as 1998 Alan Richardson predicted 
this development in a review of Mark Turner’s book, The Literary Mind: 

When the intellectual history of the late twentieth century is 
written, Anglophone literary theory and criticism will probably 
come in for a wry footnote or two. Scholars of the future age may 
well find amusement in the pretensions of one English professor 
after another to solve the riddles of human agency, subject 
formation, language acquisition, and consciousness, with little or 
no awareness of the spectacular developments in psychology, 
linguistics, philosophy of mind, and neuroscience that form the 
central story of Anglo-American intellectual life from the 1950s to 
the present. These fields, which have been converging (along with 
artificial intelligence) under the rubric of "cognitive science" or "the 
cognitive neurosciences," have largely abandoned the Saussurean 
and Freudian approaches to language and mind that still set the 
terms for most literary theoryȰhowever dated within the 
disciplines from which they were originally borrowed. An entire 
new set of frameworks and paradigms, inspired by advances in 
neurobiology and computer science that were nearly unimaginable 
a half century ago, has proliferated in their stead, and the cognitive 
neurosciences have emerged as [the] most exciting and rapidly 
developing interdisciplinary venture of our era. That this remains 
news to many working in literature departments has already 
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become something of an embarrassment; it will steadily prove 
more so. 648 

Richardson gets a bit too excited when he gives all other literary research 
the verdict “dated” and “an embarrassment” but he certainly has a point 
that the humanities have a lot to learn from what cognitive sciences have 
discovered about the human capacity for understanding. I reckon that 
this is happening now and will continue to do so in the forthcoming 
decades. The results produced by the cognitive sciences are, however, 
not a ready-made dictionary that the humanities can lean on without 
caution. There are still many unresolved issues regarding the capacities 
and restraints of the human mind. Anyone who wishes to use the 
insights of cognitive psychology must therefore first scrutinize the state 
of the debate within the community of cognitive scholars. 

Within biblical studies, there is a small but growing number of 
scholars who explore what can be done with the aid of the cognitive 
sciences (see chapter 1.2). The cognitive approach will never become a 
hegemonic research paradigm, since it is no universal solution to all 
historical problems. I do, however, hope that more biblical scholars will 
discover the hermeneutical potential in exploring the structures of the 
human mind. Since the use of cognitive sciences demands double cross-
disciplinary competence, many biblical scholars will remain uninterested 
in, perhaps even disapproving of, the use of cognitive psychology in 
historical research. Nevertheless, cognitive psychology increasingly 
influences many of the hermeneutical disciplines that biblical scholars 
are dependent upon. Biblical scholarship is therefore bound to feel its 
influence.  

The specific framework that has been developed in this study has the 
potential to be used to analyze the relation between identity and 
behavior norms in just about any text of the early Christ-movement (as 
well as other contexts). The analysis of Ephesians is just a beginning.  

 
 
 

                                                           
648 Richardson 1998: 168 reviewing Turner 1996. 
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