
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

The Pattern and the Power: 
The Example of Christ in 1 Peter 

 
Clifford A. Barbarick, Ph.D. 

 
Mentor: Mikeal C. Parsons, Ph.D. 

 
 

 In 1 Peter, the example of Christ not only provides the pattern for Christian life; it 

also enables the moral transformation necessary to live that life.  The author writes to 

audiences who are being maligned and ostracized for joining the Christian community in 

order to encourage them to continue “doing good” in the midst of their fiery ordeal.  God 

was responsible for giving them new birth through his word, and that word remains with 

them in the form of the pattern of Christ, nourishing them into eschatological salvation.  

The authorial audience would have understood the example of Christ as both pattern and 

power because of widespread assumptions about the function of exempla in moral 

transformation.  In paraenetic literature, exempla functioned as more than illustrations or 

embellishments; they served to compel and enable the student’s moral transformation.  

This robust understanding of the function of exempla depends on the concept of 

“transformation by vision,” a pervasive concept that could be expressed through various 

metaphors by thinkers from various philosophical schools and religious backgrounds.  

Philo, for example, imagines the exemplum imprinting its form on the soul of the student, 

like a seal in wax.  Plutarch describes the exemplum implanting in the student’s soul a 



desire for imitation.  Seneca encourages his student to picture before his eyes a model 

who will act as his witness, guardian, and protector.  Among early Christian writings, 1 

Clement evinces a similar understanding of exempla.  The author encourages his audience 

to cling to examples of humble-mindedness, chief among whom is Christ himself, so that 

they might become like them.  In 1 Peter, the author also calls attention to the pattern of 

Christ, though he uses a different metaphor to express its transforming power.  He uses 

neonatal imagery to describe the pattern of Christ—the proclamation of Christ’s death 

and resurrection that precipitated his audience’s conversion—as nourishing milk that they 

should crave.  Thus, with his example Christ provides both a pattern for Christian virtue 

and an enduring means of enabling the imitation of that pattern.   
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Of course morality is quite largely a matter of action,  

though what we look at profoundly affects what we do. 

 
Iris Murdoch, “The Fire and the Sun” 

 

 

What we do know is this: 

when he is revealed, we will be like him, 

for we will see him as he is. 

 
1 John 3:2
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

 
The present study will explore a specific facet of the soteriology and ethics of 1 

Peter.  We will investigate the period of the audience’s life between their call or 

conversion and the coming revelation of Jesus Christ at the eschaton, asking how the 

author imagines that they will be able to actualize the letter’s ethical imperatives and, by 

extension, be prepared for the Father’s judgment.  The hearers are called to imitate the 

example of Christ (2:21-25) during their time of exile, but what exactly are they supposed 

to imitate and how will they be able to achieve that imitation?   

The first of these questions has received considerable attention from scholars 

interested in the paraenesis of 1 Peter; the second question, which drives the present 

study, has not been adequately investigated.  Interestingly, through the metaphor of 

imitation itself, which some commentators avoid because of its susceptibility to 

misinterpretation, Christ provides both the pattern to be emulated and the power by which 

the emulation can be accomplished. By reading 1 Peter’s exhortation to imitate Christ in 

light of the ancient understanding of the function of exempla in paraenetic literature, this 

study will articulate both the pattern that defines ethical behavior for 1 Peter’s audience 

and the power by which they can embody that pattern in their own specific context.     

 
The Place of the Present Work within Recent Petrine Studies 

In the early 1980s, John Elliott and David Balch reinvigorated Petrine studies, 

which for too long had been stuck in a form-critical cul de sac.  Rather than engaging 
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timeworn debates about baptismal homilies and liturgical fragments, Balch and Elliott 

embraced a new approach, employing an emerging social-scientific method.  Their 

studies1 not only refined the burgeoning method; they also delineated the battle lines for 

an important debate that would dominate Petrine studies for a decade.   

 Even though Balch and Elliott utilized a similar method and shared similar 

assumptions,2 they arrived at starkly contrasting conclusions about the content of the 

letter’s exhortation.  While both acknowledge that the author of 1 Peter adopts and adapts 

the traditional household code that originated with Aristotle’s comments on the 

household in Politics, they disagree about the function and purpose of that ethical 

instruction.  Balch contends that 1 Peter advocates acculturation to Greco-Roman values.3  

Elliott counters that the letter reinforces a Christian identity distinct from the surrounding 

culture.4   

In a recent article, David Horrell calls for “a methodology that can take us beyond 

the Balch-Elliott debate and their opposing conclusions about 1 Peter.”5  In attempts to do 

                                                             

1 David L. Balch, Let Wives Be Submissive: The Domestic Code in 1 Peter (SBLMS 26; Chico, 
Calif.: Scholars Press, 1981) and John H. Elliott, A Home for the Homeless: A Sociological Exegesis of 1 
Peter, Its Situation and Strategy (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981). 

2 They agreed that 1 Peter was a pseudonymous letter, written in Rome sometime in the last third 
of the first century and intended to be circulated throughout Asia Minor.  These similarities are 
acknowledged by Elliott in his response to Balch, “1 Peter, Its Situation and Strategy: A Discussion with 
David Balch,” in Perspectives on First Peter (ed. Charles H. Talbert; NABPRSSS 9; Macon, Ga.: Mercer 
University Press, 1986; repr., Eugene, Ore.: Wipf & Stock, 2010), 62-63, and enumerated by Antoinette 
Wire in her review of the two monographs (RelSRev 10 [1984]: 210).   

3 David L. Balch, “Hellenization/Acculturation in 1 Peter” in Talbert, Perspectives on First Peter, 
81: “Petrine Christianity accepted hellenistic social values in tension with important values in Jewish 
tradition (in the Torah) and even in tension with the early Jesus movement.” 

4 Elliott, “Situation and Strategy,” 66: “Nothing in 1 Peter, including its discussion of household 
duties, indicates an interest in promoting social assimilation.  It was precisely the temptation to assimilate 
so as to avoid further suffering that the letter intended to counteract.” 

5 David Horrell, “Between Conformity and Resistance: Beyond the Balch-Elliott Debate Towards 
a Postcolonial Reading of First Peter” in Reading First Peter with New Eyes: Methodological 
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just that, several scholars have recently produced dissertations and monographs that 

employ rhetorical rather than sociological criticism in their interpretation of 1 Peter.  

These studies often engaged in questions familiar from rhetorical studies of the Pauline 

epistles: they sought to identify 1 Peter’s species of rhetoric and its constituent parts 

(exordium, argumentatio, peroratio, etc.).6  They also stalled in the same places as the 

Pauline rhetorical critics: they rarely agreed and they ignored the important differences 

between speeches and letters.7   

 Troy Martin8 approached the rhetoric of 1 Peter differently.  He first identified the 

epistolary features of the letter (rather than trying to fit them into a rhetorical scheme 

intended for speeches).  Then, he classified the document as part of the paraenetic letter 

genre, identified the compositional features typical of a paraenetic letter, and finally 

organized the body of the letter into metaphor clusters.  His impressive study solidified 

the genre of 1 Peter,9 and led to other studies on the paraenesis of 1 Peter.   

                                                             
Reassessments of the Letter of First Peter (ed. Robert L. Webb and Betsy Bauman-Martin; LNTS 364; 
London: T&T Clark, 2007), 115. 

6 See Lauri Thurén, The Rhetorical Strategy of 1 Peter: With Special Regard to Ambiguous 
Expressions (Åbo, Finland; Åbo Akademis Förlag, 1990); idem, Argument and Theology in 1 Peter: The 
Origins of Christian Paraenesis (JSNTSup 114; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995); and Barth L. 
Campbell, Honor, Shame, and the Rhetoric of 1 Peter (SBLDS 160; Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars Press, 1992).  
For a journal article that applies the Aristotelian categories of rhetoric to 1 Peter, see James W. Thompson, 
“The Rhetoric of 1 Peter,” RQ 36 (1994): 237-250.  

7 For a helpful discussion of the shortcomings of classical rhetorical criticism of 1 Peter, see Troy 
W. Martin, “The Rehabilitation of a Rhetorical Step-Child: First Peter and Classical Rhetorical Criticism” 
in Reading First Peter with New Eyes: Methodological Reassessments of the Letter of First Peter (ed. 
Robert L. Webb and Betsy Bauman-Martin; LNTS 364; London: T&T Clark, 2007), 41-71. 

8 Troy W. Martin, Metaphor and Composition in 1 Peter (SBLDS 131; Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars 
Press, 1992). 

9 Notably, Elliott challenges the conclusion that 1 Peter is a paraenetic letter.  Paraenetic letters 
aim to morally transform individuals; 1 Peter, on the other hand, aims at community formation.  Because 1 
Peter is addressed to a collective audience, Elliott concludes, the paraenetic letter may not be the closest 
literary analogue (review of J. de Waal Dryden, Theology and Ethics in 1 Peter: Paraenetic Strategies for 
Christian Character Formation, RBL [Dec 2009]: n.p.  Online: http://www.bookreviews.org 
/pdf/7248_7887.pdf).  Elliott notes an important difference between 1 Peter and other examples of 
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 Specifically, some interpreters have grappled with the relationship between the 

theology of 1 Peter and its paraenetic instruction.  Eduard Lohse10 broached this topic in 

1954, but it has received more attention in a recent monograph by J. de Waal Dryden.11  

Dryden offers a helpful summary of the use of exempla in ancient paraenesis (based 

largely on an analysis of the letters of Seneca), and in one chapter of his monograph he 

explicitly addresses the example of Christ.  Dryden only hints, however, at how 1 Peter 

imagines such imitation of Christ can be accomplished.  He affirms that, as with the 

hymn of Phil 2, “Christ is not only an exemplar, but also a savior.  He not only provides a 

model, but also the means for the moral life.”12  He claims this is a unique aspect of the 

use of Christ as an example, but he does not explain his assertion.  How is Christ the 

means for the moral life?  Does Dryden arrive at that conclusion from a study of the 

language in 1 Peter?  Is he basing his conclusions simply on parallels with Phil 2?  

Unfortunately, he leaves the matter unexplored.   

One finds similar unexplained assumptions in the work of other scholars as well.  

John Elliott, for example, states that 1 Peter affirms the interrelation of indicative and 

imperative:  

                                                             
paraenetic letters, such as Seneca’s letters to Lucilius; and this difference deserves attention.  It does not, 
however, disqualify the paraenetic letter as 1 Peter’s closest analogue.  

10 English translation: “Parenesis and Kerygma in 1 Peter,” in Perspectives on First Peter (trans. 
John Steely; ed. Charles H. Talbert; NABPRSSS 9; Macon, Ga.: Mercer University Press, 1986; repr., 
Eugene, Ore.: Wipf & Stock, 2010).  In that same volume, see also Charles Talbert, “Once Again: The Plan 
of 1 Peter,” for a discussion of the relationship between grounds, norms, and warrants in 1 Peter.   

11 J. de Waal Dryden, Theology and Ethics in 1 Peter: Paraenetic Strategies for Christian 
Character Formation (WUNT 209; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006).  See also E. A. Sieffert, “Die 
Heilsbedeutung des Leidens und Sterbens Christi nach dem ersten Brief des Petrus,” JDT 20 (1875): 424.  
He argues that in 1 Peter Christ’s sufferings are both “Vorbild” and “Heilsgrund.”  The sanctifying effects 
of Christ’s sufferings make imitation possible.   

12 Dryden, Theology and Ethics, 173. 
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The Christ of 1 Peter is an exemplar of obedience because he was first an 
instrument of empowerment.  Jesus Christ the model is Jesus Christ the means. 
. . .  1 Peter thus shows how the singularity of person and action affirmed in the 
kerygma becomes the enlivening power of salvation and the pattern for behavior.  
Christ the enabler is Christ the example.13  

 
Elsewhere, Elliott notes the empowering effect of Christ’s pattern:  “his life, vicarious 

suffering, death, and resurrection are not only the pattern but also the empowering basis 

and motivation for the conduct and hope of his followers.”14  The present study 

wholeheartedly affirms Elliott’s conclusions, and it seeks to support his theologically 

sound conclusions by offering an explanation for how the pattern of Christ empowers 

moral transformation.   

The present study, therefore, is concerned not only with what 1 Peter exhorts its 

readers to imitate, but also with how that imitation is made possible.  Describing the 

pattern is not enough; if possible, we must also discern the power that enables the 

imitation.     

 
The Example of Christ and the Means of Imitation 

 
The Means of Imitation in Other New Testament Writings 

 Other New Testament writings explore how the imitation of exempla can be 

accomplished, but they do not necessarily share 1 Peter’s conceptual framework.  In John 

13:15, for instance, Jesus announces that he has set an example for his disciples to 

                                                             

13 John H. Elliott, “Backward and Forward ‘In His Steps’: Following Jesus from Rome to 
Raymond and Beyond.  The Tradition, Redaction, and Reception of 1 Peter 2:18-25,” in Discipleship in the 
New Testament (ed. Fernando F. Segovia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 202.  

14 John H. Elliott, 1 Peter: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 37B; New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 111. 
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imitate.  They should do as he has done to them.15  The foot-washing is an exemplary act 

that embodies the type of life Jesus desires in his disciples.  “Just as I have loved you, 

you also should love one another,” he later commands, again establishing himself as the 

example (13:34).  Later in his discourse, Jesus indicates the power that enables such 

imitation: “I am the vine and you are the branches.  Those who abide in me and I in them 

bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing” (15:4).  Bearing fruit, which 

in this context means loving one another,16 results from the mutual indwelling that Jesus 

describes.   

 Similarly, immediately after outlining the mind of Christ that Paul wants the 

Philippians to emulate, he reassures his audience, “it is God who is at work in you, 

enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure” (Phil 2:13).17  The 

indwelling divine presence enables the imitation of Christ’s attitude.  In Galatians, Paul 

also claims that an indwelling power motivates his new life.  He is enabled to “live to 

God” because “it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me” (2:19-20).18  

 

                                                             

15 On one level, Jesus is clearly referring to his act of washing of the disciples’ feet.  As R. Alan 
Culpepper notes, however, his exemplary death is also in view.  “The Johannine Hypodeigma: A Reading 
of John 13,” Sem 53 (1991): 142-43. 

16 Charles H. Talbert, Reading John: A Literary and Theological Commentary on the Fourth 
Gospel and the Johannine Epistles (rev. ed.; Macon, Ga.: Smyth & Helwys, 2005), 221. 

17 Bonnie Thurston articulates Paul’s point: In 2:13, the gar “introduces how they will carry out 
the command to obedience.  God is the primary agent of the Philippians’ salvation.”  Bonnie B. Thurston 
and Judith M. Ryan, Philippians and Philemon (SP 10; Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2005), 94. 

18 Stephen Fowl describes how the many examples in Philippians (Paul, Christ, Timothy, 
Epaphroditus) may themselves enable the recipients to live in particular ways.  The exempla shape a certain 
way of perceiving one’s circumstances; and “this habit of seeing, the pattern of judgment, enables him to 
live in particular ways” (Philippians [The Two Horizons New Testament Commentary; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2005], 36).  Fowl outlines the following progression in Phil 3:2-16: Paul’s encounter with Christ 
transforms his perspective.  The new perspective enables Christ-focused practical reasoning.  The Christ-
focused practical reasoning forms a life that is capable of sharing in Christ’s sufferings and becoming like 
Christ in his death. 
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The Problem of the Means of Imitation in 1 Peter  

The author of 1 Peter, on the other hand, does not use the motif of indwelling to 

describe how his hearers can accomplish the imitation of Christ.  One need not conclude, 

however, that the absence of the indwelling motif indicates that 1 Peter outlines a 

legalistic pattern of religion that emphasizes human over divine agency.  The author 

exhorts his audience to “live in reverent fear” because the Father judges all people 

“according to their deeds” (1:17); but, he also reminds them that they are new creations: 

they have been “born anew” from “imperishable seed, through the living and enduring 

word of God” (1:23).  Their life together in the Christian community builds on the 

foundation of God’s call; the indicative undergirds the imperative.19  First Peter 1:13-15 

mingles the two moods: the author exhorts his audience to holiness and good deeds while 

reminding them what God has already done.  They have been ransomed and given a new 

birth, and these facts undergird the call to love one another deeply.20  These verses clearly 

describe the audience’s call or conversion as the gracious work of God, but they only hint 

at the period of life between the call and the eschaton.21   

                                                             

19 Bultmann says the following about 1 Peter: it lacks Paul’s understanding of faith, works of the 
flesh, and sin, but still, “all the way through we find the indicative furnishing the basis for the imperative in 
genuinely Pauline fashion.”  Theology of the New Testament (trans. Kendrick Grobel; 2 vols.; New York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1951-55), 2:181. 

20 See Jacob Prasad, Foundations of the Chrisitan Way of Life According to 1 Peter 1, 13-25: An 
Exegetico-Theological Study (AnBib 146; Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 2000).  Reinhard Feldmeier 
emphasizes the metaphor of rebirth as foundational for the Christian life (The First Letter of Peter: A 
Commentary on the Greek Text [trans. Peter H. Davids; Waco, Tex.: Baylor University Press, 2008], 127-
130). 

21 By calling the word of God “living and enduring” in 1:23, the author indicates that somehow it 
will remain with the audience during this middle period of the Christian life, though he does not say more 
at this point.  In his article on James, Matthias Konradt (“The Historical Context of the Letter of James in 
Light of Its Traditio-Historical Relations with First Peter” in The Catholic Epistles and Apostolic Tradition 
[ed. Karl-Wilhelm Niebuhr and Robert W Wall; Waco, Tex.: Baylor University Press, 2009], 107) notes 
that the “enduring word” works continuously to provide for the Christians’ new life. 
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The present study contends that the pattern of Christ, found explicitly in 2:21-25 

and alluded to in other parts of the letter, is vital to the author’s post-conversion 

soteriology.  The word through which the community has received new birth remains 

with the community as the “living and enduring word of God” (1:23), and the author 

defines this word as “the good news that was announced to you” (1:25).  The gospel that 

was proclaimed—that is, most likely, the narrative of Jesus’ death, burial, and 

resurrection—not only precipitated conversion, it endures with the community as the 

living word.  The author uses a neonatal metaphor to describe the enduring effect of the 

“word.”  He tells his audience to be like newborns who crave the word-milk (λογικὸν 

γάλα), “so that by it you may grow into salvation.”  The present study will argue that the 

word-milk, which nourishes the community until the eschaton, is the Lord himself (as 2:3 

implies) presented in the proclamation of the gospel.  In 1 Peter, the author repeatedly 

presents the pattern of Christ—his suffering and glorification proclaimed in the gospel—

as a means to nourish the community during their present trials.  In this sense, the 

example and imitation of Christ occupies a central place in the post-conversion 

soteriology of 1 Peter. 

Interestingly, interpretations of 1 Pet 2:21-25 often evince discomfort with the 

language of imitation.  For example, Paul Achtemeier clarifies in his commentary: “The 

point is not to imitate Christ—that is unnecessary since he suffered for us and died once 

for all sin.  Rather, the point is to follow (ἐπακολουθήσητε) the pattern (ὑπογραµµόν) of 

his faithfulness to his calling, even when that does require suffering.”22  Likewise, even 

                                                             

22 Paul J. Achtemeier, 1 Peter: A Commentary on 1 Peter (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1996), 194, n. 70. 
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though Leonard Goppelt acknowledges that the term ὑπογραµµόν calls to mind the image 

of a student copying a teacher’s handwriting, he nevertheless concludes that 1 Peter 

appropriates the concept of mimesis, or imitation, only formally.23  Rather than portraying 

Christ as an example or model toward which one strives, Goppelt argues, 1 Peter 

describes Jesus as a teacher whom disciples follow.  In 1 Pet 2:21-25, therefore, one finds 

an example of early Christian teaching on discipleship, not imitation.  Based on the call 

to “follow in his footsteps,” Goppelt concludes that ἐπακολοθεῖν is “a technical term for 

following in discipleship” that occurs outside of the gospels for the first time in 1 Pet 

2:21 and Rev 14:4.24  Why avoid mimētēs in favor of mathētēs? 

One superficial reason may be that 1 Pet 2:21-25 does not include the verb 

µιµέοµαι or its cognate noun µιµητής.  And even though µαθητεύω and µαθητής are not 

used either, the author speaks of Christian slaves who have been called (ἐκλήθητε) to 

follow (ἐπακολουθήσητε) in the footsteps of Jesus.  The metaphor of “following in his 

steps” clearly connotes the concept of discipleship.25  Admitting the presence of 

discipleship language, however, should not necessarily lead to abandoning imitation 

language—first, because, as Goppelt noted, the image of copying a pattern connotes 

imitation; and second, because the concepts of imitation and discipleship are far from 

                                                             

23 Leonhard Goppelt, A Commentary on 1 Peter (ed. Ferdinand Hahn; trans. John E. Alsup; Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 204.  

24 Goppelt, 1 Peter, 205. 

25 Elliott, “Backward and Forward,” 185, laments that 1 Peter has not been included in discussions 
of discipleship in the NT simply because the technical language of discipleship does not occur.  
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mutually exclusive.26  Other concerns, therefore, may underlie commentators’ discomfort 

with the metaphor of imitation.   

Elliott worries that the imitation language in 1 Pet 2:21-25 has sometimes been 

misinterpreted: “others detect in these words not echoes of discipleship but traces of an 

imitatio Christi piety which supposedly associates 1 Peter with a moralizing trend 

characteristic of later Christian writings classified as examples of ‘early Catholicism.’ ”27  

For some, in other words, to admit the presence of imitation language is to admit a 

legalistic, moralizing tendency in 1 Peter.  As noted above, however, 1 Peter clearly 

affirms that the grace of God undergirds the Christian moral life.    

E. J. Tinsley also notes the “perceptible nervousness” with which some 

(especially Protestant) commentators approach the concept of the imitation of Christ,28 

and John Webster outlines reasons for such worry.29  The language of imitation threatens 

to overemphasize human agency, thereby severing ethics from its roots in soteriology and 

turning the gospel into a new law.  It also implies a deficient Christology in which Christ 

is simply an exemplar.  It even threatens to blur the distinction between Christ and the 

Christian.   

                                                             

26 Notably, Burton Mack includes both copying and following under a broader definition of 
imitation.  He argues that the imitatio Mosis in Philo includes both a dynamic metaphor (of leading and 
following) and a graphic metaphor (of paradigm and copy).  Moses’ life may be imitated according to these 
two patterns: “Depicted as a complete pattern the bios may be seen as a whole and impressed upon the 
psyche; told as a narrative the bios may be ‘followed’ ” (“Imitatio Mosis: Patterns of Cosmology and 
Soteriology in the Hellenistic Synagogue,” SPhilo 1 [1972]: 37).  The same can be said of the example of 
Christ.  The downward way to glorification described in Phil 2, for example, can be perceived as a dynamic 
movement that should be followed, or it can be perceived as a static pattern that must be copied.   

27 Elliott, “Backward and Forward,” 193. 

28 E. J. Tinsley, “Some Principles for Reconstructing a Doctrine of the Imitation of Christ,” SJT 25 
(1972): 45. 

29 John B. Webster, “Christology, Imitability, and Ethics,” SJT 39 (1986): 311-315. 
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Morna Hooker, commenting on Phil 2, bluntly states her dissatisfaction with 

imitation language: “Christian living is not a case of following in the master’s footsteps, 

like the page stumbling in the snow behind Good King Wenceslas.  It is not a question of 

trying to copy a pattern: rather it is a case of being conformed to that pattern, because 

they are in Christ.”30  Hooker prefers the language of conformity because she finds the 

language of imitation soteriologically inadequate: “Appeals to imitate the example of 

others are all very well, but do not in the long run provide the power which is necessary 

to put the appeal into effect.”31  For Paul, the power comes from being “in Christ” or 

“walking in the Spirit,” and Hooker rightly affirms that imitation should not be severed 

from this empowerment.  How does one assess a document like 1 Peter, however, in 

which the author calls his audience to “follow in the footsteps” of Christ but does not use 

the language of indwelling to describe the power that might put such an appeal into 

effect? 

For these reasons, some commentators are wary of finding the concept of 

“imitation” in 1 Peter.  They correctly resist a christology that limits Jesus to the role of 

mere exemplar and affirm that in 1 Peter Christian ethics is more than mimicry of some 

of Jesus’ actions.  But one can maintain these positions without abandoning the language 

of imitation.  Commentators’ nervousness with imitation language results from the 

modern connotations of the imitation metaphor.  If we can recapture the ancient 

                                                             

30 Morna D. Hooker, Pauline Pieces (London: Epworth Press, 1979), 79-80.  Tinsley notes that the 
distinction between “conformity” and “imitation” can be traced back to Martin Luther: “Imitatio he disliked 
because he thought it suggested some human moral endeavour to emulate Christ undertaken apart from the 
work of the Spirit in grace.  He preferred to speak of conformitas to Christ: the Christian life as a process of 
conformation to Christ through the work of the Creator Spirit” (Tinsley, “Reconstructing a Doctrine,” 45).  
Hooker and others have unnecessarily maintained this distinction.  Imitatio need not suggest a “pull-
yourself-up-by-your-bootstraps” morality.   

31 Hooker, Pauline Pieces, 78. 
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understanding of the imitation of examples, we will be able to rehabilitate a metaphor 

that includes not only the pattern to be copied but also the power by which transformation 

occurs.   

 
Methodology of the Present Study 

Using an audience-oriented approach, the present study will seek to reconstruct 

the cultural repertoire of 1 Peter’s authorial audience in order to explore how they would 

have understood the function of exempla.  Such an approach builds on the literary theory 

of Hans Robert Jauss32 and Peter J. Rabinowitz.33  Jauss emphasizes the historical 

reception and influence of a literary work.  “A literary work,” he writes, “even when it 

appears to be new, does not present itself as something absolutely new in an 

informational vacuum.”  Instead, through “overt and covert signals, familiar 

characteristics, or implicit allusions” a text “evokes for the reader (listener) the horizon of 

expectations and rules familiar from earlier texts, which are then varied, corrected, 

altered, or even just reproduced.”34  Any literary work, therefore, enters into the changing 

“horizon of expectations.”  It is interpreted based on the audience’s horizon of 

expectations while at the same time it reshapes that horizon. 

For understanding literature from the “distant past,” Jauss argues, his method is 

indispensible.  He succinctly states the premise: 

                                                             

32 Hans Robert Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception (trans. Timothy Bahati; Theory and 
History of Literature 2; Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982). 

33Rabinowitz outlines his theory in two important essays:  “Truth in Fiction: A Reexamination of 
Audiences,” Critical Inquiry 4 (1977): 121-41; and “Whirl without End: Audience-Oriented Criticism,” in 
Contemporary Literary Theory (ed. G. Douglas Atkins; Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 
1989), 81-100. 

34 Jauss, Toward and Aesthetic, 23.  Don Quixote, for example, evokes the horizon of expectations 
of old tales of knighthood in order to parody them.   
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When the author of a work is unknown, his intent undeclared, and his relationship 
to sources and models only indirectly accessible, the philological question of how 
the text is “properly”—that is, “from its intention and time”—to be understood 
can best be answered if one foregrounds it against those works that the author 
explicitly or implicitly presupposed his contemporary audience to know.35 
 

Jauss’ depiction of a work from the distant past aptly describes 1 Peter, and this study 

seeks to better understand the letter by foregrounding it against other contemporary 

works that contributed to the authorial audience’s horizon of expectations.   

 Peter J. Rabinowitz carefully defines the “authorial audience,” which is the 

audience with whom we will try to read 1 Peter.  In his discussion of the interpretation of 

novels, Rabinowitz identifies four different audiences that the novel generates:36 (1) the 

actual audience, or “the flesh-and-blood people who actually read the book”; (2) the 

authorial audience, which we will discuss below; (3) the narrative audience, or the 

imagined audience for whom the narrator writes; and (4) the ideal narrative audience, or 

the audience that accepts as true everything the narrator says.  The last two audiences are 

particular to works of fiction37 and the “actual readers” of 1 Peter are not a concern of 

this study; so, we will focus on the third type: the authorial audience.  

 The authorial audience is an interpretive construct, but it differs significantly from 

the “implied reader” encountered in narratological approaches.  The implied reader is a 

product of the text, the counterpart to the implied author in a closed, autonomous object.  

                                                             

35 Jauss, Toward and Aesthetic, 28.  

36 Rabinowitz, “Truth in Fiction,” 126-127, 134. 

37 1 Peter, of course, is not a work of fiction.  If one assumes it is pseudonymous, however, then 
the narrative and ideal narrative audiences may exist in some sense.  In that case, the apostle Peter acts as 
the imagined narrator.  But whom is he addressing?  Does the authorial audience assume that the crucified 
apostle addresses them directly, or are they supposed to imagine a narrative audience contemporaneous 
with the narrator?  If the narrator exhorts the narrative audience toward some course of action, the authorial 
audience may ignore his teaching or accept it and thereby align themselves with the ideal narrative 
audience.  Such intriguing questions fall outside the scope of this study, however.   
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The authorial audience, on the other hand, is the intended reader or “the hypothetical 

person who the author hoped or expected would pick up the text.”38  Whereas the implied 

reader is constructed from the text, the authorial audience is presupposed by the text.  In 

other words, the authorial audience is the “contextualized implied reader” which “can 

only be determined by an examination of the interrelation between the text and the 

context in which the work was produced.”39 

 Authors make assumptions about their readers’ beliefs and knowledge and design 

their works for that hypothetical audience.  To understand a text, therefore, readers must 

come to share some characteristics of the authorial audience.  As Rabinowitz argues, the 

gap between the actual flesh-and-blood audience and the hypothetical authorial audience 

“must be bridged by readers who wish to appreciate the book.”40  The gaps are greater 

with historically and culturally distant texts like 1 Peter; and if we find such texts hard to 

understand, Rabinowitz notes, “it is often precisely because we do not possess the 

knowledge required to join the authorial audience.”41  Historical details, literary allusions, 

or even whole belief structures must be explained for a modern reader to fully understand 

the text.  The present study aims to explain the cultural assumptions about the function of 

exempla in moral transformation in order to fully understand (and correct 

misunderstandings about) the motif of the imitation of Christ in 1 Peter.  

                                                             

38 Rabinowitz, “Whirl without End,” 85.  

39 Rabinowitz, “Whirl without End,” 85. 

40 Rabinowitz, “Truth in Fiction,” 127. 

41 Rabinowitz, “Truth in Fiction,” 127. 
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Other New Testament scholars have fruitfully employed the audience-oriented 

approach outlined by Jauss and Rabinowitz, most notably Warren Carter42 and Charles 

Talbert.43  Carter prefers this approach for three basic reasons.  First, it offers a corrective 

to the often ahistorical narrative and reader-response approaches.44  One can take 

seriously the insights of reader-response theory, recognizing the role of the audience in 

making meaning, without jettisoning the interpretive control provided by serious 

historical study.  Second, this kind of audience-oriented approach attends to the final 

form of the text.45  Third, it takes seriously the sociohistorical setting of the gospel.46  In 

one sense, Carter refers here to what Jauss calls the “horizon of expectations,” but he 

expands it far beyond the mostly literary setting Jauss describes.  The audience supplies 

at least three different types of knowledge.  In addition to intertextual knowledge (the 

knowledge of other literature alluded to in the work), the audience also supplies 

knowledge of social settings and cultural practices and general knowledge about human 

experience.47  An interpreter must recognize “the need to make explicit as much of this 

                                                             

42 For explanations of Carter’s methodology see Warren Carter, “Recalling the Lord’s Prayer: The 
Authorial Audience and Matthew’s Prayer as Familiar Liturgical Experience” CBQ 57 (1995): 514-530; 
idem, “Matthew 4:18-22 and Matthean Discipleship: An Audience-Oriented Perspective” CBQ 59 (1997): 
58-75; and idem and John Paul Heil, Matthew’s Parables: Audience-Oriented Perspectives (CBQ 
Monograph Series 30; Washington, D.C.: Catholic Biblical Association of America, 1998). 

43 Talbert clearly explains his methodology in Reading Luke-Acts in Its Mediterranean Milieu 
(SNT 107; Leiden: Brill, 2003), 12-17.  There have also been two recent audience-oriented approaches to 
the Fourth Gospel: Pamela E. Kinlaw, The Christ is Jesus: Metamorphosis, Possession, and Johannine 
Christology (Academic Biblica 18; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2005) and Stan Hartsine, Moses 
as Character in the Fourth Gospel: A Study of Ancient Reading Techniques (JSNTSS 229; London: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 2002).     

44 Carter and Heil, Matthew’s Parables, 12. 

45 Carter and Heil, Matthew’s Parables, 8. 

46 Carter, “Matthew 4:18-22,” 60. 

47 Carter and Heil, Matthew’s Parables, 15. 
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assumed competency as possible,”48 using both textual clues and extra-textual 

information.   

 Talbert nuances the approach with two important qualifications.  First, he 

carefully notes that when one reconstructs the “cultural repertoire” of the authorial 

audience, one is not claiming that the ancient readers necessarily were aware of the 

particular extra-biblical texts.  “Rather, these texts help to establish the most likely 

conceptual world of the readers.”49  Second, Talbert clarifies that the “authorial audience” 

does not necessarily refer to “a particular, localized community from which and for 

which a text is alleged to have originated.”  Instead, the term refers to “the larger cultural 

milieu within which a document was read/heard.”50 

 Talbert’s clarifications of the audience-oriented approach aid our reading of 1 

Peter.  The letter does not address a “particular, localized community,” but rather various 

distinct communities throughout Asia Minor.  Also, the communities that the letter 

addresses are distinct from the Roman community that produced the text.  Rather than 

pinpointing the idiosyncrasies of a particular reading community, we must reconstruct the 

“conceptual world” or “larger cultural milieu” of the ancient Mediterranean.  Our survey 

of the function of exempla in ancient paraenesis, therefore, will focus on widespread 

cultural assumptions—specifically, the concept of “transformation by vision.”51  Those 

                                                             

48 Carter and Heil, Matthew’s Parables, 12. 

49 Talbert, Reading Luke-Acts, 16. 

50 Talbert, Reading Luke-Acts, 17. 

51 Wire praises David Balch’s use of philosophic material in her review of his monograph, Let 
Wives Be Submissive: “Balch investigates philosophy not as intellectual tradition in its own right but as 
evidence of widespread cultural assumption which marginal groups in that society had to deal with—a 
reason to study the philosophers again” (Wire, review of Elliott and Balch, 215).  The present study will 
hopefully be worthy of the same compliment.   
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cultural assumptions will then provide the backdrop for better understanding the message 

of 1 Peter.  

 
Plan of the Present Study 

In chapter two, we will survey the use and function of exempla in ancient 

philosophy and moral instruction in an attempt to “join the authorial audience.”  The 

rhetorical handbooks outline the proper use of exempla, but an important distinction must 

be made between the use of exempla in deliberative rhetoric and in paraenesis.  In the 

deliberative rhetoric described by the handbooks, exempla function illustratively: they 

clarify a logical argument or prove that the desired action is possible.  In paraenesis, 

however, the teacher does not need to convince the student of a certain way of life; the 

student has presumably already accepted his teacher’s school of thought.  Paraenetic 

literature, therefore, is primarily intended to remind and motivate the pupil in order to 

effect his moral transformation.  Thus, exempla serve a more robust role in paraenetic 

literature.  They compel moral transformation.   

 Exempla, unlike other forms of precepts, can be pictured or placed before the 

eyes, and this is part of their power.  The ancients believed that moral transformation 

could occur as the result of attention to a given object, a process sometimes called 

“transformation by vision.”52  By seeing their teacher, therefore, students of a philosopher 

were transformed and enabled to live like him.  In a similar way, devotees of the gods 

were also changed by their attention to the gods during worship.  This pervasive cultural 

                                                             

52 Charles Talbert outlines the concept in his recent work on Matthean ethics and soteriology: 
“Indicative and Imperative in Matthean Soteriology” Bib 82 (2001): 515-538.  See also Reading the 
Sermon on the Mount: Character Formation and Decision Making in Matthew 5-7 (Columbia, S.C.: 
University of South Carolina Press, 2004).   
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assumption undergirds the importance of exempla in moral training; and, therefore, the 

first chapter will conclude by describing the concept of “transformation by vision” and 

demonstrating how it informs moral instruction.  Specifically, we will note the language 

used by Seneca, Plutarch, and Philo to describe the concept of “transformation by 

vision.”  We will see that this widespread conception can be expressed through various 

metaphors.   

 Chapter three will show how the concept of “transformation by vision” and the 

use of exempla function in 1 Clement.  The many similarities between 1 Peter and 1 

Clement have been well documented,53 and 1 Clement proves indispensible in 

reconstructing the horizons of expectations for 1 Peter’s authorial audience.  In 1 

Clement, the author regularly reminds his audience of exemplary figures in the Jewish 

scriptures, Christian writings, or Christian history who embody humble endurance that 

can lead to suffering (see especially 1 Clem. 16-19).  The recipients of the letter are 

exhorted to gaze at these examples (or reminded that they have already done so) in order 

that they might imitate them.  Indeed, the examples themselves play a role in enabling the 

imitation.  Thus, the author recalls the humility and generosity that marked his audience 

at a time when Christ’s sufferings “were present before your eyes.”  He continues: “For 

this reason a deep and rich peace was given to all, along with an insatiable desire for 

doing good; and a full outpouring of the Holy Spirit came upon everyone” (2.1-2).  He 

exhorts his audience to “cling to these examples” and then cites a proverb: “Cling to 

                                                             

53See Elliott, 1 Peter, 138-40, for a succinct listing of conceptual and linguistic affinities.  Elliott 
claims that 1 Clement may be the first writing to show evidence of being influenced by 1 Peter.  Andrew 
Gregory admits the parallels, but concludes that none of the parallels can sufficiently demonstrate that 1 
Clement depends on 1 Peter (“1 Clement and the Writings that Later Formed the New Testament” in The 
Reception of the New Testament in the Apostolic Fathers [eds. Andrew F. Gregory and Christopher M. 
Tuckett; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005], 154).   
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those who are holy; for those who cling to them will themselves be made holy” (46.1-2).  

In another passage (19.2), clinging to God is parallel to gazing intently upon him, and 

thus we might understand the relationship between exempla, “transformation by vision,” 

and moral transformation in 1 Clement as follows: the Scriptures, Christian writings, and 

Christian history present the audience of 1 Clement with various examples that reflect 

Christ’s humble endurance that leads to suffering.  The audience clings to these holy 

examples by diligently studying them; and by clinging to them, they are transformed and 

made holy (46.1-2).  This transformation enables them to imitate the examples of the 

biblical figures, and in this way they become imitators of Christ.   

 The relationship between exempla and “transformation by vision” that 1 Clement 

describes explicitly, we find more implicitly assumed in 1 Peter.  Chapter four will offer 

a reading of 1 Peter’s language about the imitation of Christ, and the cultural repertoire of 

the authorial audience which the preceding chapters have helped to reconstruct will 

provide the lens through which we will understand the motif.  The author admits that the 

recipients of the letter are not eyewitnesses of Jesus’ earthly ministry, nor can they 

literally see him now (1:8).  Even though the audience of 1 Peter may not be able to “see” 

Jesus in this literal manner, they have access to his example through the testimony of 

their author (5:1), who regularly alludes to Christ’s sacrificial endurance and describes it 

most explicitly in 2:21-25.  The author repeatedly presents the pattern of Christ, recalling 

for this audience the word proclaimed to them at their conversion, as a means of 

nourishing them in their present trials and thereby growing them into eschatological 

salvation.  The examples of the slaves, wives, and elders refract the pattern of Christ in 

different contexts, providing the audience with additional exempla.  Even the 
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pseudonymous author, assuming the audience knew the traditions of his death, serves as a 

further post-figuration of the primary example.  They have heard and continue to hear the 

enduring word, which is the good news that was announced to them (1:23, 25)—an 

announcement they “see” in the story of Christ’s suffering and exaltation.   

The story of Christ’s endurance both affirms their new status (they have been 

healed by his wounds [2:24]) and calls for imitation (they are called to follow in his steps 

[2:21]).  The pattern describes what Christ accomplished (bearing their sins and healing 

their wounds) and continues to nourish them like milk for newborn infants.  Thus, in the 

time remaining before the eschaton, Christ provides with his example both a pattern for 

Christian living and a power to enable that life.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

The Function of Exempla in Moral Discourse 

 
Abraham Malherbe notes in his survey of Hellenistic moralists that the use of 

exempla is widespread.  He explains, “To be a true follower one must imitate (µιµεῖσθαι) 

his model, be his µιµητής or ζηλωντής.  The moralist therefore reminds (ὑποµιµνήσκειν) 

his hearers of outstanding figures, taking care to describe the qualities of the virtuous 

men.  This call to remembrance is in fact a call to conduct oneself as a µιµητής of the 

model.”1  Examples were particularly effective because “they were regarded as more 

persuasive than words and as providing concrete models to imitate.”2 

 In the present chapter, we will describe the function of exempla in ancient moral 

discourse.  After outlining a rough taxonomy of imitation that describes the various types 

of exempla to which ancients appealed, we will briefly address how exempla function in 

rhetorical theory.  While the rhetoricians explicitly describe the function of exempla and 

advise the rhetor how can employ them, we cannot limit our inquiry to their descriptions.  

Their explicit remarks limit exempla to a secondary, largely illustrative, role.  In their 

descriptions of rhetorical training, however, the rhetoricians reveal a more robust 

understanding of the function of exempla and imitation: the exempla not only illustrate 

abstract ideas or establish precedent; they can also compel and enable imitation.  This 

more robust function makes exempla indispensible for paraenesis, that is, instruction that 

                                                             

1 Abraham J. Malherbe, “Hellenistic Moralists and the New Testament,” ANRW 26.1:282.  

2 Malherbe, Moral Exhortation, A Greco-Roman Sourcebook (LEC 4; Philadelphia: Westminster, 
1986), 135. 
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aims at moral transformation.  The chapter will conclude by demonstrating how exempla 

function in paraenetic writings.  According to the concept of transformation by vision, 

“seeing” a virtuous pattern in an exemplar actually shapes the soul in ways that effect 

altered behavior.  Thus, exempla not only reveal what the virtuous life looks like; they 

also enable the imitation of that life.   

 
Taxonomy of Exempla and Imitation 

In his study of the concept of imitation in Pauline writings, Victor Copan outlines 

a thorough taxonomy of imitation in the Greco-Roman world.3  Admittedly, he focuses 

on language of imitation (µιµέοµαι, µιµητής) rather than the language of example 

(παράδείγµα, exemplum), but the two concepts are intimately entwined.  Thus, it will help 

to begin the present study by surveying the various types of imitation and their 

corresponding types of examples.  While Copan’s categories are helpful, they are not 

without problems; and addressing some of the problems in his taxonomy will provide an 

opportunity to clarify the function of exempla and the practice of imitation.   

Copan first distinguishes between two basic kinds of imitation: “(1) the 

intentional emulation of a person or thing, which functions as a model, pattern, and 

example for another; (2) the correspondence of a person or thing to some other object.”4 

                                                             

3 Victor A. Copan, Saint Paul as Spiritual Director: An Analysis of the Imitation of Paul with 
Implications and Applications to the Practice of Spiritual Direction (Paternoster Biblical Monographs; 
Eugene, Ore.: Wipf & Stock, 2007), 45-53. 

4 Copan, Saint Paul as Spiritual Director, 45.  He gives little attention to the second type, focusing 
instead on the intentional and volitional imitation that one finds in Paul’s exhortations to imitate himself or 
Christ.  In one short paragraph he describes what he names “unintentional imitation,” which is little more 
than “noting parallels between persons or phenomena.”  As an example he cites Philo, who notes that 
humans unintentionally imitate God when they show kindness (Spec. 4.73).  Two persons—the divine and 
the human agent—parallel one another without any volitional imitation.   
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For the most part, the present study will also focus on the first type of imitation—the 

intentional emulation of an exemplar—which can be further divided into three broad 

categories according to the type of pattern or example being imitated.  Ancient Greco-

Roman and Jewish texts describe the imitation of (1) non-human objects, (2) spiritual 

beings, and (3) other humans.5  We will address each of these in turn, emphasizing and 

further subdividing the third category, the imitation of other humans.   

 
Imitation of Non-Human Objects and Spiritual Beings   

Ancient writers sometimes describe humans imitating non-human objects such as 

wild beasts.6  In other cases, the non-human world as a whole is presented as a pattern for 

imitation.  In his description of the High Priest, for example, Philo notes that each part of 

the Priest’s clothing imitates different parts of the created order (Mos. 2.133-135).  

Different parts of his garments imitate the four elements: air, water, earth, and fire.  The 

twelve stones arranged on the breastplate imitate the reason that holds the universe 

together.  When he enters the Temple to offer prayers, therefore, the whole world enters 

with him.  Being clothed in the image of the world, Philo notes, the Priest carries the 

pattern of the world in his mind, “so that he shall be in a manner changed from the nature 

of a man into the nature of the world” (2.135).   

                                                             
The second type of imitation, despite the lack of attention it receives in Copan’s analysis, holds an 

important place in the New Testament concept of imitation.  In the exhortation to imitate Christ in 1 Pet 
2:21-24, for example, the slaves share a paralleling reality with Christ.  As Christ suffered unjustly in his 
trial and crucifixion, so they are suffering unjustly at the hands of cruel masters.  Given the parallel 
realities, the author calls them to endure their trials just as Christ endured his own suffering.  The call to 
imitation relies on first establishing the parallel circumstances.   

5 Copan, Saint Paul as Spiritual Director, 46-49.  In the following descriptions of these different 
types of exempla, we do not attempt to arrange the citations from ancient literature in chronological order.  
Rather, the goal is simply to provide a variety of citations that demonstrate the general concept.  To aid the 
reader, the dates of the various works will be indicated in the text or provided in the footnotes. 

6 Copan cites an example from Philo, who exhorts his audience to imitate the loyalty of some wild 
beasts (Decal. 114). Philo, whom we will regularly cite in this study, lived from about 20 B.C.E. – 50 C.E. 
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Stoic philosophers sometimes describe the imitation of abstract nature, rather than 

the imitation of specific parts of the natural world.  In these cases, the imitation of nature 

and the imitation of the divine blur together.  In Seneca’s thought, for example, reason 

(ratio or λόγος) is the pattern of the divine that is also reflected in nature.7  Happiness 

results not from pleasure or ease, which can be fleeting, but from living in accord with 

nature.  In this sense, “nature” is not the physical elements of the natural world, such as 

animals or rivers or plants.8  Rather, “nature” is the divine reasoning pattern reflected 

throughout the cosmos.   The virtuous person imitates this same divine pattern found in 

nature.   

Likewise, Musonius Rufus9 assumes that conformity with nature is closely tied to 

the imitation of the gods.  He conflates the two in the following passage:  

In general, of all creatures on earth, man alone resembles God and has the same 
virtues that He has, since we can imagine nothing even in the gods better than 
prudence, justice, courage, and temperance.  Therefore, as God, through the 
possession of these virtues, is unconquered by pleasure or greed, is superior to 
desire, envy, and jealousy; is high-minded, beneficent, and kindly (for such is the 
conception of God), so also man in the image of Him, when living in accord with 
nature, should be thought of as being like Him, and being like Him, being 
enviable, and being enviable, he should forthwith be happy, for we envy none but 
the happy.  Indeed it is not impossible for man to be such, for certainly when we 

                                                             

7 See especially Ep. 66.  Seneca lived from 4 B.C.E. – 65 C.E., when he committed suicide.  The 
letters, which will be regularly cited in this study, are likely written in the last years of his life (ca. 63-65).   

8 In Ep. 104 Seneca states that scenery—mountains and valleys and rivers, for example—has little 
moral value.  Travel might expose you to such scenery, but, he warns, “this sort of information will not 
make better or sounder men of us” (104.15).  For moral transformation, he encourages the study of 
exemplary men (104.21-22) rather than nature’s beauty.   

9 Musonius Rufus, whom Cora Lutz calls “one of the most significant figures of his age” 
(Musonius Rufus: The Roman Socrates,” YCS 10 (1947): 4), was born before 30 C.E. and died around the 
end of the century (Lutz, 14-18).   
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encounter men whom we call godly and god-like, we do not have to imagine that 
these virtues came from elsewhere than from man’s own nature.  (17.108.8-22)10 

 
When humans live in accord with nature, Musonius contends, they also live like the 

divine.  The patterns and virtues inherent in the natural order are the patterns exemplified 

in the life of the divine.  Musonius also asserts that these same patterns are inherent in 

human nature.  When humans tune themselves to the patterns of nature, they achieve a 

harmony that accords with their own nature and thereby reflect the image of the divine.  

Thus, the imitation of nature and the imitation of the divine are intimately linked.  

Other writers describe the direct imitation of divine beings.  Philo argues that 

kings imitate the divine nature.  Because God cannot be the cause of evil, his 

subordinating powers carry out certain divine punishments (such as the destruction of 

Sodom and Gomorrah).11  Likewise, kings give favors in person but inflict punishment 

through the agency of others (Abr. 142-144).    Musonius Rufus also describes the king as 

an imitator of the gods, “a true imitator of Zeus and, like him, a father of his people” 

(8.64.10-17).  As we will note below, because kings imitate the gods, they are powerful 

examples for their subjects.  Elsewhere, Philo states that humans properly imitate God, as 

children imitate their father, when they act rightly without delay (Sacr. 68).   

                                                             

10 The quotations from Musonius rely on the text and translation provided by Lutz, “Musonius 
Rufus,” 32-145.  The numerical citations refer to the diatribe number, the page number(s) in Lutz’s text, 
and the line number(s).  In this quotation, I have followed her habit of capitalizing θεός. 

11 For a discussion of the philosophical debates surrounding the “goodness” of the gods, see Dale 
B. Martin, Inventing Superstition: From the Hippocratics to the Christians (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2004).  He notes that philosophers labeled as “superstition” the popular assumption that 
the vengeful and jealous gods caused harm.  Gentlemen philosophers assumed (without demonstration) that 
the gods were purely good and therefore beautiful and morally upright.  This idea, combined with the idea 
that a good man would rather suffer harm than cause harm, led to the assumption that the gods, since they 
are good, would never harm humans (77).  Plutarch, as an example, defines “superstition” as fear of the 
gods based on the erroneous assumption that they cause pain and injury (Superst. 165B).  Labeling such 
beliefs as “superstition” did not eliminate them, however.  Such beliefs about the gods likely remained 
common at a popular level, even if the gentlemen philosophers ridiculed such “ignorance.”     
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Imitation of Other Humans   

Along with the imitation of non-human objects and spiritual beings, Greco-

Roman writers also regularly describe the imitation of other humans.  Occasionally they 

identify whole groups of people as exemplars that can be imitated.  Musonius Rufus, for 

example, presents farmers as an exemplary group worthy of imitation.  While some might 

denigrate the manual labor of farmers, Musonius lists examples of men who worked the 

soil and have been called wise and happy.  “Is not their example worthy of emulation and 

an incentive to follow in their footsteps and to embrace the life of husbandry with a zeal 

like theirs?” (11.82.20-21).   

More often, however, teachers and writers encourage the imitation of a certain 

individual, who may be either a living person or a person of antiquity.  The living 

example is explicitly preferred by some thinkers, but others note the value of exemplars 

from the past.12  Xenophon describes the powerful effect of Socrates’ living presence 

with his students.   He cured the vices of his students by implanting in them a desire for 

virtue, and he did so more through his example than through his teaching.  “By letting his 

own light shine,” Xenophon explains, “he led his disciples to hope that they through 

imitation of him would attain to such excellence” (Mem. 1.2.3).13  He later notes that 

“any observer gifted with ordinary perception can see that nothing was more useful than 

the companionship of Socrates, and time spent with him in any place and in any 

circumstances.  The very recollection of him brought no small good to his constant 

companions and followers” (Mem. 4.1.1).  In this case, the living presence of Socrates 

                                                             

12 Seneca notes, for example, that “we can get assistance not only from the living, but from those 
of the past” (Ep. 52.8).  We will address his views more fully in the following sections.     

13 Xenophon was a Greek historian whose writings date to the fourth century B.C.E. 
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provides the example and encourages the imitation—though the memory of Socrates in 

his absence also has powerful effect.   

Seneca, whom we will address more fully below, also notes the value of the living 

presence of a teacher, citing the examples of Zeno, Socrates, and Epicurus (Ep. 6.7), but 

he also encourages his student Lucilius to “go to the ancients” when searching for 

exemplars that can aid him in his fight against his own “refractory nature” (Ep. 52.7).  

Elsewhere, he advises Lucilius to avoid the patterns of the wicked—the miser, the 

adulterer, the avaricious—and instead choose healthy associates for life’s journey—the 

Catos, Socrates, or Zeno, for example (Ep. 104.21-22).  Thus, exemplars who are no 

longer living can still function as patterns for the student’s fruitful imitation. 

 
Imitation of Concrete Actions or Specific Virtues     

When students imitate an exemplar, what exactly are they imitating?  Here, Copan 

makes a misleading distinction: he divides the imitation of other humans (whether living 

or dead) into the imitation of concrete actions and the imitation of character traits.14  The 

examples he cites reveal the flaws of this distinction.  As an example of the first category, 

Copan cites cases in which students imitate the writing style of Thucydides (Dionysius of 

Halicarnassus, Thuc. 52.15-16);15 and as an example of the second, he cites a passage in 

which Josephus recalls youths imitating the boldness of Phineas (Ant. 4.154).16       

While the logical distinction between concrete action and abstract virtue can be 

granted, it may be misleading to distinguish them as separate objects of imitation.  The 
                                                             

14 Copan, Saint Paul as Spiritual Director, 49-52.  He also includes a third category, the imitation 
of another’s total lifestyle, which will be addressed in the next section.   

15 Dionysius of Halicarnassus was a historian and rhetorician during the first century B.C.E.  

16 The Jewish historian, Josephus, composed his works in the late first century C.E. 
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imitation of virtue is always refracted through a concrete exemplar.  None of the ancient 

authors Copan cites calls for the imitation of disembodied virtues.  Indeed, such abstract 

virtues would be unknowable.  The virtues can only be known and understood (and thus 

imitated) when instantiated in a concrete exemplar.   

It is instructive, for example, that in Ant. 4.154 Josephus does not call for the 

imitation of boldness, but the emulation of the boldness of Phineas.  After Phineas kills 

Zimri for defying Moses by marrying a foreign wife and offering sacrifices to foreign 

gods (Ant. 4.152-53), Josephes notes that “all those young men that had regard to virtue, 

and aimed to do a glorious action, imitated Phineas’ boldness (µιµεταὶ γενόµενοι τῆς 

Φινεέσσου τόλµης), and slew those who were found to be guilty of the same crime with 

Zimri” (4.154).  Linguistically, τόλµης functions as an objective genitive of µιµεταί; the 

direct object of the imitation, in other words, is a trait rather than a person.  Presumably, 

this is why Copan classifies this citation as an example of the imitation of virtue rather 

than the imitation of a concrete action.  Conceptually, however, the youths are not 

imitating a bald virtue; they are imitating the boldness of Phineas.  In fact, the story as a 

whole (if not the partial phrase Copan cites) may provide a striking example of the 

imitation of a concrete action.  Just as Phineas killed Zimri, the youths kill others who 

were guilty of Zimri’s same crimes.  The virtue, boldness, is defined by Phineas’ concrete 

action; thus, the youths imitate the virtue by imitating his action. 

One might counter that the youths do not actually imitate Phineas’ exact actions; 

that is, Josephus does not indicate that they killed all of the guilty ones by sneaking into 

their tents and impaling them with javelins.  Thus, they are imitating a general principle 

(boldly defying apostasy) rather than a concrete action (impaling a person with a javelin).  
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Such a challenge only serves to further complicate Copan’s distinction, however, because 

the same reasoning can be applied to the examples of the imitation of concrete actions 

that Copan provides.   

Dionysius of Halicarnassus, as Copan notes, concludes his essay on Thucydides 

by providing “some brief examples of successful imitation” of Thucydides’ style (Thuc. 

52).  Primarily, he focuses on the work of Demonsthenes, who “alone among the orators, 

imitated Thucydides in many ways” (53).  Copan classifies Demosthenes emulation of 

Thucydides as imitation of concrete action because he “intentionally imitated the writing 

style of Thucydides.”17  Dionysius’ own description of this imitation defies Copan’s 

categories, however.  Demosthenes does not slavishly imitate concrete passages from 

Thucydides’ work; he chooses to emulate stylistic virtues that serve his own rhetorical 

situation as he avoids the less desirable aspects of Thucydides’ style.  Dionyisus 

describes Demosthenes’ careful discernment:  

He added to his political speeches many virtues that he derived from Thucydides, 
and which neither Antiphon, nor Lysias, nor Isocrates, the leading orators of the 
day, had acquired: I mean rapid movement, conciseness, intensity, pungency, 
concentration and the rhetorical power that arouses emotion.  On the other hand, 
he passed over his use of bizarre, strange and artificial language, considering 
these unsuitable for practical oratory.  Nor did he approve of Thucydides’ use of 
figures of speech which strayed from the natural sequence of the thought and had 
an air of solecism.  He adhered to normal usage, while embellishing his speech by 
means of substitutions and variation, and by never expressing any idea in an 
absolutely straightforward way Demonsthenes imitates his intricate sentences, 
which reveal much in a few words, extend the grammatical sequence over a long 
distance and convey the thought in an unexpected way.  (Thuc. 53)18 
 

                                                             

17 Copan, Saint Paul as Spiritual Director, 51. 

18 For comment on the various adjectives used to describe Thucydides’ style, see W. Kendrick 
Pritchet, Dionysius of Halicarnassus: On Thucydides (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975), 140-
42.  
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Of the features which Demonsthenes imitates, some appear to be concrete stylistic 

figures, but most are abstract stylistic ideals.  When Demonsthenes imitates Thucydides’ 

sentence structure, for example, he imitates a concrete stylistic feature.  When he imitates 

the intensity, concision, or rhetorical power of Thucydides, however, he imitates stylistic 

ideals or virtues.  Indeed, Dionysius explicitly classifies intensity, emotion, and concision 

among the virtues (ἀρετάς) of literary style (Thuc. 23).  With Thucydides as his model of 

how these virtues can be employed in the writing of history, Demosthenes seeks to 

actualize those same stylistic virtues as appropriate for his own genre and rhetorical 

situation.  At the same time, Demosthenes adroitly avoids Thucydides’ stylistic vices, 

making him a model for students of political oratory.  Dionysius concludes his essay on 

Thucydides by encouraging students of rhetoric to “take Demosthenes as their guide,” 

imitating him as he imitated Thucydides.  That is, they should imitate discerningly, 

emulating the literary virtues of Thucydides’ writings while avoiding the slavish 

imitation of his stylistic inadequacies (Thuc. 55).19   

Like the youths who imitated the boldness of Phineas, so Demosthenes imitates 

the literary virtues of Thucydides.  In both cases, the line between imitating concrete 

actions and imitating virtues blurs.  One could similarly deconstruct Copan’s other 

examples from these artificially distinct categories, but hopefully the point is readily 

clear.  In ancient imitation, the concrete action and abstract virtue are inherently 

entwined.  The object of imitation is usually a virtue, character trait, or ideal—such as 

boldness or literary intensity—but that virtue would remain too abstract and ill-defined 

                                                             

19 See also Donald Lemen Clark, “Imitation: Theory and Practice in Roman Rhetoric,” Quarterly 
Journal of Speech 37 (1951): 15.  He notes that in rhetorical training, “The student was constantly urged to 
imitate the excellences of his model or models and was constantly urged to avoid the faults.” 
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for imitation without the concrete action of the exemplar.  The task of the imitator is to 

study the exemplar, discern the appropriate virtue, and then imagine how that virtue 

might be actualized in her own unique circumstances.  If the imitator fails in this task, 

then the imitation risks becoming superficial mimicry or aping, which Copan rightly 

classifies as a negative use of imitation.20  When that happens, the imitator may 

unwittingly imitate vicious behavior along with the virtuous, like a student who slavishly 

copies Thucydides rather than carefully discerning which parts are worthy of imitation.   

Sometimes the circumstances of the exemplar and imitator are strikingly similar; 

in such cases the imitation will look like the imitation of the concrete action itself (as in 

the case of the youths who imitate Phineas).  When the circumstances are dissimilar, 

however, the imitator must imaginatively contextualize the pattern in ways appropriate to 

her own setting.  In such cases, lists of multiple examples can help the imitator discern 

the virtue to be imitated while inspiring her to creatively imagine various ways the virtue 

can be contextualized.21  

In his analysis of the function of exempla in paraenetic literature, Dryden also 

emphasizes the close relationship between concrete actions and virtuous traits.  He states 

the connection as follows: “the author focuses our attention on those character traits of 

the exemplar he wishes to inculcate in his readers.  He does this by citing specific deeds 

                                                             

20 Copan, Saint Paul as Spiritual Director, 52: “[Imitation] can also have a negative usage, 
namely, of persons ‘aping’ or ‘mimicking’ others in superficial ways that are not truly integrated into their 
person.”  

21 The list of exempla in Heb 11 serves these two roles.  It defines the virtue (faith) the audience is 
being exhorted to imitate and explicates various ways the virtue has been actualized in the lives of the 
biblical heroes.  The audience is then equipped to creatively contextualize the virtue in their own 
circumstances.  Similarly, Quintilian resists the imitation of only one model because it can lead to slavish 
mimicry: “Let us set before our eyes the excellences of several [models], that different qualities from 
different writers may fix themselves in out minds, and that we may adopt for any occasion the style that is 
most suitable to it” (Inst. 10.2.24-26).   
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that reveal the inner dispositions of the exemplars; it is this virtuous character to be 

imitated, not (necessarily) the specific deed.”22  Plutarch, for example, writes lives in 

order to encourage the imitation of virtuous persons (Per. 2.2-4),23 and he reveals the 

virtues of his subjects by carefully choosing specific details of their lives to recount to his 

audience.  He compares himself to an artist:  

Accordingly, just as painters get the likenesses in their portraits from the face and 
the expression of the eyes, wherein the character shows itself, but make very little 
account of the other parts of the body, so I must be permitted to devote myself 
rather to the signs of the soul in men, and by means of these to portray the life of 
each, leaving to others the description of their great contests. (Alex. 1.3)    
 

Plutarch discerns which specific details of his subjects reveal the most about their 

character and focuses on these, even if it means ignoring events of historical importance.  

Through these specific details, even if they are minor details such as a phrase or jest, 

virtue and vice are manifest.  Dryden summarizes, “Specific virtuous deeds are 

exemplary, because they reveal certain virtuous dispositions” (emphasis original).24  

Admittedly, one can make a logical distinction between imitating virtue and 

imitating action; but in practice the distinction dissolves.  If an author calls on his 

audience to imitate a virtue, he usually defines the virtue through the concrete actions of 

the exemplar.  If the author presents concrete actions as exemplary, on the other hand, he 

usually does so because they instantiate a particular virtue that should be emulated.  

When the author of 1 Peter calls for his audience to “follow in the footsteps” of Christ, 

therefore, he is not calling for mimicry of specific actions.  Instead, he calls his audience 

                                                             

22 J. de Waal Dryden, Theology and Ethics in 1 Peter: Paraenetic Strategies for Christian 
Character Formation (WUNT 209; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006), 170. 

23 Plutarch was a Greek biographer and philosophical essayist who lived from around 45 – 120 
C.E.   

24 Dryden, Theology and Ethics in 1 Peter, 171. 
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to discern the virtue defined in the concrete action and then imagine how they might 

instantiate that same virtue in their own lives.   

 
Holistic or Global Imitation 

Copan notes one final type of imitation that merits attention because of its bearing 

on the imitation of Christ.  In certain cases, he notes, imitation “can refer to something 

more global and all-encompassing in nature: imitating another’s total-lifestyle—in 

orientation, thought, and action.”25  To illustrate this type of imitation, Copan cites a 

particularly illuminating passage from Philo to which we will return later in this chapter.  

Philo describes how Moses entered “into the into the darkness where God was; that is to 

say, into the invisible, and shapeless, and incorporeal world, the essence, which is the 

model of all existing things, where he beheld things invisible to mortal nature.”  As a 

result his life became “a piece of work beautiful and godlike, a model for those who are 

willing to imitate it (παράδειγµα τοῖς ἐθέλουσι µιµεῖσθαι).  Happy are they who imprint, or 

strive to imprint (ἐναποµάξασθαι), that image on their souls” (Mos. 1.158-159).   In this 

passage, Moses is transformed by his vision of the essential patterns of the world, and 

thus the totality of his life becomes a pattern that the people can behold and imitate as a 

whole.   

 Copan only briefly explores holistic or global imitation, but this concept can help 

us navigate the relationship between discipleship and imitation in 1 Peter.  The 

relationship between these two concepts has been much debated, and two basic positions 

                                                             

25Copan, Saint Paul as Spiritual Director, 51. 
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guide the discussion.26  Some interpreters have assumed that discipleship and imitation 

are synonymous concepts.  Michaelis, for example, argues that imitation is best 

understood as obedience, and therefore the concept is functionally synonymous with 

discipleship.27  Others maintain a strict distinction between the two concepts.  W. J. Ong 

claims that the language of discipleship, which only occurs in the Gospels and Acts, 

originates in the Jewish rabbinic tradition, while the language of imitation, which occurs 

only in the Epistles, draws on Greek tradition.28   

In his recent article on the issue, Copan charts a via media.  He concludes that 

“the relationship between the terms is seen as the one concept (imitation) occurring 

within, though not limited to, the sphere of the other (discipleship).”29  Discipleship and 

imitation are distinct from one another, but they can be closely related in some contexts.  

He cites the second-century Christian thinker Clement of Alexandria as a typical example 

of the relationship between the two concepts.  Clement claims that “the noblest of the 

disciples are imitators of the teacher” (Strom. 6.6.45.5).  Copan succinctly concludes that 

“ ‘disciple’ is the term that defines the relationship between student and teacher, and 

‘imitator’ describes the means by which his discipleship is evidenced.”30  Discipleship 

denotes a relationship, he concludes, while imitation denotes action characteristic of that 

relationship.  While appealing, his argument suffers a serious weakness.   

                                                             

26 For a helpful survey of the debate, see the article by Victor Copan, “Μαθητής and Μιµητής: 
Exploring an Entangled Relationship,” BBR 17 (2007): 313-323.  I rely on his work to describe the debate, 
though I find his conclusions wanting.   

27 Wilhelm Michaelis, “µιµητής,” TDNT 4:673. 

28 W. J. Ong, “Mimesis and the Following of Christ,” Religion and Literature 26 (1994): 73.   

29 Copan, “Μαθητής and Μιµητής,” 323.  

30 Copan, “Μαθητής and Μιµητής,” 320.   
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Copan admits the weakness of his own conclusions: his linguistically driven study 

fails to account for the writings of Philo, which Copan correctly senses are important. 

Copan notes that Philo’s writings do not appear in his word searches because “Philo does 

not use the term µαθητής in conjunction with µιµητής.”31  Instead, Philo uses a parallel 

term: φοιτητής (pupil).  He briefly addresses this lacuna by citing a passage in which 

Joshua acts as a pupil of Moses by imitating his virtues (Virt. 66), and Copan concludes 

that in this case imitation was a means of expressing discipleship.  Philo’s initial absence 

from Copan’s study should have served as a warning, however: a linguistic search may 

not adequately address questions concerning a conceptual relationship.   

Burton Mack’s study of the imitation of Moses more adequately addresses the 

relationship between discipleship and imitation in Philo’s writings,32 and his insights are 

applicable to other contexts in which the two concepts occur.  Mack contends that Philo 

uses both a dynamic metaphor (of leading and following) and a graphic metaphor (of 

paradigm and copy) to describe the imitation of Moses.  When Moses’ life is told as a 

dynamic narrative, he may be followed.  This corresponds to the concept of discipleship.  

When Moses’ life is depicted as a complete pattern, as in the passage quoted above, “the 

bios may be seen as a whole and impressed upon the psyche.”33  A paradigm, Mack 

notes, “refers to a pattern or model which is grasped as a whole and established 

objectively.”  A bios can be conceived as a paradigm in the following way: “Grasped as a 

whole and viewed from its telos its course becomes a graphic pattern to be looked at all at 

                                                             

31 Copan, “Μαθητής and Μιµητής,” 319. 

32 Burton L. Mack, “Imitatio Mosis: Patterns of Cosmology and Soteriology in the Hellenistic 
Synagogue,” SPhilo 1 (1972): 27-55. 

33 Mack, “Imitatio Mosis,” 37. 
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one time.”34  Thus, Moses’ life can be viewed as a totality, “a well-wrought picture, a 

piece of work most beautiful and godlike,” and the holistic pattern can be imprinted on 

those who see it. 

In the imitation of Moses, Mack argues, Philo combines the dynamic and static 

metaphors.  That is, he combines copying a pattern (static) and following a narrative 

(dynamic) through the terminology of imitation.  Mack explains the imitation of Moses in 

Philo: “To imitate this paradigm is first of all to see it, and then to live in and out of it—

i.e., to follow it” (emphasis original).35  Elsewhere, Mack describes the relationship 

between the static and dynamic metaphors in slightly different terms: “that relationship is 

both one of correspondence (archetype/copy) and one of transformation (in which the 

archetypal order becomes the source and telos of a power whose way through the lower 

order defines a process of transformation).”36  When the Israelites see Moses, in other 

words, they perceive a paradigm or a holistic pattern (static metaphor); and when that 

archetypal pattern is imprinted on their souls through perception, it exerts a power, a 

gravitational pull toward the telos, that compels the Israelites to follow the example of 

Moses (dynamic metaphor, or discipleship).  Philo’s usage of imitation, according to 

Mack, includes both of these metaphors.  Thus, discipleship (the dynamic movement of 

following) is a metaphorical way of describing the transformation inherent in a robust 

understanding of imitation.   

Copan’s description of “holistic or global imitation” and Mack’s attempt to relate 

this kind of imitation to the concept of discipleship helps us navigate some passages from 
                                                             

34 Mack, “Imitatio Mosis,” 37. 

35 Mack, “Imitatio Mosis,” 40. 

36 Mack, “Imitatio Mosis,” 35. 
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the New Testament that encourage the emulation of Jesus’ example.  First Peter 2:21-25 

will receive substantial attention in chapter four; so, for now we simply introduce how 

these insights influence the interpretation of this passage.  Should we understand 1 Pet 

2:21 as a call to discipleship or imitation?  The author does not use µαθητής or µιµητής 

(or related cognates), but he does use other words from the semantic fields of discipleship 

(ἐπακολουθήσητε τοῖς ἴχνεσιν αὐτοῦ) and imitation (ὑµῖν ὑπολιµπάνων ὑπογραµµὸν).37  

Achtemeier contends that while the notion of imitation is present in the NT, in 1 Pet 2:21, 

“the verb here means not to ‘imitate’ but to ‘follow’ (ἐπακολουθήσητε) Jesus in his 

willingness to endure suffering, . . .  It is a call to discipleship rather than a call to 

imitation.”38  Mack’s description of imitation in Philo, however, problematizes 

Achtemeier’s neat distinction between imitation and discipleship.     

One need not maintain a dichotomy between imitation and discipleship, even if 

one keeps the concepts distinct.  In 1 Pet 2:21, the author combines the static and 

dynamic metaphors.  He places the static pattern before their eyes and then encourages 

dynamic following.  When the author refers to the example or pattern (ὑπογραµµόν) of 

Christ, he recalls the whole paradigmatic story of his downward way to glorification.  

Christ endured suffering, humiliation, and execution as part of his path to being 

vindicated and glorified by God.  This christological parabola of descent and ascent can 

                                                             

37 This is another example of the limits of Copan’s word study of imitation and discipleship.  First 
Peter 2:21 is ignored in his survey even though it provides an excellent example of an author using the two 
concepts in close proximity.   

38 Paul J. Achtemeier, 1 Peter: A Commentary on 1 Peter (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1996), 199. 
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be perceived graphically as a whole,39 and thus the holistic pattern can be imprinted on 

the mind.  The downward way to glorification can also be perceived as a dynamic 

narrative that should be followed.  As with Philo, the author of 1 Peter includes both 

metaphors.  Jesus’ life, the paradigmatic story of the gospel, is both a static pattern that 

should be copied (imitation) and a dynamic movement that should be followed 

(discipleship); it can be perceived as a whole from its telos and followed as a narrative.   

And, as we will argue below, the perception of the pattern compels and empowers the 

discipleship.   

 
Summary of Exempla and Imitation  

In the Greco-Roman world, teachers encouraged the imitation of various types of 

exemplars.  Humans can imitate non-human exemplars, including spiritual beings, 

animals, or even inanimate parts of the natural world.  Nature as an abstract whole can be 

imitated, and this can approach the imitation of the divine because the patterns evident in 

Nature are expressions of the patterns in the divine mind.  Most often, however, teachers 

encourage the imitation of human exemplars, whether living or dead.  Imitation involves 

discerning certain character traits or virtues that are revealed through either concrete 

actions or the holistic pattern of the exemplar’s life.  But how can the student accomplish 

the imitation?  How does the moral transformation take place?  In the following sections 
                                                             

39 See, for example, the “parabola of salvation” that Thomas Long refers to regularly in his 
commentary on Hebrews (Hebrews [IBC; Louisville: John Knox, 1997], 22).  He summarizes the “parabola 
of salvation” as follows (21-22):  

The “parabola of salvation” sermon [begins] on a lofty pinnacle with the exalted Son, high above 
all things: “the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being” (1:3).  But 
then the trajectory sweeps downward into painful human experience and tragic history.  The 
glorious son, for the sake of redemption, is made “lower than the angels” and endures the shame 
of the cross (12:2).  And then the curve arcs heavenward once again, sweeping up toward victory, 
as Jesus is raised from death and, holding fast to those he has redeemed, takes his triumphant seat 
“at the right hand of the throne of God” (12:2).   

The same pattern can be discerned in the hymn in Phil 2, for example, and in the christology of 1 Peter. 
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we will address this question by first surveying what the ancient rhetoricians reveal about 

the value of imitation in rhetorical training and then exploring the function of exempla in 

paraenetic literature.  

 
Exempla in Rhetorical Theory and Training 

 
Exempla in Rhetorical Theory: An Illustrative Tool 

The function of exempla in rhetorical theory differs from their function in 

rhetorical training and paraenesis.40  The rhetorical handbooks most often classify 

examples (παραδείγµατα or exemplum) as part of the embellishment which follows the 

proofs,41 whereas in paraenesis they are instrumental in enabling moral transformation.  

In rhetorical theory, exempla serve a largely illustrative role, acting as affective witnesses 

to the logical proofs, clarifying and embellishing what has already been established.  At 

their best, they embellish and vivify, adding style to the hard logic of the enthymemes.  

Thus, Cosby can conclude his survey of the use of exempla in the rhetorical handbooks: 

“Ideally one should employ examples as testimonies to the truth of something previously 

proven,” and ideally they will play “a secondary role of illustrating or witnessing to the 

truth” or serving “as mere embellishment.”42   

                                                             

40 James Thompson’s description of the function of the example of Christ in 1 Peter attends only 
to its rhetorical role as part of the proof (“The Rhetoric of 1 Peter,” RQ 36 [1994]: 248).  As a result, he 
does not address the more robust function that the example of Christ serves as part of the letter’s paraenetic 
aims.   

41 See Aristotle, Rhet. 1.2; 2.20; Rhet. Her. 4.45-47; Cicero, Inv. 1.30.49; Top. 10.42-45; 
Quintilian, Inst. 5.11. 

42 Michael R. Cosby, The Rhetorical Composition and Function of Hebrews 11: In Light of 
Example Lists in Antiquity (Macon, Ga.: Mercer University Press, 1988), 105.  For helpful surveys of the 
function of exempla in rhetorical theory, see Cosby, Function of Hebrews 11, 93-105, and Benjamin Fiore, 
The Function of Personal Example in the Socratic and Pastoral Epistles (AnBib 105; Rome: Biblical 
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An example from Quintilian will demonstrate the illustrative function of exempla 

in rhetorical theory.  When teaching about exempla, he cites the following comparison 

from the less to the greater: “Flute-players have been recalled by the state to the city 

which they had left.  How much more then is it just that leading citizens who have 

rendered good service to their country should be recalled from that exile to which they 

have been driven by envy” (Inst. 5.11.9).  The example of the flute-players is meant to 

prove the supposition that exiled citizens should be allowed to return home; it does so by 

illustrating a principle: cities should not exclude those who would be beneficial to the 

city.  If this principle is applied to flute-players, it should also be extended to exiled 

leading citizens, who are presumably more beneficial to the city than flutists.  The 

example functions at a cognitive level, illustrating a principle that leads the audience to 

deduce a certain conclusion.   

The definitions of exempla in rhetorical theory, however, provide only a partial 

description of their value.  While the rhetoricians limit exempla to a secondary, 

illustrative role in their theory, they affirm the transformative power of exempla in their 

descriptions of the relationship between students and teachers.  In his summary of 

Cicero’s teaching on exempla, Cosby emphasizes the disconnect between theory and 

practice: “On a theoretical level he offers minimal explanation; but on a practical level it 

is obvious from reading his own speeches that he found exemplum to be a very effective 

tool for argumentation, and he did not merely use it to illustrate points previously proven 

by deductive means.”43  Interpreters should heed Cosby’s insight.  When the rhetoricians 

                                                             
Institute Press, 1986), 26-32.  They both rely heavily on the dissertation by Bennet J. Price: “Παράδειγµα 
and Exemplum in Ancient Rhetorical Theory” (Ph.D. diss., University of California, Berkeley, 1975). 

43 Cosby, Function of Hebrews 11, 102. 
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explain the function of exempla in their rhetorical theory, they are offering a limited 

description; and while they may rarely comment on the “ethical” power of exempla in 

their rhetorical theory, their own teaching and speaking reveals a deeper appreciation for 

the transformative value of exempla.  In the next section, we will draw out evidence of 

this deeper appreciation.   

 
More Than Illustration: Exempla in the Classroom 

 While the rhetoricians assign exempla a largely illustrative role in their rhetorical 

theory, their handbooks also reveal the importance of exempla in the rhetorical training 

and character formation of their students.  To analyze this function of exempla, however, 

one must extend the study beyond the technical definitions of exempla found in the 

handbooks and explore how exempla (and the accompanying imitation) function in the 

classroom.  Such exploration will consider the relationship between the teacher and 

student, of course, but it will also study the transformative force that examples from the 

past could exert on students who imitated them.  In this section, we will highlight 

excerpts from the rhetoricians Quintilian and Cicero,44 but we will also consider the 

function of exempla in even earlier stages of Greco-Roman education.  Passages from the 

progymnasmata (“preliminary exercises”) clearly reveal the transformative value of 

exempla.     

Quintilian understands the moral influence a teacher has on his students.  In his 

handbook, he affirms the importance of finding good teachers for young students.   

Students should be placed under the tutelage of a rhetorician as soon as they are able, but 

                                                             

44 The works cited by these two rhetoricians cover the period from the first century B.C.E. (in the 
case of Cicero) though the first century C.E.(in the case of Quintilian).  
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the teacher should be chosen carefully.  “Our first task,” he exhorts parents, “must be to 

enquire whether the teacher is of good character” (2.2.1).  Morally sound teachers are 

essential for educating young people because youthful, unformed minds, he argues, “are 

liable to be all the more deeply impressed by what they learn in their days of childish 

ignorance”; therefore, they “must learn not merely what is eloquent; it is even more 

important that they should study what is morally excellent” (Inst. 1.8.4).  And of all the 

examples that a teacher can provide his students, his own example is the most nourishing.  

Quintilian therefore advises the teacher to declaim daily, making himself a constant 

example for his students.   

[H]owever many models for imitation he may give them from the authors they are 
reading, it will still be found that fuller nourishment is provided by the living 
voice, as we call it, more especially when it proceeds from the teacher himself, 
who, if his pupils are rightly instructed, should be the object of their affection and 
respect.  And it is scarcely possible to say how much more readily we imitate 
those whom we like.  (2.2.8) 
 

In these instructions to teachers and parents, Quintilian evinces a more robust 

understanding of the function of examples.  According to their strict definition as a part 

of rhetoric, exempla function as illustrative supporting evidence.  The example of the 

teacher, however, functions as far more than an illustration of proper speech or moral 

behavior.  The example of the teacher can be imprinted on the impressionable young 

minds of his students and, when combined with the affection of his students, can inspire 

imitation.   

 For the rhetorical training of his students, Quintlian encourages the memorization 

and imitation of select passages from orations and histories.  Students who memorize 

exemplary writers “will thus accustom themselves to the best writings, and they will 

always have in their memory something which they may imitate and will unconsciously 
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reproduce that model of style which have been impressed upon their minds” (2.7.3, 

emphasis added).45  Close attention to a literary exemplar impresses the pattern in the 

mind of the student so that he unconsciously imitates it in other contexts.  The example 

not only illustrates good writing or speaking, it shapes the student into a good writer or 

speaker.   

 Cicero likewise acknowledges the transformative force of the teacher’s example.  

In the dialogue recounted in De Oratore, Antionius recalls the story of young Sulpicius, 

in whom he recognized the natural abilities of an orator.  Sulpicious was youthful, 

however, and untrained, and so he recommended that he study under Crassus.  The next 

time he witnessed him speak, he was amazed at Sulpicious’ improvement.  Natural ability 

made his development possible, Antonius admits, but nature alone “could never have 

made him proficient enough, had he not pressed forward on that same way by careful 

imitation, and formed the habit of speaking with every thought and all his soul fixed in 

contemplation of Crassus” (2.21.89).46  In this instance, Cicero describes a complex of 

contemplation, imitation, and habit focused on the example of a teacher that leads to 

startling transformation.  Admittedly, Cicero is not concerned with moral transformation 

in this case—Sulpicious has become a better speaker, not necessarily a more virtuous 

person—but the role of the teacher’s example is nonetheless noteworthy.  The teacher’s 

example serves as far more than an illustration: it compels transformation.    

 Cicero also recognizes that the imitation of exempla must be combined with 

discernment.  A student can easily imitate the faults of a speaker; therefore, the student 
                                                             

45 As Clark notes, translation and paraphrase were similar exercises that required the imitation of a 
model (“Imitation,” 19).   

46 These lines from Cicero introduce the concept of “transformation by vision,” a topic we will 
return to later in the chapter.   
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must diligently strive to copy only the best characteristics of his model.  The teacher 

guides the student in this endeavor.  Antonius’ first counsel for teachers of rhetoric is that 

“we show the student whom to copy, and to copy in such a way as to strive with all 

possible care to attain the most excellent qualities of his model” (2.22.90).  An example 

should not be copied in all ways, Cicero affirms.  Rather, the teacher helps the student 

discern the best qualities of the provided examples, encouraging him to imitate only those 

parts.  Imitation of exempla, therefore, is not blind mimicry of given exemplar; it 

involves careful discernment of the qualities worthy of emulation.   

  
The Progymnasmata of Aelius Theon 

 The “progymnasmata” are Greek treatises that include elementary exercises for 

students preparing for rhetorical school.47  The students, who had already learned to read 

and write, practiced these written exercises in order to gain the proficiency in 

composition and delivery necessary for training at the next level.  The progymnasmata of 

Aelius Theon of Alexandria, which was likely composed in the first century C.E., is the 

“earliest surviving work on exercises in composition.”48  He addresses his work to 

teachers rather than to the students, and so his description of the exercises offers insights 

into ancient pedagogy.   

 In his opening instructions, Theon notes that reading aloud nourishes style 

because “we imitate most beautifully when our mind has been stamped by beautiful 

                                                             

47 George A. Kennedy, Progymnasmata: Greek Textbooks of Prose Composition and Rhetoric 
(Writings from the Greco-Roman World 10; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), ix. 

48 Kennedy, Progymnasmata, 1.  For the following discussion, we will draw quotes from 
Kennedy’s translation, which is based on the Greek text printed in Leonardus Spengel, ed., Rhetores Graeci 
(3 vols.; Leipzig: Teubner, 1854-56), 2:59-130.   
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examples” (Spengel, 61; Kennedy, 5-6).49  Theon’s advice confirms the important role of 

exempla in education.   For rhetoricians, examples often served a largely illustrative role.  

They clarified a point through their concreteness or demonstrated that a certain action 

was indeed possible.  The rhetorical handbooks are saturated with examples from the 

speeches of great orators of the past, and those examples in large part serve to illustrate a 

particular rhetorical technique.  But that was not their only purpose.  Theon reveals here 

that the examples from ancient writers not only illustrate good technique; they also shape 

moral character.  They imprint the student’s mind with patterns of speaking and acting 

that enable beautiful imitation.   

Theon continues by highlighting the importance of regular practice.  He knows 

the inherent value of hearing the ancients read aloud, but he also knows the necessity of 

active imitation of those models.  Just as an artist cannot learn to paint by merely looking 

at the works of the masters, Theon notes, so also the student must move beyond merely 

hearing the words of the older writers and “exercise himself every day in writing” 

(Spengel 62; Kennedy, 6).  As with Cicero, the student’s development results from an 

interaction between example and habit forming practice.   

When Theon begins his general comments on education, he opens with the 

following admonition: “First of all, the teacher should collect good examples of each 

exercise from ancient prose works and assign them to the young to be learned by heart” 

(Spengel, 65-66; Kennedy, 9).  The first example Theon himself offers is a chreia from 

                                                             

49 The metaphor of the mind being “stamped” likely depends on a popular understanding of 
education that originated with Plato.  In Theaetetus, Socrates asks Theaetetus to assume for the sake of 
argument that our souls contain a block of wax; and when we see or hear or remember, our perceptions 
make impressions on the wax, just like the impressions made from seal rings.  Whatever has been 
imprinted, we remember until time effaces the impression (Theaet. 191C-E).  We will discuss this 
important metaphor later in the chapter, focusing particularly on its usage in Philo of Alexandria.   
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Plato’s Republic (329C).  The example illustrates the formal features of chreia (a brief 

saying attributed to a specific person), but it also encourages virtue:  

Someone once went up to the poet Sophocles and said, “How are you managing, 
Sophocles, in matters of aphrodisial? Are you still able to have intercourse with 
women?”  And he replied, “Hush, man.  I have escaped these things most gladly, 
like a slave running away from a mad and savage master.” (Spengel 66; Kennedy 9)   
 

The exemplary excerpt perfectly illustrates the form of a chreia, but it also offers an 

especially apt moral lesson for a classroom full of young boys.   

As Kennedy notes, elementary exercises “inculcated cultural values, as well as 

understanding of conventional literary forms,”50 and Theon’s first instruction 

demonstrates the important role that examples have in accomplishing both of those 

educational goals.   Theon later reminds the teacher of the moral influence of the 

examples: the examples are not simply illustrative of rhetorical techniques; they are 

moral patterns for the students.  Hence, the teacher must not miss opportunities to “make 

clear the moral character of the assignment” (Spengel, 71; Kennedy 13).   

Theon encourages the teacher to emphasize memorization because it will enable 

imitation.  Assign the students to retell especially fine refutations and confirmations, he 

tells the teacher, “in order that, molded by what they have learned, they might be able to 

imitate” (Spengel 71; Kennedy, 13).  Rote mimicry is not the goal, however.  The 

examples mold the students in such a way to enable their free imitation.   

Theon clearly indicates in other sections that attention to the examples enables 

creative imitation.  When Theon describes fables, for example, he suggests that the 

teacher propose a simple conclusion and then assign the students to imagine a fable 

appropriate for that conclusion.  The students are creating anew, using figures and stories 
                                                             

50 Kennedy, Progymnasmata, ix. 
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that come from their own experience; but they are also conforming these new creations to 

the fable pattern that they have learned.  In this process, Theon notes the value of 

memorized fables.  Attention to the examples of the ancients will enable their own 

creative efforts.  He states that the students will create their own fables readily “when 

their minds have been filled with many fables, having taken some from ancient writings, 

having only heard others, and having invented some by themselves” (Spengel 76; 

Kennedy 26).  The memorization of fables is not intended to create carbon copies of 

ancient rhetors.  Instead, it shapes the students so that they can creatively concretize the 

pattern with their own material.   

Theon also encourages the study of multiple exemplars.  “Do not imitate only one 

model,” he exhorts, “but all the most famous of the ancients.  Thus we shall have 

copious, numerous, and varied resources on which to draw” (Patillon 105; Kennedy 

68).51  He warns that those who imitate only one author will become obscure, tiresome, 

and weak.  Instead, one should study many examples and seek to discern what is good in 

all of them:  

When one admits what is good in all and understands how to conform his 
thoughts to that, so that there exists in him a kind of ideal model of style which 
each can mold in accordance with his own nature, he does not seem constrained to 
fix his eyes on a single style, but he acquires, spontaneously for his personal use, 
a part of all these excellences.  Thus it is most useful to collect what has some 
beauty in all works, to recite this, and to recall it frequently.  (Patillon 105; 
Kennedy 68-69)   
 

                                                             

51 For the last section of Theon’s progymnasmata, Kennedy relies on the French translation of an 
Armenian version compiled by Michael Patillon and Giancarlo Bolognesi: Aelius Théon: Progymnasmata 
(Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1997).  The Greek text ends after chapter thirteen, leaving scholars to reconstruct 
the Greek for chapters fourteen through seventeen from the Armenian translation.  As a result, much of this 
section is a summary of the main points in English, rather than an attempt to make an exact translation of a 
reconstructed text.    
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In this passage, Theon reveals an important assumption regarding imitation.  Even for 

students imitating great orators, facile mimicry is not the goal.  Theon does not intend for 

students to ape every detail of a particular orator’s speech.  Instead, the student should 

study copious exemplars so that he can begin to discern the good pattern common to 

them all.  By collecting many specimens of beauty and remembering them often, the 

student develops in his mind an ideal model of style that he marries with his own natural 

skills in order to achieve excellence.  Thus, imitation involves a contextualized 

actualization of a good pattern.  The student imitates the masters not by mimicking their 

exact speeches, but by creatively actualizing the pattern of their style in his own unique 

rhetorical circumstances.  He is able to do so because the ideal pattern has been imprinted 

in his mind through repeated recall and recitation of various permutations of the good 

pattern. 

 
Summary of Exempla in the Classroom 

While rhetoricians insist that exempla serve a largely illustrative role in the 

composition of speeches, they reveal a more robust understanding of the force exempla 

exert on students in the classroom.  The teacher’s own example shapes the students’ 

moral development, and so Quintilian and others encourage parents to find morally sound 

instructors for their young boys.  Beyond the teacher’s own example, however, the 

educators also recognize the moral value of the literary examples they assign for students 

to imitate.  These excerpts should not only exemplify formal excellence; they should 

teach moral excellence as well because students’ minds will be molded by the examples 

they commit to memory and recite.  Lastly, the end goal of the imitation of exempla in 

the classroom is not rote copying of the exemplars; rather, attention to the examples is 
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intended to inspire creative imitation that applies a pattern to present circumstances.  The 

good pattern is discerned by studying multiple examples and perceiving the features 

common to all.   

 In their descriptions of the classroom setting, ancient educators reveal a deep 

appreciation for the transformative value of exempla.  The rhetorical handbooks, 

however, are not primarily concerned with moral development.  In writings that strive for 

the moral development of their readers—that is, in paraenesis—the transformative value 

of exempla is articulated even more clearly.  We turn now to study the insights of ancient 

moral philosophers who emphasize in their paraenetic writings the ability of exempla to 

compel and enable moral transformation.52  

 
Exempla in Paraenesis: A Means of Moral Transformation 

 
Defining Paraenesis 

In his commentary on James, Martin Dibelius outlined a formal definition of 

“paraenesis” that has significantly influenced subsequent discussions of the genre.53  He 

compares James with other sections of material found in the NT in which one finds 

“sayings and groups of sayings very diverse in content, lacking any particular order, and 

containing no emphasis upon a special thought of pressing importance for a particular 

                                                             

52 The focus on paraenetic literature in the present study is not meant to imply that this is the only 
genre in which exempla function prominently.  For a cogent demonstration of the function of exempla in 
narrative genres, see Williams S. Kurz, “Narrative Models for Imitation in Luke-Acts,” in Greeks, Romans, 
and Christians: Essays in Honor of Abraham J. Malherbe (ed. David L. Balch, Everett Ferguson, and 
Wayne A. Meeks; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990), 171-189.  

53 Martin Dibelius, James: A Commentary on the Epistle of James (trans. Michael A. Williams; 
Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975), 1-11. 



50 
 

situation.”54  He labels this form of writing, which has been bequeathed to Christian 

writers by Jewish and Greek predecessors, paraenesis.  “By paraenesis,” Dibelius 

succinctly summarizes, “we mean a text which strings together admonitions of general 

ethical content.”55  Dibelius highlights three formal characteristics of the genre.  First, 

paraenesis is marked by a pervasive eclecticism; that is, the author transmits traditional 

material rather than creating original arguments or admonitions.  Indeed, Dibelius warns, 

“One would do well not to overestimate the author’s part in the development of thought 

in the writing.”56  Second, a lack of continuity characterizes paraenesis.  Rather than 

being arranged according to continuity of thought, paraenesis formally connects the 

otherwise disparate sayings through literary devices such as catchwords and the repetition 

of motifs.  Third, paraenetic literature addresses a general audience rather than a specific 

circumstance.  In James, as with the Sermon on the Mount, the admonitions “cannot all 

be made to fit a single audience.”57  Instead, James is intended to be a treasury of wisdom 

applicable to various circumstances.  Based on Dibelius’ characterization, one might 

summarize paraenesis as admonitions, rather than general maxims, that transmit 

traditional material in disconnected collections to a general audience.   

 Some contemporary interpreters still define paraenesis formally, even if they 

adjust Dibelius’ definition.  Troels Engberg-Pedersen, for example, articulates three 

features of the practice of paraenesis: it focuses on behavior rather than the person being 

                                                             

54 Dibelius, James, 3.  He lists the following passages: Rom 12-13; Gal 5:13ff.; Col 3-4; 1 Thess 
4:1-12; 5:1ff. 

55 Dibelius, James, 3. 

56 Dibelius, James, 5. 

57 Dibelius, James, 11. 
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advised; it is weaker, or less confrontational, than command; and it promotes the 

traditional advice of popular ethics.58  Engberg-Pedersen resists defining paraenesis as a 

distinct literary genre, however; and in this way he parts from Dibelius.  Because ancient 

authors do not describe paraenesis as a literary genre, Engberg-Pedersen prefers to 

imagine paraenesis as a practice (giving advice).  Thus, he concludes: “Wherever we 

come across texts that reflect this distinct type of practice . . . there we have paraenesis” 

(emphasis original).59  Engberg-Pedersen still retains an emphasis on form, however.  He 

defines paraenesis as the practice of giving injunctions; other forms of advice are not 

technically paraenesis, according to his definition.  He thus distinguishes paraenesis from 

the use of models and examples.  “Models may serve the paraenetic function far better 

than the actual giving of injunctions”; but authors like Seneca and Isocrates “speak of 

using examples as an alternative to giving injunctions.”60  Engberg-Pedersen’s definition 

of paraenesis as practice rather than genre proves helpful, but his strict formal restrictions 

are unnecessary.  Other interpreters resist such formal limitations and define paraenesis 

more broadly.   

 Wiard Popkes argues that paraenesis should not be defined primarily by its formal 

characteristics.61  Indeed, he claims that the idea that paraenesis “denotes a literary genre 

                                                             

58 Troels Engberg-Pedersen, “The Concept of Paraenesis,” in Early Christian Paraenesis in 
Context (ed. James Starr and Troels Engberg-Pederson; BZNW 125; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2004), 50-
52.   

59 Engberg-Pedersen, “The Concept of Paraenesis,” in Starr and Engberg-Pederson, Early 
Christian Paraenesis, 53. 

60 Engberg-Pedersen, “The Concept of Paraenesis,” in Starr and Engberg-Pederson, Early 
Christian Paraenesis, 60. 

61 See Wiard Popkes, Paränese und Neues Testament (SBS 168; Stuttgart: Verlag Katholisches 
Bibelwerk, 1996), and more recently “Paraenesis in the New Testament: An Exercise in Conceptuality,” in 
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cannot be maintained.”  Thus, “there are no ‘paraenetic texts’ as such; rather, we simply 

must ask from case to case whether a given text serves paraenetic purposes.”62  Rather 

than labeling texts or sections of texts as paraenesis, he argues, interpreters should 

identify writings that achieve the intentions of paraenesis.  He offers the following broad, 

functional definition of paraenesis:  

The basic function [of paraenesis] is to promote attitudes and actions which 
secure the future of the recipient, both short- and long-range.  The present time is 
a time of decision which implies an element of transition.  Someone has come 
into a state of reshaping his or her future and now needs competent advice.63 
 

Writings that offer advice to an audience at a moment of transition of decision, therefore, 

could be considered paraenesis.  In New Testament paraenesis, the circumstances of the 

various audiences are roughly similar across texts.  Popkes describes the context for 

paraenesis in the New Testament:  

The newcomer needs and receives guidance and advice to walk in the Christian 
way of life, to find his or her place within the new community, to internalize the 
new values, to act according to new rules, to cope with aspects of status and 
responsibility.  All of this is related both to the so-called indicative and 
imperative; it encompasses aspects of soteriology, ecclesiology, and ethics as well 
as eschatology.64 
 

Popkes thus identifies paraenesis in Mark and John, texts not usually identified as 

containing formal paraenesis.  The Farewell Discourse in John serves as an example.  

Jesus offers advice to his disciples at a moment of transition.  He prepares them for a 

                                                             
Early Christian Paraenesis in Context (ed. James Starr and Troels Engberg-Pederson; BZNW 125; Berlin: 
Walter de Gruyter, 2004). 

62 Popkes, “Paraenesis in the New Testament,” in Starr and Engberg-Pederson, Early Christian 
Paraenesis, 15. 

63 Popkes, “Paraenesis in the New Testament,” in Starr and Engberg-Pederson, Early Christian 
Paraenesis, 17. 

64 Popkes, “Paraenesis in the New Testament,” in Starr and Engberg-Pederson, Early Christian 
Paraenesis, 18. 
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future in a hostile world, establishing himself as an example65 of the kind of sacrificial 

love that will preserve group solidarity.   

 Popkes’ functional definition of paraenesis offers insight to this mode of 

discourse, but it risks being too broad.  Popkes himself anticipates this weakness: “Is 

there anything in the New Testament that would or could not be paraenetic in character or 

function?  Basically the answer is indeed: no; at least hardly anything.”66  As a result, 

recent interpreters have tried to incorporate both formal and functional elements into a 

definition of paraenesis.  

 Two consultations convened in Scandinavia the early 2000s to articulate a 

definition of paraenesis, and their descriptions include elements of form and function.  

The Lund 2000 consultation produced the following definition:  

Paraenesis is a text in which a person of authority addresses another person (or 
group, or sub-groups) by means of various literary devices with the specific 
intention of influencing behaviour in the practical (‘ethical’) issues of everyday 
life and the over-arching intention of preserving and enhancing a shared, basic 
ideological conviction, often by utilizing traditional material.67 
 

Formally, paraenesis is a text that uses various literary devices and traditional material to 

address practical issues of everyday life.  The consultation did not define the literary 

devices typical of paraenesis, but J. de Waal Dryden lists the following in his description 

of the genre: maxims (indicative sayings with moral implications), exhortations 

(imperative calls to action), admonitions (imperative warnings), antitheses (which 

                                                             

65 Popkes notes that “The personal example of the leading figure is a strong element in paraenesis” 
(“Paraenesis in the New Testament,” in Starr and Engberg-Pederson, Early Christian Paraenesis, 20.).   

66 Popkes, “Paraenesis in the New Testament,” in Starr and Engberg-Pederson, Early Christian 
Paraenesis, 25. 

67 Quoted in Popkes, “Paraenesis in the New Testament,” in Starr and Engberg-Pederson, Early 
Christian Paraenesis, 34. 
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combine exhortations and admonitions), virtue and vice lists, and moral exemplars.68  

Functionally, paraenesis intends to influence behavior and preserve shared convictions.   

 The second Sandanavian consultation on paraenesis (Oslo 2001) generated a more 

concise definition that unnecessarily truncates paraenesis while nonetheless adding 

important elements.  The definition of the Oslo 2001 consultation reads, “Paraenesis is 

(a) concise, benevolent injunction that reminds of moral practices to be pursued or 

avoided, expresses a shared, articulated worldview, and does not anticipate 

disagreement.”69  The shorter description broadens the definition by removing language 

that limits paraenesis to texts.  It also truncates the definition, however, by limiting 

paraenesis to injunctions.  Rather than allowing paraenesis to include various literary 

devices, the definition limits the genre to polite imperatives.  The influence of Engberg-

Pedersen, who distinguishes between literary devices that function paraenetically (like 

examples) and paraenesis proper, is evident in this unnecessary truncation.   

 The second consultation builds on the work of scholars like Leo Perdue70 who 

have articulated the social context in which most paraenesis functions.  The Oslo 2001 

definition assumes a benevolent relationship between the preceptor and the recipient in 

which the teacher can remind (rather than newly instruct) without expecting resistance.  

Perdue outlines the social setting appropriate for this type of instruction.  He imagines a 

mentor or teacher offering advice to a young or inexperienced student who is embarking 

on a new course in life.  The teacher may be separated from the student, or he may be 

                                                             

68 Dryden, Theology and Ethics in 1 Peter, 27-30.  

69 Quoted in Popkes, “Paraenesis in the New Testament,” in Starr and Engberg-Pederson, Early 
Christian Paraenesis, 34. 

70 Leo G. Perdue, “Paraenesis and the Epistle of James” ZNW 72 (1981): 241-56.   
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facing imminent death.  In either case, the advice guides a student who needs 

encouragement to maintain a new way of life.  Ideally, the mentor would be present to act 

as guide; given the (impending) separation, however, the paraenesis must suffice as 

substitute.  In this setting, paraenesis depends on a rapport between speaker and audience.  

Because of the positive, friendly relationship and shared convictions, the teacher does not 

need to offer forceful commands.  Neither does he need to instruct the student in the 

rudiments of their shared convictions.  Instead, he can offer benevolent injunctions and 

reminders.  This exact social setting may not lie behind every paraenetic writing, but it 

does describe the rapport between preceptor and recipient assumed in paraenesis.   

 For the present study, we will adopt a definition of paraenesis that attends to both 

formal and functional elements, though we will resist identifying paraenesis as a distinct 

genre in ancient literature.  Instead, paraenesis should be understood as a mode of 

discourse, appropriate to certain relationships, that adopts characteristic literary devices 

in order to encourage continued moral development.  Specifically, paraenesis assumes a 

benevolent relationship between an author and audience who share basic convictions that 

do not need to be proven.  The author, who is usually a person of authority for the 

audience, guides his students with moral instruction that often takes the form of 

exhortations, admonitions, vice and virtue lists, and examples.  The author addresses an 

audience on the threshold; that is, they are newcomers or they are in transition or they are 

in a crisis of decision.  The exhortations affirm the shared convictions and advise the 

audience how those convictions might be practically instantiated in their own particular 

circumstances.  Thus, paraenesis promotes the continued moral development of an 

audience who is already on their way but needs competent advice in the midst of their 
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liminality.  This mode of discourse can function within various literary genres, and so it 

need not be defined as a distinct genre in its own right.  We might label a text 

“paraenesis” or “paraenetic” if it adopts this mode of discourse, regardless of its 

overarching genre.   

 Testamentary literature exemplifies how paraenesis can exist alongside other 

genres.  The “farewell speech” or “testament” was a genre of ancient Jewish literature 

that imagined a hero or patriarch offering his last words to his descendents before his 

imminent death.  Often, the dying patriarch calls together his descendents, announces his 

coming death, and then offers revelations about the future along with final warnings and 

injunctions.71  Bauckham describes the typical content of a farewell speech: 

Such testaments had two main types of content: (1) Ethical admonitions: before 
his death a patriarch gives to his children or a national leader to his people a 
definitive summary of his ethical or religious instruction which they are to follow 
in the future, often with eschatological sanctions attached.  (2) Revelations of the 
future: in accordance with the ancient belief that the last hours of a great man 
were a time when he was endowed with prophetic knowledge of the future, the 
hero predicts the future of his descendents or the destiny of his people, often in 
the form of apocalyptic revelations of the last days, often as a basis for 
eschatological paraenesis.72 
 

Bauckham notes the prevalence of ethical admonitions and “eschatological paraenesis” in 

testamentary literature.  Indeed, the setting and content typical of farewell speeches also 

fit well with our definition of paraenesis.  An authority figure offers ethical injunctions to 

those with whom he has an established, benevolent relationship.   Because of the 

patriarch’s imminent death, the recipients find themselves in a luminal stage: they are 

transitioning to life without the presence of the patriarch, and the reaffirmation of his 
                                                             

71 For a list of common features of farewell speeches and an index of where those features appear 
in the literature, see Ethelbert Stauffer, New Testament Theology (trans. John Marsh; New York: 
Macmillan, 1956), 344-347. 

72 Richard J. Bauckham, Jude, 2 Peter (WBC 50; Waco, Tex.: Word Books, 1983), 131. 
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ethical teachings (which they presumably know) sustains their continued moral 

development through the transition.  Thus, without denying their generic classification as 

farewell speeches, we might label the Testament of Levi or 2 Peter as paraenesis because 

each readily adopts that mode of discourse.   

 
Exempla in Stoic Paraenesis 

As noted above, exempla function differently in paraenesis than in rhetorical 

theory.  Along with offering illustrations and providing precedent, exempla in paraenetic 

literature compel and enable moral transformation.  They are not merely cognitive 

(clarifying abstract concepts) but also affective (shaping the student’s thoughts and 

actions).  The Stoic moral philosophers, in particular Seneca, describe this affective role 

of exempla.    

The letters of Seneca offer a quintessential example of the paraenetic mode of 

discourse.  Admittedly, one might not assign the letters of Seneca to the genre of 

paraenesis.  Broadly, they are philosophic letters,73 and each letter fits within other 

epistolary classifications, such as letters of consolation or friendship letters.  One need 

not reject such classifications, however, in order to assert that the letters are also 

quintessential examples of a paraenetic mode of discourse.  Regardless of epistolary 

genre, the letters, which assume an established relationship between Seneca and his 

student Lucilius, offer benevolent advice using characteristic literary devices in order to 

                                                             

73 Klauck argues that Seneca self-consciously adopted the philosophical doctrinal letter form and 
created something new: “a fictional letter collection, conceived as a corpus from the start, in which the 
individual letters form the sections and the various books the chapters of an entire work” (Ancient Letters 
and the New Testament: A Guide to Context and Exegesis [trans. Daniel P. Bailey; Waco, Tex.: Baylor 
University Press, 2006], 173).  He calls the newly created genre, a “philosophical letter-novel.”  His 
conclusion assumes, of course, that the letters were never intended to be delivered to Lucilius, even if 
Lucilius is not simply a literary invention.  Even if Lucilius is not the actual recipient, however, Seneca is 
fictively imagining a relationship in which he can offer benevolent advice.   
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encourage the continued moral development of the recipient.  They are, therefore, 

paraenesis.   

In the correspondences, the aging philosopher74 writes to his younger friend, 

Lucilius, and offers gentle advice on a smattering of subjects ranging from the value of 

reading (Ep. 2) to the debasing effects of slavery (Ep. 47) to the inescapable fact of death 

(Ep. 26).  The letters assume a benevolent relationship between the two men: each letter 

includes the salutation, “Greetings from Seneca to his friend Lucilius,” and Seneca opens 

the collection by praising Lucilius for his behavior.75  Lucilius has already started on the 

path of philosophy, and Seneca writes to guide him in this endeavor.76   

The content of Seneca’s advice often explicitly draws on traditional wisdom.  

Almost every letter closes with a quotation from another philosopher that Seneca then 

briefly explicates.  He begins the practice in Ep. 2, when he demonstrates to Lucilius his 

custom of finding one thought each day that he tries to thoroughly digest.  Fascinatingly, 

Senenca, the Stoic, cites a line attributed to Epicurus: “Contented poverty is an honorable 

estate.”  Seneca acknowledges that it might surprise Lucilius to hear him quoting 

Epicurus—“I am wont to cross over even into the enemy’s camp—not as a deserter, but 

as a scout”—and then offers his own gloss of the traditional wisdom: “It is not the man 

who has too little, but the man who craves more, that is poor” (Ep. 2.6).  In the other 

                                                             

74 The letters were likely written in the two years leading up to Seneca’s suicide in 65 CE.  Seneca, 
who was born in 4 B.C.E., would have been nearing seventy years of age.   

75 “Continue to act thus, my dear Lucilius” (Ep. 1.1); “Therefore, Lucilius, do as you write me that 
you are doing” (Ep. 1.2) 

76 Seneca self-consciously states that his essays are intended to remind Lucilius of the correct path 
rather than instruct him anew.  In one letter, he apologizes for a lengthy harangue on imagined sufferings: 
“I am exhorting you far too long, since you need reminding (admonitione) rather than exhortation 
(exhortatione)” (Ep. 13.15).  Seneca assumes that Lucilius commands a basic grasp of the topics of 
philosophy, and his goal is to remind and encourage continued development.  
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letters, Seneca often repeats this practice, quoting pieces of traditional wisdom—often 

from Epicurus77—in order to bolster and summarize his own arguments.  

Seneca employs various literary devices when offering advice.   He uses maxims 

with implied exhortations78 and more direct admonitions.79  Seneca also regularly calls 

attention to exemplars.  In Ep. 2, he offers himself as an example of good reading 

practice.80  He tells Lucilius that he should select one thought a day that he might 

thoroughly digest.  “This is my own custom,” Seneca writes; “from the many things 

which I have read, I claim some one part for myself” (Ep. 2.5).  At other times, Seneca 

marshals lists of exempla to serve as guides for Lucilius.  In a letter concerning the terrors 

of death, Seneca produces a list of exemplars who have shown contempt for the fear of 

death (Ep. 4.6-8).   

                                                             

77 Seneca’s frequent recourse to Epicurus is part of the fabric of his instruction in the letters.  In his 
introduction to the collection of letters, Gummere notes that Lucilius seems to have Epicurean tendencies 
(LCL, xi).  Seneca may cite the philosopher in order to build rapport with his friend.  Seneca also quotes 
from Epicurus in order to reinforce a philosophical truth that he wants Lucilius to learn.  He addresses this 
issue directly in Ep. 8.8 by anticipating a question from Lucilius: “It is likely that you will ask me why I 
quote so many of Epicurus’ noble words instead of words taken from our own school.  But is there any 
reason you should regard them as sayings of Epicurus and not common property?”  By quoting Epicurus, 
Seneca teaches Lucilius that truth is not the property of any one philosophical school; it belongs to all.  He 
also models for Lucilius an approach to philosophy that seeks truth wherever it may be found.  In this way, 
he again makes himself an example for his student.   

78 For example, he tells Lucilius in a letter on reading, “The primary indication . . . of a well-
ordered mind is a man’s ability to remain in one place and linger in his own company” (Ep. 2.1).  Seneca 
states a truism that implies a course of action of his student.   

79 In the same letter on reading, Seneca exhorts Lucilius with a polite imperative: “So you should 
always read standard authors; and when you crave change, fall back upon those whom you read before” 
(Ep. 2.4).  This admonition builds on previous praise of Lucilius’ behavior.  Seneca applauds Lucilius for 
avoiding restlessness and living in the same city for an extended period.  This is a sign, Seneca says, of an 
ordered spirit.  Based on this praise, he implores Lucilius to apply that same virtue to his reading habits.  
He should linger among a limited number of authors rather than flitting between novelties.   

80 Fiore notes that the letter form lends itself to the author presenting himself as an example for his 
audience.  Seneca uses a variety of examples, but “the writer-preceptor himself ranks in the forefront 
among these.  This is due to the letter form itself which from the outset carried philosophical paraenesis 
tied to autobiographical traces” (The Function of Personal Example, 87).  The author often presents his 
own example in an implicit way, but it nevertheless an important part of the exhortation in a paraenetic 
letter.  We will return to this in our analysis of exempla in 1 Peter.   



60 
 

Seneca not only employs copious exempla, he also discusses the importance of 

good examples in moral transformation.  He disagrees with philosophers who find no 

place for precepts, or practical advice and instruction, in their teaching.  Some want only 

to teach dogmas and define the Supreme Good, but Seneca emphasizes the importance of 

practical advice.  Practical advice “engages the attention and rouses us, and concentrates 

the memory, and keeps it from losing grip,” and it stirs to growth that which is honorable 

(Ep. 94.25, 29).  Often, the human mind cleverly ignores what it already knows; 

exhortations keep these things before the mind so they are ready at hand when needed.  

Additionally, precepts clarify what might otherwise remain vague general 

concepts. To those who claim that a student familiar with upright dogmas no longer 

needs advice, Seneca responds that the student who desires to act righty often lacks 

sufficient clarity to do so. He explains:  

For we are hindered from accomplishing praiseworthy deeds not only by our 
emotions, but also by want of practice in discovering the demands of a particular 
situation. Our minds are often under good control, and yet at the same time are 
inactive and untrained in finding the path of duty—and advice makes this clear. 
(Ep. 94.32) 

  
Even if the student can recite a theoretical definition of justice, she still needs instruction 

about how that general concept can be enacted in daily living. Precepts provide this 

clarifying instruction, and the most effective precepts, Seneca indicates, come in the form 

of examples. 

Seneca claims, “Nothing is more successful in bringing honorable influence to 

bear upon the mind, or in straightening out the wavering spirit that is prone to evil, than 

association with good men.  For the frequent seeing, the frequent hearing of them little by 

little sinks into the heart and acquires the force of precepts” (Ep. 94.40).  Like an insect 
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who poisons without a painful sting, so are experiences with wise men: “you will not 

discover how or when the benefit comes to you, but you will discover that you have 

received it” (94.41).  Thus, in his many letters Seneca repeatedly encourages Lucilius to 

find a guardian and advocate, a pattern and example, to aid him in his moral 

transformation. If Lucilius desires growth in virtue, he should know, “the way is long if 

one follows precepts, but short and helpful, if one follows patterns” (Ep. 6.5). 

The student struggles on the path to virtue because of inborn desires that tend 

toward vice.81  Seneca describes the internal struggle:  

What is this force, Lucilius, that drags us in one direction when we are aiming in 
another, luring us on to the exact place from which we long to withdraw?  What is 
it that wrestles with our spirit, and does not allow us to desire anything once for 
all?  We veer from plan to plan.  None our wishes is free, none is unqualified, 
none is lasting. . . . No man by himself has sufficient strength to rise above it; he 
needs a helping hand, and some one to extricate him.  (Ep. 52.1-2) 

 
Seneca mentions that some philosophers have found truth without assistance because 

“their impulse has come from within” (52.3), but most need someone to guide them.  This 

“refractory nature,” Seneca bemoans, “has been implanted in us.  There are obstacles in 

our path; so, let us fight and call to our assistance some helpers” (52.7).  But who should 

those helpers be? 

Musionius Rufus emphasizes the moral value of living with an exemplary teacher.  

In one discourse he debates the value of manual labor for the study of philosophy.  

Specifically, he addresses the following question: would living as a farmer prevent 

someone from pursuing philosophy and being able to teach it to others?  Some disparage 

leaving the city, the center of culture and learning, but Musonius argues, “pupils would 

                                                             

81 In other places, Seneca exhibits a more optimistic anthropology: “For you are mistaken if you 
suppose that our faults are inborn in us; they have come from without, have been heaped upon us. . . . 
Nature does not ally us with any vice; she produced us in health and freedom” (Ep. 94.56).   
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seem to me rather benefited by not meeting with their teacher in the city nor listening to 

his formal lectures and discussions, but by seeing him at work in the fields, 

demonstrating by his own labor the lessons which philosophy inculcates” (11.82.26-31).  

Not only would students in these circumstances be able to see the living example of their 

teacher practicing his philosophy, they would also benefit from his constant oversight.  

Such a rural life is far from being an obstacle to learning philosophy “if we realize that 

under these conditions the pupil lives in closest associating with the teacher, and the 

teacher has the pupil constantly at hand” (11.84.24-26).  True lovers of philosophy will 

be glad to live in the country with their teacher, Musonius contends, “since he would be 

bound to profit greatly from this sojourn by living with his teacher night and day, by 

being away from the evils of the city, which are an obstacle to the study of philosophy, 

and from the fact that his conduct, whether good or bad, cannot escape observation—a 

great advantage to those who are learning.  Also to eat and drink and sleep under the 

supervision of a good man is a great benefit” (11.84.6-14).  In this discourse, Musonius 

clearly demonstrates his preference for the living example provided by the teacher.  If a 

student is striving for moral transformation, he benefits most from the living example and 

guidance of his teacher.   

Like Musonius, Seneca recognizes the value of the living example of a teacher, 

but he also understands the value of the exemplary figures from the past.  In one letter, he 

cites cases that prove the value of the living example:  

Cleanthes could not have been the express image of Zeno if he had merely heard 
his lectures; he shared his life, saw into his hidden purposes, and watched him to 
see whether he lived according to his own rules.  Plato, Aristotle, and the whole 
throng of sages who were destined to go each his different way, derived more 
benefit from the character than the words of Socrates.  It was not the classroom of 
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Epicurus, but living together under the same roof, that made great men of 
Metrodorus, Hermarchus, and Plyaenus.  (Ep. 6.5-6) 

 
Seneca, like Musonius, affirms the value of seeing the lived philosophy of a teacher 

rather than merely hearing his lectures.  Living together and witnessing the harmony of 

philosophy and practice in the life of the teacher has great moral benefit for the student.  

Indeed, it speeds one along the path to virtue.  Seneca maintains, however, that examples 

from the past can exert a similar influence.   

In Ep. 52, after exhorting Lucilius to find helpers to combat his refractory nature, 

Seneca encourages him to “go to the ancients, for they have time to help you.  We can get 

assistance not only from the living, but from those of the past” (52.7-8).  In either case, 

the student should choose “men who teach us by their lives, men who tell us what he 

ought to do and then prove it by practice. . . .  Choose as a guide one whom you will 

admire more when you see him act than when you hear him speak” (52.8-9).   

In another letter, Seneca notes the power of inborn qualities.  “For by no 

wisdom,” Seneca laments, “can natural weaknesses of the body be removed.  That which 

is implanted and inborn can be toned down by training, but not overcome” (Ep. 11.2).  He 

closes the letter by explicating a saying from Epicurus:  

Hear and take to heart this useful and wholesome motto: “Cherish some man of 
high character, and keep him ever before your eyes, living as if he were watching 
you, and ordering all of your actions as if he beheld them.”  Such, my dear 
Lucilius, is the counsel of Epicurus; he has quite properly given us a guardian 
(custodem) and an attendant (paedegogum).  We can get rid of most sins, if we 
have a witness who stands near us when we are likely to go wrong.  The soul 
should have someone whom it can respect—one by whose authority it may make 
even its inner shrine more hallowed.  Happy is the man who can make others 
better, not merely when he is in their company, but even when he is in their 
thoughts!  And happy also is he who can so revere a man as to calm and regulate 
himself by calling him to mind!  One who can so revere another, will soon be 
himself worthy of reverence.  Choose therefore a Cato; or, if Cato seems too 
severe a model, choose some Laelius, a gentler spirit.  Choose a master whose 
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life, conversation, and soul-expressing face have satisfied you; picture him always 
to yourself as your protector (custodem) and pattern (exemplum).  For we must 
indeed have someone according to whom we may regulate our characters; you can 
never straighten that which is crooked unless you use a ruler.  (Ep. 11.8-10) 
 

It might seem easier for a living example to serve as a guardian and attendant who 

witnesses the student’s actions, but the ancient examples can also serve this role.  By 

remembering an ancient exemplar, the student can call him to mind, “picture him” as his 

pattern, and keep him continually before his eyes.  Thus, in a way similar to a living 

teacher, Cato can act as protector and pattern for the student.  In fact, he may even be 

better, because the ancients “have the time to help you.”   

Seneca offers several insights into the importance of exempla.  First, a teacher or 

helper (or exemplar) is essential to moral growth.  The student of philosophy does not 

have the power to extricate himself from the “refractory nature” that ensnares him in 

shifting whims.  Second, the teacher helps more with his actions than his words.  The 

student should choose an exemplar, a helper in the labor to live rightly, whose actions 

endear him to the student and teach the student how to live.  Third, that exemplar need 

not be a living teacher.  The ancients can also act as protectors and guardians.  The 

student can imagine he is witnessing his actions, and even his thoughts (Ep. 25.5), and 

the student can “keep them ever before his eyes” through intentional remembrance.   

Why does “picturing” the exempla and keeping them continually before the eyes 

have an effect?   That is, how does “seeing” effect moral transformation?  To address 

these questions, we will explore a concept widespread in the ancient world: 

transformation by vision.  
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Transformaton by Vision:  
Philosophical Grounding for the Effectiveness of Exempla 

 
Exempla, unlike other forms of precepts, can be pictured or placed before the 

eyes, and this is part of their power.  The ancients believed that moral transformation 

could occur as the result of attention to a given object, a process Charles Talbert calls 

“transformation by vision.”82  The contemplation of a wise teacher, a deity, or a virtuous 

leader, therefore, could morally and even physically transform the attendee.   

We have already mentioned examples of students being transformed by attention 

to their virtuous teacher.83  Xenophon (4th cent. B.C.E.) describes the powerful effect 

Socrates exerted on his students.   By seeing their teacher, they were transformed and 

enabled to live like him (Mem. 4.1.1).  Likewise, Musonius Rufus praises the moral 

transformation that results from living with the teacher and “seeing him at work in the 

fields.”  Indeed, Musonius imagines the students will benefit more from this than from 

“listening to his formal lectures and discussions” (11.82.26-31).  Seneca also notes that 

Cleanthes became “the express image of Zeno” by living with him and watching him (Ep. 

6.5), and he therefore urges Lucilius in another context to choose an admirable teacher 

and “keep him ever before your eyes” (Ep. 11.8).  Similarly, Philo describes how Joseph 

                                                             

82 Talbert outlines the concept in his recent work on Matthean ethics and soteriology: “Indicative 
and Imperative in Matthean Soteriology,” Bib 82 (2001): 515-538; and Reading the Sermon on the Mount: 
Character Formation and Decision Making in Matthew 5-7 (Columbia, S.C.: University of South Carolina 
Press, 2004). 

83 In the discussion of “transformation by vision” that follows, we will cite from various Greek, 
Roman, and Jewish sources.  As with other sections in the chapter, we have not attempted to arrange the 
citations chronologically.  Rather, the citations are conceptually grouped.  The present paragraph, for 
example, groups diverse citations that all describe students being transformed by the vision of their teacher.  
The next section groups diverse citations that describe devotees being transformed by their vision of a 
deity.  Other paragraphs are arranged according to the same logic.  To aid the reader, the dates of the 
various works will be indicated in the text or provided in the footnotes.  In the interest of concision, dates 
will not be provided again for authors that we have already discussed (or will soon discuss) at length (e.g., 
Seneca, Musonius, Philo, and Plutarch).   
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transformed the Egyptian prison into a “house of correction.”  His fellow prisoners were 

admonished “by the life and conduct of their teacher, which was more effective than any 

discourse in the world; for he, by placing his own life full of temperance and every kind 

of virtue before them, as a picture and well-constructed model of virtue (ἀρχέτυπον), 

changed even those who had appeared to be utterly incurable” (Joseph 86-87).   

In a similar way, devotees of the gods were also changed by their attention to the 

deities.  Sometimes the transformation could be physical.  When Moses returns from 

being in the presence of the divine on Mount Sinai, for example, his face shines so 

brightly he must cover it with a veil to avoid frightening the Israelites (Exod 34:29-35).  

Similarly, in Joseph and Aseneth,84 Aseneth is physically transformed after her encounter 

with the heavenly man.  During the encounter, the “ineffable mysteries of the Most High” 

are revealed to Aseneth (16:4), but the emotional toil of the experience leaves her 

haggard.  When her steward sees her immediately following the departure of the heavenly 

man, he notices that “her face had fallen from the affliction and the weeping and the 

fasting of the seven days” (18:3).  As Aseneth prepares to meet Joseph, she worries that 

he will find her unattractive, despite her ornamental dress, because her face has fallen.  

When she bends over a basin to wash her face, however, she is startled by her own 

reflection.  Her face “was like the sun and her eyes were like a rising morning star, and 

her cheeks like the fields of the Most High” (18:9).  When her steward sees the 

transformation, he is filled with fear and wonders, “what is this great and wonderful 

                                                             

84 The composition date for Joseph and Aseneth has been heavily debated.  Earlier interpreters 
believed it was a Christian work from the 4th-5th cent. C.E. (Pierre Battifol, ed., Studia Patristica: Etudes 
d'ancienne littérature chrétienne, I-II [Paris: Leroux, 1889-1890]).  More recent scholarship has assumed it 
is a Jewish work that dates sometime from the 1st cent. B.C.E. to the 2nd cent. C.E.  Quotations from Joseph 
and Aseneth depend on the English translation by C. Buchard in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (ed. 
James. H. Charlesworth; 2 vols.; New York: Doubleday, 1985).   
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beauty?” (18:11).  Joseph is likewise amazed and fails to recognize her (19:4).  Even her 

own parents are amazed when they see Aseneth, “like the appearance of light” (20:6).  

The vision of the divine could also result in ontological transformation.  Seneca 

recalls the teaching of Pythagoras who “declares that our souls experience a change when 

we enter a temple and behold the images of the gods face to face” (Ep. 94.42).  In the 

Corpus Hermeticum,85 the teacher instructs his student about the vision of the good (10.4-

6).  It is not like the vision of the sun, which dazzles and blinds the eyes; on the contrary, 

the vision of the good brings illumination and transformation for those who can open 

their mind’s eye and “look on the incorruptible, incomprehensible beauty of that good” 

(10.5).  When the vision has illuminated the attendee’s mind, “this beauty kindles his soul 

and by means of body draws it upward, and beauty changes his whole person into 

essence” (10.6).  Philo describes how Moses was transformed into a “most beautiful God-

like work” after beholding invisible things in the darkness where God was (Mos. 1.158).  

Paul writes about Christians who, “with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as 

though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree 

of glory to another” (2 Cor 3:18).  Similarly, the author of 1 John describes the 

transformation that will take place when God is revealed: “What we do know is this: 

when he is revealed, we will be like him, for we will see him as he is” (1 John 3:2).  In 

Gnostic literature, the Gospel of Philip86 proclaims the transformation that results from 

seeing the divine.  “You saw the spirit, you became the spirit,” the author writes.  “You 

                                                             

85 Most likely, the Corpus Hermeticum were composed in Egypt sometime before the 3rd cent. C.E.  
Quotations from the Corpus Hermeticum depend on the English translation by Brian P. Copenhaver in 
Hermetica (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992). 

86 The Gospel of Philip most likely dates to the 3rd cent. C.E.  Quotations from the Gospel of Philip 
depend on the English translation by Wesley W. Isenberg in The Nag Hammadi Library in English (ed. 
James M. Robinson; 3d ed.; San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988).   
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saw Christ, you became Christ.  You saw the father, you shall become the father. . . . For 

what you see you shall become” (61.29-35).  Notably, in several of the examples above, 

the vision of the deity transforms the attendee into a likeness of the deity.  That is, the 

vision results in a copy or likeness of the object being contemplated.   

Like the vision of the deity, the vision of a virtuous king or ruler could transform 

the attendee.  The pre-Socratic Pythagorean philosopher Diotogenes, for example, 

describes the powerful effect a king can have on his subjects.  

He must separate himself from the human passions and draw himself up close to 
the gods, not in arrogance, but in high-mindedness and in the exceeding greatness 
of his virtue.  He must wrap himself about with such distinction and superiority in 
his appearance, in his thought life and reflections, and in the character of his soul, 
as well as in the actions, movements, and attitudes of his body.  So will he 
succeed in putting into order those who look upon him, amazed at his majesty, at 
his self-control, and his fitness for distinction.  For to look upon the good king 
ought to affect the souls of those who see him no less than a flute or harmony.87 
 

E. R. Goodenough explains the process described by Diotogenes: “One needs only to 

gaze at the king who looks the part of his real sublimity to be affected as by music, to be 

softened, and to have the discordant element of his life brought into the perfect harmony 

of δικαιοσύνη.”88  Plutarch uses similar language to describe Numa’s ability to inculcate 

virtue in the Roman people.  The people were “softened and charmed by the 

righteousness of their king,” and they “began to experience a change of temper, and all of 

them were filled with a longing desire to have a good government, to be at peace, to till 

the earth, to rear children in quiet, and to worship the gods” (Num. 20.3).  In these 

examples, ethical transformation results from the vision of a virtuous leader.  Seeing the 

                                                             

87 Quoted in E. R. Goodenough, “The Political Philosophy of Hellenistic Kingship,” YCS 1 (1928): 
72.   

88 Goodenough, “Hellenistic Kingship,” 91. 
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virtuous life of the king changes the subjects; it affects their souls and thereby compels 

and enables them to imitate the virtuous life.   

The pervasive cultural assumption of “transformation by vision” undergirds the 

importance of exempla in moral training.  Exempla present a pattern for imitation.  When 

the student contemplates that pattern by living with a wise teacher or reading about moral 

exemplars from antiquity or recalling those same patterns in his memory, he is 

transformed by the vision.  He is changed and begins to reflect that same pattern in his 

own life.  Thus, in moral training, exempla can function to compel and enable moral 

transformation.  But can we say any more about this process?  How does “transformation 

by vision” work?     

 The concept of “transformation by vision” is rooted in Plato’s metaphysics.  In the 

creation of the cosmos, Plato imagines an Architect (τεκταινόµενος) or Constructor 

(δηµιουργός) who keeps his gaze fixed on a model, the Eternal, while forming the cosmos 

(Tim. 28C-29C).89  The beauty of the cosmos stands as proof that the architect maintained 

his gaze on the Eternal, the pattern only apprehensible by reason, while forming the 

cosmos.  Plato explains that “when the artificer of any object, in forming its shape and 

quality, keeps his gaze fixed on that which is uniform, using a model of this kind, that 

object, executed in this way, must of necessity be beautiful” (Tim. 28A-B).  Contrariwise, 

if his gaze were to stray from the perfect model, the object would not be beautiful.  Thus, 

                                                             

89 David T. Runia (Philo of Alexandria and the Timaeus of Plato [PA 44; Leiden: Brill, 1986], 
107) notes that Plato was not the first philosopher to describe the creation of the cosmos with the craftsman 
metaphor.  “His exploitation of the conception in the Timaeus was so original and so thorough, however, 
that it was thereafter always associated with him and his cosmogonic account.”  For a more detailed study 
of this motif, see Friedrich Solmsen, “Nature as Craftsman in Greek Thought,” JHI 24 (1963): 473-496. 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the model or pattern, and one’s focused attention on it, determines the quality of the 

object.   

 Philo assumes a similar cosmology, though he maintains the monotheistic 

affirmation that God himself created the world.  Before he did so, however, he created a 

pattern to guide his work.90  Philo explains:  

For God, being God, assumed that a beautiful copy (µίµηµα καλὸν) would never 
be produced apart from a beautiful pattern (καλοῦ παραδείγµατος), and that no 
object of perception would be faultless which was not made in the likeness of an 
original (ἀρχέτυπον) discerned only by the intellect.  So when He willed to create 
this visible world He first fully formed the intelligible world, in order that He 
might have the use of a pattern wholly God-like (θεοειδεστάτῳ παραδείγµατι) and 
incorporeal in producing the material world. (Opif. 16) 
 

To further clarify, he uses the example of an architect who plans a city.  Before building 

he sketches in his mind the various parts of the city, and he receives this pattern “in his 

own soul, as it were in wax.”  For a time, the image of the city only exists in his mind, 

and through the power of his memory he imprints the image more deeply there.  At this 

point, the city “held no place in the outer world, but had been engraved in the soul of the 

artificer as by a seal (ἐνεσφράγιστο τῇ τοῦ τεχνίτου ψυχη)” (Opif. 20).91  Finally, he 

begins to build: “like a good craftsman (δηµιουργός) he begins to build the city of stones 

and timber, keeping his eye upon his pattern and making the visible and tangible objects 

correspond in each case to the incorporeal ideas.  Just such must be our thoughts about 

God” (Opif. 18-19).   
                                                             

90 Runia (Philo of Alexandria and the Timaeus, 113) rightly notes that while Plato and Philo agree 
on the correlation between a good copy and a good model, their understanding of the model is slightly 
different.  For Plato, the model is an abstract deduction from the fact of a beautiful cosmos.  Philo imagines 
God actually forming a noetic world that acts as the model for the material world.  He nevertheless 
concludes that for Philo “the whole process of creation, regarded as taking place when the creator looks to 
or employs a noetic design, is described in terms ultimately derived from Timaeus” (161).   

91 The metaphor of imprinting, which Philo uses several times in the passage, will be further 
explored below. 
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 The influence of this cosmology on later Christian thinking is evident in 

Augustine’s interpretation of the creation account in Genesis.  He assumes that “the Word 

of God, God with God, the only Son of God, is co-eternal with the Father,” and the Word 

“always and unchangingly adheres to the Father” (Gen. lit. 1.6).92  He imagines an 

incorporeal, invisible, spiritual creation (the heavens) that God creates through the Word 

before the physical creation (the earth).  When God commands, “Let there be light,” 

Augustine contends, we need not think about a literal word being spoken.  Instead, the 

utterance is “somehow or other fixed and impressed on its [the spiritual creation’s] mind 

and reason, by the Word, co-eternal with the Father.”  Augustine realizes the complexity 

of his scheme:  

But this really is problematic; here we have the spiritual creation which in its 
contemplation of the Truth is beyond all time, and God giving an order outside 
time, and the spiritual creation hearing it outside time, but having these formulae 
(rationes)93 mentally impressed upon it from God’s unchanging Wisdom like so 
many intelligible utterances, and then transmitting them to lower levels so that 
time-measured movements should be set up in time-measured things, whether for 
giving them specific form or for controlling them; how this could happen is 
practically impossible to grasp.  (1.17) 
 

Despite the impossible difficulties of Augustine’s explanation, we can discern the 

familiar elements of Platonic cosmology.  It has been adapted, of course, to account for 

the “uncreated-ness” of the Word, but the metaphor is similar: an invisible, spiritual 

substance receives the impression of the eternal divine patterns and then translates them 

faithfully into the “lower levels” of the physical creation.  In this particular passage from 

Augustine, the spiritual creation receives the pattern by “hearing” the command; but 
                                                             

92 The English translations of De Genesi ad litteratum come from Edmund Hill, On Genesis (The 
Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century 1.13; New York: New City Press, 2002). 

93 Hill notes that this Latin word, for which there is no one satisfactory translation, will dominate 
the whole treatise (On Genesis, 175 n. 9).  In a later passage (1.20), Hill translates it as “eternal ideas,” 
highlighting the Platonic influence on Augustine at this point.  
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“hearing” is clearly a metaphor for perception.  It is through “contemplation of the Truth” 

that the patterns are mentally impressed upon the spiritual creation.  The metaphor of 

sight might just as easily describe the process, and in other places Augustine imagines the 

spiritual creation being formed when it turns to face God.  “It is when it turns,” Augustine 

explains, “that it really imitates the form of the Word which always and unchangingly 

adheres to the Father, and receives its own form, and becomes a perfect, complete 

creature” (1.9). 

 Plato and Philo, along with Augustine, describe patterns being copied through 

contemplation.  The demiurge (or God himself or the “spiritual creation”) contemplates 

the eternal patterns and therefore has them formed or impressed in its mind.  As a result, 

when it begins the act of creation, it imitates or copies the patterns in its work.  Continual 

contemplation of the patterns, even during the act of creation, sustains the imitation.  The 

artisan focuses his memory on the patterns or keeps his gaze upon them, assuring the 

accurate imitation of the good patterns.  Admittedly, “sight” is only metaphorical in these 

examples.  The authors are describing happenings in the incorporeal world where 

physical sight is impossible.  Instead, these thinkers are describing the mind’s vision—

contemplation or perception.  Sight, however, is the chief means of perception; and so it 

remains important, both as a metaphor for and as an actual means of perception.   

Plato elsewhere emphasizes the importance of physical sight.  When the younger 

gods charged with creating mortals formed human beings, they caused “the pure fire 

within us, which is akin to that of day, to flow through the eyes in a smooth and dense 

stream.”  The fire-stream issuing from the eyes meets the fire-stream coming from the 

object of vision, and “distributes the motions of every object it touches, or whereby it is 
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touched, through all the body even unto the Soul, and brings about the sensation which 

we now term ‘seeing’ ” (Tim. 45C-D).  Because the “motion” of every seen object 

reverberates throughout the soul, vision can be of great benefit to the soul.  Plato explains 

that God gave humans vision so that they might “behold the revolutions of Reason in the 

Heaven and use them for the revolvings of the reasoning that is within us.”  By beholding 

the ordered revolutions of Reason on display in the heavens and by having those motions 

distributed to the soul by sight, humans might imitate the unvarying revolutions and 

thereby “stabilize the variable revolutions within ourselves” (Tim. 47B-C).  Vision of the 

ordered cosmos on display in the heavens transforms the soul by stabilizing its 

revolutions according to the same ordered beauty.   

Philo also emphasizes the connection between the senses, especially sight, and the 

soul (Deus. 41-44).  The Creator has made the soul different than other created things, 

Philo argues, by endowing it with outward sense and imagination.  The outward sense is 

“a kind of insertion, placing things that are made apparent to it in the mind,” and the 

mind acts as a storehouse that holds whatever the senses encounter.  The outward sense 

includes hearing, seeing, and the other senses, but Philo clearly indicates that “sight is the 

most important faculty” (Deus. 45).  Philo uses a metaphor to explain how the senses, and 

especially sight, affect the soul:  

And imagination is an impression (τύπωσις) of figures in the soul; for the things 
which each of the outward senses has brought in, like a ring or a seal, on them it 
imprints (ἐναπεµάξατο) its own character. And the mind, being like wax, having 
received the impression (τὸ ἐκµαγεῖον), keeps it carefully in itself until 
forgetfulness, the enemy of memory, has smoothed off the edges of the 
impression (τὸν τύπον), or else has rendered it dim, or perhaps has completely 
effaced it.  And that which has been visible and has been impressed (τυπῶσαν) 
upon the soul at times affects the soul in a way consistent with itself, and at other 
times in a different way; and this passion to which it is subject is called appetite, 
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which philosophers who define such things say is the first motion of the soul. 
(Deus. 43-44)94 
 

The soul is directly affected by what the senses insert in it.  In this metaphor, which we 

will explore in the next section, vision shapes the soul like a seal making an imprint in 

wax.  The impression, which remains as long as the memory retains it, can affect the soul 

“in a way consistent with itself.”  That is, the impression leads to desires and actions that 

reflect the seal.  The pattern, in other words, compels imitation. 

Plutarch adopts Plato’s concept of transformation by vision and applies it more 

explicitly to the field of ethics.  He credits Plato for teaching that God is the pattern of 

every excellence, and thus human virtue is an assimilation to (or imitation of) the divine 

pattern.  He then paraphrases’ Plato’s comments on vision:  

The same philosopher says further that Nature kindled vision in us so that the 
soul, beholding the heavenly motions and wondering at the sight, should grow to 
accept and cherish all that moves in stateliness and order, and thus come to hate 
discordance and errant passions and to shun the aimless and haphazard as the 
source of all vice and jarring error; for man is fitted to derive from God no greater 
blessing than to become settled in virtue through copying and aspiring to the 
beauty and the goodness that are his. (De Sera 550Dff.) 

 
Plutarch affirms that attention to order (or beauty) in the form of the heavenly bodies 

orders the soul toward virtue.  John Dillon notes, “It is thus through our eyes, rather than 

by means of our intellect, that Plutarch says that assimilation is to be received.”95   

 In the sections that follow, we will trace how these two thinkers, Philo and 

Plutarch, translate the concept of transformation by vision into the realm of moral 

development.  They employ different metaphors, “imprinting” and “implanting,” to 

                                                             

94 In this case, Philo is likely using imagery developed from Plato.  See Theaet. 191C-192A. 

95 John Dillon, The Middle Platonists: 80 B.C. to A.D. 220 (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 
1977), 193. 
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describe how attention to a pattern transforms the soul and leads to virtuous action.  

Through these metaphors, they assert the transformative value of exempla.     

 
Metaphors for Transformation by Vision: “Imprinting” in Philo 

 
Philo applies the language of Platonic cosmology directly to the realm of moral 

transformation.  As the demiurge was imprinted with the pattern of the divine Logos, and 

thus imitated those patterns in the creation of the world, so also human souls can be 

imprinted (ἐγχαράσσω, ἐναπεµάσσω, ἐνσφραγίζω,) with patterns that shape their actions.  

The metaphorical image comes from the practice of impressing a seal in wax, which 

Philo describes (Agr. 1.166-167).  The seal, when pressed into wax, leaves its image, and 

the impression remains unless it is effaced by melting the wax.  The human mind is like 

wax, according to Philo, that can receive impressions through the senses.  For this reason, 

humans must beware the snares of pleasure because “when she [pleasure] has ensnared 

these [the senses] she easily brings the Mind under her control.”  The senses convey to 

the internal mind the external things that are seen, “impressing (ἐνσφραγιζόµεναι) on it the 

forms (τοὺς τύπους) of the several objects, and producing the corresponding affection 

(πάθος).  For [the Mind] resembles wax, and receives the images that reach it through the 

senses” (Opif. 1.166).  The senses, in particular sight, impress on the mind certain 

patterns that produce desires which correspond to the patterns.  In the case of pleasure, 

the impressions produce unhealthy desire for pleasure.  When virtuous exemplars are 

witnessed, on the other hand, the impressions shape the soul toward virtue.   

 In Philo’s writings, he describes various ways that the soul can be imprinted with 

virtuous or vicious patterns.  Humans are born with certain patterns imprinted on their 

souls.  Nature stamps on human souls a natural law that includes an inclination to good 
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will for fellow humans (Spec. 4.16).  Similarly, even though humans cannot see the 

Creator, he breathed his divine nature into them, and “his divine nature stamped her own 

impression (τοὺς ἑαυτῆς τύπους ἐνεσφραγίζετο) in an invisible manner on the invisible 

soul, in order that the earth might not be destitute of the image of God” (Det. 1.86).   

In other cases, human behavior can imprint patterns on the soul.  Habitual action 

can leave deep, powerful impressions.  Philo pardons, for example, men who remain 

married to barren women (even though in his estimation sexual intercourse should be 

reserved for procreation) because they are influenced by habit and familiarity.  Therefore, 

“they are unable to break through the power of those ancient charms which by long 

habituation are stamped (ἐνεσφραγισµένα) upon their souls” (Spec. 3.35).  Philo interprets 

the journey through the wilderness to Sinai as a necessary time of purification in which 

the people separate themselves from the impurities of city life.  Humans must “dwell 

apart” in order to prepare themselves to receive the holy law; “and even then it cannot be 

done in a moment, but only at a much later period, when the impressions of ancient 

transgressions, originally deeply imprinted, have become by little and little fainter, and 

gradually become more and more dim, and at last totally effaced” (Dec. 1.11).  Habitual 

action leaves deep ruts in the soul that determine future actions.  Only with great 

difficulty can those grooves be effaced, preparing the soul for new impressions.   

Social associations also imprint the soul.  When Philo describes Joseph, he notes 

that he has been shaped by his father Jacob (masculine rationality) and his mother Rachel 

(feminine sensuality); but he also has in him “the seed of bodily pleasure, which his 

association with the chief butlers, and chief bakers, and chief cooks has stamped 

(ἐνεσφράγισαν) on him” (Som. 2.16).  In this passage, Philo notes that various 
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associations influenced Joseph’s character.  Interestingly, Philo also mixes metaphors in 

this short phrase: a seed is stamped.  He combines here the metaphors of imprinting and 

implanting.     

 One aim of teaching is to imprint the souls and minds of the students.  Philo states 

that the teacher gives his student a model (τόπον), “stamping (ἐγχαράττων) in him a most 

durable species of indelible recollection” (Mut. 1.270).  Moses, fearing that admirers of 

piety might be swept away in swelling torrent of pride, “stamped a deep impression 

(ἐνσφραγίζεται βαθεῖς τύπους) on the minds of men, engraving (ἐγχαράττων) piety on 

them, in order that the impression he thus made might not become confused or weakened, 

so as at last to become wholly effaced by time” (Spec. 1.30).  In an effort to make this 

deep impression, he constantly teaches the rudiments of monotheism.   

The student can encourage the impression of virtue on his soul by regular 

recollection.  Philo compares the student to a cud-chewing animal that repeatedly chews 

its food: even after hearing the instruction, the student cannot hold it firmly in his mind 

“until he has resolved over in his mind everything which he has heard by the continued 

exercise of his memory (and this exercise of memory is the cement which connects 

ideas), and then he impresses the image of it all firmly on his soul (ἐνσφραγίσηται τῇ 

ψυχῇ βεβαίως τὸν τύπον)” (Spec. 4.107).  The memory thus serves a vital role in 

imprinting the soul.  By continual recollection of the pattern (τὸν τύπον), the student 

cements the impression of that pattern in his soul.   

In another passage, Philo affirms that simply hearing a lesson is not enough.  

When commenting on Deut 17:18, he notes the significance of the instruction to newly 

enthroned kings.  Rather than simply hearing the Law read, the new king should write for 
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himself a copy of the Law.  This practice, Philo contends, will supply the king with “a 

summary and concise image (τύπον) of all the laws” that can be firmly fixed in his soul.  

If he merely read aloud the Law, his understanding would be fleeting; “but if he is 

writing they are stamped (ἐνσφραγίζεται) upon his heart at leisure, and they take up their 

abode in the heart of each individual as his mind dwells upon each particular, and settles 

itself to the contemplation of it, and does not depart to any other object, till it has taken a 

firm hold of that which was previously submitted to it” (Spec. 4.160).  The slow pace of 

writing, and the single-minded focus it requires, allows the lesson to be fully imprinted 

on the heart of the student.  Rather than fleeting away, therefore, the lesson will have a 

lasting impact.  

Conversely, one should avoid imagining or remembering the charms of beauty.  

Philo advises that “if you have seen some excellent beauty and are charmed by it,” you 

should “flee from the imagination of it” and “never think of it again,” because “continued 

recollections of anything are not without making some distinct impression (τύπους 

ἐγχαράττουσαι τρανοὺς), and injure the intellect and turn it out of the right way, even 

against its will” (Leg. 3.16).  The imagination has power to subvert the will by recalling 

harmful images of beauty that distinctly imprint the soul.   

Most of the examples above do not specifically use the language of “seeing,” 

though concepts like contemplation, imagination, and memory are closely related.  We 

should not overlook these concepts because they imply the mind’s vision.  On striking 

occasions, however, Philo explicitly links “seeing” exempla and “imprinting.”  In his 

explication of the Decalogue, Philo teaches that the commandment to keep the Sabbath 

effectively calls for the imitation of God.  As God rested on the seventh day of creation 
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and beheld his works, so also humans should pause to contemplate the works of nature.  

Philo continues by exhorting his readers to keep this model before their eyes: 

Let us not pass by such a model (ἀρχέτυπον) of the most excellent ways of life, 
the practical and the contemplative; but let us always keep our eyes fixed 
(βλέποντες) upon it, and stamp (ἐγχαράττωµεν) a visible image (ἐναργεῖς εἰκόνας) 
and representation of it on our own minds, making our mortal nature resemble, as 
far as possible, his immortal one, in respect of saying and doing what is proper.  
(Dec. 101) 
 

Here, gazing upon a model and stamping it on the mind are intimately linked.  

Concentrated attention on the divine model, the archetype, serves to stamp a “visible 

image” of that archetype in the mind, making the mortal nature resemble the divine and 

resulting in proper speech and action.   

 Elsewhere, Philo describes the positive effect the example of Israel will have on 

the nations.  If Israel shows itself to be superior to other nations in the demonstration of 

virtue, then they will have a preeminent place among the nations, “not more for the sake 

of glory,” Philo writes, “than for that of advancing the interests of those that see.”  Philo 

continues to explain how they will benefit the nations: 

For to gaze continuously upon noble models (τῶν καλῶν παραδειγµάτων) imprints 
(ἐγχαράττουσι) their likeness in souls which are not entirely hardened and stony.  
And therefore those who would imitate these examples of good living so 
marvelous in their loveliness, are bidden not to despair of changing for the better 
or of a restoration of wisdom and virtue from the spiritual dispersion which 
badness has wrought.  (Praem. 114-116) 
 

The nations will be attracted to Israel’s virtuous living; and by continuously gazing on 

Israel’s example, they will have the pattern imprinted on their souls (if they are 

receptive).  Then, change for the better and a restoration of virtue will result.   

 Philo also indicates that gazing on an individual exemplar can imprint the pattern 

on the soul.  In a passage already quoted above, Philo describes the pattern that Moses 
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offered for the Israelites.  First, Moses entered “the darkness where God was; that is to 

say, into the invisible, and shapeless, and incorporeal world, the essence, which is the 

model (παραδειγµατικὴν) of all existing things, where he beheld things invisible to mortal 

nature.”  Then, as a result of beholding the essential patterns, his own life becomes “a 

most beautiful and God-like work, to be a model (παράδειγµα) for all those who were 

inclined to imitate him.”  Finally, Philo announces a blessing on those “who imprint 

(ἐναπεµάξαντο), or strive to imprint, that image (τὸν τύπον) in their souls.”  If their minds 

can bear the image of virtue, it results in an unvarying desire for virtue.  “Indeed,” Philo 

concludes, “there is no one who does not know that men in a lowly condition are 

imitators of men in high reputation, and that what they see, these last chiefly desire, 

toward that do they also direct their own inclinations and endeavors” (Mos. 1.158-60).   

 In Philo, the shape of the soul determines actions.  Humans with souls shaped 

according to virtuous patterns instantiate those patterns in their desires and plans, while 

souls shaped by wicked patterns instantiate vice.  Philo regularly uses the metaphor of 

“imprinting” to describe how souls are shaped.  Like waxen tablets, souls are imprinted 

with patterns that they encounter.  They can encounter various patterns in various ways: 

through associations with other humans or habitual action or concentrated memory.  

Commonly, the tablets of the soul receive impressions through the senses (sight, most 

importantly).  Thus, “seeing” a pattern in the divine nature, a group of people, or an 

individual exemplar imprints that pattern on the soul of the spectator.  The spectator then 

desires and acts according to the inclinations of his newly shaped soul.  The spectator, or 

student, is not completely passive, of course.  Through regular recollection and 

concentrated study of the patterns, the student can impress them more deeply in his soul, 
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thus forestalling the natural effacement of time.  Using this metaphor, Philo explains the 

concept of transformation by vision.   

 
Metaphors for Transformation by Vision: “Implanting” in Plutarch 

While Philo describes the concept of “transformation by vision” with the 

metaphor of “imprinting,” Plutarch uses the metaphor of “implanting” to describe how 

attention to an exemplar can transform the student.  The connection between vision, 

implanting, and exempla is most clear in his introduction to the life of Pericles, in which 

he provides a rationale for recording the lives of virtuous men.   

Since, then, our souls are by nature possessed of great fondness for learning and 
fondness for seeing, it is surely reasonable to chide those who abuse this fondness 
on objects unworthy either of their eyes or ears, to the neglect of those which are 
good and serviceable.96  Our outward sense, since it apprehends the objects which 
encounter it by virtue of their mere impact upon it, must needs, perhaps, regard 
(ἀνάγκη) everything that presents itself, be it useful or useless; but in the exercise 
of his mind, every man, if he pleases, has the natural power to turn himself away 
in every case, and to change, without the least difficulty, to that object upon 
which he himself determines.  It is meet, therefore, that he pursue what is best, to 
the end that he may not merely regard (θεωρῇ) it, but also be edified by regarding 
it.  A colour is suited to the eye if its freshness, and its pleasantness as well, 
stimulates and nourishes the vision; and so our intellectual vision must be applied 
(τὴν διάνοιαν ἐπάγειν δεῖ θεάµασιν) to such objects as, by their very charm, invite it 
onward to its own proper good. 

Such objects are to be found in virtuous deeds; these implant (ἐµποιεῖ) in 
those who search them out (τοῖς ἱστορήσασιν) a great and zealous eagerness which 
leads to imitation.  (Per. 1.2-4) 
 

In this rich passage, Plutarch connects physical vision, mental vision (or attention), and 

imitation with the metaphorical language of implanting.  He argues that humans should 

reserve their focused attention for worthy objects that edify the soul.  Humans cannot 

completely control what encounters and impacts their eyes, of course, but they can 
                                                             

96 In context, Plutarch is chiding wealthy foreigners whom Caesar witnessed carrying puppies and 
young monkeys and coddling them like children.  Such attention of love and affection, Plutarch argues, is 
appropriate for humans, not animals.   
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selectively choose the objects that receive the utmost attention of their intellectual vision.  

The most edifying objects, Plutarch contends, are virtuous deeds.  As beauty stimulates 

and nourishes vision, so virtuous deeds implant an eagerness for imitation.  By “seeing” 

virtuous deeds, the passions are altered.  A desire for the good, in other words, is 

engendered by attention to the good.  And that desire organically results in imitation.  In 

this way, attention to virtuous exemplars compels and enables virtuous actions.   

 Plutarch employs an agricultural metaphor to describe the powerful effect of 

attending to virtuous exemplars.  The language of implanting connotes a narrative in 

which a farmer plants in the ground a seed that she hopes will bear fruit in a future 

harvest.  She can nurture the seed by watering the earth and protecting the young plant 

from harsh weather, but she cannot make the seed grow.  Once planted in the ground, 

nature must take its course.  Naturally, organically, the seed will sprout and grow and 

produce fruit.  Cultivation involves this symbiotic relationship between the farmer’s 

efforts and nature’s inevitable purposes.  Plutarch’s language implies a similar 

understanding of the relationship between exempla and imitation.  “Seeing” the example 

implants in the soul a zealous desire for the good.  The one who sees the example can 

cultivate this desire by carefully studying the virtuous example, repeatedly reflecting on 

it, and practicing the virtues, but the desire implanted by the exemplar has a power of its 

own that steadily works toward moral transformation.   

 Plutarch admits that the admiration of a deed does not always result in an impulse 

for imitation.  With artisans, for example, we might admire the beauty of their work 

without desiring to imitate the hard labor necessary to achieve artistic excellence.  The 

apprehension of beauty may not always generate the impulse for virtuous imitation.  
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Virtuous action, however, “straightaway so disposes a man that he no sooner admires the 

works of virtue than he strives to emulate those who wrought them” (Per. 2.2).  For this 

reason, Plutarch says, he has persevered in writing his Lives.  He concludes his lengthy 

introduction to the life of Pericles with a summary of the effect he hopes it will have on 

the reader: “The Good creates a stir of activity towards itself, and implants (ἐντίθησιν) at 

once in the spectator an active impulse; it does not form his character by ideal 

representation alone, but through the investigation of its work it furnishes him with a 

dominant purpose (προαίρεσιν)” (Per. 2.3).  

 Plutarch notes the gravitational force of the Good: it implants a desire that pulls 

the spectator toward itself.  He also notes, however, the important task in which the 

spectator must engage.   Ideal representation is not enough; edifying “seeing” involves 

careful investigation (τῇ ἱστορίᾳ) of the Good.  Plutarch uses the same root word in the 

earlier quotation to describe those who search for virtuous exemplars (τοῖς ἱστορήσασιν).  

This investigation includes both choosing the right exemplars and carefully studying their 

deeds in order to discern the Good which should be imitated.  The vision that leads to 

moral transformation, therefore, is a discerning attention that involves regular, reasoned 

reflection on the exemplar.   

Plutarch exemplifies τῇ ἱστορίᾳ in his Lives.  He has studied the lives of great 

historical personages, choosing the anecdotes that best reveal their character (whether 

virtuous or vicious).  He concludes his Lives with comparisons between two figures that 

discern for the reader the traits that should be imitated or avoided.  By recording these 

anecdotes, he provides his readers an invaluable tool in their own moral development.  

He hopes, no doubt, that his works will provide readers with images of virtuous deeds 
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that, when seen with discerning attention, might implant in them an impulse towards 

virtuous action.   

 
Summary of the Function of Exempla in Moral Transformation 

Seneca writes that examples provide one of the best ways to encourage moral 

transformation.  Our study offers several reasons to agree with him.  Exempla clarify 

abstract dogmatic ideas with concrete narratives.  As the rhetoricians noted, exempla 

illustrate and embellish ideas, making them memorable.  Exempla demonstrate precedent, 

proving that certain ways of living are possible.  As a result, exempla can inspire students 

to creatively imagine ways in which ancient models might be instantiated in their own 

unique circumstances.   Maybe most importantly, however, exempla have a special 

capacity to compel and enable the virtues that they exemplify.   

 The concept of transformation by vision helps us understand this special capacity 

of exempla.  Ancients assumed that vision could affect one’s soul and thereby one’s 

actions.  Even though Copan does not describe transformation by vision, he succinctly 

explains how imitation works according to this concept: 

(1) initially seeing a model leads to (2) being attracted to it, which then leads to 
(3) wanting to be like it; (4) further gazing at it (i.e., intentionally studying the 
model) finally results in (5) “performing the model,” that is, replicating the model 
in one’s own life.97 
 

Philo and Plutarch describe this process with similar, but different, metaphors.  Philo uses 

the metaphor of “imprinting,” which pictures the soul or mind as a wax tablet that 

receives an impression from the exemplary pattern.  That impression shapes the soul so 

that the spectator desires and acts according to the pattern.  Plutarch, on the other hand, 

                                                             

97 Copan, Saint Paul as Spiritual Director, 64. 
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uses the metaphor of “implanting,” which pictures the soul as soil that receives a seed 

planted by the exemplary pattern. The seed sprouts and organically yields fruit; or, in 

Plutarch’s language, the pattern implants eagerness that leads to imitation.  In both 

metaphors, the recipient does not remain passive.  They can cultivate the seed or deepen 

the impression through continued recollection and careful study of the exemplary patterns 

(what we are calling discerning attention). 

 Seneca uses neither the metaphor of implanting nor imprinting.  As with most 

philosophers of the first century, he is certainly indebted to Platonic philosophy, but we 

should not expect him to adhere as closely to Platonic language and imagery as Middle 

Platonists like Plutarch and Philo.  Nonetheless, his description of the function of 

exempla, though it uses different imagery, still fits within the broad conceptual field of 

transformation by vision.  He advises Lucilius to keep a virtuous exemplar “ever before 

your eyes” and “picture him always to yourself as your protector and pattern.”  In this 

way, the exemplar might act as a ruler that straightens the crooked student (Ep. 11.8-10).  

When the student contemplates the pattern of an ancient exemplar, which Seneca 

variously calls a witness, guardian, and protector, he is helped along his journey of moral 

transformation.   

 Our discussion has demonstrated an understanding of the function of exempla, 

grounded in the concept of “transformation by vision,” that crosses temporal, geographic, 

and religious boundaries.  In the philosophies of a Roman Stoic like Seneca, a Greek 

Middle Platonist like Plutarch, and an Alexandrian Jew like Philo, exempla function 

similarly.  The example of a historical or living person presents a pattern that, when 

gazed upon with discerning attention, shapes the soul or mind of the spectator (who may 
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be a child, student, subject, or disciple) according to its likeness.  As a result, the 

spectator thinks and acts in ways that reflect that pattern.  In this way, exempla compel 

and enable moral transformation.  The writers surveyed in this chapter each use different, 

if sometimes overlapping, metaphors to describe this process.  In the Christian writers 

surveyed in the next two chapters, we will encounter other metaphors that describe how 

exempla sustain moral transformation.     
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CHAPTER THREE  

The Function of Exempla in 1 Clement 

 
 Before studying the function of the example of Christ in 1 Peter, we will give 

focused attention to the function of exempla in another early Christian writing composed 

in Rome: 1 Clement.  Extended attention to 1 Clement is merited for three primary 

reasons.  First, 1 Clement and 1 Peter share many affinities, indicating they are drawing 

on a shared Christian tradition.  Understanding the function of the exempla in 1 

Clement—and specifically the central importance of the example of Christ—will help 

shed light on the use of similar techniques and themes in 1 Peter.  Second, 1 Clement 

employs yet another metaphor (“clinging”) to describe the process of transformation by 

vision.  The letter thus affirms our claim that the concept of transformation by vision can 

be variously expressed; and in this way, it prepares us to recognize the concept of 

transformative vision in 1 Peter, even though in that writing it is clothed in different 

metaphorical dress.  Third, an articulation of the function of exempla in 1 Clement 

provides something with which we can compare and contrast 1 Peter.  Noting these 

differences will help sharpen our understanding of the function of the example of Christ 

in 1 Peter.   

 
The Relationship between 1 Clement and 1 Peter 

 Our understanding of the relationship between 1 Clement and 1 Peter needs to be 

clarified before proceeding.  First, they share a similar provenance.  Most likely, both 

letters were composed in Rome in the latter part of the first century.  A Roman 
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provenance is almost certain for 1 Clement and most likely for 1 Peter.  The salutation 

identifies the sender of 1 Clement as “the church of God that temporarily resides 

(παροικοῦσα) in Rome” (1.1), and no interpreter has seriously challenged the Roman 

provenance of the letter.  The author of 1 Peter claims to write from “Babylon” (5:13).  

This label has been variously interpreted, but the vast majority of interpreters understand 

it to refer figuratively to Rome.1   

The composition date for 1 Clement is often confidently identified as 96 C.E., 

though caution is warranted.  The confident dating relies on the opening lines of the letter 

in which the author apologizes for not writing sooner.  The church in Rome was delayed, 

the author explains, because of “sudden and repeated misfortunes and calamities which 

have befallen us” (1.1).  Interpreters often assume that the “misfortunes and calamities” 

refer to persecutions during the time of Domitian, and therefore the letter must be written 

shortly after his reign.2  A widespread persecution under Domitian remains far from 

certain,3 however, and the terms “misfortunes” (συµφορὰς) and “calamities” (περιπτώσεις) 

do not necessarily refer to persecution.  They may simply indicate that the Roman church 

shares with the Corinthian church in the moral struggle against jealousy and strife (stated 

explicitly in 7.1).4  If 1 Clem. 1.1 does not refer to persecution under Domitian, then the 

                                                             

1 See, for example, John H. Elliott, 1 Peter: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary (AB 37B; New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 131-134; Paul J. Achtemeier, 1 Peter: A 
Commentary on 1 Peter (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996), 63-64, 354; J. Ramsey Michaels, 1 
Peter (WBC 49; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1988), 311. 

2 Leslie W. Barnard (Studies in the Apostolic Fathers and their Background [New York: 
Schocken, 1966], 12) states the typical conclusion: “1 Clement was written just after the reign of Domitian 
when the Church was not sure how the new Emperor, Nerva, would react.  Or it could perhaps be fitted into 
a lull a year or two before Domitian was assassinated.” 

3 L. L. Welborn, “On the Date of First Clement,” BR 24 (1984): 40-44. 

4 Welborn, “On the Date,” 47. 
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composition date of 1 Clement cannot be as narrowly defined.  Gregory, for example, 

concludes that “we can be no more confident than to conclude that it was probably 

written at some point in the period 70 – 140.”5   

 Conclusions regarding the composition of 1 Peter are often tied closely to 

conclusions regarding the authorship of the letter.  If the apostle Peter composed the 

letter, then it must have been written sometime before his martyrdom in the 60s.  If the 

letter is pseudonymous, however, then it could have been written anytime before the first 

half of the second century, a time in which one begins to find allusions to the letter.6  The 

attitude toward the Roman government evinced in 1 Peter indicates a slightly narrower 

range of possible dates.  First, if 1 Peter refers to Rome as “Babylon,” this would most 

likely indicate a date sometime after 70 C.E.  As Elliott notes, references to Rome “as a 

latter-day Babylon and destroyer of Jerusalem and the Temple” are found only in 

documents written after the Roman destruction of the Temple.7  Antipathy toward the 

Roman government, however, is noticeably absent in 1 Peter, which indicates that the 

letter was written before the time of Revelation (ca. 95 C.E.).  By that time, Revelation 

indicates, the relationship between the Roman government and Christians in Asia Minor 

had seriously deteriorated.  We conclude, therefore, that 1 Peter is most likely a 

pseudonymous letter composed sometime after 70 but before the mid-90s.8 

    
                                                             

5 Andrew Gregory, “Disturbing Trajectories: 1 Clement, the Shepherd of Hermas and the 
Development of Early Roman Christianity,” in Rome in the Bible and the Early Church (ed. Peter Oakes; 
Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 2002), 149. 

6 Elliott, 1 Peter, 140-144, cites early allusions in 2 Peter, Polycarp, and Papias. 

7 Elliott, 1 Peter, 137. 

8 We will return to discussions of the composition of 1 Peter in the next chapter, where we will 
devote more space to the arguments for and against the pseudonymity of 1 Peter.   



 
 

90 
 

 
Table 1: Significant Parallels between 1 Peter and 1 Clement 

 
1 Peter 1 Clement Parallel Content 

1:11 8.1 The Spirit spoke through the prophets 
1:19 7.4 The precious blood of Christ 
2:9 59.2 Called from darkness into light 

2:21-25 16.1-17 Isa 53 used to define the example of Christ 
4:8 49.5 Love covers a multitude of sins 
5:5 30.2 God resists the proud 
5:5 57.1 Submission to the presbyters 

 
 

Table 2: Distinctive Vocabulary in 1 Peter and 1 Clement 
(Words that occur nowhere else in the NT appear in parentheses.   

Asterisks mark words that occur nowhere else in the Apostolic Fathers.) 
 

Distinctive Vocabulary 1 Peter 1 Clement 
(ἀγαθοποΐα)* 4:19 2.2, 7; 33.1; 34.2 
(ἀδελφότης) 2:17; 5:9 2.4 

(ἀπονέµω τιµήν) 3:7 1.3 
(ἀπροσωπολήµπτως)* 1:17 1:3 

ἀρκετός 4:3 49.3 
(διασῴζω [re: Noah])* 3:20 9.4 

(ἐπισκοπή [re: day of judgment])* 2:12 50.3 
(κτίστης)* 4:19 19.2; 59.3; 62.2 

(ταπεινόφρων) 3:8 19.1; 38.2 
(ὑπογραµµός) 2:21 5.7; 16.17; 33.8 

 
 

Along with sharing a similar provenance, 1 Peter and 1 Clement also have 

noteworthy literary and thematic affinities.  Table one lists significant parallels between 

the two letters.9  Table two lists distinctive vocabulary found in the two letters.  Elliott 

also lists the important motifs found in both 1 Peter and 1 Clement, including but not 

limited to the following: elect and election, obedience, order and subordination, and 

                                                             

9 The table includes the most significant parallels mentioned in the following works: Raymond E. 
Brown and John P. Meier, Antioch and Rome: New Testament Cradles of Catholic Christianity (New York: 
Paulist Press, 1983), 167; Elliott, 1 Peter, 139-140; Donald Alfred Hagner, The Use of the Old and New 
Testaments in Clement of Rome (NovTSup 34; Leiden: Brill, 1973), 239-246. 
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humility.  Interpreters disagree, however, about the best way to explain these linguistic 

and thematic affinities. 

Some interpreters explain the strong affinities between 1 Peter and 1 Clement by 

positing a literary relationship.  Hagner, for example, concludes the author of 1 Clement 

knew and used 1 Peter in the composition of his letter.  Some parallels may be explained 

on the basis of a common tradition, he admits, but it is hard to explain the more striking 

parallels in this way.  If 1 Peter was written before 95 C.E., the date which Hagner 

assumes 1 Clement was composed, “it is almost certain that the Church at Rome would 

have retained a copy of it, and that Clement would have been familiar with it.”10 

 Other interpreters hesitate to assume literary dependence.11  A. J. Carlyle, for 

example, notes some of the parallels listed above (though not all) and concludes that the 

author of 1 Clement may know 1 Peter, but the evidence is too thin to rely upon.12  

Eduard Lohse concludes that the “manifold connections between these two writings show 

that both epistles refer to similar traditional material, and indeed both have their origin in 

the Roman Christian community.”13  Rather than proving that 1 Clement used 1 Peter, the 

                                                             

10 Hagner, The Use of the Old and New Testaments, 246.  See also Elliott, 1 Peter, 138-140, who 
argues that 1 Clement is “in all probability the first writing attesting to the existence and influence of 1 
Peter.” 

11 E.g., Michaels, 1 Peter, xxxiii.  He notes several parallels, but concludes “none of this qualifies 
as hard evidence for literary dependence.”   

12 A. J. Carlyle, “1 Clement,” in The New Testament in the Apostolic Fathers (ed. The Oxford 
Society of Historical Theology; Oxford: Clarendon, 1905), 55-57.  His conclusions followed more recently 
by Andrew F. Gregory, “1 Clement and the Writings that later formed the New Testament,” in The 
Reception of the New Testament in the Apostolic Fathers (ed. Andrew F. Gregory and Christopher M. 
Tuckett; vol. 1 of The New Testament and the Apostolic Fathers; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 
154.  Gregory labels Hagner’s work on 1 Clement and the NT “maximalist,” and he believes Carlyle’s 
conclusions have “stood the test of time” (130).   

13 Eduard Lohse, “Parenesis and Kerygma in 1 Peter,” in Perspectives on First Peter (ed. Charles 
H. Talbert; trans. John Steely; NABPR Special Studies Series 9; Macon, Ga.: Mercer University Press, 
1986; repr., Eugene, Ore.: Wipf & Stock, 2010), 53. 
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affinities demonstrate for Lohse that 1 Peter must have come from the same Roman 

church that produced 1 Clement.  Achtemeier lists the following problems with theories 

of literary dependence: first, the similarities regularly cited are often limited to a word or 

two; second, discussions of common topics lack a common vocabulary; third, passages 

that display more than a word or two in common likely rely on common Christian 

tradition.  He therefore concludes that the similarities between the two letters “probably 

tell us more about Christian tradition in Rome in the late first century than they do about 

any literary dependence.”14 

 For our purposes, we need not prove any literary dependence between the two 

letters.  However, the affirmation that 1 Peter and 1 Clement share a certain conceptual 

milieu, based on their common Roman provenance and shared Christian traditions, is 

central to our argument.  The language of transformative vision is much more explicit in 

1 Clement than it is in 1 Peter.  If we can demonstrate that through “transformative 

vision” the exempla in 1 Clement compel and enable moral transformation, then it makes 

it more likely, based on the other linguistic and conceptual affinities between the two 

letters, that the audience of 1 Peter would understand exempla to function in similar 

ways.  The argument that the example of Christ functions in 1 Peter to enable moral 

transformation, in other words, will be strengthened by demonstrating that exempla 

function in similar ways in 1 Clement. 

 
The Occasion of 1 Clement 

First Clement  is a letter written in the late first century from the church of Rome 

to the church in Corinth, addressing a concerning dissension that has beset the Corinthian 
                                                             

14 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 45. 
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community.  Several passages in the document allude to the problems in Corinth.  In the 

opening lines, for example, the author apologizes for not writing sooner to address the 

situation in Corinth:  

Because of the sudden and repeated misfortunes and setbacks we have 
experienced, we realize that we have been slow to turn our attention to the matters 
causing disputes among you, loved ones, involving that vile and profane faction 
that is alien and foreign to God’s chosen people—a faction stoked by a few 
reckless and headstrong persons to such a pitch of madness that your venerable 
and renowned reputation, worthy of everyone’s love, has been greatly slandered. 
(1.1)15 
 

As the author proceeds to explain, the Corinthian church used to be renowned for its 

virtue.  Specifically, he cites the stable faith, temperance, piety, hospitality, learning, 

impartiality, obedience to God, and proper submission to authorities that once marked the 

congregation (1.2).  Now, because of internal strife (στάσις),16 all that is changing.  In 2.1, 

the author contrasts the Corinthians’ past virtue with their current dissension: “And all of 

you used to be humble in mind (ἐταπεινοφρονεῖτε), not arrogant in the least, being 

submissive (ὑποτασσόµενοι) rather than forcing submission, giving more gladly than 

receiving.”  The erosion of these virtues, and the growth of arrogance and avarice (at 

least in some), has led to their current dissension.   

 The concrete result of the general dissension is revealed later in the letter.  At the 

instigation of one or two persons, an uprising against the presbyters of the Corinthian 

church wrongfully deposed them (44.6; 47.6-7).  Now reports of the rebellion have 

                                                             

15 All quotations from 1 Clement rely on the text and translation of Bart Ehrman, The Apostolic 
Fathers (LCL; 2 vols.; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003).   

16 Ehrman translates στάσις as “faction,” but that weakly conveys the connotations of the term.  
BDAG suggests strife, discord, and disunion, or even uprising, riot, revolt, or rebellion.  It conveys the 
opposite of ἡσυχία, civil harmony or peaceful conduct.  In 1 Clement, στάσις is opposed to the peace 
(εἰρήνη) and concord (ὁµόνοια) that author hopes will result in Corinth.   
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spread not only among the Christian community but also among those opposed to the 

church, leading the Christians to grieve and the enemies to blaspheme.  In belated 

response, the church in Rome has sent emissaries to Corinth that will bring the 

correspondence and “serve as witnesses between you and us” (63.3), and they look 

forward to hearing reports from these emissaries “about the peace (εἰρήνην) and harmony 

(ὁµόνοιαν) that we have prayed and desired for you” (65.1).   

 To facilitate the recovery of peace and concord, the Roman church encourages the 

following action.  Those who have allowed the uprising should restore the deposed 

presbyters (44.3-6) and seek forgiveness (51.1).  The leaders of the upraising should 

subject themselves to the presbyters and repent (57.1), accepting exile if necessary (54.2).  

When offering this advice, however, the author avoids commands.  He uses the 

imperative in 57.1 when encouraging the dissenters to submit themselves to the 

presbyters, but he only indirectly instructs them to accept exile.  If someone is noble and 

compassionate, the author indicates, that one will say (of his own accord), “If I am the 

cause of faction, strife, and schisms, I will depart” (54.2).  Likewise, when advising the 

rest of the church, the author couches his counsel in the form of personal opinions.  We 

don’t think it right to remove the presbyters without the consent of the whole church, he 

says; we commit no little sin if we do so (44.3-4).  The suggested action—to restore the 

presbyters—is only implied.   

The form of the advice indicates a certain relationship between the two churches.  

Rome does not assume authority over Corinth; rather, they act as a concerned peer.  They 

cannot command the churches in Corinth to change their behavior; they can only remind 

the Corinthians of shared values and appeal to shared convictions—and then hope the 
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Corinthians choose the right course.  Van Unnik poses the question: why does Rome feel 

compelled to write a letter to Corinth?  “Is a power-position of the Roman church already 

visible here at the end of the first century, which in the course of time was to prove so 

strongly determinative for church history?”17  This question has been variously 

answered,18 but the tone of the counsel indicates a negative response.  Jeffers explains the 

tone and style of 1 Clement:  

 First Clement was written not as an affirmation of Roman primacy, but as the 
action of one sister church helping another restore peace and unity. . . . [The 
author] never asserts the authority of the Roman church, nor does he appeal to it 
as an example.  Rather, he writes as an interested friend who appeals to 
commonly held beliefs.19  
 

Rome is not compelled to respond because it is the shepherd of Christendom; nor does 

the author invoke Roman authority to rectify the situation.  The Roman church acts 

according their understanding of ecclesial virtue.  When recalling the excellence of the 

ancient Corinthian church, the author notes, “Every faction and schism was loathsome to 

you.  You used to grieve over the unlawful acts of your neighbors and considered their 

shortcomings your own” (2.6).  Now, the Roman church is grieved because of the 

dissension in Corinth (46.9), and they respond with gentle counsel.  

                                                             

17 W. C. van Unnik, “Studies on the so-called First Epistle of Clement: The Literary Genre,” in 
Encounters with Hellenism: Studies on the First Letter of Clement (ed. Cilliers Breytenbach and Laurence 
L. Welborn; trans. Laurence L. Welborn; AGJU 53; Leiden: Brill, 2004), 125-126. 

18 John Fuellenbach (Ecclesiastical Office and the Primacy of Rome: An Evaluation of Recent 
Theological Discussion of First Clement [The Catholic University of America Studies in Christian 
Antiquity 20; Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1980]) surveys various 
interpretations of 1 Clement and arrives at the expected conclusion.  No Protestant interpreter finds a claim 
for Roman primacy in 1 Clement (71).  Catholic interpreters, on the other hand, often affirm the claim for 
Roman primacy.    

19 James S. Jeffers, Conflict at Rome: Social Order and Hierarchy in Early Christianity 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 95. 
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 Two interesting observations follow from describing the rhetorical situation of 1 

Clement.  First, the author offers no discussion of the differences of opinion that led to 

the dissension.  Instead, he addresses only the fact of the discord.  Peterlin contrasts 

Clement’s response to the Corinthian factionalism with Paul’s response decades earlier: 

“whereas 1 Corinthians gives solid evidence for matters that were disputed at the time, 

Clement is focused solely on the phenomenon of dissension.  He does not deal with the 

ingredients or the mechanics of dissension.”20  Interpreters are left to guess the causes of 

the dispute, though some internal clues may indicate the character of the dissenters.  In 

38.2, for example, the author exhorts, “Let the one who is pure in the flesh not act 

arrogantly, knowing that another has provided him with his self-restraint.”  Does this 

indicate the dissenters were ascetics?  Do admonitions against arrogant talk (21.5) and 

haughty tongues (57.2) imply they were ecstatics, or do the instructions simply imply that 

they were powerful speakers?  Such scanty clues hardly provide solid evidence for the 

beliefs or practices of the dissenters.21  And, in the end, the causes for the dispute are not 

the author’s chief concern.  The problem in need of remedy is the discord that threatens 

the church and provides fodder to critics of Christianity.  

 Second, for much of the lengthy letter the author rarely cites the specific conflict 

in Corinth.  We have highlighted the passages in which he directly describes the 

                                                             

20 Davorin Peterlin, “Clement's Answer to the Corinthian Conflict in AD 96,” JETS 39 (1996): 62. 

21 Peterlin cites scholars who have variously labeled the insurgents as ascetics, Gnostics, ectatics, 
charismatics, neo-charismatics, or pneumatics (“Clement’s Answer,” 57).  He cites the sober reminder from 
Wrede: “Had Clement wanted to say that they were ‘pneumatics,’ he would have done so” 
(Untersuchungen zum Ersten Klemensbriefe [Göttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1891]).  The same 
might be said mutatis mutandis for the other labels.  David Horrell also offers a helpful discussion of the 
various theories about the identity of the dissenters (The Social Ethos of the Corinthian Correspondence: 
Interests and Ideology from 1 Corinthians to 1 Clement [Studies of the New Testament and Its World; 
Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1996], 244-250).  He concludes that the dissenters were most likely those of lower 
social position who rebelled against the socially prominent elders.   
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problems, but these are admittedly few.  This has led some interpreters to wonder if the 

conflict in Corinth is only a launching pad for general instructions on related topics.  

Wrede reflects on the relationship between the content of 1 Clement and the situation in 

Corinth:  

One often does not know whether it is his intention to say something with regard 
to particular situations in the sister-congregation, or merely take the special case 
as a point of departure and occasion for a variety of what are often very general 
admonitions and instructions.  Indeed, in some chapters he appears to forget 
completely what actually led him to write.22 
 

He later concludes that much of 1 Clement “has the character of a digression, and one has 

the sense that the writer, often led by nothing more than accidental associations, connects 

one thought with another.”23  Van Unnik cites his countryman, G. A. van den Bergh van 

Eysinga, who concludes, based on similar observations, that 1 Clement is not a real letter.  

Instead, it should be considered a general treatise that encourages the subordination of the 

laity to the clergy, defends the ecclesial office against the priesthood of all believers, and 

promotes peace and concord as the highest Christian virtues.24  The situation in Corinth 

provides the framework and impetus for the author’s general instructions, but those 

admonitions and exhortations may not be directly related to the happenings in Corinth.  

Such observations lead us into an analysis of the genre and structure of 1 Clement.  Is 

there a generic identification that might help explain the structure of the letter?  More 

                                                             

22 Wrede, Klemensbriefe, 2.  Quoted in van Unnik, “Studies on the co-called First Epistle of 
Clement,” 123, n. 24. 

23 Wrede, Klemensbriefe, 5. Quoted in van Unnik, “Studies on the co-called First Epistle of 
Clement,” 123, n. 24. 

24 G. A. van den Bergh van Eysinga, Onderzoek naar de echtheid van Clemens Eersten Brief aan 
de Corinthers (Leiden: Brill,  1908), 20-38.  Quoted in van Unnik, “Studies on the co-called First Epistle of 
Clement,” 123. 
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pointedly, how do the general admonitions and instructions in the middle of the letter 

relate to other parts of the letter and the situation in Corinth?   

 
The Genre and Overarching Themes of 1 Clement 

 Van Unnik shows a sensitivity to audience-oriented criticism in his analysis of the 

genre of 1 Clement.  In response to those who have puzzled over the seemingly loose and 

disconnected structure of 1 Clement, he offers the following warning:  

Instead of immediately ascribing all kinds of obscure motives to the Roman writer 
on the basis of what one does not comprehend, one might begin to ask oneself 
whether it might not be possible that whenever one is dealing with conceptions 
that were current in antiquity, the matter may appear in a very different light. One 
might first attempt to comprehend this letter with the eye and ear of the ancient 
reader.25 
 

Genre identification is important because it helps the interpreter read a document with the 

proper expectations.  Reading 1 Clement with the right expectations, van Unnik assumes, 

will help alleviate some of the supposed structural difficulties.  In this section, we will 

survey some of the suggested genres for 1 Clement before returning to van Unnik’s own 

insightful definition.  Even van Unnik’s description of 1 Clement needs further 

development, however.   

 First Clement clearly demonstrates all the trappings of an ancient letter.  It begins 

with the typical salutation (Sender to Addressee) and a section of praise and thanksgiving 

(1.2 – 2.8).  After the lengthy body (3.1 – 58.2), it concludes with a prayer (59.1 – 61.3) 

and a section of concluding greetings (62.1 – 65.2).  The concluding benediction and 

doxology echoes other Christian letters: “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you 

and with all those everywhere who are called by God through him.  Through whom be to 

                                                             

25 Van Unnik, “Studies on the co-called First Epistle of Clement,” 127. 
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him all glory, honor, power, greatness, and the eternal throne, forever and ever.  Amen” 

(65.2).  As noted above, however, the lengthy letter body displays the characteristics of a 

more general treatise.  Might it be a treatise couched in letter-form?  Or, like Hebrews, 

might it be a homily converted into a letter?   

Harold Bumpus compares 1 Clement to Hellenistic-Jewish synagogue sermons 

that have been influenced by the Hellenistic diatribe popular in philosophical discourse.26  

He describes the typical features of a synagogue homily:  

The preaching of the Hellenistic synagogue, just as the diatribe, is often not a 
polished, closely argued or tightly connected exposition couched in classical 
periods.  It is rather very often paratactic.  Short sentences, brief exhortations and 
questions alternate with periodic and carefully constructed classical 
argumentation forms.  Profound and often lengthy illustrations vie with short and 
frequently banal examples proposed for popular edification.  The communicative 
plural is often employed and the illusion and impression of dialogue is maintained 
by [colloquial expressions and counter questions].27 
 

Broadly, the loosely connected diatribe is divided into two main parts.  The first part 

includes a basic statement of the theme, statements of thanksgiving and commendation, 

and examples.  The second part offers paraenetic application of the main theme.28   

Certainly, 1 Clement demonstrates some of the features of a Jewish diatribe 

homily, as described by Bumpus.  The author regularly uses the communicative plural, 

and, of interest for the present study, he extensively uses illustrations and examples.  

First Clement shifts attention to the specific issues of the Corinthian dissension in 40.1, 

but one should avoid labeling this a transition to paraenesis.  As we will see, paraenetic 

concerns permeate the earlier parts of the letter as well.  Also, Bumpus fails to describe 
                                                             

26 Harold Bertram Bumpus, The Christological Awareness of Clement of Rome and Its Sources 
(Winchester, Mass.: University Press of Cambridge, 1972), 32-33.   

27 Bumpus, Christological Awareness, 33.  

28 Bumpus, Christological Awareness, 32.  
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how the various parts of the document fit together.  The careful and thorough work of van 

Unnik, on the other hand, proves more helpful.  

Van Unnik begins by acknowledging the language the author uses to refer to the 

document.29  In the conclusion of the body of the letter (which precedes the lengthy 

closing prayer), the author implores his audience: “Take our advice (συµβουλὴν ἡµῶν) 

and you will have no regrets.”  Later, in the concluding paragraphs of the letter, the 

author once more encourages submission and obedience, telling the audience that they 

will bring the Roman church much joy and happiness if they act in accordance with “the 

entreaty (τὴν ἔντευξιν) for peace and harmony (περὶ εἰρήνης καὶ ὁµονοίας) which we have 

made in this letter.”30   

The terms εἰρήνη and ὁµόνοια occupy an important place in 1 Clement, and often 

they occur together.  A linguistic analysis of 1 Clement reveals that εἰρήνη occurs twenty-

one times in the letter, and ὁµόνοια occurs fourteen times.  On seven occasions (20.10, 11; 

60.4; 61.1; 62.231; 63.2; 65.1), the two words occur together either as part of a list (61.1) 

or as a distinct pair (all other occurrences).   Table three32 illustrates that the occurrences 

are roughly grouped together into certain sections of the letter. 

 

                                                             

29 Van Unnik, ““Studies on the co-called First Epistle of Clement,” 128. 

30 For this quotation, I have used my own translation rather than relying on Ehrman’s edition.  The 
differences are not substantive, but my translation brings together the phrase “entreaty for peace and 
harmony” (cf. Ehrman: “the request we have made in this letter for your peace and harmony”).   This 
change better reflects the Greek word order (κατὰ τὴν ἔντευξιν ἣν ἐποιησάµεθα περὶ εἰρήνης καὶ ὁµονοίας ἐν 
τῇδε τῇ ἐπιστολη) and highlights the purpose of the document.   

31 In 1 Clem. 62.2 εἰρήνη occurs with the verb ὁµονοέω rather than the noun ὁµόνοια.  This is only 
occurrence of ὁµονοέω in 1 Clement.  

32 While much of this section outlines van Unnik’s argument, the table is my own work, compiled 
to support and develop the work of van Unnik.  
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Table 3: Occurrences of εἰρήνη and ὁµόνοια in 1 Clement 
 

 εἰρήνη by  itself  ὁµόνοια by itself εἰρήνη and ὁµόνοια together 
 

1 Clem. 1-19 
 

1.1 
2.2 
3.4 
15.1 
16.5 
19.2 
19.2 

 
9.4 
11.2 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
1 Clem. 20 

 
20.1 
20.9 

 
20.3 

 

 
20.10 
20.11 

 
1 Clem. 21-59 

 
22.5 

 
 
 
 

 
21.1 
30.3 
34.7 
49.5 
50.5 

 

 
1 Clem. 60-65 

 
60.3 
61.2 
64.1 

65.133 
 

 

 
60.4 
61.1 

62.2 (εἰρήνη with ὁµονοέω) 
63.2 
65.1 

 
Total occurrences 

 
14 8 7 

 

In 1 Clem. 1-19, εἰρήνη occurs predominantly by itself, while occurrences of 

ὁµόνοια are clustered in 1 Clem. 21-59.  The two words often occur together, but only in 

specific portions of the letter: 1 Clem. 20 (a key chapter to which we will return later) and 

1 Clem. 60-65 (the conclusion in which the author summarizes his message).  A 

preliminary conclusion based on this evidence asserts that εἰρήνη and ὁµόνοια are key 

themes for the author of 1 Clement.  In the first part of the letter, the linguistic focus is on 

                                                             

33 Εἰρήνη occurs twice in 65.1, once by itself and once in conjunction with ὁµόνοια. 
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εἰρήνη.  Chapter 20 acts as a transition that links that terms and launches the second major 

part of the letter in which the linguistic focus is on ὁµόνοια.  In the conclusion, the author 

brings the terms together to summarize the overall purpose of the document: it is an 

entreaty for peace and harmony in the Corinthian church.  

Van Unnik further defines these key themes and describes how they relate to the 

situation in Corinth.  Ὁµόνοια indicates “the undisturbed, harmonious relations between 

human beings, visible in the order of nature.”34  Because this order is established by God, 

all those wishing to please God must practice this kind of harmony.  In Corinth, such 

relations have been destroyed by the conflict, and the letter is written to help restore 

proper ὁµόνοια.  Similarly, the author uses εἰρήνη to indicate “the untroubled state in the 

relationship between different parts of God’s creation, their relationship with one another, 

and with God.”35  The Corinthians once enjoyed this profound peace in their community, 

and now it needs to be restored.   

Interestingly, the pairing of εἰρήνη and ὁµόνοια is not unique to 1 Clement.  A 

thorough survey of ancient sources demonstrates that these two terms often appear 

together in non-Christian writings.36  Based on this evidence, van Unnik concludes that 

the combination of εἰρήνη and ὁµόνοια described “a wide-spread conception of the well-

being of the state,” in which εἰρήνη often referred to external affairs of the state and 

ὁµόνοια referred to internal relations.  The audience of 1 Clement, van Unnik surmises, 

                                                             

34 Van Unnik, “Studies on the co-called First Epistle of Clement,” 139. 

35 Van Unnik, “Studies on the co-called First Epistle of Clement,” 145. 

36 Van Unnik lists the following: Dio Chrysostom Or. 49.6; 40.26; 39.2; Plutarch De Garrul. 17; 
de Alex. Fort.1.9; De Superstit. 4; Lucian Hermotimus 22; Dio Cassius Hist. Rom. 44.23-25; Cicero De 
Fato 2; Sallust Hist. 1.77.13. 
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must have (1) recognized this combination of terms and (2) associated it with a certain 

social setting and type of discourse.  He explains the first part of his conclusion:  

When 1 Clement, therefore, characterizes itself as an ἔντευξις . . . περὶ εἰρήνης καὶ 
ὁµονοίας, this is not a casual description. No, for ancient readers a light must have 
dawned, if they had not understood earlier, when Clement used this widely 
current formula by which the well-being and happiness of a community was 
designated.37 
 

To prove the second part of his conclusion, van Unnik marshals further evidence from 

ancient sources.38   

He demonstrates that the term συµβουλή (counsel) often occurs in connection with 

ὁµόνοια and concludes: “The terminology is thus very consistent: when one spoke on 

‘homonoia,’ one gave ‘advice’ to put an end to strife and discord, and to live in concord 

with one another. Clement is therefore in good company, in terms of ancient conceptions, 

with his way of referring to his writing.”39  He further describes the common social 

setting shared by the sources he cites:  

Here one sees clearly the orator about his work of “giving advice” to an assembly 
of the people.  He seeks to counter all resistance, because he senses that they are 
not ready to hear his advice; he attempts to appeal to their good-will.  What he 
hopes to achieve is to persuade his hearers; he cannot compel or command them.40 
 

The common social setting for the sources in which συµβουλή is connected with ὁµόνοια 

is a deliberative speech before a group of citizens.  Indeed, van Unnik asserts that 

συµβουλή was a terminus technicus for a deliberative speech; and when combined with 

                                                             

37 Van Unnik, “Studies on the co-called First Epistle of Clement,” 151. 

38 Van Unnik lists the following: Aelius Aristedes Orat. 44 (826 D); 42 (796 D); Philostratus Vit. 
Soph. 1.9.4; Isocrates Paneg. 3; Dio Chrysostom Orat. 38.1; Dio Cassius Hist. Rom. 44.23.3. 

39 Van Unnik, “Studies on the co-called First Epistle of Clement,” 155-56. 

40 Van Unnik, “Studies on the co-called First Epistle of Clement,” 156-57. 
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ὁµόνοια, it referred to specific type of deliberative rhetoric.  When the author of 1 

Clement uses these terms, therefore, he clearly communicates to his audience the genre of 

the document: it is a piece of deliberative rhetoric encouraging the pursuit of communal 

well-being.   

 Recent interpreters have further developed van Unnik’s conclusions,41 but few 

have challenged his definition of the genre of 1 Clement.  Barbara Ellen Bowe, for 

example, notes that van Unnik’s appraisal of 1 Clement is “surely correct.”  She then 

proceeds to note the striking similarities between 1 Clement and the deliberative speeches 

of Chrysostom and Aristides.42  In his recent dissertation, Bakke also demonstrates that 1 

Clement uses the standard features of deliberative rhetoric, including appeals to 

advantage, warnings against danger, and examples as a form of proof.43  He concludes by 

labeling 1 Clement as a specific type of deliberative rhetoric: συµβουλευτικός λόγος περὶ 

ὁµονοίας.   

Such labels do not fully describe the purpose of 1 Clement, however.  Labeling 1 

Clement as a συµβουλευτικός λόγος leaves one important question unanswered.  Namely, 

how will the peace and harmony be accomplished?  The Corinthian church would 

obviously prefer idyllic ὁµόνοια to painful στάσις.  The choice is clear, and they would 

need little convincing.  What they need, however, is the means to achieve the desired 

peace and harmony.  Specifically, they need to develop the virtues that lead to peace and 

                                                             

41 Notably, see Odd Mange Bakke, “Concord and Peace”: A Rhetorical Analysis of the First 
Letter of Clement with an Emphasis on the Language of Unity and Sedition (WUNT 2.141; Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2001), and Barbara Ellen Bowe, A Church in Crisis: Ecclesiology and Paraenesis in 
Clement of Rome (HDR 23; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1988). 

42 Bowe, A Church in Crisis, 58-73. 

43 Bakke, “Concord and Peace,” 33-61, 320-321.   
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harmony, what Peterlin calls the “presuppositions to unity.”44  How will the author of 1 

Clement inculcate these virtues?  How will he encourage the necessary moral 

transformation in the Corinthian church?  As we will see, exempla are essential in this 

endeavor.   

Therefore, while 1 Clement is rightly classified as a deliberative rhetoric, the 

author desires to do more than advise a certain choice.  He needs to inculcate virtue if the 

choice for peace and harmony is going to be realized.  Because of these goals, the letter 

also demonstrates many features characteristic of paraenesis.  Even though the Roman 

church does not necessarily assume authority over the Corinthian church, the two groups 

enjoy a benevolent relationship and share basic convictions.  The Corinthian church is 

experiencing a crisis, and the Roman church responds with a letter that affirms their basic 

convictions and reminds the Corinthians of the virtues they once had and need to reclaim.  

The letter aims to encourage the development of the virtues that will result in peace and 

harmony. 

The virtues necessary for peace and concord are introduced early in the letter.  In 

1.2 – 3.1 the author recounts the virtuous reputation of the Corinthian church, 

highlighting characteristics such as faith, obedience, hospitality, and humility (1.2 – 2.1).  

Near the close of the letter, the author summarizes the preceding paraenesis, and he 

renames many of the same virtues:  

For we have touched on every aspect of faith, repentance, genuine love, self-
restraint, moderation, and endurance, reminding you that you must be pleasing, in 
a holy way, both to the all-powerful God—by acting in righteousness, truth, and 
patience, living in harmony, holding no grudges, living in love and peace with 
fervent gentleness, just as our ancestors, whom we mentioned before, were 

                                                             

44 Peterlin, “Clement's Answer,” 64. 
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pleasing to God by being humble-minded toward the Father, who is both God and 
creator—and to all people. (62.2) 
 

The two virtue lists do not match exactly; neither do they provide a neat outline for the 

rest of the letter.45  They affirm that the author is concerned with growth in virtue, 

however, not just the choice between ὁµονοίας and στάσις; and they identify specific 

virtues that will occupy the author in the body of the letter.   

While 1 Clem. 1.2 – 3.1 may not fit the typical form of a Pauline thanksgiving 

period, it serves the same function.46  At the beginning of most of his letters, Paul offers 

thanks to God for the faithfulness of his audience. His prayer both reestablishes rapport 

with his audience and introduces key themes that he will further develop on the body of 

the letter.  “After offering thanks, because of his recipients’ virtues,” White explains, 

“Paul entreats God to cause the same activity, for which he gives thanks, to result in even 

greater benefits.  This prayer for higher attainment telegraphs, in turn, the letter’s 

message, announcing what Paul expects of his recipients.”47   

In the thanksgiving in 1 Corinthians, for example, Paul thanks God (εὐχαριστῶ τῷ 

θεῷ) for enriching the Corinthians “in speech and knowledge of every kind” so that they 

are “not lacking in any spiritual gifts.”  Paul’s prayer introduces topics about which he 

will admonish and instruct his audience in the body of the letter.  He thanks God for 

enriching their knowledge, but he will admonish them for ascribing to the world’s 

                                                             

45 As Horacio Lona warns: “Die Frage nach der Struktur von 1 Clem verlangt mehr als eine 
Auflistung der verschiedenen Themen, die im Text zur Sprache kommen.”  Der erste Clemensbrief (KAV 
2; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1998), 24. 

46 Bowe calls 1 Clem. 2.1 – 3.1 the ”functional equivalent of the Pauline thanksgiving period” (A 
Church is Crisis, 43).  

47 John L. White, “Saint Paul and the Apostolic Letter Tradition,” CBQ 45 (1983): 438.  See also 
Paul Schubert, Form and Function of the Pauline Thanksgivings (BZNW 20; Berlin: Töpelmann, 1939), 
89: “All Pauline Thanksgivings have either explicitly or implicitly paraenetic functions.” 
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wisdom rather than boasting in the foolishness of the cross (1:18-31).  He also responds 

to the Corinthian slogan, “all of us possess knowledge,” with a warning:  “Knowledge 

puffs up, but love builds up” (8:1).  He thanks God for blessing them with spiritual gifts, 

but he will devote a lengthy section of the letter (11-14) to problems associated with 

various gifts.  The thanksgiving, therefore, anticipates the paraenetic concerns that follow 

in the body of the letter.  Even though 1 Clement does not employ the typical 

thanksgiving formula (εὐχαριστῶ τῷ θεῷ) at the beginning of 1.2 – 3.1, the opening 

section accomplishes the same purposes.   

Bowe succinctly describes the function of 1 Clem. 1.2 – 3.1: 

This passage serves as a skillful captatio benevolentiae in the introduction of the 
letter.  In addition, it “previews” the heart of the paraenesis to be developed and 
elaborated throughout the letter.  It highlights those qualities which Clement 
views as indispensible for communal harmony and which he will encourage 
throughout the letter.48 
 

The author lists several “indispensible-for-harmony” virtues in 1.2 (faith, gentleness and 

piety, hospitality, obedience to God’s laws, submission to leaders) before culminating in 

a summary statement in 2.1: πάντες τε ἐταπεινοφρονεῖτε.  Here, the author “brings to a 

crescendo the serial statements of 1.3” and places them in the context of his cardinal 

virtue, humble-mindedness.49  As the letter will reveal, this virtue above all needs to be 

developed in order to achieve peace and concord.  Thus, in the opening section, the 

                                                             

48 Bowe, A Church in Crisis, 44.  Bowe proceeds to list the qualities the places they appear in the 
rest of 1 Clement.   

49 Bowe, A Church in Crisis, 45.  Horrell (The Social Ethos, 254-55) adds to humble-mindedness 
“submission” (ὑποταγή, ὑποτάσσω) as another “primary quality” required for peace and harmony.  The 
author often speaks of submission (1.3; 2.1; 20.1; 34.5; 38.1; 57.1-2; 61.1), and this quality certainly 
contributes to the order that the author hopes to reestablish in the Corinthian church.  I understand 
submission, however, as one expression of the chief virtue of humility.  In a similar way in 1 Peter, 
submission, while emphasized, is an expression of the chief virtue for that writer: doing good in the midst 
of suffering.   
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author introduces themes that will recur throughout the letter by reminding the 

Corinthians of the virtues that they once exhibited but now have lost and must reclaim.  

To encourage their growth in these virtues, the author uses literary devices typical of 

paraenesis, most notably exempla.  Throughout the letter, he will set before their eyes 

many different examples, not only to illustrate and define the virtues under discussion but 

to compel and enable their development.   

 After the introductory chapters that recite the Corinthians’ past virtue and current 

strife, the author of 1 Clement outlines, throughout the body of the lengthy letter, the path 

back to peace and harmony.  The Corinthians, who have become victims of jealousy (4.1 

– 6.4), must embrace repentance (7.1 – 8.5) that leads to a submissive obedience to God 

(9.1 – 10.7) marked by hospitality, piety, and faith (11.1 – 12.8) along with, most 

notably, humble-mindedness (13.1 – 19.3).  These “presuppositions for unity” make 

possible an orderliness that reflects the will of God seen in the pattern of creation.  The 

author describes the order of Creation (20.1-12), or what he later calls the “eternal 

structure of the world” (60.1: τὴν ἀέναον τοῦ κόσµου σύστασιν), demonstrating that the all-

powerful God wills orderliness that results in peace and harmony.  In response to the 

recognition of God’s power and will, the audience should fear God (28.1 – 29.3) and 

strive for good works (30.1 – 35.12) that are accomplished through Jesus Christ (36.1-6) 

and that result in an orderliness characterized by interdependence and submission (37.1 – 

46.9).  The author recalls the letter Paul has already sent to the Corinthians (47.1-7), 

reminding them of the love that should undergird their community (48.1 – 50.7).  He calls 

on the dissenters to act on that love sacrificing themselves for the good of the community 

(51.1 – 55.6), and accepting discipline (56.1 – 57.7).  He then closes the letter with a 
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prayer that recalls many of the themes of the letter and implores God, “Give harmony and 

peace both to us and to all those who inhabit the earth” (60.4).   

 
Exempla in 1 Clement 

Throughout his “entreaty for peace and harmony,” the author cites examples.  

Lona notes that he draws the copious exempla from Jewish scripture, Christian history, 

Roman life, and the natural world.50  In 1 Clem. 9-11, for instance, the author names 

Enoch, Noah, and Abraham as examples of obedience, Lot as an example of hospitality 

and piety, and Rahab as an example of faith and hospitality.  Peter and Paul serve as 

examples of endurance in the face of jealousy (5.3-7).  Roman soldiers and the army as a 

whole exemplify orderliness marked by submission and interdependence (37.1-4).  The 

rising sun and sprouting crops offer examples of God’s ability to raise things to life.  We 

can also add an additional important category to Lona’s list: spiritual beings, including 

God, also serve as examples in 1 Clement.  For the author, the angels exemplify 

worshipful submission to God (34.5-6), and God himself demonstrates the compassion 

that should characterize relationships within the Christian community (14.3).   

Interpreters often note the preponderance of exempla in 1 Clement.  In most cases, 

the exempla are described as illustrative material which the author employs to 

demonstrate or substantiate his argument.  For example, Grant calls the examples 

“illustrative parallels” and notes that the author “is much concerned with Old Testament 

personages, chiefly because they provide examples or demonstrations of the points, 
                                                             

50 Lona, Der erste Clemensbrief, 40.  Lona offers the following list of exempla in 1 Clement: 
a. “Beispiele aus der Schrift”: 4.1-13; 7.5-7; 9.3ff.; 10.1ff.; 11.1ff.; 12.1-7; 16.1-17; 

17.1-6; 18.1-2; 31.1-4; 43.1-6; 45.6ff.; 51.3-6; 53.2-4; 55.3-6. 
b. “Beispiele aus der christenlichen Geschichte”: 5.1-7; 6.1; 55.2 
c. “Beispiele aus der heidnischen Kultur”: 6.2-4; 25.1-5; 37.2ff.; 55.1 
d. “Beispiele aus der Natur”: 24.3ff.; 25.1-5; 37.5 
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largely moral, which he is making.”51  Similarly, Koester argues that the lists of exempla 

in Hebrews and 1 Clement demonstrate that the author of 1 Clement “is drawing on 

collections of scriptural examples, which can then be used to illustrate various virtues and 

vices.”52  Certainly, the exempla in 1 Clement illustrate virtues and support the argument 

of the letter.  Notably, the author defines and illustrates his cardinal virtue, humble-

mindedness, through the use of examples.  Descriptions of exempla that only emphasize 

their function as illustrations, however, allow the interpreter to bracket out the examples 

as embellishment that has been attached to the main argument but may be otherwise 

unnecessary to the argument.  Such an understanding severely underestimates the 

importance of exempla in a paraenetic document like 1 Clement.   

Other interpreters have alluded to the robust function of the exempla in 1 Clement.  

Van Unnik and Bakke both note that the author’s use of examples is typical of 

deliberative rhetoric.  As Quintilian argues, exempla are fitting for deliberative rhetoric 

because “as a rule history seems to repeat itself and the experience of the past is a 

valuable support to reason” (Inst. 3.8.66).  Examples function as proofs in deliberative 

rhetoric because they establish precedent and demonstrate that a particular course of 

action is possible.  They convince by illustrating.  Bakke notes that in deliberative 

rhetoric, examples were one of the primary forms of proof.  He concludes: “Proof by 

means of example, in many cases, followed by an explicit appeal to imitate the actual 

examples given, is abundant in deliberative texts throughout the rhetorical tradition and is 

                                                             

51 Robert Grant, The Apostolic Fathers: A New Translation and Commentary (6 vols.; New York: 
Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1964), 1:36, 43. 

52 Helmut Koester, Introduction to the New Testament (vol. 2 of History and Literature of Early 
Christianity; 2d ed.; New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2000), 295. See also Johannes Quasten (The 
Beginnings of Patristic Literature [vol. 1 of Patrology; Westminster, Md.: Newman Press, 1950], 44), who 
says the many examples “substantiate the argument.” 
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to be found in discourses approximately contemporary with 1 Clement” (emphasis 

added).53  Van Unnik also recognizes that the examples both illustrate Christian virtue 

and call for imitation: “These ‘examples’ serve not only as illustrations and proofs of the 

opinions which Clement expresses, but also give form to the ideal of life for the 

Christians; they should respect these examples and imitate them in their lives.”54  By 

acknowledging the connection between exempla and imitation, Bakke and van Unnik 

move in the right direction; but their descriptions of the function of exempla are still 

incomplete.  

Based on the widespread understanding that exempla, through the process of 

transformation by vision, could compel and enable moral transformation, we can 

articulate an even stronger role for the examples in 1 Clement.  The myriad exempla not 

only define the Christian life and call for imitation; they are an important tool the author 

employs to enable the moral transformation needed to achieve peace and harmony.  Many 

of the exempla in 1 Clement, especially those drawn from Scripture and Christian history, 

are clustered around the author’s descriptions of the “presuppositions for unity”; that is, 

the virtues needed to achieve peace and harmony.  In these cases, the examples which are 

set before the eyes of the audience (2.1; 5.3) not only define and illustrate these virtues; 

they actually shape the audience in ways that enable them to actualize the virtues in the 

midst of the conflict in Corinth.     

In the analysis that follows, we will not address all of the exempla found in 1 

Clement.  Instead, we will focus on two of the most important: the example of the created 

                                                             

53 Bakke, Concord and Peace, 57.  

54 Van Unnik, “Studies on the co-called First Epistle of Clement,” 165. 
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order and the example of Christ.  For the author, these two exempla picture the heart of 

God’s will for his creation (order) and the primary Christian virtue needed to obey that 

will (humble-mindedness).55  Therefore, they occupy a key position in the paraenesis of 1 

Clement.  After analyzing these two important examples, we will describe how, in the 

language of this particular author, the exempla as a whole enable moral transformation.   

 
The Example of the Created Order 

 Along with examples from scripture, Christian history, and Roman culture, the 

author of 1 Clement also draws examples from the natural world.  In many cases, the 

author selects an element of the natural world that provides an example for his audience.  

The author exhorts the audience to compare themselves to a tree with ripening fruit 

(23.4); he describes the rising sun and growing crops as examples of the resurrection 

(24.3-5); the Phoenix, which the author believes to be a bird that exists in the regions near 

Arabia, also serves as an example of resurrection (25.1-5); the human body exemplifies 

the interdependence the Corinthians should emulate in their community life (37.5).  In 

one important instance (20.1-12), the author pictures the whole created order as a model 

for his audience.  Even though this example occurs only once, it serves an important 

function in 1 Clement.  The description of the natural world proves that God wills order 

                                                             

55 Horrell argues, “Clement’s primary concern is ecclesiastical order,” and he uses his theology “to 
legitimate ideologically the dominant social, political and domestic hierarchy; the basic consequence of 
God’s activity as the creator of order is that all should quietly and humbly remain in their place” (The 
Social Ethos, 284).  In this way, 1 Clement differs from Paul’s correspondence to the Corinthians.  Paul 
defends the interests of the weak, Horrell argues, while 1 Clement sustains the socially strong.  One must be 
sensitive to the unique occasions for each letter, however.  While both documents address strife in the 
Corinthian community, 1 Clement specifically addresses the deposal of ecclesial leaders.  It is noteworthy 
that Paul does not respond to challenges to his own authority by appeals to the proper submission within 
hierarchical relationships.  How might he have responded, however, if other leaders were threatened by 
rebellious dissenters?  The author of 1 Clement calls for mutual submission among parts of the body (38.1) 
as a means of reestablishing order—a response that seems to apply Paul’s thought in 1 Cor 11-14 to a new 
occasion in the Corinthian community.   
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in his creation, and it provides a preeminent model of that order upon which the audience 

can direct their attention.56   

 The description of the created order in 1 Clem. 20 follows the lengthy section in 

which the author describes the various virtues necessary for peace and harmony.  He has 

extolled repentance, obedience, faith, and most importantly humility; now he turns to 

describe the communal virtue made possible by these other virtues: order.  Chapter 19 

provides an important transition in which the author recalls the list of exempla and shifts 

the audience’s attention to the “Father and Creator of the entire world.”  Since we have 

shared in the deeds of the preceding exemplars, he exhorts his audience, we should forge 

ahead to the goal of peace.  He then articulates one means of pressing on to the goal: “We 

should gaze intently (ἀτενίσωµεν) on the Father and Creator of the entire world and cling 

(κολληθῶµεν) to his magnificent and superior gifts of peace and acts of kindness.  We 

should observe (ἴδωµεν) him with understanding and look upon his patient will with the 

eyes of our soul” (19.2-3).  The author exhorts his audience to forge ahead to the goal of 

peace, “clinging” to the gift of peace by gazing intently on the Creator and observing his 

nature with the eyes of our soul.  How can they gaze intently on the Creator?  The last 

clause of 19.3 offers a clue and transitions into the description of the created order in 

20.1-12: “We should realize how he feels no anger towards his entire creation.”  He then 

presents the entire creation as a model of divinely ordained order.   

 As noted above, the terms εἰρήνη and ὁµόνοια appear often in the description of the 

created order in 1 Clem. 20.  The heavens move about peacefully (20.1); the heavenly 

                                                             

56 As Horrell notes, “Clement points to the natural universe as a supreme example where all things 
move and coexist as ordered by the creator.  The whole universe has been ordained to be in peace and 
concord” (The Social Ethos, 255). 
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bodies move along their appointed tracks in perfect harmony (20.2); in peace, the seasons 

seamlessly succeed one another (20.9); and living creatures associate with one another in 

peace and harmony (20.10).  In his summary of the description, the author highlights his 

main point: “The great Creator (δεµιουργός) and Master of all appointed all these things to 

be in peace and harmony, bringing great benefits to all things” (20.11).  The author 

describes a cosmos that, according to the will of the Creator, exemplifies peace and 

harmony.  Such a pattern implies a mandate for those living within the created order.  As 

Wong notes, “Clement’s intention is to show from the examples that the established order 

in nature serves as an ideal pattern of God’s perfect rule, a model for the church to 

emulate.”57  In 21.1, therefore, the author transitions from his description of the created 

order by warning his audience to conduct themselves worthily of the Creator, doing “the 

things that are good and pleasing to him, in harmony.”  The created order demonstrates 

that God wills peace and harmony, and failing to imitate the harmony of the created order 

results in judgment.   

 Interpreters have often recognized the influence of Stoicism in 1 Clem. 20, 

concluding, as van Unnik satirically notes, that “it is clear proof that 1 Clement has left 

the sphere of the Bible and that the ‘theologia naturalis’ makes its joyeuse entrée in the 

church with all its disastrous consequences.”58  Van Unnik cites the work of Knopf, who 

                                                             

57 D. W. F. Wong, “Natural and Divine Order in I Clement,” VC 31 (1977): 81-82.  Similarly, van 
Unnik describes the ethical implications of 1 Clem. 20: “this harmony which reigns by God’s will in His 
creation is an illustration, a model for everything which falls under the rule of God, a fortiori for His 
church; otherwise one is disobedient to His will and falls under His judgment” (W. C. van Unnik, “Is 1 
Clement Purely Stoic?” VC 4 [1950]: 182-183).  

58 Van Unnik, “Is 1 Clement Purely Stoic?” 183.  
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claims that 1 Clem. 20 is “ganz unjüdisch und überhaupt unorientalisch,”59 and Sanders, 

who concludes after compiling twenty pages of Stoic parallels to 1 Clem. 20 that 

“Clément fait figure de disciple du stoicism moyen, plus ou moins pythagorisant.”60  Van 

Unnik corrects such exaggerations in two ways.   

First, he notes the marked difference between Stoic descriptions of nature and the 

description in 1 Clem. 20.  The Stoics observe order in nature and conclude that there 

must be an organizing power behind it.  From the order of nature, therefore, divine power 

can be known.  In 1 Clement, on the other hand, “the order is established by the command 

of the Creator and reveals the will of God, the keynote of the passage being not so much 

the order in nature as the command of God” (italics original).61  Wong succinctly restates 

the distinction: “The Stoic starts with the cosmological design and deduces a divine 

force; Clement starts with the Creator, expects a created design, and then draws from that 

design the will of the Creator.”62 

Van Unnik also corrects exaggerations of Stoic influence on 1 Clem. 20 by 

marshaling several substantial parallels from Jewish literature.63  First Enoch 2-5 

provides the closest parallel, and it is also interesting because of the author’s repeated 

exhortations to “examine” and “observe” the various elements of the created order.  

“Examine all the activities which take place in the sky and how they do not alter their 

                                                             

59 Rudolf Knopf, Die Lehre der zwölf Apostel, die zwei Klemensbriefe (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
1920), 76.  Cited in van Unnik, “Is 1 Clement 20 Purely Stoic?” 183.  

60 Louis Sanders, L'Hellénisme de saint Clément de Rome et le Paulinisme (SH 2; Lovanii: 
Bibliotheca Universitatis, 1943), 130.  Cited in van Unnik, “Is 1 Clement 20 Purely Stoic?” 183. 

61 Van Unnik, “Is 1 Clement 20 Purely Stoic?” 184. 

62 Wong, “Natural and Divine Order,” 83. 

63 Van Unnik, “Is 1 Clement 20 Purely Stoic?” 185-188.   He cites 1 En. 2-5; 41:5-8; T. Naph. 3; 
As. Mos. 12.9-10; and Pss. Sol. 18:12-14, which he notes are all examples of Palestinian-Jewish sources.   
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ways,”64 the author declares.  As he continues, he admonishes them to “look at the earth,” 

“behold the summer and winter,” “examine the days of summer,” “observe the verdant 

trees,” and “look at the seas.”  He calls his audience’s visual and mental attention to the 

created order, in which they can see the commands of God, and then decries their lack of 

obedience.  Van Unnik concludes his survey with two valuable conclusions: first, “the 

law in nature as an example for men is found both in Stoic and Jewish literature”; and 

second, “the tinge of Stoic language is unmistakable, but this conception of the universe 

is subjected to another, the biblical idea of God.”65 

Van Unnik rightly corrects those who have ignored such prominent parallels in 

Jewish literature, and he successfully overturns interpretations that assume an exclusively 

Stoic background for 1 Clem. 20.  We should not hastily ignore the parallels from Greek 

philosophy, however.  Even if the author could have developed his ideas from 

Palestinian-Jewish sources, a first century audience in Rome or Corinth would have 

likely heard the echoes of Stoicism in his description of the created order.  The audience 

might also have heard in 1 Clem. 20 echoes of Platonic cosmology, which still resonated 

in contemporary Middle-Platonist philosophy.  Specifically, the description of the created 

order and its function in Clement’s argument resonates with Plato’s description of the 

transformative value of looking at the revolutions of the heavens.   

As noted in the previous chapter, Plato claims that of all the human faculties 

bestowed by the God, vision “is the cause of the greatest benefit” (Tim. 47A).  He 

continues, “God devised and bestowed upon us vision to the end that we might behold the 

                                                             

64 Translation by E. Isaac in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (ed. James H. Charlesworth; New 
York: Doubleday, 1983), 1:14. 

65 Van Unnik, “Is 1 Clement 20 Purely Stoic?” 189. 
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revolutions of Reason in the Heaven and use them for the revolvings of the reasoning that 

is within us.  By imitation of the absolutely unvarying revolutions of the God we might 

stabilize the variable revolutions within ourselves” (Tim. 47C).  Seeing the harmonious 

revolutions of the heavenly bodies stabilizes the inharmonious soul.  Plutarch recalls 

Plato’s teaching in his own writing: “The same philosopher says further that Nature 

kindled vision in us so that the soul, beholding the heavenly motions and wondering at 

the sight, should grow to accept and cherish all that moves in stateliness and order, and 

thus come to hate discordance” (De Sera 550D).66  Recalling and developing the lines 

from Timaeus, Plutarch affirms that attention to the orderly motions of the heavens 

creates in the soul desire for order and abhorrence for discord.    

The author does not devote the entirety of 1 Clem. 20 to the movements of the 

heavens, but almost half of his description of the created order—and the first three 

verses—address the movements of heavenly bodies.  The heavens peacefully move under 

God’s management.  Day and night complete their courses without impeding one 

another; the sun, moon, and stars run along their appointed tracks in harmony.  The 

seasons peacefully succeed one another.  Each of these formulations affirms God’s will 

(he has appointed them to move in these ways), but they provide an excellent model of 

peace and harmony.  By providing a visual description of the created order, the author 

sets this pattern before the eyes of his audience.  And according to a contemporary 

philosopher like Plutarch, seeing the harmonious heavenly motions kindles in the soul a 

desire for order.   

                                                             

66 Philo also draws on Tim. 47A-C in Opif. 54, 77-78. 
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In this way, 1 Clem. 20 serves an important function in the letter.  After 

describing the virtues necessary for peace and harmony, the author describes the 

communal virtue that marks the peaceful and harmonious church: order.   Other examples 

will follow (see chs. 37-43), but he begins with his best.  The pattern of the created order 

demonstrates irrefutably that order which results in peace and harmony is God’s will.  He 

appoints and ordains such harmonious order, and thus the Corinthian church has a 

mandate to obey him by recreating such order in their community.  Additionally, the 

harmony of the created order, when attended to, can transform the soul of the viewer.  

The motions of the created order not only illustrate God’s will for peace and harmony; 

they harmonize the soul of the one who gazes on them.  They instill an appreciation for 

order and a hatred for discord, and thus 1 Clem. 20 powerfully contributes to the overall 

goals of the letter.   

 
The Example of Christ 

In the christology of 1 Clement, Christ’s mediatorial role is often emphasized.  

Jaubert even claims that “la médiation du Christ est au centre de la christologie de 

Clément.”67  The author emphasizes this christological theme in several ways.  First, he 

often uses the preposition δία to express the agency of Christ.  Through Christ, he writes, 

his audience has been called (1.1; 59.2; 65.2), chosen (50.7; 64.1), sanctified (1.1; 59.3), 

disciplined (59.3), honored (59.3), and saved (58.2).  Through him they have received 

peace (1.1), compassion (20.11), and knowledge (44.1).  By his wounds they have been 

healed (16.5), and by his blood redemption has come (12.7).  Through Jesus, God’s 

chosen love him (59.3) and glorify him (61.3; 64.1; 65.2).   
                                                             

67 Annie Jaubert, Clément de Rome: Épître aux Corinthiens (SC 167; Paris: Cerf, 1971), 72. 
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Second, the author also uses images of Jesus that express his mediatorial role.  In 

48.2-4, for example, the author describes Jesus as the gate that leads to righteousness: all 

who enter into life through this gate will “make their path straight in holiness and 

righteousness, accomplishing all things without disorder.”  In one particularly revealing 

passage, the author describes Jesus as the path (ἡ ὁδός) to salvation: 

This is the path, loved ones, in which we have found salvation—Jesus Christ, the 
high priest of our offerings, the benefactor who helps us in our weaknesses.   

Through this one (διὰ τούτου) we gaze into the heights of the heavens;  
through this one we see the reflection of his perfect and superior countenance;  
through this one the eyes of our hearts have been opened;  
through this one our foolish and darkened understanding springs up into the 

light;  
through this one the Master has wished us to taste the knowledge of 

immortality.   
He is the radiance of his magnificence, as superior to the angels as he has 
inherited a more excellent name. (36.1-2, emphasis and line breaks added) 
 

This beautifully constructed passage focuses on Jesus as mediator of divine knowledge.  

Through Jesus, the author proclaims, one can contemplate God.68  The author describes 

the contemplation of the divine using sensory language: Jesus enables them to “see” and 

“taste.” 

 Noteworthy titles for Jesus also appear in 1 Clem. 36.1.  The author calls Jesus 

“high priest” (τὸν ἀρχιερέα) and “benefactor” (τὸν προστάτην).69  In 1 Clement, ἀρχιερεύς 

(when referring to Jesus) and προστάτης always appear together (61.3; 64.1),70 and in 

                                                             

68 Lona, Der erste Clemensbrief, 393, glosses the first clause of 36.2 as follows: “Weil der Blick 
sich zum Himmel richtet, ist es möglich, das Antlitz Gottes zu schauen.” 

69 He also calls Jesus “helper” (βοηθὸν), but 36.1 is the only place in 1 Clement that this word 
refers to Jesus.  The author uses the word twice to describe God in 59.3-4.  In the second occurrence, it 
parallels “defender” (ἀντιλήπτορα), and thus the use of this word to describe Jesus supports our 
understanding of προστάτης outlined below.     

70 Lona, Der erste Clemensbrief, 390-91, notes that the combination of these terms is a peculiarity 
(Eigentümlichkeit) of 1 Clement.  
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each case they describe Jesus’ mediatorial role.  In 36.1-2, they describe Jesus as the 

mediator of divine knowledge; in 61.3 the author expresses that worshippers praise God 

through Jesus the high priest and benefactor “of our souls”; and in 64.1 supplicants are 

found pleasing to God through τοῦ ἀρχιερέως καὶ προστάτου.  The conceptual background 

for ἀρχιερεύς is clear enough: the author of 1 Clement is drawing on the language of 

Hebrews to describe Jesus as the High Priest who mediates salvation.71  The title 

προστάτης, on the other hand, is more unique to 1 Clement.   

The noun προστάτης occurs nowhere in the NT, though it does appear in other 

literature of the period.  In Josephus the word often denotes a leader of the people (Ant. 

1.87; 7.341, 376; 12.167; 15.159; J.W. 1.633).  In some cases, προστάτης parallels other 

words that help clarify its meaning.  Solomon, for example, is called the “patron and 

guardian (κηδεµόνα) of the Hebrew nation” (Ant. 7.380).72  Herod is called σωτῆρα καὶ 

προστάτην because of his military conquests.  In multiple places, προστάτης antithetically 

parallels “tyrant” or “despot.”  Claudius promises the Senate that he would administer the 

government ὥσπερ ἀγαθὸς προστάτης οὐχ ὡς τύραννος (J.W. 2.208); and Antipater advises 

the people that if they refuse to support Hyrcanus, he will be a despot instead of a gentle 

governor (ἀντὶ προστάτου δεσπότην) and Hyrcanus will be a tyrant instead of a king (ἀντὶ 

βασιλέως τύραννον) and the Romans will be enemies instead of rulers (ἀνθ᾽ ἡγεµόνων 

                                                             

71 Based on the ubiquitous allusions to Hebrews throughout 1 Clement, Donald Hagner concludes: 
“It seems certain then that Clement read, loved, was taught by, and made us of, the Epistle to the Hebrews 
in writing his pastoral letter to the Church at Corinth” (The Use of the Old and New Testaments, 194).  He 
notes the dissenting view of Beyschlag, who argues that 1 Clement need not know Hebrews; instead, it is 
more likely they share a common tradition (Clemens Romanus und der Frühkatholizismus [BHT 35; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1966], 29). 

72 The two words are also paralleled in Ant. 3.98. 
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πολεµίους).73  In Philo, προστάτης can indicate a shepherd or farmer.  He compares 

reason, the προστάτης of the body, to a shepherd of an irrational, wondering flock (Post. 

68).74  Elswhere, Moses acts καθάπερ ἀγαθῷ προστάτῃ when he implants strength and 

vigor into the plants (Virt. 155).   

In his translation of 1 Clement, Ehrman renders προστάτης as “benefactor.”75  

Such a rendering captures the image of a leader who acts as patron, but it misses some of 

the stronger connotations of the word.  It also implies one who protects, guards, and saves 

his people.  It connotes a leader who acts as a shepherd rather than a tyrant.  And, in the 

case of the last quotation from Philo, it connotes a leader who cultivates his people like a 

farmer who invigorates and strengthens his plants to maximize their fruitfulness.  One 

word may not be able to capture the rich connotations of προστάτης, but “guardian” or 

“protector” should be kept in mind alongside “benefactor.” 

An important question follows from our discussion of Christ’s mediatorial role in 

1 Clement: how does Christ mediate knowledge, peace, healing, redemption, and 

sanctification to the author and his audience?  How is he a path to contemplating God?  

How does he protect and guard?  In several key passages, the author answers such 

questions by affirming that Christ mediates these blessings through his blood.  In other 

words, Christ’s suffering and death serves as a sacrifice that mediates salvation.  In two 

places, the author simply indicates that Jesus “gave his blood for us” (21.6; 49.6); in other 

                                                             

73 Ant. 14.157.  See also Philo, Prob. 45.  He contrasts living under a tyrannical oligarchy with 
living under the care of laws; that is, under “good protectors.” 

74 Elsewhere, Philo describes προστάται of particular flocks (Abr. 221). 

75 His translation appears in volume one of The Apostolic Fathers (LCL; 2 vols.; Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2003).  He consistently translates προστάτης as “benefactor” in all three 
occurrences in 1 Clement (36.1; 61.3; 64.1).    
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places he more explicitly describes the effects of that gift.76  When offering a typological 

interpretation of Rahab’s scarlet thread, for example, the author explains that “it is 

through the blood of our Lord that redemption will come to all who believe and hope in 

God” (12.7).  In an important passage to which we will return later, the author exhorts his 

audience to contemplate Christ’s blood (7.1-4).  “We are writing these things,” the author 

begins, “not only to admonish you but also to remind ourselves.”  He exhorts them to 

“leave behind empty and frivolous thoughts and come to the famous and venerable rule 

(κανόνα) of our tradition.”  He then proceeds to focus his audience’s attention on the 

“canon” of their tradition: “We should gaze intently on the blood of Christ and realize 

how precious it is to the Father; for when it was poured out for our salvation, it brought 

the gracious gift of repentance to the entire world” (7.4). 

Each of these passages affirms the salvific value of Jesus’ suffering.  Through his 

sacrifice, Christ mediates soteriological blessings to the world.  The exhortation to “gaze 

intently (ἀτενίσωµεν) on the blood of Christ,” however, raises other important questions.  

What exactly is the author exhorting his audience to look at or consider?  What affect 

does he imagine that will have on his audience?  As the following analysis will show, the 

narrative of Christ’s suffering, brought before the eyes of the audience as a pattern and 

example, is expected to powerfully affect the audience.  In other words, the blood and 

suffering of Christ, as both sacrifice and pattern, have the power to transform the 

audience.   
                                                             

76 Possibly, the author also indirectly alludes to the blood of Christ in 55.1.  In this passage, the 
author cites examples from the Roman world in which kings have sacrificed themselves for the good of 
their people.  He writes that the kings hand themselves over to death “in order to deliver their fellow 
citizens by shedding their own blood.”  While the author does not specifically name Christ in this passage, 
the preceding description of Christ’s sacrifice for his people might lead the audience to understand the 
Gentile kings as types of Christ.  In this case, 55.1 may provide another description of the effects of 
Christ’s sacrifice: through the shedding of blood, his people are delivered (ῥύοµαι).   
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The affirmation of the power of the pattern of Christ in 1 Clement relies partly on 

distant echoes of the language of Seneca.  Without trying to argue for Seneca’s influence 

on the author of 1 Clement, one might still wonder how the language of 1 Clement would 

sound to an audience familiar with Seneca’s moral teachings.  When Seneca encourages 

his student Lucilius to find exemplars that he can keep always before his eyes, he calls 

those exemplars—whether living or dead—helpers, attendants, guardians, or protectors 

(Ep. 11.8-10; 52.1-7).  Even though our authors write in different languages, we can still 

wonder how an audience would understand titles from the same semantic range 

(guardian, protector, helper, benefactor) when they are applied to Jesus.  Could the 

transformative power of Jesus as exemplar come to mind?  Obviously, these shadowy 

echoes could not prove much on their own, but other evidence from 1 Clement 

demonstrates that this author also assumes the powerful effect exempla can exert.   

Let us return to 1 Clem. 7.4.  The author exhorts the audience to “gaze intently” 

on the blood of Christ, and he recalls how it was “poured out (ἐκχυθέν) for our salvation.”  

How would the audience understand this instruction?  What exactly does the author 

intend for them to look upon?  In his focused study of this verse, Edmund Fisher 

concludes that the blood of Christ is seen when the community celebrates the Eucharist.77  

He places special emphasis on the verb ἐκχύννω.  The verb occurs in the synoptic 

accounts of the institution of the last supper (Matt 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20) and 

early Christian liturgies, though it is absent from the tradition transmitted by Paul (1 Cor 

11:23-26).  Fisher thus concludes that “ekchein should be considered a fixed part of the 

                                                             

77 Edmund W. Fisher, “ ‘Let Us Look Upon the Blood-of-Christ’ (1 Clement 7:4),” VC 34 (1980): 
233. 
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eucharistic liturgy.”78  The “pouring out” of the blood, which reminds worshippers of 

Jesus’ death, could be symbolized in the Eucharist by either pouring the wine from a 

pitcher into a cup or by pouring the wine from the cup into the throat.  When worshippers 

focus on this element of the Eucharist, Fisher contends, they will recognize their own 

salvation.  “Therefore, the eucharist where one looks upon the blood-of-Christ becomes 

the vision, the epiphany of one’s salvation.”79  Fisher also summarizes the effect of 

gazing on the blood: “Looking at the blood-of-Christ provides a reason for repentance, 

and ultimately for salvation.”80   

 Fisher is likely correct that 7.4 refers to the practice of the Eucharist, but his 

analysis fails on two counts.  First, he does not adequately describe the true object of their 

“gazing”; and, second, he does not fully describe the function of the “gazing.”  The 

author is not calling his audience to consider their own salvation by gazing intently on the 

blood of Christ.  Instead, he is calling them to contemplate the sufferings of Christ.  The 

wine poured out during the Eucharist is meant to remind participants of the blood poured 

out on the altar of the cross.  When they see the wine with their eyes, they are to picture 

in their memories the sufferings of their Lord.  Those sufferings and that sacrificial blood 

are “for our salvation,” but the salvation of the community is not the object in view; it is 

the attendant result.   

 Also, attention to Christ’s sufferings provides more than a “reason for 

repentance.”  The sacrifice itself provides the grounds for repentance.  The pouring out of 

the blood, that is the sacrificial death of Jesus, “brought the gracious gift of repentance to 
                                                             

78 Fisher, ”The Blood-of-Christ,” 232. 

79 Fisher, “The Blood-of-Christ,” 233-34. 

80 Fisher, “The Blood-of-Christ,” 219. 
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the entire world” (7.4).  Through it, “the Master has provided an opportunity for 

repentance to those wanting to return to him” (7.5).  Gazing intently on Christ’s 

sufferings certainly reminds the attendee of the opportunity to repent, but it also does 

much more.  Gazing on the pattern of Christ pictured in his suffering can actually shape 

the attendees into humble-minded penitents.  To make this case, however, we will need to 

analyze other passages in which the author focuses the audience’s attention on the pattern 

of Christ.     

 In 1 Clem. 16, the author commends Christ as the preeminent example of humble-

mindedness.  Just as the opening “thanksgiving” crescendos toward the summary 

statement, “all of you were humble-minded,” so also the opening chapters build toward 

the author’s discussion of his cardinal virtue, ταπεινοφροσύνη.  In order to guide his 

audience to peace and concord, the author extols the virtues of repentance (7.1 – 8.5), 

obedience (9.1 – 10.7), hospitality, piety, faith (11.1 – 12.8), and most importantly 

humility (13.1 – 19.1).  “Within the structure of the larger section, 7.2 – 19.1,” Bowe 

recognizes, “the exhortations to the virtue of ταπεινοφροσύνη constitute the climax and, 

because of their placement (i.e., last) and length (i.e., double the earlier material), they 

receive the strongest emphasis in the section.”81   

Even more than the climax of this larger section, however, ταπεινοφροσύνη might 

be considered the most important virtue in the entire letter.  Bowe notes that, despite what 

some have argued, Clement’s paraenetic emphasis does not fall on order and submission 

alone.  “More important,” she writes, “are the repeated exhortations to attitudes and 

virtues which the author believes are indispensible for Christian life”; and chief among 

                                                             

81 Bowe, A Church in Crisis, 116. 
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these is “the virtue of ταπεινοφροσύνη and the ταπεινο– word group which lies at the heart 

of Clement’s ecclesiological paraenesis.”82  To help substantiate her claim, Bowe 

demonstrates that ταπεινοφροσύνη is often combined with the other virtues: obedience 

(13.3; 19.1; 58.2), submission (2.1), gentleness (21.7; 30.8); kindness (13.1; 21.7; 30.8; 

56.1; 58.2; 62.2), and peace (44.3).  She thus concludes that “this virtue contains within 

itself all the virtues necessary for the inner life of the Church.”83   

A fuller definition of the term clarifies how it can serve as the basis for the other 

virtues.  Theime describes ταπεινοφροσύνη as “the readiness for a lower position, lesser 

regard, the absence of any desire to be great or distinguished, to have external honor or 

public esteem or a name, to mean something, to play a role,” and he is careful to affirm 

that ταπεινοφροσύνη has nothing to do with inferiority or self-disparagement. 84  In 13.1, 

ταπεινοφροσύνη is contrasted with its opposites: arrogance, conceit, foolishness, and 

forms of anger (ἀλαζονείαν καὶ τῦφος καὶ ἀφροσύνην καὶ ὀργάς).  Arrogance, pride, and 

anger make difficult the repentance, obedience, and submission necessary to achieve the 

order that leads to peace and harmony; whereas a gentle “readiness for a lower position” 

and an absence of personal ambition naturally lead to those virtues.   

In the center of the author’s presentation of ταπεινοφροσύνη, he presents the 

example of Christ (16.1-17).  The chapter begins by contrasting Christ’s rule with 

worldly kings.  Though he is “the scepter of God’s majesty,” a clear symbol of royal 

might, he did not come with arrogance (ἀλαζονείας) or haughtiness but with a humble 
                                                             

82 Bowe, A Church in Crisis, 112. 

83 Bowe, A Church in Crisis, 120 n. 46. 

84 K. Thieme, “Die ταπεινοφροσύνη Phil. 2 und R. 12,” ZNW 8 (1907): 9-31.  English translation 
by Bowe, A Church in Crisis, 114. 
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mind (ταπεινοφρονῶν).  The author then quotes an extended section of Isa 53 (16.3-14)85 

followed by a shorter segment of Ps 22 (16.15-16) in order to demonstrate that Christ’s 

attitude and actions conform to what the Holy Spirit spoke concerning him.  The 

quotations highlight the servant’s and the psalmist’s endurance and humility in suffering.  

The passage from Isa 53 affirms that the servant not only lacked beauty; his form was 

dishonorable and inferior to others.  He was wounded and bruised, but he remained silent 

throughout the humiliating injustice he suffered.  Similarly, the psalmist recalls being 

reproached and despised by the people who mocked him.  The author claims that through 

both passages the Holy Spirit speaks about Christ and his sufferings.  Indeed, after citing 

the texts from Isa 53 and Ps 22, the author calls his reader to behold the example 

(ὑπογραµµός)86 Christ has given.  He then asks: “For if the Lord was humble-minded in 

this way, what shall we ourselves do, who through him have assumed the yoke of his 

gracious favor?” (16.17).  The answer follows immediately in 17.1:87 “We should 

become imitators also of those who went about in the skins of goats and sheep, 

proclaiming the coming of Christ.” 

                                                             

85 Hagner (The Use of the Old and New Testaments, 50) classifies this as an “essentially verbatim 
quotation.”  He notes that Clement “agrees almost exactly with the LXX in a passage which diverges from 
the MT considerably.” 

86 The word literally refers to the tablet on which a teacher would lightly write letters that the 
student could practice by tracing (Leonhard Goppelt, A Commentary on 1 Peter [ed. Ferdinand Hahn; trans. 
John E. Alsup; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993], 204).  J. B. Lightfoot (S. Clement of Rome: The Two 
Epistles to the Corinthians [London: Macmillan, 1869], 51) highlights its similarity with ὑποτύπωσις, 
which is used in the art of sculpture to refer to the first rough model (cf. 1 Tim 1:16; 2 Tim 1:13).  In the 
NT, ὑπογραµµός occurs only in 1 Pet 2:21; in the Apostolic Fathers it occurs four times, three of which are 
found in 1 Clement (5.7; 16.17; 33.7).  The other occurrence is in Pol. Phil. 8.2, where it also refers to the 
example of Christ’s endurance and is connected to Isa 53. 

87 It is an unfortunate chapter break between 16 and 17 because it disrupts the flow of the 
argument. 
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The author then lists examples of biblical personages who had a good reputation 

but maintained their humility (17.2 – 18.17).  Abraham was called a friend of God, but he 

said of himself, “I am just dust and ashes.”  Job was upright and blameless but still 

accused himself.  Moses was greatly exalted and yet said, “I am just steam from a pot.”  

David was called a man after God’s own heart, but he confessed his sin and threw 

himself upon the mercy of a God, who “will not despise a crushed and humble heart.”  

Like Christ, all of these exemplars exhibit ταπεινοφροσύνη; and because they are human, 

the humility leads to confession and repentence. The author then concludes the litany of 

examples by reminding his recipients: “The humility and obedient lowliness of so many 

people with such a strong reputation have improved (βελτίους ἐποίησεν) not only us, but 

also the generations that came before us—indeed all those who received the sayings of 

God in reverential awe and truth” (19.1). 

The chapters that follow the explication of the example of Christ clarify the 

function of the exemplum in 1 Clement.  First, the example of Christ functions as the 

centerpiece in a typological interpretation of Scripture and history.  Second, the examples 

call for imitation and somehow “improve” those who revere them.  After an excursus on 

the typological interpretation of the example of Christ, we will return to the second point 

and describe the language and imagery the author of 1 Clement uses to communicate the 

transformative effect of exempla.   

 
Excursus on Typology in 1 Clement   

In 1 Clement, the author understands Jesus to be the archetypal pattern through 

which all other patterns, past and future, can be understood.  Paraenetically, Christ is the 

prism through which the audience discerns what should be imitated in the examples from 
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Jewish and Christian history.  To understand this function of the example of Christ, we 

must explain the function and use of typology in early Christian exegesis.  

Typological interpretation has enjoyed varying degrees of popularity throughout 

the last two millennia.  The early Christians found it a useful way to tie together the two 

testaments; and as long as the unity of the Bible was assumed, the typological method 

could flourish.  With the advent of the historical-critical method, however, the pre-critical 

assumption of biblical unity was shattered, and typological interpretation became “an 

historical curiosity.”88  G. W. H. Lampe describes the paradigm shift:  

In place of the unhistorical attitude which saw the Bible as a vast harmonious 
complex of prophecy and fulfillment, type and antitype, allegorical picture and 
spiritual reality, fused together by the uniform inspiration of the Holy Spirit, 
Biblical criticism sought to recover the true and original meaning of the literal 
sense, and to set the various documents comprising the Bible in their proper 
context in history instead of seeing them as pieces fixed unalterably in a divinely 
planned mosaic pattern of Holy Scripture.89 
 

In the middle of the twentieth century, however, interest in the typological method 

waxed.  Writing in 1957, Lampe could say, “typology has again come into its own.”90  Of 

course, with this statement he meant that scholars had recognized the importance of 

sympathetically entering into the world of the NT authors in order to understand their use 

of their Scriptures.  Whether or not modern critics could responsibly employ the method 

in their own interpretation remained a debatable issue.   

 In this period of the typological interpretation’s rebirth, scholars made several 

important clarifications.  Two are significant for our study.  First, interpreters strove to 

                                                             

88 G. W. H. Lampe and K. J. Woollcombe, Essays on Typology (SBT 22; London: SCM Press, 
1957), 16. 

89 Lampe and Woollcombe, Essays on Typology, 15.  

90 Lampe and Woollcombe, Essays on Typology, 18. 
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distinguish typology from its interpretively suspect sister, allegory.  The distinction rested 

primarily on the definition of typology as historical and allegory as ahistorical.  

Woollcombe describes what would become a familiar refrain: “Typological exegesis is 

the search for linkages between events, persons or things within the historical framework 

of revelation, whereas allegorism is the search for secondary and hidden meaning 

underlying the primary and obvious meaning of a narrative” (italics original).91  He 

commends Paul for anchoring his allegorism to history, but bemoans the church Fathers 

who preferred Philo’s more enigmatic methods.  Because of them, he argues, Paul’s 

healthy allegorism was lost.92 

 Second, some scholars drew a distinction between typology and paraenesis.  

Eichrodt writes: “Typology is concerned with the reactualization of the Old Testament 

realities as a prerepresentation of present salvation, while paraenesis values these realities 

as warning and advising models for the present community.”93  D. A. Hagner expresses 

                                                             

91 Lampe and Woollcombe, Essays on Typology, 40.  See also Walther Eichrodt, “Is Typological 
Exegesis an Appropriate Method?” in Essays on Old Testament Hermeneutics (ed. Claus Westermann; 
trans. James Barr; Richmond, Va.: John Knox Press, 1963), 227.  More recent exegetes still make the same 
distinction.  For example, David L. Baker (“Typology and the Christian Use of the Old Testament” SJT 29 
[1976]: 153) strongly affirms that typology is historical: “Its concern is not with words but with historical 
facts: events, people, institutions. . . . The fundamental conviction which underlies typology is that God is 
constantly active in the history of this world (especially in the history of his chosen people) and that as a 
consequence the events in his history tend to follow a consistent pattern.” The correspondent, fundamental 
conviction underlying typology, which Baker leaves unstated, is that God is immutable.  God acts now as 
he has since Creation. 

92 Lampe and Woollcombe, Essays on Typology, 56.  At this point, Woollcombe is severely 
criticized by James Barr (Old and New in Interpretation: A Study of the Two Testaments [London: SCM 
Press, 1966], 104ff.) for reinforcing two false dichotomies.  Barr does not think that the distinction between 
historical typology and ahistorical allegory can be maintained, and he believes the distinction between 
Jewish typology and Hellenistic allegory is equally misleading. He cites the traditional interpretation of the 
Song of Songs as a reason the first dichotomy cannot be maintained.  While the book has no historical 
reference, it is allegorized to refer to God’s historical dealings with Israel or Christ’s relationship with the 
Church (106).   

93 Eichrodt, “Typological Exegesis,” in Westermann, Old Testament Hermeneutics, 228. 
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the same sentiment in his analysis of Clement’s interpretive methodologies.94  He divides 

Clement’s approach to the OT into three categories: literal, typological, and allegorical.  

He places almost all of the examples into the literal category95 and concludes: “The most 

likely explanation of Clement’s predominantly literal interpretation is the paraenetic 

purpose of the epistle.”96  In his estimation, paraenesis and typology do not fit together.   

 The distinction between typology and paraenesis is not universally accepted, 

however.  Soon after Eichrodt made the distinction, Barr challenged it.  He notes the 

common use of OT examples in paraenesis and argues: “Only to a limited extent is it 

possible to make a clear demarcation of this from typology. . . .  If it were possible to 

justify typology strictly as a relation of correspondences between divine acts, paraenesis 

should fall clearly apart from typology; but it is very doubtful if this will work in 

practice.”97  Likewise, Baker affirms that “typology is an aid to practical application of 

the Bible in the Christian Church. . . .  Events, persons, and institutions offer the Christian 

types for his life.”98  In a recent paper, Richard Hays explored “the various ways in which 

individual NT writers employ Israel’s Scripture in the construction of Christian ethics,” 

and he concluded that one way the writers do so is through “narrative typology.”99  By 

this he means: “Israel’s story is understood . . . as a history of election and promise that 

                                                             

94 Hagner, The Use of the Old and New Testaments, 125-32. 

95 He does allow the examples of Elijah, Elisha, and Ezekiel to be considered typological because 
they are explicitly said to proclaim the coming of Christ (1 Clem. 17.1).   

96 Hagner, The Use of the Old and New Testaments, 131. 

97 Barr, Old and New in Interpretation, 113. 

98 Baker, “Typology,” 156. 

99 Richard Hays, “ ‘Keeping the Commandments of God’? How do the New Testament’s Readings 
of the Story of Israel Shape Christian Ethics?” (paper presented at the annual meeting of the Society of 
Biblical Literature, Washington, D.C., 20 November 2006), 17-18.   
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points figurally to the life of the Christian community; the church stands in narrative 

continuity with Israel and sees in the story of Israel a prefiguration of its own identity.”100   

 The examples in 1 Clement function in a way similar to the narrative typology 

that Hays describes.  The patterns of Israel and her people are models for the Christian 

community to imitate in their own life.  The patterns must be rightly discerned, however, 

if they are to be properly imitated; and the pattern of Christ functions as the key to proper 

interpretation of the exempla. 

 O’Keefe and Reno note that in the typological interpretation of the patristic 

writers, “Jesus Christ functions as the hub of all reality.”101  They cite Cyril, who 

provides a good example of this concept in his explanation of the relationship between 

the Exodus, baptism, and Christ (Mystagogical Catechesis 2.2-2.5).  He first explains 

how the Exodus prefigures baptism; then he shows that the Exodus also prefigures Christ.  

Finally, he demonstrates that baptism “postfigures” Christ.  Thus, rather than having a 

simple Exodus/baptism or Exodus/Christ typology, he presents a more complicated 

Exodus/Christ/baptism typology.  O’Keefe and Reno explain: “Christ is presented as the 

central or disclosing type, the pattern of redemptive suffering that organizes and clarifies 

our understanding of Old Testament prefigurations and our current experiences or 

‘postfigurations’ ” (emphasis added).102  Christ is the antitype or archetype, “the master 

type in which all other types, whether before or after, find their fulfillment.”103  It is this 

                                                             

100 Hays, “Keeping the Commandments,” 18. 

101 John J. O’Keefe and R. R. Reno, Sanctified Vision: An Introduction to Early Christian 
Interpretation of the Bible (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005), 81. 

102 O’Keefe and Reno, Sanctified Vision, 81. 

103 O’Keefe and Reno, Sanctified Vision, 81. 
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more complicated form of typology—a typology that maintains the historical reality of 

the types, that functions paraenetically, and that orbits around Christ as the “hub” or 

archetype—which 1 Clement employs.   

 Thus, the pattern of Christ, as described in 1 Clem. 16, acts as the hub around 

which the other exempla orbit.  The exempla are interpreted through the prism of the 

archetype, Christ.  His pattern of ταπεινοφροσύνη establishes the interpretive grid through 

which the other examples can be properly understood and imitated.  The lives of David or 

Moses or Job could yield any number of possible imperatives.  The control is the example 

of Christ.  Only so far as the examples are types of Christ are they patterns to be imitated.  

As noted in the previous chapter, the study of exempla requires discerning attention, and 

in 1 Clement the pattern of Christ supplies the κανών that guides discernment.  

 The influence of the pattern of Christ likely extends beyond the larger section 

focused on humility (13.1 – 19.3).  The examples of Daniel, Ananias, Azarias, and Misael 

(45.6-7) are patterns of humbly enduring unjust suffering.  Even though the example of 

Christ is not explicitly mentioned in 1 Clem. 45, the influence of the description of Christ 

in 1 Clem. 16 allows the audience to understand these biblical figures as types of Christ.  

Examples from outside of biblical literature can also be understood in this way.  Along 

with Judith and Esther, Gentile kings serve as examples of those who have sacrificed 

themselves for the communal good (55.1-6).  Again, while the author does not explicitly 

mention the pattern of Christ, the description of the kings who “deliver their fellow 

citizens by shedding their own blood” strongly alludes to the depiction of Christ 

throughout 1 Clement.  Additionally, in this same passage the author describes Esther, 

who endangers herself to save her people.  When God saw the “humbleness of her soul 
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(τὸ ταπεινὸν τῆς ψυχῆς αὐτῆς),” he rescued the people (55.6).  By introducing his cardinal 

virtue into this passage, the author calls to mind the chief pattern of that virtue, and thus 

Esther and the other examples of humble self-sacrifice can be understood as types of 

Christ.  Likewise, Peter and Paul are types of Christ, even though they did not historically 

precede Christ, because like Christ they endure suffering that results from unjust jealousy 

(5.4-7).  Because of his heroic perseverance through unjust suffering, the author calls 

Paul the “greatest example” (µέγιστος ὑπογραµµός) of endurance, using the same word 

that he employs to describe the example of Christ.  In this way, many of the other 

examples in 1 Clement could have been understood typologically.   

 
The Effect of the Example of Christ   

 As noted above, the author indicates in 1 Clem. 19.1 that the stories of humility 

and obedience recounted up to that point have “improved” (βελτίους ἐποίησεν) all those 

who have fearfully and truthfully received the sayings of God.  The next section will 

offer a fuller description of how looking at exempla results in moral transformation in 1 

Clement.  Before entering that discussion, however, we will study one particular passage 

that expresses the transformative value of seeing the example of Christ.   

 In 2.1-8, the author describes the idyllic state of the Corinthian church before their 

current strife.  He recalls how they exemplified the virtues he will try to encourage 

throughout the rest of the letter: “And all of you used to be humble in mind (πάντες τε 

ἐταπεινοφρονεῖτε), not arrogant in the least, being submissive rather than forcing 

submission, giving more gladly than receiving, being satisfied with the provisions 

supplied by Christ.”  He then proceeds to explain the grounds for such virtuous attitudes: 

“You paid attention to (προσέχοντες) his [Christ’s] words, carefully storing them up in 
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your inner selves.  And his sufferings were present before your eyes.  For this reason a 

deep and rich peace was given to all, along with an insatiable desire for doing good; and a 

full outpouring of the Holy Spirit came upon everyone” (2.1-2).  The author lists the 

specific behaviors that resulted: they were zealous for the good; they struggled on behalf 

of the brotherhood; they were sincere and bore no grudges; they abhorred schism.  In 

sum, “You were adorned with a highly virtuous and honorable way of life, and you 

accomplished all things in reverential awe of him.  The commandments and righteous 

demands of the Lord were inscribed (ἐγέγραπτο) upon the tablets of your heart” (2.8).  

The community experienced a deep and rich peace, which the author now hopes they can 

reclaim, because they attended to the words of Christ and kept his sufferings present 

before their eyes.   

 How did the Corinthians keep the sufferings of Christ before their eyes?  The 

reference to the Eucharist in 7.4 might provide a hint.  Certain elements of the worship 

service, like the wine of the Eucharist, symbolically represent the sufferings of Jesus.  

The Corinthians might keep the sufferings of Christ “before their eyes” by “gazing 

intently” on those ritual elements.    In our discussion of that passage we noted, however, 

that the real object of attention in the Eucharist is not the physical elements of the ritual 

but the narrative of Christ’s suffering.  Attention on the wine should focus the memory on 

the story of Christ’s blood being poured out at the cross.  The same is likely true in 2.1.  

In the past, the Corinthian community regularly focused their memories on the narrative 

of Christ’s humble endurance through suffering.  They attended to his teachings and to 

his example.   
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 Their focus on his teachings and example directly affected their life together.  It 

resulted in peace and a desire for good.  One clue to the mechanics of this process occurs 

in the last line of the chapter.  The author uses the language of “imprinting” to explain the 

Corinthians’ actions.  The commandments of God were inscribed on their hearts, and this 

resulted in their living a highly virtuous and honorable way of life.  But how were the 

commandments inscribed on their hearts?   

 In the previous chapter, we looked at language of “imprinting” in Philo.  In those 

texts, the soul is often imprinted through contemplation.  In one clear example, Philo 

calls his readers to contemplate the example of God who rested on the Sabbath:  

Let us not pass by such a model (ἀρχέτυπον) of the most excellent ways of life, 
the practical and the contemplative; but let us always keep our eyes fixed 
(βλέποντες) upon it, and stamp (ἐγχαράττωµεν) a visible image (ἐναργεῖς εἰκόνας) 
and representation of it on our own minds, making our mortal nature resemble, as 
far as possible, his immortal one, in respect of saying and doing what is proper. 
(Dec. 101) 
 

Contemplating the model imprints it on the mind or soul; and the imprinting reshapes the 

soul so that actions and speech are transformed.  The audience might recognize the same 

pattern in 1 Clem. 2.  The Corinthians repeatedly attended to the teaching of Jesus and the 

pattern of his humble suffering.  The teachings and pattern were thus engraved on their 

hearts.  Naturally, their actions and speech then resembled what had been engraved on 

their hearts.  Attention to the pattern of Christ, therefore, transformed them in ways that 

enabled them to imitate the pattern.  As a result, their community was marked by a deep 

and rich peace.   

 If peace and harmony will once again characterize the Corinthian community, the 

process described in 2.1-8 needs to be recreated.  The Corinthian community needs once 

again to heed the teachings of Jesus and keep his sufferings before their eyes.  The bulk 
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of the body of 1 Clement aims to accomplish just that.  The author repeatedly focuses the 

attention of the audience on the pattern of Christ and other exemplary types of Christ.  A 

reader familiar with the widespread concept of transformation by vision would 

understand the paraenetic aim of such copious exempla.  By presenting the audience with 

so many virtuous exempla, the author offers his audience an opportunity for moral 

transformation.  When the audience applies their discerning attention to the virtuous 

exemplars, the exempla “implant in those who search them out a great and zealous 

eagerness which leads to imitation” (Plutarch, Per. 1.4).   

 In 2.1-8, the author of 1 Clement uses the metaphor of imprinting to describe the 

affect of the pattern of Christ, but the metaphor does not occur in other parts of the 

letter.104  One need not conclude, however, that the concept of transformation by vision is 

thus absent in other parts of the letter.  Rather, the author uses other language and 

metaphors to describe the same concept.  In the following section, we will review the 

language of visual experience in 1 Clement, demonstrating that the author often calls the 

audience to observe exempla.  Then, we will explore the metaphor of “clinging” that the 

author uses to communicate the concept of transformation by vision.   

 
Transformation by Vision in 1 Clement 

 
                   
ἀτενίζω in 1 Clement 

 In the Apostolic Fathers, only 1 Clement uses the verb ἀτενίζω (7.4; 9.2; 17.2; 

19.2; 36.2); in the NT, on the other hand, the word occurs frequently in Luke-Acts (Luke 

                                                             

104 The verb γράφω in the passive form occurs frequently in 1 Clement, but only in 2.8 does it refer 
to something engraved on the heart.  In almost all cases, the word describes what was written in the 
scripture.   
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4:20; 22:56; Acts 1:10; 3:4, 12; 6:15; 7:55; 10:4; 11:6; 13:9; 14:9; 23:1).105  Fisher notes 

that in Luke-Acts the verb most often occurs in epiphanies.106  For example, in Acts 1:10, 

as Jesus ascends, the disciples gaze into the heavens and suddenly two men in white 

robes appear next to them.  Fisher also notes that the verb often occurs in healing 

accounts (Acts 3:4; 3:12; 13:9; 14:9).  Supported by the usage in Luke-Acts, he argues 

that in 1 Clement ἀτενίζω “was a technical term for gazing at God or for gazing at the 

divine.”107 

 Most of the occurrences of ἀτενίζω in 1 Clement support Fisher’s conclusion.  In 

17.2, the author describes Abraham who “gazed intently upon the glory of God with a 

humble-mind”; in 19.2 Christians are exhorted to “gaze intently on the Father and 

Creator”; and in 36.2 the Christians “gaze into the heights of the heavens” through Jesus 

Christ.  First Clement 7.4 provides a particularly interesting example: “We should gaze 

intently on the blood of Christ and realize how precious it is to his Father; for when it was 

poured out for our salvation, it brought the gracious gift of repentance to the entire 

world.”108  In this instance, the audience is not called to gaze at the Father directly, but 

instead to gaze on the pattern of the divine Son’s suffering.  The occurrence, therefore, 

can be construed to affirm Fisher’s definition.  The final occurrence of ἀτενίζω, however, 

defies his technical definition. 
                                                             

105 Joseph A. Fitzmyer (The Acts of the Apostles [AB 31; New York: Doubleday, 1998], 210) and 
Luke Timothy Johnson (The Gospel of Luke [SP 3; Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical Press, 1991], 79) 
both note Luke’s affinity for this verb, but they stop short of proposing any significance for its frequent 
usage.  Outside of Luke-Acts, the verb also occurs in 2 Cor 3:7, 13.   

106 Fisher, “The Blood-of-Christ,” 221.  In his scheme, Acts 1:10; 7:55; 10:4; 11:6; 2 Cor 3:7; and 
3:13 all fit the form-critical category of an epiphany.  Luke 4:20 and Acts 6:15 resemble the form.   

107 Fisher, “The Blood-of-Christ,” 221.   

108 Note here a striking verbal parallel with 1 Pet 1:18-19 which reminds its audience that they 
were ransomed with the precious blood of Christ.   
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 In 9.2, the author implores his audience: “We should gaze intently on those who 

have perfectly served his magnificent glory.”  The author then proceeds to list specific 

personages that should be considered: Enoch and Noah (9.3-4), Abraham (10), Lot (11), 

and Rahab (12).  Clearly, “gazing intently” at these Old Testament figures does not 

involve a divine epiphany; therefore, 9.2 indicates that we need a more nuanced 

understanding of the verb’s usage. 

 Bakke rightly recognizes the significance of ἀτενίζω in 9.2: “The challenge to ‘fix 

our gaze’ on those who perfectly served him [God], introduces a list consisting of 

examples taken from the Old Testament (9:2).  The call to pay attention to these 

examples from the past functions as an appeal to imitate them.”109  In this verse and in 

others, the verb is closely connected to a series of examples that should be carefully 

considered for the purpose of imitation.  In 19.2, for example, the author exhorts the 

hearers to “gaze intently” on the Creator; but this exhortation is immediately preceded by 

a reminder of the examples of humility and obedience which have been rehearsed, and it 

is immediately followed by the rationale for carefully looking at God: “We should 

observe him with understanding and look upon his patient will with the eyes of our soul.  

We should realize how he feels no anger towards his entire creation” (9.3).  They are to 

look at God not simply to experience an epiphany but to realize that God is the supreme 

example of the patient endurance to which they have been exhorted.   

 Fisher’s thesis need not be completely rejected: he is certainly correct that the 

majority of the occurrences of ἀτενίζω in 1 Clement refer to a visual experience of the 

divine.  His conclusion about the function of these visual experiences, however, is 

                                                             

109 Bakke, Concord and Peace, 58. 
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lacking: “The proper setting for the use of the term is, therefore, a scene in which the 

viewer sees a vision of God, of an angel, of heaven, or of some divine manifestation, that 

is the means of the viewer apprehending his salvation.”110  One might be able to build 

this case on 7.4 alone (and this verse is the primary focus of Fisher’s essay), but such a 

conclusion does not accurately reflect the usage of ἀτενίζω throughout 1 Clement.  And it 

certainly does not accurately describe the function of all of the language of visual 

experience in 1 Clement.  Fisher’s study is too limited in this regard.  The following 

analysis of the other formulations of visual experience will demonstrate that exempla are 

often the object of “seeing,” and imitation is often the goal of “seeing.”    

 
ἐγκύπτω in 1 Clement 

 Fisher limits his study to the use of ἀτενίζω, and so he does not analyze other 

formulations of visual experience.  Of course, even if he did, he might very well have 

overlooked ἐγκύπτω.  First, the word occurs only rarely.  It does not appear at all in the 

NT, and there is not a single uncontested reference in the LXX.111  The word occurs only 

five times in the Apostolic Fathers, and four of those occurrences are in 1 Clement.112  As 

a result, one can find little comparative material in early Christian literature.  Second, the 

word literally means “to stoop down.”  Thucydides, for example, uses it to describe men 

                                                             

110 Fisher, “The Blood-of-Christ,” 227.  Luke 2:29-32 offers the clearest example of what Fisher 
seems to mean in his conclusion: when Simeon sees the infant Jesus in the Temple, he declares, “my eyes 
have seen your salvation.”  Even though these verses do not employ ἀτενίζω, Fisher argues that they 
provide an example of salvation as a visual experience.  He then concludes that ἀτενίζω is used in much the 
same way.   

111 Craig A. Evans, “A Note on ΕΓΚΥΠΤΕΙΝ in 1 Clement” VC 38 (1984): 201 n. 2.   

112 The other occurrence is in Pol. Phil. 3.2.  Concerning the letters Paul wrote to the Philippians, 
Polycarp says, “If you carefully peer (ἐγκύπτητε) into them, you will be able to be built up in the faith that 
was given to you.”  This example strongly supports the conclusions outlined below. 
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who are bending over to carry heavy weights on their backs (4.4).  At the literal level, 

then, the word has little to do with visual experience.   

 The metaphorical meaning of ἐγκύπτω, however, implies careful attention to an 

object.  In the Republic, for example, Plato tells the story of a shepherd in Lydia who saw 

a great chasm open in the earth as the result of a great deluge.  When he approached the 

chasm, he “peeped in and saw (ἐγκύψαντα ἰδεῖν) a corpse” (Resp. 359D).  In this case 

ἐγκύπτω indicates stooping over for the purpose of looking closely at something.  The 

shepherd literally bends over, but the word implies more than the physical acts of 

stooping.  Similarly, Herodotus uses ἐγκύπτω in a quip about people’s troubles: “But this 

I know full well—if all men should carry their own private troubles to market for barter 

with their neighbors, not one but when he had looked into (ἐγκύψαντες) the troubles of 

other men would be right glad to carry home again what he had brought” (Hist. 7.152).  

In this case, the metaphorical meaning is primary, and the literal is only implied.  The 

context indicates that ἐγκύπτω should be rendered “to look at,” but one can imagine the 

person bending over the bundle of troubles in order to investigate more closely. 

 Liddell & Scott include the metaphorical sense in their definition, “to stoop down 

and peep in”; and they state that ἐγκύπτω means “to look closely into” when it is used 

with εἰς.  In his study of the use of ἐγκύπτω in 1 Clement, Evans concludes that in each 

case the verb could be rendered as, “peering into something in the sense of making a 
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study.”113  Lightfoot likewise offers the translation, “peers into,” and notes that in the 

Apostolic Fathers it is used specifically to indicate a diligent study of the Scriptures.114 

The four occurrences of ἐγκύπτω in 1 Clement appear in 40.1; 45.2; 53.1; and 

62.3.115  Only 45.2 and 53.1 directly connect ἐγκύπτω with the Scriptures; hence, some 

commentators have shied away from Lightfoot’s possibly limited definition.116  When 

read in context, however, both 40.1 and 62.3 can be understood to refer to the careful 

study of the scriptures.  In 40.1, the author argues that since “we have gazed into the 

depths of divine knowledge, we should do everything the Master has commanded us to 

perform in an orderly way and at appointed times.”  He then proceeds to discuss the 

“sacrificial offerings,” the “liturgical rites,” and their proper order—all things that would 

have been known from the scriptures.  The implication is that the depths of divine 

knowledge are, in this case, revealed in the Levitical law.   
                                                             

113 Evans, “A Note on ΕΓΚΥΠΤΕΙΝ,” 200. 

114 Lightfoot, S. Clement of Rome: The Two Epistles to the Corinthians, 126. 

115 Below are various translations of the four passages.  Ehrman is not included because his 
translation is used throughout this paper.  In each case, he uses “gazed” to translate ἐγκύπτω.  Also, Holmes 
and Lightfoot agree in every case; so, I have only listed Holmes. 
 40.1:  Lake: “we have looked into the depths of divine knowledge” 
  Holmes: “we have searched into the depths of divine knowledge” 
  Lona: “wir einen Einblick in die Tiefen der göttlichen Erkenntnis erhalten haben” 
  Jaubert: “après nous être penchés sur les profondeurs de la connaissance divine” 
 45.2: Lake: “You have studied the Holy Scriptures” 
  Holmes: “You have searched the scriptures” 
  Lona: “Ihr habt einen Einblick bekommen in die heiligen Schriften” 
  Jaubert: “Vous vous êtes plongés dans les saintes Écritures” 
 53.1:   Lake: “you have studied the oracles of God” 
  Holmes: “you have searched into the oracles of God” 
  Lona: “Ihr . . . habt einen Einblicken in die Aussprüche Gottes gewonnen” 
  Jaubert: “vous vous êtes penchés sur les paroles de Dieu” 
 62.3:  Lake: “who have studied the oracles of the teaching of God” 
  Holmes: “who . . . have diligently studied the oracles of the teaching of God” 
  Lona: “und in die Aussprüche der Unterweisung Gottes Einblick erhalten haben” 
  Jaubert: “qui ont approfondi les paroles des enseignements divins” 

116 Lona, Der erste Clemensbrief, 429, argues that 40.1 prevents one form restricting the meaning 
of ἐγκύπτω to the study of the writings.  



 
 

143 
 

In 62.3, the author states that because he is writing to people “who have gazed 

into the sayings of God’s teaching,” he is happy to bring “these things” to mind.  “These 

things” seems to refer to the list of virtues and fitting conduct that have been emphasized 

in the letter (62.1-2).  The hearers are to act by embodying these virtues “just as our 

ancestors, whom we mentioned before, were pleasing to God by being humble-minded 

toward the Father.”  Directly following this example of the ancestors—who are most 

likely the biblical figures mentioned throughout the letter—the author says that he is 

happy to bring “these things” to mind because he is confident his audience has “gazed 

into the sayings of God’s teaching.”  The “sayings of God’s teaching” with which the 

author assumes his audience is familiar must be the Scriptures which include the 

examples of the biblical ancestors.  Jaubert is certainly more precise than Lightfoot when 

she writes that in 1 Clement ἐγκύπτω is used to refer to “la penetration des Écritures ou 

des paroles de Dieu,”117 but the qualification seems superfluous.  Indeed, in the examples 

listed above, “the sayings of God” are synonymous with “the Scriptures.”118  The two 

phrases even parallel one another in 53.1: “For you know the sacred scriptures . . . and 

you have gazed into the sayings of God.”   

One should also note that three of the four occurrences of ἐγκύπτω in 1 Clement 

are closely connected to the examples of biblical figures.  After the author reminds his 

audience that they have “gazed into the holy and true Scriptures” in 45.2, he proceeds to 

cite the exemplary conduct of the upright who were persecuted by the lawless: Daniel and 

                                                             

117 Jaubert, Clément de Rome, 167. 

118 In his comments on 19.1, the first place one encounters the phrase “the sayings of God,” Lona 
(Der erste Clemensbrief, 245) states that “the sayings” are the expression of God’s will as it is particularly 
revealed in Scripture.  
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Ananias, Azarias, and Misael (i.e., Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego).  In 53.1, the 

author states that because his audience has “gazed into the sayings of God” what he will 

write is only a reminder.  He then recites a story of Moses’ humility and love for Israel 

(53.2-5) and calls all those who are noble to imitate his example (54.1-2).  Finally, it has 

already been noted above that the reference to the audience’s having “gazed into the 

sayings of God” in 62.3 is immediately preceded by a reference to the exemplary 

humble-mindedness of the ancestors.  It is also immediately followed by an exhortation 

to imitate the examples: “Now that we have considered such great and so many 

examples, it is right for us to bow our necks in submission and assume a position of 

obedience” (63.1).   

Based on this evidence, Lightfoot’s description of the use of ἐγκύπτω in 1 

Clement can be further refined.  Not only does the verb indicate a careful study of the 

Scriptures; most often, it specifically refers to gazing at the examples of biblical 

personages.119  Also, we should not forget at this point what Bakke says about 9.2: “The 

call to pay attention to these examples from the past functions as an appeal to imitate 

them.”120  Surely the same is true for the lists of examples surrounding the verb ἐγκύπτω.  

 
Other Formulations of Visual Experience 

 Even a thorough study of ἀτενίζω and ἐγκύπτω in 1 Clement would not exhaust 

the language of visual experience in the epistle.  In the section below we will discuss 

                                                             

119 Even 40.1 may fit into this definition.  While it is not followed immediately by the examples of 
specific characters in the Old Testament, it is followed by the example of orderliness found in the 
sacrificial and liturgical system.  Also, the more generic examples of the high priest, the regular priests, and 
the laity are cited.   

120 Bakke, Concord and Peace, 58.   
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three other formulations, and even this discussion will not completely exhaust the 

subject.121  It will, however, help to support the argument made to this point.   

 First, on two occasions the author describes “eyes” in a metaphorical sense.  In 

19.3, he writes: “We should observe him [the Father and Creator] with understanding and 

look upon his patient will with the eyes of our soul.”  Even though the “eyes” are not 

literal eyes, the verbs ἴδωµεν and ἐµβλέψωµεν indicate this passage should be included 

with other examples of visual experience in 1 Clement.  Similarly, 59.3 reads: “Open the 

eyes of our heart, that we may recognize you as the one alone who is the highest among 

the highest.”  In both of these cases, the “eyes” are intended to look upon the divine 

nature.  In 19.3, God is the example of patience and lack of anger that should be imitated.  

In 59.3, God is the one who among other things exalts and shows mercy to the humble.   

 Second, on three occasions the author follows an extensive quotation from 

scripture with a verb of seeing: 4.7 (ὁρᾶτε); 16.17 (ὁρᾶτε); and 56.16 (βλέπετε).  First 

Clement 4.7 concludes a retelling of the story of Cain and Abel; 16.17 follows the 

extended quotation of Isa 53 and Ps 22; and 56.16 comes at the end of a testamonia about 

divine discipline.  Each of these examples, therefore, support the argument that the 

language of visual experience in 1 Clement often corresponds to the study of Scripture.   

Each of these passages also supports the argument that “seeing” scripture usually 

entails “seeing” exemplary personages.  The negative example of Cain and his jealousy 

precedes 4.7, and a long list of biblical characters who endured unjust suffering caused by 

the jealousy of others follows the verse.  Isaiah 53 presents the example of the suffering 

                                                             

121 For example, we will not address verses like 35.5: “How will this be, loved ones?  When our 
understanding is faithfully fixed on God, when we seek after what is pleasing and acceptable to him . . . ”  
One might be able to build a case that this verse and others like it should be considered part of the visual 
language of 1 Clem., but we will not discuss it in this study.   
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servant; but as 16.17 makes clear, the focus is on the ultimate example of Christ of whom 

the suffering servant is a type.  In the quotations of scripture preceding 56.16, there are 

no biblical characters directly named as examples of enduring divine discipline; however, 

the quotations from Ps 141 and Job 5 are given in the first person.  The speakers, David 

and Job, exemplify those who humbly accept discipline, and thus their words provide an 

example of the virtue the author extols in this chapter.  All three examples of this 

formulation of visual experience, therefore, support the argument that such language 

regularly refers to the careful consideration of exemplary biblical figures.   

 Third, the author twice speaks of things being placed before his audience’s eyes.  

In 2.1, which we discussed more fully above, the author describes an idyllic period of the 

Corinthian church when all were humble, submissive, and giving.  During this time, he 

writes, Christ’s “sufferings were present before your eyes.”  In 5.1, he moves from 

ancient examples of those who endured unjust suffering due to the jealousy of others 

(4.1-13) to “the noble examples of our own generation.”  He exhorts his recipients: “We 

should set before our eyes the good apostles” (5.3).  The appellation “good apostles” 

refers to Peter and Paul, both of whom suffered on account of unjust jealousy.  Because 

of Paul’s repeated suffering and contagious faith, the author calls him “the greatest 

example of endurance” (5.7).   

 These two passages both confirm and nuance our argument about the language of 

visual experience.  They strongly confirm that such language is regularly tied to persons 

who exemplify humble endurance that leads to suffering.  Christ, Peter, and Paul are all 

such examples.  None of these three figures is found in the canonical Scriptures of the 

author or the audience, however.  Certainly, they are all important subjects in Christian 
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writings and all seminal figures in Christian history; but to this point we have closely tied 

the language of visual experience in 1 Clement to the careful study of the Scriptures.  

These passages demonstrate that the visual language can refer to exemplary figures of 

“recent times” and even “examples of our own generation.”   

 Based on our study of the language of visual experience in 1 Clement, we offer 

the following description of its use: the visual language most often refers to figures in the 

scriptures (including God), Christian writings, or Christian history who exemplify the 

virtues which the author wishes to inculcate in his audience.  The recipients of the letters 

are exhorted to gaze at these examples (or are reminded that they have already done so) 

in order that they might imitate them.  In the next section, we will briefly look at how that 

imitation is enabled.  

 
Clement’s Metaphor for Transformation by Vision: “Clinging” 

 In the previous chapter we highlighted two different metaphors used by Philo and 

Plutarch to describe the concept of transformation by vision.  In 1 Clement, we encounter 

yet another metaphor that describes how “seeing” exempla leads to moral transformation.  

Before describing the metaphor of “clinging” in 1 Clement, however, we will briefly 

review two other important passages, which have been discussed above, that express the 

concept of transformation by vision.  These examples provide further evidence that the 

concept of transformation by vision is at work in the paraenesis of 1 Clement. 

 First, 2.1-2 makes a strong statement of transformation by vision.  As has been 

mentioned above, 2.1 describes the idyllic state of the Corinthian church when Christ’s 

“sufferings were present before your eyes.”  The author then writes, “For this reason a 

deep and rich peace was given to all, along with an insatiable desire for doing good; and a 
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full outpouring of the Holy Spirit came upon everyone.”  The author concludes the 

section with the following explanation: the Corinthians were adorned with a highly 

virtuous way of life because “the commandments and righteous demands of the Lord 

were inscribed upon the tablets of your heart” (2.8).  In this passage, we encounter a 

variation of the “imprinting” metaphor described above in the works of Philo.  The 

teachings of Christ and the pattern of his sufferings, brought before the eyes through 

concentrated memory, were engraved on the Corinthians’ hearts.  As a result, they 

experienced a deep and rich peace in their community because of their insatiable desire 

for doing good.  As will become clear in the rest of the letter, humble-mindedness, which 

Christ exemplifies preeminently in his endurance through suffering (16.1-17), is the 

cardinal virtue necessary for achieving peace and harmony.  It is fitting, therefore, that in 

2.1-8 attention to the pattern of Christ’s sufferings engraves the pattern on the hearts of 

the Corinthians and results in behavior that leads to peace.   

 Second, 19.1 implies the impact that the examples of the biblical figures can have 

on the Corinthian community.  After enumerating the list of humble biblical figures who 

are types of Christ, the author writes: “The humility and obedient lowliness of so many 

people with such a strong reputation have improved (βελτίους ἐποίησεν) not only us, but 

also the generations that came before us—indeed all those who received the sayings of 

God in reverential awe and truth (ἐν φόβῳ καὶ ἀληθείᾳ).”  The author is not explicit about 

what kind of improvement the biblical examples yield, but it is hard to imagine that the 

actions of the ancient people had a direct impact on the Corinthian community.  It would 

seem, rather, that the community has been improved by contemplating the biblical 

exemplars through the generations.  The author makes clear the expected result of 
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receiving the examples: “Since we have shared in such numerous, great, and glorious 

deeds, we should forge ahead to the goal of peace” (19.2).  Having been improved by the 

examples, they can now travel the path to peace.   

 These two passages demonstrate that the concept of transformation by vision is 

present in 1 Clement.  In other passages, the author describes, through the metaphor of 

“clinging” (κολλάω),122 the mechanics of this concept.  Nowhere is this expressed more 

clearly than in 46.1-2.  After presenting the examples of Daniel, Ananias, Azarias, and 

Misael, the author offers this exhortation: “And so, we too must cling (κολληθῆναι) to 

these examples, brothers.  For it is written, ‘Cling (κολλᾶσθε) to those who are holy; for 

those who cling (κολλώµενοι) to them will themselves be made holy.’ ”  The quotation, as 

it is presented here, is not found in the OT or NT.  Lightfoot123  argues that the closest 

parallel is Sir. 6:34:  “Stand in the company of elders.  Who is wise?  Attach yourself 

(προσκολλήθητι) to such a one.”  He also finds similar sentiments in the Shepherd of 

Hermas, where the author regularly exhorts his audience to cling to the “saints” (Herm. 

Vis. 3.6.2; Sim. 8.8.1; 8.9.1; 9.20.2; 9.26.3).  Hagner notes the same parallels, but 

concludes that “cleaving to the good” was likely a common idea in the early Church, and 

that “the saying derived from a current proverb.”124  For our purposes, we do not need to 

determine the exact source of the saying; our interest lies in what it indicates about the 

relationship between “clinging,” exempla, and moral transformation.   

                                                             

122 The verb occurs in 15.1; 19.2; 30.3; 31.1; 46.1-2; 46.4; 49.5; and 56.2. 

123 Lightfoot, S. Clement of Rome: The Two Epistles to the Corinthians, 142. 

124 Hagner, The Use of the Old and New Testaments, 76. 
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 In the literature outside of 1 Clement, κολλάω and its cognate προσκολλάω bear 

various connotations.   For example, κολλάω can describe things being stuck together.  

When God formed humans, Plato explains, he glued (ἐκόλλησεν) sinews around the neck 

to which he could attach the head (Tim. 75D).  Elsewhere, he describes how sinews glue 

(κολλᾷ) the flesh to the bone (Tim. 82D).125  Similarly, Luke uses κολλάω to describe the 

dust that “clings” to the feet of the disciples (10:11), and the psalmist cries out in anguish, 

“my tongue clings (κολληθείη) to the roof of my mouth” (136:6 LXX).   

 More often, κολλάω connotes a strong association between persons.  Plutarch 

warns his reader against making close friends too quickly: “We ought therefore not to 

accept readily chance acquaintances, or to attach ourselves (κολλᾶσθαι) to them, nor 

ought we to make friends of those who seek after us, but rather we should seek after those 

who are worthy of friendship” (Amic. mult. 94E).  In Acts, the author uses κολλάω to 

describe a person joining the Christian community (5:13; 9:26; 17:34).  In other places, 

men adhere to their leaders (2 Sam 20:2; 1 Macc 3:2).  Frequently, κολλάω and 

προσκολλάω describe the intimate bond between a husband and wife.  In Gen 2:24, a 

husband leaves his mother and father in order to “cleave to” (προσκολληθήσεται) his wife 

(see also 1 Kgs 11:2; Tob 6:19; 1 Esd 4:20; Matt 19:5; Mark 10:7; Eph 5:31).   

 The understanding of κολλάω as “intimate binding” undergirds the common 

exhortations to “cling” to God.  The connection is clear in 1 Cor 6:16-17 where Paul 

contrasts human intimacy with a relationship with God: “Do you not know that whoever 

is united (ὁ κολλώµενος) to a prostitute becomes one body with her? . . . But anyone 
                                                             

125 This usage of κολλάω is common in medical writers of the period such as Dioscorides Pedanius 
and Galen.  
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united (ὁ κολλώµενος) to the Lord becomes one spirit with him.”  This intimate bond with 

God often closely parallels reverence and obedience.  In the LXX translation of Deut 6:13, 

for example, Moses instructs the Israelites, “You shall fear (φοβηθήσῃ) the Lord your 

God, and you shall serve him; you shall cling (κολληθήσῃ) to him, and you shall swear by 

his name.”  In this verse, “clinging” to God parallels fearing him (cf. Deut 10:20), 

indicating a connection between an attitude of reverence and an intimate bond with God.  

In another passage from Deuteronomy, Moses exhorts the Israelites waiting to enter the 

promised land: the Lord will drive out the nations before you, “if you heed all of these 

commands which I am commanding you today, loving the Lord your God, walking in all 

his ways, and clinging (προσκολλᾶσθαι) to him” (Deut 11:22).  Here, “clinging” to God is 

closely related to loving him126 and obeying his Law.  A similar constellation of terms 

occurs in the description of King Hezekiah: “He clung (ἐκολλήθη) to the Lord; he did not 

depart from following him and he kept his commandments” (2 Kgs 18:6).  In these 

examples, the ethical dimensions of “clinging” to God are clearly communicated.  The 

intimate bond with God corresponds with fearing him and obeying his commands.  Such 

ethical implications are even more explicit in passages that speak of “clinging” directly to 

the Law (T. Dan 6.10) or to the “testimonies” of God (Ps 118:31 LXX). 

 In many cases, “clinging” to other humans has ethical consequences.  Authors 

warn against the negative impact of close associations with wicked people.  As 

mentioned above, Paul admonished those who would unite themselves to a prostitute.  

When Solomon “clings” to his foreign wives, it results in misplaced worship (1 Kgs 11:2-

                                                             

126 In T. Gad 5.2, the dying patriarch implores his descendents to “escape hatred and cling to love 
of the Lord.” 
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11).  In Sir. 19.2, the sage warns that whoever clings to prostitutes will become reckless.  

The law code in Leviticus commands: “do not cling (προσκολληθήσεσθε) to enchanters, to 

be defiled by them” (Lev 19:31).  

 In his allegorical exposition of the Jewish dietary laws, the author of the Epistle of 

Barnabas interprets the forbidden foods to represent types of people that the followers of 

God should avoid.  He explains the meaning of Moses’ teaching: “This is why he spoke 

about the pig: ‘Do not cling (οὐ µὴ κολληθήσῃ),’ he says, ‘to such people, who are like 

pigs.’  That is to say, when they live in luxury, they forget the Lord, but when they are in 

need, they remember the Lord” (Barn. 10.3).  Likewise, the prohibition against eating 

eagle should be interpreted in the same way: “ ‘You must not,’ he says, ‘cling to such 

people or be like them, people who do not know how to procure food for themselves 

through toil and sweat, but by their lawless behavior seize food that belongs to others’ ” 

(10.4).  He continues with other prohibitions against eating unclean animals, interpreting 

them as commands to avoid “clinging to” certain people and thus becoming like them.  

Conversely, the clean foods represent people to whom the audience should cling.  What 

does Moses mean by the command to eat split-hoofed, cud-chewing animals?  “Cling to 

(κολλᾶσθε) those who fear the Lord, to those who meditate on the special meaning of the 

teaching they have received in their heart, to those who know that meditation is a work 

that produces gladness, and to those who carefully chew over the word of the Lord” 

(10.11).  Clinging to these exemplars of devotion, the author assumes, will yield similar 

attitudes in his audience.   

  In 1 Clement, the ethical overtones of “clinging” are evident in most occurrences.  

The author encourages his audience to welcome discipline because “this binds (κολλᾷ) us 
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to the will of God” (56.2).  And if united with the God’s will, undoubtedly one’s actions 

would accord with his commands.  Often, the audience is exhorted to cling to virtuous 

exemplars, either living or dead.  “We should cling (κολληθῶµεν) to those who are 

innocent and upright,” the author advises, “for these are God’s chosen” (46.4).  

Elsewhere, the author encourages his audience, because they are the God’s holy elect, to 

flee vice and “cling (κολληθῶµεν) to those who have been bestowed with God’s gracious 

gift; we should be clothed with harmony, being humble in mind, showing self-restraint, 

distancing ourselves from all gossip and slander, acquiring an upright character through 

deeds, not just words” (30.3).  In the middle of his description of humility, the author 

concludes, “We should cling (κολληθῶµεν) to those who keep the peace with piety, not 

those who wish for peace out of hypocrisy” (15.1).  He then proceeds to outline the 

pattern of Christ, whose humble-mindedness exemplifies pious peace-keeping.  And, in 

the passage cited above, the author clearly connects “clinging,” attention to exempla, and 

moral transformation: “We must cling to these examples, brothers.  For it is written,  

‘Cling to those who are holy; for those who cling to them will themselves be made holy’” 

(46.1-2).   

 These examples demonstrate that in 1 Clement, κολλάω often means “clinging to 

upright exemplars,” both those who may be living in the community and those who are 

only known through the scriptures.  The unknown quotation in 46.2 indicates that such 

clinging results in being transformed into the likeness of the exemplar.  Cling to holy 

ones, and you will be made holy.  An important question remains, however: how does 

one cling to the exempla?  One might imagine that clinging to living exemplars would 
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entail maintaining close associations with them.  But what about the exempla drawn from 

Jewish and Christian history? 

 A possible answer comes in 19.2.  In that verse, κολλάω appears parallel to 

ἀτενίζω: “And we should gaze intently on the Father and Creator of the entire world and 

cling to his magnificent and superior gifts of peace and acts of kindness.”  Gazing on the 

Father—that is, focusing on him with the attention of the mind and memory—parallels 

clinging to his gifts.  Similarly, in 31.1 the author writes, “we should cling to his blessing 

and discern (ἴδωµεν) the paths that lead to it.  We should unravel in our minds what has 

taken place from the beginning.”  He then proceeds to remind the audience of Abraham’s 

faith, Isaac’s confidence, and Jacob’s humility.  Again, clinging closely parallels 

“seeing,” or carefully studying biblical exemplars in order to discern the way to God’s 

blessing.  The psalmist makes the same connection in Ps 100:3-4 LXX.  In parallel lines 

he writes:  

A   I have not set before my eyes any unlawful thing;  
B   I have hated transgressors.   
A’  A perverse heart has not clung to me;  
B’  I have not known an evil man. 
 

The psalmist closely relates setting unlawful things before his eyes and having perversity 

cling to him.  Giving attention to unlawful things would have led to uniting himself with 

perversity, but the psalmist has remained pure by averting his attention.  Admittedly, this 

is a negative example: the psalmist does not want a perverse heart to cling to him.  But 

what if clinging is desired?   In that case, would he turn his attention to an object in order 

to unite himself with it?  Could clinging to the examples imply gazing at them?   

If this understanding of κολλάω is accepted, then we can make the following 

conclusions about transformation by vision in 1 Clement.  In the Scriptures, Christian 
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writings, and Christian history the audience of 1 Clement is presented with patterns of the 

various virtues that the author wants to inculcate in his audience.  The audience clings to 

these holy examples by diligently studying them; and by clinging to them, they are 

transformed, becoming like the exempla to which they have attended (46.1-2).  This 

transformation enables them to imitate the examples of the biblical figures, and in this 

way they become types or imitators of the primary example, the archetype: Christ. 

 
Summary of the Function of Exempla in 1 Clement 

The church of Rome writes 1 Clement to the church in Corinth in order to address 

a dissension that has led to the deposition of their presbyters.  The letter is a 

συµβουλευτικός λόγος περὶ ὁµονοίας; that is, a work of deliberative rhetoric advising the 

church in Corinth to choose εἰρήνη and ὁµόνοια over στάσις.  The author does not stop at 

advising a certain choice, however; the letter is also constructed to instill in the 

Corinthians the virtues necessary to achieve peace and harmony, namely, repentance, 

obedience, humility, order, and self-sacrifice.  Chief among these virtues is 

ταπεινοφροσύνη, the humble-mindedness preeminently exemplified by Christ.   

In order to develop the desired virtues, the author recalls copious exempla from 

scripture, Christian history, Roman culture, the natural world, and even the spiritual 

realm.  The example of the created order demonstrates that God wills order that leads to 

peace and harmony; and, additionally, the model of the created order can still and order 

the souls of those who look upon it.  The example of Christ—and the other exempla 

understood as types of Christ—defines and illustrates the cardinal virtue necessary to 

achieve the God-ordained peace and harmony.  Additionally, the exempla can compel and 

enable the imitation of the virtues they illustrate.   
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The concept of transformative vision is evident in 1 Clement.  The author does not 

use the metaphors of “imprinting” or “implanting,” but he describes how “clinging” to 

the exempla through discerning attention leads to transformation.  Gazing intently 

(ἀτενίζω) on the exempla and studying them diligently (ἐγκύπτω) binds the attendee to 

the exempla (κολλάω) in such a way that they instantiate the pattern of the exempla in 

their own lives (46.1-2). 

In the next chapter, we will encounter yet another metaphor for transformation by 

vision.  In 1 Peter, we will find another Roman Christian author who, when addressing a 

community in the midst of crisis, places the pattern of the humbly suffering Christ at the 

heart of his paraenesis.  Using the metaphor of nurturing milk, he exhorts his audience to 

constantly crave for the gospel, the narrative of Christ’s suffering, that will “grow them 

into salvation” (1 Pet 2:1-2).       
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CHAPTER FOUR  

The Example of Christ in 1 Peter 

 
The call to imitate the pattern of Christ stands at the heart of 1 Peter (2:21-25), but 

how should we understand the function of that pattern in the post-conversion lives of the 

Petrine community?  As noted in our introduction, Morna Hooker finds the language of 

imitation soteriologically inadequate.  Commenting on Paul, she claims, “Appeals to 

imitate the example of others are all very well, but do not in the long run provide the 

power which is necessary to put the appeal into effect.”1  In his recent monograph on 1 

Peter, J. de Waal Dryden offers a more hopeful analysis of the value of Christ’s example, 

stating, “Christ is not only an exemplar, but also a savior.  He not only provides a model, 

but also the means for the moral life.”2  He affirms that Christ as exemplar can 

simultaneously be both the pattern and the power that enables imitation.  He does not 

adequately explain how this is so, however.  The current chapter will demonstrate how 

within the conceptual framework of 1 Peter the example of Christ functions 

soteriologically.  In short, the author of 1 Peter portrays the example of Christ as the 

“milk” that nourishes the Christian community after their conversion and grows them into 

eschatological salvation.  After considering debates of authorship and provenance, 

defining the genre of 1 Peter, and establishing the situation of the Petrine audience, we 

will outline the metaphor of rebirth that the author uses to describe both the conversion 

                                                             

1 Morna D. Hooker, Pauline Pieces (London: Epworth Press, 1979), 78. 

2 J. de Waal Dryden, Theology and Ethics in 1 Peter: Paraenetic Strategies for Christian 
Character Formation (WUNT 209; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006), 173. 
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and post-conversion experiences of his audience.  We will then review how the example 

of Christ functions as part of the metaphor of rebirth.  

 
Authorship, Provenance, and Date of 1 Peter 

 John Elliott rightly notes that “issues of the authorship, place, and date of 

composition are inextricably related”;3 therefore, we will briefly survey these issues 

together.  In the previous chapter, we asserted the working assumption that 1 Peter is a 

pseudonymous letter written in Rome sometime after 70 C.E. but before the mid-90s.  As 

a result, it shares a similar provenance with 1 Clement.  There is no need to rehearse the 

arguments for date and provenance, but a fuller discussion of the authorship of 1 Peter is 

in order.   

Although affirming a post-70 composition date for 1 Peter would seem to 

preclude Petrine authorship—since early traditions assert he was martyred in Rome 

during the reign of Nero4—at least one interpreter has maintained the letter was written 

by Simon Peter in the late first century.  William Ramsay affirms that the persecution 

described in 1 Peter “implies relations between Church and State which are later than the 

Neronian period, but which have only recently begun.”5  He concludes the letter must be 

written around 80 C.E., and then he proposes that if this date is correct, “either the author 

                                                             

3 John H. Elliott, 1 Peter: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 37B; New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 118.   

4 The most explicit descriptions of Peter’s martyrdom appear in relatively late sources: Acts Pet. 
38-39; Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 2.25.5-8; Tertullian, Scorp. 15.  Earlier references to his death are more 
allusive, and therefore they cannot conclusively affirm his martyrdom under Nero.  Even though John 
21:18 can be interpreted as a prediction of Peter’s martyrdom, J. Ramsey Micheals notes that the verse does 
not speak clearly about martyrdom (1 Peter [WBC 49; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1988], lviii).  Likewise, 
1 Clem. 5.4 “leaves ample room for doubt that the author is referring to martyrdom in the usual sense of the 
word” (Michaels, 1 Peter, lx).   

5 William M. Ramsay, The Church in the Roman Empire before A.D. 70 (6th ed.; London: Hodder 
and Stoughton, 1900), 282. 
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cannot be the Apostle Peter, or the usual view, according to which Peter perished at 

Rome in the Neronian persecution, is not correct.”6  While most modern interpreters 

assume the former conclusion, he adopts the latter.  He cites a Roman tradition that Peter 

lived in Rome for a long time and even ordained Clement (Tertullian, Praescr. Haer. 32; 

Ps.-Clem., Ep. Clem. Jam. 2) as evidence that Peter may not have been martyred in the 

60s and therefore could have written 1 Peter later in the first century.  Even though 

Ramsay’s opinion has not been widely embraced, it should not be ignored.  Ramsay’s 

work, “still stands as a valid warning against linking the question of the authorship of 1 

Peter too closely to the question of date.”7  Positing a composition date between 70 and 

the mid-90s does not necessarily preclude Petrine authorship.  Other evidence must be 

marshaled to make the case.  

Interpreters usually make three basic arguments for the pseudonymity of 1 Peter.  

We will briefly explain each one and address the typical counterarguments.  No one of 

the arguments is conclusive, and thus Michaels rightfully warns that “discussion of the 

authorship of 1 Peter is a futile discussion if its purpose is anything approaching absolute 

certainty.”8  But, as Achtemeier retorts, “That does not relieve us of the necessity of the 

attempt.”9   

 
 
 
 

                                                             

6 Ramsay, The Church in the Roman Empire, 282. 

7 Michaels, 1 Peter, lxi.   

8 Michaels, 1 Peter, lxii. 

9 Paul J. Achtemeier, 1 Peter: A Commentary on 1 Peter (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1996), 2 n. 7. 
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The Greek Style of 1 Peter 

Interpreters often note that the Greek style of 1 Peter is too elegant for Simon 

Peter, an “unschooled” fisherman (Acts 4:13) whose first language was Aramaic.  

Achtemeier states the common conclusion: “While one may surely presume some facility 

in Greek even among Palestinian fishermen in the first century who lacked formal 

education, the kind of Greek found in this epistle was probably beyond such a person, 

and hence the language was in all likelihood not given in its present form by Simon 

Peter.”10  To support this claim, Achtemeier notes numerous characteristics that 

demonstrate the author’s careful composition, including the use of anaphora to organize a 

passage (ὑποτάσσειν in 2:13 – 3:1), rhythmic structure (1:3-12), and the frequent use of 

conjunctive participles and relative clauses that leads to long periods (1:17-21).  He also 

notes the lack of Semiticisms and the author’s preference for the LXX.  Elliott 

emphasizes the point: “The skillful interweaving of these LXX texts is likewise difficult 

to reconcile with an unschooled, Aramaic-speaking fisherman, whose Bible would have 

been Hebrew and whose language of worship would have been Palestinian Aramaic.”11 

 Other interpreters counter this argument for pseudonymity.  Michaels notes, for 

example, that we do not possess an acknowledged Petrine corpus with which to compare 

1 Peter.  It is presumptuous, therefore, to assume that 1 Peter does not match Peter’s 

writing style.12  Karen Jobes directly confronts the claim that the Greek of 1 Peter is 

characteristic of a highly-educated native Greek writer.  Her analysis of the Petrine 

syntax and her comparison of the syntax with writers such as Polybius, Josephus, and the 
                                                             

10 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 4-5. Cf. Elliott, 1 Peter, 120. 

11 Elliott, 1 Peter, 120. 

12 Michaels, 1 Peter, lxii. 
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authors of 1 Thessalonians and Hebrews, indicates that the author of 1 Peter “was 

probably written by a Semitic speaker for whom Greek was a second language.”13  Such 

bold resistance to the scholarly consensus is rare, however.  Much more often, 

interpreters defend Petrine authorship by asserting Peter used an amanuensis who was a 

sophisticated Greek writer.  Some interpreters assert that 5:12 (διὰ Σιλουανοῦ ὑµῖν 

ἔγραψα) names the amanuensis.14  The phrase “through Silvanus,” however, more likely 

refers to the letter carrier than the amanuensis.15  Nonetheless, if Peter used an 

amanuensis, stylistic arguments for pseudonymity are rendered moot. 

 
The Lack of Personal Reminiscences from Jesus’ Life 

 First Peter does not directly quote Jesus and, apart from the suffering and 

resurrection of Jesus, the letter does not relate stories from his life and ministry.  Some 

interpreters find this fact incompatible with Petrine authorship.16  Surely someone who 

accompanied Jesus throughout his ministry would cite the teachings of Jesus to comfort 

and exhort his audience.  For some, the absence of such reminiscences implies an author 

who was not an eyewitness.17 

                                                             

13 Karen H. Jobes “The Syntax of 1 Peter: Just How Good Is the Greek?” BBR 13 (2003): 159.  
See also the excursus at the end of her commentary: 1 Peter (BECNT; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005), 325-
338.  

14 See J. N. D. Kelly, A Commentary on the Epistles of Peter and Jude (HNTC; New York: Harper 
& Row, 1969), 214-215. 

15 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 8 n. 80, notes that when the amanuensis is named in Rom 16:22, the author 
does not use the preposition διά.  On the other hand, when διά is used in Ignatius Rom. 10.1; Phld. 11.2; 
Smyrn. 12.1; and Pol. 14.1, it designates the one who carries the letter.  

16 Elliott, 1 Peter, 120; Norbert Brox, Der erste Petrusbrief (3d ed.; EKKNT 21; Zurich: Benziger, 
1989), 45. 

17 See, for example, Elliott, 1 Peter, 120; and Reinhard Feldmeier, The First Letter of Peter: A 
Commentary on the Greek Text (trans. Peter H. Davids; Waco, Tex.: Baylor University Press, 2008), 34. 
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 Michaels rightly notes, however, that the author’s hesitance to supplement the 

letter with personal reminiscences sets his work apart from other pseudepigraphical 

literature.  One might expect an author writing a pseudonymous work to include personal 

details in order to establish authority or create a sense of verisimilitude.  In 2 Peter, for 

example, the author cites his previous letter (3:1), calls Paul a “beloved brother” (3:15), 

and recounts his eyewitness testimony of the transfiguration (1:16-18).  Commentators 

typically interpret these personal details as attempts by a later author to embed the letter 

in the Petrine tradition.  They are markers of pseudepigraphy, not proof of Petrine 

authorship.  Micheals warns, therefore, “Those who argue that a genuine letter of Peter 

would have reflected more on the sayings and life of Jesus should remember that one of 

the arguments against the genuineness of 2 Peter has always been that the letter laid too 

obvious claim to apostolic authority by doing precisely this.”18  The lack of personal 

reminiscences and direct quotations from Jesus in 1 Peter provides only ambiguous 

evidence about the authorship of the letter.   

 Other interpreters have compiled evidence from 1 Peter that the author, while not 

directly quoting the words of Jesus or narrating stories from his life, regularly alludes to 

the Jesus tradition.19  Such parallels are problematic, however, because the verbal 

similarities often rely on the Greek text of the canonical gospels.  As a result, such 

                                                             

18 Michaels, 1 Peter, lxvi. 

19 See especially Robert H. Gundry, “Verba Christi in I Peter: Their Implications Concering the 
Authorship of I Peter and the Authenticity of the Gospel Tradition,” NTS 13 (1967): 336-350.  Achtemeier 
(1 Peter, 10) offers a substantial list of proposed allusions to the gospel tradition, but he highlights the most 
persuasive.  Jesus’ pronouncement of blessing for those who are persecuted for righteousness (5:10; 
µακάριοι οἱ δεδιωγµένοι ἕνεκεν δικαιοσύνης), for example, may be reflected in 1 Pet 3:14, where the author 
offers blessing for those who suffer for righteousness (εἰ πάσχοιτε διὰ δικαιοσύνην, µακάριοι).  Similarly, 1 
Pet 4:14 (εἰ ὀνειδίζεσθε ἐν ὀνόµατι Χριστοῦ, µακάριοι) may recall another beatitude from the Sermon on the 
Mount that offers blessing for those “reviled” on account of Jesus (5:11; µακάριοί ἐστε ὅταν ὀνειδίσωσιν 
ὑµᾶς . . . ἕνεκεν ἐµοῦ). 
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allusions cannot prove the author of 1 Peter was an eyewitness of Jesus’ teaching.  It can 

only demonstrate that the author is familiar with the gospel tradition, which may actually 

indicate a later date for the composition of 1 Peter.   Jobes aptly concludes her analysis of 

the Jesus material in 1 Peter: “The verba Christi in 1 Peter as evidence of authorship will 

no doubt be valued differently by different minds.”20  For those committed to Petrine 

authorship on other grounds, the Jesus material provides further evidence that the author 

was an eyewitness to Jesus’ ministry.  For those who assume the pseudonymity of 1 

Peter, the allusions to Jesus’ teaching demonstrate the author’s reliance on the gospel 

traditions.  In the end, neither the presence nor absence of reminiscences of Jesus’ life 

and teachings contribute conclusive evidence to debates about the letter’s authorship.   

 
Similarities between 1 Peter and Other NT Writings 

 First Peter shares many affinities with other NT writings; and if those affinities 

indicate literary dependence, then they would likely imply a composition date later than 

the life of Simon Peter.21  Interpreters typically give most attention to the parallels with 

Pauline literature, specifically Romans and Ephesians.22  During one period in the history 

of interpretation, the assumption that 1 Peter was literarily dependent on the Pauline 

corpus was a scholarly consensus; recent interpreters, however, often attribute the 

                                                             

20 Jobes, 1 Peter, 18. 

21 The literary similarities can be construed in ways that do not challenge Petrine authorship, 
though Achtemeier notes that these proposals have “failed to gain many adherents” and “lack probative 
force” (1 Peter, 15 n. 138).  First, Paul may be dependent on 1 Peter, though this would require a startlingly 
early date for 1 Peter (see Bernhard Weiss, Der Petrinische Lehrbegriff [Berlin: Schultze, 1855], 406-425).  
Second, Simon Peter may have been familiar with and influenced by Romans or other Pauline writings 
(Charles A. Bigg, Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistles of St. Peter and St. Jude [ICC; New 
York: Scriber's, 1901], 15). 

22 For lists of parallel passages, see Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 16; and Elliott, 1 Peter, 22. 
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affinities to the use of common Christian tradition.  As a result, such affinities contribute 

less to debates about Petrine authorship.   

 The interpretation of the affinities between 1 Peter and Romans illustrate the 

general shift in perspective.  Table 4 lists the commonly cited agreements in the two 

letters, along with brief descriptions of the parallel content.  One immediately recognizes 

that some parallels result from shared dependence on the LXX.  While the parallels 

between 1 Pet 2:6-10 and Rom 9:25, 33 are striking in their shared language and 

meaning, they owe those similarities to their shared citation of Isa 28:16 and Hos 2:23.  

This hardly constitutes direct literary dependence between the two letters.  It may be  

significant that they choose the same passages to cite; but this likely indicates a shared 

tradition of interpretation rather than literary dependence.  

Also, some of the parallels depend on the shared usage of a single word, such as 

συσχηµατίζοµαι in 1:14/12:2 or ἀνυπόκριτος in 1:22/12:9.  Even though these words are 

exceptionally rare,23 their appearance in both letters does not necessarily indicate literary 

dependence, especially when they are used in slightly different ways.  Both letters use 

ἀνυπόκριτος to modify “love,” for example, but then they use different words for love.  If 

one were dependent on the other, it seems likely the author would have borrowed the 

whole phrase “sincere love,” rather than only copying the adjective.  If they are drawing 

on a common tradition, however, one might expect them to apply a shared emphasis on 

“sincere love” to their unique circumstances.  Likewise, both authors exhort their 

audiences to resist being conformed, but they disagree about what exactly to resist.  Paul 

                                                             

23 In the NT συσχηµατίζοµαι does appear outside of these two verses; ἀνυπόκριτος occurs only in 2 
Cor 6:6, also modifying ἀγάπη; 1 Tim 1:5 and 2 Tim 1:5, modifying πίστις; and Jam 3:17, modifying 
σοφία. 
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Table 4: Frequently Cited Parallels between 1 Peter and Romans 
 

1 Peter Romans Parallel Content 
1:14 12:2 “Do not be conformed” (συσχηµατίζοµαι) 

 
1:22 12:9 Love described as “sincere” (ἀνυπόκριτος), though the 

authors use different words for “love” (1 Pet: φιλαδελφία; 
Rom: ἀγάπη) 
 

2:5 12:1 Lives offered as “sacrifices acceptable to God”, though the 
authors use different modifiers to describe the sacrifices (1 
Pet: πνευµατικάς; Rom: ζῶσαν) and use different words to 
express their acceptability (1 Pet: εὐπροσδέκτους; Rom: 
ἁγίαν εὐάρεστον) 
 

2:6-8 9:33 Jesus as a stone that causes stumbling (based on shared 
citation of Isa 28:16) 
 

2:10 9:25 Election as God’s people (based on shared citation of Hos 
2:23) 
 

2:13-17 13:1-7 Instructions to be subject (ὑποτάσσω) to governing 
authorities and honor (τιµάω, τιµή) them God-appointed. 
 

3:8-9 12:16-17 Exhortation to harmonious living marked by humility; 
recollection of Jesus’ saying, “Do not repay evil for evil” 
(µὴ[δενὶ] ἀποδιδόντες κακὸν ἀντὶ κακοῦ) 
 

3:11 12:18 Exhortation to peaceful living (1 Pet: ζητησάτω εἰρήνην; 
Rom: µετὰ πάντων ἀνθρώπων εἰρηνεύοντες) 
 

3:22 8:34 Jesus sits at the right hand of God (ὅς ἐστιν ἐν δεξιᾷ τοῦ θεοῦ) 
 

4:1-2 6:7, 10 Suffering (1 Pet) or death through baptism (Rom) leads to 
freedom from sin and new life 
 

4:10-11 12:6-8 Gifts (χάρισµα) received from God’s grace for service to 
others 
 

4:13 8:17-18 Sharing in Christ’s sufferings (1 Pet: κοινωνεῖτε τοῖς τοῦ 
Χριστοῦ παθήµασιν) or suffering with him (Rom: 
συµπάσχοµεν) leads to sharing his glory 
 

5:12 5:2 Stand (ἵστηµι) in the grace of God 
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calls his audience to resist assimilation to “this age” (αἰῶνι τούτῳ); instead, they should 

have their minds renewed so that they can discern the will of God.  The author of 1 Peter, 

on the other hand, exhorts his audience to resists conforming to their former passions 

(ταῖς πρότερον ἐν τῇ ἀγνοίᾳ ὑµῶν ἐπιθυµίαις); instead, they should be holy in their 

conduct.  They share the exhortation to resist conformation—and they both use an 

exceedingly unique word—but the rest of their exhortations differ markedly.  Again, it 

seems more likely that the two authors share a common tradition that emphasizes 

resistance to the surrounding culture than that one depends literarily on the other.  

 Lastly, the other conceptual parallels lack the linguistic overlap that would 

indicate direct literary dependency.  Both letters describe the Christian sharing in the 

sufferings of Christ, for example, but they use distinct language.  In 1 Peter the believer 

shares (κοινωνέω) in Christ’s sufferings (πάθηµα).  In Romans, on the other hand, the 

believer suffers with (συµπάσχω) Christ.  The distinctive conceptual framework shared in 

the two passages indicates a connection of some type, but the differing vocabulary 

mitigates against assuming a direct literary dependence in either direction.  Again, the 

affinities between the letters more likely demonstrate a shared tradition.   

 Similar arguments can be made for the affinities between 1 Peter and other NT 

writings.  Thus, Achtemeier concludes that the agreements between the writings are due 

to shared dependence on a “linguistically stabilized tradition.”  He concludes: “1 Peter is 

thus linked to the other NT writings by their common dependence on that tradition, rather 

than on some sort of literary dependence within that literature.”24  These conclusions 

tangentially address the question of authorship.  If 1 Peter is not directly dependent on 

                                                             

24 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 23. 
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other NT documents, then it need not have been written late in the first century.  Thus, it 

could have been written during the lifetime of Simon Peter.  Also indefensible, however, 

are attempts to solidify an early composition date, and thus Petrine authorship, by 

positing 1 Peter as a source for other NT writings.   

 
Conclusion: 1 Peter as Pseudonymous Letter 

 The brief discussion of the authorship 1 Peter reveals that any argument for 

pseudonymity builds on a shaky foundation.  Each argument can be met with compelling 

counterpoints, and so the genuineness of the letter must remain a live option.  The 

cumulative weight of the evidence, however, combined with the presumed historical 

setting of 1 Peter, pushes one to conclude the letter was written after the death of Simon 

Peter by a group of Roman Christians who were likely deeply indebted to the apostle’s 

teaching.25  This conclusion accounts for the historical setting of the letter (sometime 

between the more violent persecutions of Nero and Domitian) without having to discount 

the traditions of Simon Peter’s martyrdom in Rome in the 60s.   

This conclusion also helps explain why the letter is attributed to Peter.26  First, 

Peter was a revered leader in the Roman community; and second, Peter’s example, along 

with examples of the other members of his group, is particularly pertinent for the 

audience of 1 Peter.  Elliott explains Peter’s legacy in the Roman community:  

                                                             

25 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 42; Elliott, 1 Peter, 127-130.  For a more detailed defense of corporate 
authorship by a group in Rome see John H. Elliott, “Peter, Silvanus and Mark in 1 Peter and Acts,” in Wort 
in der Zeit: Neutestamentlichen Studien: Festgabe für Karl Heinrich Rengstorf zum 75. Geburtstag (ed. 
Wilfrid Haubeck and Michael Bachmann; Leiden: Brill, 1980), 250-267.  

26 Acthemeier, 1 Peter, 41, addresses the often overlooked question: if the letter is pseudonymous, 
why should it be attributed to Peter?  He notes: “Lack of compelling reasons for such pseudonymous 
attribution would make the claim that 1 Peter is pseudonymous seem to be that much less likely.” 
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He was the recognized leader of the group which composed 1 Pet., the one to 
whom the other members of the group were attracted and whose theological and 
social outlook and interests they shared.  1 Pet. is first and foremost the 
evangelical and social witness of the apostle Peter after whose suffering and 
martyrdom in Rome and in whose name the Petrine community then writes to the 
suffering Christians in Asia Minor.27 
 

Elliott’s explanation also introduces the second reason Peter would be invoked in this 

letter.  Along with being an established leader from among the apostles, Peter’s 

martyrdom reinforces the pattern of Christ that the author will present to the audience.  

His life, therefore, provides another exemplum that serves both to console and exhort the 

audience.  The other members of the Roman group named in the letter—Silavanus and 

Mark—may similarly serve as exempla, though more implicitly.  Their suffering might 

not have been as noteworthy as the apostle’s, but Elliott includes them as consoling 

examples of shared suffering.  Because of their own experiences of suffering, “these three 

eminent members of the Petrine circle in Rome have already attested with their own lives 

what they now ask of others in writing.”28  

 The present study will assume that 1 Peter is a pseudonymous letter written 

sometime between 70 C.E. and the mid 90s by a group of Roman Christians.  The group 

attributes the letter to Peter for two primary reasons.  First, the content of the letter is 

indebted to Petrine “kerygma and social outlook.”29 Those who composed and sent the 

letter “knew that they were expressing not primarily their own ideas but rather the 

perspective and teaching of their foremost leader, the Apostle Peter.”30  Second, because 

                                                             

27 Elliott, “Peter, Silvanus, and Mark,” in Haubeck and Bachmann, Wort in der Zeit, 257. 

28 Elliott, “Peter, Silvanus, and Mark,” in Haubeck and Bachmann, Wort in der Zeit, 264. 

29 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 42. 

30 Elliott, 1 Peter, 130. 
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of his own suffering death, Peter ably refracts the pattern of Christ that the author wants 

his audience to imitate.  The attribution serves a powerful rhetorical purpose because it 

allows the suffering Peter to invoke the image of the suffering Christ in order to exhort 

and encourage the suffering Anatolian communities.  It may be true that Simon Peter 

himself did not write the 1 Peter, but his presence is palpable in the letter.  As Elliott 

insightfully notes, “In this light, the issue of the specific person writing the letter assumes 

secondary importance to the person to whom the letter is ascribed” (italics original).31 

  
The Genre of 1 Peter 

In the form it appears in the New Testament, 1 Peter bears all the marks of a 

genuine letter.  It opens with an expanded salutation with the typical wish for grace and 

peace (1:1-2).  The author then offers a blessing for his audience (1:3-12).32  Then, after 

the body of the letter (1:13 – 5:11), the author closes with the customary epistolary 

postscript, including concluding greetings (5:12-14a) and a benediction (5:12b).  Because 

of these features, early interpreters assumed 1 Peter was a genuine letter.  When doubts 

arose about the unity of 1 Peter, however, other descriptions of its genre were proposed.  

Adolf Harnack first proposed that the epistolary framework of 1 Peter (1:1-2 and 

5:12-14) was a later addition to an earlier, non-epistolary writing.33  Once the body of 1 

Peter was severed from its epistolary moorings, its generic identification could be 

                                                             

31 Elliott, 1 Peter, 130. 

32 In Paul’s letters, a thanksgiving, rather than a blessing, usually follows the salutation, but 2 Cor 
1:3-7 provides a close parallel to the blessing in 1 Peter.   

33 Adolf von Harnack, Die Chronologie der altchristlichen Litteratur bis Irenäus (vol. 1 of 
Geschichte der altchristlichen Litteratur bis Eusebius; Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1897), 451-465.   
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reassessed.  Multiple allusions to baptismal imagery34 and an apparent break between 

4:11 and 4:12 led to conclusions like that of Richard Perdelwitz,35 who argued that 1 

Peter consisted of a discourse to newly baptized Christians (1:3 – 4:11) and a letter of 

encouragement (4:12 – 5:14) written at a later time to the same recipients.  The baptismal 

homily anticipates future suffering for the catechumens (1:6; 3:13-14, 17; 4:1), and the 

later letter addresses them once they are in the midst of suffering (4:12).  The baptismal 

homily theory dominated Petrine scholarship for much of the twentieth century, though 

each interpreter offered new variations.36   

More recently, theories of the composite origin of 1 Peter have been seriously 

challenged.  John Elliott concludes that “theories such as these, based on the alleged 

composite character of 1 Peter, must be judged more imaginative than cogent.”37  First, 

the break after 4:11 may have been overstated.  Doxologies like the one in 4:11 often 

conclude letters (cf. Phil 4:20; 2 Tim 4:18; 2 Pet 3:18; Jude 24-25), but they can also 

appear within the body of a document (cf. Rom 9:5; 11:36; Eph 3:21; 1 Tim 1:17).38  In 

addition, the distinction between anticipated suffering in 1:3 – 4:11 and realized suffering 

                                                             

34 Achtemeier (1 Peter, 58) cites the following possible allusions that have been suggested by 
various interpreters: references to new birth (1:3, 23; 2:2); light (2:9); a possible baptismal formula (1:23-
25); and the explicit use of the word itself (3:21).  

35 Richard Perdelwitz, Die Mysterienreligion und das Problem des I. Petrusbriefes: Ein 
literarischer und religionsgeschichtlicher Versuch (RVV 11/3; Giessen: Alfred Töpelmann, 1911). 

36 For example, W. Bornemann (“Der erste Petrusbrief: Eine Taufrede des Silvanus,” ZNW 19 
[1919-20]: 143-165) argues the baptismal homily recorded in 1 Peter was originally delivered by Silvanus 
(which explains the διὰ Σιλουανοῦ in 5:12), who based the sermon on Ps 33 LXX.  Silvanus then transcribed 
the sermon and dedicated it to those who had travelled from various regions in Anatolia to attend the 
baptismal event.  Finally, a later editor added the sections that indicate Petrine authorship.  F. L. Cross (1 
Peter: A Paschal Liturgy [London: Mowbray, 1954]), taking the theory to its extreme limit, argues that 1 
Peter is not simply a general baptismal homily; it offers an account of a specific Easter baptismal liturgy. 

37 Elliott, 1 Peter, 9. 

38 Like 1 Peter, 1 Clement includes doxologies within the body of the document (20.12; 32.4; 38.4; 
43.6; 45.7; 50.7; 58.2; 61.3) and concludes with a doxology (64; 65.2). 
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in 4:12 – 5:14 cannot be maintained.  References to social marginalization in 2:12 and 4:4 

describe present trials, and the conditional statements in 1:6; 2:19-20; and 3:14 do not 

preclude present suffering.   

Second, baptism does not occupy a central place in 1 Peter.  David Hill addresses 

the chief problem with baptismal homily theories: “All theories about the pervasiveness 

of the baptismal theme in 1 Peter are embarrassed by the fact that the word ‘baptism’ 

occurs only once in the letter, and that in a statement which is virtually parenthetical (iii 

21).” 39 He thus concludes, “To say that the letter, or most of it, is a baptismal homily or 

liturgy is to treat as explicit, direct and prominent what is only implicit, presupposed, and 

subsidiary.”40  Also, references to new birth (e.g., 1:22-25), which some interpreters 

assume imply the baptismal rite, are not necessarily tied to this rite.  Proclamation of the 

word, not baptism, engenders new birth.41  Baptism fits within the paraenesis of 1 Peter 

because it is one important way, among others, that the Christian community can imitate 

Christ.  That is, in the act of baptism, they “postfigure” Christ’s suffering endurance that 

leads to glorification, but this is not the only means of “following in his steps.”   

Due to the problems with most composite origin theories, the emerging consensus 

in Petrine scholarship affirms the literary unity of the letter.42  “The letter is probably best 

understood,” Achtemeier affirms, “as a piece of genuine correspondence that, whatever 

elements may have gone into its composition, has received in its present form from its 
                                                             

39 David Hill, “On Suffering and Baptism in 1 Peter,” NovT 18 (1976): 186. 

40 Hill, “On Suffering and Baptism,” 189. 

41 See William Joseph Dalton, “So That Your Faith May Also Be Your Hope in God (1 Peter 
1:21),” in Reconciliation and Hope: New Testament Essays on Atonement and Eschatology Presented to L. 
L. Morris on His 60th Birthday (ed. R. Banks; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1974), 266. 

42 E.g., Michaels, 1 Peter, xxxix; Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 61; Elliott, 1 Peter, 11; Jobes, 1 Peter, 53; 
M. Eugene Boring, 1 Peter (ANTC; Nashville: Abingdon, 1999), 37. 
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final author its point, direction, and meaning, thus forming it into a unified whole.”43  If 

interpreters are to hear 1 Peter correctly, however, an important question remains: when 

the recipients heard this letter read, what type of letter did they understand it to be?  Three 

primary suggestions must be considered. 

 
Diaspora Letter 

Interpreters often note similarities between 1 Peter and other Diaspora letters 

found in Jewish literature.44  In such distinctively Jewish letters, a recognized spiritual 

authority writes to a community “living in a society not conducive to it”45 in order to urge 

“the maintenance of a distinctive and holy way of life in union with God in an alien 

environment.”46  Jeremiah’s letter to exiles scattered in Babylon (Jer 29:4-23) provides an 

excellent example of the form.47  The letter, which is addressed to those sent into exile in 

Babylon (29:4), exhorts the audience to “seek the welfare of the city” (29:5-7) and 

comforts them with promises of God’s plan for future restoration (29:10-14). The 

correspondence intends to comfort the people in the midst of their alienation and offer 

them advice on how to survive in their exile.   

                                                             

43 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 62. 

44 E.g., Michaels, 1 Peter, xlvi; Elliott, 1 Peter, 12; Jobes, 1 Peter, 54.  

45 Jobes, 1 Peter, 55. 

46 Elliott, 1 Peter, 12. 

47 The following examples are also frequently adduced: The Epistle of Jeremiah; 2 Macc 1:1-10a; 
1:10b – 2:18; 2 Bar. 78-87.  In his detailed study, Lutz Doering offers further Jewish and early Christian 
examples (“First Peter as Early Christian Diaspora Letter,” in The Catholic Epistles and Apostolic 
Tradition [ed. Karl-Wilhelm Niebuhr and Robert W. Wall; Waco, Tex.: Baylor University Press, 2009], 
216-229).  Among the early Christian examples he includes James, Acts 15:23-29; and 1 Clement 
(“perhaps”).  In addition, Jude, 2 Peter, the Letter of Polycarp, and the Martyrdom of Polycarp, may have 
been influenced by the tradition of Diaspora letters.   
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For some interpreters, the genre of “Diaspora letter” remains too vague to be 

helpful.  Jobes cautions her readers after she cites parallels between 1 Peter and other so-

called Diaspora letters:   

However, there is no reason to believe that the Diaspora letter formed a distinct, 
indigenous literary genre.  Other than being addressed to a scattered people for 
whom the author assumed spiritual authority, there are no distinct markers of a 
common genre, and the content of Diaspora letters could be quite varied.48 
 

Likewise, regarding the typical examples of Diaspora letters, Davids concludes that they 

“bear only one similarity to each other—they are all letters.”49  Doering responds to such 

criticism by reassessing the typical examples and adducing new ones.  He concludes there 

are two types of Diaspora letter: predominantly paraenetic50 letters like those associated 

with Jeremiah and Barch, and predominantly halakic letters addressed from leading 

representatives of Palestinian Jewry to those living in the Diaspora.51  After surveying 

various examples, he offers the following basic definition of the genre:  

Jewish Diaspora letters are letters that involve attribution (factual or fictitious) to 
an authoritative addressor and communication with Judeans or Jews resident 
outside the Land of Israel or its fringes. . . . Some of them are circular letters, 
addressing more than one community or area (not normally in a “universal” 
manner but retaining the specificity of regional or topographic names). . . . 
Contents focus on instruction and exhortation with an emphasis either on 
exhortation and Torah paraenesis (in the subtype of “prophetic letters”) or on 
administrative-legal issues (in the “community letters”). . . Group cohesion 
[which is the main concern of these letters] is also served by various rhetorical 

                                                             

48 Jobes, 1 Peter, 55. 

49 Peter Davids, The First Epistle of Peter (NICNT; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1990), 13-
14. 

50 Doering consistently fails to recognize that consolation, as much as paraenesis, is a function of 
the Diaspora letter.  Paul A. Holloway (“Nihil inopinati accidisse--'Nothing Unexpected Has Happened': A 
Cyrenaic Consolatory Topos in 1 Pet 4.12ff,” NTS 48 [2002]: 433-448) highlights the consolatory nature of 
1 Peter, though he does not describe 1 Peter as a Diaspora letter.   

51 Doering, “Diaspora Letter,” in Niebuhr and Wall, Catholic Epistles, 216-217. 
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elements, like reference to a common salvific metanarrative, mutual concern (not 
least in prayer), or the “brothers” address.52 
 

Because the many examples Doering marshals evince these common features, he 

concludes that “more indeed can be said than . . . ‘they are all letters.’ ”53 

In many ways, 1 Peter fits Doering’s description.  Notably, the author of 1 Peter 

opens his letter with a Diaspora address, ἐκλεκτοῖς παρεπιδήµοις διασπορᾶς Πόντου, Γαλατίας, 

Καππαδοκίας, Ἀσίας καὶ Βιθυνίας, though “Diaspora” in 1 Peter is not limited to a purely 

geographic defintion.  “Diaspora in 1 Peter does not refer to a people who have been 

physically and historically dispersed from their homeland,” Doering explains, “but rather 

to addressees who have entered into a Diaspora existence by their rebirth.”54  Their 

election by God has led to otherness in their society.  In this way, they are living in the 

Diaspora.  Also, like some other Diaspora letters, 1 Peter is a circular letter.  The author 

addresses communities throughout Anatolia, though one should not therefore conclude 

that 1 Peter is a “universal” letter.  The recipients are specific and limited, even though 

their communities are spread throughout Anatolia.  Lastly, 1 Peter encourages group 

cohesion for communities threatened by their experience of otherness.  The rhetoric of 

2:9-17 affirms the special identity of the communities, calling them to maintain their 

distinctiveness while continuing to “seek the welfare of the city” in which they have been 

                                                             

52 Doering, “Diaspora Letter,” in Niebuhr and Wall, Catholic Epistles, 225-226. 

53 Doering, “Diaspora Letter,” in Niebuhr and Wall, Catholic Epistles, 226. 

54 Doering, “Diaspora Letter,” in Niebuhr and Wall, Catholic Epistles, 231. 
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placed.  In this way, the exhortation in 1 Peter resembles the instruction in Jeremiah’s 

letter to the exiles in Babylon.55   

  
Paraenetic Letter 

Other interpreters label 1 Peter a paraenetic letter.  Boring, for example, notes that 

the letter includes “a large portion of traditional paraenetic materials,” and thus he 

concludes that it is a “paraenetical letter designed to encourage a certain kind of conduct 

in a situation of testing and adversity.”56  Martin and Dryden57 state the case even more 

strongly.  They each devote large sections of their monographs to defining the paraenetic 

literary type, and both interpreters conclude that 1 Peter fits best in that category.  In their 

definitions, they give attention to both formal and functional features typical of the 

paraenetic letter genre.  In order to provide moral instruction, paraenetic letters often 

employ maxims, admonitions, virtue and vice lists, and moral exemplars.  One finds all 

of these literary features in 1 Peter.58  More importantly, however, the purpose of 1 Peter 

coheres with the function of paraenesis.  

The purpose of paraenesis, Dryden explains, is “to facilitate progress (προκοπή) in 

moral virtue.”  In other words, “paraenesis is concerned with the transformation of life to 

                                                             

55 Bruce W. Winter, Seek the Welfare of the City: Christians as Benefactors and Citizens (First 
Century Christians in the Graeco-Roman World; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1994), 15-17. 

56 Boring, 1 Peter, 37-38. 

57 Troy W. Martin, Metaphor and Composition in 1 Peter (SBLDS 131; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 
1992), 85-120; Dryden, Theology and Ethics, 23-43. 

58 Dryden, Theology and Ethics, 38, notes that more than half of the epistle is dedicated to moral 
instruction (2:13 – 5:12).  And along with various exhortations and admonitions in this section, the author 
also uses lists of virtues (3:8) and vices (4:3) and moral exemplars (Jesus, 2:21-25; Sarah, 3:5-6).   
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conform to beliefs.”59  In order to address the suffering of the communities addressed in 1 

Peter, Dryden argues, the author repeatedly exhorts his audience to “do good” (2:15, 20; 

3:6, 17).  The audience may be tempted to respond to their suffering with either despair 

or retaliation, and the author responds by enjoining them “to remain steadfast in their 

good conduct and to show integrity in relationships with their persecutors.”60  Dryden 

concludes, therefore, that “1 Peter shares with Greco-Roman paraenetic epistles a central 

concern for promoting growth in character through moral transformation.”61  Even if 1 

Peter might not be labeled as a philosophic letter, it still shares formal and functional 

features with the paraenetic letters native to the philosophic schools.   

Dryden may overstate his case, however.  Other interpreters have identified other 

ways that the author of 1 Peter responds to the suffering of his audience, and these other 

responses reveal other important purposes for the letter.  Balch, for example, argues that 

the author responds by trying to dull the distinctiveness of the Christian community that 

has led to their suffering.  The purpose of the letter, therefore, is to promote assimilation 

in order to protect the communities from future suffering.62  Elliott, on the other hand, 

argues that the author responds by reinforcing group identity in order to counter the threat 

of assimilation.  In this case, the author writes in order to “strengthen the solidarity of the 

Christian brotherhood so that it might resist external pressures urging cultural 

                                                             

59 Dryden, Theology and Ethics, 23. 

60 Dryden, Theology and Ethics, 44-45. 

61 Dryden, Theology and Ethics, 52. 

62 David L. Balch, Let Wives Be Submissive: The Domestic Code in 1 Peter (SBLMS 26; Chico, 
Calif.: Scholars Press, 1981), 81.  
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conformity.”63  Other authors have argued that consolation, not ethical transformation, is 

the primary purpose of 1 Peter.64  When one considers these alternative analyses of 1 

Peter, it becomes increasingly more difficult to accept Dryden’s claim that author of 1 

Peter primarily “seeks to transform individual lives within the community” (italics 

original).65   

Elliott offers the most severe critique of Dryden’s argument.  He contends that his 

study “is plagued by a fatal flaw that unfortunately is its chief premise and arguing point, 

that the letter’s chief aim is the character formation of individual believers and that 

Hellenistic paraenetic letters are its closest literary analogue” (italics original).66  Elliott 

primarily disputes Dryden’s emphasis on individual moral transformation.  He contends 

that any emphasis on individual moral growth serves a supporting role, rather than being 

a primary goal.  The author “encourages virtuous behavior, but ultimately for social 

rather than individual ends.”67  Doing good silences slander and deflects abuse, and thus 

it serves the social purpose of promoting the welfare of the community.   Rather than 

claiming that moral transformation is the primary concern of 1 Peter, Dryden should have 

                                                             

63 John H. Elliott, “1 Peter, Its Situation and Strategy: A Discussion with David Balch,” in 
Perspectives on First Peter (ed. Charles H. Talbert; NABPRSSS 9; Macon, Ga.: Mercer University Press, 
1986; repr., Eugene, Ore.: Wipf & Stock, 2010), 78.   

64 Eduard Lohse (“Parenesis and Kerygma in 1 Peter,” in Perspectives on First Peter [ed. Charles 
H. Talbert; NABPRSSS 9; Macon, Ga.: Mercer University Press, 1986; repr., Eugene, Ore.: Wipf & Stock, 
2010], 42) writes that the author aims “to strengthen and comfort them in this time of trial.”  The paraenetic 
material, he contends, is subordinate to the “unitary leading thought, the preservation of the Christians in 
their suffering.”  See also Holloway (“Nihil inopinati accidisse,” 433-448), whose argument we will discuss 
further in the following section.    

65 Dryden, Theology and Ethics, 42. 

66 John H. Elliott, review of J. de Waal Dryden, Theology and Ethics in 1 Peter: Paraenetic 
Strategies for Christian Character Formation, RBL 12 (2009): n.p.  Online: http://www.bookreviews.org 
/pdf/7248_7887.pdf.  

67 Elliott, review of Dryden, n.p. 
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demonstrated how growth in individual virtue serves the overarching purpose of assuring 

the welfare and growth of the entire believing community.   

Elliott’s analysis best describes the overarching purpose of 1 Peter, but it does not 

preclude defining 1 Peter as paraenesis.  Dryden’s misstep was defining paraenesis too 

narrowly.  While philosophic paraenetic letters may not be the closest literary analogue to 

1 Peter, and even though the primary goal of 1 Peter is not personal moral 

transformation, 1 Peter nevertheless strongly exhibits the markers of paraenesis.  The 

author, who serves as an authority figure for the audience, addresses an audience in the 

liminality of a time of testing and offers instructions that draw on shared convictions in 

order to encourage certain behavior.  The author employs the forms of paraenesis—moral 

instructions, vice and virtue lists, and exempla—throughout the letter.  Even Elliott 

himself, when he is not refuting Dryden, concludes that the “hortatory aim (5:12) and 

mood of 1 Peter, along with its inclusion of much hortatory and parenetic material clearly 

qualify it as a ‘parenetic/hortatory letter.’ ”68  If “paraenesis” is rightly understood as a 

mode of discourse, rather than a discrete type of philosophical letter, then 1 Peter 

certainly fits the category.  Thus, we should expect exempla to function in 1 Peter as they 

function in other paraenetic writings. 

 
Letter of Consolation   

One final description of the genre of 1 Peter needs attention.  Recently, Paul 

Holloway has made a compelling case that 1 Peter shares important goals and features 
                                                             

68 Elliott, 1 Peter, 11.  Boring makes the same point by using the adjective form—
“paraenetical”—to describe 1 Peter.  Regarding the genre of 1 Peter, he concludes, “It is not essentially a 
catechetical letter concerned with Christian doctrine, but a paraenetical letter designed to encourage a 
certain kind of conduct in a situation of testing and adversity” (1 Peter, 38).  Hopefully, defining paraenesis 
as a mode of discourse rather than a precise letter genre will allow us to avoid recourse to adjectivizing the 
noun.   
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with ancient letters of consolation.69  He is not the first to recognize consolatory texts in 1 

Peter.  Lohse also notes that the letter “is addressed to Christians who are suffering and 

afflicted. It is the author’s aim to strengthen and comfort them in this time of trial.”  And 

he later affirms that the actual theme of the letter, addressed explicitly from 3:13 on, is 

“to comfort the suffering Christians” (italics original).70  More recently, Norbert Brox 

concurs that the purpose of 1 Peter is to comfort the suffering,71 and Holloway recognizes 

his own work as a response to Brox’s suggestion that “a comparison with contemporary 

consolatory literature”72 would further illuminate 1 Peter.   

Holloway focuses his study on 1 Peter 4:12, which employs the Cyrenaic 

consolatory topos, “nothing unexpected has happened.”  Cicero explains that the 

Cyrenaics believe “grief is not caused by every misfortune, but by misfortune that is 

unexpected and unanticipated” (Tusc. 3.12.28).  Foreseen misfortune, while unpleasant, 

does not overwhelm a person with grief.  Thus, Cicero explains, when Cyrenaics offer 

consolation, “it is sufficient to show that nothing unexpected has happened” (Tusc. 

3.31.76).  Holloway notes that this consolation theory “was obviously better suited to 

preventing grief than alleviating it,” but even for those already in the throes of grief, a 

reminder that “nothing unexpected has happened” was expected to bring comfort.73  

When the author of 1 Peter instructs his audience in 4:12, “do not be surprised at the fiery 

ordeal that is taking place among you,” he employs characteristically Cyenaic 

                                                             

69 Holloway, “Nihil inopinati accidisse,” 433-448. 

70 Lohse, “Paranesis and Kerygma,” in Talbert, Perspectives on First Peter, 42, 50. 

71 Brox, Der erste Petrusbrief, 155. 

72 “ein Vergleich mit zeitgenössischen Trostliteratur,” Brox, Petrusbrief, 256 n. 798.   

73 Holloway, “Nihil inopinati accidisse,” 437. 
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consolation.  Holloway concludes: “the author of 1 Peter is writing after the fact and is 

therefore seeking to remove the unexpectedness of misfortune that has already occurred.  

This parallels precisely Cyrenaic procedure.”74   

In one of Seneca’s consolatory letters (Ep. 107), he develops the characteristically 

Cyrenaic topos.75  When Lucilius’s slaves run away and his friends deceive him, Seneca 

reminds his student, “None of these things is unusual or unexpected.  It is as nonsensical 

to be put out by such events as to complain of being spattered in the street or at getting 

befouled in the mud” (107.2).  Such hardships necessarily attend life; and rather than 

being surprised and panic-stricken by such “trifles,” Seneca advises, one should give 

frequent thought to future sufferings.  He then supplements this topos with two 

supporting arguments.   

First, Seneca notes that others have similarly suffered.  “No matter what trouble 

you mention,” he tells Lucilius, “it has happened to many” (107.5).  All who share the 

human condition have been ordained to experience hardships, and thus he tells his 

student, “Be sure to prescribe for your mind this sense of equity; we should pay without 

complaint the tax of our mortality” (107.6).  This line introduces Seneca’s second 

supporting argument: he claims divine law ordains human suffering.  Humans must strive 

to live in harmony with Nature, adjusting their souls to its laws.  “That which you cannot 

reform,” he advises, “it is best to endure, and to attend uncomplainingly upon the God 

under whose guidance everything progresses” (107.9).  Indeed, Seneca concludes, “that 

                                                             

74 Holloway, “Nihil inopinati accidisse,” 445. 

75 Holloway, “Nihil inopinati accidisse,” 438.  See also pp. 439-441 in which Holloway lists other 
Christian writings that use similar arguments.  I am indebted to him for first calling my attention to these 
other NT texts.    



 
 

181 
 

man is a weakling and a degenerate who struggles and maligns the order of the universe 

and would rather reform the gods than reform himself” (107.12).   

The same cluster of arguments appears in other early Christian writings.  In 1 

Thess 3:1-10, for example, Paul reminds the suffering Thessalonians that he had 

forewarned them about coming persecution (3:4).  He also asserts that they were destined 

for these sufferings, indicating that their current plight coheres with the divine will (3:3).  

He occasionally alludes to his own hardships, or the hardships of others, to remind the 

Thessalonians that they do not suffer alone (1:6; 2:2, 14-15; 3:7).  Likewise, in Phil 1:28-

30, Paul affirms that the Philippians’ suffering is divinely ordained, and he reminds them 

that he shares the same struggle.  Paul does not directly employ the “nothing strange has 

happened” topos; but, as Holloway notes, in Paul’s admonition in1:28 (µὴ πτυρόµενοι), he 

uses a term that “also occurs in other consolatory contexts, where it describes the shock 

of unexpected misfortune.”76   

The author of 1 Peter employs the same constellation of consolatory arguments.  

Along with claiming that they should not be surprised by their present trials, he calls 

them to rejoice that they are sharing in the sufferings of Christ.  The recollection of 

Christ’s exemplary suffering obviously reminds the audience that they do not suffer 

alone, but it also affirms that their suffering is part of the divine will.  In 2:21, they were 

first reminded of their divine call to suffer as Christ suffered, and 4:13 echoes the same 

sentiment.  Holloway modestly concludes that because of the presence of these features 

                                                             

76 Holloway, “Nihil inopinati accidisse,” 440.  He cites two examples.  In Ps-Plato, Ax. 370A, 
Axiocus is panicked (πτυρείης) by a sudden, unexpected illness.  Similarly, in Med. 8.45, Marcus Aurelius 
prays that his soul may not be panicked (πτυροµένη) by adversity.   
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in 4:12-13, “Future assessment of 1 Peter’s genre will need to take seriously its 

consolatory purposes.”77 

 
Summary of the Genre of 1 Peter 

We have surveyed three primary suggestions for the genre of 1 Peter—diaspora 

letter, paraenetic letter, letter of consolation—and the letter reflects formal and functional 

aspects of each.  Indeed, Holloway contends that the situation of the letter’s audience “is 

reflected in the mixed genre of 1 Peter, which combines consolation, exhortation, and 

practical advice.”78  First Peter is not an ad hoc mixture of genres, however.  Rather, the 

functions of the three genres naturally complement one another.  As a Diaspora letter 

written by a recognized spiritual authority to a community “living in a society not 

conducive to it,” 1 Peter naturally serves to both exhort and console its suffering 

audience.  In other words, paraenesis and consolation are integral components of 

Diaspora letters, and thus we should expect to find the formal and functional features of 

those two genres within the body of 1 Peter.   

Jeremiah’s letter to the exiles in Babylon models the blending of these genres.  As 

noted above, in the letter Jeremiah exhorts the audience to “seek the welfare of the city” 

(29:5-7) and comforts them with promises of God’s plan for future restoration (29:10-14). 

Comforting the people in the midst of their alienation (consolation) and offering advice 

on how to survive their exile (paraenesis) are two primary functions of Diaspora letters.  

                                                             

77 Holloway, “Nihil inopinato accidisse,” 448.  In a concluding note, Holloway makes a stronger 
claim: “It may even be possible to identify 1 Peter as a letter of consolation.  The mixture of consolation 
and exhortation/advice that we have discerned in 1 Peter is characteristic of ancient consolation and may 
therefore not strictly speaking be a mixture of separate genres” (448, n. 75).  His tentative statement 
highlights an important truth: genre purity occurs only in theory.  In practice, writings blend the features 
and purposes of different, complimentary genres.   

78 Holloway, “Nihil inopinato accidisse,” 442. 
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The same is true for 1 Peter.  The author addresses “exiles in the Diaspora” with twin 

goals: to comfort them in the midst of their suffering and to exhort them to holy living in 

the midst of pressure to assimilate to the surrounding culture. 

When assessing the function of the example of Christ in 1 Peter, therefore, we 

must address how it serves the two overarching goals of 1 Peter.  We should expect the 

example of Christ to function in ways similar to exempla in other paraenetic literature  

That is, we should expect that the example of Christ not only describes the character traits 

which the author wants to inculcate in his audience; it also empowers imitation by 

transforming those who carefully attend to the pattern.  We should also expect the 

example of Christ to function in ways similar to exempla in consolatory literature.  The 

present study has not undertaken a detailed study of exempla in consolatory literature 

because we are primarily concerned with moral transformation—and thus paraenetic 

literature—but Holloway highlights that the similar suffering of others is often noted in 

letters of consolation.  In this case, the exempla create a community of sufferers that 

assure the audience they are not alone.  The author communicates to his audience that 

similar fates can be, and have been, endured by others; therefore, remain steadfast, 

knowing endurance is possible.   

 
Living Between the Revelations:  

The Situation of the Petrine Community 
 

In 1 Peter, the Christian community lives between two revelations of Jesus.  He 

was revealed (φανερωθέντος) at the end of the ages (1:20), and he will be revealed in the 

future (ἐν ἀποκαλύψει Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ, 1:7, 13; φανερωθέντος τοῦ ἀρχιποίµενος, 5:4).  The 

first revelation refers to Jesus’ advent within human history, and in particular it connotes 
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the suffering and resurrection of Jesus.  The prophets, filled with the Spirit of Christ, 

testified in advance to this first revelation (1:10-11); and although the Petrine community 

did not personally witness the suffering and glorification of Jesus, it is made present to 

them through the proclamation of the good news.  For them, in other words, the first 

revelation is the initial proclamation of the suffering and glorification of Jesus Christ that 

precipitated their conversion.   

 The second revelation will be the eschatological advent of Jesus.  When God 

reveals Jesus again in the last time, he will also reveal the salvation he has prepared and 

kept ready for his children (1:5).  Jesus will bring them grace when he is revealed (1:13), 

consummating the goal of their faith, the salvation of their souls (1:9).  Hope for the 

future revelation thus marks the present experience of the Christian community (1:3, 13).  

First Peter 1:8-9 positions the audience between these two revelations and might be 

paraphrased as follows: “Although you did not witness Jesus during his first revelation, 

you love him; and even though you do not see him now because you are waiting for him 

to be revealed in the future, you have utmost confidence in his coming revelation and the 

salvation it will bring, and thus you can rejoice with an indescribable joy.” 

 For the audience of 1 Peter, “various trials” fill the time between the revelations.   

Because of the exclusive monotheism of the Christian community, they have withdrawn 

from participation in the Roman religious cult and have suffered religious, political, and 

social repercussions.  Glimpses of their plight abound in 1 Peter, but 4:3-4 states it most 

succinctly.  They once joined with their associates (co-workers, neighbors, friends, 

family-members) in Gentile-like living.  Now that they abstain from idolatry and 

licentiousness, their associates are surprised “and so they blaspheme.”  The author 
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describes their change in lifestyle as a movement from darkness into light, from having 

no identity to being part of God’s own people (2:9-10).  From the author’s viewpoint, 

they have been ransomed from the futile ways of their ancestors, but the audience’s 

former associates would have described the change in behavior differently.   

 The withdrawal from all forms of honoring the Roman gods would have led to 

various accusations.  From a religious perspective, their refusal to honor the gods would 

have been considered atheism.  Because the Roman cult functioned to placate the gods 

and thus protect the city and ensure future benefaction from the gods, however, 

participation in the Roman cult was more than a religious duty. It was also a matter of 

civic duty.  Therefore, abstention would have been considered unpatriotic and possibly 

treasonous.  Also, a Christian convert who refused to worship the household gods 

threatened the stability of the οἶκος, the basic building block of ancient society.  As a 

result, “the Christian mission was necessarily understood as an attack on the social 

foundations.”79  Christian slaves and wives who converted apart from the rest of the 

household would have been labeled insubordinate “home-wreckers,” and the community 

as a whole would have been labeled anti-social “haters of humanity” for the perceived 

threat they posed to society.  The family and neighbors of the converted Christians would 

have responded by applying social pressure—through verbal abuse, economic 

restrictions, or other forms of ostracization—in order to correct the social deviancy.   

 First Peter shows evidence of the verbal abuse the community is suffering.  As 

mentioned above, their neighbors blaspheme (βλασφηµοῦντες) on account of their 

                                                             

79 Feldmeier, The First Letter of Peter, 8. 



 
 

186 
 

changed behavior (4:4).80  The author states elsewhere that they are unjustly accused of 

evildoing (καταλαλοῦσιν ὑµῶν ὡς κακοποιῶν; 2:12; cf. 3:16) and therefore will potentially 

suffer for doing good (2:20; 3:14, 17).  Jesus, the living stone, was rejected by mortals 

(ὑπὸ ἀνθρώπων ἀποδεδοκιµασµένον) despite being chosen by God, and the author calls his 

audience to be like living stones who, though rejected by mortals because of their 

election by God, will not be put to shame (καταισχυνθῇ) if they trust Jesus, the rejected 

cornerstone (2:4-6).  Jesus also refused to return abuse for the abuse he suffered (2:23), 

an attitude the author calls his audience to emulate when they receive abuse (3:9).81  

Joel Green nicely summarizes the situation of the Petrine community: “these are 

people whose commitments to the lordship of Christ have led to transformed dispositions 

and behaviors that place them on the margins of respectable society.  Their allegiance to 

Christ has won for them animosity, scorn, and vilification.”82  They were once “insiders” 

in society, but they have defected from cultural norms by joining the Christian 

                                                             

80 The object of the verb βλασφηµέω can be either God or humans (Elliott, 1 Peter, 727).  In this 
case, both might be in view.  The neighbors malign the converts and their community, and thus blaspheme 
the God that protects that community. 

81 Building on the work of French sociologist Jean Séguy, Larry Miller describes the recipients of 
1 Peter as members of a “voluntary utopian group” that engages in both explicit and implicit protests 
against the dominant society.  (Larry Miller, “La protestation sociale dans la première lettre de Pierre,” 
Social Compass 46 [1999]: 521-543.)  As a “utopian” group, they are committed to the transformation of 
global systems, which leads to a lifestyle that openly critiques the prevailing social system and results in 
their being maligned.  The author, however, exhorts them to avoid the explicit protest of governing 
authorities.  Instead, they accept their authority, even if it means following Christ’s example and suffering 
injustice without seeking retribution.  They react to the social sanction with non-resistance, but this should 
not be confused with accommodation.  “Au contraire,” Miller explains, “le chrétien soumis à la sanction 
sociale est censé rester un sujet autonome face à la direction sociale.  Et, dans le cas précis des destinaires, 
pour Pierre, cette autonomie débouchera sur une decision de poursuivre l’action chrétienne socialement non 
conforme, voire sur son renforcement et son développement” (536).  Their non-resistance is actually a 
defiant, implicit protest because, even though they refuse to retaliate, they will not be pressured into 
changing their socially deviant behavior.   

82 Joel B. Green, 1 Peter (THNTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 196. 
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community, becoming in the process “foreigners.”83  Thus, the author addresses them as 

“aliens and exiles” (παροίκους καὶ παρεπιδήµους, 2:11).  They are experiencing the 

“flipside of election.”84  Belonging to God and his family results in an otherness that 

places them on the margins of society and exposes them to forms of social control that 

include shaming through “name-calling or public ostracism or malice.”85 

During this period of trials in the time between the revelations of Jesus, God 

sustains and protects the Christian community.  The author of 1 Peter affirms that their 

present suffering is neither meaningless nor outside of God’s control.  First, he describes 

their “fiery ordeal” as a period of testing that he likens to a refining fire that purifies 

precious (though perishable) metals (1:7).  Their sufferings are one means of preparing 

them for the second revelation of Christ.  Second, the author affirms that the arc of their 

lives matches Jesus’s.  He moved through shame and suffering into vindication and glory, 

and their narrative will mirror his.  He is their pattern; they should neither fear nor be 

surprised by their present suffering (2:21; 4:1).  Third, the author regularly employs 

language that reveals God is the enabling power that will sustain the community during 

their time of testing.  They are “protected by the power of God” while they await the 

salvation prepared for them (1:5); God supplies the words and strength they need to live 

out the ethical demands of the present time (4:11); after short time of suffering, God will 

“restore, support, strengthen, and establish” them (5:10).      

                                                             

83 Miroslav Volf, “Soft Difference: Reflections on the Relation Between Church and Culture in 1 
Peter,” ExAud 10 (1994): 18-19. 

84 Feldmeier, The First Letter of Peter, 14-15.  See also Doering, “Diaspora Letter,” in Niebuhr 
and Wall, Catholic Epistles, 231. 

85 Green, 1 Peter, 194.  
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For the author of 1 Peter, all three moments of the Christian life outlined above—

the moment of conversion associated with the first revelation of Christ, the Christian life 

marked by hope in the midst of various trials, and the eschatological salvation that awaits 

the community and grounds their present hope—have soteriological significance.  In 

other words, “for Peter, salvation is past, present, and future.”86  And in all three 

moments, the Christian community relies ultimately in the enabling power of their 

gracious Father.  To communicate the community’s dependence on divine enablement in 

every part of the “soteriological journey,” the author employs the metaphor of new birth 

and growth to maturation. 

 
The Metaphor of New Birth:  

Conversion and Maturation in 1 Peter 
 

 In the opening verses of 1 Peter, the author characterizes his community as those 

who God has given “new birth (ἀναγεννήσας) into a living hope through the resurrection 

of Jesus Christ” (1:3).  He returns to the vivid image in 1:23 when he asserts, “You have 

been born anew (ἀναγεγεννηµένοι), not of perishable but of imperishable seed, through 

the living and enduring word of God.”  Joel Green notes that in 1 Peter the “existential 

beginning point of this [soteriological] journey is entry into the new reality to which Peter 

refers as God’s having ‘given us new birth’ (1:3).”87  The provision of God at this 

beginning point is clear: he is the subject of the indicative verb in 1:3 and the implied 

subject of the passive verb in 1:23.  He regenerates through his enduring word, and they 

are the recipients of his gracious action.  Boring notes that the rebirth metaphor aptly 

                                                             

86 Green, 1 Peter, 274.  

87 Green, 1 Peter, 276. 
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describes God’s role in conversion: “Just as God’s act in raising Jesus was the divine 

overturning of all human possibilities, so begetting and birth is an apt metaphor for the 

conversion process: none of us decides to be born, the initiative is prior and apart from 

us, we simply find ourselves having been given life.”88 

 Along with depicting the moment of conversion, the rebirth metaphor also 

describes the present situation of the Christian community.  Rebirth results in new 

kinship relationships.  The community now relates to God as Father (1:17), and they 

should act as his obedient children.  As God’s children, they are now heirs (1:4), an 

image that captures the “inbetweenness” of their life between the revelations of Jesus.  

They are guaranteed to receive the imperishable inheritance that will be revealed at the 

eschaton, but they have not received it yet.  The assurance of the coming inheritance, 

however, allows them to live with hope during their present crisis.   

Following their new birth, the community also relates to one another as siblings, 

and they are called love one another in accordance with this new relationship (1:22).  The 

metaphor of rebirth affirms that “they are not called to be heroic individuals but members 

of a family that cares for and supports them.”89  Conversion and relationship with God, 

therefore, should never be misunderstood as a purely individual experience.  As the 

metaphor of rebirth affirms, conversion involves incorporation into the family of God.   

As with their conversion, the post-conversion lives of the community members 

depend on the gracious providence of God.  The author of 1 Peter affirms that the 

brotherly- and sisterly-love (φιλαδελφίαν) that they steadfastly give to one another is 

                                                             

88 Boring, 1 Peter, 62. 

89 Boring, 1 Peter, 87. 
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founded on the sustaining work of God.  The spiritual energy to fulfill the love command 

comes from the “living and enduring word of God” (1:23), which he later defines as the 

good news that was pronounced to the community (1:25).90  Matthias Konradt 

paraphrases the meaning of the 1:22-23: “The call for permanent brotherly love results 

consequently from the fact that the effective word, to which Christians owe their 

conversion, is not transitory, but remains eternally.  It does not merely give one single 

impulse, but works permanently, continuously providing the necessary vital elements for 

the new life.”91  

The author of 1 Peter explains how the word continuously provides the vital 

elements necessary for the new life by extending the metaphor in 2:1-3 to describe not 

only birth but also the nourishment and growth of the newly born.  Because the primary 

concern of the present study is the post-conversion lives of the Petrine community, we 

will give more attention to the milk metaphor that describes divine sustenance in the time 

between the revelations of Jesus Christ.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                             

90 In 1:3, new birth is attributed to the resurrection of Jesus, but we need not posit two distinct 
sources for regeneration.  As Boring explains (1 Peter, 88): “In 1:3 the new birth was by the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ; here it is through the word that is inseparably bound to the event and mediates it to the 
believer.” 

91 Matthias Konradt, “The Historical Context of the Letter of James in Light of Its Traditio-
Historical Relations with First Peter,” in The Catholic Epistles and Apostolic Tradition (ed. Karl-Wilhelm 
Niebuhr and Robert W. Wall; Waco, Tex.: Baylor University Press, 2009), 109.  Konradt notes the 
similarity between the imagery of Jas 1:18-21 and 1 Pet 1:22-23, concluding that they share traditions from 
their common Antiochene provenance.   
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Milk that Nourishes to Maturation   

In 1 Pet 2:2, we encounter an “unquestionably difficult”92 phrase: τὸ λογικὸν 

ἄδολον γάλα.  The phrase is usually translated as “pure, spiritual milk” (NRSV, NIV) or 

“pure milk of the word” (NASB, NKJV), though it is variously glossed by 

commentators.93  While interpreters debate the referent of the metaphorical milk and the 

meaning of the odd adjective λογικός (issues we will address presently), they generally 

agree about the function of the milk.  As newborn babies crave the nourishing milk they 

need for growth, so the Petrine community is exhorted to long for that which will 

“nourish” them and grow them into salvation.  The milk, whatever it might be, is the 

means (ἐν αὐτῷ)94 for growth into eschatological salvation.  Thus, scholars who define 

the milk differently, can still affirm its basic function.  For example, Eugene Boring, who 

argues that the milk “must be the divine word that brought their new life into being,” 

concludes that the metaphor reminds the readers that “just as their entrance into the 

household of faith was a matter of divine begetting and birth, so their continued growth is 

not something they can generate themselves, but depends on life-giving nourishment.”95  

Karen Jobes, who argues passionately that the milk cannot be the word of God, likewise 

concludes that Peter “is saying that God in Christ alone both conceives and sustains the 

                                                             

92 F. J. A. Hort, The First Epistle of St. Peter I.1--II.17: The Greek Text with Introductory Lecture, 
Commentary, and Additional Notes (London: Macmillan, 1898), 100. 

93 For example: “guileless milk of the word” (Elliott, 1 Peter, 394); “unadulterated milk of God’s 
word” (Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 143); and “geistiger, reiner Milch” (Brox, Der erste Petrusbrief, 89).  

94 Both Achtemeier (1 Peter, 147) and Elliott (1 Peter, 401) note that ἐν αὐτῷ functions as a dative 
of instrument, indicating that the milk is the means for further growth.  Mark Dubis affirms that the 
prepositional phrase conveys the means by which they grow into salvation (1 Peter: A Handbook of the 
Greek Text [BHGNT; Waco, Tex.: Baylor University Press, 2010], 44). 

95 Boring, 1 Peter, 92. 
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life of the new birth.”96  The metaphor communicates clearly, therefore, that the Christian 

life lived between the revelations of Christ is divinely nourished.  Just as the Christian 

community depended wholly on God for their rebirth through his enduring word, now 

they depend wholly on his sustenance for growth to salvation.     

 Commentators also generally agree on two further important points.  First, even 

though the author metaphorically describes his audience as “newly-born newborns” 

(ἀρτιγέννητα βρέφη), we should not assume that they are freshly-baptized new converts.97  

The author describes his whole audience as new born children of God (1:3, 23), and a 

general audience that includes Christians from across Asia Minor cannot all be newly 

baptized.98  The metaphor is not intended to describe the newness of their conversion but 

rather to “instruct them to crave the things of God even as newborn babies crave milk—

instinctively, eagerly, incessantly.”99   

Second, craving for “spiritual milk” is not a sign of spiritual immaturity.  In other 

NT texts, milk has pejorative connotations.  In Heb 5:12-13, for example, the preacher 

chides his audience for still needing infantile milk, which he defines as the basic elements 

of the “oracles of God” (τῶν λογίων τοῦ θεοῦ).  He hopes they can advance to eating solid 

                                                             

96 Jobes, 1 Peter, 140.   

97 Contra F. W. Beare who argues that the expression is fitting for those who have just been 
received into the church through baptism.  (The First Epistle of Peter: The Greek Text with Introduction 
and Notes [3d ed.; Oxford: Blackwell, 1970], 114.)  Brox maintains that such an interpretation is neither 
necessary nor probable.  Instead, “Das Bild is völlig hinreichend erklärt, wenn ihm als Sinn entnommen 
wird, daß die Christen sich so intensive und hungrig um das Wort dere unverfälschten Wahrheit bemühen 
sollen, wie der Säugling mit aller ihm möglichen Vitalität mach der für sein Gedeihen notwendigen Milch 
verlangt und dadurch an Leben und Gewicht zunimmt” (Der erste Petrusbrief, 91).   

98 Max-Alain Chevallier, who argues that 1:3 – 2:10 is a tightly structured chiastic unit, also 
concludes that the “new birth” results from preaching “plutôt que baptéme.”  (“1 Pierre 1/1 à 2/10: 
Structure Littéraire et Conséquences Exégétiques,” RHPR 51 (1971): 140.) 

99 Jobes, 1 Peter, 13. 
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food; that is, he hopes they will mature into being teachers skilled in the “word of 

righteousness” (λόγου δικαιοσύνης).  Peter, on the other hand, does not expect his 

community to outgrow their craving for spiritual milk.  Again, the focus of the metaphor 

is not the spiritual youth of the readers but the intensity of their desire.  And their desire 

for the sustenance that nurtures their new life should never wane. 

While commentators largely agree on the basic function of the imagery in 2:1-3 

(the Christian life is sustained by divine nourishment), the metaphor raises what Karen 

Jobes calls “two puzzling questions.”  Namely, how should λογικόν be understood and 

translated, and what is the referent of the metaphorical milk?  We turn now to analyze 

these questions, and as Jobes notes, “The answer to either question informs the other.”100   

In the most common interpretation, the meaning of λογικός actually helps define 

the milk’s referent.  As mentioned above, many modern interpreters translate λογικὸν 

γάλα as “milk of the word,”101 and even those who translate the phrase as “spiritual milk” 

will often relate the milk to the word of God, “either through the cognate relationship 

between λόγος (logos, word) and logikos or by proximity with the immediately preceding 

context in 1:23-25.”102  Achtemeier appeals to both lines of reasoning.  He assumes the 

meaning of the adjective λογικός is determined by its etymological root, λόγος.  “If the 

root λόγος is to be understood in the sense of ‘word,’ then λογικός would express the 

relationship of γάλα (‘milk’) to the word of God as the proper nourishment for 

                                                             

100 Jobes, 1 Peter, 132.   

101 See n. 93 above for Elliott’s and Achtemeier’s translations.  See also, Green, 1 Peter, 47. 

102 Jobes, 1 Peter, 132.  
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Christians.”103  He also draws on evidence from the immediate context:  

Since, therefore, in this context the word of God (λογὸς θεοῦ) was the agency by 
which the readers were rebegotten as Christians (1:23), and since the word of the 
Lord (ῥῆµα κυρίου) was the good news that has been communicated to them 
(1:25b), some relationship between the divine word and the adjective λογικός 
seems most likely.104 

 
Achtemeier’s analysis is typical, though it still leaves room for considerable variation.  

Even if it is established that 2:2 refers to “milk of the word,” what exactly is the divine 

word?  Few follow Grudem in identifying the milk-word as the Bible itself.105  Many 

more assume the word refers to the proclaimed gospel mentioned most immediately in 

1:25.106  Often, however, this question is not adequately addressed.  After surveying two 

significant challenges to the common interpretation of λογικὸν γάλα, we will return to 

this question in our own interpretation.   

 Karen Jobes cites a few dissenters to the “widespread consensus among modern 

interpreters that the pure spiritual milk of 2:2 is the word of God” that have “seen in the 

metaphor a wider view of God’s life-sustaining grace in Christ.”107  She considers herself 

among the number of dissenters that have roots going back at least as far as Calvin.  Also 

cited as a dissenter is J. Ramsey Michaels.  We will address his challenge to the 

mainstream interpretation before surveying Jobes’ more substantial critique.   

                                                             

103 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 147. 

104 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 147. 

105 W. A. Grudem, The First Epistle of Peter (TNTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 95.  
Grudem sees in the description of the milk as “pure” or “guileless” (ἄδολον) evidence for the inerrancy of 
scripture.  

106 E.g., Green notes that the word in 1:23—2:3 is not “the ‘word of Scripture’ per se, but the word 
as good news, the gospel concerning Jesus Christ” (1 Peter, 53).   

107 Jobes, 1 Peter, 141.  
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 Michaels admits that the author of 1 Peter may be using milk as a metaphor for 

the proclaimed message of the gospel, as 1:25 indicates, but he argues that the translation 

“milk of the word” misses the point of the metaphor.  “It shifts the emphasis from ‘milk,’ 

where it belongs, to ‘word,’ where it does not belong.”108  When interpreters too quickly 

identify the milk as the word, they ignore the rich imagery of the milk metaphor in its 

own right.  In fact, he argues, λογικός is best understood as “metaphorical.”  It does not 

interpret the milk as much as indicate that it is spiritual milk.  If λογικός does not define 

the milk, then one must look elsewhere to explicate the meaning of the “pure spiritual 

milk.”  Michaels turns to nursing imagery in the Odes of Solomon for insight.   

 In the Odes of Solomon the image of milk from the breasts of the Lord most often 

relates to God’s life-giving mercy or kindness.  Thus, Christ says of his followers, “my 

own breasts I prepared for them, that they might drink my holy milk and live by it” 

(8.14).  Elsewhere the narrator sings, “A cup of milk was offered me, and I drank in the 

sweetness of the Lord’s kindness.  The Son is the cup, and the Father is he who was 

milked; and the Holy Spirit she who milked him” (19.2).  In this fascinating example, the 

milk is clearly the kindness that comes from God through the work of the Spirit and the 

mediation of the Son.  Thus, Michaels concludes that in 1 Peter the milk probably 

represents both divine mercy and divine life.  While the proclaimed message of the 

gospel might be the medium by which the milk is received, “the milk itself is more 

appropriately interpreted as the sustaining life of God given in mercy to his children.”109 

                                                             

108 Michaels, 1 Peter, 87.  

109 Michaels, 1 Peter, 89.  Gail Paterson Corrington calls attention to myths of the goddess Isis 
who transfers divine power to the king through her milk (“The Milk of Salvation: Redemption by the 
Mother in Late Antiquity and Early Christianity,” HTR 82 [1989]: 399).   
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 Michaels’ interpretation admirably puts the focus back on the life-sustaining 

power of the milk, but his conclusion proposes a false dichotomy.  He makes an 

unnecessary distinction between the medium and the power.  The cup is different from 

the milk, of course, and logically one can make a distinction between the message (or 

medium) and the power the message communicates.  Such logical distinctions are 

complicated, however, when speaking of the word of God, which is often portrayed as 

both message and active power.   

In the creation account of Gen 1, for example, the commanding word of God, 

“Let there be light,” has both content and power.  It communicates the command and 

actualizes it.  Likewise, in the writings of Isaiah, which Peter appeals to in 1:24-25, God 

announces that his word (τὸ ῥῆµά µου) will accomplish his will (55:11).  His word not 

only announces his will; like the rain and snow that fall and cause seeds to sprout, his 

word has effective power to accomplish his life-giving will.110  In the New Testament, 

Paul uses the term “gospel” to refer to not only the message about Jesus but also the 

effective power of God.  In Rom 1:16, for example, Paul describes the gospel as “the 

power of God for salvation” (δύναµις θεοῦ εἰς σωτηρίαν).  We should be careful not to 

truncate the meaning of “word,” therefore, when the author of 1 Peter defines it as the 

proclaimed gospel.  Michaels does well to remind us of the life-giving power of the milk, 

but that does not mean the milk needs to be distinguished from the announcement of the 

good news.  The gospel can be both medium and power.   

                                                             

110 It should not be missed that in the imagery of Isa 55 the word is compared to rain that nourishes 
plant growth (and even provides more seeds for further planting).  The image may be agricultural rather 
than neonatal, but the function of the word closely resembles what Peter describes in 2:2-3.   
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Karen Jobes offers a sustained critique of the prevailing interpretation of the 

λογικὸν ἄδολον γάλα in her commentary on 1 Peter.111  She notes several problems with 

relating the milk to the word of God.  First, interpreters must avoid the etymological 

fallacy of assuming λογικός derives its meaning from its root λόγος.  A word means what 

it means in context, and frequently in extra-biblical contexts λογικός has the sense of 

“rational” or “reasonable.”112  The Stoics, for example, used λογικός to mean reasonable 

“in the sense of being true to the ultimate reality, which in Stoic thought was ordered by 

the divine rationality of the Logos.”113  Jobes concludes, therefore, that Peter (and Paul as 

well in Rom 12:1) might also use λογικός to describe what is true to the ultimate reality; 

only their ultimate reality is not defined by the Stoic Logos but the new creation 

established with the resurrection of Jesus. 

Most commentators avoid the etymological fallacy by appealing to the immediate 

context of 1 Pet 2:2.  The term λογικός is related to the word of God not because of its 

etymology, but rather because of its proximity to the references to the divine word (1:23, 

25).  In this case, even if one chooses to translate λογικός as “rational” or “spiritual,” the 

context still indicates that the term would have been associated with the similar-sounding 

λόγος.  Jobes counters that one’s understanding of the milk in 2:2 should be determined 

by the context, but the immediate context is 2:1-3, not 1:23-25.  In fact, the author’s use 

of ῥῆµα rather than λόγος in 1:24-25 indicates that those verses do not provide the best 
                                                             

111 Jobes, 1 Peter, 130-141.  See also her earlier article: “Got Milk? Septuagint Psalm 33 and the 
Interpretation of 1 Peter 2:1-3,” WTJ 63 (2002): 1-14. 

112 See Dan G. McCartney, “ ‘λογικός’ in 1 Peter 2,2,” ZNW 82 (1991): 128-132, who nonetheless 
concludes that λογικός should be understood as “having to do with verbal communication,” since rationality 
and verbal communication were closely related in the ancient world.  

113 Jobes, 1 Peter, 136. 
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context for understanding the λογικός milk.  Instead, she argues, one must find an 

interpretation that accounts for 2:1 and 2:3.   

In 1 Pet 2:3, the author alludes to LXX Ps 33, an acrostic psalm of thanksgiving 

that envisions David’s deliverance from afflictions while he is “sojourning” away from 

home.114  The author of 1 Peter, who slightly changes LXX Ps 33:9 (34:8) in order to 

make it fit his context,115 clarifies the referent of the metaphorical milk with the biblical 

allusion.  The milk which the newborns have tasted and now crave is their experience of 

the Lord himself.116  Any interpretation of the milk metaphor, Jobes contends, must take 

this into account.   

For Jobes, the milk metaphor must also fit with 2:1.  The vice list in 2:1 begins 

with a participle (ἀποθέµενοι) that depends on the imperative in 2:2 (ἐπιποθήσατε), linking 

the two verses syntactically.  Jobes argues that the participle in 2:1 is “the mode in which 

craving for the pure milk is expressed.”117  Her reading has much to commend it; so, we 

quote her explanation at length before noting some potential difficulties: 

The word preached to Peter’s readers mediated their experiences of God (1:25) 
and gave them their initial taste of the Lord.  But when Peter exhorts them to 

                                                             

114 The LXX translator highlights the theme of “sojourning” by translating the Hebrew phrase 
“from all my fears he delivered me” as ἐκ πασῶν τῶν παροικιῶν µου ἐρρύσατό µε (“from all my sojourning 
he delivered me”).  The reading might reflect the translator’s own experience of exile, and it certainly fits 
the exile motif in 1 Peter.     

115 First, he changes the tense of the main verb “to taste” from the imperative mood (γεύσασθε) to 
the indicative (ἐγεύσασθε).  He is not imploring his audience to experience the Lord; rather, he is reminding 
them of their past experience (possibly their conversion when they first tasted the goodness of God’s 
mercy).  Second, he omits the second verb from LXX Ps 33:9, which reads “taste and see (καὶ ἴδετε) that 
the Lord is good.”  He probably omits the second verb in order to maintain the coherence of the milk 
metaphor.  One craves the taste of milk, not the sight of it.  The omission might also reflect his 
understanding of the Christian life as being lived between the two revelations of Christ.  In the present, they 
do not see Jesus (1:8).   

116 Jobes, “Got Milk?” 10.   

117 Jobes, 1 Peter, 140.  
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crave spiritual milk, he is not telling them to crave the word of God, as if 
commanding them to listen to more sermons or to read more Scripture, as good 
and even necessary as those activities may be.  He is saying that God in Christ 
alone both conceives and sustains the life of the new birth.  They are to crave the 
Lord God for spiritual nourishment.  They have tasted the goodness of the Lord in 
their conversion, but there is more to be had.  The more-of-the-Lord-to-be-had by 
Peter’s readers involves putting off all evil and all deceit and hypocrisies and 
jealousies, and all backbiting (2:1).  Refusal to do so would stunt their growth in 
the new life.118 

 
Jobes’ emphasis on moral transformation needs to be appreciated.  First Peter 1:22 and 

2:1 demonstrate the author’s overarching purpose in this section: to encourage the 

brotherly love that builds community (1:22) and discourage the attitudes that destroy it 

(2:1).  The nourishing milk is part of that transformation process.    

 A recent article by Philip Tite119 supports Jobes’ intuition that the milk is tied to 

moral transformation. He studies the Greco-Roman context in order to articulate the role 

of wet nurses and breast-feeding in moral development.  Romans typically used a wet 

nurse, who might be either a “free mercenary nurse” (from outside the household) or a 

slave nurse (from within the household).  Slave nurses would often accompany the child 

into young adulthood as a nanny or chaperone, while the mercenary nurse would care for 

the child for a set period of time (usually about two years) before returning the child to 

the parents.   

Ancient medical theorists offer advice on choosing the wet nurse.  The quality of 

the milk and the quality of the wet nurse were both important considerations because, as 

Tite notes, “the character and lifestyle of the nurse affected the quality of the milk, the 

                                                             

118 Jobes, 1 Peter, 140.  

119 Philip L. Tite, “Nurslings, Milk and Moral Development in the Greco-Roman Context: A 
Reappraisal of the Paraenetic Utilization of Metaphor in 1 Peter 2.1-3,” JSNT 31 (2009): 371-400. 
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proper care of the nursling, and the development of habits in the child.”120  Thus, Soranus 

(Gyn. 2.19)121 recommends that parents choose a wet nurse who is self-controlled and 

Greek because a self-controlled person will refrain from drinking (which would spoil the 

milk and possibly lead to the nurse neglecting the child), and a Greek-speaking person 

will expose the child to the best speech.  Likewise, Quintilian recommends that a child’s 

nurse must speak correctly and ideally be a philosopher: “No doubt the most important 

point is that they should be of good character: but they should speak correctly as well.  It 

is the nurse that the child first hears, and her words that he will first attempt to imitate” 

(Orat. 1.1.5 [Russell, LCL]).  Because children are so impressionable, parents should 

take great care in choosing who will make those first impressions on their newborn.   

In a striking example, Aulus Gellius tells the story of a certain philosopher 

Favorinus who advises a senator to have the mother nurse the baby instead of a slave.  In 

building his case, he notes that children adopt the moral qualities of those who birth and 

nurse them: “Just as the power and nature of the seed are able to form likeness of body 

and mind, so the qualities and properties of the milk have the same effect” (Attic Nights 

12.1.15 [Rolfe, LCL]).  Plutarch also praises the benefits of a mother nursing her own 

children.  In the story of Cato the Elder’s wife, he recalls that she nobly nursed her own 

child but also “gave suck also to the infants of her slaves, that so they might come to 

cherish a brotherly affection for her son” (Cat. Mai. 20.2-3 [Perrin, LCL]).  As Tite notes, 

                                                             

120 Tite, “Nurslings,” 379.  

121 For a translation of Soranus see O. Temkin, Soranus’ Gynecology (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1991).   
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the mother thus “enables a mutual affection between the son and his playmates (and later 

his servants).  The milk becomes a bonding.”122 

 Tite firmly establishes the importance of breast-feeding in the moral development 

of children.  Milk not only sustains life, it shapes it.  Ancient thinkers took care in 

choosing wet nurses for their children because they knew the milk and the wet nurse 

would not only support the life of their child; they would also shape their moral 

development.  Also noteworthy, considering what immediately precedes and follows 1 

Pet 2:1-3, the milk builds familial relations.  According to Plutarch, children who share 

milk from the same source, even if they are not biologically related, build brotherly 

affection.  Tite’s survey supports Jobes’ interpretation by affirming the importance of 

moral transformation in the milk metaphor.  The milk builds the community and develops 

it morally.    

Despite all that commends Jobes’ interpretation, she overstates her case in two 

ways.  First, like Micheals, she assumes a truncated definition of the “word of God” that 

she rightly rejects as an insufficient interpretation of the milk.  In 2:1, she argues, Peter is 

not urging his readers to listen to more sermons or to read more scripture; therefore, it 

would be incorrect to assume that he wants them to crave the “word of God.”  The word 

in 1 Pet 1:22 – 2:3, however, cannot be simply identified with preaching or scripture.  

The word is the good news (1:25), which can be proclaimed, but which is also the 

generating power of the Christian life.  It is the message about Jesus, the imagination-

shaping story of his death and resurrection, which one can encounter in the apostolic 

preaching and the prophetic writings, to be sure, but which one can also encounter in 

                                                             

122 Tite, “Nurslings,” 386. 
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memory, prayer, and worship.  The story of Jesus’ suffering and glorification can be an 

object of praise and proclamation in the gathering of the Christian community, and it can 

be a pattern recalled in the memory that shapes the imagination, enabling new ways of 

living in the world.   

Second, Jobes overstates her case by implying that the moral transformation itself 

is the nourishment.  In the section quoted above, she explains, “The more-of-the-Lord-to-

be-had by Peter’s readers involves putting off all evil and all deceit and hypocrisies and 

jealousies, and all backbiting (2:1).”  And in the next paragraph she reiterates, “Peter’s 

readers are to crave the Lord by adopting the attitudes and behaviors that will sustain the 

new life they have begun by faith in Christ.”123  Certainly, actions shape identity and 

generate moral development.  As Joel Green rightly notes, “because ‘being’ and ‘doing’ 

are inseparable and because human identity grows out of the interrelations of 

imagination, dispositions, and practices, we should not imagine that practices are only the 

outward manifestation of ‘who we are.’  The reverse is also true.  Practices effect 

character development.”124  By equating the milk with the putting off of vice, however, 

Jobes threatens to contradict her own affirmation that “God in Christ alone . . . sustains 

the life of the new birth.”  The milk enables the moral transformation; it is not the moral 

transformation itself.  Also, such an understanding of the milk is incoherent with 2:3.  

Peter says explicitly that his audience has tasted the Lord.  Jesus, and the story of his 

death and resurrection, is the milk they tasted, affirmed as good, and now crave.  Jobes’ 

                                                             

123 Jobes, 1 Peter, 140. 

124 Green, 1 Peter, 279. 
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contribution ensures that we remember the milk has moral implications, but the milk need 

not be equated with right living.   

Is there a way that we can incorporate Michaels’ and Jobes’ insights into an 

interpretation of 1 Pet 2:1-3 and still maintain the milk’s relation to the word?  A careful 

definition of the word as the gospel, the story of Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection that 

acts as both pattern and power for Christian living, fits the context of 1 Pet 1:23 – 2:3 

(and beyond).125  As pattern, the gospel gives shape to the moral life Peter expects of his 

audience.  As power, the gospel enables the moral transformation for which it calls.  With 

this interpretation, the milk, associated with the word of God mentioned in 1:23-25, is 

both the sustaining life of God and the way of life consistent with their new birth.   

Our preceding survey of exempla in paraenetic literature has emphasized this dual 

function.  Along with describing the pattern to be imitated, exempla have the capacity to 

compel and enable moral transformation.  In our literature, the enabling power of 

exempla is described through various metaphors of “transformation by vision.”  Philo 

                                                             

125 Frédéric Manns articulates a similar understanding of the “word” in 1 Pet 1:3 – 2:3 (“La 
théologie de la nouvelle naissance dans la primière lettre de Pierre,” SBFLA 45 [1995]: 107-141).  Manns 
begins with a problem: how can the new birth be generated through both the resurrection of Christ (1:3) 
and the word of God (1:23)?  He concludes that the two concepts are complimentary.  According to 1:25, 
“la parole n’est autre que la Parole incarnée dont l’Évangile proclame la mort et la Résurrection” (140).  In 
this robust definition of the “word,” the term can refer to both the gospel proclamation that precipitated 
their conversion and the gospel that continues to be proclaimed.  Manns solidifies his argument by noting 
the different tenses of the verbs associated with the rebirth attributed to the resurrection and the new birth 
attributed to the word.  With the former, the author uses the aorist participle, indicating that the beginning 
of the new life is associated with the resurrection of Christ.  With the latter, however, the author uses the 
perfect passive participle, indicating that the past action continues to have lasting results.  “En d’autres 
termes,” Manns summarizes, “le chrétien qui a été renouvelé par la Résurrection du Christ, continue à l’être 
par la Parole qui lui est annoncée dans les assemblées” (141).  This conclusion resembles my own.  The 
word is not only the proclamation of the gospel that had the power to generate new birth, it is also the 
power that endures and sustains the Christian life.  It remains with the audience, as we shall see, in the re-
presentation of the gospel narrative in the pattern of Christ.   

J. Francis also articulates a similar understanding of the milk, though he does not develop the 
implications.  He notes that by describing the milk with the adjective λογικός, the author “recalls the 
content of that word as Christ’s vindication after his sufferings” (“ ‘Like Newborn Babies’—The Image of 
the Child in 1 Peter 2.2-3,” StudBib 3 (1978): 115).  As in the present study, Francis connects the milk with 
the content of the gospel proclamation.   
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imagines the pattern imprinting itself on the soul of the attendee, shaping the soul like the 

pattern and thereby rendering imitation.  Plutarch describes the exemplum implanting a 

seed in the soul that sprouts into an active impulse toward the virtues of the exemplar.  

Seneca calls Lucilius to choose a master whom he can regularly call to mind.  This 

exemplum will be his pattern, protector, and guardian.  The author of 1 Clement uses the 

example of Christ, along with other examples from scripture and Christian tradition, to 

define the chief virtue of humility.  He then exhorts his audience to cling to these 

exempla so that they might be made like them.  In 1 Peter, we are presented with another 

metaphor that describes the transformative value of exempla: the gospel, the narrative of 

Christ’s suffering and glorification, nourishes the community like milk for newborn 

infants.  In the following sections, we will illustrate how the author offers the nourishing 

milk of the word to his audience in order to sustain their life in the time between the 

revelations of Jesus.  

 
The Example of Christ in 1 Peter 

With the understanding of the function of exempla in ancient moral philosophy in 

mind, we turn now to the example of Christ in 1 Peter.  The author does not call his 

audience to imitate specific details of Jesus’ teachings or works but rather the general arc 

of his life, specifically his suffering and death.  In his survey of the narrative of 1 Peter, 

Boring notes, “Scenes from the life of Jesus play a minimal role in this story.  It is 

important to the author that Jesus lived, that his life was righteous, and that he suffered 

unjustly for the sake of others without threatening retaliation. . . . [T]he saving act of God 
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is Jesus is concentrated in his suffering, death, and resurrection, not in his life.”126  Thus, 

the gospel that was likely proclaimed to the Christian community—Jesus’ death and 

resurrection—is also the pattern or example that remains with them.   

The pattern of Christ is broadly defined in 1 Peter, and it lacks the specificity that 

concrete stories from his life might provide.  This does not detract from the effectiveness 

of his example, however.  In ancient paraenesis, as we have described in earlier chapters, 

the teacher provided examples to encourage the emulation of a particular character trait, 

not the mimicry of particular actions.  Paul’s exhortation to the Philippians illustrates the 

point.  He calls them to have the same “mind” or “attitude” of Christ Jesus (which, not 

unlike the author of 1 Peter, he defines as a self-sacrificing obedience to God that leads 

through suffering to glorification) rather than to ape specific actions.  The call to imitate 

Christ (or Paul or Peter), therefore, does not lead to a homogenization of the Christian 

community that eliminates differences between individuals.127  Neither does it demand 

that the Christian community imitate the inimitable Christ.  In many ways, of course, he 

cannot be imitated.  Stephen Fowl explains that in Phil 2:1-13 the community’s 

participation in the pattern of Christ “is guided by analogy rather than isomorphic 

                                                             

126 Boring, 1 Peter, 201.  In the first appendix of his commentary, Boring offers a detailed 
narrative outline of 1 Peter, plotting the events mentioned in the letter in chronological order.     

127 For a critique of imitation that levels this complaint see Elizabeth Castelli, Imitating Paul: A 
Discourse of Power (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1991), 21.  For a response to Castelli that affirms 
from a post-modern perspective that “repetition is not, cannot ever be, simply a repetition of the same; 
repetition always involves difference” see A. K. M. Adam, “Walk This Way: Repitition, Difference, and 
the Imitation of Christ,” Int 55 (2001): 30.  Adam poetically expresses the call to imitation:  “We have been 
made fissures of people, called to repeat, differently, the apostolic mission of tuning our ears to the concord 
by which all the different voices of our sisters and brothers intertwine in a vibrant, shimmering harmony” 
(33).   
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imitation.”128  The many examples provided in the letter to the Philippians shape the 

imagination of the audience so that they can learn to draw analogies and formulate how 

the pattern might take shape in their unique context.  “What one strives for is non-

identical repetition based on analogies one draws between the exemplar and the context 

in which one finds oneself,” Fowl explains.  The community maintains both “analogical 

continuity” and “individual and communal differentiation” so that, “Rather than a 

difference obliterating sameness, Paul’s language of imitation in Philippians is designed 

to produce an ordered, harmonious diversity.”129 

The example of Christ in 1 Peter functions in similar ways.  The author highlights 

the continuity between the situation of his audience and the life of Christ, so that some 

members—slaves and wives in particular—can imitate him almost exactly.  They too 

suffer unjustly; and they too should respond without retaliation.  As Joel Green notes, 

however, “ ‘imitation’ has a more expansive sense of ‘performance’ or ‘putting into play’ 

the character of the person or thing imitated” (italics mine).130  Imitation of Christ’s 

example calls for “creative fidelity” to the “score” of Christ’s character.  Like a Jazz 

musician improvising according to the chord progressions of a song, the imitator of 

Christ submits to the pattern while freely expressing it in her own particular context.  

Green summarizes: “the imitation of Christ might take different forms—not because the 

pattern of Christ’s life has changed, but because the social contexts within which that 

pattern is imitated vary.  What is crucial here, then, is Peter’s concern that we internalize 

                                                             

128 Stephen E. Fowl, Philippians (The Two Horizons New Testament Commentary; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2005), 107. 

129 Fowl, Philippians, 168. 

130 Green, 1 Peter, 278. 
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or come to embody the pattern of Christ, that our dispositions be conformed to his.”131  

The whole Christian community, therefore, can follow the example of Christ even if their 

life circumstances do not match his.    

The basic pattern of Christ, as mentioned above, includes his fidelity to God that 

leads through suffering to resurrection and glorification.  Thus, the basic content of the 

gospel has become the pattern for the lives of the Christian community.  The proclaimed 

word through which they were reborn is now the word that sustains in the time between 

the revelations of Jesus.  The author appeals to this pattern multiple times, and we will 

analyze the most explicit calls to imitation in the following sections.   

 
1 Peter 2:4-8 

Immediately following Peter’s exhortation to crave the nourishing milk of the 

word, he appeals to the example of Christ to encourage the growth of the Christian 

community.  He calls his audience to come to the living stone, which he defines 

according to the pattern of Christ outlined above.  It is the stone rejected by mortals but 

chosen by God.  He then calls his audience to imitation of Christ’s example.  They too 

are living stones, implying they too have been rejected by humans because of divine 

election.  Their imitation leads not to shame, however, but to incorporation into God’s 

family.  They are built into a spiritual house founded on the rejected cornerstone. 

In this case, the imitation of the example of Christ carries an indicative force more 

than an imperative one.  Green explains that when the author develops the identity of his 

audience in terms of the imitation of Christ, “he does so not in terms of what his audience 

                                                             

131 Green, 1 Peter, 278.   
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must become but in terms of what they already are.”132  The author highlights what we 

might call the “typological imitation” of Christ: the situation of his audience mirrors the 

situation of Jesus.133  They imitate him because they are experiencing the shame of God’s 

election.  The world maligns and rejects what God finds precious.  The imperative force 

of the image is more implied: “You share in Jesus’ identity, so respond to your 

antagonists as he did (knowing that it is only God’s evaluation that matters).”134 

We note two important features of this imagery before moving to the second 

illustration of how Christ’s example functions in 1 Peter.  First, the image of the living 

stones being built into a temple affirms the social nature of salvation in 1 Peter.  Rebirth 

into the family of God entails being embedded into a new community.  The author 

contrasts the audience’s past life with their new one in terms of social identity.  Once 

they were not a people, but now they are God’s people.  Karen Jobes beautifully relates 

the image of 2:4-10:  

Coming to Christ means coming into relationship with others, not only in one’s 
own generation but also by being united with believers of every generation, who 
likewise have been built into God’s grand building project.  The structure will be 
completed only when the scaffolding of human history comes down and the 
kingdom of Christ is revealed in all its glory.135 

 
Second, 2:4-10 affirms that the imitation of Christ depends on Christ himself.  The 

passive tense hints at what the imagery makes explicit.  They are “being built” 

(οἰκοδοµεῖσθε) into a temple founded on the living cornerstone.  The verb implies that 

                                                             

132 Green, 1 Peter, 60. 

133 Victor Copan labels this form of unintentional imitation “paralleling reality” (Saint Paul as 
Spiritual Director: An Analysis of the Imitation of Paul with Implications and Applications to the Practice 
of Spiritual Direction [Paternoster Biblical Monographs; Eugene, Ore.: Wipf & Stock, 2007], 53).   

134 Green, 1 Peter, 60. 

135 Jobes, 1 Peter, 148. 
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God, who must be the architect since he is choosing the cornerstone, is responsible for 

the building of the spiritual house, just as he was responsible for generating the new birth.  

The imagery of the living cornerstone indicates that they depend on Christ for their 

existence as the people of God.  Just as their rebirth came through the living word, now 

their new life depends on the enduring word.  Christ the example is Christ the foundation 

that undergirds the new community.   

 
1 Peter 2:18-25 

 The second illustration of the function of the example of Christ in 1 Peter closely 

follows the first.  In 2:18-25, the author addresses the slaves in his audience and places 

the example of Christ before them in order to encourage their endurance through unjust 

suffering.  He instructs the slaves to defer to their masters, both gentle and harsh, 

continuing to do good despite suffering.  He then invokes the example of Christ: Christ 

left a pattern of suffering without retaliation that they must follow in their present 

circumstances.  He faithfully followed God and was abused because of it; but the abuse 

did not alter his faithfulness.  He endured by entrusting himself to God, the only judge 

that matters.  The slaves are called to similarly endure and thereby enjoy the approval of 

the ultimate judge.   

 The language of 2:21 creates vivid word pictures.  Christ’s suffering leaves a 

pattern (ὑπογραµµός) so that the slaves might follow in his steps (ἐπακολουθήσητε τοῖς 

ἴχνεσιν αὐτοῦ).  The second part of the verse invokes the image of a disciple following the 

way of his master.  Hiebert nuances the picture invoked by ἐπακολουθέω:   

This compound verb occurs also in Mark 16:20 and 1 Timothy 5:10, and in 
neither case does it denote stepping precisely in the footprints that are being 
followed.  The picture is rather that of following in the direction that the steps 
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lead.  In the elaboration that follows it is soon obvious that failing human beings 
cannot always place their feet exactly in the steps of the Lord Jesus.136   
 

Windisch similarly notes that the ὑπὲρ ὑµῶν of 2:21 indicates that the suffering of Christ 

described in 2:21-25 is “unnachahmlich.”137  Rather than being called to copy Christ’s 

inimitable actions, the community is called to follow the way of Christ.  As Achtemeier 

concludes, “It is a call to discipleship rather than a call to imitation.”138 

The first part of the verse, on the other hand, calls to mind imitation in the 

classroom.  The word ὑπογραµµός, which occurs only here in the NT,139 literally means 

“a pattern of letters of the alphabet by means of which children, by tracing over, learned 

to write.”140  In his description of the classroom, Plato describes the procedure: “writing 

masters first draw letters in faint outline and then give them the copy-book and make 

them write according to the guidance of their lines” (Prot. 326C-D [Lamb, LCL]).  

Quintilian alludes to the same practice when he extols the value of imitation in the study 

of rhetoric: “And it is a universal rule of life that we should wish to copy what we 

approve in others. It is for this reason that boys copy the shapes of letters that they may 

learn to write” (Inst. 10.2.2 [Bulter, LCL]).   

                                                             

136 D. Edmond Hiebert, “Following Christ's Example: An Exposition of 1 Peter 2:21-25,” BSac 
139 (1982): 34.  

137 Hans Windisch, Die Katholischen Briefe (HNT 15; Tübingen: Mohr (Siebeck), 1951), 65.   

138 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 199.  

139 Notably, however, the author of 1 Clement uses the same word to describe the pattern of 
Christ’s humble suffering (16.17).   

140 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 199.  Hiebert (“Following Christ’s Example,” 34) suggests that it might 
not be a pattern that is traced but the “copy-head” that the teacher places at the top of the page to be 
reproduced by the student. 
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This second word picture may seem at odds with the first.  It invokes images of 

imitation,141 whereas the first calls to mind images of discipleship.  For some interpreters, 

the two images are irreconcilable.  Achtemeier, quoted above, asserts that the author of 1 

Peter calls his community to discipleship, not imitation.  Thomas Osborne, on the other 

hand, maintains the opposite stance.  “To follow a person and to follow in the footsteps of 

someone are two different things,” he argues.  “The first indicates discipleship, while the 

second refers more to the imitation of a person’s actions.  In this way, the image in 1 

Peter approaches more closely that which is expressed by the terms µιµεῖσθαι or µιµητής, 

though these terms do not occur in 1 Peter as such.”142  Which is it, then?  Does the 

author of 1 Peter call the hearer to be a µιµητής or µαθητής?   

Hopefully, the present study has already demonstrated that one need not choose 

between discipleship and imitation.  Such a false dichotomy can be avoided with a better 

understanding of imitation.  The ancients recognized a form of imitation that aped the 

exact actions of an exemplar, but mimicry was not the only, or best, type of imitation.  

More often, one imitates an exemplar by instantiating the virtue of the exemplar in one’s 

own unique circumstances.  Thus, whether the exemplar models moral or rhetorical 

virtue, the goal of imitation is not exact replication but creative application.  Even when 

students  memorize refutations and confirmations (or trace their teachers handwriting, we 

might add), rote mimicry is not the end goal.  The memorization molds the students so 

                                                             

141 Grudem’s comments exemplify interpretations that emphasize the role of imitation in 2:21 by 
highlighting the second word picture based on ὑπογραµµός: “Peter here emphasizes that Christ’s obedience 
through unjust suffering has left us an example to imitate, an example for the kind of life that is perfectly 
pleasing in God’s sight” (The First Epistle of Peter, 129). 

142 Thomas P. Osborne, “Guide Lines for Christian Suffering: A Source-Critical and Theological 
Study of 1 Peter 2,21-25,” Bib 64 (1983): 392-393. 
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that true imitation is possible.  Discerning attention shapes students so that they can 

creatively concretize the patterns of their exemplars.   

Achtemeier rightly resists any interpretation that concludes the author of 1 Peter 

intends for this audience to imitate the exact actions of Christ, their exemplar.  He need 

not, however, propose a dichotomy between imitation and disciples.  Rightly understood, 

imitation closely resembles discipleship.  Indeed, as Mack describes them, “imitation” 

and “discipleship” function within two complementary metaphors, one static and the 

other dynamic.143  In 2:21-25, therefore, the author calls the slaves to imitate Christ by 

discerning the pattern revealed in his suffering death and striving to instantiate that 

pattern in their own similar yet also unique circumstances.     

 The instruction in 2:18-15 specifically addresses the slaves in the author’s 

audience, but the call to imitation applies more broadly to the audience as a whole.144  

Slaves who have joined the Christian community without the rest of their household are 

likely suffering abuse for their conversion.  As mentioned earlier, they are likely being 

maligned as “home-wreckers” whose refusal to worship the household gods destabilizes 

the οἶκος and thereby threatens the stability of the society at large.  The author encourages 

them to continue doing right in the midst of suffering in order to silence and shame the 

slanderers.  If they live as model slaves in every possible way, they will undercut the 

accusation that they are destroying the household by embracing this strange new religion.  

                                                             

143 Burton L. Mack, “Imitatio Mosis: Patterns of Cosmology and Soteriology in the Hellenistic 
Synagogue,” SPhilo 1 (1972): 27-55.  See the discussion of Mack’s article in chapter two of the present 
study.   

144 Brox calls 2:18-25 an excursus “über die Grundstrukturen christlicher Existenz.”  In it, the 
author once more expresses “die grundlegende Aussage des Briefes über Gnade und Gestalt christlicher 
Existenz.”  As such, the exhortations in 2:18-25 are “nicht nur für Sklaven, sondern für alle Christen” (Der 
erste Petrusbrief, 129).  His assertion that this section contains both the grace (Gnade) and form (Gestalt) 
for Christian life coheres with the presented in this section.   
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In fact, they might even earn the Christian community a positive reputation.  Such 

instruction applies by analogy to the whole community (2:12; 3:16), and so the call to 

follow Christ’s example also applies by analogy to the whole community. 

 As in 2:4-10, the gospel provides both the example and the means of imitation.145  

The word initially proclaimed to the Christian community doubtlessly included the story 

of Jesus’ unjust suffering which he resolutely endured, maintaining faithfulness to God 

through death and ultimately into his glorification.  They are called to imitate that 

example, continuing to do good in the midst of unjust suffering and clinging to the hope 

of future glorification.  The story of Jesus’ suffering, death, and resurrection also 

provides the means for the Christian life.  Christ’s suffering brought the community to 

God initially (3:18) and now continues to sustain the community.  The author adopts the 

language of Isa 53 to explain how Christ and his exemplary suffering function in the 

community.  He takes the burden of sins from the community and heals them with his 

wounds.  As free and healed people, they now can live for righteousness; but Christ’s act 

was not a one-time occurrence.  He now remains with those who have come to him as 

shepherd and guardian or overseer (ἐπίσκοπον).   

 The language of 2:25 shares affinities with Seneca’s descriptions of exemplars.  

Seneca exhorts Lucilius to find a man of high character, living or dead, and “keep him 

ever before your eyes, living as if he were watching you, and ordering all your actions as 

if he beheld them” (Ep. 11.8, quoting Epicurus [Gummere, LCL]).  Seneca calls this 

                                                             

145 See also Elliott, who affirms “Jesus Christ the model is Jesus Christ the means” and “Christ the 
enabler is Christ the example” (“Backward and Forward ‘In His Steps’: Following Jesus from Rome to 
Raymond and Beyond.  The Tradition, Redaction, and Reception of 1 Peter 2:18-25,” in Discipleship in the 
New Testament [ed. Fernando F. Segovia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985], 202) and Dryden, who also asserts 
“Christ is not only an exemplar, but also a savior.  He not only provides a model, but also the means for the 
moral life” (Theology and Ethics, 173). 
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exemplar a custodem (guardian or protector), paedagogum (attendant), or exemplum 

(pattern or example).  He continues his advice to Lucilius:  

We can get rid of most sins, if we have a witness who stands near us when we are 
likely to go wrong.  The soul should have someone whom it can respect—one by 
whose authority it may make even its inner shrine more hallowed.  Happy is the 
man who can make others better, not merely when he is in their company, but 
even when he is in their thoughts!  And happy also is he who can so revere a man 
as to calm and regulate himself by calling him to mind!  One who can so revere 
another, will soon be himself worthy of reverence.  Choose therefore a Cato; or, if 
Cato seems too severe a model, choose some Laelius, a gentler spirit.  Choose a 
master whose life, conversation, and soul-expressing face have satisfied you; 
picture him always to yourself as your protector and pattern.  For we must indeed 
have someone according to whom we may regulate our characters; you can never 
straighten that which is crooked unless you use a ruler. (Ep. 11.9-10, italics mine) 

 
Seneca calls Lucilius to find a witness whose authority will make his soul into a hallowed 

place, an image of the soul as a holy temple that calls to mind 1 Pet 1:16 and 2:5.  

Lucilius’ attention to that exemplar will regulate his actions and shape him into a person 

worthy of reverence.  Seneca therefore exhorts Lucilius to choose an exemplar and 

picture him always, and in that way he will function as both the pattern and protector for 

Lucilius’ moral transformation.  

 Likewise, the author of 1 Peter pictures Jesus as the pattern and guardian146 for his 

community.  And additionally, Jesus acts as the foundation for the community’s new life.  

His suffering, death, and resurrection—the event the gospel proclaims—heals the 

community and frees them from sins, bringing them to God and giving them birth into a 

new life.  The same gospel provides the pattern of life—faithful endurance through 

suffering into glorification—that the community is called to emulate by analogy in their 

                                                             

146 Obviously, a direct linguistic connection cannot be made between Seneca, who writes in Latin, 
and the author of 1 Peter, who writes in Greek.  The conceptual framework is the same, however.  Both 
Seneca and Peter appeal to an exemplar who will act as an overseer or protector for those who seek to 
imitate him.   
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own circumstances of unjust suffering.  The author of 1 Peter places the pattern before 

the eyes of the slaves (and the whole community) in order to encourage their continued 

endurance.  By keeping the gospel before their eyes, the community has both a pattern 

and a protector.  Jesus acts as their guardian or overseer, regulating their characters by his 

example, and he will continue to do so until he appears again.    

 
1 Peter 3:18-22  

 In 3:17-18, the author of 1 Peter reaffirms for his audiences that it is better to 

suffer for doing good than for doing evil, if suffering is indeed God’s will.  He then 

encourages them by recalling again the suffering of Christ. “For Christ also suffered” 

(3:18), he tells them, before proceeding to outline the parabolic arc of Christ’s life.  He 

suffered and was put to death.  But then he was made alive and went into heaven where 

he now sits at the right hand of God in glory.  The full pattern of Christ includes not only 

innocent, non-retaliatory suffering; it powerfully ends in vindication and victory.  The 

author puts this pattern before his audience’s eyes in 3:18-22 in order to encourage their 

own endurance in the midst of unjust suffering.147   

 The meaning and function of 3:18-22 has been extensively debated in Petrine 

scholarship.148  The focus of the present study does not require that we engage in all of 

                                                             

147 Interpreters have often noted hymnic elements in the description of the pattern of Christ in 
3:18-22.  For a recent reconstruction of the hymn that the author may have used, see Engel Werner, 
“Christus Victor: Eine Untersuchung zu Gattung und Struktur des vorliterarischen Christushymnus 1Petr 
3,18-22,” PzB 7 (1998): 137-147. 

148 For a thorough review of scholarship and the articulation of an influential explanation of these 
verses, see William Joseph Dalton Christ's Proclamation to the Spirits: A Study of 1 Peter 3:18 - 4:6 (2d 
rev. ed.; AnBib 23; Rome: Editrice Pontifico Istituto Biblico, 1989).  For a recent appraisal, see D. N. 
Campbell and Fika J. van Rensburg, “A History of the Interpretation of 1 Peter 3:18-22,” APB 19 (2008): 
73-96.  They offer a succinct discussion of three primary interpretations, most of which focus on questions 
about the nature of Christ’s proclamation to the imprisoned spirits.  They claim, by means of conclusion, 
that “many, if not all, of these interpretations have ignored the religious spiritual context of Peter’s 
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the debates surrounding these verses, but we must address one important question: In 

3:18a or 3:18-22 as a whole, does the author present Christ as an example for his 

audience?  The question has been variously answered.  Selwyn, for example, asserts that 

3:18 is “a new application of the imitatio Christi.”149  Elliott likewise concludes that in 

3:18 “the innocent suffering of Christ is a model for that of the believers; his 

righteousness is a paradigm for theirs” (emphasis original).150  Other interpreters, 

however, are more cautious.   Goppelt hedges, noting that “this section gives less 

attention than the two earlier christological sections to constructing in the paraenetic 

context an example to be imitated”; and Michaels concludes that in 3:18-22 that “his 

‘example’—in the usual ethical sense of the word—is only a minor note.”151   

Other interpreters strongly deny that 3:18 presents Christ as an example to be 

imitated.  Achtemeier, for example, asserts that it is highly unlikely “that the point of v. 

18 is to encourage the readers to imitate the essentially inimitable suffering of Christ.”152  

Similarly, Dalton adamantly declares that the development in 3:18-22 “takes the thought 

quite beyond the realm of example.”  He later adds: “Christ’s activity is not presented as 

an example, but rather as something unique, beyond imitation.  It is not so much a 

                                                             
audience” (88).  They call for interpretations that ask how Peter’s audience would have understood and 
been consoled by the pericope.  While they overstate their conclusion, I hope that this section will at least 
briefly address these kinds of questions.   

149 Edward Gordon Selwyn, The First Epistle of St. Peter (2d ed.; London: Macmillan, 1947), 195.  
See also Dubis, 1 Peter, 115-116.  He affirms that the postpositive appearance of καί marks it as adverbial.  
The καί, therefore, “marks the thematic connection between the recipients suffering for doing good and 
Christ’s suffering for doing good.” 

150 Elliott, 1 Peter, 638.  See also 640-42 for further reiterations of this conclusion.   

151 Leonhard Goppelt, A Commentary on 1 Peter (ed. Ferdinand Hahn; trans. John E. Alsup; 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 248; Michaels, 1 Peter, 197. 

152 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 251.   
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standard of behaviour as the objective ground and cause of salvation.”153  If we are to 

include 3:18-22 in our study of the example of Christ in 1 Peter, we must address these 

challenges.   

 Those who deny that 3:18 presents Christ as an example for the audience usually 

marshal the follow arguments.  First, in 3:18 the author does not explicitly invite 

imitation as he does in 2:21.  While there are structural and linguistic similarities between 

3:18-22 and 2:21-25 (which we will outline below), 3:18 does not have anything 

comparable to the explicit call to “follow in his steps” found in 2:21.  Thus, one should 

avoid deducing that, based on its similarities with 2:21, 3:18 should also be understood as 

a call to imitation.154 

 Second, the language of 3:18-22 highlights the uniqueness of Christ’s suffering.155  

Christ suffered “for sins” (περὶ ἁµαρτιῶν), and he did so “once for all” (ἅπαξ) in order to 

“bring you to God” (ἵνα ὑµᾶς προσαγάγῃ τῷ θεῷ).  Even if the Christian community 

suffers, the author does not expect that they suffer “for sins” in the way that Christ has 

done for them.  When the author defines Christ’s suffering as being “for sins,” Dalton 

concludes, he “takes the whole passage far beyond the example of Christ.”156  Similarly, 

even if the Christian community suffers, the author does not expect their suffering to 

bring people to God in a way that imitates Christ.  His precious blood, like that of an 

                                                             

153 Dalton, Christ’s Proclamation, 105, 122. 

154 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 245.  Dalton, Christ’s Proclamation, 127. 

155 Contra François Vouga, “La christologie de la Première de Pierre,” in The Catholic Epistles 
and the Tradition (ed. Jacques Schlosser; BETL 176; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2004), 321: “Pierre 
n’entend pas souligner le caractère unique de la mort de Jésus, mais au contraire l’inscrire dans une lignée 
dont il est le premier.” 

156 Dalton, Christ’s Proclamation, 130-131.   



 
 

218 
 

unblemished lamb, ransomed them from their past lives and brought them to set their 

faith and hope on God (1:17-21).  The author does not expect their suffering to have the 

same effect.157  As the author states, Christ’s reconciliatory suffering for sins happened 

“once for all.”  It is inimitable.  Achtemeier explains:  

Lying athwart all attempts at finding the point of 3:18-22 in an imitatio Christi is 
the ἅπαξ that underlines the uniqueness of Christ’s suffering being described here.  
Christians can follow the “pattern” of the suffering described in 2:22-24; they 
cannot follow, let alone imitate, the suffering and its consequences described in 
3:18-22.158 

 
Clearly, the author presents Christ’s suffering as unique and beyond exact imitation. 

Acknowledging the uniqueness of Christ’s suffering, however, does not preclude his 

suffering from also presenting a pattern that the community can instantiate in their own 

unique context.  

 The merits of interpretations like Dalton’s and Achtemeier’s should be 

appreciated.  They rightly emphasize the uniqueness of the Christ’s suffering that should 

not and cannot be repeated.  They also grapple with the overarching intent of 3:18-22 and 

rightly note that the passage moves beyond mere paraenesis.  After his suffering, Jesus 

proclaims his victory to the spirits and ascends to heaven to reign with God.  The point of 

the passage, Achetmeier asserts, is to present Christ as triumphant over all powers 

opposed to God.  In this way, 3:18-22 supports the exhortation to remain faithful in the 

                                                             

157 Achtemeier rightly rejects the interpretations of Heinz-Jürgen Vogels (Christi Abstieg ins 
Totenreich und das Läuterung an den Toten [FTS 102; Freiburg: Herder, 1976], 31) and Bo Reicke (The 
Disobedient Spirits and Christian Baptism [ASNU 13; Copenhagen: Munksgaard, 1946], 217) who argue 
that the intent of 3:18-22 is to encourage the community to lead their pagan neighbors to God through their 
innocent suffering.  Verses like 2:12 and 3:1-2 demonstrate that the author does not ignore the evangelistic 
ramifications of the community’s behavior.  Dalton (Christ’s Proclamation, 124-25) rightly notes, 
however, that the overarching concern of 1 Peter is not the conversion of pagans but the survival of the 
suffering community.   

158 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 245.  The same point is emphasized in Dalton, Christ’s Proclamation, 
122, 130. 
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face of unjust suffering: “Christians can face their future with confidence, despite 

whatever suffering that future may portend, because Christ has triumphed over the most 

powerful forces of the universe.”159  Such a reading correctly identifies the major thrust 

of 3:18-22; but it is not necessary, as a result, to conclude that the author is not also 

presenting Christ as an example for his audience.  

 Achtemeier also correctly identifies the thrust of the passage but then draws 

unnecessary conclusions.  He dismisses various interpretations that emphasize the 

example of Christ in 3:18 and then explains: 

The point is the objective ground and cause of salvation that is the basis of the 
readers’ confidence that despite any unjust suffering which might seem to point to 
the contrary, Christ by his passion and resurrection has emerged victorious over 
all opposing powers, a victory in which faithful Christians will also share.  It is 
the uniqueness of Christ’s representative death that is emphasized in this passage, 
and while it is true that the Christians’ relationship to Christ shows them the way 
they must live, the ethical aspects of that relationship are not brought to the fore in 
this verse, nor in the ensuing passage.160 
 

The conclusion might be simplified as follows: Christ’s activity is the grounds for 

Christian hope; therefore, it cannot also be the pattern on which Christians shape their 

lives.  The conclusion does not necessarily follow from the assertion, however.  In 3:18-

22, the author presents Christ as the one who endures through unjust suffering to the 

point of victory and vindication.  His victory grounds Christian hope in an accomplished 

reality, but does that mean that his endurance through suffering ceases to be exemplary?  

If the example of Christ is not “brought to the fore” in all of 3:18-22, does that mean it is 

absent?  Cannot his activity establish both the grounds for Christian hope and the pattern 

for Christian living?  Acthemeier admits in a revealing footnote: “this passage points on 

                                                             

159 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 246. 

160 Acthemeier, 1 Peter, 251-252. 
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the one hand to the uniqueness of Christ’s representative death, but on the other hand to 

the relationship of Christians to Christ, who is the example for Christian behavior in the 

face of suffering.”161  A more nuanced conclusion like this one appreciates the full range 

of the function of 3:18-22.  The activity of Christ both grounds Christian confidence and 

presents a pattern for imitation.162   

 John Elliott robustly articulates this more nuanced interpretation.  He reiterates 

throughout his commentary on 3:18-22 that the author presents Christ as a model for the 

Christian community.  In these verses, “the innocent suffering of Christ is a model for 

that of the believers; his righteousness is a paradigm for theirs” (emphasis original).163  

He also notes, however, that the description of Christ moves beyond presenting him as an 

example.  “Thus, Christ is presented here not simply as an example but as one who 

through his exaltation and superiority over the cosmic powers assures Christians of their 

union with God, their salvation, and thereby their ability to bear the suffering the might 

confront them.”164  Affirming that the passage moves beyond simply presenting Christ as 

an example, however, does not necessitate ignoring the exemplary pattern of Christ 

presented in 3:18-22.  While his resurrection and vindication provide the basis for 

Christian hope, Christ’s innocent suffering provides the model for Christian suffering.  In 

3:18-22, the author presents both the pattern and the grounds, and the two are 

                                                             

161 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 246 n. 69.   

162 Vouga offers a similar conclusion.  In 2:21-24, he notes, the author presents Christ as the ideal 
model of non-violence; but this presentation is not an end in itself.  “Elle n’est que le moyen mis en œuvre 
pour permettre aux dissidents de render compte de l’espérance qui est en eux” (“La christologie,” 320).  
Christ’s example provides a model and enables faithful proclamation.   

163 Elliott, 1 Peter, 638.  Elliott also refers to the “model” presented in these verses on the 
following pages: 639-641, 689, 691-692. 

164 Elliott, 1 Peter, 640. 
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interrelated.  Elliott notes that in 3:18, as in 2:21-24, “it is the vicarious nature of Christ’s 

suffering that is said to effect the salvation of the unrighteous and make possible their 

upright behavior and endurance in suffering” (emphasis original).165  In other words, the 

good news—the story of what Christ has done—recalls activity that is both power and 

pattern.  

 Not only is it possible that the author could present the activity of Christ as both 

the grounds of Christian hope and the pattern of Christian suffering, several features of 

3:18-22 encourage the interpreter to recognize within the passage a call to imitation.  

First, an interesting textual variant in 3:18 reinforces the conclusion that the author 

presents Christ as an example for his audience.  The majority of manuscripts read that 

Christ died (ἀπέθανεν) for sins, though few interpreters adopt this reading.166  For 

compelling reasons, most prefer ἔπαθεν (“suffered”).  The concept of Christ “dying” for 

sins is prevalent in early Christian tradition (Rom 5:8; 1 Cor 15:3; 2 Cor 5:14; 1 Thess 

5:10), and so this variant could reasonably be explained as the result of harmonization.  

Additionally, the surrounding context addresses the suffering of Christians, not their 

death.  Achtemeier notes several occurrences of πάσχω in close proximity to 3:18 (3:14, 

17; 4:1), and thus he concludes that ἔπαθεν is more appropriate to the immediate context 

“and to the larger setting of the letter, where emphasis is on suffering rather than dying as 

Christians.”167  Achtemeier indicates with this textual decision that he recognizes that the 

                                                             

165 Elliott, 1 Peter, 691. 

166 Exceptions include Ernest Best, 1 Peter (New Century Bible; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 
137; and Kazuhito Shimada, “The Christological Creedal Formula in I Peter 3,18-22: Reconsidered,” AJBI 
5 (1979): 171-172 n. 19. 

167 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 247.  Dalton, Christ’s Proclamation, 120, makes the same argument.   
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author is intentionally paralleling the suffering of Christ with the suffering of the 

Christian community.  Elliott explains the inference of the preferred reading: the Petrine 

author has modified the early Christian affirmation of the vicarious death of Christ “by 

replacing ‘died’ with ‘suffered’ in accord with his thematic emphasis upon the innocent 

suffering that unites Christ and his followers” (italics original).168  If ἔπαθεν is the more 

likely reading, as most interpreters affirm, then it seems the author has adapted the more 

traditional terminology in order to highlight the common experience shared between his 

audience and Christ.  In that case, it seems most likely the audience would have 

understood Christ’s suffering as connected to their own, and his conduct in that suffering 

(already described fully in 2:21-24) as the model for their own.   

 Second, the strong similarities between 3:18-22 and 2:21-24 indicate that the 

author is again presenting the pattern of Christ as an example for his audience.169  The 

first words in 3:18 (ὅτι καὶ Χριστὸς ἅπαξ περὶ ἁµαρτιῶν ἔπαθεν) are an almost verbatim 

recitation of 2:21 (ὅτι καὶ Χριστὸς ἔπαθεν ὑπὲρ ὑµῶν).  In addition to this strong linguistic 

connection, both passages stress the vicarious suffering of Christ and its atoning affect.  

In 2:21, Christ suffers “for you” (ὑπὲρ ὑµῶν), and he bears “our sins” through his 

suffering (2:24).  Similarly, in 3:18, Christ suffers “for unrighteous ones” (ὑπὲρ ἀδίκων) 

and “for sins” (περὶ ἁµαρτιῶν).  Both passages also express the purpose of Christ’s 

suffering with a ἵνα-clause (ἵνα . . . τῇ δικαιοσύνῃ ζήσωµεν [2:24]; ἵνα ὑµᾶς προσαγάγῃ τῷ 

θεῷ [3:18]). 

                                                             

168 Elliott, 1 Peter, 640. 

169 I am indebted to Elliott, 1 Peter, 639-640, for the articulation of these similarities.   
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 While striking, the linguistic and thematic similarities between 3:18 and 2:21-24 

should not be overstated.  Dalton rightly cautions the interpreter that too often “the 

parallel between 3:18-22 and 2:18-25 is too quickly and superficially drawn to indicate 

that in 1 Pet 3:18-25 we are dealing with the example of Christ.”170  It is important, 

therefore, to move beyond linguistic “superficialities” and describe how the flow of the 

argument in 2:11 – 3:22 also indicates that in 3:18 the author presents the pattern of 

Christ as an example for his audience.      

 After exhortations to behave honorably in order to silence ignorant slander and 

receive praise appropriate for doing good (2:11-17), the author turns to address situations 

in which good conduct may still result in suffering.  He first addresses slaves who suffer 

unjustly, calling them to endure injustice and thereby earn God’s approval (2:18-20).  He 

then recalls the example of Christ as a way to define the character of their endurance and, 

as we have argued, to compel and enable imitation (2:21-25).  After presenting the 

example of the suffering Christ to the slaves as the pattern they should emulate in their 

own suffering (2:18-25), the author addresses wives and husbands, exhorting them to act 

“in the same way” (ὁµοίως; 3:1, 7).   

The author next turns to the whole community and calls them to instantiate the 

pattern of Christ in their lives.  They are to love one another with humility, refusing to 

repay evil or evil or abuse for abuse (3:8-9).  For this they were called, the author 

reminds them in language that clearly echoes 2:21-23.  The author then proceeds to offer 

advice to the whole community that he has previously offered explicitly to the slaves.  

Just as he exhorted slaves to endure even when doing good results in unjust suffering, so 

                                                             

170 Dalton, Christ’s Proclamation, 127 (cf. Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 245). 
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now he calls whole community to persevere in doing good even when it results in harm 

and suffering (3:13-14).  Then, just as he followed his exhortations to endurance in 2:18-

19 with the presentation of the example of Christ in 2:21-25, the author now follows his 

exhortations to endurance in 3:13-17 with the presentation of the example of Christ in 

3:18-22.   

The pattern of Christ explicated in 3:18-22 moves beyond 2:21-25 to include 

Christ’s victory and vindication.  In 3:18-22, the author completes the picture first 

outlined in 2:21-25 by explicitly including Jesus’ resurrection and ascension to glory.  By 

including these additional elements, the author completes the parabolic pattern of Jesus’s 

example.  His life led through suffering, shame, and death into vindication and glory.  

While the community may not imitate this example exactly, Christ’s example 

nevertheless pictures the pattern their lives can follow: endurance through suffering and 

shame that ends in glory.171  Even if they cannot imitate Christ’s cosmic victory, this 

pattern can shape their souls and imaginations and thereby enable and compel imitation 

of Christ’s innocent suffering.    

As we discussed in the second chapter, imitation is not mimicry.  Such an 

understanding of imitation leads some interpreters to deny that the author presents Jesus 

as an example in 3:18-22.  Certainly, the author does not expect his audience to mimic 

the vicarious death and cosmic victory of Christ.  He accomplished that once for all in a 

unique action appropriate only for the anointed one.  His unique activity, however, 

sketched the contours of a way of living to which the author calls his audience.  The 
                                                             

171 Boring, 1 Peter, 139, captures both the inimitability of Christ’s victory and its relevance for the 
life of the Christian community.  While he asserts that “the cosmic victory of Christ is not one that can be 
imitated on a human level,” he also affirms that nevertheless the christological picture has relevance for 
Christian life: “just as Jesus’ suffering was vindicated by God, so the Christian whose suffering is presently 
despised will finally be vindicated” (139).  



 
 

225 
 

pattern of Christ can be contextualized and instantiated in their own unique 

circumstances, and in this way they can imitate the exemplar.  “The analogy between 

Christ and his followers is not exact,” Green explains, “since Christ’s behavior provides 

not only the blueprint for his followers but also its basis.”172  His activity sounds the 

chord progression according to which the community plays out their lives.  

 
1 Peter 4:1 

 Interpreters often note the close relationship between 4:1 and 3:18.  Selwyn, for 

example, treats 3:18b-22 as a digression that interrupts the flow of the author’s argument.  

He claims that 3:18-22, “despite its richness of teaching,” is “parenthetic to the main 

argument, which is concerned with the imitatio Christi.”173  Even though the author 

emphasizes the example of Christ in 3:18 and 4:6, Selwyn overstates the case by labeling 

3:18b-22 as a doctrinal interruption.174  Dalton better explains the logical flow of these 

verses. 

 Dalton outlines 3:18 – 4:6 as a distinct section of the letter.  He treats 3:18-22 as a 

catechetical unit that provides the doctrinal justification for the main topic described in 

3:13-17.  In 4:1-6, the author develops an exhortation based on the catechetical unit.175  In 

                                                             

172 Green, 1 Peter, 135.  

173 Selwyn, The First Epistle of St. Peter, 208.  See also Michaels, 1 Peter, 224, who calls 3:18b-
22 a “magnificent digression.”  Dubis (1 Peter, 129) states that the οὖν in 4:1 functions resumptively to 
resume the thought of 3:18 and introduce an inference from the digression. 

174 See Ivan T. Blazen, “Suffering and Cessation from Sin According to 1 Peter 4:1,” AUSS 21 
(1983): 47-48.  He recognizes that 4:1a provides a conclusion to what precedes, specifically 3:18; but he 
resists labeling 3:18b-22 a digression.  

175 Dalton, Christ’s Proclamation, 104.  Interestingly, this outline seems to defy his insistence that 
3:18-22 does not present Christ as an example.  If the author develops an exhortation to faithful suffering 
from the “catechetical unit” describing the activity of Christ, it would seem the author believes that activity 
is exemplary for his audience.   
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other words, the author presents Christ’s suffering and vindication and the justification 

for his exhortation in 3:13-17 to endure unjust suffering.  The victory of Christ 

established their own victory, and so they can humbly endure present suffering.  The 

author then exhorts them to remain faithful in the midst of suffering.  Elliott offers a 

similar description: “In 3:18a the suffering of Christ is stressed to support the foregoing 

exhortation of the suffering of believers (3:13-17).  Here it serves as the premise for the 

exhortation that follows (4:1b-3)” (italics original).176  The author presents the complete 

pattern of Christ in 3:18-22 in order to support his exhortation to faithful suffering for 

doing good; then, in 4:1 he reinforces the facet of the pattern most immediately relevant 

to his audience.  Since Christ suffered (on the way to victory), they should prepare 

themselves to suffer similarly. 

 The author exhorts his audience to follow the example of Christ’s suffering and 

“arm yourselves with the same intention” (ὑµεῖς τὴν αὐτὴν ἔννοιαν ὁπλίσασθε).  

Commentators have variously rendered ἔννοιαν as thought, insight, controlling idea, 

governing principle, design, resolve, and intention.177  Feldmeier describes it as “eine 

Christus entsprechende Gesinnung,”178 using a word that might be translated as “cast of 

mind,” “fundamental attitude,” or “way of thinking.”  In the LXX, ἔννοια most often 

occurs in the Wisdom Literature, where “it is concerned with the intellectual side of man, 

                                                             

176 Elliott, 1 Peter, 712. 

177 Blazen, “Suffering and Cessation,” 30-31 offers an extensive list compiled from an impressive 
list of German, French, and English commentaries.   

178 Reinhard Feldmeier, Der erste Brief des Petrus (THKNT 15/I; Leipzig: Evangelische 
Verlagsanstalt, 2005), 141.  In the English translation, Peter Davids translates Gesinnung as “cast of mind” 
(Feldmeier, The First Letter of Peter, 212).  The rendering is slightly clunky, but it best communicates the 
idea.    
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but as enlisted in a directed to practical moral ends.”179  In Prov 23:19, for example, the 

narrator exhorts his child to “be wise, and rightly direct the thoughts of your heart 

(ἐννοίας σῆς καρδίας).”  In 1 Clem. 21.9, the author warns that nothing can be hidden from 

God because “he is a searcher of thoughts and desires (ἐννοιῶν καὶ ἐνθυµήσεων).”  

Similarly, in Heb 4:12, the only other occurrence of ἔννοια in the NT, the author describes 

the word of God dividing the soul and judging the “thoughts and intentions of the heart” 

(ἐνθυµήσεων καὶ ἐννοιῶν καρδίας).  In all of these examples, ἔννοια is closely associated 

with desire and intention.  Goppelt draws on examples like these when he defines ἔννοια 

as “ ‘understanding’ that produces conduct in accord with that understanding.”180 

 In one particularly interesting example, the author of the Epistle to Diognetus 

describes how the Son has made God known.  He asserts that no one understood God 

before he sent “as a human to humans” the “craftsman and maker of all things” (τὸν 

τεχνίτην καὶ δηµιουργὸν τῶν ὅλων) to establish in their hearts the holy word from heaven 

(Diogn. 7.2 – 8.1).  When God decided to reveal himself, he first communicated to his 

child the “great and inexpressible thought” (µεγάλην καὶ ἄφραστον ἔννοιαν) which he had 

formed in his mind.  For a time, “his wise plan” (τὴν σοφὴν αὐτοῦ βουλήν) was shrouded 

in mystery, but then his beloved child “shared all things with us at once, that we might 

participate in and see and understand his kindly acts” (8.9-11).  In this example, in which 

elements of the Platonic creation myth are evident, God reveals himself by 

communicating his ἔννοια or βουλή to his son, who then turns and shares it with 

                                                             

179 Blazen, “Suffering and Cessation,” 31. 

180 Goppelt, 1 Peter, 279. 
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humankind so that they might know the ways of God; that is, so that they might see τῶν 

εὐεργεσιῶν αὐτοῦ.   

In this case, Gesinnung, or “cast of mind,” seems a fitting rendering of ἔννοια.  

God communicates more than a thought to his child.  He communicates his purpose to his 

son.  He communicates the plan that underlies all his kindly acts.  He reveals himself by 

communicating to his son the pattern of thinking behind his activity; and the son then 

shares it “at once” with humankind.  When does the son do this?  The author makes it 

clear in the next section that God reveals himself through the innocent suffering of his 

son.  “When the time arrived that God had planned to reveal his goodness and power,” 

the author explains, “He gave up his own Son as a ransom for us, the holy one for the 

lawless, the innocent one for the wicked, the righteous one for the unrighteous, the 

imperishable one for the perishable, the immortal one for the mortal” (9.2).  In a passage 

that echoes the description of Christ’s suffering presented in 1 Pet 3:18, the author of the 

Epistle to Diognetus describes how the Son communicated the ἔννοια of the Father 

though his unjust suffering for the unrighteous.   

The author then concludes by noting the ethical repercussions of acquiring this 

knowledge of the Father (10.1-8).  Apprehending God, that is, knowing him as he is 

revealed through the son, leads to love and results in imitation.  When one has known and 

loved him, the author states, he “will become an imitator of his kindness,” taking up the 

burden of the neighbor and providing for the destitute out of his God-given possessions.  

Such a one understands the mysteries of God.  Such a person despises “that which merely 

seems to be death,” “the fleeting fires of the present,” because he knows the “true life of 

heaven.”   
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 The parallel between 1 Pet 4:1 and the Epistle of Diognetus should not be 

overstated, but Diog. 8-10 provides an illuminating example of ἔννοια describing a “cast 

of mind” of “pattern of thinking” that results in action.  God has a “great and 

inexpressible” ἔννοια that underlies his activity.  He communicates this to his son who 

reveals it to humankind in his own innocent suffering.  Those who apprehend this ἔννοια 

respond with imitating it in their own lives.  Even though he does not discuss the 

occurrence in the Epistle to Diognetus, Blazen arrives at a similar definition for ἔννοια.  

He concludes that “ἔννοια denotes what a person with his reason and will intends to do in 

the moral sphere.”  In 1 Pet 4:1, therefore, the author calls his audience to share Christ’s 

understanding and purpose.181  

 In 1 Pet 4:1, the author employs a military metaphor, exhorting his audience to 

“arm themselves” (ὁλπίσασθε) with the same ἔννοια as Chirst.182  As a soldier fits himself 

into his armor to provide the needed protection for an impending battle, so the Christian 

should put on the ἔννοια of Christ to prepare for the hardships ahead.  Living according to 

the will of God will result in slander and ridicule, and the Christian will need to have fit 

herself into the armor, the ἔννοια of Christ, to endure the “slings and arrows” cast her way 

by blaspheming past acquaintances. 

                                                             

181 Cf. Phil 2:5 in which Paul exhorts the Philippians to have the same mind/attitude as Christ.  
Green (1 Peter, 136) notes that in both 1 Pet 4:1-2 and Phil 2:1-8, “Christians are urged to adopt for 
themselves and put on display in their lives the pattern of thinking demonstrated in Christ’s suffering.” 

182 The similarities with Eph 6:11 are evident, even if the language is slightly different.  In that 
letter, the author exhorts his audience: “Put on (ἐνδύσασυε) the whole armor of God, so that you may be 
able to stand against the wiles of the devil.”  The author of 1 Peter uses ὁπλίζω figuratively in 4:1; for an 
example of the word indicating literal armament, see the various occurrences in the works of Josephus 
(e.g., Ant. 4.86; 8.291; 9.221; 12.411).   
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 While the content of Christ’s ἔννοια is not explicitly stated in 4:1, the preceding 

verses offer a likely definition.  The ἔννοια of Christ is both insight and intention.183  It is 

the intention to suffer for doing good without recourse to retribution (2:21-25; 3:16-18).  

Such an intention is grounded in an understanding of the parabolic arc of the 

christological pattern (3:18-22).  Christ’s suffering resulted in victory over hostile forces, 

and his life is both pattern and ground for those within the Christian community.  Their 

unjust suffering will also result in victory because of the victory which Christ has already 

won and announced.  For the one who adopts this “cast of mind” or “pattern of thinking,” 

the break with the past life of lawless living is complete (4:1c).184  Protected by the armor 

of this ἔννοια, even slander and ostracization at the hands of past associates will not 

precipitate a return to that way of life.   

 How, then, can the audience be armed with the ἔννοια of Christ?  How can they 

faithfully imitate the one who suffered?  Blazen resists an answer to this question that 

places the burden of imitation solely on the agency of the imitator:   

When Christians are challenged to arm themselves with the same thought, this is 
not to be understood as meaning that Christians are to imitate Christ by the power 
of their own will, but rather that the indicative of God’s saving grace has made it 
possible for them to be effectively challenged to place their will and existence on 
the side of God’s intention and into the locus of God’s action and to live in the 
strength of Christ’s victory.  It is another way of saying that the imperative is 
made possible by, and grounded in, the indicative.185 

                                                             

183 This wording, also used by Blazen (“Suffering and Cessation,” 32), conveys what is outlined 
above: ἔννοια indicates an understanding (insight) that motivates action in the moral sphere (intention).  

184 The meaning of 1 Pet 4:1c is notoriously difficult to understand.  August Strobel notes that it 
seems to imply suffering leads to a permanent state of sinlessness, but such an idea “ist kühn und dem 
Neuen Testament sonst fremd” (“Macht Leiden von Sünde frei? Zur Problematik von 1.Petr 4,1f,” TZ 19 
[1963]: 418).  It cannot be explained as an application of the Jewish idea of atonement through suffering, 
evidenced in the martyrology of the Maccabean literature.  In the Jewish idea, as Strobel rightly notes, the 
suffering provides atonement for past sin and guilt, but 1 Pet 4:1c implies that one has “ceased” from sin.  

185 Blazen, “Suffering and Cessation,” 33. 
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For Blazen, therefore, the call to “arm yourselves” is “really a call to faith in the Christ 

event.”186  Blazen’s conclusions, while insightful and faithful to the theology of 1 Peter, 

fail to answer his own question.  He articulates how Christ’s victory has “made it 

possible” for them to share God’s intention, but he does not explain how that possibility 

might be actualized.  God’s saving grace creates the possibility, he seems to imply, but 

the actualization is still left to the imitator.   

 Elliott affirms the transformational value of the suffering itself.  Christ’s suffering 

creates the possibility, and the community’s own suffering shapes them morally.  “As 

Christ’s vicarious suffering has liberated believers from the proclivity to sin so that they 

might live uprightly,” he explains, “so now they are reminded that their own innocent 

suffering sustains this break with sinning and wrongdoing.”187  In 4:1, the author presents 

Christ as the model for suffering, and then he urges his audience to “finalize in their 

present conduct the break with the sinful ways of the past that their baptismal conversion 

and divine rebirth has initiated.”188  They are urged to embrace their present suffering as a 

means of facilitating their break with sin.   

Elliott’s reading has much to commend it.  As we have noted above, actions shape 

identity and thereby facilitate moral development.  Moral philosophers such as Musonius 

Rufus highlight the importance of “practice” in the moral development of their students.  

Musonius defines virtue as not simply theoretical knowledge, but also practical 

application.  Therefore, one “who wishes to become good not only must be thoroughly 

                                                             

186 Blazen, “Suffering and Cessation,” 34. 

187 Elliott, 1 Peter, 717. 

188 Elliott, 1 Peter, 741. 
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familiar with the precepts which are conducive to virtue, but must also be earnest and 

zealous in applying these principles” (6.52.8-9, 12-15).  Likewise, an exile need not 

mourn because he still has access to all that is need to acquire virtue.  Indeed, exile may 

even be a blessing because “it furnishes men with leisure and a greater opportunity for 

learning the good (µανθάνειν τε τὰ καλά) and practicing it (πράττειν) than formerly” 

(9.70.1-5).  One may understand the author’s exhortations in 4:1 in a similar light.  The 

suffering victory of Christ has provided the opportunity and the motivation; the suffering 

itself confirms what has been learned and provides the transformation.  In light of our 

understanding of the function of exempla in moral transformation, however, the author’s 

exhortation may be understood in another, complimentary way.     

 In this interpretation, what the author does is as significant as what he says.  In the 

midst of his exhortations to faithful endurance through suffering, he again presents his 

audience with the pattern of Christ.  He recalls in their memories the example of Christ, 

further engraving it in their souls (to use Philo’s language).  With yet another allusion to 

the Christ’s sufferings, the author recalls the narrative of the gospel.  He calls “before 

their eyes” the ἔννοια of Christ, providing another opportunity for that pattern to shape the 

moral imaginations of his audience.  To use the imagery of 1 Peter, the author provides 

for those faced with imminent suffering the milk that grows them into salvation.    

 
1 Peter 4:13 

 In 1 Pet 4:12, the author begins the concluding section of the letter,189 and he does 

so by once again calling his audience to imitate the pattern of their suffering Lord.  The 

                                                             

189 Elliott (1 Peter, 768) describes 4:12 – 5:11 as a large structural unit that mirrors the 
immediately preceding unit (2:11 – 4:11).  They both open with an address to the “beloved,” then progress 
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author reminds his audience that they should not be surprised by the “fiery ordeal”190 that 

they are experiencing.  As he has already told them, they should be prepared to suffer 

because they follow one who suffered.  Also, because they are imitating a pattern with a 

parabolic arc that moves through suffering to glorification, their suffering can actually be 

an occasion for rejoicing.  They can rejoice even as they share in the suffering of their 

exemplar because they know the full pattern.  They will also share in his glory when it is 

revealed (cf. 5:1), when they will surely shout for joy.   

 The author uses new terminology in this verse—describing his audience “sharing 

in Christ’s suffering” (κοινωτεῖτε τοῖς τοῦ Χριστοῦ παθήµασιν)—but the concept is the 

same as in 2:19-21; 3:17-18; and 4:1.  Micheals explains: “Christians ‘share in Christ’s 

sufferings’ neither sacramentally in baptism not in mystical union with him, but simply 

by following the example of his behavior when facing similar circumstances.”191  They 

share in his sufferings not only because, like Christ, they are facing the shame of social 

ostracization, but also because they endure such suffering according to Christ’s pattern of 

patient humility.192   

                                                             
through general exhortations , instructions to specific internal groups, and a final appeal to all believers.  
Each section also concludes with a doxology.   

190 This language does not imply more intense suffering than what is described in the previous 
sections of the letter.  Instead, the imagery of the “fiery ordeal” recalls the metaphor of the refiner’s fire 
employed in 1:6-7, forming a literary inclusion that links the first and last units of the letter.   

191 Michaels, 1 Peter, 262.  Donelson (1 & 2 Peter and Jude [NTL; Louisville, Ky.: Westminster 
John Knox, 2010],135) also concludes that “the language of sharing in the suffering of Christ evokes less a 
sense of participation in the being of Christ and more the sense of repeating Christ’s suffering.”  Given the 
care that we have taken to argue that imitation is not mimicry, however, I would choose not to say that the 
community “repeats” Christ’s suffering. 

192 Selwyn (The First Epistle of St. Peter, 221) states the nature of their imitation well: “Christians 
share in Christ’s sufferings through the experience of a like persecution and opprobrium, and through 
‘arming themselves’ with the same temper of meekness and patience.”  
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 Beyond what has been stated in detail above, little additional comment is needed 

here.  Once again, the author calls for the imitation of Christ in the midst of his 

exhortations to faithful endurance through suffering.  He traces the basic outline of the 

christological pattern, which he has described in greater detail in 2:21-25 and 3:18-22, 

highlighting the glory that follows suffering and calling his audience to endure until the 

time in which that glory is revealed.  Indeed, he tells them, when they are reviled, the 

spirit of glory already rests on them.  “To participate with Christ in suffering,” Green 

writes, “is to place oneself in the pattern of Christ’s career,”193 a career that follows a 

path from suffering to glory.   Here again, the christological pattern serves multiple 

functions.  It defines virtuous suffering and grounds the community’s hope in the victory 

of Christ.  It also recalls in the memory the narrative of the gospel and thereby imprints it 

more deeply in the minds of the audience.   

 
Summary 

 In 1 Peter, the author regularly presents the example of Christ, the pattern of his 

faithful suffering that leads ultimately to vindication, in order to nourish his audience to 

eschatological salvation.  For this community, suffering in the form of social 

ostracization stands as the biggest roadblock in their journey between the revelations of 

Christ.  They are being slandered, blasphemed, and shamed because of their association 

with the Christian community and their disassociation from the social institutions and 

relationships of their pre-conversion lives.  Because they live in a collectivistic society, 

their families also experience this shame, even if they are not also part of the Christian 

community.  With social pressure mounting and threatening to crush the community, with 
                                                             

193 Green, 1 Peter, 154. 
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their experience as exiles in their own neighborhoods tempting them to return to past 

lives, the author responds.  He affirms their status as exiles and sojourners; he reminds 

them that God protects them in the time between the revelation of Christ at their 

conversion and the revelation of Christ at the parousia; he exhorts them to crave the 

“milk” that will nourish them in the present and grow them into salvation.  He then 

strategically feeds them this “milk” throughout the rest of the letter.  At important points 

in the letter, he (re)presents them with the “word”—the gospel that, when it was first 

announced to them, generated their new birth.  That living “word”—the “good news” 

which can be proclaimed through the story of Christ—endures with them forever, and the 

author draws on that continually sustaining word to nurture his community in their trial. 

        
Other Exempla 1 Peter 

 While the author of 1 Peter does not employ exempla as often as the author of 1 

Clement, he nevertheless presents the audience with other examples that promote the 

letter’s paraenetic and consolatory aims.  They do not occupy the central place of the 

example of Christ, toward which most of our attention has been focused, but we will 

briefly note other examples and describe their function in the letter.   

The following section will focus on human exemplars, but in the first paraenetic 

section of the letter (1:13-21) the author calls his audience to imitate the holiness of God.  

He calls them to resist conformity to their former cravings and instead embrace 

conformity with the Holy One.  “As he who called you is holy,” the author exhorts, “be 

holy yourselves in all your conduct” (1:15).  He then grounds his exhortation with a 

citation from the heart of the Holiness Code in Leviticus: “You shall be holy, for I am 

holy” (1:16; cf. Lev 19:2; Matt 5:48; Eph 5:1).  In 1 Peter, according to the pattern in Lev 
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19, the call to holiness includes a call to both holy identity and holy conduct.194  In Lev 

19, after the call to holiness, the chapter continues with vignettes that describe how the 

people should reflect God’s holiness in their life together.  The chapter includes 

instructions for maintaining ritual purity: God provides rules for proper sacrificial 

practices; he instructs them not to mate different species of animals; he forbids them to 

eat fruit from certain trees.  These laws picture holiness as the maintenance of strong 

boundaries, but they are not the whole of Lev 19.  Other instructions involve honest 

speech, honest business, and care for those in need.  Twice God describes how his people 

can reflect his holiness in their treatment of the poor and the aliens.  The holiness of God, 

therefore, includes both boundary maintenance and love of neighbor.  In 1 Peter, both 

facets of holiness are emphasized.  The letter encourages separation, what Elliott calls 

“holy nonconformity to Gentile values”195 (e.g., 4:1-3) and behavior.  In the immediate 

context, their holiness or purification should yield sincere brotherly love (1:22).  Of 

course, these two facets of holiness (separation and conduct) are tightly related: the 

community’s conduct will distinguish them from their pagan neighbors.   

 In general, the other examples serve to refract the pattern of Christ through 

various situations.  That is, they picture the controlling pattern—the example of Christ—

as it is instantiated in diverse contexts.  In this way, the other exempla can address 

specific concerns while reinforcing the letter’s overarching paraenesis.  In 3:5-6, for 

example, the author presents the “holy women of long ago,” including specifically Sarah, 

as models for the wives in his audience.  In their immediate context, these examples 

                                                             

194 Elliott, 1 Peter, 362. 

195 Elliott, 1 Peter, 362. 
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illustrate the submission a wife should show to her husband.  These holy women 

“accepted the authority of their husbands” (ὑποτασσόµεναι τοῖς ἰδίοις ἀνδράσιν), and Sarah 

obeyed her husband (ὑπήκουσεν τῷ Ἀβραάµ), calling him lord.196   

Beyond the immediate context, however, these exempla reinforce the overarching 

paraenesis of the letter.  They provide another instantiation of the virtue of “accepting 

authority” (ὑποτάσσω).  Elliott notes that ὑποτάσσω is “a term of thematic significance 

throughout 1 Peter.”197  It appears first in 2:13, where the whole community is 

encouraged to accept the authority of human institutions; then throughout the letter 

various groups (slaves, 2:18; wives, 3:1; youths, 5:5) are exhorted to “accept authority.”  

The word describes the kind of “responsible activity, characterized by love and 

humility”198 that should infuse both relationships within the Christian community (5:5-6) 

and relationships with secular authorities (2:13-17).  For the author’s community, of 

course, this attitude is defined paradigmatically by Christ, who endured suffering with 

gentle humility because he subordinated himself to God’s will (2:21-24).  The author 

presents the pattern of Christ in his exhortation to the slaves to “accept the authority” of 

their masters (2:18), and in 3:5-6 he presents that same pattern in the form of the holy 

women.  As a result, the example of the holy wives reinforces the primary example of 

                                                             

196 Mark Kiley (“Like Sarah: The Tale of Terror Behind 1 Peter 3:6,” JBL 106 (1987): 692) argues 
that that author’s presentation of the example of Sarah relies on traditions in Gen 12 and 20, in which Sarah 
and Abraham are aliens in Egypt.  “Her comportment in those chapters,” Kiley concludes, “establishes her 
not just as a model of obedience but as a model of those wives who obey their spouses in an unjust and 
frightening situation in a foreign land/hostile environment” (emphasis original).  Kiley’s interpretation is 
affirmed by Fika J. van Rensburg, “Sarah's Submissiveness to Abraham: A Socio-Historic Interpretation of 
the Exhortation to Wives in 1 Peter 3:5-6 to Take Sarah as Example of Submissiveness,” HvTSt 60 (2004): 
253, 257. 

197 Elliott, 1 Peter, 486.   

198 Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 182. 
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Christ while also demonstrating how that pattern might be instantiated in other contexts.  

Their example deepens the imprint of Christ’s pattern while at the same time inspiring the 

audience to creatively imagine how that pattern might be instantiated in their own unique 

context. 

 Noah and his family serve as additional examples for the audience.  God waited 

patiently while Noah built the ark, reserving the punishment of the disobedient until the 

flood.  In the diluvial catastrophe, however, God realized the condemnation of the wicked 

and the salvation of Noah’s family.  Boring postulates that the author alludes to the story 

of the flood at this point because “he sees a parallel between the few righteous souls 

saved in the ark and the smallness of the Christian community in comparison with the 

pagan culture of his own time.”199  The parallels extend beyond the numbers of righteous 

and disobedient, however.   

In Sib. Or. 1.125-280, the author retells the story of Noah, emphasizing his 

preaching role.200  God not only instructs Noah to construct the ark, he also commands 

him, “Embolden yourself, and proclaim repentance to all the peoples, so that all may be 

saved” (1.128-129).  Noah calls the people to repentance, but they respond with jeers: 

“When they heard him, they sneered at him, each one, calling him demented, a man gone 

mad” (1.171-172).  Such Noachian traditions enhance the parallels with the Petrine 

audience.  Noah faced the ridicule of his contemporaries just as the audience endures the 

slander and maligning from their neighbors.  God did not immediately punish the wicked 

                                                             

199 Boring, 1 Peter, 141.  

200 Jobes (1 Peter, 245-246) calls attention to the Noachian traditions in the Sibylline Oracles.  She 
also notes that traditions about Noah were widespread, even among Gentiles, in Asia Minor.  On this point, 
see also Paul R. Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor (SNTSMS 69; New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991), 86-99.  Noah and his wife (along with the ark) appear on coins of five emperors 
dating from 193-253 C.E. 
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who sneered at Noah; instead, he waited patiently while Noah, who presumably 

continued to endure slander, built the ark.  Likewise, God does not immediately punish 

those who slander the Petrine community.  He waits patiently for the second revelation of 

Christ, while in the meantime the Christian community continues to endure unjust 

suffering.  What the analogy of the flood affirms, however, is that that God’s judgment, 

though presently delayed, will definitively arrive at the eschaton.   

The example of Noah and his family also refracts the example of Christ.  Green 

summarizes the coherence of the flood narrative, the death of Christ, and the suffering of 

the Christian community:  

The water that endangered Noah and his kin actually served to rescue them, the 
death of Jesus that was to have silenced him and countermanded his message was 
actually the means by which he triumphed, and so the suffering of Peter’s 
Christian audience, far from destroying them, marks them as those who have 
pledged themselves to Christ and who will share in his resurrection.201 
 

Noah passed through threatening waters (cf. Ps 69:1-3; Jonah 2:2-10)202 and was saved 

by God.  In this way, his story exemplifies the pattern of Christ who passed through 

shameful suffering and death and was then vindicated by God through is resurrection.  

This might sound like a shift in meaning: the waters no longer represent the judgment at 

the eschaton; instead they now represent the present suffering of the community.  The 

two concepts are not neatly distinguished in 1 Peter, however.  In 4:16-17 the author 

implies that the judgment of God has begun with the “household of God” in the form of 

unjust suffering in the present.  Present trails and eschatological purification blend 

                                                             

201 Green, 1 Peter, 138. 

202 See Dominic Rudman, “1 Peter 3-4 and the Baptism of Chaos,” in The Catholic Epistles and 
the Tradition (ed. Jacques Schlosser; BETL 176; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2004), 397-405.  He 
connects the waters of baptism to the chaos waters mentioned in various biblical texts, including Jonah 2 
and Psalm 69.   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together in 1 Peter.  Thus, the analogy of the flood can operate on multiple levels within 

the letter’s theology.  

Along with presenting the story of Noah as another type of Christ, the author also 

explicitly connects the story of Noah to the community’s own religious experience: they 

somehow emulate this pattern in baptism, for which the flood is an antitype.  As Noah 

and his family were saved through water (δι᾽ ὕδατος), baptism saves them through the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ (δι᾽ ἀναστάσεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ).   The correspondence is not 

exact, but the pattern (τύπος) is the same.  The flood story is interpreted through the prism 

of Christ; and interpreted in this way, it provides a refraction of his pattern and an 

example for the Christian community.   

 More implicitly, the slaves, wives, and youths addressed in 1 Peter act as living 

examples for the audience.  The author explicitly addresses these groups, but his specific 

instructions to them apply to the whole community.  This is most clear with his 

instructions to youths.  Immediately after instructing them to “accept the authority” of 

their elders, the author exhorts the entire community: “And all of you must clothe 

yourselves with humility in your dealing with one another” (5:5).  If the youths follow the 

exhortation, they will stand as examples for the whole community, reinforcing the 

general pattern of humble subordination by refracting it through their own unique 

circumstances.  The slaves (and wives) could likewise provide examples for the entire 

community.  Slaves with harsh masters are already (unintentionally) imitating Christ’s 

unjust, innocent suffering; if they also endure with gentle humility, then they will 

exemplify the pattern of Christ for the whole community.   
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Even if the slaves serve kind masters, the slaves are in a unique position to act as 

examples for others.  Elliott explains the overlap between the slaves’ condition and the 

situation of the Petrine community:   

The slaves of 1 Peter . . . illustrate, as no other group among the addressees does, 
the social and psychological predicament of the Christian community as a whole.  
Their uprootedness from home, lack of kin-group support, and exposure to the 
whims and abuse of their superiors, together with their suffering even when doing 
what is right typified the entire community’s vulnerability in a hostile society.203 
 

Thus, Elliott concludes that the author’s instructions to the slaves in 2:18-25 ultimately 

address the entire suffering community.  The slaves, he asserts, are “held up here as 

paradigmatic of the condition and vocation of the brotherhood as a whole.”204  To a lesser 

extent, wives may also illustrate the same predicament.  Hence, if the slaves and wives 

endure their condition with humility while continuing to “do right,” they will be living 

exempla for the whole community that both reflect and refract the pattern of Christ.  

 The author also explicitly calls the “elders” to be examples to “the flock” (5:3).  

The author does not explicitly state what they should exemplify; but, presumably, they 

are to copy the pattern of the Chief Shepherd mentioned in the next verse.205  In the 

immediate context, they imitate that pattern in their leadership style.  As Elliott succinctly 

states it, “The elders are to lead not by domination but by inspiration.”206  Rather than 

domineering his sheep, Christ compels and enables them with his example.  Likewise, the 

elders lead by example rather than forcibly coercing their flock through tyrannical 

                                                             

203 Elliott, 1 Peter, 540. 

204 Elliott, 1 Peter, 542. 

205 As Achtemeier (1 Peter, 328) notes, “The immediately following verse, where Christ is 
identified as the ‘chief shepherd,’ makes clear that once again he is the example to be followed, this time by 
the shepherd/elders.” 

206 Elliott, 1 Peter, 832. 
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authority.  Also implied, however, is the content of their example.  The author describes 

Christ as a shepherd in 2:25, and in that context he shepherds by (1) sacrificing himself 

for the sake of his sheep and (2) continuing to act as the guardian of their souls.  If the 

elders exercise their authority through a willingness to sacrifice themselves for the good 

of their sheep, they will present to their flock the pattern of Christ.  As a result, the 

ultimate pattern will be reflected and refracted in yet another unique context.  This time, 

the audience will have an example of what the pattern of Christ looks like when 

instantiated by someone who has been given authority, lest they think only slaves and 

wives can exemplify Christ.207   

 Also implicitly, the attributed author serves as an example for the community.208  

We noted this briefly when discussing the authorship of 1 Peter.  Most likely, the letter is 

pseudonymous; but why did the authors choose to attribute the writing to Peter?  It may 

be that the actual authors are disciples of a Petrine school, and so they write in the name 

of the one who instructed them concerning what they now pass on to the Anatolian 

churches.  “The letter would be authentically Petrine,” Elliott explains, “in the sense that 

                                                             

207 In a similar way, the husbands (3:7) can also exemplify for their households the pattern of 
Christ.   

208 Benjamin Fiore notes in his discussion of exempla in Seneca that the letter form is particularly 
conducive to the author presenting himself as an example (The Function of Personal Example in the 
Socratic and Pastoral Epistles [AnBib 105; Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1986], 87).  Of the many 
different exempla that Seneca employs in his philosophical letters, “the writer-preceptor himself ranks in 
the forefront among these.”  Fiore explains: 

This is due to the letter form itself which from the outset carried philosophical paraenesis tied to 
autobiographical traces.  Thus, along with the tone and context of friendship in the instructional 
letter as already noted above, there is also the self-presentation of the author.  These belong to the 
letter’s essence. (87) 

The epistolary framework at the beginning and ending of the letter establishes the situation of the letter and 
includes explicit self-description from the author.  Throughout the body of the letter, however, the author 
can continue to present his own example more implicitly.  In Seneca’s letters, for example, he occasionally 
calls attention to his example, but more often he implicitly presents himself as a model for Lucilius.  He 
creates the persona of one who ceaselessly strives for learning, never arriving at perfect wisdom; and this 
persona impresses itself upon Lucilius as the pattern to be emulated (89). 
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it conveys the traditions known to, and the ideas, theology and social outlook once held 

by, the apostle Peter and then shared, preserved and developed by the group who 

reckoned him as their spiritual leader.”209   

As noted above, however, the apostle Peter may have been invoked as the author 

because his own life follows the pattern of Christ outlined in the letter.  The book of Acts 

records traditions of Peter’s suffering in Jerusalem at the hands of the religious leadership 

(Acts 4:1-21; 5:17-42; 12:1-5), and other early Christian traditions record his execution in 

Rome.210  The author of 1 Clement presents Peter as a noble example from “our own 

generation”: “because of unjust jealousy,” the author states, Peter “bore up under 

hardships not just once or twice, but many times; and having thus borne his witness he 

went to the place of glory that he deserved” (5.3-4).  These writings are likely later than 1 

Peter, but they testify to early characterizations of Peter as one whose path to glory 

passed through suffering.  For an audience familiar with traditions about Peter’s 

persecution in Jerusalem or martyrdom in Rome, therefore, the life of the author 

implicitly supplies another instantiation of the pattern of Christ.   

 In 1 Peter, the exempla serve both paraenetic and consolatory functions.  We have 

given far more attention to their role in the paraenesis of 1 Peter.  The author repeatedly 

presents the pattern of Christ—and the refraction of that pattern in the other exempla—in 

order to shape the audience into those who will imitate that pattern.  The exempla also 

                                                             

209 John H. Elliott, A Home for the Homeless: A Sociological Exegesis of 1 Peter, Its Situation and 
Strategy (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981), 272. 

210 Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 3.1), quotes Origin: “Peter was crucified at Rome with his head 
downwards, as he himself had desired to suffer.”  See also Tertullian (Praescr. 36.3), who notes that in 
Rome Peter endured “a passion like his Lord’s.”   
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serve the consolatory purposes of the letter, however.  Before offering general concluding 

remarks, we will briefly highlight how the exempla serve this function.     

 As we noted above, Holloway convincingly argues that assessments of 1 Peter 

need to consider seriously its consolatory purposes.  Though Holloway focuses most of 

his argument on 1 Pet 4:12, he nevertheless notes that letters of consolation often appeal 

to the suffering of others in order to assure the audience that they are not alone.  This is 

the case in examples of Christian consolation, such as 1 Thessalonians and Philippians.  

In both letters, Paul appeals to his own suffering (Phil 1:30; 1 Thess 2:2; 3:4) and the 

suffering of others (Phil 2:7-8; 1 Thess 2:14) as he consoles (and exhorts) his audience.  

Similarly, Seneca refers to the suffering of others in his letter of consolation to Lucilius 

(107.5).  The many exempla in 1 Peter serve a similar function.211  They console the 

audience by affirming that they are not alone in their suffering.  Others have suffered or 

presently suffer shame from slander, ridicule, and popular prejudice.  Most importantly, 

Christ suffered such injustice; thus, when they suffer, they share in his sufferings.  In this 

way, the pattern of Christ—that is, the milk that grows the community to salvation—

nourishes by consoling those in the midst of suffering and thereby strengthening them to 

endure.      

 
Conclusion 

 The author of 1 Peter depicts the Christian community living between two 

revelations of Christ.  His suffering, death, and resurrection mark his first appearance, 

                                                             

211 Holloway notes that in 1 Pet 5:1-11, “The like suffering of others is mentioned as many as 
three times” (“Nihil inopinati accidisse,” 447).  He cites 5:1 (Peter), 3 (the elders), and 9 (Christians 
elsewhere in the world).  Because he limits his study to 4:12ff., he does not mention other examples of 
suffering in 1 Peter.    
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and his revelation at the eschaton marks the second.  Between these two appearances, the 

community is protected by the power of God during their various trials.  The author 

describes the three moments of the Christian life—conversion, post-conversion life, and 

eschatological salvation—with the metaphor of rebirth, which can be summarized as 

follows.    

The community was given new birth through the resurrection of Jesus (1:3) an 

event they experienced first through the proclamation of the gospel, the word of God 

(1:25).  Thus, Peter can say that they were given new birth both by the resurrection of 

Jesus and by the word of God (1:22).  That word, the gospel, as event and proclamation, 

endures forever.  It was not a one-time event experienced only at conversion.  It is an 

event that endures with them in their post-conversion lives, nourishing them to salvation 

during the trials they experience in the time between the revelations of Christ.  The word 

endures with them specifically in the pattern of Christ, which both describes and compels 

the moral transformation expected of the community.  In this way, Christ himself—

experienced by the community through the proclamation of the gospel, the story of his 

death and resurrection, and the refraction that gospel pattern through the lives of other 

exempla—is the word that provides new birth and grows the Christian community into 

salvation.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Conclusion 

 
 Following our survey of the function of exempla in paraenetic literature, with 

special attention devoted to the writings of 1 Clement and 1 Peter, we conclude by 

offering a comparison of 1 Clement and 1 Peter that will summarize our findings.  We 

will also suggest some implications of this study that may lead to further fruitful research.  

Broadly, we hope this study can contribute to the understanding of the function of 

exempla in other New Testament documents.  In the ancient world, imitation of an 

example was understood to depend in part on the enablement of the exemplar.  This 

insight may helpfully reshape our understanding of the imitatio Christi motif in the NT.  

Specifically, in this chapter we will address the implications of this study for future 

analyses of the soteriology of 1 Clement and 1 Peter.  Finally, we will explore the 

hermeneutical suggestions of this study for contemporary Christian communities.   

    
Comparison of the use of Exempla in 1 Clement and 1 Peter 

While both 1 Clement and 1 Peter present exempla in their paraenesis, 1 Clement 

employs them much more frequently.  In 1 Clement, the author presents numerous 

exempla from Jewish scriptures and history, Christian history, Greco-Roman culture, and 

the natural world.  Portions of the work offer lists of exempla that define and compel the 

same moral virtue.  In 1 Clem. 16-19, for example, the author presents a series of 

examples of humility, beginning with the example of Christ and then directing his 

audience to a string of examples from the Jewish scriptures.  In 1 Peter, on the other 



 
 

247 
 

hand, the author only sparingly supplements the example of Christ with other exempla.  

One finds nothing similar to the lists of exempla in 1 Clement.  

 In both documents, the example of Christ occupies the central place.  First, for 

both authors, the pattern of Christ demonstrates the central character trait that the author 

wants to inculcate in his audience.  In 1 Clement, the author presents Christ as the 

preeminent example of his cardinal virtue: humble-mindedness (ταπεινοφροσύνη).  To 

address the internal strife of the Corinthian community and reestablish peace and 

harmony, the author encourages repentance, obedience, and hospitality, building to his 

climactic discussion of humility.  The description of Christ’s example begins and ends 

with references to humble-mindedness (16.1, 17).  Within the chapter, the author alludes 

to Isa 53 and quotes Psalm 22 in order to emphasize Christ’s humility.  The implication 

for this audience is clear: “If the Lord was humble-minded in this way, what shall we 

ourselves do, who through him have assumed the yoke of his gracious favor?” (16.17). 

 In 1 Peter, the author calls his audience to humility,1 but that particular virtue does 

not occupy the same central place it does in 1 Clement.  The related word, ὑποτάσσω, 

expresses an important virtue for the author, and he emphasizes it repeatedly in 2:13 – 

3:22, the same section in which he also emphasizes the example of Christ (2:21-24; 3:18-

22).  “Accepting authority” is not the cardinal virtue in 1 Peter, however.  Instead, proper 

submission is one expression of the author’s main concern: continuing to “do good” in 

the midst of unjust suffering.   

He writes to a community of exiles, those maligned and blasphemed by their host 

society, exhorting them to maintain conduct (ἀναστροφή) that is holy (1:15), good (2:12; 

                                                             

1 See the cluster (ταπεινοφροσύνη, ταπεινός, ταπεινόω) in 5:5-6. 
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3:16), and pure (3:1-2).  He calls them to “do good” (ἀγαθοποιέω) fearlessly (3:6) even if 

they suffer for it (2:20; 3:17) so that they might silence their slanderers (2:15). The two 

most detailed presentations of the pattern of Christ occur immediately after exhortations 

to endure suffering by continuing to do good, indicating that Christ’s example embodies 

the primary virtue the author wants to inculcate in his audience.  The author invokes the 

imagery of Isa 53 to emphasize that when Christ was persecuted, he “committed no sin.”  

He did not threaten or return abuse.  Instead, he endured suffering, continuing to do good, 

because he entrusted himself to the judge who will one day bring the justice lacking in 

the present.   

 In 1 Peter, the example of Christ additionally functions as the foundation of 

Christian hope.  The author affirms that, along with imitating Christ’s endurance through 

suffering, his audience also shares in the parabolic arc of his pattern.  He passed through 

the trough of shame and suffering into vindication and glorification on the other side, and 

his resurrection secures the same end for them.  They can now rejoice in their present 

trials because they know they if they share in his sufferings they will also share in this 

glorification.   

 In 1 Clement and 1 Peter, the example of Christ occupies a central place in a 

second way: both authors employ a christological typology that refracts past and present 

exempla through the pattern of Christ.  Other exampla are worthy of emulation because 

they reflect the archetype, the governing pattern of Christ.  In 1 Clement, as we noted 

above, the pattern of Christ establishes the interpretive grid through which the other 

exempla can be rightly discerned.  Israel and her people are models for imitation so far as 

they are understood as types of Christ.  The author of 1 Peter also employs a 



 
 

249 
 

christological typology, though he does so more subtly.  While he rarely calls direct 

attention to other exempla, the audience could easily perceive Noah, the slaves, the 

wives, the elders, and even the pseudonymous author himself as refractions of the pattern 

of Christ.  Interestingly, both authors articulate a christological interpretation of Isa 53 

that implicitly presents the suffering servant as a type of Christ for their audiences.   

 Finally, both documents express through different metaphors the widespread 

concept of “transformation by vision.”  Ancient auditors would have recognized the 

concept and understood that the exempla in the documents not only established the 

pattern which should be imitated but also had the ability to compel and enable that 

imitation.  Ancient authors use different metaphors to express the capacity of exempla to 

compel moral transformation.   As we outlined in chapter two, Plutarch describes 

exempla “implanting” in attendees the craving to “merge his identity with that of the 

good man” (Virt. prof. 84D).  Philo, on the other hand, imagines exempla “imprinting” 

their pattern on the pliable souls of attendees; and by shaping souls, the exempla effect 

moral transformation.  Seneca does not adopt one consistent metaphor, but he describes 

exempla as guardians, protectors, and advocates that influence the mind and straighten 

the spirit (Ep. 94.40).  He exhorts his student Lucilius, therefore, to choose a man of high 

character, such as Cato or Laelius, and “keep him ever before your eyes” (Ep. 11.8).       

 The authors of 1 Clement and 1 Peter each express the function of exempla 

through their own unique metaphors.  In 1 Clement, the concept of transformation by 

vision is expressed through the metaphor of “clinging.”  He calls his audience to “cling” 

to the exempla by “gazing intently” on them.  Moral transformation results from this 

discerning attention, as the author affirms with a citation from an unknown source.  



 
 

250 
 

“Cling to those who are holy,” he exhorts; “for those who cling to them will themselves 

be made holy” (46.2).   

 In 1 Peter, the concept is far more implicit.  He does not explicitly use the 

language of sight to call his audience to attend to the pattern of Christ.  Instead, he 

employs a different sense: taste.  He calls his audience to taste the Lord and crave the 

word-milk.  The author then repeatedly presents his audience with the “milk” (that is, the 

pattern of Christ presented in the gospel, the narrative of his suffering, death, and 

resurrection) throughout the rest of the letter.  As a mother’s milk was understood to 

shape her child’s moral development, so also the audience would understand the pattern 

of Christ to effect moral transformation.  In this sense, Christ leaves an example that both 

establishes a pattern for Christian living and provides the power to enable that life until 

the eschaton.   

 We conclude the present study by exploring some implications of our 

conclusions.  First, we will address how our findings affect our understanding of the 

soteriology of 1 Clement and 1 Peter.  Using a taxonomy of different soteriological 

patterns outlined by Charles Talbert, we will ask, where do 1 Clement and 1 Peter fit?  

Second, we will briefly explore the hermeneutical question: if the authors of 1 Clement 

and 1 Peter assume that attention to the pattern of Christ effects the moral transformation 

necessary for the Christian life, how can contemporary Christian communities attend to 

that pattern?  How can they cling to the example of Christ?  How can they crave the milk 

of the word? 
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Implications for the Soteriology of 1 Clement and 1 Peter 

In his recent work on Pauline, Johannine, and Matthean ethics, Charles Talbert 

outlines three different patterns of religion.2  His taxonomy is not without its problems, 

but it nevertheless provides a heuristic grid through which to assess certain features of the 

documents’ soteriology.  The first soteriological pattern Talbert identifies is legalism: “If 

human beings obey the law, God responds to their obedience by entering into a 

relationship with them.  Here human obedience is the means by which a relation to God 

is gained.”3  Many of the Protestant Reformers and their heirs understood Judaism as a 

legalistic religion according to this definition, and Paul’s writings were interpreted as a 

response to such legalism.  Rather than obedience (works of the law) establishing one’s 

relationship with God, Paul was understood to argue, God’s initiatory grace grounds the 

relationship (justification by faith alone).  In this pattern, relationship with God and 

obedience to God depend heavily on human agency.     

E. P. Sanders’ paradigm-shifting work on Second Temple Judaism4 problematizes 

characterizations of legalistic Judaism.  His survey of the literature demonstrates that 

Judaism was not legalistic; instead, it followed a pattern of religion he labels covenantal 

nomism.  In the Jewish literature of the Second Temple period, Sanders contends, Israel 

did not earn a relationship with God through obedience to the Torah.  Instead, they were 

chosen by God apart from any obedience and given the Torah as a gift.  Obedience to 

                                                             

2 See “Paul, Judaism, and the Revisionists,” CBQ 63 (2001): 1-22; “Indicative and Imperative in 
Matthean Soteriology,” Bib 82 (2001): 515-538; and “Grace in the Sermon on the Mount,” pages 11-18 in 
Sermon on the Mount (ed. Robert B. Kruschwitz; Christian Reflection: A Series in Faith and Ethics; Waco, 
Tex.: The Center for Christian Ethics at Baylor University, 2008). 

3 Talbert, “Grace in the Sermon on the Mount,” in Kruschwitz, Sermon on the Mount, 11. 

4 E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977); and Paul, the Law, and the Jewish People (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983). 
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Torah is thus understood as a gracious response to God’s election rather than an attempt 

to earn a relationship with him.  Talbert describes this second pattern of religion in the 

following way: “In this structure one ‘gets into’ the people of God by grace and ‘stays in’ 

by obedience to the Law (which includes repentance and atonement).”5  In this pattern, in 

other words, relationship with God depends primarily on divine agency while obedience 

to God depends primarily on human agency.   

While Sanders has made lasting contributions to our understanding of Second 

Temple Judaism, his conclusions have been seriously challenged.  First, his description 

treats Judaism as a monolithic religion, even though the literature reveals marked 

diversity among different Jewish groups.   Within Judaism of this period, one can find 

competing legalistic, synergistic, and sola gratia soteriologies; therefore, it is incorrect to 

describe Judaism as a whole fitting within the same pattern of religion.6   Second, other 

critics have noted that covenantal nomism can be understood as delayed legalism.  If 

“staying in” the people of God requires obedience, then “getting in” to the Age to Come 

at the eschaton will depend on continued obedience.  In an eschatological context, 

therefore, covenantal nomism and legalism become indistinguishable.7  Though 

covenantal nomism is synergistic and legalism is monergistic, both emphasize human 

agency over divine agency as the means of “staying in” God’s people and thereby 

“getting in” to the Age to Come.    

                                                             

5 Talbert, “Paul, Judaism, and the Revisionists,” 3. 

6 Talbert, “Paul, Judaism, and the Revisionists,” 1-2.  See especially n. 5, in which Talbert cites 
examples of sola gratia soteriologies outside of Christian messianic Judaism.  See also D. A. Carson, Peter 
T. O'Brien, and Mark A. Seifrid, The Complexities of Second Temple Judaism (vol. 1 of Justification and 
Variegated Nomism; WUNT 140; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001). 

7 For a convincing presentation of this argument see Timo Eskola, “Paul, Predestination, and 
‘Covenantal Nomism’,” JSJ 28 (1997): 390-412 
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Talbert argues that the Pauline, Johannine, and Matthean writings assume a third 

pattern of religion that he calls new covenant piety.  The title of this third soteriological 

pattern derives from the “new covenant” articulated in various prophetic texts.  In Jer 

31:31-34, for example, God declares that he will make a new covenant with his people 

and write it on their hearts.  In Ezek 36:22-28, God promises to enable his people’s 

obedience:  “A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you. . . . I will 

put my spirit within you, and make you follow my statutes and be careful to observe my 

ordinances.”  Based on this understanding of divinely-enabled obedience, Talbert defines 

new covenant piety in the following way: “God graciously enters into a relation with 

humans.  In the context of a relation already established God gives guidance about what 

pleases and displeases him.  When humans follow that guidance, it is because God 

graciously enables their obedience.”8  In this pattern, in other words, both relationship 

with God and obedience to God depend primarily on divine rather than human agency.    

Talbert outlines different categories and images that the NT writers employ to 

express God’s enabling power in the Christian life.  In the Johannine literature, for 

example, the authors use the language of indwelling.  Jesus uses the metaphor of a vine 

and branches to encourage his disciples to “abide in” him.  If they remain in him, he will 

“abide in” them and enable them to produce fruit (John 15:1-6; esp. v. 4: µείνατε ἐν ἐµοί, 

κἀγὼ ἐν ὑµῖν).  In the Johannine Letters, the elder does not use the vine metaphor, but he 

nevertheless repeatedly recalls the language of mutual indwelling: “By this we know that 

we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit” (1 John 4:13; cf. 

3:24).   

                                                             

8 Talbert, “Grace in the Sermon on the Mount,” in Kruschwitz, Sermon on the Mount, 11-12. 
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Paul regularly uses the language of indwelling (Rom 8:9-11; Gal 2:19-20; Phil 

2:12-13), but he uses other images as well.  Talbert notes, for example, the image of 

being clothed.9  In some apocalyptic writings, figures are ontologically transformed when 

they are clothed in garments of glory (2 En. 22:8-10; Ascen. Isa. 8:14-15).  In Pseudo-

Philo L.A.B. 20:2-5, the author describes Joshua being transformed when he dons Moses’ 

garments.  Talbert thus concludes, “Paul’s authorial audience would have heard a 

statement like Gal 3:27 (‘as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on 

Christ’) as a statement of empowering.”10 

Matthew does not use the language of indwelling; instead, the author expresses 

divine enablement through the concept of transformation by vision.  Ancient sources 

describe students being transformed by the company of their teacher; and thus, as Talbert 

explains, in the case of Matthew’s depiction of the disciples and Jesus, “Their common 

life would have been assumed by ancient auditors to have provided enablement for the 

disciples’ progress in their formation by Jesus.”11  While the audience of the gospel may 

not enjoy the same immediate fellowship with Jesus, they can nevertheless receive the 

benefits of his presence through recollection.  As Seneca notes, while the immediate 

presence of an exemplar may be preferable to recollection, the latter still powerfully 

effects moral transformation.12  Talbert thus concludes that in Matthew “divine 

                                                             

9 Talbert, “Paul, Judaism, and the Revisionists,” 20-21. 

10 Talbert, “Paul, Judaism, and the Revisionists,” 21. 

11 Charles H. Talbert, Reading the Sermon on the Mount: Character Formation and Decision 
Making in Matthew 5-7 (Columbia, S.C.: University of South Carolina Press, 2004), 40. 

12 See the discussion of Seneca in chapter two.  To aid the moral transformation of his student 
Lucilius, he exhorts him to picture before his eyes exemplars from the past (Ep. 11; 25).   
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enablement covers the disciples’ lives from start to finish.”13  Though Matthew does not 

incorporate the metaphors of indwelling or clothing found in the Pauline and Johannine 

literature, it still expresses a “new covenant piety” soteriology that emphasizes the 

primary role of divine agency for human obedience.   

Where would 1 Clement and 1 Peter fit within Talbert’s soteriological taxonomy?  

In other words, what do they indicate about the relationship between divine and human 

agency?  If they affirm that divine grace empowers conversion but fail to describe how 

that divine grace remains continually active, enabling obedience, then they would be 

most like Talbert’s description of covenantal nomism.  If, however, they describe divine 

enablement extending throughout the various moments of the Christian life, then they are 

more like what Talbert labels new covenant piety.  As the previous chapters have implied, 

because of the prevalence of the “transformation by vision” concept in the ancient world, 

the presentation of the example of Christ in these documents could have been understood 

by ancient auditors as a means of compelling moral transformation.     

   
Divine Enablement in 1 Clement 

 Studies devoted to the soteriology of 1 Clement have noted the author’s emphasis 

on human agency.  Such studies, however, have not adequately addressed the function of 

exempla in ancient paraenesis.  Bultmann, for example, makes the following claim about 

1 Clement: “It, too, is under the influence of the Pauline tradition, though much more 

under that of the Hellenistic synagogue, so that of genuine Paulinism there is little or 

almost nothing left.  It is quite a problem to say what it really is that makes I Clem. a 

                                                             

13 Talbert, Reading the Sermon on the Mount, 43. 
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Christian document.”14  As his discussion reveals, the primary problem with 1 Clement is 

a soteriological one.   

The author of 1 Clement clearly expresses that Christ is the means of salvation, as 

Bultmann notes.  In 1 Clem. 36.1 the author repeatedly uses the preposition διά to 

indicate that salvation is brought through Christ. Likewise, the author describes Christ as 

the gate through which one passes into righteousness.  Bultmann argues that while this 

clearly expresses the role of Christ in establishing the Christian’s relationship to God, it 

does not describe how that relationship will be maintained.  Bultmann claims that in 1 

Clement the author has collapsed the paradoxical unity of the indicative and imperative 

that marked Paul’s writings.  The unity of the indicative expressed in 1 Clement (“Since 

then we are a holy portion, we should do everything that pertains to holiness” [30.1]), “is 

not the paradoxical unity of the future and present.  Rather, it is the same unity as in 

Judaism, for with the consciousness of being God’s chosen, holy People it also combines 

knowledge of its responsibility and its obligation to holy conduct.”15  Torrance similarly 

assesses 1 Clement.  He argues that God’s gracious act “is held in such mild form” that it 

still requires the will of humans to turn and repent.  “Little new, as we have already 

noted, is here; little that is different from the repentance ministered or preached by the 

                                                             

14 Rudolf Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament (trans. Kendrick Grobel; 2 vols.; New York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1951-55), 2:187.  Torrance similarly concludes about 1 Clement: “Like the whole 
mass of Judaistic writers, Clement thinks of God’s mercy as directed only toward the pious” (Thomas F. 
Torrance, The Doctrine of Grace in the Apostolic Fathers [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1959], 55). This 
assessment directly counters Lightfoot’s.  He affirmed unequivocally that repeated emphasis on the 
soteriological value of the blood of Christ placed 1 Clement with the mainstream of apostolic teaching (S. 
Clement of Rome: A Revised Text with Introductions, Notes, Dissertations, and Translations (vol. 1/1 of 
The Apostolic Fathers; London: Macmillan, 1890; repr., Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1973), 398).   

15 Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, 2:189.   
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O.T. prophets from the time of Noah.”16  According to this description, 1 Clement 

evinces a soteriololigcal pattern similar to “covenantal nomism”: it affirms that God’s 

grace establishes the divine-human relationship while human obedience, accomplished 

through the agency of the human actor, responds to and maintains that relationship.17  For 

Bultmann, the soteriology of 1 Clement fails to maintain the relationship between the 

indicative and imperative evident in Paul’s writings; and because of Bultmann’s myopic 

identification of “Paulinism” with “Christianity,” he relegates 1 Clement to a sub-

Christian status.   

 Other interpreters have largely rejected Bultmann’s doubts that 1 Clement is a 

Christian document,18 but his description of its soteriology has remained influential.  In 

his dissertation on the soteriology of 1 Clement, for example, Roger Evans concludes that 

one can identify “theological similarities between post-exilic Judaism and Clement in 

their soteriology, with an emphasis on works of deeds.”19  He identifies an eclectic 

soteriology in which the author “seems to move freely from statements about salvation 

through the blood of Christ, by love, by grace, by repentance, by faith and by works with 

                                                             

16 Torrance, The Doctrine of Grace, 52. 

17 It is noteworthy that within Bultmann’s New Testament theology we encounter a description of 
Judaism that neatly mirrors Sander’s description of covenantal nomism.  Sanders strove to distance himself 
from the Protestant (Lutheran) interpreters whom he believed had so misrepresented Second Temple 
Judaism.  But in this case, Bultmann, whom would presumably represent Protestant Lutheran interpreters of 
the previous generation, expresses an understanding of Jewish soteriology not unlike Sander’s own 
description.   

18 See, for example, Edmund Fisher’s dissertation, in which he seeks to directly address 
Bultmann’s doubts about 1 Clement.   He concludes: “1 Clement is a Christian document, because it 
preserves the basic soteriological tradition of the Christian liturgy and the Eucharist in which salvation 
becomes available to the whole body of Chirst, through the blood-of-Christ” (“Soteriology in First 
Clement” [Ph.D. diss., Claremont Graduate School, 1974], 210). 

19 Roger Stevens Evans, “Soteriologies of Early Christianity within the Intellectual Context of the 
Early Roman Empire: Barnabas and Clement of Rome as Case Studies” (Ph.D. diss., Ohio State University, 
1996), 154.  Evans still affirms that the soteriology of 1 Clement reflects a Christian understanding (236).   
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no noticeably intellectual difficulty. . . . Clement seems to believe that they are all part of 

the soteriological process.”20  As an example of this eclecticism, he notes the apparent 

contradiction between 30.3 and 32.4.  In 30.3, works are described as an agent of 

righteousness.  The author extols his audience to “cling to those who have been bestowed 

with God’s gracious gift; we should be clothed with harmony, being humble in mind, 

showing self-restraint, distancing ourselves from all gossip and slander, acquiring an 

upright character through deeds, not just words (ἔργοις δικαιούµενοι καὶ µὴ λόγοις).”  In 

32.4, on the other hand, the author explicitly excludes works as agents of righteousness.  

It is not through deeds that they are made upright, but through faith.  Evans concludes 

that the author does not contradict himself.  Instead, for this author, “righteousness is 

obtained in many ways”; and whereas Paul rejects good deeds as an “element in 

salvation,” this author allows them. 

 Problems abound with Evan’s reading of these passages from 1 Clement.  First, he 

fails to distinguish between “being made righteous” and “being saved.”  The two phrases 

are not necessarily synonymous, even though Evans seems to treat them as such.  Hence, 

a statement that works lead to “upright behavior” is assumed to indicate that works are an 

element in salvation.  Second, it is misleading to claim that “works” are not an “element 

in salvation” for Paul.  In Romans and Galatians, Paul argues that “works of the Law” 

cannot justify a person, but “works of the Law” and “good deeds” are not synonymous.  

Paul expects that acts of love and kindness—what 1 Clement means by “works”—will 

organically result from the indwelling Spirit that vivifies Christian life after the death-of-

self experienced in baptism.  These “fruit of the Spirit” may not be the foundation of 

                                                             

20 Evans, “Soteriologies of Early Christianity,” 152. 
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salvation in Paul’s thought; but, in as much as they are the organic, inevitable result of 

relying on the faithfulness of Christ, they are essential elements of his soteriology.  Third, 

Evans engages in a flat reading of 1 Clement that assumes (1) that 1 Clem. 30.3 and 32.4 

address the same issues and (2) that both passages carry equal weight in assessing the 

author’s soteriology.  To correct this misreading, then, we must look at these passages in 

their wider contexts.   

 In 1 Clem. 30.2, the author is not describing his soteriology.  Instead, he is 

decrying “haughtiness.”  He begins the chapter by founding the imperative on the 

indicative: “Since then we are a holy portion, we should do everything that pertains to 

holiness, fleeing slander and vile and impure sexual embraces, drunken revelries, 

rebellions and loathsome passions, foul adultery and loathsome haughtiness.”  Because 

the author is addressing a community splintered by the ambition of some members, he 

focuses on the final element of this vice list: haughtiness.  The remainder of the chapter 

contrasts audacity and effrontery with gentleness and humility.   

The author opposes prideful boasting, encouraging his audience to let others 

testify to their good behavior rather than praising themselves.  In this context, he tells his 

audience that works, rather than words, justify (ἔργοις δικαιούµενοι καὶ µὴ λόγοις).  Here, 

the meaning of δικαιόω approaches what we find in James 2:14-24.  In those verses, 

“justification” means something akin to “vindication,” wherein the works “bring to 

completion” faith by publically verifying it.21  Likewise, the contrast between works and 

words parallels discussions in James (2:12; cf. 1:22-25; 3:13).  In light of the overarching 

                                                             

21 Of course, the relationship between faith and works in James moves beyond this simplification.  
The author seems in envision a self-affirming loop in which the works that verify the faith also vivify it.   
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context, therefore, one might gloss 1 Clem. 30.3 as follows: “Rather than boasting with 

words, let your harmony verify your identity as part of holy portion.”   

Additionally, 30.2-3 indicates that harmony (ὁµόνοιαν) and humility result from 

the graciousness of God.  The author exhorts his audience to “cling” (κολληθῶµεν) to 

those who have been bestowed with God’s gracious gift of humility and “be clothed” 

(ἐνδυσώµεθα) with harmony.  As noted above in the discussion of Paul’s soteriology, the 

image of being clothed implies divine enablement.  Also, as outlined above in the chapter 

on 1 Clement, the author uses the metaphor of “clinging” to describe the transformation 

that occurs from attending to exempla.  Attending to the many exemplars of humility 

(outlined throughout 1 Clement) transforms the audience; they are “clothed with 

harmony,” exhibiting the behavior attendant with such a life; and that harmonious living, 

rather than boastful effrontery, verifies their place in the holy portion.   

If one follows this reading of 1 Clem. 30.3, it need not contradict 32.4.  Both 

passages affirm that upright actions result from the graciousness of God.  In 32.4, 

however, the author explains his soteriological pattern more directly and completely.  The 

chapter begins with an exhortation to consider the greatness of God’s gifts.  All of the 

“scepters” that have come from Jacob, including even the Lord Jesus, “were glorified and 

exalted not through themselves or their deeds or the upright actions they did (οὐ δι᾽ αὐτῶν 

ἢ τῶν ἔργων αὐτῶν ἢ τῆς δικαιοπραγίας ἧς κατειργάσαντο), but through his [God’s] own 

will.”  The author then continues:  

So too we who have been called through his will in Christ Jesus are made upright 
not through ourselves (οὐ δι’ ἑαυτῶν δικαιούµεθα)—through our own wisdom or 
understanding or piety or deeds which we have done (οὐδὲ διὰ . . . ἔργων ὧν 
κατειργασάµεθα) with a devout heart—but through faith, through which the all-
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powerful God has made all these people upright, from the beginning of the ages.  
To him be the glory forever and ever. Amen. 
 

In this compact doxology, the author affirms that his audience relies on the gracious will 

of God for their calling and justification.   

We will avoid a lengthy discussion of the meaning of δικαιόω in 1 Clement (a 

topic that could demand a significant portion of another dissertation);22 but, if Ehrman’s 

interpretative decision to translate the term as “make upright” is correct, then it might be 

understood to imply righteous living.  The immediate context supports Ehrman’s 

translation in this case.23  In 32.3, the author uses the term δικαιοπραγία to describe the 

upright actions of Israel’s leaders.  The term is a redundancy in 32.3, used to clarify the 

kind of “works” which could not effect glorification or exaltation.  The appearance of this 

word in 32.3, however, influences the understanding of δικαιούµεθα in the next verse.  It 

leads the auditor to understand δικαιούµεθα with the nuance that Erhman’s translation 

implies.   Thus, the compact doxology in 1 Clem. 32.4 refers to two different moments in 

the Christian life.  Their “being called” alludes to their conversion, and their “being made 

upright” alludes to their present lives in which God enables righteous living.  Those who 

have been called (past action of God) are made upright (present continuing action of 

God). 

                                                             

22 Unfortunately, Evans only devotes three pages to the subject in his dissertation (“Soteriologies 
of Early Christianity,” 125-127).  He notes, however, that seven of the ten occurrences that he deems 
soteriologically relevant, righteousness is tied to Christian behavior.  In his interpretation, this implies that 
1 Clement ties salvation to works.  Perhaps this indicates, however, that the author of 1 Clement uses the 
word differently than Paul.   

23 Torrance (The Doctrine of Grace, 49) also notes that the author of 1 Clement does not use 
“righteousness” and “justification” with the Pauline sense: “The fundamental idea a the back of the words 
δικαιοσύνη, δικαιοῦµαι seems to be the moral qualification which avails before God conceived as a quality 
of soul.”  For Torrance, this implies that the author of 1 Clement is “well on the way to legalism” (49); 
however, this need not be the case.  If God empowers this moral quality of soul, as 1 Clem. 32.4 indicates, 
then 1 Clement travels away from legalism and toward new covenant piety. 
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Admittedly, the doxological language indicates that the author may be relying on 

traditional formulations in this passage.  It is possible, therefore, that he might 

inadvertently quote something dissonant with his own thought.  The immediate literary 

context makes this unlikely, however.  The author brackets the doxology with 

expressions of divine enablement, affirming in his own words the basic content of the 

doxology.  He precedes the doxology with the affirmation that the glorification and 

exaltation of Israel’s leaders depends on the gracious will of God.  He follows the 

doxology by exhorting his audience to zealously strive for good works with all their 

strength.  Such an emphasis on human agency may seem to contradict 30.4; however, the 

author concludes by affirming that “the upright have been adorned with good works” (ἐν 

ἔργοις ἀγαθοῖς πάντες ἐκοσµήθησαν οἱ δίκαιοι) just as the cosmos has been adorned by the 

Creator.24  Here again, the author emphasizes divine enablement in the life that follows 

conversion.   

This last paragraph returns us to Bultmann’s claim.  He would likely explain the 

relationship between 1 Clem. 32 and 33 in this way: in 32.4 the author describes the 

election of God’s people; 33.1-8 then exhorts them to fulfill the obligation to holy 

conduct that results from their election.  Our own reading posits a more nuanced 

relationship between the indicative and imperative in 1 Clement.  The author exhorts his 

audience to zealously engage in righteous work (ἐργασώµεθα ἔργον δικαιοσύνης; 33.8) as a 

result of their divinely wrought justification (θεὸς ἐδικαίωσεν; 32.4), but he also affirms 

that those righteous works are adornments provided by God.  He adorns them with good 
                                                             

24 The passive verb (ἐκοσµήθησαν) may be understood reflexively: “the upright adorned 
themselves with good works.”  The following line (“the Lord himself, when he adorned himself with good 
works, rejoiced”) may favor such a reading, but the overall context does not.  The model the author 
presents is the cosmos, which depends completely on the power of God for its creation and maintenance.   
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works just as he has adorned his creation and thus pronounced it good.  Humans 

contribute to the goodness of the cosmos by obeying the divine mandate to “increase and 

become numerous” (33.6), but the author affirms that God alone has the power to call 

living creatures into being.  God commands, but the fulfillment of that command depends 

on God’s own power.   

Our own discussion of the exempla in 1 Clement contributes to the discussion by 

articulating one way that the audience would have understood the present righteous life to 

be an enabled life.  When the author presents the pattern of Christ, he is not simply 

setting before his audience a virtuous standard toward which they must strive.  Just as 

philosophers could continue to effect moral transformation in their students through the 

recollection of their example; so also Christ continues to effect transformation through 

the presentation of his pattern.  According to the widespread concept of transformation by 

vision, if the audience attends to the pattern of Christ, they will be transformed into its 

likeness.  Transformation by vision can be expressed through various metaphors; in 1 

Clement the author exhorts his audience to “cling” to the exempla: “We must cling to 

these examples, brothers.  For it is written, ‘Cling to those who are holy; for those who 

cling to them will themselves be made holy’ ” (46.1-2).   

 
Divine Enablement in 1 Peter 

 The author of 1 Peter repeatedly affirms that Christian conversion, life, and 

eschatological salvation depend on God.  As Elliott notes, the author “assures his readers 

that the divine grace already experienced ‘in Christ’ and in the household of God is a 

basis for steadfastness in faith, holy conduct, persistence in doing right, and confident 
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hope in the salvation soon to be realized at Christ’s final appearance.”25  It is in accord 

with God’s mercy that “persons once alienated from God are elected (1:2; 2:4-10; 5:13), 

reborn (1:3; cf. 1:23; 2:2), united in the new household or family of God (2:4-10), 

guarded by God’s power (1:5; 5:5, 10-11), and brought to salvation (1:5, 9, 10; 2:2; 3:21) 

and glory (1:7; 5:1, 4, 10).”26  Elliott even powerfully affirms the empowering effect of 

Christ’s pattern:  “his life, vicarious suffering, death, and resurrection are not only the 

pattern but also the empowering basis and motivation for the conduct and hope of his 

followers.”27  As we have noted above, however, not all interpreters share Elliott’s 

conclusions regarding the example of Christ.     

Bultmann praises 1 Peter because “all the way through we find the indicative 

furnishing the basis for the imperative in genuinely Pauline fashion.”28 His ringing 

endorsement confirms that he understands Petrine soteriology as an acceptably close 

match for Pauline soteriology.  The motif of the imitation of Christ in 1 Peter, however, 

troubles Bultmann.  “The Pauline idea of suffering and dying with Christ is modified in a 

strange manner,” he laments.  Lost is the Pauline idea that “taking up the cross is radical 

divorce from the world and the giving up of all boasting”; instead the author of 1 Peter 

understands his audience to share in Christ’s sufferings in a more literal way: as he 

suffered persecution innocently, so do they.  “Hence the crucified Christ is not the ‘power 

and wisdom of God’ (I Cor. 1:24) but the pattern for the believer’s suffering (2:21ff.; 

                                                             

25 John H. Elliott, 1 Peter: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 37B; New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 105. 

26 Elliott, 1 Peter, 109. 

27 Elliott, 1 Peter, 111. 

28 Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, 2:181.   
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3:18).”29  The pattern of Christ in 1 Peter, according to Bultmann, is not part of the 

author’s grace-founded soteriology but a strange exception to it.   

 Bultmann has misinterpreted the Petrine motif of the pattern of Christ in at least 

one important way: he assumes the author imagines one can imitate Christ’s pattern only 

through suffering persecution.  Because the author addresses communities who are 

enduring unjust persecution, he emphasizes how they share with Christ in their suffering.  

One should not conclude, however, that because the author focuses on this particular 

means of imitating Christ that it is the only way to do so.  As Green rightly notes, “the 

imitation of Christ might take different forms—not because the pattern of Christ’s life 

has changed, but because the social contexts within which that pattern is imitated vary.”30  

The author does not expect mimicry of Christ’s suffering; he calls for imitation of the 

pattern.  And, as we have shown, imitation involves creative contextualization of the 

pattern of an exemplum in one’s own unique circumstances.   

The author of 1 Peter can call not only slaves to imitate Christ, but also elders.  

Those being powerlessly oppressed by unjust masters follow in Christ’s footsteps by 

humbly, but powerfully, refusing to return abuse.  Those with authority in the Christian 

community, on the other hand, follow in Christ’s footsteps by refusing to exercise 

authority through domination.  The Chief Shepherd guards his sheep through his 

sacrificial death, and that shapes how the elders should lead their flocks.  In each case, 

the same pattern is refracted through different contexts.  Bultmann appears to ignore this 

                                                             

29 Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, 182. 

30 Joel B. Green, 1 Peter (THNTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 278.   
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function of the example of Christ in 1 Peter.  But, of course, Bultmann has not been the 

only interpreter to balk at the presentation of Christ as example in 1 Peter.   

 In earlier parts of this study, we have traced the ways that the motif of the 

imitation of Christ has sometimes been suppressed in 1 Peter.  Soteriologically, 

interpreters prefer the language of discipleship and “conformation” to the language of 

imitation and example.  Willard Swartley argues that modern interpreters often reject the 

role of imitation in Christian character formation because they have been influenced by 

Luther’s strong reaction against the imitatio Christi concept as a possible manifestation of 

works righteousness.  “Much Protestant exegesis has continued in Luther’s footsteps,” he 

claims, “spurred additionally by atonement theology that sets off Jesus’ suffering and 

death as so unique in its salvific purpose that it disconnects discipleship from 

salvation.”31 He conflates the images of discipleship and imitation in his conclusion, 

affirming that in the NT the life of the Christian is “profusely and consistently described 

as a relation between Jesus as Model and his followers as imitators-disciples in self-

giving love, service, and suffering.”32  First Peter fits this description well, though some 

have resisted the document’s imitatio language.  

 The present study, therefore, does not propose to reclassify the “pattern of 

religion” for 1 Peter.  Other interpreters have readily affirmed that in 1 Peter God enables 

conversion, Christian life, and eschatological salvation.  In this way, the document is an 

excellent example of that Talbert calls new covenant piety.  The present study focuses on 

post-conversion soteriology in 1 Peter, exploring an important metaphor the author 

                                                             

31 Willard M. Swartley, Covenant of Peace: The Missing Peace in New Testament Theology and 
Ethics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 357-358. 

32 Swartley, Covenant of Peace, 376. 
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employs to express divine enablement in the Christian life between conversion and 

eschatological salvation.  We have found that the example of Christ, sometimes avoided 

because of its supposed soteriological inadequacy, actually functions prominently as a 

central component of 1 Peter’s post-conversion soteriology.  Rather than being an 

anomaly that must be redefined as “discipleship,” the language of exempla and 

“imitation” expresses the divinely enabled life of the Christian community.     

First, as we have shown, the dichotomy between discipleship and imitation need 

not be maintained.  Second, imitation, as understood by the audiences of ancient 

paraenesis, did not depend entirely on the moral agency of the actor.  The exemplum itself 

exerted a transforming effect on the attendee.  In the language of Philo, the exemplum 

impressed its own image on the attendee’s soul, shaping him into someone who acted 

according to the pattern of the example.  In the language of Plutarch, the exemplum 

implanted a seed that sprouted into the desire for imitation.   

The author of 1 Peter also describes the word—which he identifies as the 

gospel—being implanted and continually effecting transformation.  He then uses a milk 

metaphor to describe the enduring efficacy of the word.  He exhorts his audience to crave 

the word-milk that will nourish them in the present age and grow them into salvation.  In 

our reading, the call to crave the word-milk like newborn infants is a call to repeated, 

discerning attention to the gospel story, the pattern of Christ’s suffering and glorification.  

Throughout the body of the letter, the author strives to fulfill his own exhortation by 

repeatedly presenting the example of Christ, recalling in the memories of his audience the 

pattern that will nourish them in their present trials and enable them to endure.   
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In this way, Christ’s actions are soteriologically relevant for all moments of the 

Christian life.  His suffering and death cleanse, ransom, and heal (1:1, 18; 2:24).  His 

death brings the audience to God (3:18), and proclamation of the gospel generates new 

birth (1:23).  His suffering and death also provide the pattern which shapes the ethics of 

the Christian community.  Those who are oppressed can follow his example of innocent 

suffering.  Even those who enjoy authority can follow the example of the chief shepherd, 

who selflessly and sacrificially guides and protects his flock.   

The audience is not left to their own agency, however, to instantiate the pattern of 

Christ in their own unique contexts.  In the present, God protects and strengthens (1:5; 

5:11).  How does he do so?  The author of 1 Peter does not use Pauline or Johannine 

language to describe the indwelling Spirit or the abiding Christ as the empowering force 

of the Christian life.  Instead, in 1 Peter the living word endures (1:23), the milk 

nourishes (2:2), the shepherd guards (2:25).  As we have argued, in 1 Peter these are 

metaphors that describe the enduring effect of the pattern of Christ.  In this 

understanding, Christ’s actions sanctify the audience while at the same time establishing 

a pattern that describes the shape of the Christian life and serves to shape the audience 

into people who can actualize that ethic.  The example of Christ is both pattern and 

power.  And in this way, the motif of the example of Christ (and the concomitant 

imitation) is not an exception to the sola gratia soteriology of 1 Peter; it is actually a vital 

component.  The example of Christ nourishes Christians in their post-conversion lives, 

growing them into salvation.  It serves to sustain the audience between their conversion 

(the new birth generated by God) and the revelation of Christ at the eschaton.  As such, it 

contributes to the “staying in” component of the pattern of religion Talbert dubs new 
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covenant piety.  Therefore, we can affirm with Elliott (and contra Bultmann) that in 1 

Peter the example of Christ is both pattern and power for Christian conduct.   

 
The Relationship between Divine and Human Agency 

 The following objection might be raised against a soteriology that emphasizes 

divine enablement in post-conversion living: by amplifying the role of divine agency, this 

pattern radically diminishes human agency.  What becomes of human will and freedom in 

this soteriological pattern?  Is human power consumed by divine power?  Such an 

objection rightly defends a Christian anthropology that values human agency, but it is 

ultimately grounded in a flawed understanding of the relationship between divine and 

human power.  Two recent works help define the relationship more properly.   

 Ron Highfield addresses the compatibility of divine omnipotence and human 

freedom by asking the question, “If God exercises power in all things, how can human 

beings exercise freedom?”33  He affirms that “God’s unlimited power does not evacuate 

the creature of power, freedom, and genuine action,” and “only as empowered by divine 

power can creatures act to accomplish something real and lasting.”34  To make this case, 

he articulates what he calls the Non-Competitive Power rule, which he contrasts with the 

Competitive Power rule.  The Competitive Power rule assumes human and divine power 

are inversely related: “if God exercises all power, humans can exercise none.”35  In this 

system, God must make space by limiting his freedom and power in order for humans to 

                                                             

33 Ron Highfield, Great Is the Lord: Theology for the Praise of God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2008), 352.   

34 Highfield, Great Is the Lord, 352. 

35 Highfield, Great Is the Lord, 352. 
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exercise freedom and power.  If he does not, then humans become puppets enslaved to 

divine will.   

 The Non-Competitive Power rule, on the other hand, begins with two exceptions 

to the Competitive Power rule.  First, no one created himself or herself; all rely on God’s 

power for existence.  Second, no one chose to become free beings; God gives any 

freedom humans enjoy.  “In these two instances,” Highfield notes, “God’s omnipotent 

power does not limit our freedom; it makes it possible.”36  Why not assume, he asks, that 

these instances are typical of the divine human relationship rather than exceptions to it?  

Within this system, God’s power is an enabling power; God supplies human power rather 

than competing with it. 

 Within the field of NT studies, John Barclay articulates a similar understanding in 

his study of divine and human agency in Pauline thought.  He outlines a “competitive” 

model that assumes mutual exclusivity between divine and human power: “the greater the 

affirmation of God’s power (in strength and scope), the more inconsequential must be 

human agency.”37  He also describes a “kinship” model in which humans share God’s 

power rather than competing with it.  Finally, he articulates a model he labels “non-

contrastive transcendence” in which “God’s sovereignty does not limit or reduce human 

freedom, but is precisely what grounds and enables it.  The two agencies thus stand in 

direct and not inverse proportion: the more a human agent is operative, the more (not the 

                                                             

36 Highfield, Great Is the Lord, 353.   

37 John M. Barclay, introduction to Divine and Human Agency in Paul and His Cultural 
Environment, by  (London: T&T Clark, 2007), 6. 
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less) may be attributed to God.”38  In this model, God enables human action without 

impinging on human freedom and power.       

If divine and human power are not in competition with one another, then 

affirming the primacy of divine agency need not diminish human freedom and agency.  

While a soteriology that affirms human obedience is divinely enabled also assumes a 

pessimistic anthropology that acknowledges the human need for such enablement, it does 

not evacuate human power and freedom.  Instead, it affirms that human action and 

freedom are divine gifts.  Humans “possess” them, but they do so because of God’s 

gracious empowering.  When humans actualize the pattern of Christ in their own lives, 

therefore, they do so with the freedom and power God provides.   

 
Hermenuetical Suggestions Implied by the Study 

 We close with some brief hermeneutical reflections on the implications of the 

present study for the life of contemporary Christian communities. If the author of 1 Peter 

exhorts his audience to “crave the word-milk that will grow them into salvation,” the 

question presents itself: how might present-day communities “crave the word-milk”?  

That is, how might they continually and discerningly contemplate the pattern of Christ so 

that they might be shaped into those who instantiate that pattern in their own unique 

contexts?   Such a question invites reflection on a local, ecclesial level.  Each community 

must articulate an answer that fits its own context.  In this last section, however, we will 

suggest some ways that 1 Clement and 1 Peter imagine the pattern of Christ can be 

encountered and contemplated.   

                                                             

38 Barclay, “Introduction,” 7.  He notes that his description of the “non-contrastive transcendence” 
model depends on the work of Kathryn Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology: Tyranny or 
Empowerment? (Oxford: Blackwell, 1988). 



 
 

272 
 

First, both authors call attention to the pattern of Christ in the heroes of Jewish 

and Christian history.  These heroes, found both in the holy writings and ecclesial 

tradition, present behavioral models that refract the pattern of Christ.  As a result, 

attending to the examples of Abraham and David, the Suffering Servant and the Psalmist, 

or Peter and Paul can be an indirect way of attending to the pattern of Christ.  Such an 

interpretation relies on a typological imagination that understands these heroes as pre- 

and post-figurations of Chirst, but such an interpretation need not efface the heroes of 

meaning and value in their own right.  Typology, responsibly applied, gives full value to 

the historical event, while at the same time recognizing linkages with other historical 

events.  For Christian communities who affirm that the God revealed most clearly in 

Christ is the same God active throughout history, such linkages are expected.  The pattern 

of Christ has revealed the very pattern of God, enabling the Christian community to 

understand anew God’s activity in other historical events.  Thus, contemporary 

communities can attend to the pattern of Christ in the stories of the heroes of Jewish and 

Christian history.   

Second, in a similar way, the pattern of Christ can be discerned in the lives of 

contemporaries.  As the author of 1 Peter finds refractions of the pattern of Christ in the 

slaves, wives, and elders in the communities he addresses, so also contemporary 

Christian communities can find instantiations of Christ in their own midst.  By 

consciously interpreting community members’ lives as modern contextualizations of 

Christ’s example and calling attention to those lives, Christian communities can attend to 

a rich variety of Christ-like exempla.  The presentation of these various exempla will 
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contribute to shaping the community’s imagination so that they can creatively instantiate 

the pattern in their own unique contexts.  

 Third, both 1 Peter and 1 Clement affirm that the pattern of Christ can be 

discerned and contemplated in the sacraments of the Christian community.  In 1 Clement, 

for example, the author exhorts his audience to “gaze intently” on the blood of Christ 

which was “poured out for our salvation” (7.4).  This passage likely refers to celebration 

of the Eucharist, a ritual during which the congregation could literally gaze on the 

blood.39  The “pouring out” of the blood might even be symbolized by pouring the wine 

into a cup.  As we noted, however, in that passage the author is ultimately calling his 

audience to contemplate the sufferings of Christ through their gazing on the blood of the 

Eucharist.  The pouring of the wine should trigger recollections of Christ’s sufferings.  In 

this way, attention to the sacrament of the Eucharist leads to contemplation of Christ’s 

exemplary suffering and death. 

 In 1 Peter, the author pictures baptism as a refraction of the pattern of Christ.  He 

briefly alludes to the ritual as a post-figuration of the Noachic flood which saves the 

audience through the resurrection of Christ (3:21).  As we noted in our discussion of this 

passage, Noah’s journey to salvation through the threatening waters prefigures the pattern 

of Christ whose path to glory passed through the suffering and shame of the cross.  As a 

post-figuration of the flood, baptism would also be a post-figuration of the pattern of 

Christ.  The author presents a Flood/Christ/Baptism typology in which the pattern of 

Christ shapes the meaning of both the flood narrative and the ritual of baptism.  In 

baptism, the catechumen is plunged into the threatening waters that reflect both the 

                                                             

39 See Edmund W. Fisher, “ ‘Let us Look Upon the Blood-of-Christ’ (1 Clement 7:4),” VC 34 
(1980): 218-236. 
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waters of the flood and the sufferings of Christ.  Then, as Christ was resurrected into 

victory after his death, so the catechumen is raised from the waters of baptism.   

 Admittedly, the author of 1 Peter does not emphasize these elements of the 

baptismal rite in his brief allusion.  In Rom 6:1-11, however, Paul explicitly links baptism 

with the pattern of Christ.  He describes baptism and sharing in Christ’s death, burial, and 

resurrection.  The one who enters the waters of baptism dies with Christ and relies on 

God for new life (cf. Gal 2:19-20).  The baptizand shares in the complete pattern of 

Christ, the self-sacrificing death and the divinely invigorated new life; and those who 

witness the sacrament of baptism, witness a concrete instantiation of the pattern of Christ.  

Baptism, therefore, provides an opportunity to both share in and contemplate the pattern 

of Christ.   

 Other sacraments, when interpreted christologically, could also be understood as 

presentations of the pattern of Christ.  Confession and marriage, for example, could be 

articulated as instantiations of the self-emptying, self-giving christological pattern.  If 

members of an ecclesial community interpret their various rituals through the prism of 

Christ and publicly proclaim this interpretation, then they provide their congregations 

repeated opportunities to contemplate the pattern of Christ in the life and activity of the 

church.  

 Lastly, I would like to suggest another opportunity for attending to the pattern of 

Christ that is not explicitly mentioned in 1 Clement or 1 Peter: one can contemplate the 

pattern of Christ in the created order.   While the author of 1 Clement calls his audience 

to contemplate the pattern of creation as an exemplum of divinely ordained harmony, he 

does not explicitly connect the pattern of creation to the example of Christ.  Other writers 
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have hinted in this direction, however.  In the writings of John Muir, for example, the 

author describes the Yosemite wilderness as a divine manuscript that he struggles to 

comprehend.  He affirms that the flowers and crystallized rocks of the Yosemite Valley 

are “a window opening into heaven, a mirror reflecting the Creator,”40 and he laments his 

lack of understanding.  He gazes on the beauty of the wilderness around him, “without 

definite hope of ever learning much, yet with the longing, unresting effort that lies at the 

door of hope, humbly prostrate before the vast display of God’s power, and eager to offer 

self-denial and renunciation with eternal toil to learn any lesson in the divine 

manuscript.”41  Near the end of My First Summer in the Sierra, Muir’s journal of his first 

foray into what would become Yosemite National Park, he finally articulates an 

interpretation of the mountain manuscripts.  Gazing at the mountains sculpted by 

“upheaving volcanoes” and “down-grinding glaciers,” he concludes: “we see that 

everything in Nature called destruction must be creation—a change from beauty to 

beauty.”42   

 Muir’s fidelity to Christian orthodoxy is often questioned, but in this passage, 

without naming Christ, he beautifully describes the pattern of the suffering Son.  In what 

appears to be destruction, the Father accomplishes beautiful creation.  In what appeared 

as shame, suffering, and death on the cross, the Father defeated death itself, creating 

through that seeming destruction the new life of the resurrection.  The same pattern can 

be seen in other parts of the created order.  The fragile Columbine flower grows best in 

                                                             

40 John Muir, My First Summer in the Sierra (Penguin Nature Classics; New York: Penguin, 
1987), 153. 

41 Muir, My First Summer, 132.  

42 Muir, My First Summer, 229.   
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the wake of an avalanche that has leveled the trees on an alpine hillside, clearing the 

canopy so that enough sun can reach the ground and nourish the flower.  The Sequoia 

seed remains trapped in its pinecone until a fire sweeps through the forest, consuming the 

underbrush and heating the pinecone until it bursts open and releases the seed.  Nature 

teems with similar examples; and for the Christian who sees these examples through the 

prism of Christ’s death and resurrection, they can offer opportunities to contemplate the 

pattern of Christ. 

 These suggestions, of course, make no attempt to be comprehensive.  I have not 

even explored the rich capacity of the fine arts—music, literature, film, and other visual 

arts—to powerfully present the pattern of Christ.  Contemporary Christian communities, 

therefore, may find a myriad of ways to attend discerningly to the pattern of Christ.  For 

those who crave it, the nourishing milk of the word is there.  And while modern 

communities may not operate with an ancient understanding of the concept of 

“transformation by vision,” the example of Christ may still function in a similar way.  It 

can still “imprint” the imaginations of those who carefully and continually contemplate it, 

shaping attendees into those who live according to the pattern.  In this way, the example 

of Christ provides more than a pattern by which to live.  It also provides an enduring 

power to nourish and transform.    
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