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How Later Contexts Affect Pauline Content, or:
Retrospect is the Mother of Anachronism

Paula Fredriksen

Historians look backwards. We all start from our vantage point in the present
and work ourselves into an imagined past. But though history is always done
backward, life is lived only forward: we all move from our present into the
radical unknowability of the future. If in our historical work we want to recon-
struct the experiences and circumstances of the ancient people whom we
study, we must foreswear our retrospective knowledge, because it gives us a
perspective on their lives that they themselves could not possibly have had.
We, looking back, know how their stories ended; they, living their lives, did
not.

All historians, I imagine, struggle with this problem. As an historian of
Christian origins, however, I am particularly aware of the long shadows cast
backward by events and by patterns of thought or of behavior that fell well
after the lifetimes of Jesus, the original apostles, and Paul, and that persis-
tently obscure our view of the movement in its earliest, most Jewish,! most
radioactively apocalyptic stage. In the present essay, I would like to consider
five of these historiographically well-established, historically baneful occasions
for retrospection — thus, retrojection — that affect (and to my mind compro-
mise) our interpretations of the mission and message of the apostle Paul. They
are founded upon events and/or circumstances that either post-date his life-
time or, if contemporary, are made to carry later theological freight. These
are:

1. The cultural and religious difference and distance between Jews of the
western diaspora and their gentile contemporaries.

1 Current academic usage seesaws between translating loudaioi as Jews’ or as ‘Judaeans.
The arguments to either side make good points, and the current essay does emphasize,
for Toudaioi, ethnicity and ancestral practice (as opposed to ‘religion’). For an overview of
the issues and arguments, Miller, ‘Meaning of Ioudaios) and ‘Ethnicity Comes of Age’; for
the Judean’ argument, see, e.g,, Mason, Jews, Judaeans’; also Esler, Conflict, 62—74. Against
this usage, and advocating for the translation Jews) Runesson, ‘Inventing Christian Identity’,
64—70. I see Mason’s points, but find myself persuaded by Runesson’s arguments. See too
Johnson Hodge, If Sons, then Heirs, 11-15.
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18 FREDRIKSEN

2. The destruction of the Temple in 70 CE.

3. Gentile Christianity’s (or gentile Christianities’) foreswearing the Jewish
observance of Jewish ancestral custom (‘the works of the Law’).

4. Paul’s both giving and getting synagogue disciplinary punishment in conse-
quence of the early euangelion.

5. Majority culture’s aggressive repudiation of the church (ie., the Roman
persecution of Christianity).

The various misreadings and false descriptions occasioned by instances of
unwitting anachronism are all inter-related. To unpack them, I will initially
consider each of my five points separately. In my conclusion, I will make some
interpretive proposals for how we might proceed to reconstruct an apostle
more at home in his own circumstances than in ours.

1 Jews and Pagans in the Western Diaspora

The Jewish community in Babylonia was the product of an exile, the defeat
of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar. No such exile stood behind the western
diaspora. Jews there had resettled voluntarily, pulled in part by the Macedonian
diaspora occasioned by Alexander’s victories. These Mediterranean Jews in
time came to view their diaspora communities as apoikiai of the metropolis
(mater-polis), Jerusalem; their cities of residence, however, they viewed as their
patria and home.? Greek, the English of antiquity, became their vernacular; the
gods of the ethné no less than the ethné themselves, their neighbors.

How did all these neighbors get along? The humans could be factious. Urban
unrest in Alexandria notoriously took the form of inter-ethnic violence. Cities
in Asia, in the decades of Rome’s bumpy transition from Republic to Empire,
sometimes seized Jewish cash contributions to the Temple in Jerusalem for
use in temples and liturgies closer to home. Jews reportedly from time to time
were expelled from the city of Rome. Pagan ethnographers and Latin satirists
complained of Jewish separateness (amixia) and of their being socially aloof

2 For this mater/pater interplay, see Philo, Flacc 46. My summary here draws especially on the
work of Barclay, Jews; and Gruen, Heritage and Diaspora. On Jewish communities in Asia
Minor in particular, Ameling, ‘Die jiidischen Gemeinden' Roman Jews in late antiquity were
no less attached to their hometowns than their first-century Hellenistic forebears had been.
When the Jews of Magona, on Minorca, were faced with the choice of conversion or exile in
418 CE, one of them observed that, ‘Whoever does not abandon his patria will not be able to

retain his fides patrum! Letter of Severus 18.19.
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HOW LATER CONTEXTS AFFECT PAULINE CONTENT 19

(akoindnétoi), of their impiety in refusing to honor the gods of the majority (ase-
beia), and of their ‘foreigner-hating lifestyle’ (misoxenos bios or misanthripia; cf
Tacitus’ adversus omnes alios hostile odium, ‘hostile hatred againstall outsiders,
Hist 5.5.1). Taken at face value, this evidence can suggest that in the diaspora,
Jews lived as a ‘people apart’3

Against this conclusion, however, other data mass, data attesting to pagan
gentiles (and eventually to Christian gentiles) voluntarily in Jewish places, and
to Jews voluntarily in gentile places.* These places are at once ‘cultural’ (thus,
ethnic), ‘social, and ‘religious’ (thus, again, ethnic). Before 66 CE, whether as
tourists or as worshipers, pagans could be found at the Temple in Jerusalem,
where the largest courtyard was available to them. And in the diaspora, we have
inscriptional and literary evidence both of pagan and, later, of Christian pres-
ence in Jewish community structures: such data often refer to these gentiles
as ‘god-fearers’ or as Judaizers' Diaspora Jews, meanwhile, abound in pagan
places: in the theatres and in the courts, in town councils and in gymnasia and
schools, in the baths and at the races. These Graeco-Roman urban structures
were all sites of worship, and their activities were dedicated to the honor of the
city’s presiding god(s).5

3 Josephus discusses the seizure of Jewish sacred funds in Asia Minor in Ant14. The complaints
of the ethnographers and the observations of the satirists are collected in Stern, 6LAjy; for
analysis of insults, Feldman, Jews and Gentiles and Schifer, Judeophobia; see also Isaac,
Racism, 440-491 (anti-Jewish aspersions) and 492—500 (these insults within the broader
context of hostile classical ethnographies). On the expulsions from Rome cf Barclay, Jews,
282—319 and Gruen, Diaspora, 1-53; also Rutgers, ‘Roman Policy’, 93—127. Augustine, against
Faustus the Manichee, quotes the oT on the Jews as ‘a people apart’ (ceterarum gentium
communione discreta). He insists there that Jews were always separated from other peoples
and untouched by the worship of foreign gods, Faust 12.13. Pace Augustine, I will argue against
both descriptions.

4 The following paragraphs condense material laid out in Fredriksen — Irshai, ‘Christian anti-
Judaism’; also Fredriksen, Judaizing the Nations), 235—240. ‘Pagan’ or ‘gentile’ is no happier a
solution to designate all of these other ethnic groups than is Jew’ for Joudaioi, butI can think
of no better option. ‘Polytheist’ is too misleading to help, because Jews (and, eventually, Chris-
tians) shared the conviction with pagans that many gods exist. See Fredriksen, ‘Mandatory
Retirement, 241243 for the full argument, which I synopsize above. All of my own articles
cited in the current essay may be found in PDF format on my Boston University web page,
www.bu.edu/religion/faculty/fredriksen.

5 Tertullian floridly laments — and thus narrates — the embeddedness of these divinities in
urban culture in de spectaculis and de idololatria, while the near-contemporary Mishna Avoda
Zara outlines ways for (rabbinic?) Jews to avoid the idolatrous entanglements of urban living:
see Fredriksen — Irshai, ‘Include Me Out, against the position taken most recently by Binder,
Tertullianus’ De Idololatria. If we can trust our variegated inscriptional material, however, not
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20 FREDRIKSEN

What were all of these people doing? They were publically demonstrating
respect for the gods of others and, by extension, respect for that god’s people.
Some gentiles thought that the Jews’ god was a lower, cosmic deity, a daimon —
his involvement in the organization of the lower material universe, his pen-
chant for blood sacrifices, his patronage of one particular ethnic group, and,
especially after 70 CE, his defeat by the gods of Rome all suggested as much® —
but he was still recognized as powerful. Magicians in particular were partial
toward him.” Donor plaques and mosaics proclaim the benefactions to the Jew-
ish community of sympathetic pagans.® And literary evidence from the first
century BCE to the fifth century cE, from gentiles both pagan and Christian,
speak to this gentile presence the synagogue.®

Meanwhile, Jews acknowledged the existence and the power of gods other
than their own, and showed respect to them (and, thus, to their humans). The

all Jews were bothered by such involvement, while later writings — Tertullian’s high rhetoric;
sermons; church canons — complain of Christian nonchalance. On Jews’ showing respect for —
but not cult to — foreign gods, Fredriksen, Judaizing the Nations, 236f and notes.

6 On]Jerusalen’s fall as the god of Israel’s defeat, e.g., M. Felix, Octavius 10.4; cfthe Christological
explanations offered by Tertullian, Apol 26.3; Origen Cels 4.32. Origen will insist against Celsus
that ‘the supreme god is called the god of the Hebrews even by people alien to our faith,’ 5.50,
buta great number of Christians — in particular Valentinians, Marcionites, and Manichaeans —
distinguished between the two deities, the high god and the Jewish god. In the late fourth
century, Augustine’s former mentor Faustus could still identify the Jews’ god as a demon,
Faust 18.2. On the particular link between blood sacrifices and demons — much exploited in
Christian rhetoric contra Iudaeos, specifically against the Temple cult — see e.g. Justin, 2 Apol
5; Dial 19, 22, 43, and frequently. The idea that high gods neither need nor want sacrifices,
but lower gods do, was originally pagan: thus Porphyry’s reference to Theophrastes, On Abst
2.27,1-3.

7 Foronesuch recipe, see Papyri Graecae Magicae 1. 3007—-3085. Origen notes that the names of
the patriarchs are ‘so powerful when linked with the name of God that the formula “the God
of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob” is used not only by members of the Jewish
nation in their prayers to God and when they exorcise demons, but also by almost all those
who deal in magic and spells,’ Cels 4.33. See further Alexander, Tewish Elements’.

8 This display of respect might have had as much to do with local intra-human politics as with
local divine-human ones: distinguishing between the two motivations is impossible from the
evidence. Pagan benefactions to synagogue projects account for a significant portion of our
inscriptional data, on which see Levine, The Ancient Synagogue; also Reynolds — Tannen-
baum, Jews and God-fearers. Recently, Chaniotis, ‘The Jews of Aphrodisias’, has redated the
inscriptions from the third century to the fourth-fifth, raising the interesting possibility that
some of the non-Jewish town councilors mentioned might be Christians as well as pagans.

9 Pagan complaints about pagans’ frequenting synagogues collected in 6LA4jy; discussion in
Fredriksen — Irshai, ‘Christian Anti-Judaisn, 985—998. Christian comments on pagan and on

Christian Judaizing’ will be discussed below.
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HOW LATER CONTEXTS AFFECT PAULINE CONTENT 21

existence of these gods was attested, first of all, in Jewish scriptures, most espe-
cially in Psalms. The Septuagint’s translators acknowledged these deities with
some deference, suggesting that relations with them should be handled gently,
when they changed the Hebrew of Exod 22:27, ‘Do not revile God, to the Greek
of 22:28 LxX: ‘Do not revile the gods’ (tous theous). Commenting on this pas-
sage, Philo of Alexandria salutes its wisdom, since ‘reviling each others’ gods
always causes war’ (QE 2.5); and he goes on to note that Jews ought also to
respect pagan rulers, ‘who are of the same seed as the gods’ (2.6).1° Jews invoked
pagan gods on votive plaques and in synagogue manumission inscriptions; they
showed respect to them in funding dedicated athletic competitions; they par-
ticipated in Hellenistic kinship diplomacy by conjuring distant unions between
patriarchal families and Greek gods. True, Jews generally seem to have drawn
the line at actively participating in public cult but, depending on their roles in
their cities, they would have been at least present, showing respect and civil-
ity, when such cult was offered. Every time we encounter a Jewish ephebe, a
Jewish town councilor, a Jewish soldier or a Jewish actor or a Jewish athlete,
we find a Jew identified as a Jew who obviously spent part of his working day
demonstrating courtesy to gods not his.!!

Their own god, Jews nonetheless insisted — despite their equal insistence
on their god’s ethnicity — was also the supreme god. Such a position stood in
tension with the canons of philosophical paideia, according to which the high-
est god was radically transcendent, perfect, unmoving, and certainly above any
involvement in matter, time, and change.!? Educated Hellenistic Jews squared
this circle through several strategies. They generated allegorical understand-
ings of their own sacred texts, which cushioned depictions of divine activity.
They deployed angeloi as the high god’s agents, thereby also insulating him

10  Seevan der Horst, ‘Thou Shalt Not Revile, 1-8; further on pagan/Jewish social and, thus,
religious interactions idem, Judaism in Asia Minor’.

11 Themostrecentreview of Jewish Diaspora acculturation to Hellenism is Bloch, Moses und
der Mythos. Inscriptional materials are organized and analyzed in Williams, Jews Among
the Greeks and Romans, and in Levinskaya, Book of Acts; also HJP 3 passim; Donaldson,
Judaism and the Gentiles, 437—-466. On Moschos Ioudaios and his obedience to the gods
Amphiaraos and Hygieia, HJP 3: 65; on Pothros' manumission inscription, Levinskaya,
Book of Acts, n—116 (with the full text of the inscription on 239); cf Levine, Ancient Syn-
agogue, 13-123. For Spartan-Judean suggeneia established through the union of Heracles
with a granddaughter of Abraham’s, see Josephus, Ant 1:240 and 12:226; 1 Macc 12:21; Jones,
Kinship Diplomacy, 72—80; Gruen, Jewish Perspectives, 361-364.

12 Hence Justin’s complaints about — and philosopher’s incredulity at — the Jews’ insistence
that Scripture revealed the activities of the high god, 1 Apol 63; cf Dial 60. For a comparison
of pagan, Jewish, and Christian theological paideia, Fredriksen, Augustine, 41-78.
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22 FREDRIKSEN

from any compromising behavior.!® Some Jews subordinated pagan gods to
their own god by identifying pagan gods with celestial bodies, as did Philo in
his commentary on Genesis. The firmament, he says, is ‘the most holy dwelling-
place of the manifest and visible gods’ (thedn emphanén te kai aisthétén, Opif
7:27): manifest and visible gods are lower’ than the highest, invisible god.'* And,
finally, some Jews subordinated these gods to their own by designating them
‘demons’. ‘The gods of the nations are daimonia, sang the Psalmist in Greek
(Ps 95:5 LXX): a daimon was specifically a lower, cosmic god.® Their images,
the idols, might be nugatory (1Cor 8:4, 10:19), but the gods themselves were real
(1Cor 8:5f).16

How do these considerations affect how we regard Paul’s cultural context,
and thus how we reconstruct his mission and message?

Paul’s human social world. First, we should not be taken in by pagan com-
plaints about Jewish ‘separateness’ Learned Graeco-Roman ethnic stereotyp-

13 Hellenistic Judaism employed many divine mediating figures to bridge the gap between
God and the world: various angels especially, but also God’s Sophia (‘Wisdom’) and his
word (‘Logos’); two books by Segal, Paul the Convert and Two Powers in Heaven, give good
orientations in the relevant material. Justin Martyr was comfortable referring to Christ
as God’s angelos (Dial 56, 59). Pagans also deployed their cosmic gods as ‘messengers’.
The famous Oenoanda inscription presents Apollo speaking of the highest deity (theos
hypsistos) while referring to himself and to the other lower gods as ‘angels’: ‘Born of itself,
without a mother, unshakable, not contained in a name, known by many names, dwelling
in fire, this is God. We, his angeloi [messengers] are a small part of God ...’ For more on this
hexameter hymn and the pagan cult of the highest god, see Mitchell, ‘Cult’; the inscription
is given in full on 82.

14  When Paul identifies these gods with cosmic stoicheia, he might be making the same
move, Gal 4:3-9: these forces are not ‘gods by nature’ (4:8), but subordinate, inferior
entities. Synagogue zodiac mosaics similarly represent pagan sidereal divinities, whose
very visibility would place them ‘below’ the high (that is, the Jewish) god.

15  Pagan daimones could be either good or evil; see Chadwick, on Plutarch and Porphyry,
‘Oracles’; Rives, ‘Human Sacrifice), 80-83; Kahlos, Debate, 172—181. Some Hellenistic Jews
(such as the author of Wisdm; also Paul) took daimones as exclusively evil, bound up as
they were with the worship of images. Cf Augustine’s remark on ‘demons’ as lower [pagan]
gods: If the Platonists prefer to call these “gods” rather than “demons’, and to count them
among those whom Plato their master writes about as gods created by the highest god, let
them say what they want ... for then they say exactly what we say, whichever word they
may use for them, De civ Dei g.23.

16 Cf Rives, ‘Animal Sacrifice), below 119 on the derision of the gods of gentiles. I cannot
comment on the mentality of Babylonian Jews; but Paul himself, as other Hellenistic Jews,
distinguished the gods, who were powerful, from their physical representations.
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HOW LATER CONTEXTS AFFECT PAULINE CONTENT 23

ing routinely leveled such accusations of anti-social behavior at all foreigners.1”
The anti-Jewish material happens to loom especially large in the extant evi-
dence because the later church preserved and amplified so much of it. Often,
modern New Testament scholars will repeat these accusations of clannishness
and separateness to explain tensions between Christ-following and non-Christ-
following Jews (with Paul, pre- and post-Damascus, serving on both sides of the
fence), or between James’ people and Paul (the famous food fight of Gal 2), or
between Jewish and gentile Christ-followers in mixed ekklésiai (as at Antioch
or Rome).

But as the rich and variegated remains of Hellenistic Jewish culture, both
inscriptional and literary, attest (as do other pagan complaints about fellow
pagans who Judaize), Jews participated vigorously in majority culture socially,
politically, and intellectually. In many ways, except for their general demurral
regarding public pagan cult — Jews were not all that separate. A high degree of
social integration coexisted, for them as for other ethnic groups, with religious —
better, ethnic — distinctiveness.

And in the Graeco-Roman city, pagan-Jewish traffic went both ways.!8 The
synagogue, a type of ethnic reading-house,!® was part of the urban landscape,

17  Isaac, Invention of Racism, is the definitive study; see also Bohak, ‘The Ibis and the Jew-
ish Question) for a comparison of anti-Egyptian and anti-Jewish slurs. Accusations of
human sacrifice (another very anti-social behavior) particularly metastasize through var-
ious ethnographies, on which Rives, ‘Human Sacrifice.

18  Cf Rives, ‘Animal Sacrifice), below 119 n34, who infers from the ‘ample evidence for ten-
sions [between Judaeans and people in the Graeco-Roman mainstream] of a sort that are
not so easily documented for other groups’ that relations were indeed, more often that
not, tense. As Isaac both documents and explains, however, Graeco-Roman ethnographic
traditions routinely abused all perceived outsiders, often accusing them of the same anti-
social behaviors: see his survey of materials on Phoenicians, Carthaginians, and Syrians
(Origins of Racism, 352—370), on Parthians and Persians (371-380), on Gauls (411—426) and
Germans (427-439) as well as on Jews (440—492). And again, anti-Jewish materials loom
especially large in the record because they were preserved and amplified by the use that
the later church put them to. I would also distinguish between the ‘thetorical gentiles’
peopling Jewish anti-pagan writings like Wisdom of Solomon, or the first chapter of Paul’s
letter to the Romans, and all of this other data, reviewed above, that presents a picture,
across centuries, of comfortable social and religious interaction. And while Josephus, in
his apology Against Apion, proudly asserts the principled separateness (as well as the
social and cultic unanimity!) of late Second Temple Jewish culture, his writings otherwise
provide us with abundant evidence to the contrary.

19 Thus Young, Biblical Exegesis, 13.
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24 FREDRIKSEN

not only architecturally (as at Sardis), but socially. Pagan presence in Jewish
community activities was voluntary and ad hoc. These interested pagans dis-
play a range of behaviors, from occasional drop-ins (such as our magicians,
who garble biblical stories when picking up important information in order to
invoke the Jewish god in spells) to extravagant patronage (such as Julia Severa’s
construction of the oikos in Acmonia) to co-celebrating the translation of the
LxX (Philo, Life of Moses 2:41-42) to personally adopting some Jewish ancestral
practices (like Juvenal’s famous god-fearer, who rests on the Sabbath, Sat14.96).

These people were not half-way ‘converts’ to Judaism: pagans who crossed
that line and who radically affiliated to the Jewish politeia were in their own
category, occasionally disapproved of by fellow pagans for committing an act
of cultural treason.?? But though some converts to Judaism had probably first
been god-fearers, god-fearers as such were not converts.?! They did not re-
nounce their native gods. They associated with Jews qua pagans. (Julia Severa
was a priestess in the imperial cult; Luke’s centurion Cornelius, another syn-
agogue patron, even if fictive, would have been understood to actively wor-
ship Rome’s gods as part of his position as an army officer; Acts 10). And this
evidently mutually comfortable social/religious accommodation on the part
of the synagogue toward gentiles whether pagan or Christian persisted vigor-
ously (to Commodian’s and John Chrysostom’s keen regret) well into the post-
Constantinian period.?2

20  Foran overview of the older scholarship on pagan conversions to Judaism, see Fredriksen,
‘Judaism, the Circumcision of Gentiles) 535—538 and n10-15. Now see Cohen, Beginnings,
140-174; Fredriksen, ‘Mandatory Retirement, at 232—237. On conversion as cultural trea-
son, e.g,, Celsus’ remarks, Cels 5.41; cf Domitian’s actions against members of the Roman
aristocracy for converting, Dio, Rom Hist 67.14.1—2; cf Tacitus, Hist 5.1—2. Stern thoroughly
analyzes Juvenal's jibe in 6LAJJ 2: 94-107.

21 Cohen, Beginnings misidentifies ‘god-venerators’ (i.e., god-fearers) as ex-idolators ‘denying
or ignoring all other gods), 171; so too Esler, Conflict and Identity, 106. On the contrary, god-
fearers remained active pagans while adding Israel’s god to their particular pantheons.

22 On Christian gentiles in Jewish places, see Fredriksen — Irshai, ‘Christian Anti-Judaism,
1005-1007. For Commodian on pagans in synagogues, see below n.83. Chrysostom’s infa-
moussermons of 387, Against the Judaizers, catalogue the Jewish practices of John's gentile
Christian congregation, who attend synagogue on the Sabbath and the high holy days (1.5;
8.8), go to hear the ‘trumpets’ (i.e., on Rosh haShanah; 1.5), fast on Yom Kippur (1.2), and
join in ‘pitching tents’ (that is, erecting sukkot, 7.1). Wilken notes that John, Theodoret of
Cyrus, and the Apostolic Constitutions likewise criticize gentile Christians for frequent-
ing mikvaot: Wilken, Chrysostom and the Jews, 75; see too Kelly, Golden Mouth, 63—66; Stokl
Ben Ezra, ‘Whose Fast?
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