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ABSTRACT 

 

The interpretation of Paul’s command to imitate him in the New Testament has been widely 

and variously understood. This work uses close attention to the Hellenistic Jewish context 

of imitation in Paul’s world and the Latin and Greek epigraphic evidence to demonstrate 

that imitation was a practical strategy to unite the farflung churches of the early Christian 

movement. It did not establish Paul as a powerful figure over every church but was limited 

to those churches personally acquainted with Paul that could know how to conduct 

themselves by observing Paul’s example. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTERPRETING PAULINE IMITATION 

 The variety of Pauls produced by New Testament scholarship is nearly endless. 

The emporium of apostolic portraits is crowded with Newly Perspectival Pauls, Lutheran 

Pauls, Mystical Pauls, Social-Scientific Pauls, and more recently Pauls-Within-Judaism, 

even against the historical Paul’s own explicit rejection of Judaism as a self-descriptor 

(Gal. 1:13-14). The fragmentation of Pauline studies according to the multitude of 

paradigms leaves the image of the historical Paul broken. When Ronald Hock took up the 

first book-length treatment of Paul’s occupation,1 in which the apostle was likely engaged 

most days he was not traveling, Hock argued with passion about the neglect of basic 

historical and social realities in Paul’s life. The imitation of Paul, a theme in the Pauline 

homologoumena and the Deutero-Paulines, has suffered a fate similar to Paul’s daily 

work: what was important to the man who lived in the first-century Roman East is 

relatively unimportant to the scholars who study him, consigning these signal elements of 

his life and self-image to hard-to-find dissertation reprints and brief mentions in 

commentaries.2 

 An image’s restoration cannot be accomplished in one day as layers of soot and 

grime accumulated over years are removed from a work of art. Yet small steps toward 

                                                           
1 Ronald F. Hock, The Social Context of Paul’s Ministry: Tentmaking and Apostleship (Philadelphia: 

Fortress, 1980). 

2 A rare instance of placing imitation in the center of Paul’s work is Karl F. Morrison, The Mimetic 

Tradition of Reform in the West (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), 41-48, a book little cited in 

NT circles but connecting Paul’s understanding of the image of God in Christ to the entirety of his 

missionary efforts and writing. 
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restoration can be made, and this book is one. We will examine the group of words Paul 

uses and their attendant practices, which together constitute Pauline imitation. 

Summarizing those words and practices as “Pauline imitation” is not altogether new in 

New Testament scholarship, but it is a subject rarely seen in the light of its own 

importance within Paul’s larger project of the establishment of churches throughout the 

ancient Mediterranean world. To focus on Pauline imitation is to see Paul first of all as 

someone trying to accomplish the establishment and endurance of human organizations, 

which he understood to be individual “churches” within an entity extended in space and 

time called “the body of Christ.” That historical Paul concerned with the provision of 

finances, the transmission of certain practices, and most of all the handing-over of a way 

of life distinct from ways of life available outside his churches is neither particularly a 

Newly Perspectival Paul, a Lutheran Paul, a Mystical Paul, a Social-Scientific Paul, nor a 

Paul-Within-Judaism. We will not here attempt to introduce a new or renovate an old 

paradigm for understanding Paul. His historical sayings and doings are not available for 

endless malleability, and much that he did say (and presumably do) concerning imitation 

is not stricte dictu “theological” in the same sense that his discussion of the law in 

Galatians or the relationship between Jew and Gentile in Romans 9-11. The study of 

Paul’s tactics and doings in his enormous project of founding and maintaining churches 

does not have the same susceptibility to theological castle-building that some other 

Pauline themes do. 
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 The imitation of Paul has thus been relatively neglected.3 In the precritical era of 

biblical studies, it was conflated with the textually separate notion from the gospels of 

“following” Jesus and with the theological and mystical tradition of the imitation of 

Christ. In the critical era it has also been neglected, perhaps because it was a practice 

rather than a specifically theological datum. Where Paul’s theological contributions to 

early Christianity have been elevated above the the historical Jesus, as in Rudolf 

Bultmann’s magisterial Theology of the New Testament, Pauline imitation has received 

short shrift because it is 1) an historical given similar to the Jerusalem collection that is 

therefore not subject to theological reinterpretation and could be dismissed as mere 

Historie and 2) a claimed link between the historical Paul and the historical Jesus whom 

Paul claimed he was imitating, thereby presuming a connection between Paul and a man 

whom Paul asserted had once died and was now alive again. The former reason has been 

the cause of theological disinterest down to the present, and the latter makes Pauline 

imitation an unappetizing prospect for the critical scholar.4 In the past century, there have 

been a handful of studies of Pauline imitation as an historical phenomenon not 

immediately collapsible into the following or imitation of Jesus. 

                                                           
3 A recent encyclopedia on ethics in the Bible devotes its article on “imitation” to “mimesis criticism” and 

its application to biblical texts, D. R. MacDonald, “Imitation,” The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Bible and 

Ethics, ed. R. Brawley (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 1:407-410. 

4 Bultmann’s discussion of the “fellowship of suffering” in 1 and 2 Cor. is explicitly not about an historical 

relationship between Paul the follower and Jesus the master but between the Christ of faith and Paul the 

terminological gnostic, Theology of the New Testament, Vol. 1, trans. K. Grobel (New York: Scribners, 

1954), 351. 
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Wilhelm Michaelis’ work in The Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 

first published in German in 1936,5 remains a lodestone for the discussion of Pauline 

imitation. This reveals both the quality of Michaelis’ writing and the paucity of resources 

on the subject. Michaelis’ method, like that of every article in TDNT, is to do an 

historical word-study of words grouped around a common verb or noun, in this case, 

μιμέομαι. Michaelis traced the origin of the semantic group surrounding imitation to the 

dance and theater of ancient Greece but found its greatest employment prior to Paul in the 

cosmological thought of Plato and Philo. Michaelis did not differentiate between degrees 

of imitation within the work of any ancient writer. In Paul as in Plato imitation was for 

Michaelis a matter of obedience. The Christian is obedient to Paul, as the world is 

obedient to the patterning of the Platonic demiurge. 

 Michaelis made small mention of Aristotle and the aesthetic discussion of 

imitation, which may have impoverished his understanding of degrees within imitation, 

but his major methodological shortcoming was the word-study method itself. This 

presumes that a word retains its basic purpose through varying times and varying usages, 

as a hammer passed down through generations might. That method limits the range of 

meaning any later writer may desire to assign to a term. Thus Michaelis linked Paul’s 

usage more tightly to Plato’s than, as we will see, was appropriate to Paul’s purposes in 

commanding imitation and the extent of his likely depth of acquaintance with Platonism. 

                                                           
5 Wilhelm Michaelis, “μιμέομαι, μιμητής, συμμιμητής,” TWNT, ed. G. Kittel (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 

1957), 4:661-678. 
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 D. M. Stanley’s seminal 1959 article on Pauline imitation6 connected the 

exhortation to imitation tightly to the personal credibility and authority of Paul. Paul’s 

assertion of fatherhood in several letters (1 Thess. 2:11, 1 Cor. 4:15, 2 Cor. 6:13, Gal. 

4:19) is the marker of his personal connection to the command to imitate, which is not a 

bare assertion of impersonal authority. Stanley echoes Heinrich Schlier in asserting a 

Protestant tendency to disconnect authority from personhood in the interpretation of 

Paul.7 

E. J. Tinsley’s systematic treatment of imitation in Christian theology featured an 

entire chapter on Pauline imitation,8 whose strength is its capacity to see Pauline word 

usage within its self-described biblical context. Tinsley was particularly exercised about 

the connections between Pauline descriptions of an optimal life “in Christ” and the 

canonical gospels’ descriptions of the disciple of Jesus. Tinsley made an inner-biblical 

connection among the Christian Old Testament, the canonical gospels, and the Pauline 

corpus between the motif of “walking” or “walking in the way” and imitation that we will 

find present also in the LXX and other Hellenistic Jewish literature. Tinsley’s systematic 

methodology, uncommon to critical biblical studies, enabled him to see systematic 

connections Paul himself made between what were for Paul “the Scriptures” (= the 

Christian OT) and the content of Paul’s gospel in the revelation of Jesus as Christ. 

                                                           
6 D. M. Stanley, S. J., “‘Become Imitators of Me’: the Pauline Conception of Apostolic Tradition,” Bib 40 

(1959), 859-877. 

7 Heinrich Schlier, Der Brief an die Epheser: Ein Kommentar (Düsseldorf: Patmos, 1957), 231, n. 1, where 

he critiques Michaelis‘ rejection of Paul as an “exemplar” (Ger. Vorbild). 

8 E. J. Tinsley, The Imitation of God in Christ: An Essay on the Biblical Basis of Christian Spirituality 

(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1960), 134-165. 
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The major English work of the twentieth century on Pauline imitation was Willis 

P. DeBoer’s doctoral dissertation for the Free University of Amsterdam.9 DeBoer’s 

comprehensive coverage of so many pre-Pauline and Pauline mentions of μίμησις, τύπος, 

and παραδείγμα was not surpassed in its thoroughness until the work of Victor Copan in 

2007. DeBoer located Paul’s usage of the language of imitation within Hellenistic 

Judaism,10 a wonderful intuition in a time when the revision of critical understanding on 

the relationship between Judaismus und Hellenismus had recently gotten underway. 

DeBoer also conceived of Paul’s command of imitation within a familial frame of 

reference, a textually much better supported lense for understanding Paul than Michaelis’ 

more theologically assertive but less well-grounded frame of “obedience” apart from 

other relational referents.11 

 There are a few theoretical issues with DeBoer that necessitate further study of 

Pauline imitation. The greatest of these is his frequent assertion that Paul was not 

engaging in “moralism” when commanding imitation or demonstrating model thought or 

behavior. DeBoer did not define “moralism,” so the reader’s imagination about its horrors 

run wild. “Moralism” may lie within one of the various “worlds” that DeBoer mentions, 

e.g. the Jewish world, the Greek world, and the New Testament world. “World” is not 

defined either, so that it may mean “worldview” or “set of ideas” or “milieu” or 

something else altogether. That uncertainty about a central organizing concept of the 

work abstracts Paul from an historical context and makes him appear more like someone 

                                                           
9 Willis P. DeBoer, The Imitation of Paul: An Exegetical Study (Kampen: Kok, 1962). 

10 DeBoer, The Imitation of Paul, xiii. 

11 DeBoer, The Imitation of Paul, 153. 
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sitting in a third classroom while Plato sits simultaneously in the Greek World classroom 

and Philo in the Jewish World classroom still farther down the hall. The reader receives 

an impression of parallelism in the usage of imitation that belies its varying usages over 

hundreds of years in vastly different religious, philosophical, and artistic contexts. 

DeBoer also employed the word-study method in several places. Though more 

willing than Michaelis to grant Paul his own meanings for the words he used, DeBoer 

gave the illusion of continuity between μίμησις before Paul and μίμησις in Paul through 

tracking its usage throughout time. We will suggest a much more differentiated picture of 

Jewish writers employing the Greek language and originally Greek concepts for their 

own biblically driven theological purposes. 

 The Benedictine monk Anselm Schulz discussed the imitation of Paul within his 

larger 1964 work on imitation and discipleship in the New Testament.12 Schulz’s 

intention was to understand how the various NT authors described the verbs ἀκολουθέω 

and μιμέομαι and whether the differing vocabularies could be harmonized into a 

comprehensive NT description of “discipleship.”13 Because Schulz explores the imitation 

of Paul primarily as an instance of vocabulary usage, he does not explore Paul’s practice 

of imitation in any detail. The primary problem for Schulz is the transition between 

differing vocabularies in the NT canon. Paul’s use of μίμησις is traced to his 

appropriation of a popularized form of middle Platonism. While that case can be made 

                                                           
12 Anselm Schulz, Nachfolge und Nachahmen: Studien über das Verhältnis der neutestamentlichen 

Jüngerschaft zur urchristlichen Vorbildethik (Munich: Kosel, 1962). 

13 Significantly for Schulz’s ultimate conclusion that ἀκολουθέω (Ger. nachfolgen) and μιμέομαι (Ger. 

nachahmen) were equivalent is that the overarching noun describing the process of following or imitating 

Christ is Nachfolge (Eng. “discipleship”) so that the imitation of Paul was subsumed under the larger 

rubrics of imitating Christ and following Christ. 
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for the transmission of μίμησις from its most ancient cultic usages through Platonism to 

the first century CE, it is unclear how or why Paul was commanding imitation 

specifically, as the concept of μίμησις covers activities, persons, and concepts throughout 

the entire range of observable and thinkable reality, by Schulz’s own account. Many of 

the authors who have handled Pauline imitation spend a great deal of effort in tracing the 

classical and Hellenistic usage of the word μιμήσις but stumble as to the purpose and 

content of Pauline imitation. 

 Five years after the publication of Schulz’s doctoral dissertation, Hans Dieter 

Betz’s Habilitationsschrift was published (in German) as Discipleship and Imitation of 

Jesus Christ in the New Testament.14 Betz formulated the problem of Pauline μίμησις as 

an episode within the search for the historical Jesus. Jesus must have communicated 

certain ways of doing and being in the world apart from his teaching, something 

anticipated in Bultmann’s dictum that Jesus’ call for decision implied a christology. Betz 

noted the common disjunction between the vocabulary for attachment to Jesus within the 

gospels and the vocabulary for imitation of Jesus and of Paul within the Pauline corpus.15 

Betz’s solution of the historically veridical difference was the origin of the evangelical 

vocabulary within Palestinian Judaism, which employed a greater attachment to Old 

Testament terminology. Paul’s operation within the Hellenistic world necessitated his 

                                                           
14 Hans Dieter Betz, Nachfolge und Nachahmung Jesu Christi im Neuen Testament (Tübingen: Mohr 

Siebeck, 1967). 

15 Betz, Nachfolge und Nachahmung, 137. The puzzle to which Betz refers is a puzzle within a New 

Testament read as extant in some recognizably canonical form in Paul’s time as it is in the modern 

interpreter’s time with the Pauline corpus bound together with the gospels. The formulation of Pauline 

imitation as a “religious-historical puzzle” (Betz’s phrase) is most puzzling when extracted from the 

historical context of the Pauline mission, which perhaps had no written records of Jesus’ words and deeds 

to accompany it. 
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appropriation of Hellenistic cultic terminology to communicate the same christological 

content to his Greco-Roman hearers.16 

 D. M. Williams produced a much-neglected doctoral dissertation at Columbia 

Teachers College on Pauline imitation that addressed head-on the generally asserted 

disconnection between Paul and the historical Jesus.17 In addition to the usual analysis of 

the pertinent passages in the undisputed letters of Paul, Williams averred that Paul’s 

claimed knowledge of the historical Jesus and his ways was historically plausible. This 

direct contradiction of the then-normal and still-popular distinction between the historical 

Jesus and the “Christ of faith,” with Paul presumptively knowing only the latter, was 

premised on Williams’ investigation of the pedagogical methods of Paul by comparison 

to other ancient Jewish teachers, among which he included evidence from Sirach, the 

Dead Sea Scrolls, Jesus, and Josephus inter alia. His thesis is thus a Pauline version of 

Birger Gerhardsson’s investigation of the transmission of tradition from Jesus to his 

disciples with a similarly narrow focus on Jewish mechanisms for the creation and 

preservation of memory and tradition.18 Williams failed to engage and even dismissed the 

prevalent German engagement of Paul as a figure within a Greco-Roman cultural and 

social milieu, so that his analysis of Paul relied heavily on Paul’s presumptive 

background and very little on Paul’s work among Greek speakers in the Roman East. 

Williams’ most helpful contribution to Pauline imitation is thus not his method so much 

                                                           
16 Betz, Nachfolge und Nachahmung, 186-189. 

17 D. M. Williams, “The Imitation of Christ in Paul with Special Reference to Paul as Teacher” (PhD diss., 

Columbia University Teachers College), 1967. 

18 Birger Gerhardsson, Memory and Manuscript: Oral Tradition and Written Transmission in Rabbinic 

Judaism and Early Christianity, trans. E. J. Sharpe, ASNU 22 (Lund: Gleerup, 1961). 
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as his clear recognition that Pauline imitation is at the heart of the question of Paul’s 

connection to the historical Jesus (1 Cor. 11:1). 

 P. Gutierrez’s doctoral dissertation on spiritual fatherhood in the Pauline corpus 

was published in 1968 and captured some of the essentially personal dynamics of 

imitation.19 His definition of Paul’s fatherhood and apostolate as jointly a “veritable 

transmission of life”20 encapsulates the interconnection between Paul’s personal 

experience, his history with the Thessalonians and Corinthians, and his way of passing on 

the traditions he received concerning Jesus. Gutierrez’s contention that spiritual paternity 

is a sharing in divine paternity21 will prove helpful in the final chapter of this work in 

seeing how Paul’s personal ways were connected to his teachings about God and his 

Christ. 

 E. J. Tinsley produced an article in the 1970s about the doctrine of the imitation 

of Christ within Christian systematic theology.22 Its value for this study is the open 

admission that Protestant interpretation of the imitation of Christ has been squeamish 

about imitatio, a dislike for what appears to be a “works-righteous” concept stemming to 

Luther. Luther’s confrontations with Anabaptists in the 1520s and 1530s caused him to 

react strongly against their urging a very literal imitation of Christ that excluded the just-

war tradition of Christian political thinking. Luther preferred the term conformitas Christi 

to imitatio Christi as a way of expressing much the same idea of a change in an 

                                                           
19 Pedro Gutierrez, La Paternité Spirituelle Selon Saint Paul (Paris: Gabalda, 1968). 

20 Gutierrez, La Paternité Spirituelle, 233. 

21 Gutierrez, La Paternité Spirituelle, 156-168. 

22 E. J. Tinsley, “Some Principles for Reconstructing a Doctrine of the Imitation of Christ,” SJT 25 (1972), 

45-57. 
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individual bringing his life and ways into a nearer resemblance to Christ. Nonetheless, 

the squeamishness many, especially Protestant, interpreters have with imitation will be 

seen again in the history of Pauline imitation. 

Boykin Sanders produced a brief article on 1 Cor. 4:1623 that sought to resolve 

what Sanders understood as the confusing lack of content in the Pauline exhortation to 

imitate the apostle. He related the occurrence of Pauline imitation twice in 1 Corinthians 

to the divisiveness and selfishness of the Corinthian church, so that Pauline imitation is 

the self-giving for the greater communal good. Sanders denoted the entire intent of 

Pauline imitation as “the communal principle” or “communal concern” that “demands 

that one relinquish one’s own concerns for the greater good of the body of Christ.”24 

 In the 1984 festschrift for F. W. Beare, Larry Hurtado25 and David Stanley26 each 

made contributions to the delineation of Pauline imitation. Hurtado took issue with the 

dialectical-theological interpretation of Phil. 2:5-11 as popularized by Ernst Käsemann.27 

Käsemann’s refusal to understand the carmen Christi as hortatory or exemplary was 

connected to his refusal to see Paul as offering himself as an example for believers.28 

                                                           
23 Boykin Sanders, “Imitating Paul: 1 Cor. 4:16,” HTR 74 (1981), 353-363. 

24 Sanders, “Imitating Paul: 1 Cor. 4:16,” 362. 

25 L. W. Hurtado, “Jesus as Lordly Example in Philippians 2:5-11,” From Jesus to Paul: Studies in Honour 

of Francis Wright Beare, ed. P. Richardson and J.C. Hurd (Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier University Press, 

1984), 113-126. 

26 D. M. Stanley, S. J., “Imitation in Paul’s Letters: Its Significance for His Relationship to Jesus and to His 

Own Christian Foundations,” From Jesus to Paul: Studies in Honour of Francis Wright Beare, ed. P. 

Richardson and J.C. Hurd (Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier University Press, 1984), 127-141. 

27 Ernst Käsemann, “Kritische Analyse von Phil. 2:5-11,“ ZTK 47 (1950), 313-360. 

28 A survey of this important passage’s reception history alongside a very decided viewpoint in favor of 

Käsemann’s interpretation may be found in R.P. Martin, Carmen Christi: Philippians 2:5-11 in Recent 
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Although Hurtado does not interpret Phil. 3 or 4, his study cleared the way to understand 

the earthly Jesus as potentially exemplary for the believer, one of the roadblocks to 

understanding how or why Paul could command imitation of anyone. Stanley followed 

up on his 1959 article with a clearer link between the communication of the Pauline 

gospel and the command to imitate Paul: one cannot have the former without the latter. 

He also intriguingly suggested that the command to imitate Paul was limited not only to 

churches with which Paul was personally acquainted (a point made by many interpreters) 

but also to the earlier portion of Paul’s career, after which the apostle began to portray his 

exemplary union with Christ in more indirect ways. We will take up that suggestion in 

the fourth chapter of this study, where we discuss Pauline power and relationships. 

 William Kurz read Pauline imitation in Philippians 3 as parallel to the imitation of 

Christ in Philippians 2.29 His utilization of redaction criticism and denigration of source 

criticism, which had divorced Phil. 2:5-11 from the rest of the letter’s content, permitted 

a reading linking Pauline attitudes and phraseology to christological parallels and positive 

commands directed to the Philippian congregation. Because Paul was how Christ was, 

Paul expected the Philippians to be the same. In the same volume, Robert Wild found 

many parallels between the imitation command of Eph. 5:1-2,30 which he presumed was a 

pseudepigraphic letter in the Pauline tradition, and the imitation motif in Philo’s writings, 

whereby the human being imitates God in justice and holiness and approaches the end-

                                                           
Interpretation and in the Setting of Early Christian Worship (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1967). 

29 W. S. Kurz, S. J., “Kenotic Imitation of Paul and of Christ in Philippians 2 and 3,” in Discipleship in the 

New Testament, ed. F. F. Segovia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 103-126 

30 R. A. Wild, S. J., “‘Be Imitators of God’: Discipleship in the Letter to the Ephesians,” in Discipleship in 

the New Testament, ed. F. F. Segovia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 127-143 
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goal of likeness to God. That likeness is known through knowing the story of the 

sacrificial death of Christ, and Wild asserted that though Ephesians was pseudepigraphic, 

its nearest approximations in first-century literature were the indubitable Pauline 

mentions of imitation in 1 Cor., Phil., 1 Thess., and 2 Thess. rather than in Philo because 

the writer of Eph. demonstrated the same self-sacrificing attitudes that he commanded 

others to have. 

 Benjamin Fiore’s 1986 doctoral dissertation31 handled form critical questions 

about the nature of the Pastorals, but its focus on the hortatory nature of those three 

letters was buttressed with comparison to the paraenetical material in the Pauline 

homologoumena. Fiore’s expanded scope of investigation on the full semantic range of 

exemplary behavior allowed him to see a continuity between exemplars in the Socratic 

Epistles and the disputed and undisputed Pauline letters whereby the exemplar’s goal is 

to further the imitator’s pursuit of goodness, truth, or whatever other goal he may have in 

mind as he writes. The chief distinction between the Pauline homologoumena and the 

Pastorals is the much greater place of Paul’s autobiography and much greater sense of 

urgency in the former by comparison to the more generalized nature of exemplars and 

greater paraenetical detail in the latter.  

 Adele Reinhartz’s article on the meaning of 1 Cor. 11:132 asked whether Paul was 

blatantly contradicting himself in commanding imitation while commending humility. 

She understood μίμησις to be defined in Greek-speaking antiquity as an expression of 

                                                           
31 Benjamin Fiore, S. J., The Function of Personal Example in the Socratic and Pastoral Epistles, AnBib 

105 (Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1986) 

32 Adele Reinhartz, “On the Meaning of Pauline Exhortation: ‘Mimetai Mou Ginesthe- Become Imitators of 

Me’,” SR 16 (1987), 393-403. 
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deficiency in the imitator that should be rectified. Thus Paul’s command to imitate was 

an assertion in his case of “spiritual superiority,” which is why she believed Paul had to 

defend his apostolate so fervently. Anxiety about his position within the churches was 

caused by the sense that his capacity to recreate his authority through imitation was 

slipping away. Reinhartz’s suspicion about Paul’s motives and deduction from her 

suspicion that Paul’s rhetoric was a device to grasp or hold power anticipated the better-

known but substantially identical work of Castelli a few years later. 

 Ernest Best’s 1988 book on Paul’s handling of his “converts” devoted an entire 

chapter to Pauline imitation,33 following immediately upon discussion of Paul’s paternal 

relationship to the people he had gathered into the churches. Best is rather vehement that 

Pauline imitation is truly only imitation of Christ and not obedience to Pauline 

authority,34 though the distinction between christological authority and Pauline authority 

was in this case asserted with insufficient explanation of how a person in first-century 

Corinth could have made the same distinction. The connection between paternal authority 

and authority for imitation is particularly strongly drawn out by Best and will factor into 

our discussion below of the structures of Pauline authority that both foster and delimit 

Pauline imitation. 

M. A. Getty defended Paul’s command of imitation in 1 Thess.35 as personal and 

warm against what she understood to be Michaelis’ bias against the notion of imitation 

                                                           
33 Ernest Best, Paul and His Converts (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1988), ch. 3, “Paul as Model,” 59-72. The 

book is an edited version of his 1985 Sprunt Lectures at Union Theological Seminary, Richmond, VA. 

34 Best, Paul and His Converts, 59, 63. 

35 M. A. Getty, “The Imitation of Paul in the Letters to the Thessalonians,” in The Thessalonian 

Correspondence, ed. R.F. Collins (Leuven: Peeters, 1990), 277-283. 



 

 

15 
 

altogether. Getty identified three elements of imitation in 1 Thess. that she saw as 

common to all Pauline imitation: the imitation of suffering for the sake of the gospel, 

self-support so as to make the gospel free, and sharing in proclamation of the gospel. The 

first two of those led to the third, so that Getty understands Paul to be an essentially 

missiological strategist in his commandments to imitation. This idea will be taken up 

below in ch. 6 where we ask what the purpose of Pauline imitation was. 

 Where DeBoer’s doctoral dissertation was heavy on textual evidences and light 

on the theorizing that could have clarified the nature of the evidence, Elizabeth Castelli’s 

1991 Imitating Paul, a heavily revised version of her doctoral dissertation, was light on 

ancient evidence and very heavy on theory.36 She referred in her introduction to the 

breathless appropriation of Foucault in the late 1980s in which she also participated,37 

and that erstwhile academic trend made its mark on Imitating Paul, most of which is 

dedicated to the exposition of Foucault’s thoughts on power and, after a brief excursion 

into the ancient texts, further explication of how Foucauldian analysis illuminates 

understanding of what power-games Paul played in the commanding of imitation.38 

 Castelli did not insist that the imitation of Paul is significant on its own. She 

forthrightly rejected the notion that reading early Christian texts like the epistles is 

valuable in and of itself. Such a reading apart from the political implications in Paul’s 

                                                           
36 Elizabeth A. Castelli, Imitating Paul: A Discourse of Power (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 

1991). 

37 Castelli, Imitating Paul, 12. 

38 Cf. two chapters on critical theory and imitation (21-58), one chapter on mimesis in antiquity (59-88), 

one chapter on mimesis in Paul (89-118), and a further chapter analyzing Pauline mimesis in terms of the 

theory previously laid out and constantly referred to (119-136). Direct reading of Pauline texts occupies 

just twenty-nine pages out of a total 136 pages. 
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time and through the continued reading of his works down to our own time is 

irresponsible, reproducing wittingly or unwittingly the power dynamics Castelli 

castigated so frequently.39 Castelli was interested in the imitation of Paul as one 

significant instance of a broadly Western inability to “think difference” outside the 

hierarchy of imitation and the necessary erasure of difference.40 

 What she meant is that the command to imitate implies a difference between the 

one who is imitated and the one who must imitate. The former is a static model or goal, 

and the latter is a potentially mobile agent summoned to pattern himself after the model. 

The imitator must change to become like the exemplar. Castelli read Paul’s call to 

imitation within a prior Greek history of imitation as the distinction between a heavenly 

or wise or perfect model and its earthly representation or knock-off or disciple. A 

philosopher may have disciples who must imitate his wisdom and his way of life. A work 

of art may be an imitation of some Platonic or divine preexistent form. The model is 

necessarily better than and different from what imitates it. That difference must be by any 

possible means erased, so that the disciple becomes like the master, the earthly 

representation approximates as closely as possible the heavenly form. Like Michaelis, 

whom she followed also in analyzing imitation as a command of sheer power, Castelli 

did not indicate any degrees of approximation or allowable difference within the model 

of imitation. 

 Hierarchy is thus nakedly powerful and absolutely demanding. Paul imitates 

Christ, and those whom Paul addresses must imitate him. The hierarchy of Christ-Paul is 
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reproduced in the congregational hierarchy of Paul-Christian, so that for Castelli Paul 

blurs the distinction between himself and Christ. What Christ is to Paul, Paul is to the 

Christian. Paul is the mediation between the Christian and Christ of how to be like Christ, 

“Imitate me, as [just as or in the same way as] I imitate Christ” (1 Cor. 11:1). Since 

Castelli was dubious that this notion of imitation originates anywhere other than in the 

Hellenistic world’s concepts of μίμησις, she did not see Paul carrying out any injunction 

received from or developed from the Hebrew Bible, in which DeBoer, so often her 

academic foil, agreed with her. Castelli’s Paul does not employ imitation as a biblical 

concept. He borrows the notion of imitation from the surrounding Hellenistic thought-

world to do the same work in his congregations that it (allegedly) does in other contexts: 

the erasure of difference between the one who is imitated and the one who imitates. 

 The power of this idea of Paul as carrying on and propagating a culturally 

powerful notion of sameness is that Castelli thus reads Paul within a tradition of erasure 

extending far behind his place in time and far beyond his place in time. Paul is just one 

instance within a narrative Castelli put forth about the West and its essentially colonial 

dominance, its inherent cultural inability to deal with difference, to “think differences 

differently.” The massive cultural importance of the Bible and of Paul particularly was 

for her proof that the West’s will to power over others is interwoven with its most basic 

texts and means of conceiving how human beings relate to one another. 

 Built into Castelli’s West is the notion of an erasing dominance and a hierarchy 

that is necessary though not “natural” just because the subjects who enforce and produce 

its dominance cannot think about other human beings or themselves apart from the binary 

of the model/what must conform to the model. Christ is perfect, Paul imitates Christ, and 
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so the Christian must imitate Paul to attain the desired status he does not already possess. 

It is not enough for anyone not to imitate Paul or to imitate some other exemplar. Paul 

and the West within which Castelli conceives of him are unthinkable without hierarchy, 

without the erasure of difference. 

 It is a truism to say that Paul did not conceive of himself as a “man of the West” 

or an exemplar of “Western civilization,” so that any placement of him within a large 

time-frame or civilizational periodization has to be held with much greater lightness than 

Castelli did. Castelli did the same thing with Paul that DeBoer had done. In DeBoer’s 

scheme Paul fit comfortably into a Protestant orthodox paradigm of biblical coherence, 

avoidance of works righteousness, and pastoral warmth. In Castelli’s scheme Paul fit 

comfortably into a Foucauldian hauntology about “the West,” and her critique’s source in 

Foucault’s discussion of early modern and modern techniques of state control did not 

prevent her from analyzing the ancient world and a particular man who lacked the power 

of the early modern state. In both DeBoer and Castelli’s works, Paul vanished beneath the 

weight of the history he was presumed either to fit within or of which he was the 

originator. Whether Protestant pastor or Western colonizer, the historical Saul of Tarsus 

vanished behind the theological Paul who was charged with so much. 

 The Australian historian E. A. Judge worked extensively on the intersection of 

Paul’s work with its Greco-Roman social setting, and in 1992 he wrote specifically on 

Paul as a moral exemplar compared to teachers as moral exemplars in Ephesian 

epigraphy.41 Almost uniquely in the history of the interpretation of Pauline imitation, 
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Judge placed Paul’s call to imitation within its public setting among the inscriptions of 

benefactors and worthies in the Roman East. Those inscriptions called for the imitation of 

largesse and public-mindedness, but through comparing the perfection of those models to 

Paul’s description of imitation, Judge discerned something distinctive in Pauline 

imitation: the naturally occurring imitation of Paul (1 Thess. 1:6, 2:14) happened within a 

“network of imitation” that replicated Christ’s experience throughout all the churches, 

particularly in their social relations with one another. This somewhat obscure essay will 

play a larger role as we analyze Pauline imitation within its self-described networks of 

power and practice. 

 S. E. Fowl interpreted Pauline imitation within the context of “discipleship” and 

“ethics,” much broader discussions within Pauline studies. In his brief article,42 he 

identified the exhortation to imitation as a call to conform the hearers’ lives to the 

cruciform shape of Paul’s own life. He helpfully delimits what Paul is not commanding 

for imitation such as his profession (tentmaker) or his ethnicity (Jewish). That distinction 

between what Paul commanded and what he intentionally did not command is one often 

overlooked in Pauline scholarship on the topic, and Fowl is clear that imitation has its 

limits. 

Jo-Ann Brant took up the same issue of potential self-contradiction that Reinhartz 

had handled in the same publication six years earlier,43 but her resolution of the difficulty 
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was altogether different. She emphasized the ancient sense of imitation as an expression 

of the agency of the imitator as bringing to expression something resembling the model, 

not a dull impressment on inert material of some archetypal object. This stress on agency 

for the imitator meant that she saw imitation in Paul as teleological, the expression of an 

end for which Pauline hierarchical expressions of fatherhood or apostleship were 

functional means, not as ontological, whereby the imitator could never reach the level of 

the hierarchically exalted apostle a la Reinhartz or Castelli. 

Peter T. O’Brien examined how Paul’s discussion of the paramount importance of 

the gospel in Philippians relates to his calls for the following of several “godly models,” 

including Christ, Paul, and others.44 O’Brien evinced the discomfort with the term 

“imitation” that several prior interpreters displayed, but recognized the equivalence 

between Phil. 2:5-11 where imitation of Christ is commended and 3:20-21 where Pauline 

imitation is commended. The presumption O’Brien appears to have shared that Pauline 

imitation is incompatible with humility he himself refuted through asserting that imitation 

(or in his preferred terminology “conformity”) serves the gospel through promoting 

attitudes and behaviors that promote the gospel’s spread. 

Walter Ong was the first to connect Rene Girard’s theory of mimesis to 

discussion of Pauline imitation,45 although this effort and the later one by Douglas 

Hamerton-Kelly (discussed below) were markedly superficial. After reviewing Girardian 

definitions of mimesis, desire, and scapegoating, Ong asserts that Paul’s vocabulary was 
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45 Walter J. Ong, “Mimesis and the following of Christ,” Religion & Literature 26 (1994), 73-77. 
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too heavily influenced by Hellenism, thereby reviving the old bugaboo of Hellenism as 

the absolute opposite of Judaism, and decides that the evangelical vocabulary of 

“following” is superior. Ong did not bother to employ ancient definitions of mimesis very 

extensively nor did he examine any of Paul’s own texts in any depth. Paul’s usage of 

imitation remained undefined by the piece’s end, but a clear explication of Girardian 

mimetic violence had been made. 

Linda L. Belleville contributed an article on imitation in the Corinthian 

correspondence in a larger volume on discipleship in the New Testament.46 She noted 

that discipleship is not a Pauline word, a point made by many previous interpreters, but 

somewhat uniquely, she asserted a connection between the commands to imitation in 1 

Cor. with the Pauline self-description in 2 Cor. Thus Pauline exempla were the first-

person version of Pauline paraenesis in the second person, a connection also drawn below 

to understand the place of Pauline imitation within the larger Pauline theology and praxis. 

In the same volume Gerald F. Hawthorne discussed imitation in Philippians47 and 

echoed many other interpreters reacting against Käsemann’s reading of Phil. 2:5-11. 

Hawthorne’s unique contribution was to draw parallels between Phil. 2:5-11 (Christ), 

3:4-11 (Paul), and 2:19-24 (Timothy and Epaphroditus), thereby widening the scope of 

imitation to many distinct exemplars of whom Christ was chief. He thus sees parallels 

between those three passages in Phil. with Jn. 13:3-17, making a connection between the 
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Pauline corpus and the NT gospels based on portraits of exemplars rather than the sought-

for lexical connections other interpreters of Pauline imitation had sought. 

 Brian Dodd produced an article48 and, four years later, a book on Paul’s 

“paradigmatic ‘I,’”49 a concept central to Pauline self-description and imitation. Dodd’s 

sophisticated analysis of Pauline self-description recognized that Paul employed the first-

person singular to speak in an exemplary fashion for his addressees, while cloaking that 

hortatory address and expectation in self-description implicating himself in their 

behavior. If he has behaved in a certain way or suffered in a certain way or spoken in a 

certain way, his self-description ought to become how his addressees behave, suffer, or 

speak. 

 Andrew D. Clarke wrote a long discussion of “leadership” in Paul through the 

lens of Pauline imitation,50 and his article provided many resources for further study not 

found in a single work prior to this one. Although he did not integrate Pauline imitation 

on its own terms into the modern category of “leadership,” he connected the direct 

commands to imitation to a larger Pauline model of leading congregations, personally 

familiar or unfamiliar to the apostle. This opened up an understanding of the apostle as 

using imitation as one measure available to the missionary within a larger field of 

strategies that we will utilize in the final chapter of this work to understand how imitation 

fits within the mission in which Paul believed himself engaged. 
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 Steve Walton’s discussion of the Miletus speech in Acts 2051 touched on imitation 

in order to prove his larger point about the canonical integrity of the NT and especially 

the agreement between the Lukan Paul of Acts and the Pauline Paul of 1 Thess., Eph., 

and 2 Tim. His assertion of “one Paul” against the “two Pauls” theory of many 

interpreters utilized what he understood to be an agreement in the self-portrayal of a 

suffering servant in 1 Thess. That agreement extends to the Pauline exhortation to 

imitation in Acts 20:35 to the elders of the Ephesian church, which according to Walton 

lines up perfectly with similar Pauline exhortations in 1 Thess., thereby linking the Lukan 

Paul and the Thessalonian Paul thematically as well as canonically. 

Robert Plummer asked whether Pauline imitation included imitation of Paul’s 

missionary lifestyle and efforts.52 In a close look at the flow of 1 Cor. 9-11, Plummer 

concluded that the sole description of Christ’s action in 1 Cor. as selflessly giving himself 

in death, Paul’s alignment with that selfless giving, and the long Pauline self-description 

of missionary living that others might believe through him meant that the Corinthians 

should themselves also participate in the mission of Christ to “by all means, save some.” 

 The eminent Pauline scholar Seyoon Kim integrated the discussion of meat 

sacrificed to idols in 1 Cor. 8-10 into the discussion of Pauline imitation.53 He linked 

Pauline command to imitate him as he imitated Christ to Pauline knowledge of Christ’s 

teachings as well as his death, thereby expanding the project of imitation from a singular 
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emphasis on self-sacrifice to a broader adherence to the christological traditions Paul 

knew, taught, and reflected to his converts. Kim thereby challenged a long tradition of 

asserting near-total ignorance of Jesus tradition by Paul, which Kim skillfully connected 

to a largely Protestant squeamishness about Paul’s role as a mediator of Jesus tradition to 

his congregations, who knew Jesus through knowing Paul. 

Kathy Ehrensperger’s article on Pauline imitation was unique in asserting a 

primarily biblical frame of reference for Pauline imitation rather than seeking to define 

mimesis via non-biblical Greek. She also understood Pauline fatherhood in 1 Cor. 4:16 to 

be set within a biblical tradition of paternal wisdom that sought to model a way of life for 

the child rather than to assert a continual dominion over the imitator. Her suggestion that 

biblical frameworks are crucial for understanding Pauline terminology and expected 

behavior will be employed in ch. 2 to resolve some of the difficulties many interpreters 

have had in understanding why Paul used a term employed only sparingly in the LXX 

and then only in deuterocanonical texts. 

 Joseph Marchal’s work on Philippians54 took up the question of the purpose of 

Pauline imitation under many of the same auspices as Castelli, whom he cites nearly to 

the exclusion of all other discussion of the imitation of Paul. His “feminist rhetorical 

analysis of power dynamics” examined the usage of Pauline imitation carefully;55 he 

described the command to imitate as “arguments establishing the structure of reality” and 

subdivided Paul’s examples into argument by model, whether Paul himself (Phil. 1:3-11, 
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12-14, 24-26, 2:16-18, 3:17, 4:2, 4:9), Christ and God (2:5-11), Timothy and 

Epaphroditus (2:19-24, 25-30), and arguments by anti-model (1:15-17, 1:28, 2:15, 21, 

3:2, 18-19). He artfully categorized the discussion of Euodia and Syntyche (4:2-3) into a 

third ambiguous category where the two women may be models for imitation but anti-

models in their disunity, to which Paul calls them. Since Marchal understood rhetoric to 

be all that is behind rhetoric, his hermeneutics of suspicion56 necessitated understanding 

Pauline imitation as a power-play by someone without direct power seeking to establish 

and extend his own power. 

 Victor Copan’s doctoral dissertation, later published as Saint Paul as Spiritual 

Director,57 was thorough in its examination of all ancient sources on imitation, its careful 

organization of those sources into coherent related meanings for imitation, and its 

powerful critique of Castelli’s theorization (still the most often cited academic source on 

the imitation of Paul despite its age and its flaws). Copan vigorously asserted the 

historicity of Paul so that the first-century figure would not be lost amid the necessity of 

theory. 

 Copan’s theory or frame of analysis for understanding Pauline imitation is the 

work’s great weakness. He employed a paradigm of spiritual direction sourced from 

Christian pastoral psychology. While that frame may be illuminating within Christian 

theological discussions of practical theology, it is not a way in which the historical Paul 
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expressed his own sense of the purpose of imitation within the larger project of mission 

in which he was engaged. 

 As referenced above, Robert G. Hamerton-Kelly produced the largest Girardian 

study of Pauline mimesis to date,58 and its value lies in watching how absolutizing 

Girardian hermeneutics are. A Girardian definition of mimesis in its necessary connection 

to interpersonal violence is foisted onto the problem of disunity in Corinth (undoubtedly 

textually verifiable), and then Paul is identified with a nonviolent death of Christ the 

scapegoat so that Pauline mimesis is the inculcation of everyone’s becoming a victim in 

the way that Christ became an innocent victim. That this may not be Paul’s own 

definition of mimesis is not considered textually, and Hamerton-Kelly interestingly 

repeated older assertions of the sole content of Pauline mimesis as imitation of Jesus’ 

attitude to death with a new Girardian twist. 

Charles A. Gieschen contended that the Pauline exhortations to imitation in 1 

Thess. and 2 Thess. were intended to mark Christian identity within “pagan 

Thessalonica.”59 That identity would be expansive, “Paul had a fairly broad and inclusive 

understanding of what was to be imitated in his life- it certainly went beyond his work 

ethic or missionary zeal-and included his wider moral life as a witness in the midst of 

pagan indulgence.”60 This hinted at the breadth of Pauline imitation beyond what could 

be accessed via textual analysis of Pauline writings. 
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 Yung Suk Kim provided a helpful typology of various interpretations of Pauline 

imitation in his 2011 article.61 Less helpful was his attempt to incorporate Pauline 

imitation into his own framework of embodiment with three levels of relationship 

between each individual believer, Christ, and God. This framework attempted to provide 

a thoroughly egalitarian understanding of Pauline exhortation and imitation that would be 

capable of “deconstructing abusive, destructive powers in a community and society,”62 a 

political project familiar from late capitalist modernity but not proven by Kim to be 

Paul’s own political project among the ancient Mediterranean churches. 

 Dustin W. Ellington traced much the same route as Plummer in connecting 

Pauline imitation in 1 Corinthians to the larger argument of 1 Cor. 8:1-11:1 wherein Paul 

specified what he had done and what the Corinthians should do because Christ’s death 

had been for others.63 He identifies Paul’s “behaviors that are appropriate to the gospel’s 

advance in varied situations”64 as mirroring Christ’s death for others and modeling how 

the Corinthians should behave with respect to one another and to outsiders for the larger 

goal of salvation for many. 
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 James R. Harrison’s 2013 article65 sets Paul within a broader ancient 

Mediterranean context of praising great men and commending them as exemplars. He 

provides a valuable overview of the debate on imitation within classical studies and 

makes a powerful argument that Pauline imitation should be considered within its Greco-

Roman civic context rather than within the ancient philosophical debate on the aesthetics 

of mimesis. His articulation of the valency of ancient civic models for imitation will be 

crucial to the next chapter on imitation before Paul, where we will seek to understand 

Paul through close attention to “imitation” in his missionary context of the ancient 

eastern Mediterranean. 

 H. H. Drake Williams sought to understand Pauline mimesis through a 

comprehensive survey of mimesis and discipleship in Ignatius of Antioch.66 This 

interesting survey of an early Apostolic Father does not articulate how or why Paul 

should be read in light of Ignatius and is rather full of the Protestant pleading concerning 

the relative unimportance of the person of Paul (in Paul) or the bishop (in Ignatius) 

familiar from earlier discussions of mimesis. Thus the article is more valuable for 

understanding Ignatius than for Paul. 

 In his 2015 volume on Paul and mortality,67 R. Gregory Jenks culminated his 

argument about Pauline mortality with a chapter on Paul’s imitation of Jesus in his death. 
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Jenks’ theological concern to distinguish between the vicariously atoning death of Jesus 

and the vicariously mimetic death of Paul and (by extension) the Christians who imitate 

Paul continues the theme found in many interpreters that the main point of comparison in 

Pauline mimesis is a self-sacrificial death, whether that is figured as somehow part of a 

divine atonement or not. The chief point of imitation is death, although Jenks also argued 

like Seyoon Kim that Paul presumed early Christians had a knowledge of Jesus’ 

teachings as well as his death so that the extent of imitation could encompass even 

dominical sayings not found in the NT. 

 Suzan J. M. Sierksma-Agteres produced a comprehensive article on the 

relationship between πίστις in the ancient world and the Pauline deployment of πίστις 

Χριστοῦ.68 Since the imitation of the authoritative teacher formed a “mimetic chain” 

connecting the trustworthy exemplar to the trusting mimic, Sierksma-Agteres sought to 

resolve the grammatical ambiguity of πίστις Χριστοῦ by asserting its meaning as a 

“mimetic movement of faith(fulness) via Christ towards God.”69 The large bibliography 

she provides at the end of the article and the connection made between imitation and 

larger scholarly debates about Pauline righteousness and faith is valuable, whether one 

accepts her staging of Pauline usage in a frame of Greco-Roman philosophy or not. 

 Ellington returned to his earlier examination of Pauline imitation in a 2017 

article70 that interpreted imitation within its context in the entirety of 1 Corinthians. Since 
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Paul connects understanding of the gospel to a certain way of life reflecting that 

understanding, Pauline imitation is one principal strategy Paul employed to make clear 

how the gospel should affect one’s own life. Not only does this essay clarify issues that 

are often unexpressed or unclear in other resources; it also succeeds in making sense of 

Pauline imitation within the larger purposes and content of 1 Corinthians so that one 

comes to see Pauline imitation as christologically driven and contextually specified, as 

Paul does in 1 Cor. 9-10 with his own self-description as one who is imitating Christ 

before calling for imitation concretely in 1 Cor. 11:1. 

 In her volume of Pauline anthropology,71 Susan Eastman echoed previous 

interpreters and her own earlier article on the subject72 in naming Phil. 2:5-11 as a prime 

locus for Pauline christology essential to Pauline imitation. Her attempted integration of 

cognitive science into discussion of Pauline imitation was sometimes unsuccessful (see 

below), but her terminology of “mimetic assimilation” for the process by which Christ 

shares in human being and human beings share in Christ sought to obviate some of the 

criticisms of power that had been made previously by interpreters such as Castelli. 

Eastman’s thesis was marred by Michael Spezio’s article examining the scientific 

underpinnings of Eastman’s claims about how Pauline anthropology lines up with 
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modern neuroscientific reexamination of mind-body dualism.73 Eastman had maintained 

that the “Cartesian idea of an individual, freestanding, independent self is long gone,”74 

but the neuroscientist Spezio responded that “the two claims most central to this view of 

self [which Eastman maintains] are either known to be almost certainly in error (the 

mirror neuron evidence) or deeply disputed (the neonate and infant imitation 

evidence).”75 After reviewing Eastman’s work and commending her desire to think in an 

interdisciplinary manner, he contended that care should be exercised in interdisciplinary 

scholarly activity so that one’s assertions are not gutted by a foreign research paradigm 

that one can neither ultimately confirm nor deny through one’s own work. This 

dependence of Pauline studies on non-Pauline frameworks will recur frequently in our 

study as a chief source of the misunderstanding of Pauline imitation. 

 The various contributions over the past century can be summarized under three 

headings: 1) how is imitation related to power? 2) what was the content of imitation? and 

3) why did Paul want people to imitate him? 1) and 3) are often closely related, as we 

have seen particularly with the contributions of Michaelis, Castelli, Reinhartz, and 

Marchal. 2) is sometimes entirely overlooked in a broader search for the definition of the 

term, the connection between the Jesus tradition and the Pauline churches, or the hunt for 

modernity’s demons of hierarchy and authority. 

Two other difficulties that arise in most contributions to the scholarship of Pauline 

imitation are 1) the difficulty in defining “imitation” and 2) the resolution of that 
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difficulty through reference to non-Pauline sources. The difficulty arises largely because 

when Paul is read as a theologian avant la lettre, his failure to spell out the definition of 

“imitation” appears as a piece of sloppy theorizing that the interpreter needs to clean up 

or fill in so that Paul can be made understandable. “Imitation” is particularly problematic 

because it admits of such a variety of meanings all prior to Paul’s usage of the term, so 

that his connection to Stoic ethics, Platonism, or ancient aesthetic discourses have each 

provided the terms of debate among the monographs and articles. This variety of 

interpretation reproduces in nuce the larger problem in Pauline scholarship of the 

apostle’s endless malleability, each interpreter producing a new Paul susceptible to the 

interpreter’s sketch. 

 The assorted resolutions of the difficulty of Pauline imitation are often purely 

intellectual, as if Paul had no real-world objectives in writing letters but was playing a 

theoretical game with words. Thus, the search for Pauline μίμησις is essentially 

lexicographical and antiquarian, despite Paul’s own insistence on particular behaviors (cf. 

2 Thess. 3:6). In the next chapter we will examine different meanings of mimesis in the 

ancient world, highlighting the contributions of Ehrensperger and Harrison to 

understanding Paul’s usages within his native cultural and religious contexts and his 

missionary Greco-Roman public contexts. 

 We will also seek resolutions to the three salient questions posed above not only 

because they are consistently explicit or implicit in the entire history of imitation 

scholarship, but also and especially because we believe they were urgent for Paul in his 

endeavor of spreading “the gospel” (Gal. 1:8) to the nations. To understand Pauline 

imitation will be to understand how Paul functioned among his churches (since imitation 



 

 

33 
 

of Paul is only commanded of churches with which he was personally familiar), what it 

was that Paul desired to be imitated about himself, and what purpose that imitation had 

within his larger project of presenting the Gentiles as a priestly offering to the Lord 

whom Paul claimed he imitated (Rom. 15:16).  

 We hope thus to rescue Pauline imitation from the negligible character it has had 

in scholarship hidden behind “larger” debates about justification, righteousness, or Paul’s 

Judaism. In the issue of imitation we find Paul engaged in his own self-described life’s 

work, employing this particular strategy of imitation for his larger purposes. Imitation 

intersects with issues of Judaism and its delimited status for Paul, how the law should 

function for Gentiles, and what kinds of righteousness were needful for Jew and Gentile 

alike (cf. 1 Cor. 10:23-11:1). Looking at those issues through the lens of imitation allows 

Paul’s life practice of evangelization to remain central to our study, which is to let the 

subject be what he announced himself to be. In finding what Paul meant by imitation, we 

seek to let Paul be Paul. 
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CHAPTER 2 

IMITATION BEFORE THE PAULINE CORPUS 

 Common to all discussion of Pauline μίμησις is the attempt to describe it through 

resort to non-Pauline sources. This necessitates one assumption about Paul and one 

assumption about imitation. 

 The turn toward social-scientific criticism in Pauline studies sought to locate Paul 

within the vastly differing social, economic, political, and religious environments through 

which he passed in his missionary work.76 That turn was not directed toward Pauline 

imitation. The working assumption in discussion of Pauline imitation has been that Paul 

is a theologian recognizably similar in vocation to a modern academic theologian. He 

formulated terms on the basis of prior usage and attempted to communicate their content 

to a literary audience. Thus Castelli could use the term “discourse,” invented to cover 

early modern intellectual history,77 for the everyday activities and writings of a man who 

preached in public places and private homes in the ancient world for little-to-no 

remuneration and most often worked with his hands to support himself.78  

                                                           
76 John H. Elliott, What Is Social-Scientific Criticism? (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1993), 17-35; E. A. Judge, 

“The Social Identity of the First Christians: A Question of Method in Religious History,” in Social 

Distinctives of the Christians in the First Century, ed. D. M. Scholer (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2008), 

117-136. 

77 Castelli, Imitating Paul, 89. 

78 Acts 18:3, 1 Thess. 2:9; Hock, The Social Context of Paul’s Ministry, 31-37; H. J. Cadbury, “Lexical 

Notes on Luke-Acts III: Luke’s Interesting in Lodging,” JBL 45 (1926), 306-22; E. Hansack, “Er 

lebte…von seinem eigenen Einkommen (Apg. 28:30),” BZ 19 (1975), 249-253 and “Nochmals zu 

Apostelgeschichte 28:30,” BZ 21 (1977), 118-121. 
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 Pauline imitation has therefore had much the same difficulty as the quest for the 

historical Jesus: the re-creation of the subject of study in the scholar’s image.79 For 

DeBoer Paul was a Protestant pastor governing the churches in a paternalistic but 

democratic way.80 For Copan Paul was a spiritual director in the modern pastoral 

psychology tradition.81 More examples could be provided, but the working assumption in 

defining Pauline imitation is that Paul was not primarily a missionary attempting to keep 

together a disparate group of churches in various places he had visited. 

 The second assumption is in its own way less important for the formulation of the 

nature of Pauline imitation: the overdetermination of imitation. Immediately below we 

will look at the breadth of the meanings of imitation in Greek, Jewish, and Roman texts. 

It is customary for each scholar of Pauline imitation to press harder on one of the aspects 

of imitation’s meanings than another. Castelli presses harder on the notion of 

reproduction than does De Boer.82 Copan is lighter on reproduction and harder on the 

purpose of the relationship between the model or pattern and its copy.83 Schulz of course 

exploits any overlap between the notion of “following” and the idea of “imitating” in 

                                                           
79 Schweizer’s pessimism about the possibility of rescuing the historical Jesus from biblical scholarship, 

The Quest of the Historical Jesus: A Critical Study of Its Progress from Reimarus to Wrede, trans. W. 

Montgomery (New York: Macmillan, 1959), 398. 

80 Paul is not “moralistic” (De Boer, The Imitation of Paul, 16); personal examples are not “merely an 

interchange of religious views or a dueling with the weapons of logic and argumentation, but a meeting of 

persons, a display of basic attitudes and allegiances, a portrayal of a religious commitment and a life that 

would leave the opponent with a sense of shame (De Boer, The Imitation of Paul, 88).” 

81 Copan, Saint Paul as Spiritual Director, 229-265. Despite his caveats about not collapsing Paul into 

modern disciplinary frameworks, he must downplay textually Pauline understandings of authority in order 

to assert “equality” (244-246) that is itself inoperative in the Pauline corpus. 

82 Cf. Castelli, Imitating Paul, 103 with De Boer’s differentiation of imitation from mechanical 

reproduction of Paul himself at De Boer, The Imitation of Paul, 188. 

83 Copan, Saint Paul as Spiritual Director, 222. 
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order to provide continuity between the vocabulary of Hebrew Bible and the Gospels on 

the one hand and the Pauline corpus on the other.84 Overdetermination does not consist in 

the presence of some element of each of these ideas in the Pauline corpus. That remains 

to be determined but is unlikely to have been invented by various scholars out of whole 

cloth. Rather, overdetermination is the scholarly result of a framing for the Pauline 

corpus that is something other than the corpus’ own frame of letters from one man to 

groups of people or individuals whom he believed were also “in Christ” with him, 

connoting beliefs and ways of life that he sought to promote, introduce, and/or reinforce, 

giving him occasion to send extraordinarily long letters across the ancient Mediterranean. 

 This assumption about the continuity between pre-Pauline definitions of 

imitations and Pauline usages is less damaging than assumptions about Paul himself 

because the breadth of the meaning of imitation (as we will see) allows the scholar to 

play faster and looser with definition than with Pauline biography. Decisions about who 

Paul was and how he was affect the output of scholarly hypothesizing more than favoring 

one shade of imitation’s meaning over another. Nevertheless, the breadth of imitation’s 

meaning has permitted an equal breadth of assertion about Pauline imitation to come into 

being. 

 The first hurdle to be cleared in defining μίμησις is admitting its near-total 

absence from the Hebrew Bible and the Septuagint (LXX). Despite Schulz’s mighty 

labors to establish a connection between the admittedly biblical notions of “following” or 

                                                           
84 Schulz conceded the absence of significant lexical overlap between the gospels’ vocabulary and the 

Pauline corpus’ vocabulary for following/imitating/learning (Schulz, Nachfolge und Nachahmen, 335). He 

did not develop his assertion that the OT notion of “walking” or “following” after someone is equivalent in 

Hellenistic Judaism to μιμεῖσθαι, a usage explored below. 



 

 

37 
 

“way” or “walking in [someone’s] way(s),” imitation stubbornly cannot be found in the 

Hebrew Bible as a term or (more debatably) a concept. Although there is no direct 

correlation between any Hebrew root and the Greek senses of imitation, there are 

numerous examples of following in someone’s ways, a semantic field similar to Paul’s 

mention of his “ways in Christ.” There are also examples of the commandment or 

expectation that human beings should conform to divine ways of being or doing. 

The first iteration of the Sinaitic commandments includes the injunction to 

“remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy” (Ex. 20:8).85 The rationale for holiness in 

the people’s behavior is the exemplum of the Lord whose seventh-day rest (20:11) set 

apart that day of the week as holy.86 The people’s own enjoined rest will honor the divine 

intention and mirror the divine creative action in working six days and resting on the 

seventh.87 

A broader, vaguer rule is laid down in Lev. 19:2 in a chapter set amidst discussion 

of forbidden sexual mores (Lev. 18) and child sacrifice (Lev. 20:1-9) that are reflective of 

the “ways of the nations” (Lev. 20:23) in Canaan. The distinctive behaviors of the 

Israelites that will mark them out from the surrounding nations are summarized in 19:2 as 

“You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.”88 The divine holiness is the cause 

                                                           
85 Propp’s suggestion that the use of “remember” in Ex. 20:8 is “not just recollection but action based upon 

memory” aligns with the Greco-Roman notion of exemplum explored below, Exodus 19-40, AB 2A (New 

York: Doubleday, 2006), 175.  

86 “Its intrinsic character derives from God,” Nahum M. Sarna, Exodus, The JPS Torah Commentary 

(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1991), 112. Cf. also John I. Durham, Exodus, WBC 

3 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987), 290. 

87 “Here the emphasis falls not just on provision, but on imitation” [italics mine], W. Ross Blackburn, The 

God Who Makes Himself Known: The Missionary Heart of the Book of Exodus (Leicester, UK/Downers 

Grove, IL: Apollos/IVP, 2012), 70. 

88 “Thus the imitatio dei implied by this verse is that just as God differs from human beings, so Israel 

should differ from the nations (20:26),” Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 17-22, AB 3A (New York: Doubleday, 
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of the people’s holiness because of the transmissible nature of the divine character.89 

They must be how they must be, distinctive as that will be, because of their god’s 

distinctive ways.90 

The metaphor of a “way” divinely commanded then reappears all over Deut.91 

The people must walk in the way they have been commanded (5:30), a way identified 

with the Lord’s own “ways” (8:6).92 Those ways are attended by the fear and love of 

God, and the people’s constant diligence in walking in the divine ways will be rewarded 

with blessing (10:12-22), as has been the case with their fathers.93 Dispossession of the 

                                                           
2000), 1604. Referring to the NT citation of Lev. 19:2 at Mt. 5:48 with clarification at Mt. 19:21, Milgrom 

clarifies that the attainment of divine holiness, not the precise replication of divine actions, is the purpose, 

“Obviously the commandments prescribed in this chapter [Lev. 19] do not apply to the deity (e.g. abstain 

from idolatry, revere parents, how to sacrifice, refrain from cursing the blind or spreading gossip)…rather, 

the observance of the commandments will lead Israel, negatively, to be seat apart from the nations (cf. 

20:26), as God is set apart from his creatures,” op. cit. 

89 “God’s holiness is contagious,” John E. Hartley, Leviticus, WBC 4 (Dallas: Word Books, 1992), 312; 

“To have a close relationship to God, the people must emulate God,” Baruch A. Levine, Leviticus, The JPS 

Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1989), 125. Levine’s excursus 

on holiness presents the imitatio dei as a summation of the relationship between divine holiness and human 

holiness, 256. 

90 Kleinig’s distinction between progressively increasing holiness in imitation of God (an erroneous reading 

in his view) and obedience to divine commandments out of an already extant divinely given holiness (his 

reading) is not entirely sustainable from Lev. 19:2 alone but captures the different motivations for imitation 

recapitulated in the debate about Pauline imitation, John W. Kleinig, Leviticus, ConC (Saint Louis: 

Concordia, 2003), 407-408. 

91 “’The way’ as a metaphor for right behavior is very common in biblical (e.g., Gen. 18:19) and 

Mesopotamian literature…and is especially common in Deuteronomistic literature,” Moshe Weinfeld, 

Deuteronomy 1-11, AB 5 (New York: Doubleday, 1991), 327. 

92 The ways of the Lord are “a manner of life, one in which one’s conduct is determined by ταἶς ὁδοῖς 

αὐτοῦ,” J. W. Wevers, Notes on the Greek Text of Deuteronomy, SCS 39 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1995), 

147. The possessive pronoun with the plural noun denoting the exemplary behavior of the subject is 

repeated at 1 Cor. 4:17. That NT text also contains the echo of father-son relationship present at Deut. 1:31, 

8:6, because the “physical journey in the desert is echoed by a metaphorical walking in his [YHWH’s] 

ways that means an obedience lifestyle,” J. G. McConville, Deuteronomy, ApOTC 5 (Nottingham, 

UK/Downers Grove, IL: Apollos/IVP, 2002), 170. 

93 “…Moses appeals for total obedience to God in the future…His appeal is premised on the preceding 

account of rebelliousness, as indicated by his call for Israel to cease stiffening its neck as it has done 

heretofore (v. 16; cf. 9:6, 13, 27), and by the transitional “And now,” meaning, “Now, then,” (see 4:1),” 
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inhabitants of the land is incumbent upon walking in the divinely commanded ways 

(11:22-23).94 The execution of a false prophet will protect the people of God from 

walking in a false way (13:4-5),95 so that proclamation and behavior are intrinsically 

related and bring either divine favor (under a true prophet) or divine wrath (under a false 

prophet).96 In that specific case, following is not optional. One will follow either the Lord 

or the false prophet.97 The divine promises of blessing attendant upon walking in his 

ways are repeated often toward the book’s end (28:9, 30:16, cf. 32:4), and the repetition 

of this motif concerning divine ways that are imitable opens the possibility of a likeness 

between divine behavior and human behavior. 

The notion of following in a way according to a divine standard is often used to 

determine the faithfulness of unfaithfulness of generations or leaders within Israel’s 

canonical history. The Israelites who do not listen to the divinely appointed judges in Jdg. 

2:16-23 explicitly forsake the “the way in their fathers had walked, who had obeyed the 

commandments of the Lord” (2:17).98 The paternal example of obedient behavior is 

                                                           
Jeffrey H. Tigay, Deuteronomy, The JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of 

America, 1996), 107. An historical example is necessary for considering what way should be pursued. 

94 Eugene H. Merrill, Deuteronomy, NAC 4 (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1994), 212. 

95 The uniqueness of the requirement to “walk after YHWH your God” has been noted (Duane L. 

Christensen, Deuteronomy 1:1-21:9, rev. ed., WBC 6A [Nashville: Nelson, 2001], 271) as connecting 

described divine action with prescribed human action. 

96 Talmudic understanding of obedience was premised on the imitation of the Lord’s own ways, affirming 

true prophets and rejecting false ones, “doing as He does,” Tigay, Deuteronomy, 130. 

97 McConville, Deuteronomy, 237. 

98 Whether this grammatically startling verse (Jack M. Sasson, Judges 1-12, AB 6D [New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2014], 192) is understood as an interpolation or not (cf. Block’s understanding of the 

editor’s role, Darrell I. Block, Judges, Ruth, NAC 6 (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1999], 129), Butler 

is correct that the point is Joshua’s exemplary conduct (Josh. 1:7-8; 23-24), and “this generation after 

Joshua’s death have forgotten both the acts and the words of God. Their leaders refuse to follow the pattern 
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deserted and with that desertion divine blessing also departs from their efforts against the 

inhabitants of the land (2:23). Similarly the corruption of Eli’s sons in 1 Sam. 8:3 is a 

departure99 from paternal standards of obedient behavior, “yet his sons did not walk in his 

ways but turned aside after gain.”100 

 The paternal context for the transmission of “ways” and obedience to divine 

commandments is found either within the narrative or in the narrator’s estimation of 

many of the leaders of Israel and Judah in 1-2 Kgs. and 2 Chr. David enjoined Solomon 

to “keep the charge of the Lord your God, walking in his ways” (1 Kgs. 2:3). As this 

follows directly upon David’s prediction of his own death as “I am about to go the way of 

all the earth” (2:2, cf. Josh. 23:14), the term “way” or the notion of adhering to 

someone’s way or standard of behavior indicates not only obedience but also a destiny. 

Adhering to someone’s ways, following one’s father’s admonition, and obeying divine 

commandments mean both correct behavior and good outcomes.101 Thus God directly 

reiterates David’s point when he personally enjoins Solomon “if you will walk in all my 

ways, keeping my statutes and my commandments, as your father David walked, then I 

                                                           
Joshua set,” Trent C. Butler, Judges, WBC 8 (Nashville: Nelson, 2009), 47, cf. Barry G. Webb, The Book 

of Judges, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 145. 

99 “The way of the father is not the way of the son, a recurring motif in Judges and the early chapters of 

Samuel,” David G. Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, ApOTC 8 (Nottingham, UK/Downers Grove, IL: Apollos/IVP, 

2009), 113. 

100 “While judges were supposed to be ‘incorruptible’ (see Exod. 18:21; Deut. 16:19) and Samuel himself 

could claim that he was impeccable in this regard (12:3-5), his two sons are reported not to have followed 

his example,” David Toshio Tsumura, The First Book of Samuel, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 

246. 

101 John Gray connects the simultaneity of the exemplar’s death with the exhortation to the successor in 

Deut. 31:23/Josh. 1:6, 9, 18 to 1 Kgs. 2:2-3, I & II Kings, 2nd ed., OTL (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1970), 

99. 
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will lengthen your days” (1 Kgs. 3:14),102 a promise substantially repeated at the temple’s 

dedication (1 Kgs. 9:4).103 Solomon’s disobedience in later years is repeatedly described 

as his desertion from following the Lord,104 as if walking behind him in a certain path 

(11:6), not walking in the Lord’s ways (11:33), and reiterating the promise to bless the 

one who walks in the divine ways (11:38). 

 The assessment of kings thereafter from the southern and the northern kingdoms 

is often phrased in terms of ways, walking, and obedient or disobedient movement 

according to preset patterns. The perpetuation of evil in the southern kingdom is 

attributed in the case of Abijam to his walking in the sins of his father (15:3),105 whereby 

specific divinely sanctioned actions form their own kind of accursed path. Similarity 

between northern and southern kings occurs whenever they adhere to paternal patterns of 

sin (cf. 15:3 with 15:34, 16:2, 19, 26). The “way of Jeroboam” is a perpetuation of a one-

time action by Jeroboam (12:25-33) that established a pattern of behavior followed by 

successors whose repetition of previous dynastic actions brought continual divine 

displeasure upon the northern kingdom.106 

                                                           
102 “If David’s ‘sons’ walked in the ways of the Lord, that likely meant the nation would be characterized 

by covenant obedience and would enjoy the blessings outlined in Deuteronomy 28 and would avoid the 

covenant curses (including conquest by an enemy, loss of the land, and having to live in foreign lands) 

detailed in Deuteronomy 27-30,” Walter A. Maier III, 1 Kings 1-11, ConC (Saint Louis: Concordia, 2018), 

282. 

103 “The behavior of David, founder of the dynasty and recipient of YHWH’s promise, served as the 

yardstick by which all of his successors were measured,” Mordecai Cogan, 1 Kings, AB 10 (New York: 

Doubleday, 2001), 295. 

104 Maier, I Kings 1-11, 879-886. 

105 David was an ancestral pattern, not Abijah’s natural father (Gray, I & II Kings, 349), relating kinship to 

conduct in ways reminiscent of Paul (1 Cor. 4:17, 2 Tim. 1:1-14). 

106 Walter A. Maier III, 1 Kings 12-22, ConC (Saint Louis: Concordia, 2019), 1090-1092. 
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 The prophetic exhortation to “follow the Lord” (18:21) has a political valency 

because of its opposition to certain established patterns of sinful behavior prevalent in the 

northern kingdom and (according to the narrator) at times in the southern kingdom as 

well.107 The perpetuation of the “way of Jeroboam” with similar “ways” of people of 

similar religious sentiments (MT 22:53=ET 22:52) obviates the possibility of divine 

blessing. That blessing can only come with adherence to paternal ways that are divinely 

blessed (cf. 2 Kgs. 14:3, where David’s ways are best but others may suffice, with 2 Kgs. 

21:21, where forsaking paternal models of obedience brings down divine anger). Wicked 

monarchs are understood in terms of pious forebears,108 and pious descendants are 

compared to pious ancestors.109 Exemplary past figures stand in judgment for good or ill. 

Kings who adhere to paternally modeled and divinely sanctioned ways are commended in 

2 Chr. 17:3, 20:32, and 34:2110 but departure from paternally modeled (especially 

according to Davidic behavior) and divinely sanctioned ways is castigated sternly in 2 

Chr. 21:12-13. Parallel threats attendant upon disobedience to paternal and/or 

authoritative models of behavior are found in 1 Cor. 11:1, 16 and 2 Thess. 3:12-15. 

What none of these passages possesses is a clear usage of any term lexically 

equivalent in the Septuagint to μίμησις. The injunctions and admonitions to certain 

                                                           
107 Cogan, 1 Kings, 439-440. Walter Brueggemann, 1 & 2 Kings, SHBC (Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys, 

2000), 224. 

108 Jehoram is found wanting by comparison to Jehoshaphat and Asa (2 Chr. 21:12). 

109 Hezekiah and Josiah are praised in terms of their likeness to David (2 Chr. 29:2; 34:2). 

110 What Klein calls the “assistance formula” is the Chronicler’s notation of a king’s adherence to 

wholesome ways of the Davidic dynasty (1 Chr. 11:9, 2 Chr. 1:1, 13:12, 15:9); he notes that “the 

Chronicler compares a king to one or more of his predecessors on several occasions,” Ralph W. Klein, 2 

Chronicles, ed. Paul D. Hanson, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012), 248-249. 
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standards of behavior, often transmitted from father to son or one generation to another, 

and the attendant outcomes upon obedience or disobedience are laid out many times over 

throughout the Hebrew Bible. The absence of a one-to-one equivalent term for μίμησις 

should not deter us from seeing the parallels Ehrensperger discerned in her article 

discussed above. Paul’s own native thought-world was the Bible, so that though we will 

presently look at the usages of μίμησις in Hellenistic Judaism and Greco-Roman 

antiquity, we cannot neglect the presence of models for understanding the transmission of 

“ways” within the Hebrew Bible. In connection with μίμησις Paul would discuss the 

issue of behavior and the reflection of his own behaviors in Timothy’s behaviors as a 

reminder of Paul’s “ways in Christ,” a summary for Paul as for the Hebrew Bible of the 

totality of divinely ordained and blessed patterns of life. 

 When quoting the Scriptures, Paul nearly always quoted from OG texts. The few 

instances in which his Greek agrees more with the Hebrew Bible than any extant LXX 

we currently possess does not even indicate a Pauline presumption of Hebrew Bible 

familiarity. More simply, he may have employed or presumed his congregations would 

employ texts of the Old Greek Bible that we do not have at this time.111 Paul’s Scripture 

for his vocational purposes was not the Hebrew Bible but the Old Greek Bible, whether 

we colloquially limit the Old Greek to the LXX or recognize the circulation of other 

versions in the ancient world. 

                                                           
111 A contention for Pauline texts as independent witnesses to OG texts no longer extant rather than Paul’s 

own translations directly from Hebrew, cf. Florian Wilk, “The Letters of Paul as Witnesses to and for the 

Septuagint Text,” in Septuagint Research: Issues and Challenges in the Study of the Greek Jewish 

Scriptures, ed. W. Kraus and R. Glenn Wooden, SCS 53 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2006), 

253-271. 
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Μίμησις occurs as a term in any ancient Greek manuscript of the Scriptures solely 

in the apocryphal/deuterocanonical writings. Pauline citation of the LXX was expedient 

in a linguistic environment where many Jews in the Diaspora and almost all non-Jews 

would be unfamiliar with the Hebrew Bible. The limited mentions of μίμησις in LXX are 

valuable for the likelihood that the congregations listening to Paul, his letters, or anything 

purportedly Pauline also would have heard these words. 

  The Wisdom of Solomon contains three mentions of imitation. Within a 

discussion of what legacy a person would want to leave, virtue for the childless person is 

commended over the “prolific brood of the ungodly” (Wis. 4:3).112 Rather, even if 

someone does not procreate, s/he may yet obtain “immortality” (4:1) through virtue 

because when it is present, “they will imitate (μιμούνται) it” (4:2), so that in a common 

Hellenistic trope, imitation of exemplary conduct is imitation of the divine.113 The 

virtuous person will thereby procreate, so to speak, through the imitation of virtue by 

those who have observed his righteous manner of life.114 

 Solomon’s prayer in Wis. 9 expresses how the Jerusalem temple reflects heavenly 

realities. The “temple on your holy mountain and an altar in the city of your habitation” 

(9:3a-b) are finally an “imitation” (μίμημα) of a preexistent divine tent (μίμημα σκηνής 

ἁγίας, ἧν προητοίμασας απ’ ἀρχής). Imitation is one of the building-blocks of reality in 

                                                           
112 The ironically heavily Greco-Roman “pagan” religious terminology of Wis. is cataloged in James M. 

Reese, Hellenistic Influence on the Book of Wisdom and Its Consequences, AnBib 41 (Rome: Biblical 

Institute Press, 1970), 6-12. 

113 Reese, Hellenistic Influence on the Book of Wisdom and Its Consequences, 25. 

114 “[Virtue] wins admiration, arouses imitation and stirs those who have witnessed it to action,” James M. 

Reese, O. S. F. S., The Book of Wisdom, Song of Songs, OTM 20 (Wilmington, DE: Glazier, 1983), 49. 
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the realization of heavenly things on the earth by means of temporally bounded 

recapitulation of atemporal heavenly actualities. 

 The final mention of imitation in Wis. is a denigration of “idolaters,” 

manufacturers of pagan cultic objects. Their imitation is similar to Solomon’s, but the 

source of their copying is denigrated because it does not issue from the sole authoritative 

divine source. The vain god of the idolater’s making (15:8a) is constructed of lifeless 

materials manipulated by human hands for many other purposes. Thus, the one who 

makes cultic statues imitates the coppersmith (χαλκοπλάστας τε μιμείται) in 15:9c 

whenever he makes the lifeless image. Imitation can be a positive moral likeness or an 

artistic likeness to either a heavenly or an unholy original.115 

 The philosophical treatise on the Maccabee martyrs, 4 Maccabees, employs the 

notion of imitation twice. The specific injunction to “imitate me, brothers” (Μιμήσασθε 

με, ἀδελφοί) is made in 9:23 as the eldest brother is dying. The extreme context should 

not preclude notice of the direct command to imitate, so far specifically absent from the 

Hebrew Bible but found here in a Hellenistic Jewish hagiography of resistance to 

abandonment of paternally modeled, divinely sanctioned ways. The devout piety subject 

to reason that the writer of 4 Macc. would display as invincible is specifically the piety of 

the fathers who possessed it and modeled it beforehand (cf. 9:29). The eldest brother’s 

command to imitate him is a command to share in his destiny of death for the sake of the 

fathers’ ways which are God’s ways. In an echo of Paul’s athletic imagery in 1 Cor. 9, the 

                                                           
115 The combination of Greco-Roman terminology and anti-Gentile polemic is well-summarized as “the 

author sought to present Jewish piety as a comparable manifestation of that pure piety taught by the 

universal law of the philosophers,” David A. deSilva, Introducing the Apocrypha: Message, Context, and 

Significance (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002), 146. 
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eldest brother utilizes Greek athletic imagery116 and the language of solidarity to one’s 

brotherhood (immediate and ethnic) to exhort his hearers to virtue.117 

 The narrator admonishes the reader to imitate the three youths of Dan. 3 “who 

despised the same ordeal in the furnace” (4 Macc. 13:9). Thus the chain of witnesses to 

devout piety throughout time includes those whose examples should be followed.118 The 

martial imagery throughout 4 Macc. 13 is linked directly to the approbation of the fathers 

who struggled in like manner and who will crown the victory of the Maccabees with their 

laurels (13:17).119 Imitation of godly models in the past will earn those models’ approval 

and ensure the continuance of faithfulness in the present generation. 

 Within The Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs,120 the testaments of Asher and 

Benjamin each handle imitation in the context of paternal advice. T. Asher describes two 

ways, one of good and one of evil, that are available to mankind (T. Ash. 1:3-5), and 

                                                           
116 David A. deSilva, 4 Maccabees, Guides to Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha (Sheffield: Sheffield 

Academic Press, 1998), 92. 

117 Jan Willem Van Henten, The Maccabean Martyrs as Saviours of the Jewish People: A Study of 2 and 4 

Maccabees, JSJSupp 57 (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 237, 285 

118 “The martyrs illustrate how to apply this virtue in an exemplary way,” Van Henten, The Maccabean 

Martyrs as Saviours of the Jewish People, 131. 

119 Solidarity with one another and with forefathers is expressed through imitation of exemplary behavior, 

cf. Van Henten, The Maccabean Martyrs as Saviours of the Jewish People, 241-242. 

120 The difficult question of the provenance of the Testaments in their extant indubitably Christian form 

(Marinus de Jonge, “The Main Issues in the Study of the Testaments of the Twelve Patriachs,” in Jewish 

Eschatology, Early Christian Christology, and the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs: Collected Essays 

[Leiden: Brill, 1991], 160-163) and its relationship to pre-Christian materials (Robert A. Kugler, The 

Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Guides to Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha [Sheffield: Sheffield 

Academic Press, 2001], 11-12) does not preclude their usage for some understanding of Hellenistic 

Judaism, which de Jonge, the primary skeptic about the possibility of separating Hellenistic Jewish material 

from Christian interpolations, also concedes (de Jonge, “The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs: 

Christian and Jewish [A Hundred Years after Friedrich Schnapp],” Collected Essays, 234, 237). Cf. H. 

Dixon Slingerland, The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs: A Critical History of Research, SBLMS 21 

(Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1977). 
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imitation plays a role in the production of each way. Imitation is morally neutral because 

it can be either good or evil, and it subsists within a preexistently good or evil 

relationship. The single-minded, who are good and not hypocritical, hate hypocrisy, and 

in that hatred, “his work is good as a whole, because he imitates the Lord, not accepting 

the seeming good as though it were the truly good” (T. Ash. 4:3). The one who imitates 

the Lord does what the Lord himself does. The evil or “two-faced” likewise imitate the 

evil, since they “both practice evil and approve of others who practice it” (T. Ash. 6:2a). 

That practice stems from the fact that “they imitate the spirits of error” (cf. T. Ash. 6:5) 

and thus “join in the struggle against mankind” (T. Ash. 6:2b).121 Imitation is the set of 

practices or the manner in which someone takes after either the Lord or the “spirits of 

error,” the sovereigns of the two different ways of good and evil. 

 The same context of paternal admonition is slightly different in T. Ben. because 

Benjamin commends to his children the portrait of the truly good man, which can be 

found in the life and face of Joseph. That man’s ways are so significant that Benjamin 

himself frames his discourse around seeing his brother (T. Ben. 2:1, 10:1). The portrait of 

Joseph’s mildness and equanimity is commended to the children as a pattern “after the 

good and pious man Joseph” (T. Ben. 3:1), and the patriarch exhorts his children “be 

imitators of him [Joseph] in his goodness because of his compassion, in order that you 

may wear crowns of glory” (T. Ben. 4:1-2).122 The Testaments’ frequent harmonization of 

                                                           
121 Robert A. Kugler identifies the entire section from T. Ash. 1:3-6:6 as a meditation on single- and double-

mindedness and an exhortation to seek mindedness (Kugler, The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, 13). 

Imitation inevitably occurs within a matrix of behavioral modeling and ethical decision-making with equal 

potential for good or evil, thus Kugler terms T. Ash. specifically and the Testaments generically as 

“decision theology” (Kugler, The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, 77). 

122 “In this final parenetic [sic] section of the Testaments Joseph is described as a typical ‘good and holy 

man,’ an example for the sons of Benjamin (and the readers of the Testaments) who are exhorted to fear the 
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biblical exempla with Greco-Roman popularized philosophy in vocabulary and in content 

put forth a biblicized rationale for the hearer’s conformity to the ideal Hellenistic “good 

man.”123 Imitation of a certain moral characteristic leads to sharing in the same glorious 

destiny as the original pattern, all of it set within the specific historical context of faithful 

patriarchal exemplars and Israel’s history with its unique deity.124  

 The quotations from 4 Macc. have been particularly tempting for scholars of 

Pauline imitation because they call for something like the sacrifices Paul calls for in Phil. 

2 or 1 Thess. 1 and feature a present model of behavior set forth for the copying of the 

hearers/viewers. However, the Pauline corpus has neither citation of nor allusion to the 

apocryphal/deuterocanonical writings.  They may or may not have been in those 

communities’ collections of Scriptures, but although the breadth of citation and allusion 

to Scripture in the Pauline corpus is great, books such as the Wis. Sol. and 4 Macc. are 

absent from Pauline communication. 

 That does not preclude Pauline usage of the books. It does preclude scholarly 

assertion about the meaning(s) of imitation when these apparently helpful guides for the 

term’s usage are utterly absent whenever the term “imitation” is employed. Why use what 

is conspicuously absent as evidence when other data are at hand? Searches for the term 

“imitation” and its accompanying concepts such as model, copy, pattern, paradigm, and 

the like turn up much in the bodies of Greek and Latin literature. It is here that most 

                                                           
Lord and to love their neighbor (vv. 1-5),” Marinus de Jonge, “Test. Benjamin 3:8 and the Picture of 

Joseph as ‘A Good and Holy Man,’” Collected Essays, 298. 

123 Kugler, The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, 19, 23, 84-85. 

124 J. Jervell, “Ein Interpolator interpretiert,” in Studien zu den Testamenten der Zwölf Patriarchen, ed. W. 

Eltester (Berlin: Töpelmann, 1969), 39. 
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scholars of Pauline imitation have sought the particular meanings that they employed to 

understand the Pauline corpus in the New Testament. 

 Philo’s employment of imitation has been cited as evidence of his thorough 

Hellenization, but since the topics of his discourses were most often entirely biblical and 

usually partially biblical, our attention will focus on how he deployed imitation as a way 

of describing moral conduct, educational relationships, and the divine construction of 

reality. 

 The metaphysical presupposition at the basis of Philo’s understanding of imitation 

is the resonance between humanity and the divine. The creation of mankind in the image 

of God (Gen. 1:28) is a part of the greater reality that the entire sensible world is an 

imitation of the divine (Mos. 1:158, Aet. 15). The image of God is “the antitype of all 

other things, and every imitation aims at this of which it is the imitation [namely, God 

himself]” (Leg. 2:4). Intellect alone perceives the “archetypal model, the idea of ideas, 

the Reason of God” (Opif. 25).125 The microcosm of the human has manifold points of 

contact with the macrocosm and the divine.126 Mothers imitate the earth in giving rise to 

life (Opif. 133), the human faculties and senses imitate the perfect beauty of the word of 

God (Opif. 139), human terrestrial virtue imitates and displays heavenly virtue (Leg. 

                                                           
125 The nearness of Philo’s metaphysics of imitation to non-biblical religious concepts was evident also to 

Philo, “…when he argues that if the part, namely man, is an image of an image, it is manifest that the entire 

sensible world is also a copy of the Divine image or Logos (Opif. 25), he must be referring not to the body 

of the universe but to its mind. It is clear, however, that on the whole, Philo is extremely reluctant to speak 

of the mind of the universe, since there was a grave danger that it could lead to the deification of the 

world,” David Winston, Logos and Mystical Theology in Philo of Alexandria (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union 

College Press, 1985), 30. 

126 The parallelism of cosmology with psychology in Philo is according to Daniélou “unending” because 

the human reflective image is unthinkable without the priority of the cosmic prior image, Jean Daniélou, 

Philon D’Alexandrie (Paris: Fayard, 1958), 172. 
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1:45), God is the archetypal pattern of rational nature and man imitates the divine, 

especially in “the most excellent species of the soul which is called mind and reason” 

(Det. 83). The cosmic elements participate in the imitative nature of reality, e.g. “this 

[light of wisdom] is, in God, the light which is the archetypal model of the sun, and the 

sun itself is only its image and copy” (Migr. 40). The sun otherwise imitates eternity 

(Her. 165) in preceding the things “allotted to time” created after its creation on the 

fourth day. Likewise, divinely given things such as the tabernacle are constructed “after 

the model and in imitation of wisdom” (Her. 112). The scriptures and the laws they 

contain are “faithful copies and imitations of the original examples which were 

consecrated and enshrined in the soul” (Mos. 2:11). Parental authorities are “copies and 

imitations of divine power, since they have brought people who had no existence into 

existence” (Spec. 2:2).  

 Thus human behavior ought also to imitate divine behavior and any human 

behavior especially as recorded in Scripture that successfully imitates the divine (Spec. 

2:173). Moral conduct may almost be summarized as the imitation of either the divine or 

the unholy. One should not dissemble and “imitate the ways of pleasure” (Sacr. 30); 

rather, the good pupil imitates the perfect or complete master (Sacr. 65, Virt. 66). The 

imitation of God may be morally reprehensible when the human being follows it too 

closely in not worshipping any other being, which God himself obviously does not do; 

Philo reproaches the wicked for their imitation of God in failing to worship God himself 

(Decal. 111). Such wicked human beings who are neither pious toward God nor dutiful 

toward other human beings should imitate the wild beasts who do not fail to requite with 

service those who have done a service to them (Decal. 114). Yet the imitation of God 
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should consist in those virtues common to the divine and to humanity (Virt. 168), such as 

a ruler who has power to do good or evil but whose inclination causes him to do only 

good (Spec. 4:187); such a good ruler has some anxiety to attain a similitude to God so 

that imitation is both the method of behavior and the goal of behavior (Spec. 4:188). The 

process of imitation will result in gradual assimilation to the image of the divine.127 

Allegorically, those who feed on manna in the wilderness “nourished their souls on 

prophecy” and so did not imitate the continued indifference of the ignorant (Sacr. 86). 

Biblical figures allegorically conceived can imitate one another in conduct as Abel ought 

to have imitated Rebecca, who signified perseverance, in her advising Jacob to retreat 

before Esau’s wrath and so save his life (Det. 45). Lot’s vice was his failure to imitate a 

better man (Migr. 149, 164). The imitation of Phinehas by many cleansed the camp of 

Israel (Mos. 1:303). 

Philo exhorts his own soul to imitation, “imitating Leah, reject mortal things!” 

(Post. 135).128 So obvious is that supposition of nearly all behavior as essentially 

imitative that Philo must ask rhetorically why mankind should not plant a grove of trees 

near an altar when God has planted paradise (Leg. 1:48). The rare exception of a virtuous 

man of “free and noble inclinations” whose virtue is not imitative but “from an 

inclination to genuine virtue and justice for its own sake” is “most admirable of all” (Abr. 

38). 

                                                           
127 W. E. Helleman, “Philo on Deification and Assimilation to God,” SPhilA 2, ed. David T. Runia 

(Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1990), 55, n. 9. 

128 This is one in a list of exempla of divine impregnations allegorically appropriate to the soul receiving 

divine wisdom, cf. Richard A. Baer, Jr., Philo’s Use of the Categories Male and Female, ALGHJ 3 

(Leiden: Brill, 1970), 61, n. 2. 
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 Not every imitative relationship is drawn from Scripture or philosophical 

theology. Alexander’s openness to the wisdom of the barbarians is attributed to his 

understanding of an “archetypal model” of wisdom accessible to all humankind and 

reproduced therefore also among the virtuous barbarians (Prob. 94). The virtue which the 

faithful pursue is like the race of Hellenic athletes, “but if, imitating good runners, you 

finish the course of life without stumbling or error” (Migr. 133). Sophists imitate 

wholesome speech and become adulterators of “genuine coinage” (Mut. 208), a 

connection between linguistics and numismatics possible through the common trope of 

imitation, central to reproduction of sounds and reproduction of authoritative images. 

Fathers who forsake the care of their children from previous wives for the solicitude 

focused only on children from subsequent marriages imitate stepmothers toward their 

predecessors’ children (Spec. 2:135). Gaius is exhorted to imitate Castor and Pollux in 

brotherly affection (Legat. 87) and Bacchus in beneficence to mankind (Legat. 88). 

Nature itself teaches distinction in the arrangements of life and gratitude to benefactors 

(QG 1:64). 

 Imitation is natural and inevitable, so that if a model exists, an imitation must 

follow.129 The extinction of “faction and sedition” within a city-state would be the 

extinction of war, “and if that be destroyed, there will no longer be any wars which are 

made in imitation of it” (Post. 185). That imitation may be more or less perfect, a matter 

of necessary likeness in kind with variable likeness in degree (Aet. 2). The 

                                                           
129 This results from the imitative nature of humanity’s relationship to its creator in Philo, cf. Luis Angel 

Montes-Peral, Akataleptos Theos: Der Unfassbare Gott, ALGHJ 16 (Leiden: Brill, 1987), 188. Created as 

an imitation, humans must imitate. 
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comprehensiveness of imitation in Philo130 as a metaphysical concept that entails 

educational, ethical, and scientific conclusions displays imitation’s utility and flexibility 

conceptually and capacity to serve the exposition of biblical teachings and practices in a 

Greek-speaking Jewish context.131 

 References to imitation in Josephus focus almost exclusively on behavior, usually 

drawn from biblical or Jewish history, and the Philonic metaphysics of imitation are 

absent. Human beings ought to imitate God with their minds (AJ Pref. 19).132 Seth’s 

children faithfully reflect his virtues in imitating his goodness (AJ 1.68), as did the young 

men who slew unfaithful Israelites in imitation of Phinehas (AJ 1.154), which Philo also 

commended. The departure from Mosaic law for the sake of conformity to the religion 

and practices of the Canaanites is articulated by Josephus’ Joshua as an imitation of those 

nations (AJ 5.98), using imitation as a comprehensive term for a way of life or pattern of 

thought and action covering all of life. The toleration of the Canaanites by the tribes of 

Israel and their refusal to prosecute holy war all stems from their imitation of the laxity of 

                                                           
130 Helleman, “Philo on Deification and Assimilation to God,” 63, 70-71. He demonstrates Philo’s usage of 

μίμησις to denote the process by which humans increase in likeness to the divine so that some may be 

called “gods” themselves (cf. Sacr. 8-10, Mut. 125-129, Det. 159-162. 

131 Dey correctly identifies Philonic allegorizing in the interpretation of the Bible as necessary precisely 

because of his overwhelming interest in moral patterns and exhortation to the reader to conform to the 

exemplar, Lala Kalyan Kumar Dey, The Intermediary World and Patterns of Perfection in Philo and 

Hebrews, SBLDS 25 (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1975), 46. Allegory fulfills the necessity of 

Scripture’s usefulness when the literal sense of Scripture, though a theological given for Philo, cannot 

produce something morally profitable for the reader, cf. Adam Kamesar, “Biblical Interpretation in Philo,” 

in The Cambridge Companion to Philo, ed. A. Kamesar (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 

80-85. 

132 Josephus does not provide a philosophical rationale for why the mind especially is involved, but the 

observation of the divine creation and particularly the virtue of Moses the lawgiver will produce a “happy 

life to those who follow Him” (AJ Pref. 20), linking Hellenistic “imitation” to biblical “following,” cf. 

Flavius Josephus, Translation and Commentary, ed. S. Mason: V. 3, Judean Antiquities 1-4, trans. and 

comm. Louis H. Feldman (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 8, n. 25. 
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Benjamin (AJ 5.129). In a Josephan addition to the biblical text,133 the necromancer 

whom Saul consulted comforted the king kindly when he was stunned by the 

announcement of Samuel, and Josephus exhorts the reader to imitate her kindness to the 

distressed (AJ 6.342); those who imitate Saul in courage in the face of insuperable 

adversities are likewise praised (AJ 6.347).134 Ammonites imitate their own 

reinforcements in fleeing to the city they think will shelter them from Joab’s onslaught 

(AJ 7.126). The examples of imitative actions good and evil in the royal histories of Israel 

and Judah are numerous: the people’s imitation of Rehoboam’s wickedness (AJ 8.251), 

Baasha’s of Jeroboam’s evil (AJ 8.300), Ahab’s imitation of Jeroboam’s evil (AJ 8.316), 

Jehoshaphat’s blessed imitation of his father David (AJ 9.44), Jotham’s imitation of 

northern idolatry (AJ 9.243), Jeroboam’s induction of the rebellious Israelites to imitate 

his own bad example (AJ 9.282). Similar evaluations of kings are made in the language 

of “following” of Jehoram (AJ 9.99) and Asa (AJ 8.315), linking imitation to following 

and Greek vocabulary to Hebraic vocabulary, as his idiosyncratic praise of Saul in 

tandem with David (contra 1 Sam. 9:1-31:13) portrayed the Israelite kings as political 

founders along the lines of Romulus.135 Josephus’ evaluations of biblical characters’ 

ways of life, especially the value and validity of various kings’ reigns, is summarized in 

                                                           
133 Louis H. Feldman, Josephus’s Interpretation of the Bible, HCS 27 (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1998), 520. 

134 Feldman recognized that Josephus’ sustained praise of Saul as an exemplar was contra-biblical but 

entirely in line with Greco-Roman ideals of heroism and kingship, cf. Josephus’s Interpretation of the 

Bible, 109, 509-533. Cf. also Louis H. Feldman, Studies in Josephus’ Rewritten Bible, JSJSupp 58 (Leiden: 

Brill, 1998), 546-550. 

135 Detlev Dormeyer, “The Hellenistic Biographical History of King Saul: Josephus, AJ 6.45-378 and 1 

Samuel 9:1-31:13,” Josephus and Jewish History in Flavian Rome and Beyond, ed. J. Sievers and G. 

Lembi, JSJSupp 104 (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 153. 
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the imitation of good or of evil.136 The continuation of the Deuteronomist’s “historical 

theory” of providential salvation and judgment is in Josephus formulated in terms of 

imitation as the ground for blessing or curse.137 

 Post-biblical Jewish history for Josephus features the extension of imitation as an 

historical pattern and method of evaluation. Joseph the son of Tobias was rebuked by a 

steward at Alexandria for profligacy and encouraged to imitate the example of his 

father’s frugality (AJ 12.203). After the death of Judas Maccabeus, his brother Jonathan 

was exhorted by his countrymen to imitate his brother’s care for the Jewish people (AJ 

13.5). Herod the Great’s public splendor and displays were an imitation of other nations 

(AJ 15.271), a verbal resonance linking Herod to the unfaithfulness of the Israelites 

earlier in Antiquitates judaicae. Herod is nonetheless disgusted with Antipater whose 

barbarity imitated his brothers’ (AJ 17.109), a matter of astonishment to Herod (AJ 

17.110). By contrast, Caesar’s judgment is anticipated to be just in the case of Archelaus 

and altogether not imitative of the judgments rendered by Herod and his friends (AJ 

17.245).138 The evaluation of character and actions throughout history, whether biblical 

or postbiblical, is framed by the language of imitation, which explains the origins of an 

historical actor’s goodness or evil in Josephus’ eyes. 

                                                           
136 “The main lesson, says Josephus to be learned from his history is that those who obey the laws of G-d 

prosper, while those do not suffer irretrievable disaster (Ant. 1.14),” Feldman, Studies, 567-568. 

137 Otto Betz, “Miracles in the Writings of Josephus,” in Josephus, Judaism, and Christianity, ed. Louis H. 

Feldman and Gohei Hata, Josephus, the Bible, and History (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1987), 

218. 

138 Josephus’ evaluation meshes nicely here with Roman early imperial writing wherein all exempla are 

potentially collapsible into the singular outstanding exemplum of the emperor, cf. Christina Shuttleworth 

Kraus, “From Exempla to Exemplar? Writing History Around the Emperor in Imperial Rome,” Flavius 

Josephus and Flavian Rome, ed. J. Edmondson, S. Mason, and J. Rives (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2005), 198-199 
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 The three short instances of imitation in Contra Apionem are likewise morally 

evaluative. Apion’s “clownish ignorance” is unworthy of imitation (C. Ap. 2.130) 

because he was forgetful of the negative exempla of the military misfortunes (τυχαί) of 

the Athenians and the Spartans.139 Apollonius had imitated the outré sexual practices and 

mores of the Persians in raping other men’s wives and castrating his own sons (C. Ap. 

2.270). The philosophers of Greece have sought to imitate “our [Jews’] mutual concord 

with one another” (C. Ap. 2.283). Each of these examples provides a very clear statement 

of Josephus’ disapprobation of someone’s conduct or commendation of his own people’s 

way of life,140 once again expressing the comprehensiveness of imitation as a term for 

collective conduct and its value for historical evaluation in the distant or the near past. 

The purported letter of Aristeas to Philocrates contains three mentions of 

imitation recognizable from previous biblical and other sources and pertinent to 

discussion below of the public nature of imitation. Arist. 188 features the question of a 

king who would know how best to govern his kingdom, to which the answer is that he 

may best govern his kingdom and establish his throne “by imitating the eternal goodness 

of God,” which through longsuffering and leniency leads those “worthy” of punishment 

to repentance. The king governs best who imitates God.141 

                                                           
139 Common to discussions of imitation, Josephus was here deploying well-known exempla, which function 

via reference to previously known material, stirring the reader/hearer to recollection of virtue, vice, good 

fortune, or misfortune, cf. Flavius Josephus, Translation and Commentary, ed. S. Mason: Vol. 10, Against 

Apion, trans. and comm. John M. G. Barclay (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 236. 

140 Similarity between philosophical practice and Jewish practice is an argument not for shared territory but 

for Jewish superiority because imitation is presumed to be present in all observed resemblance, cf. Barclay, 

Against Apion, 328. 

141 The “kingship ideology” of Aristeas present ideals of kingship thoroughly aligned with other Hellenistic 

literature on rulers set within a Jewish religious context, a formulation establishing the Jewish polity as 

congruent with its environment and coherent in its philosophical understanding of political leadership 

worthy of imitation, cf. Jonathan More, “Kingship Ideology: A Neglected Element in Aristeas’ Charter 
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 The king pursues this same line of questioning again on another day, asking what 

the essence of godliness is, and is answered, “…For, as God does good to the whole 

world, so you by imitating him would do likewise” (210). The faithful king is a familiar 

trope from the Hebrew Bible, but it is here relocated to the Hellenistic banquet and the 

advice of the wise rather than the Hebrew court and paternal admonition.142 

 The Hellenistic benefactor occupied a position of superiority to his dependents, 

and the final mention of imitation in Aristeas situates God as the supreme benefactor, 

whose action a good king should imitate, “As God showers blessings upon all, you too in 

imitation of him are a benefactor to your subjects” (281). The abstraction of the divine 

portrait from biblical reference is concretized through reference to the socially important 

position of benefaction that sustained the city and individual beneficiaries. The imitation 

of the divine is not pictured in a Hebraic vocabulary of “ways” or “following,” but the 

sense of behaving in the same way as God behaves preserves the sense of Lev. 19:2 while 

expressing the point in linguistic and social terms comprehensible in a Hellenized 

environment, whatever the actual setting of the letter to Philocrates was.143 

 Hellenistic Judaism took up the biblical motifs of following and reformulated 

them in terms of imitation for the benefit of Greek-speaking audiences, both biblically 

                                                           
Myth for Alexandrian Judaism,” in Septuagint and Reception: Essays Prepared for the Association for the 

Study of the Septuagint in South Africa, ed. J. Cook, VTSupp 127 (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 304-307, 318-319. 

142 “It is a Greek book” (Aristeas to Philocrates [Letter of Aristeas], ed. and trans. Moses Hadas (New 

York: Harper, 1951], 55) that presents the Greek Bible as an exemplary narrative for the benefit of 

Hellenistic rulers. 

143 The subsuming of Hellenistic vocabulary and ideals beneath a biblical conception of deity and history 

aligns well with Wis. Sol. and 4 Macc., texts also heavily invested in what is biblically and thus divinely 

exemplary and imitable, cf. Henry G. Meecham, The Oldest Version of the Bible: “Aristeas” on Its 

Traditional Origin, a Study in Early Apologetic (London: Holborn, 1932), 113. 



 

 

58 
 

literate and biblically illiterate.144 The political nature of most usages of imitation aligns 

with the use of exempla in Greco-Roman historical writing and public life, wherein the 

founder or ruler of a polity (whether as small as a philosophical school or as large as the 

Roman empire) imitated or did not imitate divine commandments or the divine nature 

and so obtained blessing or curse. Implied in every discussion of exemplarity, whether 

divine or human, is the moral import for the reader, and very often, the exhortation to 

virtue is explicit so that those who read may imitate the good and forego following the 

ways of the wicked. 

 Plato is most famous for his negative evaluation of imitation in art and in other 

spheres of human life. The sophist is an imitator, mimicking “real things” in his attempt 

to speak of things of which he knows nothing (Soph. 235a). The mimicry of ungraceful 

people in one’s physical movements, especially the dance, is shameful (Laws 814e). The 

expulsion of the poets from the city-state is due to their essentially imitative presentation 

of truth (Resp. 393d-e), which is politically dangerous because it is not bound to present 

truth and cannot contribute to the good of the commonwealth. Imitation is easier for the 

mimic when the model is itself somehow debased (Resp. 604d-e) because a philosophic 

character of rationality and quietness is not easily understood by the madding crowd. The 

derivative nature of all art is a reason for its eschewal because it does not approach to 

truth so nearly as philosophy (Resp. 597d-602b). The sophist and the artist are alike (Tim. 

                                                           
144 Ecclus. does not concern imitation per se, but its discussion of exemplarity coheres with the above 

discussion of Wis. Sol., 4 Macc., Philo, Josephus, and Aristeas. Cf. Benjamin G. Wright III, “Ben Sira on 

the Sage as Exemplar,” in Praise Israel for Wisdom and Instruction: Essays on Ben Sira and Wisdom, the 

Letter of Aristeas and the Septuagint, JSJSupp 131 (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 165-182. 
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19d-e) in their moral reprehensibility, “…he’ll go on imitating, even though he doesn’t 

know the good or bad qualities of anything” (Resp. 602b). 

There is also a morally neutral use of the term wherein imitation is the 

relationship of likeness between two agents, with one necessarily imitating the other, 

“inasmuch as earth does not mimic woman in conceiving and generating, but woman 

earth” (Men. 238a). Presumed in the similitude is the natural necessity of imitation and 

the derivation of lesser agency from its capacity to mimic a greater agency, “Or do you 

think that someone can consort with things he admires without imitating them?” (Resp. 

500c) The philosopher’s religious calling is the continual contemplation of those forms 

that will induce imitation as they are being contemplated.145 In Men. this functions 

without a specifically divine agency, but the potential divinity of elements of nature in 

Greek religion contains the possibility of human imitation of the divine in any discussion 

of natural elements or ideal forms (Laws 668b) being mimicked by humanity. This at 

times becomes explicit in the commendation of the imitation of the gods (Phaed. 79d-

81a; Resp. 501b, 613e; Theat. 176a-b; Laws 716c-717a), since the gods are contra 

Protagoras truly the measure of all things. The imitation of evil or unsightly beings is 

possible for humanity, but human beings should instead mimic the beautiful movements 

of Terpsichore (Laws 815d-e). Humanity is constructed as a reflection of a divine image, 

which is why the constitution of the republic must be constructed to reflect those inbuilt 

human capacities and inclinations in accord with the divine image (Resp. 501b). Yet 

                                                           
145 Gregory Vlastos, “A Metaphysical Paradox,” Platonic Studies (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1981), 52-53. Elsewhere (Vlastos, Platonic Studies, 64) Vlastos describes the Forms as “objects of mystical 

experience,” a term helpful for understanding the overlap between the religiosity of imitation in Greek 

philosophy and the religiosity of imitation in the NT. “Objects of mystical experience” cannot be solely 

intellectually handled by the observer. 
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imitation of God presses beyond the political because the pious man’s imitation is a filial 

piety toward the truly Good, God, rather than the relative goods of the ancestors.146 

Since imitation is the inbuilt mechanics of how hierarchically ordered agents 

relate to each other, there is thus finally a necessarily positive sense of imitation, “for the 

gods never neglect anyone who eagerly wishes to become just and who makes himself as 

much like a god as a human can by adopting a virtuous way of life” (Resp. 613a). The 

architecture of the universe is such that the demiurge can make beautiful anything that 

imitates “what is always changeless” (Tim. 28a-b, 49a). Indeed, he has fashioned all 

things so that they should to the greatest extent possible become as like him as they can 

(Tim. 29e, 37c-38e), and there is only a universe not a multiverse because of the imitation 

of the one “Living Thing” by the one created thing that “contains all of the intelligible 

living beings” (Tim. 31a). The demiurge’s address to the gods in Tim. 41b-d ascribes 

human mortality to their derivation from and creation by the gods, who more directly 

imitate the Living Thing in possessing immortality. Imitation is natural and essential to 

being, but the farther from the Living Thing a being is, the less perfectly it imitates the 

original Living Thing. This is true of the possession of life as of the making of art. The 

gods’ weaving of mortal beings imitates their own craftsman, the demiurge (Tim. 42e-

44c, 69c). 

 Aristotle was critical of the Platonic account of the mechanics of imitation, 

identifying something obscure in his terminology of imitation or participation (equivalent 

terms in Aristotle’s mind), which he shared with the Pythagoreans, “only the name 

                                                           
146 Michel Despland, The Education of Desire: Plato and the Philosophy of Religion (Toronto: University 

of Toronto Press, 1985), 190-191. 
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‘participation’ was new…but what the participation or the imitation of the forms could be 

they left an open question” (Met. 987b). The exactitude (ἀκρίβεια) that for Plato all art 

lacked, Aristotle identified in the philosopher’s handling of terms because only the 

philosopher could in his discourse imitate exactly what he observed (Phil. 56B-C, 57C-E, 

58C, 59A, 59D, inter alia). Yet even that assessment of philosophy is also dismissive of 

“imitations” (μιμήματα) as unworthy of philosophical contemplation. The direct access of 

philosophy to truth, its exactitude, comprises its truly scientific character.147 

The Poetics assessed imitation much more positively than had Plato (1460b), but 

since it restricted its consideration to the work of art than to the politics of art, it may be 

that the larger Platonic discussion of art within the hierarchy of imitation was left 

undiscussed in Aristotle’s Poetics. Significant in the Poetics is the presumption (1447a, 

1448b) that imitation is the way that art relates to nature, the unstable artificial product of 

human subjectivity to the stable natural object (1451b). Different genres imitate different 

modes of being (cf. 1449a-1450a with 1459a and 1461b-1462b). The necessity of 

imitation is not questioned, and its political valency is unexamined.148 

 Plutarch’s references to imitation are scattered through his Lives. Several 

examples will allow us to see how closely tied imitation was to the knowledge of 

                                                           
147 Werner Jäger, Aristoteles: Grundlegung einer Geschichte seiner Entwicklung, 5th ed. (Zürich: 

Weidmann, 1967), 90-92. 

148 My conclusion depends of course on one’s assessment of what Aristotle means by the “learning” that 

occurs in the observation of tragic exemplars (Poetics 1448b8-17). Since history is less scientific than 

poetry (Poetics 1451b5-7), it is hard to situate Aristotle within the Jewish and Greco-Roman tradition of 

history’s yielding of exemplars for proper behavior. The particularity of historical exemplars does not 

comport with the generality of Aristotelian science, cf. Jonathan Barnes, Aristotle (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1982), 36. For a defense of the behavioral importance of poetic depiction for imitation in 

Aristole, cf. James Beckman, The Religious Dimension of Socrates’ Thought, SRSupp 7 (Waterloo, ON: 

Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1979), 8-11. 



 

 

62 
 

exemplary lives and the moral conduct according with the wholesome exemplar. Virtuous 

deeds when considered as objects laid out for observation, which is the work Plutarch 

himself does for the reader, “implant in those who search them out a great and zealous 

eagerness which leads to imitation,” (Per. 1.4), an affirmation of imitation’s practical 

importance. Valerius’ haughty conduct did not imitate Brutus whom he publicly praised 

but the tyrant Tarquin whose name he did not mention but whose royal manner he aped 

(Publ. 10.2). In a catalogue of Marcus Cato’s famous sayings, we find that the wise learn 

from fools’ mistakes, but fools are incapable of imitating the successes of the wise (Cat. 

Maj. 9.4). Apologizing for writing about Demetrius and Antony, whose “great natures 

exhibit great vices also” (Demetr. 1.7), Plutarch saw the usefulness of the biographies of 

evil men in their capacity to produce a keener appreciation for goodness in the reader 

who would then be more eager “to observe and imitate the better lives” (Demetr. 1.6). 

The imitation of evil examples in one’s life is personified in Stratocles’ imitation of 

Cleon (Demetr. 11.2), and the failure to imitate a good political example is the downfall 

of the Rhodians (Demetr. 22.1). Imitation is a power beyond the mere recognition of 

virtue, requiring strength to put into practice in one’s life what one already admires in 

another’s (Ant. 17.4). Imitation goes awry when the imitator mistakes his reproduction 

for the model, as when Favonius mistook his own presumption for Cato’s boldness in 

speech (Pomp. 60.4). 

 Imitation is finally necessary to all learning and the learning especially of virtue. 

One will be a lover of self, not of goodness, if he cannot employ those “examples which 

it well becomes [him] to imitate” (Arat. 1.4). Descriptions of imitation’s purpose cluster 

toward the front of Plutarch’s Lives as mentions of instances of imitation cluster in the 
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middle of the biographies to frame the purpose of the biographer and the biographical 

subject’s course of life in terms of imitation, either of the good for virtue or of the evil for 

ruin. Yet imitation is the overarching end-goal of the writing and the reading of 

history.149 

 The scattered references to imitation in other ancient Greek literature will fill out 

our picture of the concept in the ancient Mediterranean. The imitation of the roaring of 

bulls in the Dionysiac rites is already found in Aeschylus’ fragmentary Edonians (frag. 

57), a sound at once fascinating and terrifying that Euripides also recalled in connection 

with orgiastic rites (Helen 1362-1363). The theology of Epictetus required the knowledge 

of the gods’ characters because the man who knew the ways of the gods would be 

enabled to “in everything he says and does…to act as an imitator of God” (Disc. 2.14.13). 

As with Plutarch, the recounting of the life of a virtuous man is intended to stir up 

Demonicus to imitation in Isocrates’ address to him (To Demonicus 4.11), and Isocrates’ 

own rhetoric is imitated even by his detractors (Philip. 10.19). A good son will imitate his 

father’s conduct, even when the son surpasses the father in some excellency (e.g., piety in 

Pausanias, Descr. 4.3.9). 

 Entire societies may imitate others, as Isocrates exhorted the Spartans to imitate 

the Athenians and Phocaeans in potentially fleeing their territory to preserve their people 

(Archid. 6.83). Likewise the Phoenicians ceased imitation of the Egyptians in practicing 

circumcision and imitated instead the Greeks who did not circumcise (Herodotus 2:104). 

In Xenophon’s Cyropaedia (8.6.10), Cyrus’ command to his satraps is to imitate all that 

                                                           
149 Plutarch, Per. 1; Michael Grant, The Ancient Historians (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1970), 315. 



 

 

64 
 

they observe him doing in making war and in governing; imitation connects the observed 

exemplar to the observing imitator.  

 Diogenes Laertius records an Athenian public decree concerning the Stoic 

philosopher Zeno that framed the entirety of his philosophy in terms of imitation. The 

philosopher’s conduct had been in such accord with his teaching that the wholesome 

consistency of his way of life earned him “a golden crown according to the law, for his 

goodness and temperance, and…a tomb in the Ceramicus at the public cost” from a 

grateful city (7.11). Public, political examples dominate the historians’ references to 

imitation (Dio Chrysostom, Or. 31.118, 32.60). In an epistle attributed to Aristippus of 

Cyrene addressed to Philip of Macedon, the philosopher mentions purported imitation of 

a poor public example (Socratics 28.8: Philip allegedly imitating the underhanded dealing 

of Antipater), a sophist’s historically uninformed proposal for imitation (28.10), and the 

rule of thumb that examples for imitation should be preferably family members or 

famous men rather than the foreign or the obscure (28.11). These public examples 

(negative though they are) and the requisite extensive acquaintance with the exemplar 

necessitate that the observer be a current or future bearer of public responsibilities and 

someone who is intimately familiar with his model for imitation.150 

 The public monuments of the Roman East provide us with a glimpse of what Paul 

and his converts may have had before their eyes as ideals, as in our day advertising 

provides us constantly with ideals or presumptive norms whether those are actualities or 

                                                           
150 Fornara’s observation that revisionist research is useless for a moralistic and paradigmatic history proves 

the importance of example worthy of imitation to Greco-Roman history, cf. Charles William Fornara, The 

Nature of History in Ancient Greece and Rome, Eidos: Studies in Classical Kinds (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1983), 117. 
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not. On the Greek mainland in Mantinea Epigone, the wife of Euphrosynus, was praised 

for her imitation of her husband’s example.151 As we have seen with Greek literature and 

will see with Latin literature, imitation in the Greco-Roman world possessed a 

consistently public flavor. Epigone was not praised for private virtues but for public 

actions. As she and her husband had rebuilt or enlarged temples and provided religious 

societies with treasuries, Epigone imitated her husband in taking up the priesthood 

expected of a prominent woman and provided lavishly for the sacrifices necessary to the 

gods and to the appetites of those dining on the sacrificial meat. 

 Writing to his descendants through an epigraph, Antiochus I of Kommagene 

commended his fine example (καλὀν ὑπόδειγμα μιμήσασθαι) of piety toward the gods 

and the ancestors.152 This imitation will provide for the sacrifices pleasing to these 

supernatural beings, thus ensuring their propitiation and continuance of favor to 

Kommagene. With the native gods and ancestors the gods of Persia and Macedonia have 

also been and ought still to be propitiated, so that future imitation will continue to strike 

the delicate political balance that Antiochus I himself had struck. Sestos honored not 

himself but the gymnasiarch Menas in similar terms.153 Sestos’ inscription was intended 

to spur those who are devoted to the common good to emulation of the noble qualities of 

men such as Menas “to the end that the common good might be advanced as all aim ever 

to win a reputation for doing something beneficial for our home city.”154 Likewise the 

                                                           
151 IG §268. 

152 OGIS §383. 

153 OGIS §339. 

154 Translation in F. Danker, Benefactor (Saint Louis: Clayton Publishing House, 1982), §17. 
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gymnasiarch Diodorus was honored with an Ephesian statue so that those looking at his 

sculptured image might become “pursuers of excellent deeds”.155 In the same city in the 

same century (2nd BCE), Attalus II praised a tutor of his son, the future Attalus III, for his 

rhetorical skill and exemplary character, so necessary in an instructor of the young, who 

naturally desire to emulate their instructors in speech and in conduct.156 The crowning of 

Zopyros and Theophanes for their services to the Sarapiastai was intended to spur the 

desire for emulation in all who saw them thus honored and would strive to serve similarly 

in order to be similarly crowned.157 The citizens of Pegae honored their benefactor 

Soteles whose sacrifices and gifts pleased the gods and humankind. His public statue and 

inscription would be “in order then that others also may emulate such deeds for the 

advantage of the city.”158 Atalanta from Termessus in Pisidia was memorialized for her 

following the liberality of her forefathers “emulating by her exertions the 

accomplishments of her forefathers in their ambitious services.”159 Although many 

images and inscriptions were intended only to memorialize the fact of the honored 

person’s deeds, numerous other examples pertaining to the public good160 or to specific 

                                                           
155 IEph 1.a §6. 

156 IEph 2 §202. 

157 IG II, §617 = Danker, Benefactor, §21. 

158 IG VII, §190 = A. R. Hands, Charities and Social Aids in Greece and Rome, Aspects of Greek and 

Roman Life (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1968), D.10. 

159 TAM 3 §4 = Hands, Charities and Social Aids in Greece and Rome, D. 39. 

160 The sacred association of Demeter put forth Hermaios its treasurer as an exemplar “so that all others 

who practice philanthropy might do so in emulation of one another” (IG II, §621 = Danker, Benefactor 

§20). 
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stations in life161 are extant. Imperial recognition of Opramoas of Rhodiapolis was 

intended specifically to “cultivate similar zeal” in “the rest of the magistrates” and 

“encouraged [Opramoas] to augment his desire for virtue – for this is something the 

praise of a great king can accomplish who stimulates the minds of those who press on 

toward the finest glory.”162 This provides a rich picture of public places crowded with 

exemplary figures explicitly put forth to stir up similar conduct in those who saw and 

read of their works. Public images and inscriptions functioned for the common good as 

permanent exemplars of conduct pleasing to the divine and beneficial to the community.  

 Pliny the Younger’s brief letter to Genialis (Letters 8.13) captures well the 

pedagogical basis of imitation in the Latin literary tradition. Genialis’ father had read 

aloud Pliny’s oration with his son, and the father may now serve as an exemplar of what 

to admire and what to condemn. Genialis’ learning is primarily from his father, not from 

the text, so that from the personal paternal example he may know whose steps to follow, 

not as we would now say “what steps to take.” Indeed, the living paternal model (vivum 

exemplar) Genialis possesses makes him the object of Pliny’s fervent address “O te 

beatum!” and the subject who ought most to imitate (imitandum habes) the one whom 

nature made him most alike (cui natura esse te simillimum voluit). Imitation is a quality 

of character and conduct rhetorically near to physical similitude but distinguishable from 

it and admitting of degrees, such that Genialis could possibly fail to imitate his father 

though he could not fail to resemble him physically. Imitation is a capacity for action 

                                                           
161 Doctors could imitate Anaxippos of Algella (Jost Benedum, ZPE 25 [1977], 270-272, no. 2); the young 

men of Aphrodisias had Eudamos (MAMA 7, §412c); judges in Iasos should follow Herokrates of Priene’s 

example (IBM 3.1, §420);  

162 IGRR 3, §19.66 = Danker, Benefactor, §19. 
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according to an exemplar that, when successful, obtains for the imitator the same glories 

the exemplar formerly enjoyed: Cossus’ victory over the Fidenates is an imitation of 

Romulus’ glory quod imitari Romulum valuit (Valerius Maximus, Facta et dicta 3.2.4). 

 The imitation of the ancients or still-living older men by the young is a theme 

found throughout Latin literature (e.g., Cicero, Cael. 30.72, Deiot. 10.28, Sest. 47.101, 

64.136. 68.143). The music played at banquets could accompany poems on the noble 

deeds of forebears (ad tibia egregia superiorum opera) to increase the alacrity of the 

young for imitation (Valerius Maximus, Facta et dicta 2.1.10, Cicero, Rab. Post. 1.2). 

The presence of the masks and images of ancestors plays a direct bearing in the story of 

T. Manlius Torquatus’ scrupulous banishment of his son Siluanus for bribery. Manlius’ 

sternness during his son’s suicide and funeral is spurred on by the image of his ancestor 

Torquatus the Imperious, which is among those ancestral images “ with their labels 

placed in the first part of the house in order that their descendants should not only read of 

their virtues but imitate them” (Facta et dicta 5.8.3).163 The contrast between mere 

reading and real imitation is between the observation of the image and the conduct of life 

in accord with the image’s own pattern of conduct.164 

 Cicero’s deployment of imitation in De Officiis recalls the long Greco-Roman 

tradition of imitation’s public context (cf. also his Arch. 6.14). A young man may choose 

an older exemplar who is “wise and renowned,” and through constant association with 

                                                           
163 For the focus of this imitation on progress in Roman political life, not learning for its own sake, cf. Erich 

S. Gruen, The Hellenistic World and the Coming of Rome (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 

1:243. 

164 Pliny’s complaint that people in his time thought images were for the display of wealth rather than the 

remembrance of the ancestors’ likenesses (Nat. Hist. 35.4-6) links the aesthetic superficiality of the wealthy 

to their neglect of virtue. When true likenesses were present, there were also many memorials of the 

ancestors’ deeds available (35.7). Image and text combine to memorialize the forefathers’ conduct. 
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such a man, the young man will create a public expectation of likeness to the older 

virtuous one whom he has selected for imitation (delegerint ad imitandum) (De off. 2.46). 

Cicero confessed himself unable to imitate Scipio Africanus’ fruitful use of leisure and 

solitude (De off. 3.1), but he expected the younger Cicero to imitate his own industry 

along with his other public attainments (De off. 3.2). Octavian in his youth was not the 

monster Antony portrayed him to be but rather the very best example of piety among the 

youth of Rome (Cicero, Phil. 3.6.15). Quintilian’s discussion of imitation in a literary 

context, where literary examples function as models for the rhetor and orator (Inst. 2.1-8, 

28), are not limited to the tradition of literary imitation derived from Dionysius of 

Halicarnassus (cf. his De imitatio 83-84). The personal conduct of the teacher of rhetoric 

will also figure largely in his instruction (e.g. 2.1.2).  

 It is then even in the most literarily focused texts such as Quintilian a 

commonplace that imitation is more powerful than mere reading from books because 

acquaintance with a living model’s way of life will much more powerfully compel 

learning and turning to virtue than books alone (cf. Seneca, Ep. Mor. 6.5-6). In 

encouraging Nero to be a clement princeps, Seneca hoped that the vision of imperial 

clemency would shape the entire empire into the image of the clement prince (De clem. 

2.2.1). Imitation’s power may extend between two closely associated individuals (father-

son, master-pupil), but its dynamic of growing similitude between exemplar and observer 

is politically appropriate as well, reshaping the res publica according to the ruler’s own 

ways and visage. Quintilian contrasts Greece’s plenitude of philosophical precepts with 

the more powerful plenitude of Roman exemplary men, Quantum enim Graeci praeceptis 

valent, tantum Romani, quod est maius, exemplis (12.3.29-30). The example surpasses 
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the precept because of its provision for the conduct of the imitator in the present. An 

orator who possesses the language of honor must also have the courage to use it, Neque 

erit perfectus orator nisi qui honeste dicere et sciet et audebit (12.3.31). 

 The De viris illustribus attributed to Aurelius Victor is a collection of exempla of 

assorted legendary and historical Romans of note. The collection of brief lives collates 

the public conduct of various men in order to preserve their deeds for imitation in future 

generations. Publius Decius follows his father’s example (27.1 exemplum patris 

imitatus), and Marcus Brutus’ first characterization is that he imitates his uncle Cato 

(82.1), as Tullius Hostilius had imitated the sacrifices of Numa (2.1). Imitation is always 

the positive following of a forebear’s exemplary conduct in Pseudo-Aurelius’ De viris 

illustribus. That exemplary conduct is public, and the imitator acts similarly publicly for 

the benefit of the res publica. The overeating of the Romans was curbed by the imitation 

of Vespasian’s old-fashioned example (Tacitus, Ann. 3.55, cf. Hist. 2.68). The essentially 

political nature of Latin imitation takes it out of the literary realm into which it had been 

placed in Aristotle and Dionysius’ discussion of literary methodology, which Quintilian 

had then rehashed, and places imitation within a public realm of commendable attitudes 

and conduct where we found it similarly placed in the Hellenistic Jewish discourse of 

imitation. 

 The public audience of the Res gestae divi Augusti would learn that imitation was 

the foundation of Augustus’ actions. His performance of several lustra, which by their 

frequency could be understood as novel measures to control the population, are new 

measures exempla maiorum exolescentia (8.5) so that the ways of the past are made 

present through Augustus’ actions. Those actions will then themselves be imitable: et 
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ipse multarum rerum exempla imitanda posteris tradidi. Imitation of exempla connects 

the past to the present to the present’s posterity, all of which are conformed to one 

another through knowledge of exempla and action according with those exempla.165 A 

mid-second century CE inscription from Petelia records the will of Manius Megonius 

Leo, who left various munificent endowments to his town. His statue in the forum of 

Petelia would preserve both his image and the record of his deeds so that his memory 

would remain and “that [the statue] may act as a reminder to those who may be 

munificent towards their native city.”166 The one who surpassed previous exempla could 

likewise be praised, as Q. Flavius Lappianus was in the mid-third century CE “for his 

exceptional and unparalleled generosity and munificence…in this going beyond the 

generous gifts of his forefathers.”167 The emperor Pius praised Vedius Antoninus for not 

following the exempla set by “those who discharge their civic responsibility with a view 

to gaining instant recognition.”168Thus benefactions and gifts were evidence of a 

character worthy of memorial and of the meeting or surpassing of ancestral examples. 

The imitator of ancestral munificence could through his own munificence become an 

exemplum to the public who saw his image and read of his deeds. 

 Behind any assertion about the meaning of imitation in the Pauline corpus is some 

assumption or assertion about the relationship of Paul to Greco-Roman culture. How 

                                                           
165 The enduring nature of the inscription ensures its availability for imitation for many generations, not 

only as an act of political self-justification in the emperor’s own lifetime, cf. Zvi Yavetz, “The Res Gestae 

and Augustus’ Public Image,” in Caesar Augustus: Seven Aspects, ed. F. Millar and E. Segal (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1984), 15. 

166 ILS §6468 = Hands, Charities and Social Aids in Greece and Rome, D. 31. 

167 Libyca 6 (1958), 143ff = Hands, Charities and Social Aids in Greece and Rome, D. 46. 

168 SIG §850 = Danker, Benefactor, §8. 
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much did he know? Are the quotations of Menander and Epimenides (Acts 17:28; 1 Cor. 

15:53; Tit. 1:12) something of which Paul was actually capable? To what degree would 

he need to display a knowledge of classical culture in the missionary work in which he 

was involved? 

 Those questions and many like them should be reckoned with as unfalsifiable. For 

example, if Paul quoted Menander and Epimenides, then his knowledge of Plato or Philo 

is not thereby established. Yet even the dependent clause in the previous sentence is 

based on a staked claim in the perennial debate about the authenticity of the Pauline 

portrait in Acts or the Pauline authorship of the Pastorals. When one’s presuppositions 

are based on prior presuppositions in debates that are interminable (as sometimes occurs 

in biblical studies), openness about one’s inability to resolve questions with scientific 

certainty should be requisite. 

 More fruitful work has been done in the relationship between Paul’s vocabulary 

and conceptual frames of reference and particularly the Stoics.169 This has established 

that Paul employed vocabulary and concepts that find echoes and parallels in other 

philosophical literature of the early Imperial era. This means that Paul had and used 

words that would have a kind of pop-psychology meaning, neither engaged in academic 

debate nor without any deep resonance. Rather, the middlebrow nature of Pauline 

teaching was designed like Stoic parallels to resonate with a broad range of people for 

                                                           
169 Paul in His Hellenistic Context, ed. Troels Engberg-Pedersen (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995); F. Gerald 

Downing, Cynics, Paul, and the Pauline Churches: Cynics and Christian Origins II (Routledge: London, 

1998), 267-286; Troels Engberg-Pedersen, Paul and the Stoics (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox 

Press, 2000). 
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whom academic terminology was unavailable, a range of reference and conviction termed 

“popular philosophy.”170 

 This may mean that the cultic significance of μίμησις was within the range of 

meaning for Paul’s congregations. It also could include the ethical and perhaps the artistic 

meanings of the term. It likely precludes the Platonic usage of the term, unless one could 

prove a deep Platonic background to Pauline thought, which would again abstract Paul 

from his environment, in which he shared much with itinerant Stoic or Cynic 

philosophers and relatively little with much better paid Academics in places such as 

Athens or Alexandria. 

 As we examine the Pauline usage of imitation in the next chapter, we will keep 

open both the potential breadth of the term available to Paul and to his readers/hearers 

and the fact that Paul was writing to people who were unlikely to be Platonic 

philosophers at leisure to consider metaphysics in worked-out detail. The isolation of 

Paul from his environments–whether his originating environment within Hellenistic 

Judaism and its Hebrew and Greek Bibles or his missionary environment of Greco-

Roman antiquity–has proven the greatest obstacle to understanding what Pauline 

imitation is and what it entailed for Paul the pattern and his readers the imitators. There 

are several salient factors about the likely contexts of imitation for Paul and his audiences 

that we do well to keep in mind as we examine his own usage of μίμησις: 

1. Ancient imitation was about specific historical examples. 

Apart from the metaphysical discussions of Plato or Philo, we have seen a 

consistent deployment of ancestors, literary models, and figures from the distant 

                                                           
170 For a definition of “popular philosophy” and Paul’s circulation within the world of pop 

religious/philosophical ideas, Johan C. Thom, “Paul and Popular Philosophy,” in Paul’s Graeco-Roman 

Context, ed. Cilliers Breytenbach, BETL 275 (Leuven: Peeters, 2015), 57-73. 
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past who are exemplary. A relentless specificity, not a philosophical generality, 

characterizes imitation. 

2. Ancient imitation was about conduct, not theory. 

The purpose of exempla is their usage in the one observing, hearing, reading, or 

otherwise taking in the deeds of previous days. This may exist within a 

theologically detailed biblical framework as in the Pseudepigrapha or Josephus or 

within an implicitly moral framework of Roman ancestors or emperors. Whatever 

the framing, examples for imitation are models for behavior. 

 

3. Ancient imitation was harmonized with biblical “following” or “walking” long 

before Paul’s time. 

The clash between the vocabulary of imitation and the biblical vocabulary for 

patterning or learning from a teacher (human or divine) had been lexically 

resolved already in Josephus, Philo, and other Hellenistic Jewish sources who 

took the biblical discussion of following and put it in the Greek terminology of 

imitation. Paul did not need to innovate radically in order to frame his discussion 

of behavior in the early churches in Semitisms such as walking in someone’s 

ways (1 Cor. 4:17) or in Hellenisms such as imitating the thoughts and deeds of 

exemplars (1 Cor. 11:1). 
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CHAPTER 3 

IMITATION IN THE PAULINE CORPUS 

 To understand Pauline imitation it is imperative to allow the breadth of ancient 

forms of imitation and concepts of imitation drawn from the full range of human 

experience and thought their own potential purchase on Paul. Since linguistic usage 

determines the conveyance of meaning rather than the lexicographical assertions of 

scholars thousands of years later, we have looked at the potential breadth of imitation 

only in order to allow Paul as much room as possible for his own usage. We will not 

attempt to assert Pauline knowledge of popular Platonism or Stoicism or an affinity for 

the language of Hellenistic cults until we have established how, why, when, and where 

Paul employs the language of imitation and its attendant concepts such as pattern, 

paradigm, and model. 

 We will explore both those works acknowledged by all as Pauline and the 

Deutero-Pauline works in the New Testament in order to see the full breadth of imitation 

with a purportedly Pauline context. Since the actual usage of the term and its practice will 

be seen not to differ markedly between indubitably Pauline and debatably Pauline 

material, the common academic presupposition of pseudepigraphy for Ephesians and the 

Pastorals will prove relevant only in determining how long the practice of specifically 

Pauline imitation may have endured in early Christianity. The terminus post quem for 

commanded imitation of Paul will be examined in the final chapter with a determination 

of when the imitation of Paul may have ended, whatever one’s dating of the Pastorals. 

 1 Corinthians contains perhaps the largest extended discussion of imitation in any 

of the Pauline letters. This is easier to explain than discussion of imitation in some of the 
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other letters because of the relatively long time Paul spent with the Corinthian church. As 

its founder,171 Paul was indispensable to its beginning and continuing existence, even if 

only as a foil for his opponents (cf. 1 Cor. 3:6, 10; 4:14f).172 

 The language of visual notoriety appears first in 1 Cor. 4:9-13 where the apostles 

collectively become a display or a theatrical production for the entire universe 

(κόσμος).173 This cosmological sense of the significance of apostolic behavior is 

particularly here the sufferings and the “foolishness” of the apostolic preaching (1 Cor. 

18, 20-21, 23, 25; 2:14; 3:19). In being whom the Lord has made them to be, including 

Paul the ἔκτρομα (1 Cor. 15:8), the apostles are openly exposed for the visual 

consumption of the world. Apostles are on display regardless. Their notoriety to both the 

world and the church is inescapable.174 

 The first mention of μίμησις in 4:16-21 follows naturally from the theatrical 

aspect of the apostles. Whether Paul is aware of μίμησις’ origins in Greek theater or 

                                                           
171 C. K. Barrett, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, HNTC (New York: Harper & Row, 1961), 3; John 

Ruef, Paul’s First Letter to Corinth, PNTC (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1977), xxvii; Andreas 

Lindemann, Der Erste Korintherbrief, HNT 9/I (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000), 10 

172 Gregory J. Lockwood, First Corinthians, ConC (Saint Louis: Concordia, 2000), 18; Gordon D. Fee, The 

First Epistle to the Corinthians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014), 7-16. 

173 Lamp notes the possibility of Stoic maxims being behind Paul’s self-description but cannot be certain 

because of a lack of explicitness in Paul (Jeffrey S. Lamp, First Corinthians 1-4 in Light of Jewish Wisdom 

Traditions: Christ, Wisdom and Spirituality, Studies in Bible and Early Christianity 42 [Lewiston, ME: 

Edwin Mellen, 2000], 186-187). This misses the point of similarity with popular philosophy: Paul needs 

only to echo popular philosophical maxims to reset his readers’ frame of reference for wisdom. He does not 

need to cite a Stoic maxim to reframe its significance, cf.  Ben Witherington III, Conflict and Community in 

Corinth: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on 1 and 2 Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 143; 

Lockwood, First Corinthians, 6-11. 

174 “…in human evaluation, the lowest and most pitiable form of life,” C.M. Tuckett, “The Corinthians 

Who Say, ‘There is no resurrection of the dead’ (1 Cor. 15:12),” in The Corinthian Correspondence, ed. R. 

Bieringer, BETL 125 (Leuven: Peeters, 1996), 267; in this, as in 2 Cor., apostolic experience is 

characteristic of all Christian experience, Hans Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians: A Commentary on the First 

Epistle to the Corinthians, trans. James W. Leitch; ed. George W. MacRae, S. J., Hermeneia (Philadelphia: 

Fortress, 1975), 85. 
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mystery religions175 or using its much more common Hellenistic resonance within the 

fine arts and philosophy,176 he speaks of himself as on display. The gaze of the observer 

who should imitate is not however a clinical examination. The observer of Paul exists in 

relationship to Paul and must pay heed to Paul’s goal in commanded imitation. 

 The command to imitate is before all else an admonition (νουθέτω)177 within a 

familial relationship. Paul has become a father to the Corinthians and speaks of them as 

“beloved children.” This picks up language of admonition and wisdom found also within 

many pieces of wisdom literature inside and outside the biblical canon of Paul’s time.178 

The father has some wisdom to dispense to his children that will enable them to practice 

godliness. The already given order of father-child is replicated within the church 

“through the gospel.”179 The fact of the good news that Paul was commissioned to 

                                                           
175 Barth covers the scholarly discussion of μίμησις comprehensively and concisely and judiciously 

eschews restricting its meaning to one or another of several possible referents, some of which would have 

been more readily available to Corinthians or Thessalonians than perhaps Paul with his distinctive origin 

and education, Markus Barth, Ephesians 4-6, AB 34A (New York: Doubleday, 1974), 588-592. 

176 Pauline self-description of “ways in Christ” is redolent of what Thiselton calls a “Hebrew-Christian 

biblical background” (Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, NIGTC [Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2000], 374), which, whatever its terminological shortcomings, captures the more likely 

background for Paul’s own vocabulary in his Jewish education than in hypothetical appropriations of 

cultural frameworks of which he may have had only a tenuous command with an elementary Greek 

education, cf. the possibility of a basic education for Paul in Andrew W. Pitts, “Hellenistic Schools in 

Jerusalem and Paul’s Rhetorical Education,” in Paul’s World, ed. Stanley E. Porter, Pauline Studies 4 

(Leiden: Brill, 2008), 43, 50. His point that many assertions for Pauline interaction with Hellenistic 

education is the juxtaposition of Greco-Roman evidence alongside frequently asserted speculations about 

Paul’s life is well-taken. 

177 Evidence of Paul’s love of this word in difficult situations collated at Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. 

Rosner, The First Letter to the Corinthians, Pillar New Testament Commentaries (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2010), 186. 

178 Lamp, First Corinthians 1-4, 129-133. 

179 “It is shorthand for the underlying gospel narrative of God’s salvific acts on behalf of humankind 

through Christ’s cross and resurrection,” David E. Garland, 1 Corinthians, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker, 

2003), 145; cf. also Margaret Mitchell, Paul and the Rhetoric of Reconciliation (Philadelphia: 

Westminster/John Knox, 1993), 55-56, n. 160. 
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proclaim also in Corinth has produced this relationship of paternity and filiality now 

necessitating Corinthian imitation of the apostle. Imitation presupposes the stability of 

family relationships and an identity of apostolic paternity all extant solely “in Christ.”180 

Paul speaks earnestly about his paternal relationship to the Corinthians.181 

 For a help in being loyally filial and imitative, the Corinthians will have a living 

example. Imitation is not an abstract command because Paul provides a model of 

imitation in Timothy. Timothy shares the status of “beloved child” with the 

Corinthians182 so that they are already similar to one another. The many Corinthians are 

Paul’s children, and the one Timothy is Paul’s child. Timothy, however, is beloved and 

“faithful.” The reproduction of Paul, the imitation of Paul, in Timothy is a faithful image. 

In seeing Timothy, the Corinthians see Paul, too. The vision of Timothy will be an 

ἀνάμνεσις of Paul for the Corinthians, just as the repetition of the Last Supper will be 

ἀνάμνεσις of Christ in 1 Cor. 11.183 Utter identity is not posited. Timothy is not literally 

Paul, but imitation can transfer an image with sufficient faithfulness to stir the observer 

                                                           
180 “an objective sphere which is constitutive for the relationship of father and children,” Conzelmann, 1 

Corinthians, 91. 

181 Thiselton’s objection to “alleged paternal authoritarianism” (Thiselton, The First Epistle to the 

Corinthians, 371-373) mistakes Castelli’s objections to Pauline imitation for “freelance, egalitarian 

‘freedoms’ demanded at Corinth,” which equates modern objections to hierarchy or power with the 

Corinthian desire to possess or display greater gifts than others. The existence of hierarchical familial 

relationships was not the issue at Corinth; Paul did not defend the notion of fatherhood abstractly but of his 

fatherhood. 

182 The beloved child witnesses to the father’s efforts and ways, b. Sanh. 19b, where teaching the Torah to 

another’s child is a kind of begetting anew by the teacher, but in 1 Cor. 4:15 the gospel is the means of 

generation and Timothy is the fulfillment of Paul’s paternal responsibility (cf. Prov. 4:11), cf. Gutierrez, La 

Paternité Spirituelle, 180, n. 42. 

183 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 374, 878-882, esp. “Since this remembrance is not mere 

mental recollection, but a living out of this Christomorphic individual and corporate identity, the collapse 

of this Christian identity undermines what it is to share in my body in such remembrance,” 882 [bold 

original]. 
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or the hearer (depending upon the medium) to a deep remembrance of the original. 

Imitation is designed as a practice of transfer, and in the reception of Timothy, the 

Corinthians will have available to them a faithful copy of Paul.184 

 The example of Timothy provides opportunity to summarize four characteristics 

of imitation: 1) communicability, 2) universality, 3) visibility, and 4) memorability. 

Imitation engages these four realms simultaneously such that Timothy becomes Paul’s 

Gesamtkunstwerk displayed before the Corinthians as the apostles are displayed before 

the world. 

 The communicability of imitation means that Paul is not unique. His exemplary 

status does not preclude imitation. He expects the formation of his “beloved children” 

into the same image as the “beloved” and “faithful” Timothy according to the pattern of 

the father, Paul. Imitation can occur between father and child or between one beloved 

child and another. Paul is the archetype and the others follow as ectypes at lesser 

(Timothy) or greater (the Corinthians) removes. 

 The universality of imitation means that it produces practices and practitioners 

who are like those practices and practitioners “in every church.” A uniformity of being is 

produced through imitation, as if a sculpture were copied through the “small Greek 

world”.185 Like the presence of dedications to Heracles or images of the emperors, the 

image of Christ in Paul, in Timothy, in the Corinthians, and “in every church” will 

                                                           
184 Strüder uses the term “mediation” (Vermittlung) for this transmissible reality of imitation, C.W. Strüder, 

Paulus und die Gesinnung Christi: Identität und Entscheidungsfindung aus der Mitte von 1 Kor. 1-4, BETL 

190 (Leuven: Peeters, 2005), 393. 

185 Irad Malkin, A Small Greek World: Networks in the Ancient Mediterranean (Oxford, New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2011). 
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produce a uniformity and a familiarity of practice throughout the Christian 

communities.186 

 The visibility of imitation is its ineluctably public, critical aspect. To be an 

exemplar one must be observed carefully. To mark how to imitate, one must observe 

carefully and attend carefully to another’s “ways in Christ.” To measure the extent of 

one’s imitation, whether he is “faithful,” one must observe another carefully, whether to 

imitate or judge another’s imitation. Imitation presupposes and creates an atmosphere in 

the church of careful watching of others and of oneself as much as a sculptor would mark 

carefully how faithful his assistant was being to his designs.187 

 The memorability of imitation occurs in two directions. The imitator remembers 

the pattern as he imitates. At the same time, the pattern as a human being rather than 

stone or wood is aware of his exemplary status, which is figured as an organic familial 

relationship, not a mechanism of reproduction. The use of imitation outside of 

metaphysics or art means that the pattern is not inert or impersonal but humanly available 

to the imitator.188 

                                                           
186 Witherington (Conflict and Community in Corinth, 149) rejects the term “uniformity” because the body 

image later in 1 Cor. indicates enduring differentiation within the church, but whereas gifts are diverse and 

point out separate tasks for members, following Paul’s ways in Christ is universal (1 Cor. 4:17, 21, 11:1), 

as are parts of his marriage guidance (7:17, 18), head-coverings (1 Cor. 11:16), and liturgical order (1 Cor. 

14:33). 

187 This public example of life is as public as the foolishness of Christ displayed in his crucifixion, 

Witherington, Conflict and Community in Corinth, 148; Lindemann, Der Erste Korintherbrief, 119. 

188 Burke points out the unitive function of fatherhood, as opposed to any other relationship; Paul’s 

paternity is the antidote to Corinthian factionalism, Trevor J. Burke, “Paul’s Role as ‘Father’ to His 

Corinthian ‘Children’ in Socio-Historical Context (1 Corinthians 4:14-21),” in Paul and the Corinthians: 

Studies on a Community in Conflict, Essays in Honour of Margaret Thrall, ed. Trevor J. Burke and J. Keith 

Elliott (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 107. 
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 The possibility that Paul could come “with a rod” to the Corinthians indicates the 

optional quality of imitation. He cannot force them to imitate him through the pattern of 

Timothy. It is possible that they will fail to do so, and he will be required to discipline 

them. Should they imitate him as commanded, he will come in a “spirit of gentleness.” 

These options of punishment or welcome are available within the paternal relationship he 

presumes.189 Imitation cannot take place by virtue of Paul’s will, but he places before the 

Corinthians his appeal to imitate him and the example of Timothy as a successful 

imitator. The appeal and the example combine to convey the desire for faithful 

reproduction of the apostolic “ways in Christ.”  

 Although 1 Cor. 9 does not contain explicit exhortations to imitation, its extensive 

mentions of Paul’s personal praxis within the mission to the Gentiles lay out what it 

means to imitate him. To imitate Paul on mission is to be 1) excellent, 2) flexible, and 3) 

focused. Paul’s excellence is a function of his dedication to the mission for which he was 

commissioned by the risen Jesus (9:16). Paul is distinguished from the other apostles in 

foregoing what should belong to him by right (9:14), including his own personal 

preferences so that he might not present any hindrance to the gospel (9:12, 18). This 

excellence may be an indirect boast on Paul’s part but is meant straightforwardly as a 

statement of the situation.190 

                                                           
189 Cf. the father’s power to discipline with the rod (2 Sam. 7:14; Prov. 22:15; 23:13; 29:15; also, Isa. 

22:15; Lam. 3:1); Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 193, n. 49; Lockwood, First Corinthians, 156-

157. 

190 Garland, 1 Corinthians, 418-419. As Paul likely disappointed the Corinthians in his self-presentation as 

one working with his hands, boasting in 1 Cor. 9 would be at best ironic, if not actually absent. 
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 Thus Paul’s flexibility is directed toward the people whom he evangelizes. The 

boundary around his personal behavior is to remain “in the law of Christ,”191 but besides 

that still-vague marker, he may become Jewish to Jews or Greek to Greeks or under the 

law to those under the law. His protean character across apparent ethnic and religious 

boundaries shapeshifts to convey the gospel.192 If there is some great number of a people-

group, his shapeshifting will by “any means” save some out of that number, and his 

capacity for change allows him not to be locked into any particular faction, whether at 

Corinth or elsewhere. The person who can change is a person who cannot be found in a 

party identity. 

 Paul’s focus is on the eschatological prize of victory in Christ. As he considered it 

possible for the Corinthians to fail in their imitation of him, he considers it possible to be 

disqualified from the prize in Christ, despite his preaching to others. So he disciplines his 

body and focuses his attention in order to remain a good athlete. This focus enables him 

to escape the possibility of dropping out of the race, of being dismissed from competition 

for the prize in Christ.193 That possibility envisioned in a lively fashion by the apostle 

                                                           
191 “…those kinds of ethical demands given, for example, in Rom. 12 and Gal. 5-6, so many of which do 

reflect the teaching of Jesus,” Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 475; Lindemann, Der Erste 

Korintherbrief, 212. 

192 Lindemann, Der Erste Korintherbrief, 213; Mitchell, Paul and the Rhetoric of Reconciliation, 133. 

193 Meuzelaar noted the interweaving of “with Christ” and “in Christ” in “the intermixing of indicative and 

imperative, of being and becoming, of to be and ought to be. This analogy is an analogy of faith, of 

obedience, of love. It is not the realism of a mystical identity that here predominates, but the realism of 

praxis, which is defined from the historical setting of the Messiah Jesus,” J. J. Meuzelaar, Der Leib des 

Messias: Eine Exegetische Studie über den Gedanken vom Leib Christi in den Paulusbriefen (Van 

Gorcum’s Theologische Bibliotheek) (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1961), 125 [trans. mine]. This captures well the 

connection between the practices of Jesus and the practices “in the Messiah” that Paul models and expects 

from his readers. 
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makes it livelier for the recipients who can likewise envision their own ultimate 

humiliation and loss of all cause for boasting.194 

 The second and final explicit mention of imitation in 1 Corinthians involves 

Paul’s specification of his interest in requiring imitation and then a final exhortation to 

imitate him as he imitates Christ. This necessitates a discussion of Paul’s connection to 

Jesus, which he asserts without further mention or elaboration. 

 In 10:33 Paul avers that he is not doing what is pleasing to himself. This matches 

the assertion of total disinterest in self-satisfaction he made in 9:19-23. Paul does not 

exist for himself, and his work is not for its own sake. Indeed, the idea of self-seeking is 

excluded by the desire to do what he does “for the many,” the same altruistic direction of 

the shedding of Christ’s blood given in the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:24). The imitation 

of Paul is commanded because Paul’s way is an imitation of Christ. How did Paul know 

what Christ’s way was? The resonance of “for the many” does not require an extensive 

acquaintance with the earthly life of Jesus.195 Whatever the extent of Paul’s knowledge of 

                                                           
194 The simultaneous loss of self-discipline and loss of honor was readily understood in Paul’s Greco-

Roman context, so that Paul’s athletic metaphor takes common athletic imagery and applies it to 

specifically ecclesial contexts, Mark T. Finney, Honour and Conflict in the Ancient World: 1 Corinthians 

in its Greco-Roman Social Setting, LNTS/JSNTS 460 (London: T&T Clark, 2011), 38-39. 

195 Barrett, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 264-266; Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 604. 
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Jesus may have been,196 he knew that Jesus had died “for the many” or on behalf of 

others. The imitation of Christ for Paul is an imitation of Christ’s self-donating death.197 

 That foundational event of Christ’s death decides the shape of imitation. The 

mixture of exhortation to imitate and self-description of self-sacrifice that Paul has 

created in his rhetoric is useful for patterning the Corinthians’ life after the concrete 

patterns of his own and Timothy’s and the abstract pattern known through the common 

knowledge of the Christ story of Jesus himself.198 The pattern comes from the story of 

Jesus199 but is recognized and potentially practiced through the on-the-ground knowledge 

of Paul’s way, exhibited in 1 Cor. 4 through the expected arrival of Timothy, one who 

has already been formed in a faithful imitation of Paul, the imitator of Christ. 

 A section of the Pauline corpus generally neglected in the discussion of imitation 

is Gal. 4:8-20, so redolent of 1 Thess. 1:6-10 and 2:1-14, classic loci for the discussion. 

The absence of the specific words μίμησις, τύπος, or παράδειγμα have perhaps hindered 

scholars’ notice of this section, but the direct exhortation to the Galatians to “become as I 

am” (Gal. 4:12) is sufficient warrant for Paul’s narrative of the “beginning of the gospel” 

                                                           
196 J. Jeremias, Unknown Sayings of Jesus (London: SCM Press, 1957), 59-61; Lindemann, Der Erste 

Korintherbrief, 258; Witherington, Conflict and Community in Corinth, 248. It is too much to say with 

Conzelmann that “The imitation of Christ takes its bearings not on the person of the historical Jesus, not on 

his way of life, but-in the sense of Phil. 2:6ff-on his saving work,” Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 180. 

Logically, the crucifixion of the historical Jesus is at the heart of the self-donating service to which Paul has 

committed himself and summons the Corinthians. A paucity of Pauline data on the historical Jesus is not 

equivalent to a lack of Pauline knowledge of the historical Jesus; Conzelmann’s argument is strictly an 

argumentum ex silentio. 

197 Identified already more than thirty years before Michaelis’ epochal article, Paul Feine, Jesus Christus 

und Paulus (Leipzig: Hinrich, 1902), 112; Feine identifies 1 Cor. 11:1 with the same basic thought 

(Grundgedanke) as Mt. 20:26-28, Mk. 10:43-45; Cf. also Garland, 1 Corinthians, 548. 

198 For the link between proclamation of Christ’s death and imitation of Paul-Christ, Jerome Murphy-

O’Connor, O. P., 1 Corinthians, NTM 10 (Wilmington, DE: Glazier, 1979), 113. 

199 James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 189-195. 
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among the Galatians, his conduct, and his current disappointment to factor more largely 

in description of Pauline imitation and its role in his overall missionary task.200 

 As in 1 Thess. 1 and 2, Paul begins by recounting the former estate of the 

Galatians under the “slavery” (4:8) of those beings who are not metaphysically divine.201 

This misplaced attribution of divinity was entirely changed now that the Galatians have 

“come to know God, or rather to be known by God” (4:9), a state of affairs that means 

they cannot now “desert” (4:9)202 to the ineffectual building-blocks or elementary 

principles to which they were formerly enslaved. In discussing power within imitation, 

the antithesis between freedom and slavery entails the freedom only for the subject who 

is imitating Paul. The slave is the one who deserts Paul and his god for the service of 

“those that by nature are not gods” (4:8).203 

 Paul’s relationship to the Galatians is explicitly maternal here. The familial 

relationship that was paternal in 1 Cor. as a settled state of affairs is maternal at or near 

its inception (4:11). The Galatians are potentially children who could die before 

adulthood or rather turn out to be stillborn as Paul considers he may have “labored over 

you in vain” (4:11). When he considers their potential desertion of the one who is by 

                                                           
200 The possibility of Galatian return (in Paul’s formulation) to a pre-evangelistic state of attachment to the 

law occasions Paul’s tone and clarifies the stakes of Pauline imitation for Paul: his way in Christ or a way 

outside of Christ, cf. François Vouga, An die Galater, HNT 10 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1998), 106. 

201 “Metaphysically” captures the non-divinity of Paul’s subjects without deciding on whether he concedes 

them no existence at all or believes in their existence without confessing their divinity; see discussion at 

Joachim Rohde, Der Brief des Paulus an die Galater, THKNT 9 (Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 

1989), 179-180. 

202 Cf. the same verb used for apostasy from the God of Israel in LXX Num. 14:43; 1 Kgds. 15:11; 3 Kgds. 

9:6; Ps. 78:41; Jer. 3:19. 

203 John S. Pobee, Persecution and Martyrdom in the Theology of Paul, JSNTS 6 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 

1985), 69. 
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nature a god, Paul is again “in the anguish of childbirth” until the formation of Christ in 

the Galatians, a concept to which we will return throughout the study. Their growth into 

the shape of Christ has to be worried over all over again (4:19), as Paul must return to the 

fundamental things needful for infants. Significantly, the paternal image he employs for 

churches for whom he has a less urgent tone (1 Cor. 4, 1 Thess. 2) is absent from 

Galatians. In the beginning of their imitation of Paul, he is their mother anxious for their 

welfare and laboring mightily over them (4:20). 

 Since things were once better between Paul and the Galatians, the call to “become 

as I am” is a recollection of what once was rather than an exhortation to further progress 

along a track that is being traveled with diligence.204 Imitation is here a force for the 

recollection and recovery of some former good, not for the aggrandizement of an already 

beneficial situation for the apostle.205 Once, the Galatians had received Paul as he 

happened to be among them as a result of physical sickness. He seems not to have 

intended to evangelize them, but he was waylaid and they received him “as an angel of 

God, as Christ Jesus” (4:14). Paul’s way with the Galatians was his becoming as they had 

been. The imitation from the first was mutual in the being with one another that was a 

“blessing” (2:15). Divine activity is in the mutual sharing of the gospel (from Paul to the 

Galatians) and of bodily care (from the Galatians to Paul).206 In that, he was their friend 

                                                           
204 David Alan Black, Paul, Apostle of Weakness: Astheneia and its Cognates in the Pauline Literature, 

American University Studies 7:3 (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1984), 70-71. 

205 Oakes notes the irony of accusing Paul of arrogance or megalomania since he is asking for reciprocation 

of becoming in Christ outside of the law, not a movement of the Galatians toward some standard he already 

represents, Peter Oakes, Galatians, Paideia Commentaries on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 

2015), 151. 

206 “ ‘Become like me’ looks back to the autobiographical accounts of 1:13-2:14, where Paul speaks of his 

own loyalty to the truth of the gospel, and to the expositions of 2:15-4:11…so calling on his Galatian 

converts themselves to be loyal to the truth of the gospel (2:5, 14), dead to the law (2:19), no longer under 
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but now in their potential desertion and estrangement he wonders if he has become their 

“enemy,” as if their “desertion” of the gospel is actually the revelation of a spy.207 The 

suspicion Paul has for those who “make much of you” (4:17) is of “false brothers” who 

behave in fact as spies (2:4). Imitation and identity exist on either side of the gospel. One 

may imitate Paul in selfless care for another born from a true understanding of the only 

gospel, as the Galatians once did and so induced Paul to do to them in turn, or one may 

imitate the “false brothers” who behave for their own advantage.208 

 There is thus an inevitability about imitation for Paul. It happens regardless and 

occurs mutually, not only from apostle as exemplar to hearers as imitators but also vice 

versa. Imitation is the shape of his relationship with the Galatians, who, if they desert his 

gospel which he received not from any human source, will become imitators of another 

and enemies of the one whom they once imitated. Thus, Paul commands imitation of 

                                                           
the law (3:25), living by faith in Christ (2:20; 3:26-29), and therefore not nullifying the grace of God (2:21) 

but enjoying all the benefits of the gospel by faith in Christ (3:6-4:7),” Richard N. Longenecker, Galatians, 

WBC 41 (Dallas: Word Books, 1990), 189. 

207 Cf. Betz’s argument for friendship as Paul’s topos for expressing his relationship to the Galatians, Hans 

Dieter Betz, Galatians, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979), 221-223. As the only writer on imitation 

to have written a commentary on Gal., Betz’s distinction between Paul as a friend and as an apostle (222) 

marks the various frames within which imitation can occur depending on the context, whether mutuality in 

a friendship or command in a hierarchy. 

208 See Das for an examination of alternative understandings of 4:12 and the linkage between Paul’s 

conduct in 4:12 and his recommendations in 1 Cor. 9:20-21 for flexibility for the sake of the gospel, A. 

Andrew Das, Galatians, ConC (Saint Louis: Concordia, 2014), 451-455. There is often confusion (“It is 

difficult to say what Paul means with these brief words,” J.P. Koehler, Galatians, Ephesians [Milwaukee: 

Northwestern, 2000], 109) about 4:12 because of the poor integration of Pauline self-description and 

imitation with other more traditional topics of Pauline studies, cf. Charles C. Cousar, Galatians (Atlanta: 

John Knox Press, 1982) 99; James D. G. Dunn, The Epistle to the Galatians (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 

1993), 231. “Irrationality” or “emotiveness” do not capture Paul’s deployment of imitation as a method of 

maintaining unity in the face of imminent disintegration, cf. George’s recognition of the integration of Gal. 

4:12 with self-description in 1 Cor., Timothy George, Galatians, NAC 30 (Nashville: Broadman & 
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(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 304-308; Douglas J. Moo, Galatians, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
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himself as a preservative for their being “in Christ.” Imitation reflects a relationship with 

one another through the gospel, and it preserves that relationship which otherwise 

collapses without the continual imitation of one another along the models of care and 

proclamation already established. 

  The letter to the Philippian congregation combines a similar mixture of pointed 

self-description and encouragement to exhortation as we found in 1 Corinthians.209 As 

that mixture is divided between Pauline imitation, Christological imitation, and Pauline 

self-description, we will begin with the direct call to imitate Paul and then the other 

relevant material from the letter.210 

 In this passage Paul uniquely describes himself as a “fellow imitator” along with 

Timothy and exhorts the Philippians to become “fellow imitators” with the two 

emissaries of Christ (cf. 2 Cor. 5:20). The difficulty in identifying the two emissaries211 

supports the idea of universality in imitation; personal names are actually immaterial to 

the task of imitation. Paul speaks of himself as already engaged in a certain activity of 

imitation of Christ and wants the Philippians to join him in that activity. He and Timothy 

are together τύποι of imitation, models or imprints that can be examined and patterns to 

be employed in the Philippians’ own work on themselves of imitation. 

 This is similar to the chain of logic in 1 Cor. 11:1. There Paul was imitating 

Christ, and the Corinthians would also imitate Christ in imitating Paul. Here Paul is the 

                                                           
209 Hans Dieter Betz, “On Being a Paulinist (Phil. 4:8-9),” in Studies in Paul’s Letter to the Philippians, 

WUNT 343 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015), 86-89. 

210 I take Phil. to be a single letter, not pushing its logical difficulties onto a hypothetical editor, for reasons 

outlined in Gerald F. Hawthorne, Philippians, rev. Ralph P. Martin, WBC 43 (Nashville: Nelson, 2004), 

xxxii-xxxiv. 

211 Gordon D. Fee, Paul’s Letter to the Philippians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 366. 
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pattern (along with Timothy, the “faithful child” of 1 Cor. 4), and the Philippians should 

fashion themselves after the same model. The ancient world did have limited models of 

mass production for things such as amphorae and (later in the Empire) armor, such that 

although absolute identity between one piece and another cannot be posited in the same 

way that industrial machining can accomplish in our own time, very great similarity 

between one piece and another could be achieved with a given pattern.212 S. E. Fowl 

made the same point about the nearness of similarity in imitation without its allowing for 

utter identity, “…the sort of behavior called for can never be strictly identical with the 

exemplar to be imitated…what one strives for is non-identical repetition based on 

analogies one draws between the exemplar and the context in which one finds oneself.”213 

 Paul then spells out the consequences of self-fashioning according to any other 

pattern. Once again, there is a single pattern as there is only a single Christ. If Paul is his 

imitator, then one must imitate Paul. The singleness of imitation and the potential power 

that gives Paul (and also Timothy!) that Castelli observed is due to the presupposed 

singleness of model in Paul’s Christology. Those who do not imitate Paul do not imitate 

Christ and so cannot be “in Christ.”214 

                                                           
212 Brawley’s argument from numismatics for the egalitarian nature of imitation in Phil. ignores the other 

Pauline data on imitation and thus overemphasizes the significance of “fellow imitators,” Robert L. 

Brawley, “From Reflex to Reflection? Identity in Philippians 2:6-11 and Its Context,” in Reading Paul in 

Context: Explorations in Identity Formation, Essays in Honor of William S. Campbell, ed. K. Ehrensperger 

and J. Brian Tucker, LNTS/JSNTS 428 (London: T&T Clark, 2010), 128-146. 

213 S. E. Fowl, Philippians, Two Horizons New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 

168. 

214 Many commentators have noted the unity presumed by the call to imitation, Jac. J. Muller, The Epistles 

of Paul to the Philippians and to Philemon, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1955), 128-129; Moises 

Silva, Philippians, 2nd ed., BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005), 179; G. Walter Hansen, The Letter to the 

Philippians, Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 261. 
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 Paul’s description of the “enemies of the cross of Christ” denotes their teleology 

as “destruction” (3:19), the fate of those who have opposed a king exalted over all. He 

also accuses non-imitators of idolatry in having a different god: their belly, the seat of 

base motivations and baser actions. They are a mirror image of Paul’s congregations in 

having a goal, a god, a glory, and a mindset.215 But they are in each case directionally 

opposite: an end-goal of destruction, a god who is not the Father of Christ, a glory “in 

this present age” rather than the “age to come,” and minds “set on earthly things” rather 

than “above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God.” Opposition is not only a 

political-ecclesiastical opposition to Paul’s ways. It is a being-opposite-to everything and 

everyone that is “in Christ.” The stakes of imitating or not imitating the pattern of Christ 

that is in Paul and Timothy are very high.216 

 After detailing the ways and ends of the “enemies,” Paul lays out the significance 

of imitation for himself, Timothy, and the Philippians. The political claim that Paul and 

his imitators already can make is a citizenship “in heaven” (3:20). Since that will be the 

origin of Christ at the end of this present age when he will proceed from heaven to earth, 

Paul’s imitators are people whose way of life is diasporic.217 They are waiting to be 

gathered by another to a place they do not now inhabit. They live as exiles from a 

homeland on which their thoughts and hopes are even now set.  The specific end-goal of 

imitation in the time when Christ proceeds from heaven is the transformation of the 

bodies that have been engaged in imitation of Christ through imitation of Paul and 
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Timothy, the patterns for imitation. Those bodies conformed to Christ live “in this 

present age” in “humiliation,” but when Christ comes forth from heaven, those bodies of 

imitation will be “conformed” in a kind of perfect imitation to “the body of his glory.”218 

Since Christ’s glory is displayed now only elsewhere, the bodies of his imitators do not 

now have the glory that they will have, but when he comes again, their bodies will imitate 

his body perfectly.219 

 Phil. 2:5-11 makes the connection between imitating Paul and imitating Christ all 

the clearer, but the point just made about imitation’s end in the resurrection was 

telegraphed earlier in the letter. In 2:5-11 Paul had already mentioned the imitation of 

Christ directly. The quotation of the carmen Christi220 in this section of the letter is the 

recollection of a pattern of life that Christ exhibited. A hymn which was directly a 

description of the life, death, resurrection, and exaltation of Christ is deployed here for 

the purpose of giving the Philippians a description of their lives in Christ. This blends the 

life of Christ with the life of the church in Philippi so that the distinction between the two 

is one of historical time but not of pattern or event. As Christ submitted himself to 

humiliation, so the Philippians must also accept whatever is laid out before them, 

including humiliation in their bodies.221  

                                                           
218 Peter T. O’Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 466-467. 

219 Martin, Philippians, 234-235. 

220 The identification of the section as an early Christian hymn is now uncontroversial, cf. Ralph P. Martin, 

A Hymn of Christ: Philippians 2:5-11 in Recent Interpretation and in the Setting of Early Christianity 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1997). 

221 Müller defended well the notion prevalent in German-language scholarship that this pericope was not 

intended as an exhortation (e.g. in English with copious German support, Ralph P. Martin, A Hymn of 

Christ, 63-96, 285-311), Ulrich B. Müller, Der Brief des Paulus an die Philipper, THKNT 11/1 (Berlin: 

Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 1993), 112-113. 
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 Christ serves here as direct pattern rather than indirect pattern observed through 

Paul and Timothy’s more immediate availability as patterns. The inculcation of 

patterning for the church is thus achieved through the indirect means of texts focused on 

the pattern of Christ and the direct means of the observable practice of Paul and others. 

The ultimate pattern in both the indirect and direct means is the pattern of Christ, but the 

inculcation of patterning is a multimedia venture employing more or less directness at 

different times in the letter.222 

 Let us now turn briefly to the letter’s sections that impinge upon the above direct 

mentions of imitation. These passages can fill out the nature of the pattern Paul either 

exhibits and/or describes in the letter. Pauline self-description has a large part in 

unconscious patterning in any letter in which Paul commands imitation of himself. He 

does not need explicitly to say in every case of self-description “Do likewise” because he 

has already set out his own life as a pattern of life in Christ. Each self-description 

augments the clarity of that pattern for the hearer or reader. 

 Paul’s captivity was not a hindrance to his proclamation of Christ. His apostolic 

work had gone on despite his chains. His own sense of impending death was a matter of 

indifference to him inasmuch as he understands Christ to be glorified either in his death 

or in his life. His apparent preference for death stems from his anticipation of being “with 

Christ” after death, but he understands that his remaining “in the body” will be a better 

thing for the Philippians. This sets a pattern of indifference to one’s personal physical 

fortunes, as death and life are both instances of “gain” or “profit” for the one who is in 

Christ. This reckoning of profit and loss is linguistically borrowed from the language of 
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merchants but shifted from “this present age” to a different goal of being in Christ in 

whatever stage of physical flourishing or suffering one finds oneself.223 

 The familial language so important in 1 Cor. 4 and 11 is not absent from 

Philippians. It is narrowed to the relationship between two “fellow-imitators,” Paul and 

Timothy. Timothy is named here also as Paul’s “son,” who can therefore function as an 

excellent reminder of Christ to the Philippians.224 

 Imitation thus includes not only the patterning but also a creation of relationship 

between pattern and copy. Since the fashioning is of human beings and not of works of 

art or armor, the fashioning effects a relationship between pattern and copy. In the case of 

Paul and Timothy, it is a paternal-filial relationship. In the case of Paul and the 

Corinthians who also had Timothy as a reminder, it was a paternal-filial relationship. 

Presumably, the same relationship could be extended from Paul to the Philippians, 

wherein they would be his children through imitation of him after the copy of Timothy 

the elder brother, but as that is not explicitly mentioned in Philippians, it is enough to 

posit the familial relationship extant between Paul and Timothy.225 

 The setting of imitation within a familial frame will be explored in greater detail 

in Chapter 4 on imitation and power. For now it is sufficient to state the existence of a 

relationship between pattern and copy that results in resemblance and the co-working of 

human pattern with human copy. Timothy is by no accident so often involved in dealing 

                                                           
223 Bonnie B. Thurston, Philippians, SP 10 (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2004), 66-67. 
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with Paul’s congregations. The trust between them is premised on the preexistent 

resemblance between them of their “ways in Christ.”226 

 The language of profit and loss is engaged once again, here in a discussion of 

Pauline self-identity. The possibility of “boasting” in the “flesh” is potential profit now, 

for which Paul would have many reasons because of the strength of his claims “in the 

flesh” as to Jewish measures of status. By that accounting he would gain much “in the 

flesh,” but he has written off his ancestry as a measure of status, reckoning it to be fecal 

matter by comparison to the “worth” of “knowing Christ Jesus and being known by him.” 

This self-identification in Christ instead of in ethnicity or personal accomplishment is 

expressive of the relationship between Christ the pattern and Paul the copy. Paul does not 

mention Jesus’ own ethnicity and describe his own alignment with that same lineage. 

Rather, he mentions the death and resurrection of Christ and counts any share he may be 

able to take in Christ as “gain.”227 

 Thus the copy of Christ in Paul’s life is Paul’s death. He is following a pattern 

laid out beforehand and given a few verses later to the Philippians for their own imitation. 

The conformity Paul sees in his own imminent death to the pattern of Christ’s death is 

thus reassuring for him of the worth of his pattern of life. Since it conforms to the pattern 

of the life of Christ, it will result in obtaining a resurrection like Christ’s.228 

                                                           
226 For the distinction between this concept and other popular philosophical understandings of the content 
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 Paul’s description of his self-sufficiency is like the descriptions of his reckoning 

of death, life, and ancestry intended to be descriptions of the pattern the Philippians are 

commanded to follow. This closing self-description in the letter considers a wide variety 

of life circumstances and states Paul’s knowledge of “the secret of being content” (4:11). 

That secret is the knowledge that all Paul’s practices and circumstances are “in Christ,” 

whose fate in death and life he has already described himself as desiring to share.229 

 Thus alignment with the pattern of Christ results for Paul in a contentment that 

keeps him stable in every circumstances as a gimbal steadies a chronometer at sea. This 

last example of self-description summarizes Paul’s circumstances and attitude so that the 

Philippians can be readied themselves for any circumstance, in which they can “rejoice” 

because the wellspring of their joy lies elsewhere than in that particular circumstance, 

whether favorable or adverse. This captivity letter is written to those who are not 

currently imprisoned but expects a likeness between the life of one imprisoned with the 

lives of those not incarcerated because of their sharing in a common pattern of life in 

Christ. 

 In what is generally acknowledged as the earliest of the NT epistles,230 Paul 

exhorts the Thessalonians to imitate him, Silvanus, and Timothy, as well as “of the Lord” 

(1:6). The direct command to imitate Paul and his fellow-writers in 1:6-10 is extended in 

2:1-14 to the imitation of the Judean churches by the Thessalonian churches. This 

                                                           
229 That christological pattern of life is to be distinguished from the differing goals with sometimes similar 

tactics of the Stoics, Reumann, Philippians, 652-654. 
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extension of the network of imitation from Paul-Thessalonians to Judeans-Thessalonians 

will provide a fuller picture of the nature and purpose of imitation. 

What is elsewhere a command to imitate is here a statement of accomplished fact. 

“You became imitators” is directed to those who have already mimicked the apostolic 

way of life, which is the way of the Lord.231 The three facets of that imitation predicated 

through the “for” of 1:6b are 1) reception of the word 2) in much affliction 3) with the joy 

of the Holy Spirit. The reception of the proclamation of Paul and his coworkers signals 

the election of God through the coming of “our gospel” (1:5a) “not only in word, but also 

in power and in the Holy Spirit” (1:5b). This divine agency through apostolic 

proclamation occurs amidst affliction, a marker of both Thessalonian reception and 

Pauline proclamation (cf. 1:6b, 2:2). The identity between proclaimer and recipient exists 

as a result of the coming of “our gospel.” There is an identity of affliction and an identity 

of joyful thanksgiving (cf. 1:2, 2:8, 19).232 

 The identity through “our gospel” between gospel-proclaimer and gospel-

recipient transforms former idol-worshippers (1:9) into examples “to all the believers” in 

their own and nearby provinces (1:8). The chain of effect runs from the proclaimer who 

speaks the gospel through the recipient who receives the gospel to those who hear of the 

fame of the recipients for their reception. Those who once followed Paul’s example have 

themselves become exemplars.233 
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 The phrasing of 1:6 describes the imitation as “of us and of the Lord.” Here the 

imitation of the apostolic group is not an afterthought nor does it recede before the 

greatness of the dominical exemplar. This particular phrase is crucial for grasping why 

Pauline imitation existed because if it were only a theological point to be made, it could 

necessarily recede before the larger points of christology or eschatology that are handled 

elsewhere in 1 Thessalonians.234 Imitation matters precisely because it is not an 

afterthought but a practice that is known through the proclaimers of the gospel and issues 

in imitation of them and of the content of that gospel, “his Son from heaven, whom he 

raised from the dead, Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come” (1:10). The content 

of the gospel delivered through Paul effects an imitation of the proclaimer and of the one 

proclaimed,235 but the one proclaimed is not delivered apart from the proclaimer who 

must be imitated. If imitation were an optional extra or a power-tactic, Paul would not 

have described it as an accomplished fact. The facticity of imitation is a given result 

already extant in his absence from them. If it were a power-play, he could command it 

now that he has their attention and their money flowing to him. Since he understands 

imitation as resulting from the reception of “our gospel,” Paul does not strive after power. 

Whatever power he possesses is already given to him in the commission to proclaim 

Jesus, whom he mentions not as a commander but as a sufferer himself.236 
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235 Malherbe, The Letters to the Thessalonians, 115. 
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Like so many statements of Pauline imitation, this one begins with a recollection 

of the sufferings of the apostle and his coworkers. Whereas with the Corinthians Pauline 

self-description and apostolic exhortation to imitation were largely separated within the 

body of the letter, in the closer confines of 1 Thessalonians Paul recounts how the bold 

declaration of the gospel of God was made “to please God who tests our hearts” (2:4). 

The setting for apostolic functioning is suffering (2:2a); ignominy is the fundamental 

condition of the proclaimers of Paul’s gospel.237 Their freedom of speech in proclamation 

had therefore a divine power behind it, as it could not have come from themselves “in 

much conflict” (2:2b). This setting of suffering, maltreatment, and conflict is part of the 

imitation of Paul, as the Thessalonians will receive the gospel in similar conditions to the 

proclaimers of that gospel to them.238 

 Castelli was not the first to read Paul with great suspicion. The suspicions 

addressed in 2:3 demonstrate the existence of contemporary claims that Paul was 

proclaiming Jesus from some mixture of erroneous comprehension of God’s will, the 

gratification of some lust, or sheer delight in fooling people (2:3).239 Those sources for 

proclamation are denied through the asseveration that if Paul had sought those things, his 

proclamation would have been pleasing to human beings. Since his proclamation was 

authorized by God and is pleasing only to God who can see what human beings cannot 

see (“hearts” in 2:4b), both the suffering condition of the proclaimer and the proclaimer’s 
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ultimate appeal to God’s judgment obviate the possibility that “our gospel” was 

proclaimed for personal gain, power, or gratification.240 

 The boldness with which Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy spoke was not a sophistic 

appeal to the greatness of their hearers (“as you know,” recalling his straightforward, 

obviously direct speech in 2:5).241 The oath of 2:5b seals the denial of greed. The 

examination of apostolic motive is important for grasping the content of imitation. 

Without it, we are left in the dark about what Paul expected or observed people were 

doing in imitating him. These self-descriptions, attributions of pure motives to oneself, 

and the free use of forensic language put Paul on trial, demonstrating his innocence in his 

work and therefore the manner of conduct of one who has received the gospel. Even 

reasonable demands were eschewed (2:6) because of the delicate spiritual state of the 

hearers. The familial metaphor that was paternal in 1 Cor. is here maternal in the infancy 

of the Thessalonian church, as Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy are “nursing mothers” (2:7) 

very gentle with the new believers.242 The proclamation of “our gospel” is a sharing not 

only of the content of “the gospel of God” (2:8a) but of the affectionate desires and “our 

own selves” for the proclaimers whose emotions are turned with great warmth and love 

toward their hearers (2:8b).243 
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 The engagement of the affections issued in a pattern of work for the benefit of the 

hearers. Rather than charge for the hearing of the gospel (as a sophist might do in his 

philosophical instruction), the apostolic group worked “night and day” (2:9) to support 

themselves rather than charge their hearers for their message.244 An oath seals that 

assertion (2:10) alongside the earlier assertion of selflessness in proclamation. The 

integrity of apostolic conduct is the proof of the uprightness of the apostle himself and of 

his exhortation to his “children” (2:11) whose father he became that they should conduct 

themselves in the same uprightness “worthy of God” (2:12). The mirroring of apostolic 

conduct and ecclesial behavior is ongoing and constant and natural, as the familial 

metaphors of nursing mother-infant and father-children demonstrate.245 Imitation has 

happened naturally as the child naturally resembles the father. 

 The child also resembles other children. The accomplished fact of Pauline and 

christological imitation entails the accomplished fact of the imitation of the Judean 

church (2:14), whose imitators the Thessalonian church became. The Thessalonians 

suffered from the people of their own country as the Judean churches suffered from their 

fellow Judeans.246 Paul uses the “outsider” term of “Judeans” in 2:14b probably to 

indicate “Jews” as a group distinct from Gentiles, though the double sense of “Judean” 

with “Jew” is not altogether absent. He posits in 2:15 that the “Jews” have a particular 

history as those who “killed the Lord Jesus and the prophets, and drove us out, and 
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displease God and oppose all mankind” (2:15). Here he can scarcely be accusing the 

Judean churches “of God in Christ Jesus” (2:14) of opposition to the Lord, so the sense of 

Ίουδαῐοι in 2:14b as an ethnoreligious description rather than a merely geographical 

description should be maintained.247 The Jews’ opposition to the carrying of the gospel to 

the Gentiles (2:16) has issued in the same persecution of the church that the 

Thessalonians have suffered from their own people (2:13).248 The imitation of other 

churches in suffering accords with the imitation of Paul and of Jesus in suffering. There is 

a sharing in suffering, as also a sharing in joy. 

 The mentions of imitation in 2 Thess. are clustered in its third chapter, where in 

quick succession Paul refers to the Thessalonians’ knowledge that they ought to imitate 

Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy (2 Thess. 3:7) and then that the apostolic conduct was to 

leave an example (τύπος) for the Thessalonians to imitate (3:9). The reference is to a 

longstanding pattern of behavior that the Thessalonians have known of which they now 

need to be reminded.249 

 The pattern of imitation is recalled within a larger framework of tradition. In 2:15 

the Thessalonians are commanded to hold to the apostolic traditions communicated “by 

our spoken word or by our letter.” Knowledge of apostolic ways may come through a 
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variety of media, but when they come genuinely, not in pretense (cf. 2:2), they bear 

immediate authority for obedience and for imitation. Apostolic command (3:4, 6) is 

exercised for the direction of hearts (3:5) into accord with “the tradition that you received 

from us” (3:6). There is a feedback loop between apostolic command-apostolic example-

congregational reception-congregational behavior of constant handing over of traditions 

and reminding of traditions. Tradition is the shape of the life Paul has shared with the 

Thessalonians, and some in Thessalonica want to deviate from those traditions. Paul’s 

calling traditions to remembrance restarts that loop by recalling its origin in apostolic 

work.250 

 The particular problem of non-imitation in Thessalonica was economic idleness. 

There is no discussion in 2 Thess. of this as a macroeconomic problem for Paul’s 

churches, as if the collection for Jerusalem or any other initiative would thereby be 

harmed. There may have been some element of resource-sharing in Thessalonica, since 

Paul makes the idleness of some a cause for their being refused food.251 The dictum “If 

anyone is not willing to work, let him not eat” (3:10) could be either a proverbial ideal of 

justice or a rule for the church’s distribution of resources.252 The idleness of some is the 

concern of the entire church,253 but the bearing appears to be on the morality of the issue, 

not any kind of emic or etic resource scarcity. Those who “walk in idleness, not busy at 

work, but busybodies” (3:11) are active in unhelpful talking rather than with their hands, 

                                                           
250 I. Howard Marshall, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, NCB (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), 218-221. 

251 Cf. Didache 12:4-5. 

252 Weima describes the options, 1-2 Thessalonians, 619-621. 

253 Beverly Roberts Gaventa, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, IBC (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1998), 127-130. 
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which is why those who do work do so “quietly” (3:12). The contrast between quiet 

productivity and noisy idleness is starkly drawn, the former building up and the latter 

tearing down the church (potentially, at least). The issue of imitation may be individual in 

the case of a given person’s choice to labor or not to labor, but the subject is always 

raised in view of the church’s solidarity and security.254 

 Quiet productivity was the apostolic way marked out in the beginning of the 

relationship between Paul and the Thessalonians, when “with toil and labor we worked 

night and day” (3:8). We have already seen Paul’s rather frequent references to his 

missionary modus operandi and its exemplary nature. He appears to have patterned his 

conduct from the first in such a way that his converts could imitate that way and so 

accord with his example and with his later command, where necessary.255 

 His command in connection with the imitation of his productivity is that the 

Thessalonians should not “grow weary in doing good” (3:13). That encouragement to 

continuance in productivity has an obverse side: the marking and avoidance (cf. Rom. 

16:17) of anyone who is disobedient to the apostolic example of busy productivity. The 

warning the church should issue to such an idle person (3:15) is intended to induce in him 

a fruitful shame. Such an ashamed one is not expelled from the church and has not 

become an enemy (3:15) but remains a brother even while he requires correction.256 

 2 Thess. provides one of our most extensive glimpses into the nature and 

functioning of Pauline imitation. We will take up again its themes of obedience, tradition, 

                                                           
254 Bruce, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 206-213. 

255 Abraham J. Malherbe, Paul and the Thessalonians (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 17-20, 52-60. 

256 I. Howard Marshall, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 227-231. 
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relationship, example, and discipline in later discussions of power and practice. It is 

sufficient for now to note that Pauline imitation lived and died on the actual personal 

knowledge of Paul and his ways of doing and being to which the Thessalonians could be 

recalled where Paul feared they were going off the rails. 

 Chapter breaks in modern editions of the Greek NT make some connections more 

difficult for the reader than they ought to be. The command to “be imitators of God” in 

Eph. 5:1 makes little sense apart from the command to be kind and forgiving of one 

another in 4:32, “as God in Christ forgave you.” The unusual aspect of imitation in 

Ephesians is the absence of direct Pauline example.257 

 One could posit an historical reconstruction of the composition of Eph. that 

excluded the historical Paul altogether and so skirted the issue of Pauline absence from 

the commandment of imitation in Eph. 5:1.258 Yet whether Paul did or did not write 

Eph.,259 absence may have a different reason than pseudepigraphic oversight. The 

absence of Pauline example from imitation in Eph. 5:1 may be traceable to the nature of 

the commanded imitation, in accord with similar imitative behavior later on in Eph. 5 

from Paul would also be personally absent or excluded from consideration as an example. 

 The commandment in 5:1 specifically pertains to behavior imitative of “God in 

Christ” in 4:32, behavior patterned after the larger pattern of grace Paul has described 

throughout the first four chapters of the letter. “God in Christ,” the Father of Jesus known 

                                                           
257 On the unique nature of Eph. 5:1 among OT, NT, and other ancient evidence on imitation, Andrew T. 

Linconl, Ephesians, WBC 42 (Dallas: Word Books, 1990), 310-311. 

258 As does Lincoln, Ephesians, op. cit. 

259 Cf. the exhaustive survey of all issues in A. Van Roon, The Authenticity of Ephesians, NovTSup 39 

(Leiden: Brill, 1974), esp. 405, where he explains non-Pauline examples in Eph. 5:1 as Paul’s being 

personally unknown to the Ephesians (cf. Rom. 15:1-13). 



 

 

105 
 

through the ministry of Jesus, “forgave you” as he also “made us alive together with 

Christ” (2:5). Imitation is here commanded on the basis of the content of apostolic 

preaching rather than apostolic personal example.260 

 A very similar pattern of thought not employing the word “imitation” appears in 

5:25 when “men” or “husbands” are commanded to love “your women” or “your wives,” 

“as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her.” Here, too, the content of the 

apostolic preaching concerning “God in Christ,” his activities, his ways, and his virtues is 

the basis for the commandment to the congregation or a portion of the congregation. 

Since that content concerns work God has done, the exhortation is to imitate God rather 

than the apostle. The apostle’s personal example of forgiveness or marital love may have 

paled by comparison to divine examples of forgiveness or marital fidelity.261 

It may also be the case that apostolic example was sometimes unavailable or 

inapplicable for certain situations. Paul’s example was not comprehensive especially for 

the breadth of situations entailed in a Haustafel.262 As Paul is commanding a general 

behavior of every member of the church to every other member in general in perpetuity, a 

specific example of when he forgave someone else may not function well rhetorically.263 

                                                           
260 This may be due to connection with a larger theology-proper of God as creator as well as redeemer, a 

different note than the one struck by the imitation of Christ’s sacrificial death in 1 Cor., 1 Thess., or 2 

Thess., which Paul himself claims to have modelled as well. Cf. the discussion of God’s love in connection 

with the creation in Sigfred Pedersen, “Agape – der eschatologische Hauptbegriff bei Paulus,” Die 

Paulinische Literatur und Theologie/ The Pauline Literature and Theology, ed. S. Pedersen, Teologiske 

Studier 7 (Århus: Aros, 1980), 172, n. 38. 

261 Harold W. Hoehner, Ephesians: An Exegetical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002), 748-780. 

262 Frank Thielman, Ephesians, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2010), 365-369. 

263 The overall call to separate oneself from prior futile ways is likewise too broad for specific personal 

example, cf. Rudolf Schnackenburg, Der Brief an die Epheser, EKKNT 10 (Zürich: Neukirchener, 1982), 

221. 
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A specific example or pattern of behavior of his forgiveness of another may have been 

uncomfortably personal or inapplicable to the congregation’s general behavior. Similarly 

in the case of a husband’s love, Paul’s singleness (cf. 1 Cor. 7), whether lifelong or since 

being widowed, made his ethical example irrelevant for this life situation. 

Thus imitation can be commanded outside of Pauline personal example. In Eph. 

we find an early outer limit to Pauline imitation, whether Paul wrote the letter or not. The 

situations of a general behavior of forgiveness for an entire church for all time or of 

husbandly devotion fall outside or would go beyond the realm of personal, apposite 

Pauline example, so that imitation may be of God “in Christ” or “as Christ” without being 

through Paul or by virtue of knowing Paul’s personal ways.264 

 As one of the four Pauline letters directly addressed to an individual, 1 Tim. 

affords us the opportunity to see instruction from a father to his son (1 Cor. 4), whom he 

has already named to others as a faithful reflection of his own ways. That idealistically 

genetic relationship between the two makes the discussion of example and pattern in 1 

Tim. as in the other two Pastorals a unique chance at seeing Pauline self-description in its 

fullness applied to another person rather than an entire church simultaneously.265 

 Paul is himself the example of how “Christ Jesus” (1 Tim. 1:15) brings salvation 

to “sinners, of whom I am the foremost/first/top.” The ordinal sense of πρότος is 

probably envisaged here since Paul understands his reception of mercy from Christ (1:16) 

                                                           
264 “[Paul’s] goal, however, is not to reproduce little Pauls, but little Christs,” Thomas M. Winger, 

Ephesians, ConC (Saint Louis: Concordia, 2015), 533. This remains true even if one substitutes “little 

pseudepigraphers” for “little Pauls,” cf. Petr Pokorný, Der Brief des Paulus an die Epheser, THNT 10/II 

(Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 1992), 196-197. 

265 Luke Timothy Johnson, The First and Second Letters to Timothy, AB 35A (New York: Doubleday, 

2001), 157-160. 
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as a “display” of Jesus Christ’s “perfect patience” for the sake of others who “were to 

believe in him for eternal life.”266 That is, Paul’s change from “ignorant unbelief” (1:13) 

to the reception of mercy is exemplary for everyone who believes in Christ Jesus, and 

that exemplary nature is not a Pauline deduction but a divine intention. The pattern of 

Paul’s life is the pattern for a Christian life.267 

 Thus Timothy is commanded to make his life a pattern or example for the people 

under his charge. The list of exemplary things that should be in Timothy’s life permits a 

glimpse of the extent of imitation (1 Tim. 4:12). Timothy’s half-Jewish ancestry or 

frequency of drinking wine are not listed, which we will examine in the discussion below 

of power in imitation. Rather, Timothy should be exemplary in the words he uses, his 

behavior, his love, his faith, and his purity. I have attached possessives to each of these, 

which they do not bear in the biblical text, to indicate that appropriation of things that are 

already Timothy’s and yet should become his more fully is the thrust of Paul’s 

admonition.268 

 The content of these already-possessed and always-being-appropriated exemplary 

qualities is not fleshed out in great detail within the letter, apart from the discussion of 

Timothy’s relationships to his hearers and development of his personal qualities (4:7b-

16). His public reading of Scripture, exhortation and teaching on it, and the gift he 

                                                           
266 Johnson, The First and Second Letters to Timothy, 180; Cesare Marcheselli-Casale, Le Lettere 

Pastorali: Le due Lettere a Timoteo e la Lettera a Tito, SOCr 15 (Bologna: Dehoniane, 1995), 129. 

267 The connection between Paul’s salvation and the nature of Christ’s salvation generally, cf. Marcheselli-

Casale, Le Lettere Pastorali, 125-129; Gottfried Holtz, Die Pastoralbriefe, THKNT 13 (Berlin: 

Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 1965), 43-49. 

268 The athletic imagery of 4:7b indicates growth in the qualities listed thereafter, Johnson, The First and 

Second Letters to Timothy, 249-250; C. Spicq, “Excursus VII. – Gymnastique et morale,” Saint Paul: Les 

Épitres Pastorales (Paris: Gabalda, 1947), 151-162. 
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possesses through the laying-on of hands are all the means of being exemplary such that 

Timothy’s practice in “these things” and self-immersion “in them” will constitute the 

“progress” that will be an exemplary pattern or display that “all may see” (4:15).269 The 

exemplary life is lived out here most fully by the overseer (3:1) in his official duties.270 

 2 Tim. does not contain any direct commands to imitate, be exemplary, or become 

a pattern, but its description of Paul’s captivity rehearses two salient themes of imitation 

that we have observed in other works: the familial nature of imitation and the exemplary 

nature of Paul’s own life.271 

 Timothy is Paul’s “beloved child” (2 Tim. 1:2), but Timothy is also the son and 

grandson of women who possessed “sincere faith,” a possession passed down as an 

heirloom from generation to generation until its appropriation in Paul’s recipient. The 

faith that dwelt in Lois and Eunice is by this time “your sincere faith” in Timothy 

himself. Paul appears as spiritual father, but Timothy’s biological ancestors also have 

transmitted the heirloom of faith to him. This recalls the notion of tradition from 2 Thess. 

but within a genetic sphere rather the sphere of “fictive kinship.” The handing-down and 

handing-over of something divine may transpire within natural or elective relationships, 

                                                           
269 Johnson, The First and Second Letters to Timothy, 255-258; William D. Mounce, The Pastoral Epistles, 

WBC 46 (Nashville: Nelson, 1982), 265-267. 

270 On relation between duty and personality, Martin Dibelius and Hans Conzelmann, The Pastoral 

Epistles, trans. P. Buttolph and A. Yarbro, ed. H. Koester, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1972), 50-51. 

271 What is stated about Paul is usually commanded of Timothy, cf. the helpful discussion and table of 

comparison, Roberto Bustamante, Segunda Carta a Timoteo, Comentario Concordia (Saint Louis: Editorial 

Concordia, 2007), 57-58. 
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but the elective relationships of “father in the gospel” (1 Cor. 4) or “beloved child” (2 

Tim. 1:2) linguistically and functionally mimic the natural relationships.272 

 Timothy is commanded to “share in suffering for the gospel by the power of God” 

(1:8) as his spiritual father, Paul, also suffers (1:12). Paul’s suffering for Christ, 

mentioned throughout the letter, is just like the suffering that all who are in Christ Jesus 

must endure for the gospel’s sake (3:12). Thus again, the first-person singular passages 

with which this letter is full may be seen not only as a possible self-indulgence on Paul’s 

part but as rhetorically aimed at giving voice to experiences Paul expects and anticipates 

Timothy and any reader “in Christ” will also share in experiencing now or later.273 

 The mention of modeling in Titus occurs within the pastoral Haustafel in Tit. 2 

that includes Paul’s admonitions to Titus “my true child” (1:4) alongside instructions for 

the different stages and stations of life among Titus’ hearers. The spiritual kinship 

essential to Paul’s relationship with Timothy is rehearsed with Titus before the 

instructions are delivered, so that as with all other examples of Pauline personal 

admonition, a prior relationship, usually familial, is recounted alongside or prior to the 

commandment to imitate or the mention of patterning or modeling.274 

 Titus must specifically be a model “of good works” (2:7), a capacious term for 

everything to which one might turn his hand.275 The comprehensive nature of behavioral 

modeling or imitation is not lessened by the specification that Titus’ teaching should 

                                                           
272 Tradition and familial relationships both found all over the (Deutero-)Pauline corpus, Marcheselli-

Casale, Le Lettere Pastorali, 631;  

273 Bustamante, Segunda Carta a Timoteo, 320. 

274 Jerome D. Quinn, The Letter to Titus, AB 35 (New York: Doubleday, 1990), 71-72. 

275 Dibelius/Conzelmann, The Pastoral Epistles, 141; Mounce, The Pastoral Epistles, 413.  
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demonstrate “integrity, dignity, and sound speech that cannot be condemned” such that 

outsiders to the church should no grounds for complaining of Titus (2:8). The large scope 

of being a model means that in all things Titus should serve as such a model, although the 

different stages and stations of life have particular instructions that Paul asks Titus to 

relay to the Cretan churches (1:5).276 

 The fact that Titus must set the churches of Crete in order (1:5) indicates that his 

modeling will be as constant and extensive as the broad mandate of his work is. As Paul 

gives very few specific instructions and then only at the end of the letter for scheduling 

purposes (3:12-13), the generic instructions about order and good works will include 

practically anything necessary to church life, whether doctrine, behavior, or anything 

else. When Paul wants to summarize what he wants Titus to do in his own absence, he 

employs the same phrase “and let our people learn to devote themselves to good works” 

(3:14) that he employed earlier for what Titus ought to be modeling. Modeling of good 

works is then a summary of Titus’ job as popular devotion to good works summarizes 

Paul’s desired outcome for Titus’ job.277  

                                                           
276 Roberto Bustamante, Carta de Pablo a Tito, Comentario Concordia (Saint Louis: Editorial Concordia, 

2008), 84-86, 160-161. 

277 Holtz, Die Pastoralbriefe, 238; Marcheselli-Casale, Le Lettere Pastorali, 620-621; Bustamante, Carta 

de Pablo a Tito, 291-292. 
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CHAPTER 4 

IMITATION AND POWER 

It could be that the Pauline command of imitation is only a move to reinscribe 

Pauline power in churches that had been drifting from his influence. This move for power 

has been charted in Elizabeth Castelli and Sandra Hack Polaski’s works on Pauline 

imitation and/or power and more recently reasserted in Joseph Marchal’s reading of 

Philippians.278 Before we analyze passages of power, command, and hierarchy in the 

Pauline corpus, two factors in these authors’ assertions should be deconstructed: the 

presupposition of Foucauldian power dynamics and inattention to family relationships in 

the ancient world. 

 Michel Foucault’s highly influential analysis of power dynamics, which Castelli 

mentions “everyone” was reading in the 1980s and 1990s when her work on Pauline 

imitation was in its genesis,279 was not produced from civilization-wide readings of 

power, authority, or hierarchy on the scale of Braudel.280 In each case, whatever his topic, 

Foucault would read from historical specifics such as methods of punishment or sexual 

discipline to trans-historical generics such as how power retains its grasp or how people 

                                                           
278 Castelli, Imitating Paul; Hack Polaski, Paul and the Discourse of Power, Gender, culture, theory 

8/BibSem 62 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999); Joseph A. Marchal, Hierarchy, Unity, and 

Imitation. 

279 Castelli, Imitating Paul, 12. 

280 Crucial to Foucault’s notion of the differing technologies of the self (Michel Foucault, “27 January 

1982: First Hour,” The Hermeneutics of the Subject: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1981-1982, ed. F. 

Gros, trans. G. Burchell [New York: Palgrave, Macmillan, 2005], 125-127, 129) is the shift from the 

“biological ancien regime,” “a number of deaths roughly equivalent to the number of births,” to the new 

demographic realities of the nineteenth century, wherein older forms of the care of the self devoted to 

preparation for old age and death make increasingly less sense with the expansion of population and 

average lifespans, cf. Fernand Braudel, Civilization and Capitalism, 15th-18th Century, trans. S. Reynolds, 

Vol. 1: The Structures of Everyday Life: The Limits of the Possible (New York: Harper and Row, 1981), 91. 
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explain their sexuality to themselves. Inattention to the historical specificity of Foucault’s 

argument may be aligned with Foucault’s own teleological reading of power in the 

Western world, but such inattention or generalization can easily elide ancient conceptions 

with their supposedly genealogically related concepts and practices centuries later.281 

 In the case of power, Foucault’s work traces the change from open capital 

punishment of offenders against the king, whose body was personally threatened by 

traitors, so that the traitors’ bodies are publicly dismembered to the secreting-away of 

criminals against the modern state into prisons or private capital punishment where they 

can be controlled quietly without offense to the general populace.282 His narrative is 

specifically about the continental European transition from personal monarchies to 

impersonal nation-states and perhaps even more specifically French in its singular focus 

on shifting from bodily harm to anyone threatening a royal body to bodily harm to 

anyone threatening the national body of citizenry in an era of drastically increased 

population.283 Foucault does not account, for example, for methods of punishment in 

constitutionally monarchical Britain or continued American support for capital 

punishment in a variety of methods down to the present day.284  

                                                           
281 Foucault in fact dated the technologies of power so salient in his work not to Hellenistic times but to 

what he refers to within French history as “Classical” times, “In Discipline and Punish, what I wanted to 

show was how, from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries onward, there was a veritable technological 

take-off in the productivity of power,” Michel Foucault, “Truth and Power,” Power, ed. J.D. Faubion, trans. 

R. Hurley et al., Essential Works of Foucault 3 (New York: The New Press, 2000), 120. 

282 Cf. on this change in the “economy of punishment,” Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth 

of the Prison, trans. A. Sheridan (New York: Pantheon Books, 1977), 74-75. 

283 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 7-16. 

284 Cf. his analysis of a range of (mainly French) continental sources but no Anglo-American sources in 

“Governmentality,” Power, 201-222. The essay hinges on what he understands as a severe break between 

political governance and the exercise of power “throughout the Middle Ages and classical Antiquity” (201) 

and a new “problematic of government” (202) exploding in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries at an 

“important turning point” (211) stemming from the “great crises of the seventeenth century” (213). 
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 The issue of whether Foucault could account for generic aspects of punishment in 

different social formations cannot be adjudicated here, but the issue of application to non-

early modern or non-Francophone settings is particularly apposite for the account of 

power in the Pauline corpus. Since Paul did not possess, employ, or authorize methods of 

capital punishment within the churches, the equation of power dynamics in his 

congregations with early-modern or modern states is very tenuous. He did not possess 

any monopoly or even power of legitimate violence and eschewed physical violence 

altogether, except once as a metaphor of familial discipline (1 Cor. 4:21). 

 Paul also lacked the ability to surveil the churches in anything like the same 

manner that the state has possessed since the advent of modern technologies of control. 

The Panopticon, not to speak of the wiretap or digital methods of information 

interception, had much greater capability for knowledge of subjects and behavior 

modification for those subjects of power than Paul ever possessed. Intermittent and 

irregular visitation and letter-writing from Paul or his coworkers could not constitute 

surveillance of anything like the kind imagined by Foucault.285 The issue is not whether 

Paul wanted power over the churches similar to that which states or tech companies have 

over modern subjects/customers. That issue will be treated directly below. The issue is 

that Paul possessed no ability to exercise power in a form recognizable in Foucauldian 

                                                           
Foucault constantly sets his descriptions of the genealogy of power within historically specific situations to 

explain their differing formations and technologies. This is not easily transferrable to vastly distinct times 

and places. 

285 Cf. 1 Cor. 4:21 with the police apparatus, prison system, and other unique features of modern European 

nation-states, Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 218-228, with Foucault’s stress on their novelty and 

technological basis. 
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accounts of power.286 Foucault’s discussion of the care of the self is much more apposite 

to Pauline imitation inasmuch as it combines themes of change, memory, and mastery 

taken up within many ancient philosophies, but due to Foucault’s attempt to trace an arc 

of change from Plato’s Alcibiades to monastic ascetical theology, the particularities of 

Paul compared to Seneca or Epictetus were unanalyzed in his lectures.287 The 

contemporaneous Stoic or Epicurean or other philosophical accounts of how and why 

people need to change their lives and behaviors are a much nearer setting for the analysis 

of Pauline power than the impersonality and technological capacities of early modern and 

modern state actors. Paul may even be retrograde in his attention to the importance of 

behavior for the sake of the larger body (1 Cor. 9:23-11:1), a political reading of self-care 

that Foucault located earlier in history than Paul’s own time.288 Yet Paul did not even set 

himself up as a Foucauldian opérateur in the style of Seneca but rather styled himself as a 

“father.”289 

                                                           
286 Castelli makes no reference to any historically concrete technologies of power such as Foucault 

consistently references, cf. Castelli, Imitating Paul, 49, “Early Christianity may be thought of as an 

emerging regime of truth. This regime of truth, along with practices of policing bodies and ordering 

populations and rationalizing these practices…,” with no specific means for accomplishing those goals, 

with such things largely or entirely unavailable in the ancient world, e.g. mirrors in insane asylums, Michel 

Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason, trans. R. Howard (New 

York: Vintage Books, 1965), 262-265, or the novel apparatuses for execution including the guillotine and a 

“hanging machine” in 1760, Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 12-14. 

287 Note the elision of Paul and the entire NT in favor of discussion of Stoics and monastics in Michel 

Foucault, “Technologies of the Self,” Technologies of the Self: A Seminar with Michel Foucault, ed. L. 

Martin, H. Gutman, P. Hutton (Amherst, MA: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1988), 16-49. 

288 On the “modeling of political work” in the care of the self, Michel Foucault, The Care of the Self, trans. 

R. Hurley, The History of Sexuality 3 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1986), 91-92. 

289 The Foucauldian “effective agent” or opérateur must place himself in someone’s life. His necessity or 

authority are not givens such as paternal authority following from engendering. The distinction between 

Paul and a Foucauldian agent is a distinction not necessarily in method as in sphere of life, cf. Michel 

Foucault, The Hermeneutics of the Subject, 134-135. 
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 The inattention to the familial language Paul constantly employs in the context of 

imitation that is found in accounts of Pauline power is erroneous in two respects: Paul’s 

own usage and the mutual obligations entailed in the ancient family. Inattention to Paul’s 

own constant usage of familial language refuses him the ability to speak for himself, an 

unscientific treatment of the informant in any observation. He understood his own role as 

a “father” (1 Thess. 2:10-12, 1 Cor. 4:14-21) or “mother” (1 Thess. 2:7-9, Gal. 4:19) or 

much more frequently (counting only instances of direct address to the recipients) as a 

“brother” or “brothers” (Rom. 1:13, 7:1, 4, 8:12, 10:1, 11:25, 12:1, 15:14, 16:17, 23; 1 

Cor. 1:10-11, 26, 2:1, 3:1, 4:6, 7:24, 7:29, 10:1, 11:33, 12:1, 14:6, 14:20, 14:26; 2 Cor. 

1:8, 8:1, 13:11; Gal. 1:11, 3:15, 4:12, 28, 31, 5:11, 13, 6:1, 18; Phil. 1:12, 3:1, 13, 17, 4:1, 

8; 1 Thess. 1:4, 2:1, 9, 14, 17, 3:7, 4:1, 10, 13, 5:1, 4, 12, 14, 5:14, 25; 2 Thess. 1:3, 2:1, 

13, 15, 3:1, 6, 13; Phlm 7, 20) of those to whom he wrote. We will analyze that language 

below to understand better what he meant by those things. 

 There is also the presumption in the work of Castelli, Polaski, and Marchal that 

hierarchy or any system of rank between subjects is illegitimate and abusive. This was 

not the ancient understanding of the value of hierarchy and is thus a judgment that can 

only be anachronistic without shedding further light on the ancient world. We cannot 

expect ancient subjects to reflect the modern scholar’s values nor could scholarship be 

long sustained if all we ever found in ancient subjects were things for our contemporaries 

to approve or disapprove. Neither Paul nor his readers/hearers have understood hierarchy 

as essentially evil, abusive, or destructive of human freedom since their thought-world is 

not our own. Schütz’s reminder that history is “a process of change, and we must be able 

to account for change in legitimate orders” is not a value-judgment about the goodness of 
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Pauline imitation and hierarchy.290 The historical task is not the assessment of what the 

historian might approve of politically in an early Christian congregation but how power 

was construed in the Pauline churches, whatever one’s personal evaluations might be.291 

In the analysis below we will seek to understand Pauline terms, structures of command, 

and worldviews in order to put imitation and power within the dynamics in which they 

were placed in the source documents we possess. 

 Paul entitles each of his letters in order to provide a cover for its reading. The title 

contains the reason for something to be read in an ancient letter, such that any claims of 

authority, prestige, or power will reside there.292 If they were absent, he could not 

anticipate his letter to command anyone’s attention. The self-assigned titles within the 

salutations for each Pauline letter contain therefore valuable data about how Paul or 

Pauline writers believed his power to function with the churches. 

 As Paul was least well-known to the Roman churches, his title in Rom. 1:1 is one 

of his most detailed. He introduces himself as a “slave of Christ Jesus,” an obedient one 

whose movement is at his master’s command and a “called apostle” who had been 

divinely “set apart” for the purposes of “the gospel of God.” As apostle he occupies a 

particularly close relationship to “Christ Jesus” (cf. 1 Cor. 15:1-9), and that relationship is 

defined by his slavery to someone and his appointed purpose entailed within his call for 

                                                           
290 J. H. Schütz, Paul and the Anatomy of Apostolic Authority, SNTS 26 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1975), 18. 

291 On “universalism and its dangers,” Castelli gestures at the political importance of “sameness” in 

“Christian discourse” without elucidating what its inherent dangers are, Imitating Paul, 128-129.  

292 William G. Doty, Letters in Primitive Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1973), 29-30. 
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the furtherance of the “gospel of God,” which he will use 1:2-7 to spell out and the rest of 

the letter to explain.293 

 Similar self-titling occurs in 1 Cor. 1:1 and 2 Cor. 1:1, where Paul is “a called 

apostle of Christ Jesus” (1 Cor.) and “an apostle of Christ Jesus” (2 Cor.), but whereas in 

Rom. 1:1 he specified the purpose for which he had been called, to the Corinthians on 

both recorded occasions Paul specifies that his apostolate is “through the will of God.” 

His position is assured by an otherworldly force apart from how his authority may be 

estimated at Corinth at any given time. Paul’s position is by divine appointment and thus 

independent of human judgment.294 

 He makes that appointment by divine will abundantly clear where it is most 

contentious in the salutation to the Galatians (1:1). There, the negatives pile up quickly to 

negate any consideration of Paul’s teaching or authority being of human origin because 

he is “an apostle” not because his apostolate originates from a human source nor as 

mediated by a human source. Rather, his apostolate is mediated through “Jesus Christ” 

and “God the Father who raised him [Jesus] from the dead.” The connection is drawn 

between an actually living Christ, which will be essential for understanding the command 

of imitation, and Paul’s apostolate. Were Jesus not living (cf. 1 Cor. 15), Paul’s behavior 

and fervency in his apostolate would be vastly different, but because the Father has raised 

Jesus from the dead, Paul has the position that he does. Resurrection and apostolate are 

inseparable.  

                                                           
293 Ernst Käsemann, An die Römer, HNT 8A (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1974), 4. 

294 Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 20. 
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 In five other places in the Pauline corpus, Paul names himself an “apostle” (Eph. 

1:1, Col. 1:1, 1 Tim. 1:1, 2 Tim. 1:1, and Tit. 1:1). Eph. and Col. recapitulate Paul’s 

assertion in 2 Cor. 1:1 that he is “an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God.” His 

apostolate in 1 Tim. 1:1 is by the “ordering of God our Savior and Christ Jesus our hope,” 

an asseveration of divine planning similar to Rom. 1:1. In 2 Tim. 1:1 Paul is “an apostle 

of Christ Jesus by the will of God” but here uniquely he adds “according to the promise 

of life which is in Christ Jesus.” Likewise, Tit. 1:1 has Paul as a “slave of God” and an 

“apostle of Christ Jesus according to the faith of the elect of God and the knowledge of 

the truth which is according to piety.” These extended phrases in the Pastorals mark out 

for the addressee not only the nature of Paul’s authority but also the purpose of Paul’s 

authority. We will return to that point, but it suffices for now to recognize that Paul’s 

authority is by his own self-disclosure for some larger purpose. The divine appointment 

to the apostolate is for the purpose of Paul’s gospel or the faith or knowledge of the 

churches, a measuring-stick for the ecclesiastical addressees also in the Pastorals.295 

 Phlm. uniquely displays Paul as a “prisoner of Christ Jesus” (1) who is bound for 

Christ’s sake or by Christ himself for the larger purposes of gospel (5-6) in which 

Philemon is Paul’s co-laborer. The use of imprisonment by the master in the slave’s life 

is seen to redound to the good of Onesimus for whom Paul is interceding with his former 

master. The title Paul employs places himself within the same legal condition of bondage 

                                                           
295 The transfer in Pauline scholarship of Weber’s conceptions of power, authority, and charisma into the 

ancient world is a much older but formally identical move as Castelli’s appropriation of Foucault. Theory 

constructed for the modern bureaucratic state in Weber’s conception is employed to analyze historical data 

from ancient epistolary culture, cf. Schütz’s attempt to do this, Paul and the Anatomy of Apostolic 

Authority, 252-259. The transfer of nineteenth-century and twentieth-century CE sociological theory and 

religious studies theory onto ancient non-state actors depends on the presupposition of human universals 

independent of ancient evidence, cf. “How does any society become unified and specific?,” Schütz, 259. 
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as the runaway slave for whom he is pleading with his master, urging the same clemency 

in Onesimus’ case as Paul has received in his own imprisonment. 

 The titles within Paul’s salutations specify the divine authority of his teaching but 

also, especially when unknown to the recipients or intending a letter for an unknown 

audience, Paul names himself in accord with the nature and the purpose of his apostolate. 

He is specific about what his apostolate is doing within the divine economy of 

salvation.296 More than that, his constant choice of the name “Paul” instead of his birth-

name signals his desire to communicate outside of his own culture, where his name was 

common, and inside a larger Greco-Roman culture where his self-chosen name was more 

easily used. Name and title both function to denote him as one who desires to be 

understood, has a divine message, and intends that message for the good of the 

recipients.297  

 The message received is at least once “my gospel” (Rom. 16:25), which in a 

hendiadys is equivalent to “the preaching of Jesus Christ.”298 The verbal proclamation 

that Paul primarily does and the written communication concerning Jesus that Paul 

secondarily does are mysteries once hidden but now made known “to all nations” (16:26) 

                                                           
296 Note his careful articulations of his relationship to Jerusalem and its apostolic authorities, cf. Andrew D. 

Clarke, A Pauline Theology of Church Leadership, 119-122. 

297 Gerd Theissen’s framework of three births for Paul (biological-social-theological) (G. Theissen, 

“Theoretische Probleme religionssoziologischer Forschung und die Analyse des Urchristentums,” NZSTh 

16 [1974], 44) is helpful when linked to an understanding of Pauline self-description as paradigmatic for all 

life in Christ, Clarence E. Glad, “Paul and Adaptability,” Paul in the Greco-Roman World: A Handbook, 

ed. J. Paul Sampley (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2003), 28-35. 

298 Middendorf, Romans 9-16, 1600, 1601. 
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so that the “obedience of faith” might result everywhere. Paul’s role as a proclaimer of a 

universal message gives him and his message potentially universal reach.299 

 Yet the potential universality of the apostle’s commission does not equate to 

actual universality of his authority or power. When powers and apostolic claims were 

pitted against one another (1 Cor. 1:12), Paul equated himself with Apollos as both 

“servants through whom you believed” (1 Cor. 3:5). He possesses an instrumentality 

within the larger plan of the making known of the mystery “to all nations,” but he is not 

unique in that instrumentality.300 The time-sequence regarding Corinth where Paul came 

first, then Apollos is also not an occasion for Paul to call attention to his authority or 

power over the Corinthians, “I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. So 

neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth” 

(1 Cor. 3:6-7). The agent of continuous production in Corinth’s history is solely divine.301 

 His instrumentality should, however, be respected in accord with his work. His 

opponents have even denied him the honor of being called an apostle, “If to others I am 

not an apostle…” (1 Cor. 9:2). The Corinthians are the mark of his apostleship (1 Cor. 

9:3), a concept we will explore more in the discussions below of practice and mission. 

Yet his defense of his peculiar conduct of not taking a wife and working for himself 

during this apostleship is that he has abjured his right as an apostle, not that he does not 

                                                           
299 This is part of his commission, James M. Scott, Paul and the Nations: The Old Testament and Jewish 

Background of Paul’s Mission to the Nations with Special Reference to the Destination of Galatians, 

WUNT 84 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1995), 124-126. 

300 Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 73. 

301 Christian Wolff, Der erste Brief des Paulus an die Korinther, THKNT 7 (Leipzig: Evangelische 

Verlagsanstalt, 1996), 67. 
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possess the rights to take a wife or be paid for preaching the gospel (1 Cor. 9:11-12).302 

This sets Paul’s apostleship within the context of the apostleship of others, showing that 

he was not alone in possessing the authority that he did.303 

 Indeed, apostles as a class are the first of the many members of the body of Christ, 

so that Paul is preeminent with his class but not necessarily preeminent in his class, “And 

God has appointed in the church first apostles” (1 Cor. 12:28). Since gifts are not 

apportioned equally and entirely to all the members of the “body of Christ” (1 Cor. 

12:27), there is a uniqueness about Paul’s position vis-à-vis the Corinthians that he does 

not necessarily possess “in all the churches.”304 As we consider Pauline power, we should 

remember he does not claim a power that is not the possession of many others in many 

other cases. Holmberg’s distinction between Paul as “founder” in Corinth and Paul as co-

worker with many others clarifies the difference between authority in a specific case and 

authority in general throughout any church.305 

 Those many others are indeed before him temporally. In 1 Cor. 15:8, Paul is an 

abortion, an afterbirth, among the apostles, “unworthy to be called an apostle,” due to his 

previous conduct as a persecutor of the church of God (1 Cor. 15:9). This personal 

ranking, similar to the Pastoral “chief/first among sinners,” could be insincere as Castelli 

                                                           
302 “In these ways, Paul lays aside the impression of unassailable strength and status on a number of 

occasions,” Clarke, A Pauline Theology of Church Leadership, 101. 

303 If alone in his authority, Paul would not have conceded an abstract right apart from his conduct. His 

conduct on its own would be sufficient law in any given case, but the distinction between his conduct as an 

individual apostle and abstract apostolic right upholds the authority of other apostles who might behave 

differently, Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 151-155. 

304 The body metaphor not only includes but requires diversified leadership, cf. Clarke, A Pauline Theology 

of Church Leadership, 134. 

305 Holmberg, Paul and Power, 58-69, 72-75.  
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presumes,306 but a simpler explanation is that Paul’s conduct prior to his Damascene 

experience was remembered by him and the churches as defining him even after that 

experience. He could not claim an undivided allegiance either temporally or logically 

because of what he had done before his calling. Paul never claimed nor could he have 

claimed a “primacy” akin to later Roman formulations of Petrine claims over the entirety 

of the churches.307 

 Although Paul operated as the last of the apostles, his ministry was valid on its 

own terms, so his proclamation to the Gentiles or “uncircumcision” is as legitimate as 

Peter’s to the Jews or “circumcision” (Gal. 2:8). The same God energized both to do what 

they did.308 Thus, Paul’s unconcern about the regard in which the “pillars” of the 

Jerusalem church were held (Gal. 2:9) is a confident assertion of his station among the 

other ministers or workers.309 If in Corinth he claimed a lowly place, among the Galatians 

he must assert that he has any place at all and that his ministry is altogether as valid as 

anyone else’s.310 

 As discussed in the previous chapter, the Deutero-Paulines do not exhibit any 

markers of difference between their articulations of Pauline power from the indisputably 

Pauline letters. Eph. 4:11 names apostles as gifts within the church alongside other 

classes of workers in an expression very similar to 1 Cor. 12:28-29. The image in Eph. 4 

                                                           
306 Castelli, Imitating Paul, 113-114, wherein she elides Christ and other apostles, focusing on Paul alone, 

something Paul explicitly does not do. 

307 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1208-1209. 

308 Moo, Galatians, 134-135. 

309 Betz, Galatians, 97-99. 

310 Das, Galatians, 113-114. 
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is of a building rather than a body, but the concept of apostles as primary or foundational 

within a corporate structure that has some larger purpose with Christ as the body’s head 

and the building’s cornerstone on which all else depends is expressed in both cases. 

Never is Paul unique or alone in his apostleship, but apostleship is in both places 

categorically foundational to the church’s well-being.311 

 Perhaps because of the valence of apostleship toward the rest of the church, Paul 

articulates even his own physical sufferings and hardships as “for your sake” (Phil. 

1:24a). Within the metaphor of the body of Christ, Paul’s sufferings are “filling up what 

is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body” (Phil. 1:24b). There is a need 

for continued suffering within the church especially among its ministers (Phil. 1:25) 

which will somehow benefit the church that is the body of Christ. Everything that occurs 

to the apostle is “for your sake” because his purpose is “to make the word of God fully 

known, the mystery hidden for ages and generations but now revealed to his saints” (Phil. 

1:26).312 

 This is summarized in 2 Tim. 4:17-18 where the apostolic sufferings are 

recounted to remind Timothy that the missionary purpose of God who called Paul would 

be fulfilled.313 Despite his imprisonment and difficulties, Paul is convinced that he has 

been preserved and will be preserved “so that through me the message might be fully 

proclaimed and all the Gentiles hear it” (2 Tim. 4:17). His telling of sufferings thereafter 

brings home the point that everything that occurs with him is the result of God’s 

                                                           
311 Hoehner, Ephesians, 133-136, 541-542. 

312 Silva, Philippians, 75-76; Reumann, Philippians, 253-258. 

313 Marcheselli-Casale, Le Lettere Pastorali, 815-816. 
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purposes. That is a very strong metaphysical claim for the significance of what is 

occurring in his life, but it is not an assertion of his own power, even in a veiled way.314 

He is not claiming that Timothy should do every little thing that Paul does, but he is 

asserting that what Paul has done or will do, that will somehow redound to the larger 

purpose for which he was called: that the nations or Gentiles might know Christ.315 

 What is the nature of that message with which Paul was entrusted? He asserts 

very clearly that his message was received from heaven. His apostleship has a heavenly 

origin (Gal. 1:1), and if it did not, his methods would be different.316 The connection 

between origin and behavior is one that will be drawn most clearly in the next chapter, 

where we will see what distinctive practices constituted Paul’s “ways in Christ” (1 Cor. 

4:15-16). In Gal. 1 Paul identifies his indifference to human praise or blame as a marker 

of the divine origin of his teaching. If he sought to please anyone but the divine originator 

of his message concerning Christ, then he would be marked as someone whose message 

was not of divine origin, a message that Paul can only characterize as entirely different, a 

different gospel altogether (Gal. 1:6).317 

 The possibility that Paul or some other angelic figure could proclaim a different 

piece of good news about God is entertained (Gal. 1:8), but a solemn curse is pronounced 

upon anyone who would attempt such a thing. Paul’s cursing seals his seriousness about 

his own message, so that one must pay attention to his proclamation at the risk of losing 

                                                           
314 Johnson, The First and Second Letters to Timothy, 442. 

315 Bustamante, Segunda Carta a Timoteo, 375-377. 

316 Betz, Galatians, 39. 

317 Frank J. Matera, Galatians, SP 9 (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1992), 45-48. 
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God’s blessing. The repetition of the curse upon any other gospel in 1:9 is the servant’s 

deliverance of the seriousness of his master’s message.318 Since Paul is a servant only of 

Christ, he pleases only Christ in both his gospel and his cursing of other gospels. Since 

the only gospel was received “through a revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:12), Paul preaches 

only that divine gospel and pleases only that divine figure who revealed these things to 

him (1:11).319 

 This explains Paul’s personal expectation that his words will be read publicly to 

the whole church as Scripture was read to the gathered congregation. Where those words 

have been lost (Col. 4:16),320 we can see the seriousness of all his words to the churches 

because he expects words intended for one church in Laodicea to be mutually beneficial 

to the Colossians, who will send the Laodiceans their own letter for public reading.321 

Pauline words command attention equal to the attention given to already canonical 

Scripture because of the divine origin of the message, not because of the personal 

characteristics of the messenger.322 

 Likewise, the placement under forensic oath of the Thessalonians that they should 

read his first letter to them (1 Thess. 5:27) ensures that what is divinely given will be 

received as such, even as Paul’s initial proclamation of the gospel is received not as the 

                                                           
318 Cf. similar curses at 1QS II.5-17; 4Q280-282, 286-287; 1 En. 95.4. 

319 Matera, Galatians, 56-57; Moo, Galatians, 95. 

320 O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, 258. 

321 Eduard Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, trans. W.R. Poehlmann and R.J. Karris, Hermeneia 

(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1971), 174-175. 

322 Lukas Bormann, Der Brief des Paulus an die Kolosser, THKNT 10/I (Leipzig: Evangelische 

Verlagsanstalt, 2012), 197-198. 
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message of man, but as it really is, the message of God.323 There is always a connection 

between Paul’s words or communication and the respect he expects. The respect is never 

for his person, as if obeisance were commanded for Paul’s sake, so if he were looking to 

grasp for power in commanding imitation, let alone any of the other admonitions or 

commands he issues in his letters, he could have orchestrated and performed that power 

in much more readily comprehensible and easily done ways than to distinguish so 

rigorously between his own life and his calling and proclamation.324 

 In addition to his setting within a group of apostles among which he is 

distinguished only for his lateness, Paul set himself within a family. The expression of his 

relationship to other Christians is nearly constantly presented as a matter of familial 

relationship, so that his power or authority is understood in those terms and not in 

master/servant, king/subjects, or other metaphors of power.325 

 When sending his regret that he has been hitherto unable to visit the Roman 

churches, Paul names the Romans collectively as “brothers” (Rom. 1:13), a term he will 

employ again at 12:1 and with the modifier “my” at 15:14. The recipients of his letter and 

his articulation of “my gospel” exist within a horizontal familial network. This language 

is picked up in every Pauline or Deutero-Pauline letter with the exception of the 

                                                           
323 Wanamaker, The Epistles to the Thessalonians, 208-209. 

324 On 1 Thess. 5:27 as an authorization of local leadership and an abjuration of personally Pauline 

decision-making on the local level, Fee, The First and Second Letters to the Thessalonians, 233. 

325 Fitzgerald makes a common mistake among interpreters in not perceiving the rod of 1 Cor. 4:20-21 as a 

fatherly tool (see discussion above) and therefore overestimating how many different personae Paul adopts 

in his address to congregations. The paternal relationship he portrays is so dominant as to exclude his being 

in Fitzgerald’s words a “storm trooper,” cf. John T. Fitzgerald, “Paul, the Ancient Epistolary Theorists, and 

2 Corinthians 10-13,” in Greeks, Romans, and Christians: Essays in Honor of Abraham J. Malherbe, ed. 

David L. Balch, Everett Ferguson, Wayne A. Meeks (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990), 194. 
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Pastorals. Paul limits his own capacity to command through articulating his relationship 

to the recipients as horizontal and brotherly rather than vertical and fatherly, with the 

exception of 1 Cor. 4:16 as has been discussed above. 

 Why does that matter? If Paul is commanding something, is not power still being 

employed? Yes, but undifferentiated discussion of “power” without attention to how 

power is transmitted, understood, or discussed is useless for understanding Paul or his 

churches. If he commands imitation of people whom he does not describe as his 

“children” (1 Cor. 4), then his claim on others must be articulated differently than a 

paternal expectation of obedience to command. The language of exhortation that Paul 

usually employs in connection with imitation must be used precisely because Paul cannot 

and does not flatly demand adherence to what he says.326 It is also why he needs to 

adduce other examples than his own even with his “children” in Corinth when he 

mentions that the practices he expects are done “in all the churches.” The expectation is 

of adherence to a familial standard, not to something idiosyncratically Pauline.327 

 Paul’s discussion of power articulates his conviction that the relationship of 

power outside Christ, that is, outside the churches, is always a matter of lordship and 

enslavement. Whenever he describes the Christians’ lives before their coming into the 

churches, he describes slavery, futility, and struggle. The person enslaved to “powers and 

                                                           
326 Christine Gerber’s exhaustive study of relationship metaphors in the Pauline corpus concludes that 

metaphorical language for relationship is necessary because the early Christian understanding of 

interpersonal relationships did not fit neatly into any one group of social power relationships and could not 

employ one set of metaphors to portray the relationship between apostle/churches, brothers/sisters, etc., 

Paulus und seine Kinder: Studien zur Beziehungsmetaphorik der paulinischen Briefe, BZNW 136 (Berlin: 

de Gruyter, 2005), 500-501. 

327 Cf. Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 191 on 1 Cor. 11:16, “The church is a unity, and in this case 

[headcoverings] so also is the custom. This is, on the one hand, an indication of how a unified Christian 

way of life develops even in outward things.” 
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principalities” is both personally bound to do what those powers desire him to do and will 

personally bind people over whom he may possess some modicum of power. One’s 

exercise of power is in accord with the power to whom one is bound. 

 Thus the one who is “in Christ” as Paul names himself to be (2 Cor. 12-13) is one 

who has been freed and escaped the “yoke of slavery.” Since that yoke is gone and the 

Christian is now yoked to Christ’s direction, he must pull and work under Christ’s 

direction, but that direction feels like and is exercised as freedom. This again makes 

better sense of Paul’s language of appeal and self-description in connection with 

imitation and his expectations than thinking of imitation as a grasp for or the maintenance 

of power. Paul must exhort because he does not understand himself to be master of the 

churches but a servant of Jesus, who is master of the churches. The commands are echoes 

of Jesus’ commands, and the expectation of imitation is the expectation that the churches 

will mirror the imitating of Christ that Paul is already himself doing. Subordination is not 

so much absent from the relationship of Paul and the churches as placed between Christ 

on the one hand and Paul and the churches collectively on the other hand. Christ is or 

does, and thus Paul is or does likewise and exhorts the churches so to be or to do as well. 

 Paul’s co-laborers “in the gospel” make sense then as people who can do the same 

thing that he does.328 The entire discussion of Timothy in 1 Cor. 4 makes little sense if 

Paul could or sought to preserve his unique status as the only true imitator of Christ. Paul 

can transmit his “ways in Christ” (1 Cor. 4:15) to Timothy who thus faithfully carries on 

Paul’s ways independent of Paul’s presence. Apostolic absence thus does not equate to 

                                                           
328 On Paul’s legal conception of the church and its consequences for a mutuality of equals across 

geographic and ethnic difference, J. Paul Sampley, Pauline Partnership in Christ: Christian Community 

and Commitment in Light of Roman Law (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980), 103-108. 
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apostolic nullity. Paul’s “ways in Christ” are explicitly transmissible to Timothy and thus 

to the Corinthians.329 

 Other coworkers besides Timothy are engaged in the same labor and are listed 

along with Paul as authors of his letters where he commands imitation. This is possible 

because Paul cannot maintain “sameness” in everything but can presume and operates on 

the reality that being “in Christ” indicates some likeness among peoples of differing 

kinds. Thus speculation about the ethnic composition of early Christian churches may be 

interesting or helpful, but though it cannot be definitely determined for each 

congregation, the lack of explicit data about the precise ethnic composition is notable in 

the Pauline corpus. Coworkers with names of varying ethnic markers and congregations 

of indeterminate ethnic composition are all expected to share in the work of the gospel 

and the “ways in Christ” that Paul is transmitting along with others. 

 Paul’s power is also by his own admission limited. Setting aside the Lukan 

account of the Jerusalem meeting to determine the nature and validity of the Gentile 

mission (Acts 15), Paul’s own account of his visit to Jerusalem reveals a great deal about 

his articulation of power. Paul does not act alone, not even when there is practically no 

one else active in the regions and with the population groups to whom he is proclaiming 

the gospel. He knows that there are other people active and believes that they are 

similarly “energized” by the same God to proclaim the same gospel. The distinction 

between Paul and the others is that he does not have the human regard that the Jerusalem 

“pillars” enjoy in their setting. He has none of the human regard that seemingly many 

enjoy in many settings, including his opponents within his own churches. Whether this is 

                                                           
329 Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 205. 
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Paul’s griping and justified or not is irrelevant. Indubitably, Paul does not enjoy nor does 

he seek to exercise mastery over his own churches, let alone the entirety of the Gentile 

churches or all the churches of whatever ethnic composition.330 

 The coexistence of Pauline authority with Paul’s desire to handle people and 

conflicts without stern command is most evident in the brief letter to Philemon, the owner 

of Onesimus, a slave who has fled from Philemon and/or to Paul and for whom Paul 

intercedes in the letter. Although sometimes considered a private letter because of its 

name,331 Phlm was directed to several people and the church in Philemon’s house. The 

apparently interpersonal difference between Philemon and Onesimus was thus handled by 

Paul in a public manner.332 This indicates the public nature of personal conduct among 

the Pauline churches. Onesimus was not where according to Roman law he should have 

been, and Philemon had likely not heard anything from or of Onesimus since his 

departure. Paul’s letter was the first news about his slave that Philemon had received, but 

Paul did not address Philemon individually.333 Even this matter of “personal property” is 

a matter for “Philemon our [Paul and Timothy’s!] beloved and fellow worker, and 

Apphia the sister, and Archippus our fellow-soldier and the church in your [sing.] house” 

(Phlm 1b-2). The discussion about what would or should happen with Onesimus was 

                                                           
330 Betz, Galatians, 81-83; Longenecker, Galatians, 56; Moo, Galatians, 136-137. 

331 A catalog of this error available at Peter Stuhlmacher, Der Brief an Philemon, EKKNT 18 (Zürich: 

Neukirchener, 1989), 24, n. 29. 

332 Stuhlmacher, Philemon, 26; Joseph A. Fitzmyer, S. J., The Letter to Philemon, AB 34C (New York: 

Doubleday, 2000), 34-35. 

333 Paul is not alone in sending nor Philemon in receiving this letter about Onesimus the brother in Christ, 

Eckart Reinmuth, Der Brief des Paulus an Philemon, THKNT 11:2 (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 

2006), 24-25. 
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thereby rhetorically removed from the sole knowledge and jurisdiction of Philemon the 

paterfamilias and transferred to the hearing and implicit judgment of the entire church.334 

Philemon’s conduct cannot be privatized. All conduct is potentially publicly 

significant.335 

 Significant also is that despite the multiple senders (Paul and Timothy) and the 

multiple recipients (Philemon, Apphia, Archippus, and the entire church there), the letter 

is largely written in the voice of one individual to another (4-24). Speculation about why 

Phlm is in the NT canon has existed since perhaps there was a NT canon of any kind, but 

the distinction between private letters and public behavior is not apposite for earliest 

Pauline Christianity. Through the nature of his address line, Paul secured the importance 

of his rhetorical maneuvers and theological sentiments at least for the whole church in 

Philemon’s house, if not necessarily for the whole church for all time. Paul’s 

“paradigmatic ‘I’”336 worked powerfully in this way to make the issue about the potential 

return of Onesimus to Philemon an issue for many rather than for two men only.337 

 There were two routes for securing his desired outcome in Paul’s mind, and the 

one he chose to exercise rhetorically was the one that leaves the interpreter uncertain 

about what precisely was Paul’s desired outcome. To follow the course of Paul’s rhetoric 

                                                           
334 The legal uncertainty of Onesimus’ “crime” (cf. Fitzmyer, The Letter to Philemon, 17-23) does not bring 

into question Philemon’s authority over his body (John G. Nordling, Philemon, ConC [Saint Louis: 

Concordia, 2004], 146; his exhaustive survey of ancient slavery makes the point in multifarious ways, 39-

149). 

335 Fitzmyer, The Letter to Philemon, 90. 

336 Brian Dodd, Paul’s Paradigmatic “I”, 237. 

337 McKnight notes that Paul’s moving self-presentation is made before the use of Onesimus’ name, 

framing the reception of Onesimus as the reception of Paul himself, Scot McKnight, The Letter to 

Philemon, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017), 80-81. 
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is to follow a carefully constructed exercise of paradigmatic authority intended as Paul 

elsewhere claimed with passion “for the edification of the church.” This careful exercise 

will concede nothing of Paul’s authority but will also seek not to bully Philemon into a 

desired course. Pauline power is always deployed through negotiation between command, 

desire, personal warmth, and a larger vision of “the gospel.”338 

 Like every other Pauline letter except Gal., the body of Phlm opens with a 

thanksgiving, in this case not for a congregation or group of congregations but for the 

particular faith and love “toward the Lord Jesus and for all the saints” (5) of Philemon. 

Paul’s remembrance of Philemon is grounded in his conviction that those gifts for which 

he gives thanks (4) are intended for the benefit of others “in the knowledge of everything 

good which is ours toward Christ” (6). Philemon’s authority and conduct are summarized 

as for someone else’s benefit, the other-directed exercise of authority that we have 

observed above in Paul’s articulation of his apostleship to the nations.339 The refreshment 

of the “hearts of the saints” (7b) that Philemon has accomplished is the cause of Paul’s 

rejoicing. Simultaneously Paul articulates the nature of Philemon’s gifts and their 

purpose, so that he can lay out how those gifts should be used in the specific problem of 

Onesimus’ status.340 

 V. 8 lays open the potential for the naked exercise of power through what Paul 

terms his “boldness in Christ,” a freedom of speech founded on his position as an apostle 

                                                           
338 “Paul refuses to ask this favor of Philemon directly; he simply suggests it (though indeed he suggests it 

very strongly!),” Nils Alstrup Dahl, “Paul and Possessions,” Studies in Paul: Theology for the Early 

Christian Mission (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1977), 29. 

339 Stuhlmacher, Der Brief an Philemon, 34-35. 

340 Hermann Binder, Der Brief des Paulus an Philemon, THKNT 11:2 (Berlin: Evangelische 

Verlagsanstalt, 1990), 51-52. 
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of Christ. Most significantly, however, he chooses not to exercise that right, as he had 

elsewhere foregone rights to marriage, congregational support, and other things he 

understands as possible for others and for himself but impossible for the bonds of love 

extant between himself and the churches.341 The foregoing of bold speech is a foregoing 

of rhetorical and ecclesiastical direct government. If Paul had been interested in mere 

obedience a la Michaelis or Castelli’s conceptions of imitation, it is hard to see why Paul 

would not have been much more straightforwardly peremptory with Philemon or any 

other person of whose conduct he had some critique or for whom he recommended some 

unconsidered course of action.342 The exercise of boldness is explicitly laid on the table 

in 8 but foregone in 9 because the appeal of an old man for his child will contribute to 

love. Paul’s self-descriptions as an old man and a prisoner of Christ Jesus (9b) paint a 

vividly pathetic figure engaged in the larger work of Christ, bound paradoxically to 

Christ and for the sake of Christ while Onesimus, apparently sound in body, is unbound 

from his master Philemon. The exchange of theological titles (apostle) for personal self-

description (old man, prisoner, father of Onesimus in 10) was also seen in 1 Cor. 4 where 

Paul was a father to the Corinthians and to Timothy. In begetting someone “through the 

gospel” or “in chains” Paul’s relationships are not mere office holding but personal and 

self-giving.343 

                                                           
341 Bengt Holmberg, Paul and Power: The Structure in the Primitive Church as Reflected in the Pauline 

Epistles, ConBNT 11 (Lund: Gleerup, 1978), 84-88. 

342 Nordling, Philemon, 232-234. 

343 James R. Harrison, Paul’s Language of Grace in its Graeco-Roman Context, WUNT 172 (Tübingen: 

Mohr Siebeck, 2003), 328-332. 
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 The hidden rhetorical move is that Paul’s own shift from what could be done 

through righteous authority to what should be done for the sake of love and kinship 

mirrors what he desires Philemon to change about his own conduct.344 By ecclesiastical 

right Paul could Philemon in a certain course of action, and by law Philemon could 

severely punish Onesimus.345 The play on words in 11 relies on the literal sense of 

Onesimus’ name as “useful,” so that his uselessness (11) is replaced by a real living up to 

his name for Paul and for Philemon.346 Begotten in Paul’s chains, Onesimus is reborn as 

someone different, significant now not only as property to Philemon (16) but also as child 

to Paul (10) and as beloved brother to Philemon (16).  

 The relationship created through the gospel has transformed Onesimus into Paul’s 

own heart (12), so that should Philemon get Onesimus back again, he must consider that 

reception as the reception of Paul himself (17). Paul considered not sending Onesimus 

back to his master for the sake of the gospel (13), a potentially justifiable exercise of 

apostolic authority, but for the sake of Philemon, Onesimus is sent back that Philemon’s 

goodness may be not by compulsion but according to his own will. The reliance on 

Philemon’s goodwill is thus real.347 If Paul were bluffing, he might have foregone writing 

this letter and simply done what he obviously wanted to do with Onesimus: keep him 

with him. Instead, Paul is respectful of the legal claim Philemon has on Onesimus, 

                                                           
344 Fitzmyer, The Letter to Philemon, 116. 

345 Reinmuth, Der Brief des Paulus an Philemon, 11-12; Nordling’s contention that slavery was not 

necessarily violent is necessitated by the great potential for its employment in obedience, as he admits, 

Nordling, Philemon, 103.  

346 McKnight, The Letter to Philemon, 88. 

347 Allen Dwight Callahan, Embassy of Onesimus: The Letter of Paul to Philemon (Valley Forge, PA: 

Trinity Press International, 1997), 42-43. 
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however the gospel has transmuted and transformed the nature of that legal claim through 

its creation of new kinship between Paul and Onesimus and thus between Philemon and 

Onesimus.348 

 The new kinship means that though Onesimus could still be subject to Philemon 

(according to his legally established right over the other man’s body), any legal 

restitution owed by Onesimus to Philemon for his absence will be covered by Paul, 

Onesimus’ father in Christ. The assumption of real financial burdens makes calling 

Pauline kinship “fictive” somewhat inaccurate. This kinship is not “fictive” for Paul 

anymore than the debts he potentially assumes (whether financial, legal, emotional, etc.) 

for Onesimus are “fictive.”349 Rather, Paul characterizes human relationships in two 

spheres in 16, calling Onesimus Philemon’s “beloved brother in the flesh and in the 

Lord,” being family within Philemon’s legal household and within the household of God. 

Thus the elusive phrases for Paul’s desired outcome that he has previously employed 

(“what is fitting” in 8 and “the good” in 14) are suffused with the notion that Onesimus’ 

belonging to Philemon is networked not so much through slavery but rather through 

Christ, according to whose taxonomy Paul is the father of Onesimus and brother to 

Philemon and Onesimus, who are likewise brothers.350 Conduct therefore must be in 

accord with this network “in the Lord,” where considerations such as faith, love, 

goodwill, mutual service, and edification of the church have been mentioned. Paul’s sole 

                                                           
348 Stuhlmacher, Der Brief an Philemon, 49; Binder, Der Brief des Paulus an Philemon, 61; Fitzmyer, The 

Letter to Philemon, 116; Reinmuth, Der Brief des Paulus an Philemon, 49-50; 

349 Nordling, Philemon, 272-273 asserts and defends with exhaustive supporting citation (273, n. 71) for the 

reality of Paul’s offer. 

350 Stuhlmacher, Der Brief an Philemon, 49, n. 121. 
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mention of Onesimus’ legal obligations under civil law is to note his willingness to 

assume them for himself (18).351 

 That assumption of debt is sealed with an oath certifying Paul’s signature (19a) 

and the reminder that Philemon owes his own life “in the Lord” to Paul, as Onesimus 

does (19b). Thus everyone exists within the network “in the Lord” in which mutual debts 

are assumed and mutual obligations of love are entailed, and the identity of the slave is 

known through his relationship to and indistinguishability from the apostle (17).352 The 

profit Paul anticipates in sending Onesimus back to Philemon is that as Philemon has 

done previously with the church, he would in this particular case with this particular slave 

refresh Paul’s own heart (20b). Thus the debt that Onesimus owed to Paul is assumed by 

Paul, and the debt of love owed by Philemon to Paul can only be paid through how 

Philemon treats Onesimus.353 

 Obedience (21a) is thereby secured not through naked command or pulling rank. 

Paul instead reminds Philemon of the bonds “in the Lord” that have subsisted and do 

subsist between and among Paul the old man, prisoner, and father and Philemon his child 

in the gospel, his brother, and the owner of Onesimus, who is likewise child/brother to 

Paul and brother of Philemon. The public household of God, the church that includes 

Apphia and Archippus, therefore see the display neither of apostolic prerogative in Paul 

nor of paternal legal right in Philemon, however theoretically justified both could have 

been. Instead kinship and its mutual bonds of obligation, love, and affection are deployed 

                                                           
351 Reinmuth, Der Brief des Paulus an Philemon, 50. 

352 The usage of a “promissory note” and gift economy of mutual obligation in Christ exists outside of 

Roman prescriptions and monetarily conceived debts, McKnight, The Letter to Philemon, 105-106. 

353 Stuhlmacher, Der Brief an Philemon, 50-51; Callahan, Embassy of Onesimus, 62-64. 
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with the certainty that Philemon will pick up on what Paul wants in the case of Onesimus, 

someone so useful to him in the gospel (13), and will do “even more than I say” (21), an 

intriguing hint that conduct cannot be altogether commanded but Philemon’s faith and 

love will see to what is “fitting” and “good” without explicit statement or command.354 

 Paul’s potential personal presence requires the outfitting of a guestroom, and his 

coming would be for Philemon a gift itself (22) when his chains are taken away. This is 

not the imperial language Paul might have employed if command were his desire. Rather 

the language of kinship and the resting of proper conduct’s exercise in the addressee’s 

will make Paul’s obvious desire to have Onesimus for the gospel work a fitting example 

of how Paul deployed the power he did have in the church. Not only was that power 

networked through the relationships created by the gospel “in the Lord,” but that power 

was exercised in public for the church’s good, as the whole church is addressed with 

Philemon’s potential course of action (2) and others in the church are looking on with 

Paul to see how things will go (1, 23-24). Public conduct for public good according to 

apostolic exhortation does not command but instead exhorts, stirs up, reminds, and 

appeals to the ways in Christ that Paul has displayed, for Philemon owed his life to Paul 

in Christ as Onesimus owed his life to Philemon under the law. The exercise of familial 

love, not the exercise of legal right in the church or under the law, were presumed by 

Paul.355 

                                                           
354 Fitzmyer, The Letter to Philemon, 119-120. 

355 Paul lacks legal power over Philemon and refuses the right of command over him, “…Paul’s very 

intention might have been to leave the matter in Philemon’s hands, trusting him to do the right thing in light 

of Paul’s recommendation,” Hendrik Goede, “The relationship between slave-owner and slave: a socio-

juristic reading of Philemon,” in The New Testament in the Graeco-Roman World: Articles in Honor of Abe 

Malherbe, ed. M. Nel, J. G. van der Watt, F. J. van Rensburg, Theology in Africa 4 (Zürich: Lit, 2015), 
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Paul sets himself within networks everywhere. Within the local church, he is a 

brother among brothers with a unique commission to proclaim the divine message. His 

commission was late in coming but one among many apostles who proclaim the same 

message with the same authority and who have been collectively energized to a variety of 

places and peoples with that message for their “obedience to faith” when they hear about 

Christ.356 That obedience among many different peoples creates churches throughout the 

world who follow similar ways,357 have many workers who travel with or for Paul, and 

whose “ways in Christ” will resemble Paul’s because they all resemble Christ’s. 

Everything in the churches from the most local to the global is networked under this 

headship of Christ, but what are those practices that Paul expects to find in the churches 

and models for them himself? 

  

                                                           
356 Holmberg, Paul and Power, 97, 196-197. 

357 Clarke’s defense of Paul contra Castelli that Paul “celebrates diversity” not only sounds as if it were but 

indeed is wildly anachronistic, transplanting the political values of late modern capitalist democracies onto 

the Pauline churches. Paul prizes identity and similarity (cf. ch. 5-6 below), but diversity is not per se a 

“good” or a “strength.” Clarke reveals his unease with his own formulation in ending his section on 

diversity with a discussion of Paul’s valuation of sameness (cf. Phil. 2:2, 3:15), Andrew D. Clarke, A 

Pauline Theology of Church Leadership, 181-182. 
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CHAPTER 5 

IMITATION IN PRACTICE 

If power is distributed through networks conceived in familial terms and 

authorized by a divine commission to spread the gospel, the question of the content of 

Pauline μίμησις remains. Previous efforts to define the data recounted in ch. 3 above have 

depended on this or that lexicographical decision of the interpreter. Among the vast array 

of options for defining μίμησις in the ancient world, the interpreter selects his/her 

preferred meaning or range of meanings and assigns that to Paul’s usage. Betz’s 

interpretation of μίμησις within the context of Hellenistic mystery religion or Castelli’s 

setting within a Foucaldian hermeneutic exemplify the impressment of non-Pauline 

meanings upon Pauline usage. 

 In this chapter we will explore what can be known about Pauline μίμησις in 

practice from the data described in ch. 3 and accompanied by other Pauline data pertinent 

to issues such as working to support oneself or being flexible in dealing with other ethnic 

groups. First we will use the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu to define the problem of 

describing practice and to attempt a definition of practice that will be workable but not 

exhaustive for our description of the practice of Pauline μίμησις. 

 Bourdieu identified the problem within the social sciences (les sciences 

humaines)358 that many interpreters of Pauline μίμησις also encountered or have 

embodied: the confusion of the observing scholar’s observation of practice for the 

actuality of practice, “leading him to reduce all social relations to communicative 

                                                           
358 The French term I find more exact in its statement of its object rather than the abstraction of “society.” 
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relations and, more precisely, to decoding operations.”359 The most salient example of 

confusion is the difference between the information an informant provides a scholar and 

the information the scholar is actually seeking. In Bourdieu’s case, an example from his 

fieldwork among the Kabyle people-group in twentieth-century Algeria will illustrate the 

problem of describing practice. 

 Among the Kabyle marriage was the site of much negotiation of power and the 

expression of prestige. The least honorable position to be in was to be the father only of 

daughters, who needed to be married off but who were categorically less likely to 

increase the prestige and wealth of one’s tribe. Anthropologists among Arab or Berber 

tribes would hear about the existence of men who were brought into their father-in-law’s 

households as adopted sons and then later married to their stepsisters. Every single Arab 

or Berber informant would attribute this furtive practice of “adoption” for the sake of 

one’s family as a practice only of other tribes nearby. No informant in Bourdieu’s survey 

of the previous ethnographic work had self-reported this practice of mechrut marriage.360 

 An anthropologist who could not distinguish between the conversations he had 

had and the practices in which people were actually engaged would mistake the reports 

he had received for the truth of actual practice. Bourdieu’s contention is that the 

examination of practice is fundamentally more important for understanding human beings 

than basing one’s conclusions solely on what informants say. Bourdieu observed that 

mechrut did exist among the Kabyle, his informants, but such men were always 

euphemistically described as hired “millers” or “gardeners” for their future fathers-in-law 

                                                           
359 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 1. 

360 Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, 49-50. 
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after their adoption. The man would bear his biological father’s surname or village name, 

further masking the fact that he had been adopted solely to be married off to one of his 

“sisters.” No one reported this, but the observation of practice, the behaviors in which 

human beings actually engage, is the key to understanding how and why they explain 

their behavior to themselves and others in the way they do.361  

 Reluctance to explain himself as clearly and thoroughly as possible was not, as we 

will see below, Paul’s vice. Pauline autobiography will serve to expose and not to mask 

his behavior, but the purpose of our attending to his practice is to conceive of him first as 

a certain kind of practitioner rather than as a speculator on the experiences of others or on 

literary data, as he is sometimes portrayed in NT scholarship. We will then employ 

Bourdieu’s understanding of practice as a set of behaviors and attitudes consciously 

cultivated to form a field within which one’s habitus is shaped, as the movements of a 

tennis player are shaped by the game’s rules and geometry. Pauline imitation takes on 

specific forms, some of which are textually accessible and some of which we cannot any 

longer access, because of the life Paul led and describes. My contention contra many 

interpreters is that Pauline imitation should not be metaphorized as analogous to some 

larger project, which the scholar is tasked with discovering, such that imitation is truly a 

mask for something else: the importation of Hellenistic mystery religions, the securing of 

power within a church, etc.362 Rather, Pauline imitation functions within its own 

                                                           
361 Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, 51-52. 

362 “Rites and myths which were ‘acted out’ in the mode of belief and fulfilled a practical function as 

collective instruments of symbolic action on the natural world and above all on the group, receive from 

learned a reflection a function which is not their own but that which they have for scholars,” Bourdieu, 
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symbolic world of early Christianity as a tactic of cohesion reinforcing certain practices 

that contribute to Paul’s self-defined larger project.  

 First, we will look at Pauline self-description and then trace those self-

descriptions through their application to Paul’s congregations, often explicit in 

commanded imitation and sometimes implicit in apostolic re-statement of apostolic 

practice. Finally, we will ask what the field, the rules, and the purpose of this “game” (in 

Bourdieu’s terms) might be. 

 The numerous Pauline self-descriptions cover the gamut from Paul’s suffering to 

his missionary methods to his handling of difficult situations within congregations. 

Before describing those practices that we will find he presumes also in his churches, why 

is there so much Pauline self-description in the first place? What is its value? 

 Most immediately notable is that Pauline self-description is never a discussion of 

Paul’s prerogatives such as a listing of one’s degrees or pedigree. Indeed, when Paul does 

list his pedigree, the point is its relative insignificance compared to his being “in Christ” 

(2 Cor. 11:22, Phil. 3:4-6). Since his opponents make so much of their Jewish heritage, 

Paul makes much of his own to make exceedingly clear how foolish he believes the 

endeavor to be (Phil. 3:7). Since being Jewish does not ensure one’s standing before God, 

its practices and prerogatives prove to be “excrement” compared to the surpassing worth 

of knowing Christ (Phil. 3:8). The things in his life prior to the Damascene experience on 

which Paul might have prided himself with some justice are worthless to him (Phil. 3:9-

11), as they should also be to his hearers/readers.363 
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 His self-description is much different when he is describing his ways and 

sufferings in Christ and for the sake of the gospel (1 Cor. 4:9-13; 2 Cor. 1:3-11, 6:3-10; 

Phil. 4:10-13). When that occurs, he is willing to list the sufferings he has endured, but 

here, too, the point is not entirely straightforward. In 2 Cor. he feels himself forced to 

make the list of his dangers and hardships to prove his apostolic status (2 Cor. 11:21b-

33). “Much different” is the description of his list because he speaks ironically about 

speaking as a fool yet displaying his hardships in writing. This list serves to prove that his 

conformity to Christ in Christ’s sufferings exhibits the reality of his apostleship in a way 

that cannot be contravened or matched by his opponents, the “super” or “false” apostles 

who have no such sufferings nor can assault the reality of what Paul has suffered time 

and again.364 

 All hardships for the sake of Christ often redounds to the benefit of the gospel. 

The sufferings and hardships Paul encountered at Philippi (1 Thess. 2:1) are the cause of 

his coming to Thessalonica and proclaiming the gospel so that the obedience of faith has 

now been rendered also by the Thessalonians. The self-description of suffering will 

always become a description of the divine usage of suffering for the sake of the gospel as 

Paul finds that his sufferings conform him to Christ and so magnify Christ.365 

 The connection between Pauline self-description and the imitation of Paul is 

clearest in 1 Cor. 9-11, where the interplay between first-person discussion and second-

person expectation is constant. The rhetorical questions about the nature of apostleship 

                                                           
364 George Lyons, Pauline Autobiography: Toward a New Understanding, SBLDS 73 (Atlanta: Scholars 

Press, 1985), 219. 

365 Erhardt Güttgemanns, Der leidende Apostel und sein Herr: Studien zur paulinischen Christologie, 
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with which the chapters open lead quickly into Paul’s description of how he has used his 

freedom. The limitation on his freedom is what will be most beneficial to the people 

whom he encounters on his mission.366 There is a protean character to his behavior “for 

though I am free from all, I have made myself a servant to all, that I might win more of 

them” (1 Cor. 9:19). Paul must alter his behavior when around Jews or around Greeks in 

order for them to listen to his message. The ultimate necessity is that he proclaim the 

gospel (1 Cor. 9:16b).367 While doing that to Jews and to Greeks, his personal behavior 

and preferences are set aside for the sake of the listener, “I do it all for the sake of the 

gospel that I may share with them in its blessings” (1 Cor. 9:23). 

 The self-discipline Paul practices is for the sake of a contest of proclamation of 

the gospel. It is possible to fall along the way, and Paul moves directly from 

consideration of his own potential fall in 1 Cor. 9:24-27 to consideration of the fall of the 

people of Israel and potentially of the church in 1 Cor. 10:1-22, actual and potential 

negative historical exempla. The remembrance of the destruction of the travelers in the 

wilderness through their disobedience (10:9-10), which is an explicit warning to Paul and 

his contemporaries not to be disqualified in their own journey (cf. 9:27 and 10:11-13).368 

 The command to imitate Paul in 11:1 is therefore set within a larger back-and-

forth between Paul’s discussion of his own ways and his admonition to the Corinthians to 

flee certain ways of doing and being and to hold fast to other ways that he has outlined 

                                                           
366 Lindemann, Der Erste Korintherbrief, 200-201. 

367 Hans Lietzmann, An die Korinther I/II, HNT 9 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1969), 42-43; Lindemann, 
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already.369 The overall purpose of such imitation of Paul is the imitation of Paul’s focus 

on the salvation of others, both already inside and currently outside the church,370 so that 

if the Corinthians imitate him, they will be able to say with Paul, “just as I try to please 

everyone in everything I do, not seeking my own advantage, but that of many, that they 

may be saved” (1 Cor. 10:33).371 

 The usage of Paul’s personal example can at times cover not only his attitude of 

flexibility or his focus on the gospel. It can at times sound all-encompassing, as when to 

the Philippians he writes, “What you have learned and received and heard and seen in me 

– practice these things, and the God of peace will be with you” (4:9). The notion of 

repetition of Pauline teaching is fairly clear, whether by word or letter, but the reception 

of tradition and the hearing of Paul’s voice and the observation of Paul’s personage all 

carry information to which we no longer have any sure or perhaps any access at all. The 

reception of Paul’s tradition was clear with the Corinthians where he handed over several 

traditions such as the covering of women’s heads in worship and the remembrance of the 

                                                           
369 MacDonald’s assertion that Paul is affording the Corinthians “freedom of interpretation and flexibility 

of decision-making” is saying too much to accord with the specific admonitions delivered immediately 

after 1 Cor. 11:1. Latitude and freedom are not necessarily Pauline values “in all the churches,” cf. 

Margaret Y. MacDonald, The Pauline Churches: A Socio-Historical Study of Institutionalization in the 

Pauline and Deutero-Pauline Writings, SNTSMS 60 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 51. 

370 Ciampa and Rosner, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 496-498. 

371 Perkins contends that in thus summing up his exhortation, “Paul does not leave the question as one of 

missionary strategy. As he does repeatedly in the letter, he calls his audience back to consider the example 

of Christ himself,” Pheme Perkins, First Corinthians (Paideia Commentaries on the NT) (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Academic, 2012),129. This exemplifies the illegitimate separation of practice from (in Bourdieu’s 

above-quoted terms) “rite and myth.” The intended purpose of Paul’s writing is explicitly missionary 

strategy, for which the illustration of Paul and Christ’s examples will serve concretely to direct the behavior 

of the Corinthians. Real-world effects are not mere by-products of christological discussion. 
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death of Jesus in the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:2-34). Yet tradition could be broader than 

that, here potentially including what he said and how he looked or carried himself.372 

 Phil. 4:9 brings us up against one of the methodological issues most crucial to 

Pauline imitation: the limits of what a text can say. We do not know what Paul sounded 

like or how he looked, though certain apocryphal acts attempt to convey those things to 

the present day. His lack of record of those details indicates their importance not so much 

for us as for the congregations to which he related and to whom he wrote. The practices 

he sought to inculcate potentially included a great deal more than we can glean from the 

New Testament documents, but as we list those Pauline practices below that we can 

access, we should remain humble about our capacity to know what kind of practices were 

carried out and in what light such practices were regarded in the Pauline churches. The 

wonder of a subject such as the imitation of Paul is how minuscule the historian appears 

in the face of all the historical events by historical personages who left historical 

documents but had massively fuller lives outside the texts than inside the texts. A 

smidgen of Pauline practice is available to us in the Pauline corpus. Much of that practice 

is now necessarily silent, though Phil. 4:9 gives a sense of the breadth of its coverage of 

what the Philippians’ ways of doing and being ought to have been. 

 Pauline practices and traditions are the guide for the Thessalonians as they 

encounter difficulties surrounding eschatology and how Christians should relate 

economically to the perishing world order of “this present age.” In 2 Thess. 2:14 Paul 

designates the Thessalonians as those who were called “through our gospel,” the 
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proclamation to them concerning Jesus Christ that makes possible the obtaining of glory 

“through our Lord Jesus Christ.” The “traditions that you were taught by us” are what 

will guide the Thessalonians in view of the dangers incumbent upon them in a world and 

time where the “man of lawlessness” (2:3) is yet to be revealed. Those traditions are 

passed on “by our spoken word or by our letter” so that Pauline traditions are 

communicated as multimedia for the single purpose of the faith of the Thessalonians.373 

 The inaccessibility to us of Paul’s “spoken word” or indeed all his letters to this or 

that congregation does not obviate all knowledge of Pauline tradition. It simply limits the 

epistemological hubris of the interpreter of the Pauline corpus. 2 Thess. 3 provides our 

first example of a specific tradition because Paul has need to call attention to its 

primordial importance in how he dealt with the Thessalonians. He advises that anyone 

who is “walking in idleness” should be avoided because he does not walk “in accord with 

the tradition that you received from us” (3:6). Busyness is well-known from the Pauline 

example; there can be no question that “you yourselves know how you ought to imitate 

us” (3:7a).374  

 The remembrance of tradition is a remembrance of Paul’s personal example: 

“because we were not idle when we were with you” (3:7b). Paul’s conduct was and 

remains exemplary and is now grounds for disciplinary avoidance of one of the 

“brothers” who not conducting himself in accordance with apostolic tradition. Paul’s 

conduct at the first was not because he could not have claimed to right to be paid and fed 

by those with whom he shared the gospel. In a reminiscence of 1 Cor. 9, Paul asserts his 
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right to such sustenance but abjured it when he was first proclaiming “our gospel” to the 

Thessalonians “to give you in ourselves an example to imitate” (3:9). 

 That example is accompanied by “this command: if anyone is not willing to work, 

let him not eat” (3:10). Apostolic command is accompanied by apostolic example, and 

they mutually reinforce one another. There is no particular handicraft or occupation that 

must be taken up by Paul’s church members, but they must not by any means be idle. If 

anyone would be idle, then he should be admonished (3:15) in a fraternal manner. There 

is a chain of transmission of tradition: 

Apostolic practice  apostolic tradition with preaching of Christ  church practice 

Let’s then track how the practices that we can locate in the Pauline corpus exemplify 

Paul’s own command to imitate him. 

 Paul rigorously maintained that ethnic identity was not requisite for being “in 

Christ.” Behavior commanded under Pauline imitation could not include ethnic imitation 

of Paul’s Jewish ethnicity nor of any other. Gal. 3:28 is usually adduced in this regard, 

but that single sentence is more fully borne out in sentiment at 1 Cor. 7:17-19. There, 

Paul indicates that his “rule in all the churches,” the binding operating principle 

throughout the inhabited world, is that the removal of circumcision or the seeking of 

circumcision are both irrelevant. In accord with the moral admonition found throughout 1 

Cor. 5-14, Paul indicates that ethnic identity as marked through circumcision or its lack is 

pointless. Rather, one should devote himself to “keeping the commandments of God” (1 

Cor. 7:19). This setting within a larger section that includes discussions of slavery and, 

later, marriage indicates that Pauline practice may be carried on in a wide diversity of 

stations, affinity groups, and kinship groups. Paul understood “keeping the 
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commandments of God” to be possible for Jew or Greek, male or female, slave or free 

(Gal. 3:28).375 

 Due to the nonobservance of ethnic distinction, Paul’s attitude toward purity laws 

and Sabbatarian regulations deriving from his “former way of life in Judaism” (Gal. 1:13) 

were set aside throughout the churches. The possibility of imitating Paul in 1 Cor. 11:1 

existed because Paul had himself come to understand dietary and calendrical regulations 

as ethnic particularities to be negotiated rather than religious obligations to be fulfilled.376 

He sought to give no offense to “Jews or to Greeks,” an equation of their customs and 

ways that abrogated the purpose of the dietary laws and the Sabbath as marking out the 

Jews as a specially designated people of God. Here again Paul’s practice is for the sake of 

the preaching of the gospel, beside which all else is relativized. The maintenance of 

standards of fellowship on the basis of food or festival regulations could not be tolerated 

within the Pauline churches. Cephas’ withdrawal from table fellowship with Gentiles 

(Gal. 2:12) was intolerable because the barrier between Jew and Gentile that Paul did not 

believe should exist either within the church or on the mission had been reconstructed in 

Galatia. The element of force and power that Paul observes in what he calls the judaizers 

was that they desired to compel non-Jews to live as Jews (2:14).377 

 That force is not part of Paul’s ways in Christ, so that he describes the Galatians 

under such force as “slaves” (4:9). That slavery is to the elementary principles of the 

world that enslave mankind by nature outside of Christ (4:8), and the practical mark of 

                                                           
375 A synthesis of these Pauline points from different letters is available at Martyn, Galatians, 518-523. 

376 “A decisive social and religious break has taken place,” Das, Galatians, 124. 

377 Martyn, Galatians, 235-236; Das, Galatians, 128. 
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slavery is the careful observance of certain calendrical markers (4:10) probably according 

to some first-century Jewish precedent. The passion Paul displays in Gal. is precisely 

because the practice of the Galatian church marks them out as having heard and accepted 

a “different gospel” (1:8). That “different gospel” is contrary in both its content and its 

attendant practices to Paul’s. When we observe Pauline practice, we observe the natural 

outflow from his gospel as he observed the outflow from a different gospel at work 

among the Galatians.378 

 Another example of Pauline practice is seen in his financial dealings and financial 

admonitions in the churches. He has a constant expectation that sharing among all the 

churches of whatever ethnic composition or location will be occurring regularly as the 

gospel is “fulfilled” (Rom. 15:19b) or spread.379 Thus the collection for Jerusalem is the 

necessary material corollary of the sharing in “spiritual blessings” that the predominantly 

Gentile Pauline churches have now through Paul’s gospel with the Jewish Christians in 

Judea (Rom. 15:26-27).380 Paul’s description of that dynamic between Greek churches 

and Judean churches to the Romans evinces his conviction that the Romans will find this 

collection for Jerusalem reasonable and good. Difference exists between the churches as 

to their location, ethnicities, and histories, but sameness consists in their practices and 

resource sharing.381 

                                                           
378 James R. Harrison, Paul’s Language of Grace in its Graeco-Roman Context, 104; Das, Galatians, 106-

109. 

379 Klaus Haacker, Der Brief des Paulus an die Römer, THKNT 6 (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 

1999), 307-308. 

380 James D.G. Dunn, Romans 9-16, WBC 38B (Dallas: Word Books, 1988), 860. 

381 Joseph A. Fitzmyer, S. J., Romans, AB 33 (New York: Doubleday, 1993), 722. 
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 Direction for the collection for Jerusalem exists in 1 Cor. 16:1-4, where Paul 

gives individual directions to each recipient that they store up something “on the first day 

of every week” (16:2). This individual rendering of moneys collected from the church’s 

self-offerings in the worship service or some other time will be sent onward to 

Jerusalem.382 The joy Paul expresses in 2 Cor. 8-9 about how they have given to this 

collection (e.g. 2 Cor. 9:2)383 is matched only by his expectation that they will indeed 

keep contributing to the needs of the Jerusalem church so that Paul’s boasting about their 

generosity will not have been in vain (2 Cor. 9:3-5). Paul’s own conduct is that he will 

not burden anyone (2 Cor. 11:8) so that everything may be given freely.384 In every realm 

of his life, not only with his money or self-support, Paul is willing to put down whatever 

is needful for the Corinthians: “I will most gladly spend and be spent for the sake of your 

souls!” (2 Cor. 12:15a) The match between Pauline self-description and Pauline 

exhortation in 2 Cor., whatever one’s reconstruction of the letter’s various parts and 

contents, is exact:385 Paul asks of the churches what he describes himself as doing.386 

Particularity in the discussion of Pauline imitation can be elusive because a 

relative paucity of interpersonal knowledge between the apostle and each member of the 

                                                           
382 Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 295-296; Wolff, Der erste Brief des Paulus an die Korinther, 428-430. 

383 Windisch captures its analogous position to other Pauline exempla, Hans Windisch, Der zweite 

Korintherbrief, ed. G. Strecker (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1924), 270-272. 

384 “A basic principle of his mission work,” Wolff, Der zweite Brief des Paulus an die Korinther, 219. 

385 “…Paul embodies Jesus’ self-emptying existence for others as unmistakably reflected in 6:10…this list 

of suffering demonstrates what is integral to the life and calling of the διάκονος of the gospel that embodies 

the story of Jesus,” Kar Yong Lim, “The Sufferings of Christ Are Abundant In Us”: A Narrative Dynamics 

Investigation of Paul’s Sufferings in 2 Corinthians, LNTS/JSNTS 399 (London: T&T Clark, 2009), 142. 

386 “Everything necessary brought forth for the children is the way of the father, and so also does Paul deal 

in this way in Corinth,” Windisch, Der zweite Korintherbrief, 400 [translation mine]. 
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congregation precludes massive detail in the undisputed Pauline corpus. The greater 

detail about attitudes, behaviors, and practices in the Pastorals exists because of the 

writer’s desire to communicate pastorally desirable behaviors to the addressees and to all 

the hearers, but in that case, the addressees are limited and personally known to the 

author, a situation paralleled in the Pauline homologoumena only in Phlm, where we 

observed a great deal of nuance in Paul’s rhetorical exercise toward the goal of 

Onesimus’ treatment in accord with his new status as a fellow worker in the gospel with 

Paul. 

 Yet there is an instance in which Paul’s practice is detailed in two instances: the 

collection for Jerusalem and Paul’s work with his own hands. In the case of the latter, that 

apostolic example of manual labor is the direct referent in the command to the 

Thessalonians to imitate. In the case of the collection, Paul’s expectation of a certain 

behavior is intimately connected to his other statements in 2 Cor. (whether one considers 

it a letter or a collection of letters)387 about how one should handle one’s gifts in view of 

the needs of others.388 

 The expectation in 2 Cor. 8 of a generous contribution toward the collection for 

the Judean churches is an expectation of imitation.389 Paul begins with a statement of the 

grace or gift already enjoyed among the churches of Macedonia, which is that from a 

furnace of affliction, something purified has come forth “the wealth of their liberality” (2 

                                                           
387 Overviews of the debate about the shape of the Corinthian correspondence, Hans Dieter Betz, 2 

Corinthians 8-9, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 3-36; Margaret Thrall, II Corinthians I:I-VII, 

ICC (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1994), 3-49. 

388 Harrison, Paul’s Language of Grace in its Graeco-Roman Context, 281. 

389 Hans Dieter Betz, 2 Corinthians 8-9, 41-42, esp. 42, n. 7. 
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Cor. 8:2). This exemplum already extant is not only of provision but of an attitudinal 

eagerness to provide for others that motivates the abundance of provision (2 Cor. 8:4).390 

The actual gift of funding is accompanied by and inseparable from the eagerness to 

provide for the needs of the saints. Behavior, attitude, and divine direction all coincide, 

“they first gave themselves to the Lord and to us by the will of God” (2 Cor. 8:5b) as a 

mirroring of Christ in the Christians occurs.391 With the image of the Macedonians 

placarded before them, the Corinthians are encouraged through Titus toward the 

completion of “this gift/grace” (2 Cor. 8:6b).392 

 The Pauline choice to persuade or exhort rather than to command observed above 

in Phlm is evident also in 2 Cor. 8-9. The presence of divine gifts among the Corinthians 

(listed in 2 Cor. 8:7) should include the presence of the gift of giving financially. This 

Paul does not desire to command (8a) but in order to make real the love he has observed 

among the Corinthians and has related to others about them (8:8b, 24; 9:2-4).393 Rather, 

this gift Paul understands as divine should be present among the Corinthians because it 

was present in Christ. The “gift” (playing on the “gift/grace” desired for the Corinthians) 

of “our Lord Jesus Christ” was that he swapped positions with the Corinthians: he was 

                                                           
390 Scott J. Hafemann, 2 Corinthians, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 

332-333. 

391 “The conduct of the Macedonians was described as similar to the conduct of Christ (cf. Gal. 1:4, 2:20),” 

Wolff, Der zweite Brief des Paulus an die Korinther, 168. 

392 This encouragement through Titus is also not under compulsion but according to Titus’ desire to assist 

in the work, cf. Mark A. Seifrid, The Second Letter to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014), 

325. 

393 Betz, 2 Corinthians 8-9, 59-60; Wolff, Der zweite Brief des Paulus an die Korinther, 171; Paul Barnett, 

The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 405-406. 
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rich and became poor so that they being poor might become rich. This inversion of 

position through gift is the posture and conduct Paul also desires for the Corinthians.394 

 As in 1 Cor. 4, an intermediary will ensure that the desired conduct with and 

because of gifts occurs. In this case Titus and “the brother whose fame in the gospel is 

throughout all the churches” (8:18b) will jointly do with the Corinthians what Paul 

believes the Corinthians want to do. Titus will finish or complete the gift (8:6), and the 

Corinthians will finish or complete the gift in the pattern of Christ (8:11). As with the 

discussion of gifts in 1 Cor., this giving of gifts is conceptualized as mutual exchange 

within a body, not in terms of debits and credits (8:14-15).395 Finances are not strictly 

speaking merely financial, but they comprise a portion of the divine gifts individuals and 

collectives possess for the sake of a larger purpose – the flourishing of the entire body.396 

Thus a contribution from Corinth to Judea is not something owed the mother church of 

all but rather a “proof” (8:24) to the entire church on their part and the vindication of 

Pauline boasting about their generosity (8:24b).397 Personal relationships and reputations 

are on the line in the contribution for Jerusalem because finances along with all other 

                                                           
394 “Like the slave-beggar Odysseus, Christ is portrayed as having experienced a dramatic reversal of social 

status,” James R. Harrison, Paul’s Language of Grace in its Graeco-Roman Context, 263. 

395 Betz demonstrates Paul’s setting of the discussion with fundamentally political, not financial terms, 2 

Corinthians 8-9, 67-70. The Greek Gentile churches were not paying back the Palestinian Jewish churches 

but sharing so that harmony and concord could prevail, thereby ensuring the equality (2 Cor. 8:13) 

necessary to a successful polity (cf. Aristotle, Pol. 2.1; Rhet. ad Her. 3.3.4). 

396 The now-familiar and useless distinction between christological discussion and practical admonition is 

made in this case by Dieter Georgi, Remembering the Poor: The History of Paul’s Collection for Jerusalem 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1992), 83. The story of Christ’s poverty for their sakes is the form of the 

conduct to which Paul encourages them; Paul distinguishes between agents (Christ, Paul, the Macedonians, 

the Corinthians, etc.) but not between the nature of their action (self-giving blessing of others). 

397 Murray J. Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 613-

615. 
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gifts exist for the bigger purposes of all the churches, Pauline or otherwise.398 Paul’s 

presumption about Corinthian generosity (cf. also 9:2-5) results from his understanding 

of how God desires to enrich all those who “scattered abroad…gave to the poor” (9:9). 

Since they have received such amazing gifts in and through Christ (9:10-11),399 they will 

necessarily serve the needs of the body in other places (9:12a), resulting in thanksgiving 

in many places to God for their imitation of God’s beneficence (9:12b-13).400 The 

interconnection of the body through sharing of gifts and giving of thanks will be 

strengthened through the collection for Jerusalem as the Corinthians were themselves 

strengthened through Paul’s sacrifices for them (2 Cor. 6:1-13, 11:1-11).401 

 Even when Jerusalem is a source of trouble to Paul’s proclamation of the gospel, 

as in Galatia, Paul still describes himself as solicitous for the Judean churches. On his 

narrated second visit to Jerusalem, Paul was admonished to “remember the poor,” a 

description of the Jewish Christians in Judea, and Paul describes himself as eager to do 

that very thing (Gal. 2:9-10). He does not abandon the financial connection between the 

                                                           
398 “Having been made ‘rich’ through the grace of Christ, it is appropriate that they should share with 

others,” Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, OP, The Theology of the Second Letter to the Corinthians, New 

Testament Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 84. Murphy-O’Connor contrasts that 

christological motive as “real” with the emulation of the Macedonians, but that opposition contradicts 

Paul’s deployment of both christological and ecclesial exempla. 

399 “Christ identified with His dependents and vicariously represented them on the cross, transferring to 

unworthy recipients all His soteriological benefits in an extraordinary display of grace,” Harrison, Paul’s 

Language of Grace in its Graeco-Roman Context, 267. 

400 “Their participation in the collection project is a concrete manifestation of that faith and therefore, not 

incidentally, of the progress of Paul’s gospel among the Gentiles,” Victor Paul Furnish, II Corinthians, AB 

32A (New York: Doubleday, 1984), 451. 

401 Betz, 2 Corinthians 8-9, 118-119; Jan Lambrecht, S. J., Second Corinthians, SP 8 (Collegeville, MN: 

The Liturgical Press, 1999), 182-185. 
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churches despite the theological tensions and practical difficulties he is experiencing 

from the very places to which he is sending support and relief. 

 The overarching purpose of these practices in which the churches mirror the 

apostle in his own conduct will bring the churches into the overarching purposes of the 

apostle that the nations may be brought to the obedience of faith. As Paul sought to 

inculcate this or that practice, one sees that they are all contributing to the churches’ 

sharing similar practices throughout the inhabited world and participating in the Pauline 

mission. Among the sufferings Paul has endured in the work of the gospel is his working 

with his own hands, rightly identified by Ronald Hock as a source of shame for a man 

who was educated for a better life.402 The exhaustion Paul so often recounts cannot be 

traced solely to unusual hardships encountered in his travels but must also be in large part 

the outcome of his life of working with his own hands so as not to fall into dependency 

upon others that would compromise his freedom of speech or of travel. That 

craftsmanship so as not to burden another became paradigmatic.403 

 Why? Apostolic self-support provided an opening for mission that being accepted 

into someone’s house for a long period of time or charging for one’s message would not. 

If the church had imitated philosophers in either being part of a rich man’s household or 

engaging in sophistic fee-taking, it would not have the boldness of speech or openness 

that Paul identified with the gospel. The gospel’s nature entailed certain personal ways, 

and in the ancient world working with one’s own hands enabled a freedom to travel and 

                                                           
402 Hock, The Social Context of Paul’s Ministry, 68, where Hock connects Paul’s self-supporting economic 

activity to his freedom of proclamation without requiring support from his hearers. 

403 Cf. Hock, The Social Context of Paul’s Ministry, 42-49. 
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to speak that nothing else could, however demeaning and exhausting manual labor was. 

Depending on one’s assessment of the authorship of Eph.,404 the prescription of working 

with one’s own hands in Eph. 4:28 is evidence of the intensity of apostolic command for 

self-support or of the Pauline school’s tradition of self-support; in either case, the purpose 

of working with one’s hands is the provision for oneself so as not to burden another and 

of any surplus for the needs of another.405 The congregation is not burdened by the 

worker, and the worker has something left over for the poor. Manual labor thus demeans 

some socially but edifies all ecclesiastically.406 Its paradigmatic role in the Thessalonian 

correspondence will conclude this chapter and open up our next one on the larger purpose 

of imitation within the Pauline mission. 

 Paul’s mention of his nightly and daily labor in 1 Thess. 2:9 is not an assertion of 

sleepless proclamation. The conditions of apostolic self-support meant that in some 

measure that labor was with his hands, but its purpose is obviating financial requirements 

for his presence from the then-nascent Thessalonian congregation.407 That pattern of self-

sacrifice for the sake of another is part of the tradition Paul handed on to them. The 

command that the Thessalonians work with their own hands as well (1 Thess. 4:11) will 

likewise burden them neither with a bad reputation nor make them dependent on anyone 

                                                           
404 The debate is succinctly, recently, and clearly surveyed at Frank Thielman, Ephesians, BECNT (Grand 

Rapids: Baker, 2010), 1-5 

405 Thielman, Ephesians, 315-316, esp. n. 7 noting the numerous parallels we have already surveyed above. 

406 Schnackenburg makes more abstract theological connections with the Pauline understanding of χάρισμα 

(Rudolf Schnackenburg, Der Brief an die Epheser, EKKNT X [Zürich: Neukirchener, 1982], 212-213), but 

focused more concretely on social class, Thielman (Ephesians, 315) and Best (Ernest Best, Ephesians, ICC 

[Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1998], 452-453) note the socioeconomic markers of a congregation that could be 

presumed largely to be in danger of petty thievery and in need of daily manual labor 

407 Malherbe, The Letters to the Thessalonians, 148-149. 
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outside the congregation (4:12). The congregation will thereby replicate Paul’s own 

financial condition of self-support, leaving them free as he was free for whatever work is 

required of them in the gospel.408 

 The tradition of self-support could be contravened by a member of the 

Thessalonian congregation who refuses to support himself (2 Thess. 3:6), so that Paul’s 

life of self-giving would not be replicated in the congregation he had founded. In 2 Thess. 

3:7-9, he provides one of the most extensive descriptions of his exemplum, giving us a 

sense of the concreteness of imitation. Paul asserts that he and his coworkers among the 

Thessalonians did not lead a life without discipline, which could have enslaved them to 

debts or other entanglements (3:7), nor did they dine with anyone without paying for it, 

making them free from partiality and accusations of being a rich man’s hirelings (3:8), 

but rather, they worked night and day so as not to burden (as recounted in 1 Thess. 2:9). 

This example of financial self-support so that the gospel would not be hindered was not 

necessary because the evangelists including Paul could have expected support from their 

hearers “by right” (2 Thess. 3:9a), but their conduct was explicitly “as a model” so that 

“you would follow our example” (3:9b).409 Apostolic conduct exists as it does for the 

                                                           
408 “In 2:8-9, the paradigmatic foundation for this advice, Paul’s interest was not in self-sufficiency for its 

own sake, but for its significance to his relationship with the Thessalonians: because he loved them, he did 

not burden them, but worked to support himself,” Malherbe, The Letters to the Thessalonians, 252. 

409 The practice of apostolic example is related to apostolic teaching, “In my view there is indeed, in 2 

Thessalonians, a relationship between eschatological error and disorderly behavior,” Menken, 2 

Thessalonians, 138, a theological connection drawn by others, cf. Weima, 1-2 Thessalonians, 620; 

Marshall, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 225; and, not least, Malherbe, The Letters to the Thessalonians, 457, who 

disagrees with Menken’s eschatological interpretation but cannot reduce the situation to mere sociological 

ordering, as “self-giving concern for others” in Malherbe’s phrasing is linked for Paul to christological 

themes (e.g. 1 Cor. 11:1; Phil. 2:5-11) taken up in the next chapter. 
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conveyance of certain ongoing traditional and dominical lessons that will be replicated in 

those who have observed Pauline ways.410 

 Why? In the final chapter we will explore the missiological and at their base the 

christological roots of Pauline imitation. Knowing now how Paul distributed power in the 

churches and what practices were conveyed along those networks of distributed familial 

power, we want to know why imitation, unity, and universality were so important to him. 

In the final chapter we will find that his vision of imitative unity was premised on a 

broader vision of cosmological destiny and the significance he found in the Christ into 

whose body he integrated people and churches from across the Empire under one Head. 

  

                                                           
410 The work of the Christian congregation will result in its freedom from worldly dependencies as Paul’s 

self-supporting labor freed him from social obligations to people not “in Christ,” cf. Murray J. Smith, “The 

Thessalonian Correspondence,” in All Things to All Cultures: Paul Among Jews, Greeks, and Romans, ed. 

M. Harding and A. Nobbs (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013), 299. 
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CHAPTER 6 

IMITATION ON MISSION 

If Paul was a practitioner, what was he practicing? We have looked at the 

different individual practices he sought to inculcate in the Christian congregations with 

which he was personally acquainted and for which he felt personally responsible. There 

are resonances of those practices also in congregations with which he was less well-

acquainted or not at all acquainted, but Pauline μίμησις is directed where some 

acquaintance with Paul’s own personal way of being can be expected based on 

experience. 

 Was there a larger strategy that Paul had in mind when commanding financial or 

behavioral change? This question will engage a larger debate about the frame for 

understanding Paul’s work. Perhaps Paul remained somehow “within Judaism,” although 

he uses the word only once to eschew it as belonging to his “former life” (Gal. 1:13) 

within Judaism. Why, indeed, does Paul not have an abstract noun similar to the English 

words “Christianity” or “Judaism” to describe what he is doing with so many different 

ethnic groups and social classes in so many different locations within the ancient 

Mediterranean? 

 We will first look at the surrounding material for imitation that links to what Paul 

expects “in all the churches.” That sense of universality will be connected to the scope of 

Paul’s commission, revealing that imitation is for the sake of the larger project of 

exhibiting the same behaviors and ways among a massive variety of people throughout 

the inhabited world known to Paul. That larger project Paul will describe as his 

apostolate, mission, or commission, and it will be to bring the nations into obedience to 
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Christ, whose image they will bear as they are obedient in faith to Jesus whom Paul 

believes is already ruling over the nations as king. Thus imitation will finally be 

connected to a larger frame of missiological endeavor and christological conviction for 

Paul.411 

There is a uniformity on which Paul insists in certain distinct cases, especially 

among the Corinthians whom he finds to be so often arrogantly distinctive in their 

practices. After explaining the rationale for how and why women should cover their 

heads (1 Cor. 11:2-15), Paul explains that should anyone object to this practice and find it 

unacceptable, there are two other factors that should be considered. First, “we have no 

such practice,” that is the apostolic group for which Paul is speaking does not inculcate a 

practice of women being bareheaded.412 Not coincidentally, this section follows directly 

after the second Pauline admonition to imitation (1 Cor. 11:1) and the reiteration that the 

Corinthians are commended for remembering Paul “in everything” and maintaining the 

traditions he has delivered to them (1 Cor. 11:2).413 The Corinthian church is marked by a 

firm adherence to Pauline practice, so that if anyone should want to depart from that 

                                                           
411 On the scholarly debate on Paul’s status as a missionary, Scott Hafemann, “The Role of Suffering in the 

Mission of Paul,” in The Mission of the Early Church to Jews and Gentiles, ed. Jostein Ådna and Hans 

Kvalbein, WUNT 127 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000), 165, n. 1. 

412 Not at stake for our purposes is the decision of headcoverings as either long female hair or veils of some 

kind; only the dissonance between Corinthian practice and general Pauline practice matters, cf. Lindemann, 

Der erste Korintherbrief, 246-247 and the list of options with attendant reference bibliography at Yung Suk 

Kim, Christ’s Body in Corinth: The Politics of a Metaphor (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2008), 61, 118. 

413 Firm adherence is related to the unified content and the formula of delivering that content, “…the 

Corinthians’ steadfastness in adhering to the formula of his gospel conditions their salvation. The formula 

and the content of the gospel determine each other because the content is expressed by the formula. In this 

sense their steadfastness (cf. 1 Thess. 5:21; 1 Cor. 11:2) is important for faithfulness to the content of the 

gospel and for salvation,” James Yeong-Sik Pak, Paul as Missionary: A Comparative Study of Missionary 

Discourse in Paul’s Epistles and Selected Contemporary Jewish Texts, European University Studies 23 

(Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1991), 119. 
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practice, he should remember that female headcoverings are Pauline and universal in the 

churches.414 

 Second, Pauline practice aligns with the practice of all the “churches of God.” 

Those churches may not be exclusively Pauline as in the case of Judea or of Rome, but 

they align practically with the Pauline churches. There is therefore no distinction between 

Pauline and non-Pauline for Paul but between “of God” or of some other source. One 

might conceive of a church where women do not wear headcoverings, but that church 

would not be “of God” according to Paul’s lights. Uniformity in this practice is evidence 

of something larger even than the imitation of Paul although here imitation of Paul and 

maintenance of Pauline tradition are the conduits through which the Corinthians have 

access to what is universally practical in the churches of God.415 

 Likewise the worship practices of the Corinthians are to be brought into harmony 

with universal church practice (1 Cor. 14:26-36). Women were speaking “in the 

churches,” but Paul commands silence for women in the churches so that they are not 

participating in the public proclamation and overriding the necessity for submission (1 

Cor. 14:34). The command to silence harmonizes with the command to wear a head 

covering in that Paul seeks to inculcate a universal practice of female submission to men 

“in all the churches.” The distinctive for our purposes is the Pauline reminder that “in all 

the churches” or “in all the churches of the saints” something is the case.416 

                                                           
414 Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 586. 

415 Ciampa and Rosner, The First Letter to the Corinthians, 540-541.  

416 Furnish explicates 1 Cor.’s connection of christological unity in the one body of Christ to practical unity 

in consensual tradition in the churches, Victor Paul Furnish, The Theology of the First Letter to the 

Corinthians, New Testament Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 21-22. 
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 This universality of practice opens up a broader horizon for the significance of 

Pauline imitation than even the questions of power or specific practice that we covered in 

the previous two chapters. If Pauline imitation is a gateway to something larger, what was 

that larger thing with which Paul was concerned? In these two admonitions in 1 Cor. 11 

and 14 we see a glimpse of the larger thing: universal practice marking out a distinctive 

community. The rationales about female subordination to men that Paul provides in 1 

Cor. 11:2-15 and 14:34, 37 are decisive in tone and include exhortations to obedience 

such that one has no other choice but to obey or be cast out. Indeed, should one disregard 

Paul’s admonitions concerning women’s silence or any other practical regulation he 

delivered, “if anyone does not recognize this, he is not recognized” (1 Cor. 14:38).417 The 

adherence to Pauline tradition and practice is the litmus test of being among the brothers 

and within the churches of all the saints. Through that adherence, one practices those 

things that accord with being “in Christ,” whether in a Pauline congregation such as 

Corinth, Philippi, or Thessalonica or anywhere else, for the practices are the same “in all 

the churches of God.”418 

 That universality is reflected in Paul’s discussions with both his own churches and 

others about the nature of belonging to the church. Above we have seen that ethnic 

belonging was not requisite within the Pauline churches, but when explaining ethnicity, 

especially the question of the importance of Jewishness, to non-Pauline addressees, Paul 

                                                           
417 The implication of non-recognition of the person is that God is the judge of the person failing to 

maintain traditional church practice, Wolff, Der erste Brief des Paulus an die Korinther, 348. 

418 Discussing imitation specifically, Pobee says, “…the martyrdom of Christ is not seen purely in relation 

to his own death. It is often pressed into the service of exhortation to imitate the example of Christ (Rom. 

15:13; Phil. 2.5ff; 1 Thess. 2:14ff.) or into the service of expounding the salvation achieved through the 

costly death,” John S. Pobee, Persecution and Martyrdom in the Theology of Paul, JSNTS 6 (Sheffield: 

JSOT Press, 1985), 72-73. 
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assumes that their thoughts accord with his gospel on the matter. For though he 

unsurprisingly calls anyone seeking to circumcise Pauline Christians 

“dogs…evildoers…those who mutilate the flesh” when speaking to people whom he has 

taught (Phil. 3:2-3),419 he speaks similarly about the uselessness of circumcision to the 

Romans. Playing on the value of being Jewish, Paul asserts that “a Jew is one inwardly, 

and a circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not the letter” (Rom. 2:29). This 

voiding of the value of ethnicity is something that Paul not only practiced but also 

presumed non-Pauline churches believed and practiced.420 

 Thus the use of baptism into Christ (cf. also Rom. 6) is that it nullifies ethnicity 

while it makes immediately urgent the value of belonging to Christ through baptism. 

Ethnicity is irrelevant to being in Christ (Gal. 3:28), but inheritance as God’s children and 

Abraham’s offspring remains or becomes (depending on one’s level of surprise at Paul’s 

gospel) paramount. The one baptized into Christ receives the whole inheritance of 

Abraham and is a son of God (Gal. 3:26-29).421 Such a person has or will become as Paul 

is, behaving in the ways that Paul marks out as appropriate for one who belongs to Christ 

Jesus (Gal. 5:24), and that person whose faith is working by love (Gal. 5:6) walks in a 

distinctive way through the world and belongs to the “Israel of God” (Gal. 6:16).422 

                                                           
419 Fred B. Craddock, Philippians, IBC (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1985), 64-65. 

420 The “conditional value” of circumcision depends on the circumcised one’s capacity to boast in works of 

the law, which Paul will go on in Rom. categorically to exclude by the “law of faith” (Rom. 3:27), cf. 

Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 137-145. 

421 Richard N. Longenecker, Galatians, 153, 159. 

422 Ben Witherington III, Grace in Galatia: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Galatians (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 370, 453. 
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 Thus the church has become the new people of God (2 Cor. 3-4, 1 Cor. 10) with 

all the stories and promises of God pertaining to it, the true fulfillment of the promises 

given to Abraham and fulfilled in Christ. Since ethnic belonging is useless and mystical 

belonging through baptism into Christ is of first importance, the practice of baptism with 

its attendant way of life is also paramount. Arguing less polemically than to the 

Galatians, Paul asks rhetorically to the Romans in connection with baptism whether one 

should not sin after baptism (Rom. 6:1). The answer is an obvious and vehement “No!” 

because of what baptism has effected through union with the death of Christ and thus 

with the resurrection of Christ, so that the one raised from baptism is raised to be “alive 

to God in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 6:11).423 This union with Christ through baptism nullifies 

the ethnic identity of the baptizand and gives him solely an identity of value to God in 

Christ Jesus (cf. Gal. 3:28).424 

 The nature of Paul’s understanding of the mystery of baptism indicates that Paul 

believes his practices centered on non-ethnically specific behaviors and ways of life are 

what they are because of who Christ is. Since Christ died to “sin once for all” (Rom. 

6:10), then anyone subject to death may also be freed from sin and be crucified with 

Christ and be raised to new life.425 Paul’s practices and the rationales for them are 

founded on the deeper premise of who Christ is and what he came to do, which draws us 

into this final discussion of the significance of the imitation of Paul for Paul’s broader 

                                                           
423 Richard N. Longenecker, The Epistle to the Romans, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015), 616-617. 

424 Hans Dieter Betz, Galatians, 200-201. 

425 Longenecker, The Epistle to the Romans, 702-706, where relationship of the Gentiles to God is 

understood through Jesus Christ’s inauguration of a new age, which they enter and claim through “being in 

Christ,” rather than some other identity marker available in the ancient world. 
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mission and theology. We will then trace Paul’s universality in theology to his 

universality in practice to understand Pauline imitation as one means of ensuring the 

universality among the churches of God that Paul understood to exist first in God, then in 

God’s mission to the world through Christ, thus through God’s commission of Paul to 

proclaim Christ, and finally in the churches created through that Pauline commission and 

the apostolic commission everywhere in the world.426 

 The God Paul believes has orchestrated and orchestrates all things is not specific 

to any one people-group. “Is God the God of Jews only?” (Rom. 3:29). The unity of 

God’s being necessitates his being divine over all creaturely agents. Paul goes on in the 

very next verse to connect the unity of divine being with the irrelevance of ethnically 

specific religious practice, “He will justify the circumcised by faith and the 

uncircumcised through faith” (Rom. 3:30a). Faith comes by hearing (Rom. 10:17) 

through an organ all already possess and by virtue of apostolic proclamation of Christ, 

which is intended for all nations. Since the believing heart and confessing mouth can 

exist in potentially anyone, “there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; the same 

Lord is Lord of all, bestowing his riches on all who call on him” (Rom. 10:11, quoting 

Isa. 28:16). Here the christological title of “Lord” does the same work as the generically 

divine title in Rom. 3. The universality of the divine being, whether God (presumably the 

Father) or Christ (here, the Lord), requires the universality of belief and practice and thus 

within the churches the voiding or even avoiding of anything that is not universal.427 

                                                           
426 Eckhard J. Schnabel, Early Christian Mission, Vol. 2: Paul and the Early Church (Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity Press, 2004), 1562-1568. 

427 Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 659; Robert 

Jewett, Romans, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 2007), 631-632; Longenecker, The Epistle to the 

Romans, 854. 
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 The Pauline apostolic commission is universal in accord with the universality of 

the sending God and of the scope of God’s mission to the nations. The vagaries of Paul’s 

travels as narrated in Gal. 1-2 express something larger than his own itinerancy. The 

entire field of his work is “among the Gentiles” (Gal. 2:2) where his gospel has free 

course. Thus he describes his interaction with Jerusalem in Gal. 1-2 alongside his 

wanderings through Arabia, Syria, and Cilicia before his coming to Galatia. 

 This juxtaposes Paul’s travels with the “churches of Judea that are in Christ” 

(1:22), which are not moving and do not proclaim the gospel among the Gentiles. The 

division of labor between Peter and Paul (2:7-8) further breaks up efforts along ethnic 

lines that Paul has already implicitly described along geographic lines. Anywhere there 

are Gentiles is Paul’s field, as Peter’s is among the circumcised, and Paul is on the move 

constantly, whereas the churches from which trouble has come to Galatia are set in their 

place and their ways. The universal scope of Pauline proclamation and movement 

accords with the one God over all who has sent Christ as one savior for all (Gal. 3:28).428 

 Paul’s access to various regions of his work is described as having a “door” for 

the gospel (1 Cor. 16:8, 2 Cor. 2:12, Col. 4:3). The notion in each case is that God the 

Father or the Lord Christ are controlling the spread of the gospel and have opened entry-

points for Paul to do his work, as if a master had allowed his servant access to a new 

section of his property. The door is the access-point for what should be universally the 

case: the proclamation of the gospel. That movement of the gospel from place to place is 

                                                           
428 Longenecker rightly points out that the issue in Gal. 2 is not the existence or nonexistence of a formal 

document Paul may or may not be quoting (cf. O. Cullmann, TDNT 6:100), a typical example of scholarly 

confusion of Paul’s ways for a biblical scholar’s ways, but the validity of the Pauline mission, which is 

necessarily universalistic, Longenecker, Galatians, 55-59. 
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controlled by the Lord, who allows the servant to move here or there, or in the case of 1 

Cor 16:8, gives the servant Paul the sense that he should remain in one place to proclaim 

and to fend off adversaries to his gospel. In each case, the one universal God permits 

access to a place for his purposes, which Paul then goes about fulfilling.429 

 That one gospel creates a new situation among the hearers who accept the 

message because they appropriate the story of Israel by means of the LXX as their own 

ancestral story. We have already seen how Paul describes the church as the “Israel of 

God” and the “children of Abraham.” We will here see more clearly how universality in 

the church’s existence is intrinsic to its being, such that Pauline imitation would require 

the same of all everywhere since all everywhere share in the same life in Christ. 

 Paul does not even read the LXX Scriptures as foretelling the glorification of a 

particular ethnic group. His practice of not requiring ethnic belonging to one group or 

another is founded on his more basic hermeneutical decision that “not all who are 

descended from Israel belong to Israel” (Rom. 9:6). He supports that thesis with further 

quotation (Rom. 9:9-13) from Gen. 18:10, 14, Gen. 25:23, and Mal. 1:2,3 to detail how 

belonging to Abraham’s family consists in the appropriation of promises in the way of 

Isaac, not in physical descent in the way of Ishmael (Rom. 9:7-8). Thus appropriation of 

promises or faith are markers of belonging for the churches, not for ethnic groups, as Paul 

distinguishes between a spiritual Israel and an ethnic Israel.430 

 Similarly, Pauline admonition to avoid sexual immorality in 1 Cor. 5:6-8 is 

founded on the appropriation of the story of Israel’s exodus from Egypt as the church’s 

                                                           
429 Garland, 1 Corinthians, 758. 

430 Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, 572-574; Schreiner, Romans, 502-503. 
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own story in and through Christ. Christ is the “Passover lamb who has been sacrificed” (1 

Cor. 5:7). Thus the completed sacrifice of the lamb means a simultaneously completed 

redemption from slavery. The importance of behavior in the Pauline churches is traced 

here to the christological fact of freedom. Behaviors are either in keeping with or out of 

keeping with the freedom that the churches have obtained through Christ. On the one 

hand, some behavior may be “the old leaven” left behind in Egypt with its malice and 

evil, or it may be conversely “unleavened bread” of sincerity and truth befitting the 

freedom of God’s people. Pauline command, exhortation, or exemplification of certain 

behaviors such as we observed in ch. 5 trace back in their necessity and urgency to the 

christology of freedom from slavery that Paul here expresses and elsewhere explains 

more fully.431 

 Likewise the discussion of temptation and the escape from temptation in 1 Cor. 

10:1-13 assumes and to some degree explains the story of Israel in the wilderness as a 

story of the church following Christ. Those wandering in the wilderness are explicitly 

“our fathers” (1 Cor. 10:1) who experienced a “baptism into Moses” (1 Cor. 10:2) as the 

church experienced a common baptism into Christ. Their evil actions and overthrow in 

the wilderness as a divine punishment is in a negative sense highly exemplary (1 Cor. 

10:6, 11). As Paul’s life is positively exemplary (1 Cor. 4:16, 11:1), the life of the fathers 

in the wilderness is negatively exemplary, but in both cases, a familial resemblance is 

presumed and certain behaviors commended or forbidden to the hearers on the basis of 

their accordance with or discord from divine standards or commands.432 

                                                           
431 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 403-408. 

432 Peter D. Gooch, Dangerous Food: 1 Corinthians 8-10 in Its Context, Studies in Judaism and 

Christianity 5 (Waterloo, ON: Wilfred Laurier University Press, 1993), 50, n. 5 captures the broad 
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 The behaviors and attitudes across time and space and many other kinds of 

difference between individuals and people-groups that are universally commended in the 

Pauline corpus rely on the Pauline premise that to be “in Christ” is in every age a 

common thing for believers of all kinds. Thus the universality of Pauline practice 

involves the church in universal adherence to a universal God who universally calls 

humankind into fellowship with and obedience to himself. Since that call to be “in 

Christ” has gone out to the nations through Paul’s gospel, adherence to the ways of Christ 

as known through Paul, Timothy, and others is necessary for belonging to Christ, in 

whom all things are being made new (2 Cor. 5:17).433 

 In its ultimate instantiation of purpose the churches of God in Christ imitate the 

apostle in participating in the mission of the gospel to which his life is dedicated. The 

ultimate imitation of Paul is to proclaim the gospel, and he presumes the churches are 

doing so or commends them for doing so where activity is already ongoing. We close 

with this discussion because the frame of universal mission for a universal God is Paul’s 

own frame for his work and for the being and doing of the churches he founded and 

commanded to imitate him. 

 The aim of Pauline behavior that requires imitation is spelled out most clearly in 1 

Cor. 10:33. After commending his practice of flexibility to the Corinthians and requiring 

that in all things they aim to please God, Paul explains that his flexibility and God-

                                                           
commentarial notice of the exemplary nature of the “fathers” negatively and Paul positively, but as we have 

seen with frequent reference to commentaries, the bringing together of these themes has been less often 

done. 

433 For the church as the location of a world-coming-into-being through Paul’s gospel against a world 

enslaved to sin to which the church no longer belongs, Michael Lakey, Image and Glory of God: 1 

Corinthians 11:2-16 as a Case Study in Bible, Gender, and Hermeneutics, LNTS/JSNTS 418 (London: 

T&T Clark, 2010), 95. 
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pleasing manner of life have a particular goal: that they may be saved (1 Cor. 10:33b). 

The second admonition to imitate the apostle follows directly on this summation of the 

reason for Pauline flexibility. Imitation will bring the church at Corinth into alignment 

with the apostle and with the apostolic purpose of advancing salvation throughout the 

world by means of the gospel.434 

 The arcane issue of speaking in tongues in 1 Cor. 14:20-25 is slightly clearer 

when one considers this central Pauline purpose of the salvation of many by any means 

possible. The need for someone to interpret tongues is so that the unbeliever who has 

come into the church may fall down and worship God when he understands the 

preaching. If he cannot understand, the purpose of salvation will not have been 

accomplished (1 Cor. 14:25). Paul’s desire to save some clarifies his insistence on certain 

practices such as the interpretation of tongues that may not have a bearing on the internal 

dynamics of the church but are justified through the necessity of the church’s 

participation in the divine mission to the nations.435 

 In Phil. 1:27-30 it is unclear that the Philippians are proclaiming the gospel in the 

same direct manner that Paul has described concerning himself in his imprisonment in 

1:12-14. It is entirely clear that they are suffering because of the “faith of the gospel” 

(1:27). This has placed them as soldiers or warriors alongside Paul in “the same conflict 

that you saw I had and now hear that I still have” (1:30). The vision of Paul in conflict is 

fulfilled in the Philippians’ own collective life, as they will be commanded to practice 

                                                           
434 John Fotopoulos, Food Offered to Idols in Roman Corinth, WUNT 151 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 

2003), 248-250. 

435 On the missionary purpose of this interpretation, citing Isa. 45:14 and Zech. 8:23, V. C. Pfitzner, First 

Corinthians, ChiRho Commentary Series (Adelaide: Lutheran Publishing House, 1982), 225. 
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everything they observed and saw in Paul later on in the letter (4:9).436 The imitation of 

Paul leads to the life in Christ or for the sake of Christ’s gospel that conforms one to both 

Paul and to Christ simultaneously in one body of experience of suffering and 

exaltation.437 

 The discussion of unity, mission, and imitation comes to its head in understanding 

Paul’s statements about imitation within the strategic context of his mission throughout 

the ancient Mediterranean and the fitful cooperation of his churches with his desires. The 

interplay between apostolic desire and congregational acquiescence was nowhere keener 

than in Corinth, to whom he devoted so many words and so much time, especially in the 

matter of what behaviors and attitudes he expected them to replicate from the model he 

provided in himself and the models in coworkers such as Timothy they also could 

observe. The overarching purpose of Pauline imitation as an imitation of an apostolic life 

for an ongoing apostolic mission is nowhere clearer than in Paul’s connection of 

imitation to mission and christology in 1 Cor. 

 Disconnection was definitive in Paul’s assessment of the Corinthians’ problems. 

Presented with a set of problems at a distance, Paul resolved to settle those problems 

through exhortation to the effacement of differences between 1) the Corinthians 

themselves and 2) between the Corinthians and “all the churches.” Castelli is correct in 

                                                           
436 Reumann noted the parallels to Paul’s self-description in struggle, followed by an admonition to 

imitation, between Phil. 1/Phil. 4 and 1 Cor. 9/1 Cor. 11, Reumann, The Letter to the Philippians, 273-274. 

437 E. A. Judge articulated the link between imitation and uniformity or (his term) “convention” in Paul’s 

thought and work, “The Appeal to Convention in St Paul,” in The First Christians in the Roman World: 

Augustan and New Testament Essays, ed. James R. Harrison, WUNT 229 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 

686-690. His unjustly neglected work understood Paul among the welter of other private associations in the 

ancient Mediterranean and so grasped the importance of uniformity for the coherence of the group across 

space and time, cf. also in the same volume, “Contemporary Political Models for the Interrelations of the 

New Testament Churches,” 586-596. 
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seeing the Pauline endeavor as the erasure of difference but inexact in understanding the 

rationales for unity of one sort and for continuing differences of many sorts. 

 Continuing differences in Corinth may include the strength or weakness of 

assorted congregants whose consciences are more or less well-informed on issues such as 

idolatry, the expertise in judgment of some who must assist the congregation in settling 

differences, or the existence of different ethnic and social groups in the congregation 

predicated on widely disparate familial and/or economic milieus within an urban 

environment. Like the distinctions between genders, ethnicities, and socioeconomic 

statuses in Gal. 3:28, the differences among the Corinthians were not envisioned for 

erasure, nor is the command to imitate set within a call for erasure. Numerous differences 

endure in the unitive body of Christ.438 

 Yet the notion of the body of Christ grammatically must denote something or 

someone specific, not generic. Grammatical sleight-of-hand allows Castelli to understand 

all imitation as generic and homogenizing, but the specificity of the body of Christ meant 

for Paul that ways of being could resemble one another without mechanical reproduction. 

The two calls to imitation in 1 Cor. are exhortations to a shared mentality without a 

dictation of the precise replication of Paul’s every word or deed. That shared mentality 

will be generative of congregational unity and of evangelical activity. 

 In 1 Cor. 4:16 the call for imitation follows hard on a long description (4:6-13) of 

how Paul and Apollos, whose legacies have generated factions at Corinth (3:4), emptied 

themselves in the service of the Corinthians. The nearly sarcastic tenor of 4:6-13 is turned 

                                                           
438 Paul’s call to unity is an antidote to practical factionalism, as is his rhetoric of love in 1 Cor. 13, 

deployed in 1 Cor. as in many other Hellenistic political situations of imminent factional fracture in a 

polity, cf. Mitchell, Paul and the Rhetoric of Reconciliation, 271. 
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to paternal admonition in 4:14 when Paul reminds the Corinthians of his relationship to 

them. Picturing them as all members of one household, he seeks to alienate them from 

other teachers (including Apollos!) so that their attention may be devoted to his unique 

paternal prerogative of imitation. The fictive household of Paul has already produced a 

faithful, obedient child in Timothy (4:17). Timothy can in his person remind his siblings 

of what ways should be theirs as Paul’s children, ways taught by Paul in every church. 

 Though the household metaphor of fatherhood is unique to Paul’s relationships 

with only certain congregations or individuals, the concept of “every church” is 

universalizing, indicating something Paul teaches also in places to which he is not so 

deeply connected as at Corinth. The body of Christ is thus not a household altogether 

under Paul but under Christ, so that in the household of Christ, Paul is a steward, not a 

universal father. The body is of Christ, not Paul, as the baptism is into Christ, not Paul. 

The directive to imitation is thus a specific tactic employed in the service of the larger 

stewardship in the household of Christ. Teaching is universal, as also the presumptive 

practice of love rather than boasting in oneself is universal. There is sameness on the 

level of teaching and conduct, but the imitation of Paul is a differentiated Pauline tactic 

within the larger strategy of the unity of the body of Christ.439 

 Understanding this distinction is key to grasping what imitation’s purpose was for 

Paul. If we conceive of imitation as a totalizing strategy of control, then Timothy or 

people such as Timothy would have to be sent everywhere Paul was not in order to 

                                                           
439 Paul’s understanding of the crucifixion of the body of Christ, sometimes understood as a too-basic 

rendition of what appears much fuller in the canonical gospels, is sufficient for the mission to the world in 

which Paul was engaged and to which he summoned others, cf. Arland Hultgren, “Paul’s Christology and 

His Mission to the Gentiles,” in Paul as Missionary: Identity, Activity, Theology, and Practice, ed. Trevor 

J. Burke and Brian S. Rosner, LNTS/JSNTS 420 (London: T&T Clark, 2011), 127. 
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ensure imitation in every place. But Paul’s teaching is broader than the imitation of Paul, 

and his assertion of unity in the work he carries on and Apollos carries on means that 

unity is in Christ, not in Paul. Paul’s self-understanding is that the division of Christ is 

actually impossible, though the division of Paul from Apollos in their times and places of 

operation is not. Paul’s fatherhood of the Corinthians and of Timothy is specific and 

could potentially pass with the congregation’s growth or Paul’s death, so that it would no 

longer be rhetorically available or necessary to speak of Paul’s fatherhood in Corinth. 

The necessity of unity in the body of Christ could not however pass away. Imitation is a 

tactic for ensuring unity which promotes the spread of Paul’s gospel. Imitation is not its 

own end for Paul.440 

 This is still clearer when the final Corinthian mention of imitation caps off Paul’s 

long discussion of how, when, and where meat sacrificed to idols may be consumed (8:1-

11:1). The question of Paul’s final ruling on whether absolutely meat sacrificed to idols 

may be consumed is not finally what he hopes to achieve in the exhortation to imitation 

of Paul and thus of Christ (11:1). Imitation of Paul does not exist for its own sake as if a 

body of rulings could be collated from 1 Cor. and other Pauline sources and utilized as an 

enduring reference for all situations, similar to how records of Muhammad function in 

Islamic law. Imitation exists within Paul’s framework of apostleship to the Gentiles (and 

also to Jews) such that he may alter his eating habits, social habits, dress, speech, name 

                                                           
440 Christoph W. Stenschke, “Paul’s Mission as the Mission of the Church,” in Paul’s Missionary Methods: 

In His Time and Ours, ed. Robert L. Plummer and John Mark Terry (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 

Press, 2012), 87. 
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usage, or other things in order to be empathetic to and available to a vast array of people 

groups.441 

 The fact in Corinth of differing attitudes to idol meat may have been predicated 

on differences in the congregation of socioeconomic circulation, some people socializing 

frequently with non-Christians and some socializing infrequently or never. Among the 

former group the question of idol meat could have been uncontroversial or hotly debated, 

and among the latter, it would not have been controversial to forbid the consumption of 

something altogether unusual and inapplicable to the group. The reason that Paul brings 

up his own personal practices in 1 Cor. 9 and then restates their overarching purpose of 

the salvation of people from a wide variety of disparate groupings is so that those within 

the one local congregation at Corinth can see that Paul’s practices “in every church” are 

for a unitary purpose applicable ecumenically for an apostle and locally for a 

congregation member. Unity is good for its own sake and reflective of the undivided 

nature of Christ’s body. Unity is also useful for the coherence of a body that should be 

growing.442 

 That growth is impossible with disunity, so that the practice of the Eucharist and 

the relationship of clothing to gender roles are not minutiae. Rather, the unitive practice 

within the body “builds up” the body, which is conceived simultaneously in 1 Cor. as an 

organism that needs to live and flourish and as a building that must be properly 

                                                           
441 “This means that Paul as a concrete embodiment of Christ’s death and resurrection incarnates his 

apostolic word, focused as it is in Christ’s death and resurrection. Paul preached Christ crucified and risen, 

and he embodied Christ crucified and risen,” Paul Barnett, Paul: Missionary of Jesus, After Jesus, Vol. 2 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 179. 

442 Eckhard J. Schnabel, Paul the Missionary: Realities, Strategies, and Methods (Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity Press, 2008), 243-244. 
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constructed and augmented. Things that do not “build up” instead tear down the body or 

“divide” Christ’s body, thus murdering him at least in that place, as the divisions among 

the Galatians threatened a suicidal cannibalism. Imitation of Paul’s example of flexibility 

with consideration for others’ preferences and practices (whether ultimately correct or 

not) will in his mind ensure that the unity of the Corinthians mimics the unity of the 

apostle with Christ, both of whom have lived and died for others.443 

 Thus apostolic tradition and unity of practice cohere with the basic message 

concerning Christ (1 Cor. 15) and the seeming minutiae of how the Lord’s Supper should 

be conducted. What appears broad in the Pauline call to imitation is contextually 

narrowed by the admonitions to an overarching mentality of sacrificial service in 

imitation of Paul and Christ and individual actions regarding eating, the Eucharist, head 

coverings, and other things that can instantiate either the unity or the disunity of Christ’s 

body. Imitation is the tactic whereby the apostle urges the church to be reflective of the 

gospel444 that has made them his family and made them Christ’s body and God’s temple, 

“Once the gospel becomes effective in its hearers, they too are included in its dynamic 

advance. They are either fellow partners with Paul or stumbling blocks; there is no 

middle ground.”445 

                                                           
443 Gorman terms this “missional praxis,” Michael J. Gorman, Becoming the Gospel: Paul, Participation, 

and Mission (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015), 37-38. 

444 Banks used the term “transparent” for the same identity between Christ, tradition, tradition-bearing 

people, and the gospel “in all its ramifications,” Robert Banks, Paul’s Idea of Community, rev. ed. 

(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994), 185. 

445 Robert L. Plummer, Paul’s Understanding of the Church’s Mission: Did the Apostle Paul Expect the 

Early Christian Communities to Evangelize? (Milton Keynes, UK: Paternoster, 2006), 92. 
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 Paul considers twice in 1 Cor. that he could be disqualified from the race he 

encourages the Corinthians to run or that his work could be effaced in the day of 

judgment. With that accent on the last things we fittingly end. Imitation is important in 

Paul’s tool chest of tactics for encouraging his churches to stay together and to stay on 

task, but it is only one tool among others for the larger task he understood himself to be 

doing: bringing the Gentiles in obedience to Christ. This included the work of initial 

evangelization, during which his example of self-sacrificial manual labor would survive 

as a paradigm for Christian behavior. This task also included the work of maintaining 

congregations in the ways of Christ that were outlined in Paul’s gospel and exemplified 

in Paul’s conduct with them, as the Philippians and the Corinthians were exhorted to 

continue in the apostolic patterns that had been and would be set before them in Paul’s 

correspondence and in Timothy and Epaphroditus. That apostolic pattern of Christian 

affection and conduct would also ground Paul’s exhortation to Philemon that he treat 

Onesimus differently than was his legal right, setting aside his rights in consideration of 

Christ as Paul also frequently mentioned he had set aside his own rights for the sake of 

the gospel. Imitation is sufficiently widespread in the ancient world to be a familiar way 

of explaining the necessity of being a good model in the Pastorals and of formulating 

expected behavior to congregations in Philippi, Thessalonica, and Corinth. 

Imitation was never an end in itself for Paul or anyone else utilizing in the ancient 

world because the exemplum was always deployed in public statuary or historical writing 

to engage the future conduct of the imitator long after the exemplar’s demise. One’s own 

death could not erase the example one had set, but one’s control or power could expire. 

Thus the standard for setting an example had always to be something other than one’s 
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own aggrandizement, and in Paul’s case that standard was Christ’s example, as outlined 

in his gospel. For that gospel Paul did the many things he mentions in his letters that 

served as examples to his congregations, so that the aggrandizement of power or 

extension of similarity or the growth in authority Paul sought was Christ’s. Imitation 

would be one means of extending the body of Christ more and more, so that at the 

apocalypse of all things, the bowing knees of all would do so willingly, fully conformed 

to the glory Paul proclaimed was already theirs in their workaday lives in second-class 

cities in the Roman East. The audacity of Pauline imitation is not that Paul commanded 

great power in his churches, for if he truly had, letters such as the Corinthian 

correspondence are scarcely imaginable as necessary. The audacity of imitation is rather 

the breadth of what Paul hoped to accomplish through imitation of the example of Christ 

in so many different places among so many different people because of the breadth of 

what he understood being “in Christ” to be. 
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