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Embodying the Ways in Christ:
Paul’s Teaching of the Nations

Paul is remembered as a teacher of the nations (διδάσκαλος ἐθνῶν) in 1 Tim 2:7, a
role, even if it were fictional, which could obviously be envisaged by second gen-
eration Christ-followers. It indicates that aspects of Paul’s activities were consid-
ered educational, and although the term παιδεία is absent from his undisputed
letters, and other specifically educational terms like διδάσκαλος, διδαχή, μαν-
θάνω, are rare, there are indeed numerous passages where Paul can be seen
as engaged in a teaching-learning discourse and as actually teaching his addres-
sees, since they have to “learn to be a gentile in Christ.”¹ This teaching-learning
discourse in the Pauline letters sheds fascinating light on the process of cultural
translation in the earliest Christ-following groups from the nations. It is an as-
pect of high significance in my view when the notion of “Hellenism” is not en-
visaged as some uniform melting pot but rather as a label for a period during
which Jews, Greeks, Romans, and other peoples and their respective traditions
were in contact and interacted with each other in the eastern part of the Medi-
terranean, an interaction facilitated through the use of Greek as a lingua franca.
The diverse traditions were not only linguistically different, but encompassed di-
verse practices and were embodied at numerous levels of social interaction.²

Thus, the Pauline letters provide glimpses of a teaching, a learning process
between people who had been socialized partly in diverse, partly in shared, cul-
tural, social, and linguistic traditions. Paul and his colleagues were deeply steep-
ed in Jewish tradition, some expressed in Greek, some in other languages. The
addressees were embedded in Greek, Galatian, Roman, and possibly a number
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of other traditions, with some having been familiar to some extent with aspects
of Jewish traditions.³

The communication process between peoples of different cultural contexts
involves cultural translation processes. It is thus to be expected that aspects of
cultural translation in the teaching-learning process are also discernible in the
Pauline letters. My particular focus in this contribution is on the dimension of
embodiment in this process.

Paul, the Teacher

As mentioned above, in post-Pauline letters Paul is perceived in the role of a
teacher. Although he never refers to himself as a teacher, there are numerous al-
lusions to a teaching-learning process in his letters. There are some explicit ref-
erences, such as 1 Cor 4:17 where he emphasizes that he is sending Timothy to
the Corinthian Christ-followers to remind them τάς ὁδούς μου τάς ἐν Χριστῷ
καθὼς πανταχοῦ ἐν πάσῃ έκκλησίᾳ διδάσκω; or in 4:6 he clarifies that he had
written to them ἵνα ἐν ἡμῖν μάθητε; and he admonishes the Philippians (4:9)
to keep doing what they had learned (μάθετε). In addition to these few explicit
uses of teaching-learning language there are further indications throughout that
Paul considered his task as apostle to the nations as one of teaching the nations
how to live life as Christ-followers. Jewish terminology of education, that is the
transmission of tradition, is found e.g. in Phil 4:9 (ἅ καὶ ἐμάθετε καὶ παρελάβετε
καὶ ήκούσατε καὶ εἴδετε ἐν έμοί ταῦτα πράσσετε; also 1 Cor 15:1, 3; 1 Thess 4:1). In
addition, the terminology of nurturing indicates a teaching-learning process
which is also found, e.g., in Philo.⁴

It should not come as much of a surprise to find trajectories of an education
discourse in the Pauline letters for a number of reasons. Given the significance of
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learning in Jewish tradition, it seems rather self-evident that people who wished
to join a movement, which in the first century is located in a Jewish social and
symbolic universe, are expected to “learn” how to live their way of life as part of
this movement. If these Christ-followers from the nations were already familiar
with Jewish tradition through their sympathies and occasional or frequent par-
ticipation in synagogue gatherings in the diaspora, they would already have
been familiar with this particular kind of learning process, or education. But
as former pagans, that is, people who had not previously been socialized in a
Jewish way of life, there certainly was a need for them to be inducted into the
particularities of the way of life in Christ.⁵

Whether they had a formal Greek paideia or not, these Christ-followers from
the nations had learned a way of life which differed from the way of life of Jews
in many aspects, even if certain features were shared and communicated in the
same language. Their primary socialization differed from that of their Jewish con-
temporaries in a number of ways, and I cannot address all of the aspects I con-
sider relevant in the space of this paper. Not only would traditions and literature
with which formally educated people were familiar have been different, but the
cultural narratives—the narratives of belonging and of providing meaning—were
different.⁶ Although some values and traditions were shared, significant discrep-
ancies remained. What was considered accurate and appropriate in one dis-
course might be disregarded or even looked at with contempt in another. The
fact that the dominating educational ideal, which transmitted the perceived
ideal values and narratives of meaning, was the ideal of the dominating imperial
power, decisively shaped the cultural, linguistic, and social interactions through-
out the empire.⁷ The interaction between those who were different was asymmet-
rical; it was clearly dominated by a power imbalance, not an interaction between
equals.

These aspects must have impacted the educational process between Paul
and his communities, as bridges between these diverse worlds would need to

 This is not to say that Jewish Christ-followers had nothing to learn but their learning process
would have differed from that of the gentiles. Paul does not address this issue in my view as his
letters are addressed to Christ-followers from the nations, hence we do not know his views about
a learning process for Jews in Christ. Cf. Paula Fredriksen, “‘Judaizing the Nations’: The Ritual
Demands of Paul’s Gospel,” NTS 56 (2010): 232–52.
 Cf. Catherine Heszer, “The Torah versus Homer: Jewish and Graeco-Roman Education in Late
Roman Palestine,” in Ancient Education and Early Christianity, ed. Matthew R. Hauge and An-
drew W. Pitts, (London: T&T Clark, 2016), 5–24. Although dealing with Late Antiquity, some as-
pects also apply to the earlier period.
 Cf. Kathy Ehrensperger, “Speaking Greek under Rome: Paul, the Power of Language and the
Language of Power,” Neotestamentica 46 (2012): 9–28.
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be built through a translation process which involved far more than mere linguis-
tics. I have discussed difficulties involved in this learning process in previous
publications.⁸ Here I will focus on an aspect I had only marginally considered
previously, that is the bodily dimension in the educational process between
Paul and the Christ-followers from the nations.⁹ Paul clearly conveyed content,
a new message about Jesus as the Christ, which he expected to be grasped cog-
nitively and which he expected to be cognitively transmitted (1 Cor 14:19). But
this message, this trust in and loyalty to Christ, was not something to be merely
cognitively understood or considered to be true; it was expected to be translated
into the practice of everyday life. It was expected to be embodied.

Paideia—Embodied

Body language in the self-presentation of Paul plays a significant role in his let-
ters.¹⁰ This is in tune with the significance of body language and physical ap-
pearance as decisive aspects of communication in Greek and Roman culture.
However, the ideals advocated in elite male education/paideia and the image
Paul presents of himself differ fundamentally.

Body language and physiognomy played an important and explicitly ac-
knowledged role not only in Greece and Rome but in diverse cultures in antiqui-
ty.¹¹ The physical shape and movement of the body was interpreted as revealing
the character of the person.¹² It mattered how one walked, held one’s hands and
head, raised one’s voice, etc. These human expressions were not perceived to be
mere addenda to other aspects but were seen as intrinsically interwoven with all

 Ehrensperger Paul and the Dynamics of Power, 117–54.
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the emotional and bodily/physical dimension of teaching and learning in addition to the cogni-
tive aspect as decisive for this process to be successful and on approaches which are informed
by the “corporeal turn” in cultural studies and philosophy, e.g. Jean-Luc Nancy, Corpus, (New
York: Fordham University Press, 2008); Emmanual Alloa and Miriam Fischer, Leib und Sprache.-
Zur Reflexivität verkörperter Ausdrucksformen (Weilerswist: Velbrück Wissenschaft, 2013).
 Wenhua Shi, Paul’s Message of the Cross as Body Language.(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008);
Jennifer Glancy, “Boasting of Beatings (2 Corinthians 11:23–25),” JBL 123/1 (2004): 99–135; Da-
vina Lopez, Apostle to the Conquered: Reimagining Paul’s Mission (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2008);
also Bernhard Oestreich, Performanzkritik der Paulusbriefe (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2012).
 Cf., e.g., Mladen Popović, Reading: Physiognomy and Astrology in the Dead Sea Scrolls and
Hellenistic Early Roman Period Judaism (Leiden: Brill, 2007).
 Earliest occurrences concerning physiognomics with a specific focus on the face are Demos-
thenes and Aristotle. Cf. Popović, Reading the Human Body, 4–6.
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aspects of life. The interpretation of physical expressions was based on the no-
tion that humans physically participated with their environment; thus body
movements, when properly performed could influence the world around them,
that is, the social world of human interaction, as well as the physical environ-
ment and the more than human world of the gods.¹³ My focus here will be on
body language in Roman perception, but aspects of course pertain also to the
Greek as well as other discourses, although they are not identical.¹⁴

Although there can be hardly any doubt that body language was a decisive
aspect of social interaction in Roman society, explicit evidence that the educa-
tion of the male elite included the learning of appropriate body language as in-
trinsic to the habitus of the male members of the Roman aristocracy only
emerged by the time of the late Republic/early Principate. The values of the
Roman elite were embodied and were decisive aspects of social interaction be-
tween peers as well as between elite men and non-elite or subordinate people,
such as women, freedmen, slaves, or provincials. Teaching of this body language
was for centuries a matter of practice rather than based on written codes. Only in
Cicero and later Quintilian can we find detailed accounts to the appropriate ges-
tures and bodily posture corresponding to the ideal of the elite man. Boys born
into Roman aristocratic families acquired this body language through their pri-
mary socialization and in a secondary step through formal education.

Since for elite men the ability to perform public speeches was a decisive as-
pect of gaining and asserting power, recognition, and authority among peers as
well as in the wider population, Roman education in particular was dominated
by learning how to perform as a rhetorician. This not only included the structur-
ing of a speech but more importantly, as Quintilian asserts, the body language in
which a speech is presented, that is, its performance.¹⁵ Every aspect was deemed
important; every movement, gaze, and vocal expression was decisive for render-
ing the performance of a speech successful. Through his posture, eye movement,
voice, handshake, etc., a young man had to prove that he was born to lead. Thus
Cicero, in providing instruction to his son, warns him not to walk too quickly
since this prompts “quick breathing, a changed facial expression, a misshapen

 Anthony Corbeill, Nature Embodied: Gesture in Ancient Rome (Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 2004), 108.
 A differentiated overview is beyond the scope of this paper. But see, e.g., Mladen Popović,
“Networks of Scholars: The Transmission of Astronomical and Astrological Learning between
Babylonians, Greeks and Jews,” in Ancient Jewish Sciences and the History of Knowledge in Sec-
ond Temple Literature, ed. Jonathan Ben-Dov and Seth L. Sanders (New York: New York Univer-
sity Press, 2014), 153–93.
 Inst. Orat. II.3.5
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mouth” and thus renders it clear to any observer that one lacks in constantia.¹⁶
However, an elite man should not walk too slowly as this would indicate a lack
of effectiveness.¹⁷ It was of highest importance to get this balance right, as in
movement and bodily expression, especially in facial expressions,¹⁸ the social
status of a person could be “read” in public. To hurry was certainly the mark
of a slave or an inferior person.¹⁹ The bodily expression is taken to refer directly
to social status and to the moral quality of the person. A man’s style renders his
morals visible, as Seneca powerfully asserted: “Everything has its own indicator,
if you pay attention, and even the smallest details offer an indication of a per-
son’s character. An effeminate man is revealed by his walk, from the way he
brings his finger up to his head, and from his eye-movement” (Epist. 52.12).²⁰ Cic-
ero notes that “gesture is used not merely to emphasize words, but to reveal
thought—this includes the movement of the hands, the shoulders, the sides,
as well as how one stands and walks.”²¹ This mattered because seeing and
being seen were decisive aspects among the Roman male elite, and appearance
(aspectus) was listed by Quintilian in one breath with wealth, influence, author-
ity, and self-worth (pecunia, gratia, auctoritas, dignitias) as the features that ren-
der a person’s speech and action persuasive.²² Becoming a rhetorician and estab-
lishing one’s status in Roman elite society is bound to the ability to embody male
elite values accurately. Education/paideia was the induction of boys and adoles-
cents into this world. Rhetorical skill, which decisively encompassed the respec-
tive bodily expression, was the test of excellence.

Significantly, accurate embodiment of these values included differentiating
oneself not only in terms of status (e.g., not to move like a slave) but also in

 Off. 1.131.
 Corbeill, Nature, 122.
 This is an interesting aspect which cannot be further discussed within the scope of this
paper, but note that Pliny (Nat. II.145) asserts that the eyes are superior to any other part of
the body as they indicate emotions in such a way that they actually are a mirror of the soul
in that the soul lives in the eyes. Cf. Corbeill, Nature Embodied, 146.
 Plautus, Poen. 522–23, cited in Corbeill, Nature Embodied, 117.
 Cf. Cicero Off. 1.184: anhelitus moventur, vultus mutantur, ora torquentur; ex quibus magna
signification fit non adesse constantiam. See also Cicero Orat. 1.59; 3.220. For a more detailed
discussion, cf. Corbeill, Nature Embodied, 122–23; Torsten Fögen, “Sermo Corporis: Ancient Re-
flections in gestus, vultus and vox,” in Bodies and Boundaries in Graeco-Roman Antiquity, ed.
Torsten Fögen and Mireille Lee (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2009), 15–44, 37.
 Cicero, Orat. 3.216
 Inst. Orat. II.15.6. On the role of perception in Roman ideology, Cicero’s claim is interesting:
“we have surpassed all nations in piety and in knowledge that we have perceived (perspeximus)
how everything is ruled and ordered by divine spirits” (Har. Resp. 19). Cicero attributes Rome’s
success to the accuracy of their perception. Cf. also Corbeill, Nature Embodied, 150.

244 Kathy Ehrensperger



terms of gender and in relation to the subordinate provincial ἔθνη. Thus the
guidance to masculine bodily expression included warnings not to appear fem-
inine. Certain movements and gestures had to be avoided as they were deemed
feminine, such as the way one brought a finger to one’s head, and the vocal ex-
pression had to be firm and strong, as a thin and feeble voice was deemed fem-
inine.²³ As Maud Gleason so aptly described, paideia was about making men,
Roman and Greek elite men.²⁴ Paideia aimed at differentiating Roman elite
men not only from women or effeminate men but also from all “others.” Thus
not only should the orator not be seen to move in an effeminate way, he should
also not speak with an accent or move in a rustic way.²⁵ Provincials demonstrat-
ed their inferior status and the fact that they were not part of elite Roman society
through their “accent, pronunciation, sense of humor, and speaking gestures.”²⁶
This was perceived as evidence of their lack of paideia and knowledge, possibly
a high degree of emotionality and even immorality. People who did not conform
to the ideal of Roman elite masculinity were not perceived as worthy of equal
standing as they were not able to articulate themselves accurately or move in ac-
cordance with what was considered nature.²⁷ Through the embodiment of mas-
culinity according to Roman elite values, an exclusivist, gendered discourse of
“othering” was established.

Teaching Christ-followers from the Nations:
Translating Body Language

This elitist body discourse must have had implications concerning the perception
of the role and status of Paul. He presents himself as flogged and generally as
suffering which categorizes him as a low status person close to slaves;²⁸ com-

 Fögen, Sermo Corporis, 26.
 Maud Gleason, Making Men: Sophists and Self-Presentation in Ancient Rome (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1995).
 Cicero, Off. 1.128–29.
 Corbeill, Nature Embodied, 113.
 Cf. Fögen, who notes that “According to some ancient authors, gestures and facial expres-
sions can be employed as universal language because all human emotions have by nature cor-
responding expressions in the face, voice, and gesture—a hypothesis which is much disputed in
modern research” (Sermo corporis, 19). Cf. also Cicero Orat 3.223.
 Glancy notes “The whip teaches abasement and humiliation. Nonetheless, because his expe-
riences of physical abuse unite him with Jesus, Paul presents his abject body as evidence of his
authority. In order to make sense of Paul’s somatic rhetoric, we must learn to read the storytell-
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bined with the fact that he is a member of a conquered people, this appears to be
a reference to himself as a man who clearly does not conform to the prevalent
masculinity ideal, and thus renders him susceptible to being perceived as an ef-
feminate apostle.²⁹ Clearly Paul does not embody the Roman ideal of elite mas-
culinity. He presents himself in the tradition of the fallible and vulnerable lead-
er,³⁰ characteristics which in Roman perception would have rendered him
unmanly, possibly feminine, and certainly a member of an inferior people.³¹ I
have argued elsewhere that I see this self-presentation not as merely based on
the message of the gospel, although it is certainly part of it.³² But it needs to
be taken into account that Paul and his interpretation of the Christ-event are em-
bedded in and part of Jewish tradition, that is, of an embodied tradition which
had developed an alternative to the dominating masculinity and authority dis-
course of Greece and Rome. As Catherine Hezser notes, “Paul’s presentation of
a weak body that was subject to inflictions may also be based on a particularly
Jewish perception of the (male) body which was different from Roman views of
manliness.”³³ Paul’s embodiment of alternative values differentiates him from

ing bodies of the Roman world.” Jennifer Glancy, Corporeal Knowledge: Early Christian Bodies
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 27. Shin argues that “Paul’s decision to refrain from fol-
lowing the current social conventions in his proclamation of the gospel, especially as this in-
cluded self-representation, is understood as a clear indication that he intended to act in a man-
ner distinctly contrary to what society expected of an orator” (Paul’s Message of the Cross, 269).
Both Shin and Glancy attribute this almost exclusively to the message of the cross which renders
this a rather unique and isolated quality of Paul based on the notion that this alternative only
came into being through the Christ-event. Also Kar Yong Lim, “The Sufferings of Christ are Abun-
dant in Us”: A Narrative Dynamics Investigation of Paul’s Sufferings in 2 Corinthians, LNTS 399
(London: T&T Clark, 2009).
 Davina Lopez, Apostle to the Conquered: Reimagining Paul’s Mission (Minneapolis: Fortress
2008), 141.
 Cf. Ehrensperger, Paul and the Dynamics of Power, 98– 116, 187–91.
 Cf. Cicero, De. Rep. 3.35–37.
 Ehrensperger, Paul at the Crossroads of Cultures, 155.
 Catherine Hezser, “Paul’s Fool’s Speech (2 Cor 11:16–32) in the Context of Ancient Jewish and
Graceo-Roman Culture,” in Second Corinthians in the Perspective of Late Second Temple Judaism,
ed. Reimund Bieringer, Didier Pollefeyt, and Peter Tomson (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 221–44, 238.
Daniel Boyarin notes with regard to the ideal of the rabbis that “those practices and performan-
ces that defined the rabbi as feminized from the point of view of the dominant culture were
those that constituted masculinity within the dominated culture,” and “Rabbinic masculinity
is significantly like Roman femininity in certain ways,” in Unheroic Conduct: The Rise of Hetero-
sexuality and the Invention of the Jewish Man (Berkley, CA: University of California Press,
1997),142. Boyarin also draws attention to the interwoven aspects of physical pain and political
suffering as expressions of resistance against Roman imperial power, an alternative “masculin-
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Roman elites, but in this differentiation he is not so much an exception as an
advocate of certain existing Jewish traditions. This to some extent alternative tra-
dition was transmitted through its own set of educational literature through
which the young men were inducted into their own distinctive ideals and prac-
tices.³⁴

The Addressees: From the Nations

What are the implications of this alternative discourse when it comes to “teach-
ing the Christ-followers from the nations” the ways in Christ? From a number of
passages, it seems evident that Paul was not only aware of the relevance of body
language as such (e.g. as in the context of leadership debates in 2 Corinthians),
but specifically of its significance with regard to the educational process for
Christ-followers from the nations. It can be assumed that these former pagans
were socialized in their particular traditions and embodied these traditions in
their primary habitus. Little is known about these provincial traditions beyond
the Greek and Roman perceptions, which hardly reflect the self-perception of
the provinces and conquered peoples, who in Roman sources predominantly
serve the Roman imperial narrative.³⁵ The image of peoples from the provinces
were used to enhance the image of Rome as the just and divinely ordained rulers
of the oikoumene. Therefore, positive traits of the provincials, such as bravery in
battle, served to depict Roman victory in an even more favorable light.³⁶ Subju-
gated peoples were typically depicted as inferior, thus providing the rationale for
the conquest and the imposition of Roman rule. Greece was not exempt from this

ity” which from a Roman perspective was “feminine” (93). Cf. also the critical discussion by
Ishay Rosen-Zvi, “The Rise and Fall of Rabbinic Masculinity,” JSIJ 12 (2013): 1–22.
 Cf. David Carr, Writing on Tablets of the Heart: Origins of Scripture and Literature (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2005), 267, who is of the view that Hebrew traditions emerged as a col-
lection of literature partly as an alternative to the Greek traditions prevalent under the Seleucids.
He argues that the Hasmonean monarchy “is the prime candidate for the sharp definition of pur-
portedly pre-Hellenistic Hebrew Scriptures and the promotion of this sharply defined collection
as a focal point for the education-enculturation in its broader, increasingly complex, and specif-
ically Jewish kingdom.” Cf. also Tessa Rajak, Translation and Survival: The Greek Bible and the
Ancient Jewish Diaspora (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 154– 156, who argues that espe-
cially Greek Jewish traditions constituted an alternative to the dominating discourse. Cf. my dis-
cussion in Paul at the Crossroads of Cultures, 143–49.
 The situation for Greek sources is slightly but not substantially different. For the purpose of
this paper I focus here mainly on the Roman context.
 As e.g. in Tacitus, Germania.
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perception, despite the fact that Greek paideia and aspects of Greek culture were
held in the highest regard by the Romans. They could acknowledge that Greeks
were superior in areas such as poetry and literature (Cicero, Tusc. Disp. 1.1), but
since these areas were considered less relevant, it was beyond Roman dignity to
compete with Greeks. In areas that mattered, Romans perceived themselves as
far superior to the Greeks.³⁷

It can thus be assumed that Paul’s addressees would certainly have been ex-
posed to Roman values and ideas of superiority, even if their own traditions and
values might have differed. Although most of them were not part of the elite pop-
ulation (1 Cor 1:26–28) and thus not “made into men” through formal paideia,
the ideals of Greek and Roman education most likely trickled down to the
lower strata of the population since many of the related activities were per-
formed publicly. Paul’s addressees certainly would have been able to “read”
the body language of “running” or “walking in a moderate gait” as expressions
of status differentiation through everyday encounters and as part of the necessity
to “know their place” in this hierarchically stratified society. In addition, they
would have learned the ideal of Roman elite body language indirectly through
public speeches and the requirement upon them as members of the non-elite
to be able to relate to elite body language with an accurate embodiment of
their own inferior status.

Translating Body Language in Philippians and
1 Corinthians

Paul seems to refer to elitist perceptions of “the other” when he reminds the Cor-
inthians that God chose what is foolish, weak, low, and despised (1 Cor 1:27–28)
in the world (in worldly perception) and tries to teach the addressees a different
perspective on the elitist qualifications. Although the addressees would have not
likely received a Greek paideia, as non-elite members of Roman provinces they
would have embodied some of the values of Greece and Rome as attributed to
inferior peoples. The fact that Paul feels compelled to mention that he did not
conform to the image of the ideal orator and did not display the required qual-
ities, either in speech or body language (2 Cor 10:10), indicates that at least some
in the Corinthian community challenged the legitimacy of his leadership and au-
thority based on such Roman elitist values. It was evident that Paul did not em-
body these.

 Cf. e.g. Cicero, Tusc. Disp. 1.1.2. See Ehrensperger, Paul at the Crossroads of Cultures, 76–90.
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Paul’s teaching did not only encompass verbal guidance. In several passages
Paul refers to embodiment and body language generally,³⁸ aspects which consti-
tuted a decisive part of his teaching of the nations. In Phil 4:9 he reminds the
addressees to “Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received
and heard and seen in me” (ἁ καὶ ἐμάθετε καὶ ἠκούσατε καὶ εἴδετε ἐν ἐμοί
ταῦτα πράσσετε). The first three aspects could be seen as referring to traditional
teaching of traditions; the last, however, “what you have seen in me,” refers to
the dimension of embodiment. It is evident that in order to teach the Christ-fol-
lowers the embodiment of the message, Paul has to embody it himself. This res-
onates with teachers of rhetoric who not only taught young boys persuasive
speech but also the requisite body language.

It is not quite clear what the Philippians would have seen in Paul. The ad-
monishment “to do” what they have seen indicates that learning to be Christ-fol-
lowers from the nations meant to learn to embody the message. Earlier in the
letter Paul refers to a “struggle” the Philippians have seen in him (1:30), which
he links with “suffering,” but in 4:9 no such specific link is made. So it seems
that Paul does not restrict “what they have seen in him” to suffering. It seems
that he admonishes them to consider for themselves which aspects of their
lives correspond to what they have learned, received, heard, and seen in Paul:
“whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure,
whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and
if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things” (4:9). This is
not very precise guidance as to what should be embodied but leaves the addres-
sees to their own assessment and judgement. They should work out for them-
selves what aspects of their own experience and possibly previously embodied
traditions were compatible with what they have learned from Paul. This means
that Paul considers them able to make such assessments without his detailed
guidance, and moreover, that he presumes that aspects of their own non-Jewish
traditions were compatible with being in Christ.³⁹

In 1 Corinthians there are passages with more details concerning the em-
bodiment of the teaching the addressees had heard and seen in Paul. In 1 Cor
4:6 Paul explicitly notes that he had written about Apollos and himself “so

 Cf. Bernhard Oestreich, Performanzkritik der Paulusbriefe (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2012),
74–78.
 For further discussion see William S. Campbell, “Gentile Identity and Transformation in
Christ According to Paul,” in The Making of Christianity: Conflict, Contacts, and Constructions. Es-
says in Honor of Bengt Holmberg, ed. M. Zetterholm and S. Byrskog (Winona Lake, IN: Eisen-
brauns, 2012), 23–55; J. Brian Tucker, Remain in Your Calling: Paul and the Continuation of Social
Identities in Christ (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2011).
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that they may learn through us (ἵνα ἐν ἡμῖν μάθητε).” Although the phrase “not
beyond what is written” remains cryptic and cannot be discussed here, the ref-
erence immediately afterwards to “so that none of you will be puffed up in
favor of one against another” indicates that learning from Apollos and Paul
means learning how to relate to each other. The social behavior refuted here is
very much what is expected of Roman elite men and what is promoted in the ed-
ucation of young members of Roman aristocracy. They were taught to embody
competitive strife in order to outdo and surpass others.⁴⁰ This is the problem
Paul feels urged to address in the opening verses of this letter where faction
building and competition threaten to distort the social relationships among
the Corinthian Christ-followers. The Corinthians had not yet understood and,
thus, had not been able to embody core aspects of Paul’s teaching in their social
interactions with each other. They appear to relate to each other as they had
learned or seen in social interactions. Although not members of the elite, they
related to each other according to the pattern of Roman elite competitiveness
(and later in 2 Corinthians it is evident that this included the ideal of leadership
and authority advocated particularly in Roman elite education). Paul clearly con-
siders this to be a failure in the learning process he had expected of them, and so
in 1 Cor 3:1–2 he labels them infants in Christ, who could not yet be fed with
solid food. This is educational language as noted above, as is Paul’s reference
to them as children.⁴¹ The assertion of group membership via association with
what were perceived to be people of status and authority is patterned on the per-
vasive patronage system prevalent in Roman society,⁴² a pattern Paul clearly con-
siders to be incompatible with being a member of the Christ-movement. Paul
tries to rectify the Corinthians’ misunderstood embodiment of the message by re-
ferring to Christ crucified, to himself as a messenger who does not conform to the
ideal of the Roman elite orator (2:4), and to the cooperation between himself and
Apollos as fulfilling different but equally important tasks in the service of the
gospel without competing with each other (at least this is the image Paul depicts
here). In addition, he had sent Timothy as an embodied reminder of the ways in
Christ he “taught everywhere in every assembly (καθὼς πανταχοῦ ἐν πάσῃ
ἐκκλησίᾳ διδάσκω)” (4:17). Paul’s appeal to imitate him needs to be seen in
the context of his attempts to teach these former pagans “the ways in Christ,”

 Cf. Scott Bartchy, “‘When I’m Weak I’m Strong’: A Pauline Paradox in Cultural Context,” in
Kontexte der Schrift II: Kultur, Politik, Religion, Sprache, Text. Wolfgang Stegemann zum 60. Ge-
burtstag, ed. Christian Strecker (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer 2005),49–60, 54–55; and Ehrensperger,
Paul and the Dynamics of Power, 115.
 Cf. Ehrensperger, Paul and the Dynamics of Power, 127–36.
 Cf. the discussion in Ehrensperger, Paul and the Dynamics of Power, 146–47.

250 Kathy Ehrensperger



as a teaching method. This teaching included the embodiment of the message
and the values of the movement and thus had to include bodily dimensions of
learning in analogy to, but at the same time different from, the paideia discourse
of the dominating culture.⁴³

Conclusions

The problems Paul tries to address in 1 Corinthians 1–4 demonstrate the difficul-
ties in translating the message of Christ, as a message thoroughly rooted and em-
bedded in the diversity of the Jewish social and symbolic universe, into the social
and symbolic universe of Christ-followers from the nations. This is particularly
true with the embodiment of the message. This does not come as a surprise
when we consider the imprint bodily socialization leaves on humans from a
very early age, famously labeled the habitus by Bourdieu. Paul certainly tried
to transform the habitus, that is the embodiment of values of Christ-followers
from the nations. He faced an upward struggle. What is learned in the body is
not easily left behind, if this is possible at all. However, according to Bourdieu
the habitus, although durable, is malleable, hence the reshaping and transfor-
mation that happens throughout the human lifetime.⁴⁴ The human learning
process is open and includes embodiment. But teaching Christ-followers from
the nations the embodiment of values and behavior concerning social relations
which differed significantly from the dominating elite male discourse obviously
led to some fundamental misunderstandings. Teaching via his own body was de-
cisive for Paul if there was to be any chance of a successful translation process.
But it was also decisive that aspects of the social and symbolic universe with
which these Christ-followers from the nations were familiar were incorporated
in this teaching and translation process. In my view, it is significant that Paul
referred to their world in Phil 4:8, providing them with a bridge to aspects of em-
bodied values and experiences from the world they were familiar with in order to
embed these in their life in Christ as far as they conformed to the values of the
message of the gospel.

Moreover, the fact that most of these early Christ-followers were not mem-
bers of the elite themselves may have helped in that they themselves would
have been perceived, as Paul reminds them, as not wise by human standards,

 On imitation as part of the educational discourse in Paul, see Ehrensperger, Paul and the Dy-
namics of Power, 137–54.
 Pierre Bourdieu, Pascalian Meditations (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000), 134.
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not powerful, and not of noble birth. From the dominating, normative perspec-
tive they would have been perceived as deficient of the credentials of elite men,
of lower standing, and thus despised and weak. Their low social status, com-
bined with the fact that most of the early Christ-followers were members of con-
quered nations, meant that it was impossible for them to ever entirely overcome
this perception of the elite. Even Josephus acknowledged that he could not speak
Greek without an accent, a clear sign of his inferiority in the eyes of Rome.⁴⁵
Thus the addressees’ embodiment of the values of the elite possibly was aspira-
tional and a mimicking game rather than an expression of an elite status; there
was little they could do to change their actual status. Even if provincials or
slaves aspired to join the elite or at least come close to them, their status as
“other” would not substantially have changed.⁴⁶ Paul’s embodied teaching in-
cludes a transformation of the self-perception of Christ-followers from the na-
tions. The perception of the dominating elite was not the perception of the
God of Israel who also was the God of Christ and through him of the Christ-fol-
lowers from the nations. Paul tries to teach them not to try to imitate the pattern
of this world (Rom 12:1–2) but to transform their perception so they could see
and act differently. Humility and humbleness, support for others, even suffering
at the hand of a dominating power are then not seen as the embodiment of in-
feriority, but rather of their relationship with the one God of Israel through Christ
under the conditions of Roman domination. Thus, while it might be difficult to
“translate” or transform body language, the perception or interpretation of
body language could certainly be transformed. Paul’s teaching of the nations
may be described as including a transformed perception of embodied practice
in light of the Christ-event.

To conclude, Paul embodies aspects of his own Jewish traditions and as
such also of the Christ-event. At the same time he demonstrates awareness of
and familiarity with the Greek ideals of paideia as appropriated by Rome, in re-
lation to leadership issues, group dynamics, and social interactions within the
Christ-movement. Paul is fully cognizant of the socio-political and cultural con-
text of his addressees as their teacher in Christ. Most of his addressees were not

 J.W. 20.263–64.
 In the first century even granting Roman citizenship to freedpersons or conquered peoples
did not elevate them to the same status as free-born Roman citizens. Cf. Clifford Ando, Law, Lan-
guage and Empire in the Roman Tradition (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011),
86–92, who notes that “the Romans were clearly capable of conceiving of citizenship as a means
to embrace conquered populations within structures of domination, and hence of citizenship as
entailing obligations—above all, taxation and military service—without any correlative privileges
whatsoever” (88).
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socialized through a process of formal education into Greek and Roman male
elite values and behavior. Nevertheless, since the Roman elite ideal permeated
all aspects of public life, it influenced all members of society, and the elitist pat-
terns may well have been replicated in the social relations of the lower strata of
the population. Through the bodily dimension of his teaching, Paul tries to trans-
late alternative values and perceptions of his Jewish tradition, highlighted in his
view through the Christ-event, into the world of his addressees. Paul refutes the
dominant perception with the alternative interpretation of his own bodily expe-
rience and his respective teaching of the nations in Christ, which is embedded in
the Jewish perception of the world as God’s creation. This alternative narrative of
belonging and meaning challenges Roman claims that only their form of em-
bodiment coheres to nature, rendering “others” subhuman or at least human
in a secondary sense. Paul’s teaching through embodiment aims at translating
the Jewish challenge to the hegemonial Roman claims via the message of the
Christ-event into the world of these “others,” these former pagans, encouraging
and empowering them not to replicate the patterns “of this world” as the ideal to
embody, but instead to transform their perception and embody the values of the
Christ-movement by presenting “their bodies as living sacrifices to God” (Rom
12:1).
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