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Introduction

In this book I wish to trace the development of Paul’s anthropology, against 
the background of both ancient Judaism and pagan Graeco-Roman philosophy. 
Within Paul’s anthropology, the notion of man as the image of God takes an 
important place. For this reason I start my research with a detailed chapter on 
the image of God in ancient Judaism. As I note in my first chapter, monographs 
which deal with the image of God tend to focus exclusively on either the Old or 
the New Testament. An important exception is Jacob Jervell, Imago Dei: Gen 
1, 26 f. im Spätjudentum, in der Gnosis und in den paulinischen Briefen (1960) 
which contains extensive discussion of the image of God in Second Temple 
Judaism. But this study is now outdated, as John Levison, Portraits of Adam 
in Early Judaism (1988) has shown. Levison’s own study offers one of the best 
treatments of the notion of man as God’s image, though the range of writings 
he discusses is limited. Although I agree with Levison that the views on Adam 
and, more specifically, the views on the ‘image of God’ are not unified in ancient 
Jewish literature, I believe he underestimates the thematic potential of the notion 
in various writings. Against his reductionism, I shall argue that some distinctive 
motifs are already constructed in Jewish reflections upon Adam and the image 
of God (chap. 1).

This ancient Jewish background to Paul, instructive and important as it is, ap-
pears to be circumscribed and not sufficient for a full explanation of Philo’s and 
Paul’s anthropology. Although they take their starting point from Jewish texts, 
and are not out of tune with particular Jewish thoughts about the close relation 
between man and God, both Philo and Paul seem to owe a lot to contemporary 
anthropological debate in Graeco-Roman philosophy (chap. 2). Paul’s view, for 
instance, that man needs to be transformed into the image of God does not seem 
to have any Jewish antecedents, but reflects the pagan philosophical notion of 
man’s assimilation to God. This notion is also particularly important to Philo. 
This will be argued in the second chapter, in which I trace both how pagan an-
thropology saw man in general, or some type of man in particular, as the image 
of God, and how they thought that man should be assimilated to God. The rel-
evance of the notions of image of God and assimilation to God in contemporary 
Graeco-Roman philosophy for our understanding of Philo and Paul seems to 
have gone largely unnoticed in scholarly literature, with the exception of Hu-
bert Merki’s classical study on Homoiōsis Theōi (1952). Many important stud-
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ies on the image of God – such as Jervell, Imago Dei (1960) and Peter Schwanz, 
Imago Dei (1979) – were written from the perspective of Gnosticism. However, 
this background proves too late, and the early Graeco-Roman context is more 
illuminating. Other studies – such as Edvin Larsson, Christus als Vorbild (1962) 
but also Udo Schnelle, Neutestamentliche Anthropologie (1991), one of the few 
recent anthropologies of the New Testament – lack a proper contextualization of 
Paul’s anthropology. The latter study even flatly denies the relevance of a con-
temporary Greek context for Paul.

The present conditions for putting Paul’s anthropology into its Graeco-Roman 
context have been greatly improved because recently, from the end of the 1990 s 
onwards, classicists have revived their interest in the issue of man’s assimilation 
to God in ethics. This revival is due notably to David Sedley and Julia Annas, and 
their findings and analyses will be applied to Pauline anthropology. This all lends 
renewed and further emphasis to the attention which John Dillon has repeatedly 
drawn to the 1 st cent. BC figure of Eudorus, who is to be credited with shaping 
and introducing the Platonic doctrine of man’s assimilation to God through vir-
tue. As I shall argue, both Philo and Paul should be understood in the wake of this 
major impetus in the development of ancient ethics and ethical anthropology.

Apart from this contextualization of Philo’s and Paul’s anthropology in Pla-
tonic ethics, I also wish to contextualize Paul’s writings in particular Graeco-
Roman settings which prompted Paul to develop his anthropology in a certain 
direction. In this, my approach resembles that of Robert Jewett’s Paul’s Anthro-
pological Terms: A Study of their Use in Conflict Settings (1971), but his con-
textualization now seems outdated. The main writings for a reconstruction of 
Paul’s view on man as the image of God are his Corinthian correspondence and 
his letter to the Romans, because these are the only works in which the terminol-
ogy of image occurs. Following Bruce Winter’s study on Philo and Paul Among 
the Sophists (1997), I shall draw attention to the importance of the sophistic 
movement for our understanding of Philo and Paul. Unlike Winter, however, I 
emphasize that Philo used the narratives of the Mosaic Pentateuch to give his 
Jewish public a frequent and sustained warning against contemporary sophists 
(chap. 3), and that Paul – in addition to his criticism of the Corinthian sophists – 
supplemented (and buttressed) this criticism with an anthropology which called 
for inner transformation (chap. 4).

Despite the importance of the notion of the image of God, derived from the 
first account of man’s creation in Genesis 1 (Gen 1.26–27), Paul’s anthropol-
ogy is also based partly on the second account, from Genesis 2, which speaks 
of the installation of God’s spirit in man (Gen 2.7). As I shall argue in chap. 5, 
this comes to the fore already in the brief, but revealing trichotomy in 1 Thess 
5.23, which distinguishes in man between spirit, soul and body. Such a trichot-
omic anthropology is paralleled in Paul’s Jewish near-contemporaries Philo and 
Josephus, and is in essence a particular Greek philosophical interpretation of 
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Gen 2.7; in this interpretation, Jewish and Graeco-Roman contexts merge into 
an organic compound. After its appearance in 1 Thess, this anthropology is fully 
developed in Paul’s Corinthian correspondence, as will be shown in chap. 5. In 
his Corinthian correspondence, both anthropologies – that of the image of God 
and that of the trichotomic composition of man – become intertwined, with the 
sole purpose of offering an alternative to the outward, superficial, physiognomic 
anthropology of the sophists. The terminology which Paul employs to shape such 
an anti-sophistic anthropology includes that of ‘image of God’, ‘inner man’ and 
‘metamorphosis’. Paul’s stress on the need for inward transformation will be the 
central focus of chap. 6.

Whereas the sophistic context in which the Corinthian correspondence arose 
prompted Paul to develop his anthropology in a particular direction, a differ-
ent context presents itself for his letter to the Romans. As I shall contend in the 
final chapter, chap. 7, Paul’s anthropology entered yet a different stage when he 
wished to address the ethnic tensions between Christian Jews and former pagans 
within the Christian community of Rome. Written from Corinth, this letter con-
tains several important anthropological key-words which he has already applied 
in his Corinthian letters, notably ‘image of God’, ‘inner man’ and ‘metamorpho-
sis’. As regards the Platonic term ‘inner man’ I can draw on important research 
on this concept by scholars such as Theo Heckel (1993), Christoph Markschies 
(1994, 1998), Walter Burkert (1998), and Hans-Dieter Betz (2000). My own ap-
proach is perhaps closest to that of Burkert, since he acknowledges the congeni-
ality of Paul and Plato more than the others, who ultimately seem to isolate Paul 
too much from his contemporary world.

As I shall argue, the circumstances in Rome were what gave Paul the impetus 
to rework his anthropology into a truly comprehensive, wide-ranging, univer-
salistic anthropology, in which ethnic tensions were combated and overcome. In 
this I fully agree with Alain Badiou’s remarkable study Saint Paul: The Founda-
tion of Universalism (1997; English trans. 2003). Yet whereas Badiou bases his 
interpretation on a rather technical analysis of the internal logic of Paul’s rea-
soning in this letter, I argue on the basis of a radical contextualization of Paul’s 
vocabulary and concepts within the Graeco-Roman discourse of his day. This is 
characteristic of my methodological approach. In this way, I try to withstand the 
enormous pressure which the full weight of the history of biblical scholarship 
exerts on an individual scholar when one tries to map the extent and relief of 
Paul’s anthropology as expressed in his various letters. At the same time, such 
a firm contextualization of Paul among the Jewish and pagan Graeco-Roman 
movements and literature of his day does also safeguard one from many of the 
pitfalls of anachronism.

The present study took shape from 2002 onwards, when my post-doctoral 
VENI Innovational Research proposal was accepted by the Netherlands Organi-
zation for Scientific Research. Although I did not take up this award, since I was 
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simultaneously appointed to a tenured position as university lecturer at the Uni-
versity of Groningen, I continued to work on this research project. I owe a great 
deal to many colleagues and friends with whom I have discussed various parts 
of my developing work. I first wish to mention the late Professor Michael Frede 
(Oxford – Athens) who always took a lively interest in my work from my days at 
Oxford. He read the entire research proposal and was willing to take a lead in the 
supervision of my post-doctoral work; it is a great sadness and loss that he is no 
longer present to discuss the outcome of a project in which his initial input was in-
spirational. I remain enormously grateful for his stimulus to explore the common 
denominator behind early Christian and pagan philosophical discourses, which 
has been fundamental in shaping my scholarly and methodological approach. I 
also wish to thank Prof. Frederick E. Brenk (Pontifical Biblical Institute, Rome) 
for some very illuminating comments on my initial research proposal.

Chapter 1, its first part on the image of God in ancient Judaism (§ 1.1), prof-
ited much from discussion in the New Testament and Second Temple Judaism 
seminar of the 2007 British New Testament Conference at Exeter (September 
2007). I particularly wish to thank Dr James Davila (St Andrews) and Dr Darrell 
Hannah (Ascot) for their useful criticism and suggestions. Part of this chapter 
was also presented in the Hellenistic Judaism section of the Society of Biblical 
Literature (SBL) 2007 Annual Meeting at San Diego (November 2007), chaired 
by Dr Allen Kerkeslager (Saint Joseph’s University, USA) and benefited greatly 
from the relevant and constructive response it received. I am also grateful to 
Prof. Eibert Tigchelaar (Florida State University, USA) for his comments on an 
earlier version of this chapter.

Chapter 2, on the image of God and assimilation to God, was partly presented 
in the Hellenistic Moral Philosophy and Early Christianity section of the same 
SBL meeting. I am particularly grateful to Prof. Johan Thom (Stellenbosch), 
Prof. Troels Engberg-Pedersen (Copenhagen), Prof. David Runia (Melbourne), 
Prof. John Dillon (Dublin), and Dr Brett Burrowes (Siena College, USA) for the 
discussion. Apart from the participants at this meeting, I also wish to thank Prof. 
David Sedley (Cambridge), who took the trouble to give detailed comments on 
this chapter; his comments did much to advance it and saved me from several er-
rors. Prof. Jan Bremmer (Groningen) and Dr Robbert van den Berg (Leiden) also 
commented on earlier versions of this chapter, and equally deserve my sincere 
thanks. I would also like to mention Prof. Julia Annas (Arizona) who kindly sent 
me relevant information. I am also grateful to Marlies Schipperheijn (Gronin-
gen), who is working on a PhD-thesis on ‘Religion and Royalty: The Religious 
Representation of King Antiochos I of Kommagene’, for discussing with me the 
issue of Hellenistic kingship ideology, which is particularly relevant because of 
its depiction of the king as the image of God.

Chapter 3, on Philo’s anti-sophistic strategy, was first read at the 2005 Themes 
in Biblical Narrative colloquium at Groningen (June 2005) and profited from 
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the interdisciplinary approach to the figure of Balaam, whom Philo regarded as 
a definite sophist.

Chapter 4, on the sophistic setting of Paul’s Corinthian correspondence, was 
first presented at a workshop at the Institute of Classical Studies in London in 
March 2006, devoted to ‘The Greek City in the Post-Classical Age, IV: Cults, 
Creeds and Contests in the Post-Classical City’, and chaired by Prof. Richard 
Alston (Royal Holloway, University of London) and Prof. Onno van Nijf (Gro-
ningen). I am very grateful for the stimulating comments from the various par-
ticipants.

Chapter 5, on Philo’s and Paul’s trichotomic anthropology, profited greatly 
from discussion at the Paul seminar of the 2006 British New Testament Confer-
ence at Sheffield (September 2006). I wish to thank especially Dr Edward Adams 
(London), Prof. John Barclay (Durham) and Prof. Francis Watson (Aberdeen, 
now Durham) for their criticisms, comments and suggestions. I am also grateful 
to my colleague in Ethics, Dr Christoph Jedan (Groningen), for inviting me to 
contribute this piece to his volume on philosophical anthropology in Antiquity.

Chapter 6, on Paul’s anti-sophistic reading of an important narrative from 
Moses’ life, was first read at the Themes in Biblical Narrative symposium at 
Durham in July 2007, organized by Prof. Loren Stuckenbruck (Durham), Prof. 
George Brooke (Manchester) and Prof. Hindy Najman (Toronto). I am much 
indebted to them and the other participants for their useful and stimulating sug-
gestions and criticism.

Chapter 7.1, on a reading of Romans 1 in the context of pagan Rome, was first 
delivered as a paper at the Pagan Monotheism in the Roman Empire Conference 
at Exeter in July 2006. I am particularly grateful to Dr Peter van Nuffelen (Ex-
eter) and Prof. Gillian Clark (Bristol) for their comments. Other parts of chap. 7, 
and of chap. 5, were first tested in the Neoplatonism and Living the Good Life 
session of the 136 th Annual Meeting of the American Philological Association 
in Boston, January 2005, and subsequently in the Seminar on ‘Neoplatonizing 
Theories of the Soul’ of the Centre for the Study of the Platonic Tradition at Trin-
ity College Dublin in April 2005. As before, I profited greatly from Prof. John 
Dillon’s remarks and recommendations.

Apart from these acknowledgements of specific help, I also wish to mention 
the broader scholarly and institutional support I have received throughout this 
period. Prof. James Dunn (Durham) continues to be a great source of inspiration 
for a new perspective on Paul, and I value our friendship with him and his wife 
Meta very highly. Dr Edward Adams (London) has always been very support-
ive and shown his interest for the present undertaking. Dr Robbert van den Berg 
(Leiden) has remained a constant sounding board throughout the years. At Gro-
ningen I have been very privileged to enjoy an excellent setting for my research. 
First I mention the Faculty of Theology and Religious Studies and its Board, 
which has also granted me research leave to complete my manuscript. Secondly, 
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I am very grateful to the members of the department of Biblical Studies, Prof. 
Ed Noort, Dr Jacques van Ruiten, Prof. Florentino García Martínez, Dr Mladen 
Popović, Prof. Gerard Luttikhuizen, my gentle and probing predecessor, and Dr 
Ton Hilhorst. The latter has always been willing to double check translations 
and has, without exception, improved them. I single out my close colleague, Dr 
Lautaro Roig Lanzillotta, with whom I share a vivid interest in early Christian 
anthropology. As our areas of expertise overlap, I trust I shall continue to learn 
from him in our joint module on this topic; I wish to thank the students of this 
module for their lively contributions and interaction which shaped my own un-
derstanding. In addition, I mention Prof. Jan Bremmer, who has been a close 
colleague in the department of Comparative Religion, and from whose expertise 
in Classics and ancient religion I have greatly benefited. Thirdly, I have drawn a 
great stimulus from the interdisciplinary research institute for Culture, Religion 
And Society – Interdisciplinary Studies (CRASIS) in Graeco-Roman Antiq-
uity at Groningen, which brings together scholars such as Prof. Annette Harder 
(Greek), Prof. Ruurd Nauta (Latin) and Prof. Onno van Nijf (Ancient History) 
and Dr Jan-Willem Drijvers (Ancient History). At all stages of this study I have 
profited enormously from feed-back, suggestions and criticism from its mem-
bers. Finally, I wish to thank my student assistant Birgit van der Lans for her 
arduous work on the indexes. I am very grateful to Dr Maria Sherwood-Smith 
for her careful correction of the English of this book with an eye both for detail 
and for the general thrust of the argument.

A special word of thanks is due to Dr Henning Ziebritzki from Mohr Siebeck 
Publishing Company (Tübingen) who has been very supportive over the last 
years and has continued to show his interest in this research. I am much obliged 
to the editors of the Series Prof. J. Frey and Prof. H.-J. Klauck for accepting this 
study, and to the publisher Dr Georg Siebeck and the staff at Mohr Siebeck for 
their professional and pleasant collaboration in the production of this book.

A note is in order concerning my use of translations: those from the Bible are 
normally taken from the New Revised Standard Version, and those from Clas-
sical authors, including Philo and Josephus, are derived from the Loeb Classi-
cal Library (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press) whenever available. 
Translations from Aristotle are in principle taken from J. Barnes (ed.), The Com-
plete Works of Aristotle: The Revised Oxford translation (Bollingen Series 71.2; 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984, repr. 1995). Translations of Jew-
ish pseudepigrapha are taken from J. H. Charlesworth (ed.), The Old Testament 
Pseudepigrapha, 2 vols (Garden City, N. Y.: Doubleday, 1983–1985). Those of 
the Dead Sea Scrolls are normally derived from F. García Martínez, The Dead 
Sea Scrolls Translated: The Qumran Texts in English (Leiden: Brill, 1994). The 
translation of the Septuagint is quoted after L. C. L. Brenton, The Septuagint 
with Apocrypha: Greek and English (London: Samuel Bagster, 1851, repr. Hen-
drickson). Translations of Patristic literature are, as a rule, quoted from the Ante-
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Nicene Fathers & the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers series (Edinburgh: T&T 
Clark), with the main exceptions of Origen’s Against Celsus which is quoted 
after H. Chadwick, Origen,Contra Celsum: Translated with an Introduction & 
Notes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1953) and Augustine’s The City 
of God, quoted after R. W. Dyson, Augustine: The City of God against the Pa-
gans (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). In all cases small altera-
tions were made where necessary.

I end with a personal note. I dedicate this study to the memory of my father, 
Geurt van Kooten, and to my mother, Annie Kok, because in the course of this 
study I have come to realize how much my interest in this issue of anthropol-
ogy has been nourished by them. My father, a minister of the Dutch Reformed 
Church in Delft, always emphasized the importance of Calvin’s understanding 
of man’s sanctification. Essentially, this is not far removed from the Platonic 
stress on assimilation to God, which – according to the Theaetetus – consists in 
becoming righteous and holy (176 b). Indeed, as Calvin himself notes, ‘the holy 
apostles (…) were simply concerned to say that when we have put off all the 
vices of the flesh we shall be partakers of divine immortality and the glory of 
blessedness, and thus we shall be in a way one with God so far as our capacity 
allows. This teaching was not unfamiliar to Plato, because he defines the highest 
human good in various passages as being completely conformed to God’ (Com. 
II Pet. 1.4; Corpus Reformatorum 55, 446–447, trans. C. Partee – I owe this ref-
erence to Calvin to my friend Dr Aza Goudriaan, Rotterdam/Amsterdam; cf. also 
Augustine, The City of God 8.5). This study is also dedicated to my mother, on 
the occasion of her 80 th birthday on June 28, 2008. She has explored the mean-
ing of ‘spirit, soul and body’, one of the topics of this book, in an intuitive way 
throughout her life, and she imparted this interest and curiosity to me from child-
hood. For all these reasons, it makes sense to me to dedicate this study to both 
my parents. In one breath with them, I also mention Nenna van Maastricht, who, 
as my nanny, taught me to read and to write. I hope that I will always use this 
education for the better and not, like some modern sophist, for the worse.

Groningen, April 2008 George H. van Kooten
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Chapter 1

The ‘Image of God’ in Ancient Judaism

Introduction: The ‘image of God’ in the Jewish scriptures

The concept of ‘the image of God’ was to attract considerable attention in cer-
tain ancient Jewish and early Christian traditions. Although much work has 
been done on the notion in the Jewish scriptures, on the one hand, and in early 
Christian texts, particularly Paul and patristic authors, on the other, to date there 
has been hardly any systematic treatment of the way it is understood in Second 
Temple Judaism.1 Before focusing on the interpretation of the concept in ancient 
Judaism, I shall briefly discuss its occurrence in the Hebrew Bible and reflect on 
whether it was restricted to a limited corpus of texts, or rather linked up with a 
broader understanding of God in the Jewish scriptures.2 This background will 
form the basis for assessing whether ancient Jewish interpretations remain close 
to the original meaning of this notion or develop it further.

In the Hebrew bible, the concept of ‘the image of God’ first occurs in the crea-
tion account in Genesis 1:

Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image ( ), according to 
our likeness ( ); and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over 
the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and 
over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth’. So God created humankind in 
his image ( ), in the image of God ( ) he created them; male and female 
he created them. (Gen 1.26–27)

1 Monographs dealing with the ‘image of God’ tend to focus exclusively on either the Old 
or the New Testament. Only Jervell 1960 contains extensive discussion of the image of God 
in Second Temple Judaism; see § 2.1, 15–51: ‘Das vor- und außerrabbinsiche Spätjudentum’ 
and § 2.2, 52–70: ‘Philo Alexandrinus’; this study is now outdated – for a criticism see Levi-
son 1988, 15–16. Eltester 1958 also discusses the Septuagint and Philo, but not Second Temple 
Judaism at large; see 1 st part, C3, 13–22: ‘Der Sprachgebrauch im hellenistischen Judentum: a) 
Die LXX; b) Philo’; and 2 nd part, B, 30–59: ‘Philo’. The best recent treatment of this topic is 
Levison, Portraits of Adam in Early Judaism (Levison 1988), although the scope is limited to 
Sirach, Wisdom, Philo, Jubilees, Josephus, 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch. Apart from some studies on 
Philo, there are hardly any relevant thematic articles on the image of God in Second Temple 
Judaism. This shortage does not exist in studies on Rabbinical Judaism.

2 For the history of research on this notion in the Old Testament, see Jónsson 1988 and 
Gross 1993.
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The current scholarly consensus regarding what ‘the image of God’ means seems 
to be that the whole person is considered to be the image of God, and not a partic-
ular part, such as his spiritual nature. The ‘image of God’ is understood in terms 
of representation; the image is the place where the deity manifests himself and is 
present. The context of Gen 1.26–27 highlights the way in which man functions 
as God’s image: by representing God he is given dominion over the rest of crea-
tion. If compared with the Ancient Near East, in which the notion of the image 
of God had already emerged, its distinctively Israelite feature seems to be that 
all human beings, and not just the king in his capacity as the earthly manifesta-
tion of the deity, are considered to constitute God’s image.3

Within the book of Genesis this view is repeated several times, and ‘image’ 
and ‘likeness’ appear to be synonyms.4 When narrating the birth of Adam and 
Eve’s third child Seth, who took Abel’s place after the latter had been murdered 
by Cain, Genesis stresses that Seth was born in Adam’s likeness and image:

When Adam had lived one hundred thirty years, he became the father of a son in his 
likeness ( ), according to his image ( ), and named him Seth. (Gen 5.3)

The narrative continues with a full list of all descendants from Adam to Noah, 
clearly implying that each time Adam’s likeness and image, which were the like-
ness and image of God (Gen 1.26–27), were imparted to posterity.5 This is even 
made explicit at the beginning of the pericope which, by way of heading, reads 
as follows:

This is the list of the descendants of Adam. When God created humankind, he made 
them in the likeness of God ( ). (Gen 5.1)

This reproduction of God’s and Adam’s image and likeness is assumed to con-
tinue after Noah, as God’s commandments directly after the Flood also contain 
a prohibition against murder because that would infringe man’s status as God’s 
likeness:

Whoever sheds the blood of a human, by a human shall that person’s blood be shed; 
for in his own image God made humankind – . (Gen 9.6)

But after this commandment the theme of man as the image of God seems to 
disappear, at least terminologically, from the Jewish scriptures.

Perhaps one could detect a terminological resonance in the book of Ezekiel, 
where the idea seems to occur in reversed order. Not man is described as reflect-
ing God’s likeness, but God is said to appear as ‘something that seemed like a 
human form’:

3 See Curtis 1992. On the Ancient Near Eastern setting of this notion, see Curtis 1984. On 
the ‘democratization’ of this notion, see also Wittenberg 1975.

4 On the notion in the context of the Priestly Source in Genesis, see recently: Schüle 2005, 
1–11; Janowski 2004; Garr 2003; Firmage 1999. Cf. also Hinschberger 1985; Gross 1981.

5 Cf. Wallace 1990.
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And above the dome over their heads there was something like a throne, in appear-
ance like sapphire; and seated above the likeness of a throne was something that 
seemed like a human form – . (Ezek 1.26)

This appearance is understood as ‘the appearance of the likeness of the glory of 
the Lord’:

Like the bow in a cloud on a rainy day, such was the appearance of the splendour all 
around. This was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the LORD – 

. (Ezek 1.28)

But in Ezekiel not only God is said to appear in human form, the four living 
creatures which appear in Ezekiel’s vision during his calling to prophethood also 
are of human form:  (Ezek 1.5). One of each’s four faces has the 
appearance of a human face:  (1.10).

It is difficult to assess Ezekiel’s use of the term ‘likeness’ in these passages, as 
his writing abounds in visionary references to things which are ‘something like’ 
or ‘have the appearance of’ other things (Ezek 1.5, 13, 16, 22; 10.1, 21–22; cf. 
also 23.15). Yet his description of God in terms of ‘something that seemed like 
a human form’ seems significant and not unrelated to the view in Genesis that 
man is created after God’s likeness.6

This seems all the more the case, as both Ezekiel and Genesis are considered 
to be part of, or related to the Priestly Source, with its stress on monotheism and 
monotheistic cult within the Jewish Scripture.7 For that reason, their views on 
man as created after God’s likeness, and on God as appearing in the likeness of 
man could well mirror each other. It might even be tempting to read one version 
as the modification of the other. As Ezekiel is considered to be older than (the re-
daction of) Genesis, one could assume that Ezekiel’s anthropomorphic definition 
of God (God appears in the likeness of man) is re-emphasized in a theomorphic 
way in Genesis: man is created in the likeness of God.

At the same time, both can be read as polemicizing against the cult of im-
ages, a theme which also occurs elsewhere in the Jewish scriptures. Isaiah, for 
instance, criticizes the fabrication of pagan idols because there is no likeness 
( ) for God:

To whom then will you liken God, or what likeness compare with him? –  
An idol? – A workman casts it, and a goldsmith overlays it with 

gold, and casts for it silver chains. (Isa 40.18–19)

6 For the congruence between Genesis and Ezekiel in this respect, see also, among others, 
Von Rad 1961, 150; Miller 1972, 291–2, 298 and, esp., 302–3; and Kutsko 2000 a, 129–34: ‘The 
Image of God in Ezekiel’. For other hints to the ‘image of God’ in Ezekiel, see Callender 2000 
(on Ezek 28.11–19) and Kutsko 2000 b, chap. 4 (on Ezek 36–37).

7 Milgrom 1992; Boadt 1992, esp. section J4 about connections to priestly traditions, 717–18 
at 717: ‘many passages in Ezekiel show strong priestly concerns’.
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It is not unlikely that the assertion that man is created ‘in God’s image (
)’ could bear anti-idolatrous overtones, as the term ‘image’ ( ) is one of 

the terms used to refer to idols (Num 33.52; 2 Kgs 11.18; 2 Chron 23.17; Ezek 
7.20, 16.17, 23.14; Amos 5.26). It can scarcely be a coincidence that the notions 
of man as the (only) image of God, and of God as appearing in the likeness of 
man occur precisely in writings related to the Priestly Source, which is character-
ized by its reformulation of ‘the message of the Pentateuch according to a theol-
ogy of monotheistic holiness and the importance of the cult’ (Milgrom).8 When, 
after the Babylonian exile, the Israelite religion turned against the worship of 
images, as A. Schüle puts it,

the end of these cultic images did not put an end altogether to the idea of ‘Image of 
God’. It is remarkable that very much at the same time when prophets like Deutero-
Isaiah and Ezekiel poured scorn on the idols, the idea of the ‘Image of God’ was very 
much alive in another strand of biblical tradition that is probably about contemporane-
ous with these prophets: according to the priestly telling of creation in Gen 1,1–2,4 a 
it is not lifeless matter, not a man-made statue, but humans as living beings that are 
envisioned to be indeed the true image of God. It is important to see these different ap-
proaches as part of the same time and of the same historical discourse.9

This discourse, as Schüle emphasizes, polemicized, in a rather profound and 
transformative way, against the idols of Ancient Near Eastern cults:

the idea of Man as the ‘Image of God’ in Gen 1–9 has been developed on the back-
ground of this ancient view of divine presence in the shape of images. This view, how-
ever, has been so transformed that not a material object, a statue, but Man as a living 
being took on the role of the image.10

Indeed, for polemical, anti-idolatrous and anti-iconic reasons, both Genesis and 
Ezekiel seem to emphasize the mutual and exclusive relation between God and 
man, being each other’s likeness. This kind of criticism of pagan iconic idola-
try fits well with priestly concerns which defend the Israelite cult over against 
idolatrous practices outside, but also within Israel.11 We may conclude, on the 
one hand, that Ezekiel shares a deep reluctance with Isaiah to speak of God’s 
likeness, Isaiah refusing to compare the likeness of anything with God alto-
gether, Ezekiel using the word ‘likeness’ but with the utmost reserve. As M. 
Miller puts it:

Both Second Isaiah and Ezekiel use the term d emût in reference to God’s appearance. 
Second Isaiah scoffs at the idea that God could be adequately represented in plastic form, 
‘to whom then will you liken God, or what likeness (d emût) compare with him?’ And 

 8 Milgrom 1992, 454.
 9 Schüle 2005, 1–2 at 2. For Ezekiel’s criticism of the idols, Schüle refers to Kutsko 2000 b, 

63–70. For man as a living image of God, cf. also Janowski 2004, 190.
10 Schüle 2005, 9–11 at 11.
11 On the worship of images of Yahweh, see Pfeiffer 1926.
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Ezekiel, in the description of his vision, uses d emût to create the impression that God’s 
glory actually defied description in spite of the vague resemblance to a human form.12

On the other hand, however, Ezekiel shows a resemblance to Genesis, in the 
shared conviction that God does indeed have a likeness which he shares with 
man. To quote Miller again:

The priestly writer seems to have held a position very similar to that of Ezekiel. Just as 
Ezekiel, in spite of his realization that God’s glory defied adequate description, indi-
cates that it ‘had the appearance as it were of a human form’ (d emût k emar’ēh ’ādām), 
so the priestly writer, well known for his otherwise anti-anthropomorphic tendencies, 
contends that man was created in the d emût of God.13

This conclusion, that ultimately the positions of Ezekiel and Genesis are very 
similar, is shared by J. Kutsko in his comments on the ‘image of God’ in Ezek-
iel:

Thus in [Ezek] 1.26–28, Ezekiel struggles to find appropriate language that indicates 
both human likeness and divine incomparability. The prophet directs his efforts in 
several directions: he is at once attempting to align himself with Priestly theology, to 
contradict Mesopotamian ideology, and to refrain from language that would explicitly 
legitimize the notion of other gods. Fundamentally, however, P and Ezekiel are deal-
ing with the same answer, approached from different angles: humans are like God, and 
God is like humans. In this answer, both P and Ezekiel remove other gods from the 
equation.14

Somewhat similar to Ezekiel’s portrayal of God’s appearance in the likeness 
( ) of a human form might also be the way in which the book of Daniel de-
scribes an angelic apparition to Daniel, the angel assuming ‘the likeness ( ) 
of the sons of Adam’:

Then one in the likeness of the sons of Adam ( ) touched my lips, and I 
opened my mouth to speak, and said to the one who stood before me, ‘My lord, be-
cause of the vision such pains have come upon me that I retain no strength’. (Dan 
10.16)

In this case not only God, but also his angelic messengers are said to have taken 
on the ‘likeness of the sons of Adam’. Perhaps it is at this level that one should 
understand the notoriously difficult passage concerning ‘one like a human being’, 
the ‘son of man’, in Dan 7.13. In his night visions, Daniel saw ‘one like a human 
being coming with the clouds of heaven’ –  . But 
in Daniel it is far from clear whether this ‘like’, ‘like a son of man’, ‘like a human 
being’, is an echo of man’s created likeness, even though Dan 10.16 seems to 
play with the notion of the ‘likeness of the sons of Adam’.

12 Miller 1972, 303.
13 Ibidem.
14 Kutsko 2000 a, 132.
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These findings allow us to develop the following position within the debate 
between Old Testament scholars about the notion of man as God’s image. In a 
minimalist view, this notion is only present in Genesis and altogether absent from 
the rest of the Jewish scriptures. According to C. Westermann,

Gn 1 26 f. [ist] im AT selbst offenbar nicht als eine grundlegende allgemeingültige Aus-
sage über das Wesen des Menschen aufgefaßt worden (…), sonst müßte doch von dieser 
Gottes ebenbild lich keit öfter die Rede sein. Das ist aber nicht der Fall.15

Some view Psalm 8, with its assertion that God made mankind ‘a little lower than 
God, and crowned them with glory and honour’ (Ps 8.5), as reflecting the exalted 
position of man as God’s image, although there are no similarities in wording 
between Ps 8.5 and Gen 1.26–27.16

If one takes a maximalist view, however, the notion may be traced from Gen-
esis through Psalm 8 to Daniel 7. L. F. Hartman, for instance, in his commentary 
on Daniel, considers it ‘quite possible that the writer of Dan 7.13 was conscious 
of the phrase “the son of man” in Psalm 8, for in this psalm and in Genesis 1 the 
status of man and woman in God’s design is represented’.17 On this basis, Hart-
man draws the following parallel between Dan 7 and Gen 1:

The first man and woman (original mankind, Hebrew ’ādām) were created in the divine 
image and likeness (Gen 1.26–27) and were commissioned by God to have dominion 
over the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, and all living creatures that move on the 
earth (Gen 1.28). In somewhat the same manner, ‘the one in human likeness’ – symbol 
of ‘the holy ones of the Most High,’ i. e. the men, women, and children who remain 
true and faithful to the Covenant – receives everlasting dominion, glory, and kingship 
(Dan 7.13–14, 18, 22, 27). Thus, the Israel of faith is called to become what the Creator 
intended the human being to be, viz. the image and likeness of God.18

Another maximalist view on the impact of Gen 1 traces its development through 
Ezekiel and considers it possible that Ezekiel’s description of God as humanlike 
in Ezek 1.26 and 8.2 influenced the humanlike figure of Daniel 7.13.19

In my view, the link between Ezekiel 1 and Daniel 7 is weak, although there 
may be a hint in Dan 10.26 that Daniel is indeed familiar with the language of 
‘the likeness of (the sons of) Adam’. Stronger, however, and still insufficiently 
recognized, is the link between Ezekiel 1.26–28, on the one hand, with its talk 
of ‘something that seemed like a human form’ and ‘the likeness of the glory of 
the LORD’, and Gen 1.26–27, on the other hand. As we shall see in due course, 
in the history of reception this link seems to be present already in the Dead Sea 

15 Westermann 1974, 214.
16 See, e. g., Seebass 1996, 79: ‘Das Motiv ist auf P beschränkt (…) und hat in Ps 8,5 ff einen 

nur indirekten Reflex’.
17 Hartman & Di Lella 1978, 98.
18 Hartman & Di Lella 1978, 107.
19 See Goldingay 1989, 149–50, with reference – for the relation between Dan and Ezek – 

to Procksch 1920.
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Scrolls (see § 1.1.3 [a] below). If that is the case, the notion of the image of God 
is not restricted in the Jewish scriptures to the book of Genesis; rather in both 
Genesis and Ezekiel, traditions which are part of, or related to the Priestly Source 
stress the reciprocal likeness of God and man. In opposition to pagan idolatry, 
they regard man as such, and not idols, as the likeness of God.

Even so, important as the priestly theology may be within the Jewish Scrip-
ture, the language of likeness and imagery is not much drawn upon. According 
to Curtis, it is exactly the polemical anti-idolatrous nature of this theology which 
may have held back its full development:

It seems likely that the danger presented to Israel’s religion by idolatry precluded that 
use until after the Exile had eliminated idolatry as a major problem. In the new religious 
context created by the Exile and return, the ‘image of God’ motif was again taken up 
and developed both in the intertestamental period and in the NT.20

It is to this development we now turn. First, we shall see that in ancient Jewish 
texts the reference to God’s image is made in very different contexts. Sometimes 
it amounts to little more than a paraphrase, but in other cases the application of 
this notion is coloured by the specific setting of each particular writing, which 
will be discussed in thematic clusters (§ 1.1). Although the concept occurs in 
several ancient Jewish texts, its occurrence in any given text is generally limited 
to one or two passages.

Subsequently, we shall study two notable exceptions, the writings of Philo and 
Paul (§§ 1.2–1.3). Here, the motif becomes an issue of central importance. In 
order to explain this phenomenal rise, in the subsequent chapter I shall draw on 
a development in contemporaneous Greek ethics (see chap. 2 below). As J. Dil-
lon has demonstrated, from the first century BC onwards Greek ethics tended to 
be founded less on the Stoic maxim of ‘living in accordance with Nature’, and 
increasingly on the Platonic ideal of assimilation to God.21 As I shall argue, in 
Philo and Paul this process of assimilating to God came to be mediated through 
the image of God. God’s image, in this line of thought, is a model on which in-
dividuals’ lives are reshaped and conformed to God.

1.1 The interpretation of God’s image 
(Gen 1.26–27) in ancient Judaism

In view of the sources to be used, the search for the ‘image of God’ in ancient 
Judaism raises the methodological question of the provenance of the so-called 
Old Testament pseudepigrapha. There is an increasing awareness that some of 
them are indeed Jewish, but others Christian; others again may perhaps be the 

20 Curtis 1992, 391.
21 Dillon 1996, index, s. v. ‘Likeness to God’.
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product of God-fearers.22 For this reason I have chosen to arrange the sources 
within seven thematic clusters and to follow a chronological line, within each 
particular cluster, from certainly Jewish to very probably Christian pseudepigra-
pha. The clusters deal, respectively, with (1) mere paraphrases of Gen 1.26–27; 
(2) clearly contextualized colourings of the notion of the image of God; (3) the 
‘image and likeness of God’ in the Dead Sea Scrolls; (4) an anti-idolatrous ap-
plication of this notion by which this image (singular) is contrasted with the im-
ages (plural) of pagan cult; (5) a particular ethical understanding of this notion; 
and, finally, (6) explicitly spiritual or intellectual and (7) bodily or physical in-
terpretations of the ‘image’.

1.1.1 Paraphrases

There are several instances in which the text from Genesis regarding the image of 
God is merely paraphrased. As we shall see, in the Wisdom of Jesus Son of Sirach 
and Jubilees, the paraphrase is taken from Gen 1, whereas Pseudo-Philo, in his 
Biblical Antiquities, alludes to the passage on the image of God in Gen 9.

(a) The Wisdom of Jesus Son of Sirach

In the Wisdom of Jesus Son of Sirach, dating from between 190–175 BC, the au-
thor sings the praises of God’s creation of human beings:

The Lord created human beings out of earth, and makes them return to it again. 2 He 
gave them a fixed number of days, but granted them authority over everything on 
the earth. 3 He endowed them with strength like his own, and made them in his own 
image. 4 He put the fear of them in all living beings, and gave them dominion over 
beasts and birds. [5 They obtained the use of the five faculties of the Lord; as sixth 
he distributed to them the gift of mind, and as seventh, reason, the interpreter of one’s 
faculties.] 6 Discretion and tongue and eyes, ears and a mind for thinking he gave 
them. 7 He filled them with knowledge and understanding, and showed them good 
and evil. He put the fear of him into their hearts. (17.1–8 a)

This passage contains the idea that God ‘made them [i. e. human beings] in his 
own image’ (17.3). The preceding context very much suggests that this like-
ness has to do with the authority granted to them ‘over everything on the earth’ 
(17.2). This is repeated in the immediately succeeding line that God ‘gave them 
dominion over beast and birds’ (17.4). In this way Sirach 17.3 is in line with the 
original account of Gen 1.26–27, which also seems to stress that, having been 
created in God’s image and in accordance with his likeness, man was given ‘do-
minion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, 
and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that 
creeps upon the earth’.23

22 See now particularly Davila 2005.
23 Cf. Levison 1988, 36–37, 47–48.
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Yet at the same time, the broader context in Sirach suggests that man as God’s 
image also has something to with the ‘knowledge and understanding’ which God 
imparted to them: (17.7; no extant He-
brew text). Although this is no more than a hint, and remains merely implicit, it 
seems that the author is reflecting on the possible meaning of the image of God 
in terms of knowledge and understanding. We shall also encounter this inter-
pretation in the Dead Sea Scrolls (§ 1.1.3 [a] below). This understanding of the 
image of God in terms of knowledge and understanding is strengthened in the 
expanded Greek translation of Sirach which also comprises Sirach 17.5, enu-
merating the various faculties which God bestowed on man, including the gift 
of mind and reason. As A. A. Di Lella notices: ‘This purely Greek gloss seems to 
have been prompted by the five items enumerated in v 6 and by the subsequent 
text of vv 7–10’.24 Although Di Lella is right that ‘[i]t has nothing to commend 
it’, the gloss does demonstrate a development towards an increasingly intellec-
tual understanding of the image of God. This spiritual or intellectual colouring 
of the image of God would appear to be part of a general tendency in the inter-
pretation of this notion in ancient Jewish and early Christian sources, even to the 
point of provoking a counter-movement which emphasized the (at least partly) 
bodily nature of the image of God (see § 1.1.6–7 below).

(b) Jubilees

In Jubilees, dating from the second century BC, there is a brief paraphrase of 
Gen 1.26–27. At the beginning of the work, in his description of the six days of 
creation, the author writes:

And on the sixth day he made all of the beasts of the earth and all of the cattle and 
everything which moves upon the earth. And after all of this, he made man – male 
and female he made them – and he gave him dominion over everything which was 
upon the earth and which was in the seas and over everything which flies, and over 
beasts and cattle and everything which moves upon the earth or above the whole 
earth. And over all this he gave him dominion. And these four kinds he made on the 
sixth day. (Jubilees 2.13–14)

The most remarkable feature of this passage is that it does not mention the image 
of God, and regards man’s dominion over the rest of creation very important, 
given the fact that it is mentioned twice. In this, the author remains very close 
to the emphasis in Gen 1.26–28, without employing the terminology of image 
of God.25 In line with Jubilees’ overall attention for calendrical issues and festi-
vals, the author continues by elaborating on the significance of the sabbath. The 
preceding days of creation are mainly of interest for him from a chronological 
perspective.

24 Skehan & Di Lella 1987, 279.
25 Cf. Levison 1988, 90–1.
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(c) Pseudo-Philo, Biblical Antiquities

When, in his Biblical Antiquities (commonly dated to the first century AD), 
Pseudo-Philo mentions the image of God, he does so, not in his retelling of 
Genesis 1 (which he hardly covers), but in his account of the Flood. As we have 
seen in our discussion of Genesis, in his speech to Noah after the Flood God 
forbids murder because it destroys God’s image (Gen 9.6). This passage from 
Genesis is reiterated in a literal quotation in Biblical Antiquities 3.11: ‘whoever 
sheds the blood of a man, his own blood shall be shed, because man was made 
after the image of God’. Likewise, in his description of the birth of Samuel, the 
author renders Hannah’s discussion with Eli the priest at God’s house at Shiloh 
as follows: ‘I am the wife of Elkanah; and because God has shut up my womb, 
I have prayed before him that I do not go forth from this world without fruit 
and that I do not die without having my own image’ (50.7). This is reminiscent 
of Gen 5.3, where Adam is said to ‘become the father of a son in his likeness, 
according to his image, and named him Seth’ although, strikingly, this logic is 
now applied to female reproduction. These instances are very much literal para-
phrases of Genesis.

What these brief paraphrases of passages in Genesis about the image of God 
have in common is that they elaborate very little on the meaning of this notion. 
Two of them remain close to the text of Gen 1, with its stress on man’s dominion 
over creation, the other bases his paraphrase on God’s commandment in Gen 9 
not to destroy his image by murdering one’s fellow human-being. There may be 
a hint of an understanding of the image of God in terms of knowledge and un-
derstanding in Sirach. In these paraphrases, the notion of ‘image of God’ is re-
duced to a single reference, as in Sirach, or is even omitted from the paraphrase 
entirely, as in Jubilees. Only Pseudo-Philo applies the concept a second time, in a 
different context and in a rather creative, independent way, when he uses the ex-
pression ‘not having one’s own image’ in describing Hannah’s state of infertility. 
On the whole, in these writings the notion of the ‘image of God’ remains rather 
unimportant and / or is merely part of a paraphrase from the Jewish scriptures.

1.1.2 Contextualized interpretations

In a second group of writings, the notion of man as God’s image is heavily con-
textualized and coloured by one of the overall concerns of the writing or, as John 
Levison calls it, ‘according to its Tendenzen’.26 This is the case in 1 Enoch and 
4 Ezra. Although the term ‘image’ only occurs once in each writing, the way in 
which it is used supports the overall aim of the writing concerned. The concep-
tual contents of this notion are only rendered explicit through its integration into 

26 Cf. my discussion of Levison, Portraits of Adam in Early Judaism (Levison 1988), in the 
concluding observations in § 1.1.8 below.



111.1 The interpretation of God’s image (Gen 1.26–27) in ancient Judaism

the surrounding context. In 1 Enoch this context is a particular concern about 
the dangerous intercourse of fallen angels with female human beings. In 4 Ezra 
the notion is implemented to support the author’s construction of a theodicy 
in the aftermath of the disastrous outcome of the Jewish War against Rome. In 
this sense the contents of the notion are heavily dependent, not on a mere para-
phrase of the biblical text, but on the general thrust of the writings in which they 
occur.

(a) 1 Enoch 106

An allusion, rather than a clear reference, to the image of God is found in 
1 Enoch, chap. 106. This chapter is regarded as belonging to a book of Noah, 
extracts from which have been inserted into 1 Enoch. Chaps 105–106, at the 
very end of 1 Enoch, look forward to Noah who will succeed Enoch and trans-
mit his antediluvian wisdom to posterity. These chapters are also attested among 
the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1Q19 and 4QEnc; the latter is dated to the first century 
BC but naturally the composition of the work must have been earlier.27 The 
following discussion is based on the Ethiopic and Greek versions of 1 Enoch, 
chap. 106, as the part of the chapter which is most relevant for our present pur-
pose has not been preserved among the Dead Sea Scrolls.28 Fragments in 1Q19 
and in 4QEnc only cover chap. 106.1–2 (4QEnc 5 i), 106.2–6 (1Q19 frag. 3) and 
106.13–19 (4QEnc 5 ii), but not the most relevant passage in 106.3–12, so that it 
is necessary to work with the Ethiopic and Greek versions.29

1 Enoch, chap. 106 focuses on the portentous birth of Noah and reads as a 
reverse of the story of the Watchers, the fallen angels of Genesis 6 (Gen 6.1–4). 
The passage is cast in the terminology of the image of God of Genesis 1. The 
passage narrates the birth of Enoch’s great-grandchild Noah:

His body was white as snow and red as a rose; the hair of his head as white as wool 
and his ‘demdema’ [‘long and curly hair combed up straight’] beautiful; and as for 
his eyes, when he opened them the whole house glowed like the sun – (rather) the 
whole house glowed even more exceedingly. And when he arose from the hands 
of the midwife, he opened his mouth and spoke to the Lord with righteousness. 
(1 Enoch 106.2–3)

This birth distresses Noah’s father Lamech so much that he consults his own fa-
ther Methuselah and reports the incident in the following words:

27 Milik 1976, 48–49, 178.
28 For the Greek version see Black 1970.
29 For the Hebrew fragment of the book of Noah in 1Q19, see Barthélemy & Milik 1955 

(DJD 1), 84–86 at 85: 1Q19 frag. 3 = 1 Enoch 106.2–6; and, for the Aramaic fragments of the 
books of Enoch in 4QEnc 5 i (= 1 Enoch 106.1–2) and 4QEnc 5 ii (= 1 Enoch 106.13–19), Milik 
1976, 206–9, 209–17 and 352–3. The English translation is taken from E. Isaac, ‘1 (Ethiopic 
Apocalypse of) Enoch’, in: OTP, vol. 1, 5–89, with references to the Greek text in the edition 
of M. Black (see previous note) whenever relevant.
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I have begotten a strange son ( ): He is not like an 
(ordinary) human being, but he looks like the children of the angels of heaven to me 
( ); his 
form is different, and he is not like us ( ). 
His eyes are like the rays of the sun, and his face glorious. It does not seem to me 
that he is of me, but of angels (

). (1 Enoch 106.5–6)

In the context of 1 Enoch, the suspicion that Noah might have been engendered 
by an angel is very serious, as the Book of Watchers (1 Enoch 1–36) is concerned 
with the fallen angels of Gen 6 who mixed with the daughters of man (1 Enoch 
6); from their union, ‘the union of the spirits and the flesh’, giants were born: 
‘Evil spirits have come out of their bodies. Because from the day that they were 
created from the holy ones they became the Watchers’ (1 En 15.8–9). No won-
der Lamech is concerned that his wife might have become pregnant by an angel. 
He implores his father Methuselah to consult grandfather Enoch on his behalf, 
‘and learn from him the truth, for his dwelling place is among the angels’ (1 En 
106.7). Methuselah, having tracked Enoch down ‘at the ends of the earth’, gives 
him the following account of this distressing birth:

Now, my father, hear me: For unto my son Lamech a son has been born, one whose 
image and form are not like unto the characteristics of human beings (

); and his colour is whiter than 
snow and his eyes are like the rays of the sun; and (when) he opened his eyes the 
whole house lighted up. And (when) he rose up in the hands of the midwife, he 
opened his mouth and blessed the Lord of heaven. Then his father, Lamech, be-
came afraid and fled, and he did not believe that he (the child) was of him (

) but of the image of the angels of heaven (
). And behold, I have come to you in order that you may make me know 

the real truth. (1 Enoch 106.10–12)

Enoch, in his answer, explicitly refers to the story of the fall of the angels and 
synchronizes this story from Genesis 6 with the life of his father Jared (Gen 
5.18–20; 1 En 106.13–14). He brings up this issue in order to deny that Noah 
is the offspring of such an encounter between fallen angels and mortal women: 
‘Now, make known to your son Lamech that the son who has been born is indeed 
righteous’ (1 En 106.18). Noah is confirmed to be Lamech’s own son, but his 
wondrous appearance, which gave rise to such grave concerns, is now disclosed 
to signal that he ‘shall be left upon the earth’, whereas the entire offspring of the 
giants, together with the rest of the polluted earth, shall be washed away by the 
Flood (1 En 106.15–18).

At first sight, this passage does not seem to be primarily about the image of 
God, but rather about angelomorphism, the likeness between angels and man 
which results from the fact that some human beings are either transmuted into 
angels (2 En 22.8–10) or, in the context of 1 Enoch, have been fathered by an-
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gels. Noah is not regarded as an ordinary human being, but ‘looks like the chil-
dren of the angels of heaven’ (1 En 106.5 

); ‘his form is different, and he is not 
like us’ (1 En 106.5 ); he is ‘of an 
angel’ (1 En 106.6 ) or ‘of the angels’ (1 En 106.12 ). Yet, 
at the basis of all this is an interpretation of the image of God in Gen 1.26, as 
Methuselah’s account to Enoch shows: ‘For unto my son Lamech a son has been 
born, one whose image and form are not like unto the characteristics of human 
beings’ –  (1 En 
106.10)’. The double expression ‘image and form’ is a clear allusion to the image 
and likeness of Gen 1.26.

The message of 1 Enoch 106 is a very complex one. Although Noah’s ‘image 
and form are not like unto the characteristics of human beings’, he is nevertheless 
not angelomorphic, in the sense that he, like the offspring of the Watchers, was 
engendered by an angelic being: ‘the son who has been born is indeed righteous’. 
His abnormal appearance seems rather to be a symbol of a new creation of man: 
‘The Lord will surely make new things upon the earth’ (1 En 106.13). This new 
period is inaugurated with Noah: ‘call his name Noah, for he shall be the rem-
nant for you; and he and his sons shall be saved from the corruption which shall 
come upon the earth’ (1 En 106.18).

In this instance in 1 Enoch we have, I would argue, an interpretation of the 
image and likeness of Gen 1.26 in a characteristically Enochic context, that of a 
criticism of the fallen angels which play such a dominant role in Enoch’s world-
view; Noah’s birth signals the creation of the new, post-diluvian man, who – 
like Adam before him – is apparently created in the image and form of God (cf. 
Gen 9.6).

(b) The Fourth Book of Ezra

An equally strongly contextualized interpretation of the ‘image of God’ is found 
in 4 Ezra, dating from the late first century AD. In this writing, the reference to 
the image of God occurs in a dialogue between Ezra and the angel Uriel, in which 
Ezra questions the appropriateness of a parable which Uriel uses to explain why 
so many people perish and so few are saved. According to Ezra, God is under 
a moral obligation to save all his people, because they have been created in his 
own image. Elsewhere in 4 Ezra, too, creation is taken as ‘the basis on which 
God should save man’ (7.134; 8.7–14; cf. 8.24).30 In the dialogue between Uriel 
and Ezra, the angel advances the following parable on behalf of God:

30 Thompson 1977, 191; and 331: ‘The lengthy discourses by Ezra on creation in 6.38–59 
and 8.4–14 appeal to God’s very act of creation as the reason why he should intervene now. 
Direct links between God and his creatures are established by Ezra in 6.55; 8.7, 13, 24, 44–45, 
with the most explicit statements being those which say that man is a creature of God’s own 
hands (8.7, 44)’.
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‘For just as the farmer sows many seeds upon the ground and plants a multitude of 
seedlings, and yet not all that have been sown will come up in due season, and not 
all that were planted will take root; so all those who have been sown in the world 
will not be saved’.

I answered and said, ‘If I have found favour before you, let me speak. For if the 
farmer’s seed does not come up, because it has not received your rain in due season, 
or if it has been ruined by too much rain, it perishes. But man, who has been formed 
by your hands and is called your own image because he is made like you, and for 
whose sake you have formed all things – have you also made him like the farmer’s 
seed? No, O Lord who are over us! But spare your people and have mercy on your 
inheritance, for you have mercy on your own creation’. (4 Ezra 8.41–45)

As Thompson notes, ‘Ezra vigorously objects to the illustration, for it implies 
an impersonal relationship between God and his creatures; as far as Ezra is con-
cerned, man is a creature of God’s own hand (8.44)’.31 A similar plea for God’s 
mercy, because man is his image, is encountered in the Greek version of the Life 
of Adam and Eve (33.5, 35.2). There, the angels intercede for Adam because he 
is God’s image and the work of his hands (see § 1.1.4 [c] below).

Ezra’s intercession is unsuccessful. In reply to his supplications, he receives 
a final answer from Uriel, in which Ezra’s concern about ‘the multitude of those 
who perish’ is silenced:

Do not ask any more questions about the multitude of those who perish. 56 For they 
also received freedom, but they despised the Most High, and were contemptuous 
of his Law, and forsook his ways. 57 Moreover they have even trampled upon his 
righteous ones, 58 and said in their hearts that there is no God (…). 59 (…) For the 
Most High did not intend that men should be destroyed; 60 but they themselves who 
were created have defiled the name of him who made them, and have been ungrate-
ful to him who prepared life for them. 61 There my judgment is now drawing near. 
(4 Ezra 8.55–61)

In the discussions about theodicy, in the grave circumstances of the aftermath of 
the destruction of Jerusalem and its temple in AD 70, the universalistic notion 
of the image of God appears to be in need of clarification.32 It is balanced with a 
particular understanding of human freedom and responsibility. As we shall see, 
this discussion is echoed in the Apocalypse of Sedrach and the Vision of Ezra.

(c) Echoes of 4 Ezra in the Apocalypse of Sedrach and the Vision of Ezra

Both of these writings, the Apocalypse of Sedrach and the Vision of Ezra, were 
composed quite late and are best regarded as Christian writings which are de-
pendant on 4 Ezra. The Apocalypse of Sedrach, which perhaps dates in essence 

31 Thompson 1977, 224–5.
32 See Thompson 1977, 157 for a discussion of the author’s universalistic tendencies and 

Idem, 206 for the question of whether the author speaks through Ezra or through the angel. For 
4 Ezra’s application of Adam language to humanity, cf. Levison 1988, 115, 125, 126.
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from 150 to 500 AD but only received its final form shortly after AD 1000,33 con-
tains a reference to the image of God in a prayer of supplication. Sedrach, after 
understanding from God that man needs to repent for a full three years before a 
life lived in sin is forgiven, offers the following supplication for man:

Three years are too many, my Lord. His death perchance will arrive and he will not 
fulfil his repentance. Have mercy, Lord, upon your image and be compassionate, be-
cause three years are too many. (Apocalypse of Sedrach 13.1–3)

The passage seems to echo Ezra’s supplication in 4 Ezra on behalf of the major-
ity of men that perish (see § 1.1.2 [b] above). Indeed this confirms the scholarly 
consensus that the Apocalypse of Sedrach is much indebted to 4 Ezra.34 The ap-
plication of the notion of the image of God to the question of theodicy seems to 
be characteristic of 4 Ezra and the Apocalypse of Sedrach, and, finally, of the 
Vision of Ezra.

Like 4 Ezra, the Vision of Ezra, probably dating from AD 350 to 600,35 is 
about the figure of Ezra. As Ezra receives a guided tour of hell, each time he en-
counters a new group of people he enquires who they are and, when told, prays: 
‘Lord, have mercy on the sinners’. God’s final reply, like in 4 Ezra, refers to the 
abuse of man’s own free will: ‘And the Lord said, “In my image I formed man 
and I commanded that they not sin and they sinned; therefore they are in tor-
ment”’ (Vision of Ezra 63). In Christian adaptations of 4 Ezra, the image of God 
remained an important issue in the questions of theodicy. In these later adapta-
tions, however, the interpretation of the notion no longer reflected the personal 
experience of the delusion after the first Jewish War, but was due rather to literary 
dependence on the writing of an author who lived through that period.

1.1.3 The Dead Sea Scrolls

(a) 4Q504: Adam, fashioned in the likeness of God’s glory

Despite their voluminous contents, the Dead Sea Scrolls only contain one ex-
plicit mention of the ‘image of God’, or rather his ‘likeness’ ( ), in 4Q504; 
this text will be discussed in section a. Yet this single passage opens up a very 
interesting theme, that of the ‘glory of Adam’, which occurs repeatedly within 
the scrolls, and might be relevant to the present topic, as I shall explain in section 
b. Finally, the scrolls also contain an allusion to the ‘image’ of Gen 1.26–27, un-
derstood as ‘the pattern of the holy ones’ (i. e. of the angels), on which mankind 
had or has been modelled; this passage in 4Q417 will be discussed in section c.

The text which contains an explicit use of the term ‘likeness’ is the Words of 
the Luminaries (4QWords of the Luminariesa; 4QDibHama), 4Q504:

33 Agourides 1983, 606.
34 Agourides 1983, 607.
35 Mueller & Robbins 1983, 583.
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[… Adam,] our father, you fashioned in the likeness ( ) of your glory […] [… a 
breath of life] you blew into his nostril, and intelligence and knowledge […] [… in 
the gard]en of Eden, which you had planted. You made him govern […] and so that 
he would walk in a land of glory. (Frag. 8 4–7)

The ‘likeness of your glory’ is a clear reference to Gen 1.26, which speaks of 
the image and likeness of God. 4Q504’s summary of this is remarkable, because 
it qualifies this likeness of God in terms of ‘glory’, a term never used in Gen 1. 
As the editor, M. Baillet, notes, and C. H. T. Fletcher-Louis has emphasized, the 
concept of the ‘likeness of God’s glory’ parallels Ezekiel 1.28, where ‘the like-
ness of the glory of YHWH’ occurs in full.36 According to Fletcher-Louis, ‘it 
would be fair to say that in 4Q504 frag. 8 Adam is identified in some way with 
the Glory occupying God’s throne in Ezekiel 1’. Although Fletcher-Louis uses 
this interpretation as a foundation stone in his somewhat forced construction of 
a ‘divine anthropology’ in the Dead Sea Scrolls,37 it seems undeniable that in 
4Q504 there is a fusion of man as ‘the image and likeness of God’ (Gen 1.26) 
and ‘the likeness of the glory of YHWH’ (Ezek 1.28 ), which, as we 
have seen in the introduction, is synonymous with ‘something that seemed like a 
human form’ (Ezek 1.26 ). The fusion of these terms from Gen 1 
and Ezek 1 shows that, as early as the Dead Sea Scrolls, these passages were read 
together, and, in my understanding, are indeed part of the same world-view. The 
notions of man’s creation in the image and after the likeness of God (Gen 1) and 
God’s apparition in the likeness of man (Ezek 1) both express the idea that man 
and God are related, and entail a profound criticism of images and idols which 
distort this unique and reciprocal relationship. In this sense, Fletcher-Louis’ ter-
minology of ‘divine anthropology’ can be fully justified.

Despite the fragmentary state of 4Q504, it seems clear that the ‘likeness of 
God’s glory’ also has something to do with ‘knowledge and understanding’: ‘[… 
a breath of life] you blew into his nostril, and intelligence and knowledge […]’ 
(4Q504 frag. 8 5). This reminds us of a similar link in Sirach 17.7 where, in the 
context of a reference to God’s image, the author says that God filled man with 
‘knowledge and understanding’: (see 
§ 1.1.1 [a] above).

What light does the context of 4Q504 throw on frag. 8? What possible role 
does the reference to the likeness of God’s glory play in the whole of 4Q504? 
The entire document contains prayers and confessions, refers to creation, the 
covenant, exile and conversion, and mentions figures such as Adam, Moses and 
David. In the prayers, God is exhorted to act – in accordance with himself, in 
accordance with his great power (frags 1–2 Col. II 7) – to withdraw his wrath 
and rage ‘from us’ (frags 1–2 Col. VI 10) and to free his people from exile: ‘free 

36 Baillet 1982 (DJD 7), 162–3; Fletcher-Louis 2002, 93. 
37 Fletcher-Louis 2002, 92.
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your people Isr[ael from all] the countries, both near and far, [to which you have 
exiled us]’ (frags 1–2 Col. VI 12–13); in this exile God has not forgotten them:

You remembered your covenant, for you redeemed us in the eyes of the nations and 
did not desert us amongst the nations. You did favours to your people Israel among 
all the countries amongst whom you had exiled them, to introduce into their heart 
turning to you (…). For you have poured your holy spirit upon us. (Frags 1–2 Col. 
V 9–15)

Confessions of sin are followed by the statement that God has purified them from 
their sin. The author, on behalf of the community, says that they repent of their 
sin and wish to heed God’s covenant:

And now, on this very day on which our heart has been humbled, we atone for our 
sin and the sin of our fathers, together with our disloyalty and rebellion. We have not 
rejected your trials and punishments; our soul has not despised them to the point of 
breaking your covenant. (Frags 1–2 Col. VI 4–8)

This liturgical practice (‘on this very day …’) is characteristic for the text, which 
also contains references to ‘hymns for the sabbath day’ (frags 1–2 Col. VI 4), and 
a ‘[prayer for the] fourth day’ (frag. 3 col. II 5). The daily liturgical focus seems 
to be echoed in the work’s title, found on the reverse of our frag. 8: ‘Words of 
the Luminaries’.

What is important for our understanding of the reference to the likeness of 
God’s glory in frag. 8 is the statement in 4Q504 that ‘for your glory you have cre-
ated us’ (frags 1–2 Col. III 4). According to the author, the covenant which God 
established with David ensured that ‘all the countries would see your glory, for 
you have made yourself holy in the midst of your people, Israel’ (frags 1–2 Col. 
IV 8–9). During the prayer of the fourth day, the community exclaims: ‘you 
are made holy in glory’ (frag. 3 Col. II 6). The community itself seems to be 
the locus of God’s glory: ‘You are in our midst, in the column of fire and in the 
cloud […] your holiness, which walks in front of us, and your glory in our midst’ 
(frag. 6 10–11). When frag. 8 expresses the thought that ‘[Adam,] our father, you 
fashioned in the likeness of your glory’ (frag. 8 4) and that Adam was equipped 
with ‘intelligence and knowledge’ and was made by God to govern ‘so that he 
would walk in a land of glory’ (frag. 8 5–7), it seems as if the author refers back 
to God’s initial creation of man in the likeness of God’s glory as the background 
against which the present glory of the community is to be understood: ‘your 
glory in our midst’ (frag. 6 11). Fletcher-Louis may be going just too far when 
he depicts the relation between God’s glory, on the one hand, and the human and 
communal glory, on the other, in terms of an ‘ontological affinity between God 
and his own humanity’:

given that the liturgy starts with Adam in the land of Glory, as one made in the like-
ness of God’s glory, there seems also here to be a priestly theology which grounded the 
prayer for God’s restoration (…) in (…) a pre-fall relationship of ontological affinity 
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between God and his own humanity, now summed up in Israel. The liturgy calls for 
the remembrance of Adam’s original state as the basis for future restoration of the true 
Adam-in-Israel.38

Nevertheless, the function of the reference to the creation in the likeness of God’s 
glory seems to remind the community of the present restoration of this glory in 
the community.

Studying other passages in the Dead Sea Scrolls which talk about ‘all the glory 
of Adam’ will confirm that this present restoration is precisely what the author 
has in mind. It is very likely that the phrase ‘all the glory of Adam’ functions 
as a brief, contracted form of the thought, expressed in 4Q504, that Adam was 
created ‘in the likeness of God’s glory’. Adam’s glory is an effulgence of God’s 
own glory. According to the passages on ‘all the glory of Adam’, this Adamic, 
but simultaneously also divine glory, is renewed in the Qumran community.

(b) ‘All the glory of Adam’

Although 4Q504 contains the only reference to the image of God in the Dead Sea 
Scrolls, the topic of Adam’s creation in the likeness of God’s glory opens up the 
broader issue of ‘Adam’s glory’, as it is called in several Dead Sea Scrolls writ-
ings, including some very important ones, such as the Rule of the Community and 
the Damascus Document. According to the Rule of the Community (1QS), ‘all the 
glory of Adam’ shall be granted to those who hold to God’s covenant:

In this way the upright will understand knowledge of the Most High, and the wis-
dom of the sons of heaven will teach those of perfect behaviour. For these are those 
selected by God for an everlasting covenant and to them shall belong all the glory 
of Adam. There will be no more injustice and all the deeds of trickery will be a dis-
honour (1QS IV 22–23).

In the context of 1QS, however, the notion of ‘all the glory of Adam’ is quite 
complex. The stress seems to be on the adjective ‘all’: all the glory of Adam. 
Earlier in 1QS, as part of his instruction in ‘the history of all the sons of man’ 
(Col. III 13), the author has already addressed the original creation of man. Ac-
cording to 1QS,

He [God] created man to rule the world and placed within him two spirits so that he 
would walk with them until the moment of his [i. e. God’s] visitation: they are the 
spirits of truth and of deceit. In the hand of the Prince of Lights is dominion over 
all the sons of justice; they walk on paths of light. And in the hand of the Angel of 
Darkness is total dominion over the sons of deceit; they walk on paths of darkness. 
(Col. III 17–21)39

38 Fletcher-Louis 2002, 94.
39 Cf. Wegner 1975.
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After the author has emphasized that it is God who ‘created the spirits of light 
and of darkness’ (Col. III 25), and having dwelled extensively on the aforemen-
tioned ‘paths in the world’ of both spirits (Col. IV 2–14), the author, in a perfect 
inclusio, concludes: ‘In these lies the history of all men’ (Col. IV 15; cf. III 13). 
Subsequently he turns to the end of time, ‘the last day’, at the time of God’s 
‘visitation’, at ‘the time appointed for judgment’ (Col. IV 16–20), when this dual 
composition of man will end:

God will refine, with his truth, all man’s deeds, and will purify for himself the con-
figuration of man, ripping out all spirit of injustice from the innermost part of his 
flesh, and cleansing him with the spirit of holiness from every irreverent deed. He 
will sprinkle over him the spirit of truth like lustral water (in order to cleanse him) 
from all the abhorrences of deceit and from the defilement of the unclean spirit. (Col. 
IV 20–22)

Man’s dual configuration is re-configured so that the unclean spirit of deceit and 
darkness is no longer present within him, in his innermost part. As a result, he 
will now, for the first time, receive ‘all the glory of Adam’ which will turn the 
members of the Qumran community into just human beings:

In this way the upright will understand knowledge of the Most High, and the wis-
dom of the sons of heaven will teach those of perfect behaviour. For these are those 
selected by God for an everlasting covenant and to them shall belong all the glory 
of Adam. There will be no more injustice and all the deeds of trickery will be a dis-
honour. (Col. IV 22–23)

This acquisition of ‘all the glory of Adam’ is nothing less than a ‘new creation’ 
which ends the dual configuration of man which has held until now, i. e. until the 
foundation of the Qumran community:

Until now the spirits of truth and of injustice feud in the heart of man and they walk 
in wisdom or in folly. In agreement with man’s birthright in justice and in truth, so 
he abhors injustice; and according to his share in the lot of injustice he acts irrever-
ently in it and so abhors the truth. For God has sorted them into equal parts until the 
appointed end and the new creation. (Col. IV 23–25)

It is immediately after this ‘history of all the sons of man’, that 1QS continues 
with the rule of the community proper: ‘This is the rule for the men of the Com-
munity …’ (Col. V 1). This clearly implies that, within the community, the new 
creation has started and that ‘all the glory of Adam’ has become available for 
those admitted to God’s covenant with the Qumran community.

The concept of ‘all the glory of Adam’ in 1QS ties in nicely with the notion 
of Adam’s creation in ‘the likeness of God’s glory’ in 4Q504. In the latter docu-
ment, too, there is a hint that man’s primordial possession of God’s glory is re-
stored within the community: ‘Your [i. e. God’s] glory in our midst’. There is 
some inconsistency between the two documents. 4Q504 works on the assump-
tion that man’s present divine glory within the community is the restoration of 



Chapter 1: The ‘Image of God’ in Ancient Judaism20

what was already fully available to Adam. The first man was created in the like-
ness of God’s glory. In 1QS, however, the presentation is somewhat more com-
plex, due to the document’s dual anthropology. Since the ‘configuration of man’ 
was dual from the outset (Col. IV 20–21), when God placed two spirits in Adam 
(Col. III 17–18), it seems to be only the latter-day Qumranic Adam who has the 
evil spirit ripped out ‘from the innermost part of his flesh’ (Col. IV 20–21); to 
him belongs ‘all the glory of Adam’, i. e. a glory exceeding the still limited glory 
of the first Adam. In this case, in 1QS, there is not just talk of a restoration of 
Adam’s likeness to God’s glory, but even of a glory transcending that of Adam. 
This is just a matter of emphasis, however.

The notion of ‘all the glory of Adam’ also occurs in other documents, testify-
ing to the importance of this way of thinking in the Dead Sea Scrolls. In the Da-
mascus Document, the author explains that ‘all the glory of Adam’ is destined for 
those who distance themselves from those Israelites who went astray:

But God, in his wonderful mysteries, atoned for their failings and pardoned their sins. 
And he built for them a safe home in Israel, such as there has not been since ancient 
times, not even till now. Those who remained steadfast in it will acquire eternal life, 
and all the glory of Adam is for them. (CD-A, p. III 18–20)

The identity of those who gain ‘all the glory of Adam’ is further disclosed by a 
quotation and subsequent interpretation of Ezekiel 44.15:

As God established for them by means of Ezekiel the prophet, saying: ‘The priests 
and the Levites and the sons of Zadok who maintained the service of my temple when 
the children of Israel strayed far away from me, shall offer the fat and the blood’ 
(Ezek 44.15). The priests are the converts of Israel who left the land of Judah; and 
‘the Levites’ are those who joined them; and the sons of Zadok are the chosen of Is-
rael, ‘those called by name’ who stood up at the end of days. (Pp. III 20 – IV 4)

The ‘safe home in Israel’ (p. III 19) is the new eschatological community of 
Qumran, established 390 years after the Babylonian exile and ministered by the 
‘Teacher of Righteousness’ (p. I 5–7, 11). Just as in 4Q504 and 1QS, the com-
munity is the place where ‘all the glory of Adam’ is fully realized. After the 
wilderness of the exile, the community is portrayed as a sort of Paradise Re-
gained.40 This is also rendered explicit in one of the commentaries on the Psalms 
in  4QPsalms Peshera (4Q171 [4QpPsa]), which describes the members of the 
Qumran community in the following way:

[Ps 37.19 They shall not] be ashamed in [the evil time. Its interpretation concerns 
…] those who have returned from the wilderness, who will live for a thousand gen-
erations, in safety; for them there is all the inheritance of Adam and his descendants 
ever. (4Q171 Col. II 27 – III 2)

40 Cf. Fletcher-Louis 2002, 97: ‘the idea that the community already has Adam’s glory is 
consistent with the fact that the community have also returned to the pre-lapsarian world of 
Eden’.
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In this text, the notion of all the glory of Adam is now formulated in terms of ‘all 
the inheritance of Adam’.

The conviction that the members of the community are the recipients of Adam’s 
glory is also expressed in the hymns of the Dead Sea Scrolls. In 1QHymnsa 
(1QHodayotha [1QHa]), God’s glory is praised as follows:

[You protect] the ones who serve you loyally, so that their posterity is before you all 
the days. You raise an [eternal] name for them, [forgiving them all] sin, eliminating 
from them all their depravities, giving them as a legacy all the glory of Adam and 
plentiful days. (1QHa Col. IV 14–15)

As the Words of the Luminaries (4Q504) already showed, the notion of Adam’s 
glory is expressed in the community’s liturgy. But not only liturgical texts, but – 
as we have seen – also foundational documents as the Rule of the Community and 
the Damascus Document contain this notion. In that sense, the theme is deeply 
rooted in the Dead Sea Scrolls. Although there is only one explicit reference to 
Adam’s creation in the likeness of God’s glory in 4Q504, the theme of ‘all the 
glory of Adam’ and ‘all the inheritance of Adam’ is clearly dependent upon it; 
this phrase, ‘all the glory of Adam’, is indeed the contracted form of the view 
that Adam’s glory reflects the brilliance of God’s glory and is being restored at 
present within the boundaries of the Qumran community.

I would agree with Fletcher-Louis’s conclusion that

the notion of Adam’s glory is best understood as an affirmation of a particular theologi-
cal anthropology, rooted, not in the Endzeit, but the Urzeit: because the true Israel are 
the true Adam and the Qumran community are the true Israel they possess all that Adam 
possessed before his departure from paradise.41

Yet his interpretation goes too far when, on the basis of 4Q504’s talk of the crea-
tion of Adam in the likeness of God’s glory, he construes the glory of Adam as 
the embodiment of God’s own glory:

it [‘all the glory of Adam’] should also now be read through the lens provided by 4Q504 
frag. 8 where, again in a liturgical context, Adam possesses a glory which is then trans-
ferred to the true Israel. Here (…) it is not simply a human ‘honour’ or ‘dignity’ that is 
in view, but a Glory which is God’s own. The Qumran community believed then, that 
it was their vocation to fulfil the responsibility given to Adam to embody God’s own 
Glory’.42

Here Fletcher-Louis glosses over the fact that 4Q504 does not talk about Adam 
as identical with God’s glory, but as created ‘in the likeness of God’s glory’. He 
allows ‘the likeness of the glory of YHWH’ from Ezek 1.28 – which is certainly 
conflated with Gen 1.26 in 4Q504 – to bear too heavily on the meaning of this 

41 Fletcher-Louis 2002, 97.
42 Ibidem, italics mine.
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fragment so as to point to an ‘ontological affinity between God and his own hu-
manity’, which entails a responsibility ‘to embody God’s own glory’.43 The frag-
ment, however, talks only of fashioning Adam ‘in the likeness of God’s glory’, 
not as its likeness. Although only a small difference, it cautions us against detect-
ing a fully developed ‘divine anthropology’ in the Dead Sea Scrolls.44 Yet there 
is no denying that, in the Dead Sea Scrolls, we have a very interesting reflection 
on the godlikeness of man, which constitutes a further development of that which 
is already entailed in the Priestly Source-type of anthropology and theology that 
lies behind both Gen 1.26 and Ezek 1.26, 28 (see the introduction above). This 
shows the potential of Gen 1.26 for the development of a divine anthropology. It 
is this development, as I shall argue in chap. 2, that gained important momentum 
when it was fused with an independent development in Greek ethics, the notion 
of assimilation to God. When these views met, they forged an impressive syn-
thesis, which seems to have been recognized also on the pagan side, as we shall 
see in due course (see § 2.1.5 below).

(c) 4Q417: Humanity’s formation according to the patterns of the angels

Finally, I wish to draw attention to a passage in 4QInstruction (4Q417) which 
was inspired by Gen 1.26–27. Unlike 4Q504, it does not use the same terminol-
ogy of , ‘likeness’ (4Q504 Frag. 8 4: ‘[… Adam,] our father, you fashioned in 
the likeness ( ) of your glory’), which occurs in Gen 1.26–27. Instead, 4Q417 
uses the terminology of , ‘pattern’:

He gave it [i. e. the vision of the meditation] as an inheritance to Man / Enosh ( ) 
together with a spiritual people ( ). F[o]r according to the pattern ( ) of the 
Holy Ones ( ) is his [i. e. man’s] fashioning ( ). But no more ( ) has 
meditation been given to a (?) fleshly spirit ( ), for it [sc. flesh] knew / knows 
not the difference between [goo]d and evil according to the judgement of its [sp]irit. 
(Frag. 1 i lines 16–18; trans. DJD 34)45

Before briefly commenting on this passage, it should be noted that there is no 
consensus regarding the translation of this text. The meaning of several terms 
and phrases in this short passage is highly debated, especially the meaning and 
reference of  (‘man’ or ‘Enosh’),  (‘spiritual people’),  (‘pattern’; 
‘figure’, ‘image’),  (‘the Holy Ones’),  (‘his fashioning’ or ‘his incli-
nation’, the pronominal suffix referring back to ),  (‘and no more’) 
and  (‘spirit of flesh’). Recently, B. G. Wold has published a monograph 
on 4QInstruction, in which he discusses six different interpretations before giv-

43 Fletcher-Louis 2002, 94 and 97.
44 For the term ‘divine anthropology’, see Fletcher-Louis 2002, 92.
45 For text, translation and commentary of 4Q417, see Strugnell, Harrington, Elgvin & Fitz-

myer 1999 (DJD 34), 143–210: 4QInstructionc, with no relevant changes of frag. 1 i in Tigche-
laar 2001, chap. 4, 51–60 at 52–4.
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ing his own.46 Different decisions about the meaning and reference of some of 
these terms prove to result in radically different understandings of the text as a 
whole.

I shall merely discuss what seems to be the most contentious term in the dis-
cussion, that of , as it will provide an impression of the difficulties involved 
and because its meaning is directly relevant for our topic, answering the ques-
tion who has been created after the pattern of the holy ones. As regards , I 
shall state only, with A. Lange, J. J. Collins and Wold,47 that it refers to angels. 
To be created   means to be created after the pattern of the angels and 
is clearly an interpretation of God’s exhortation in the first person plural in Gen 
1.26: ‘Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image ( ), 
according to our likeness ( )’. Especially since Gen 1.27 subsequently turns 
to the singular form, ‘So God created humankind in his image ( ), in the 
image of God ( ) he created them’, the plural of Gen 1.26 calls for an 
explanation. In a particular reading, the plural is also maintained in Gen 1.27, if 

 is translated as ‘in the image of the gods’, the angels.48 In 4Q417, it 
is not God but the angels who are understood as providing the model after which 

 is created. The main question now is what, in 4Q417, the identity is of this 
, created after the pattern of these angels.

The term  is understood in three different ways:
(a) Some understand it as a reference to Enosh, the son born to Adam and 

Eve’s third son Seth (Gen 4.26); this interpretation – supported by Lange, 
G. J. Brooke and mentioned as a possible translation by D. J. Harrington and J. 
Strugnell in their edition in DJD 3449 – considers the passage as a historical nar-
rative statement about Enosh: ‘Enosh and a spiritual people of that time’.50 Yet, 
as the DJD editors acknowledge, this interpretation is countered by the facts that 
the reader ‘would be completely unprepared for a reference to the individual 
Enosh’; that ‘Enosh’ is not frequent in Qumran literature; and that ‘in general 
proper names are exceedingly rare in 4Q415 ff.’.51

(b) Others take  as a reference to the first man, Adam. This is the position 
defended by Collins and M. J. Goff.52 This interpretation turns the passage into 

46 Wold 2005, § 4.2, 124–49; cf. also § 3.2.6, 97–102 for a first presentation of the frag-
ment.

47 Lange 1995, chap. 2, 45–92 at 86; Collins 1999, 609–18 at 613–14; Wold 2005, 141 and 
145–9. Pace Elgvin 1998, 113–50 at 142, who understands as a reference to the members 
of the Qumran community and as synonymous with , the ‘spiritual people’.

48 Cf. Collins 1999, 615.
49 Lange 1995, 87–8; Brooke 2001, 201–20 at 213; Harrington & Strugnell in Strugnell 1999 

(DJD 34), 155 (trans.), 164–5 (comm.).
50 Wold 2005, 101.
51 Harrington & Strugnell in Strugnell 1999 (DJD 34), 164.
52 Collins 1999, 610–12; Goff, 2003, chap. 3: ‘The “Spiritual People” and the “Fleshly 

Spirit”: The Instruction of 4Q417 1 i 13–18’, 80–126 at 95–9.
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an anthropological statement which expresses a strongly dualistic anthropology 
primarily based on creation: if vision is given to Adam, together with the spir-
itual people, because Adam’s fashioning or inclination is according to the pattern 
of the holy ones, then a dualism is construed between, on the one hand, Adam 
and the spiritual people (the creation of the spiritual people according to the pat-
terns of the holy ones, i. e. the angels, described in Gen 1) and, on the other, the 
spirit of flesh (the second creation from Gen 2). The statement about Adam and 
the spiritual people who have been created after the pattern of the angels is not a 
general anthropological statement but is rather restricted to Adam and the . 
It is not all humanity that is created in the likeness of the angels, but only Adam 
and the spiritual people, as opposed to the , the spirit of flesh. As a result, 
humanity is dualistically divided from the moment of creation. The readers of 
4Q417, then, are invited to share in the pattern of the angels.

This dualism is gleaned by Collins from a parallel in The Tractate of the Two 
Spirits in 1QS where it is said that God ‘created  (‘man’ in the sense of ‘hu-
manity’, or the first man, i. e. Adam) to rule the world and placed within him two 
spirits ( ) so that he would walk until the moment of his visitation’ 
(1QS iii 17–18).53 Collins further supports this dualistic understanding by draw-
ing an analogy with Philo’s supposed dualism, underlying his notion of a double 
creation in Gen 1 en 2. As Collins puts it:

Philo understands the two Adams in his own philosophical framework. The Qumran Sa-
piential text [i. e. 4Q417] understands them as two types of humanity, a spiritual people 
in the likeness of the Holy Ones and a ‘spirit of flesh’. The duality of human existence 
is formulated differently in the Instruction on the Two Spirits in the Community Rule: 
God created ’ěnôš [ ] to rule the world and appointed for him two spirits. The two 
formulations, however, are attempting to express the same conviction, that humanity is 
divided dualistically right from creation.54

In this, Collins is followed by Goff. Like Collins, Goff roots the contrast between 
‘the spiritual people’ and the ‘fleshly spirit’ in 4Q417 in the creation of two dis-
tinct types of people.55 This dualism is based on a particular understanding of 
Gen 1–3 as distinguishing between ‘the god-like Adam of Genesis 1’ and the 
‘Adam made of dust in Genesis 2–3’:

In contrast to the god-like Adam of Genesis 1, Adam in chapters 2–3 is creaturely. 
While Genesis 1.27 emphasizes Adam’s affinity with the divine realm in 2.7 his base 
and earthly nature is stressed: ‘then the Lord God formed man ( ) from the dust of 
the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a liv-
ing being ( )’. (…) The god-like Adam of Genesis 1 corresponds to the ‘spiritual 
people’. The Adam made of dust in Genesis 2–3 accords with the ‘fleshly spirit’. 4QIn-

53 Collins 1999, 616–17.
54 Collins 1997, 123–5 at 124–5; cf. also Collins 1999, 617: ‘As in Philo, the two accounts 

of the creation of Adam are taken to reflect the creation of two different types of humanity’.
55 Goff 2003, § 3.2.4, 94–9.
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struction’s presentation of two different types of humankind appeals to the two contrast-
ing portrayals of Adam in Genesis 1–3.56

Although Goff reckons with the possibility ‘that the author of 4QInstruction did 
not believe that two separate types of humankind were fashioned at creation but 
rather that they became two groups later in time’, a position to be defended by 
Wold and outlined below, Goff considers this to be ‘an interpretative possibil-
ity’ but rules against it in favour of the view that the formation of these types 
is rooted in the creation of humankind.57 Like, Collins, Goff also stresses the 
similarity between 4Q417’s two types of humankind and the ‘double creation’ in 
Philo: ‘Both 4QInstruction and Philo base a dualistic understanding of humanity 
in Gen 1–3’.58 Despite the more philosophical character of Philo’s treatment, this 
similarity is regarded as being so close that Goff suggests ‘that Philo reshapes 
Palestinian sapiential traditions that are attested in 4QInstruction in the light of 
Hellenistic philosophy’.59

In the understanding of both Collins and Goff, the dualism of 4Q417 is based 
on a dual creation of man. Although I shall return below to a criticism of Collins 
and Goff’s dualistic anthropological reading of 4Q417, I shall already point out 
here that it seems wrong to label Philo’s view of a dual creation as dualistic. As 
I shall argue in § 5.1 below, from Philo’s perspective the concrete creation of 
the earthly man in Gen 2 does not stand in dualistic opposition to the idealistic 
fashioning of the heavenly man in Gen 1, but rather constitutes its further reali-
zation. It is only those who sever the link between the heavenly and the earthly 
man and remain content with the latter, distancing themselves from the former, 
who bring about an opposition between two types of man.

(c) A third option, proposed by T. Elgvin, listed by the editors of the DJD and 
further substantiated by Wold, regards  as a reference to man, in the sense of 
‘mankind’, ‘humanity’.60 Unlike the previous option, this understanding implies 
an anthropological statement of general scope, since it is not limited to Adam 
and the , but concerns all humanity. Therefore, this anthropology is not 
dualistic in the sense that ‘humanity is divided dualistically right from creation’ 
(Collins).61 This identification of  with humanity is much more probable. I 
agree with Wold that Collins’s interpretation of  as Adam is unlikely because, 
‘if the author(s) of 4Q417 1 i truly had in mind an allusion to the creation of two 
types of Adam, he would likely have not used such an ambiguous term’.62 Wold 

56 Goff 2003, 98–9.
57 Goff 2003, 99 (italics mine); cf. 95.
58 Goff 2003, § 3.2.5.3, 120–1 at 121.
59 Ibidem.
60 Elgvin 1998, 142–3; Harrington & Strugnell in: Strugnell 1999 (DJD 34), 155 (trans.), 

164–5 (comm.); Wold 2005, §§ 4.2.7–4.2.11, 138–49.
61 Collins 1997, 125.
62 Wold 2005, 131.
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rightly states that 4Q417 1 i ‘does not need to be read as excluding all human-
ity from creation in the likeness of the holy ones’, and asks: ‘Are we to assume 
that those of the second creation, that is a segment of humanity derived from 
earth, were not a part of the first creation (…)?’63 For this reason Wold wishes 
to reconsider the portrayal of two creations as proposed by Collins and Goff. If 

 is more likely to refer to all humanity, the following interpretation of 4Q417 
emerges. Indeed, 4Q417 presents a clear distinction between two peoples, be-
tween the ‘spiritual people’ and the ‘fleshly spirit’ but

the division between the  and humanity is a delineation between a dualism at the 
present time that was not part of primordial creation. Both the original state of creation 
without a division and the present reality of two types of humanity are woven together 
in 4Q417 1 i lines 15–18. The designation ‘fleshly spirit’ is given to those who ‘knew 
not the difference between good and evil’ (l. 17) and for whom revelation is no longer 
available. (…) The creation of all humanity in the image of  and the bequeathing 
of divine revelation to them were followed by a subsequent failure of a segment of hu-
manity to know and adhere to a pursuit of wisdom. The condemnation of this group of 
humanity follows their failure to seek wisdom, the result of which was the loss of access 
to revelation for these people and their designation as the ‘spirit of flesh’.64

This dualism does not reach back to the very moment of creation; it is ‘a dualism 
based upon behaviour and revelation rather than creation’.65 I fully subscribe, 
then, to Wold’s conclusion, against Collins and Goff, that it ‘is not necessary to 
read 4Q417 1 i lines 15–18 dualistically as referring to a “spiritual people” cre-
ated in the likeness of the holy ones and a “fleshly spirit” that is not’.66 Neither 
Philo (as I already suggested above) nor indeed 4Q417 are testimony to a dual-
istic anthropology dating back to creation.

The importance for the topic of this section as a whole is that, according to 
4Q417, it is all humanity that has been formed  , after the pattern of 
the holy ones, the angels. This text shows that, here at least, there is not only a 
connection between man and God, but also between man and angels. Angelol-
ogy and anthropology are intertwined in this text, since God’s exhortation in 
Gen 1.26 – ‘God said, “Let us make humankind in our image ( ), 
according to our likeness ( )”’ – is clearly thought to be addressed to the 
angels: man’s fashioning is ‘according to the pattern of the holy ones’, i. e. the 
angels. Whereas all human beings were created according to the pattern of the 
angels, only the ‘spiritual people’ continue to receive God’s vision, whereas the 
others, those who are called ‘the fleshly spirit’, have ceased to model themselves 
on the angelic pattern after which they were once created.

63 Wold 2005, 133 and 134.
64 Wold 2005, 139–40.
65 Wold 2005, 141; cf. further 146 and 148–9.
66 Wold 2005, 148.
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Unlike 4Q417, the 4Q504 fragment of the Words of the Luminaries, as we 
have seen above (§ 1.1.3 [a]), expressed the idea that humanity was even fash-
ioned in the likeness ( ) of God, of his glory. In this understanding, there is 
not just a similarity between human beings and angels, an angelic anthropology, 
but even a type of divine anthropology. This glorious identity of Adam, ‘all the 
glory of Adam’, as we saw in other Dead Sea Scrolls (§ 1.1.3 [b]), is thought of 
as being re-established within the Qumran community. As has been argued in 
the present section, this community could also regard itself as the spiritual peo-
ple that, siding with Adam, was modelled on the pattern of the angels. For this 
reason, the Dead Sea Scrolls are evidence of both a divine and an angelic anthro-
pology based on Gen 1.26–27.

1.1.4 Anti-idolatrous application: the image of God and other images

A different perspective on the image of God is present in the Sibylline Oracles. 
As we have already seen in the introduction, the original development of the no-
tion of the image of God in the Priestly Source might already have occurred in 
opposition to the images of pagan cult. This contrast also occurs in the Sibylline 
Oracles. It is implicit in the Jewish part of the Sibylline Oracles and is rendered 
explicit in book VIII, which is considered to be of Christian origin. Finally, the 
full consequences of the idea that man is the image of God, and not the idols, 
seem to be drawn in the Life of Adam and Eve (LAE), which is probably also 
Christian. According to LAE, Adam, as God’s image, was the proper object of 
angelic worship. All these interpretations concern the antithesis, whether explicit 
or implicit, between man as the image of God and other (idolatrous) images.

(a) The Sibylline Oracles, book III/II: An implicit antithesis  
in the Jewish material

The contrast between man as God’s image and the images of pagan cult is al-
ready present, albeit in implicit form, at the beginning of book III of the Sibyl-
line Oracles. Neither the date nor the origin of III 1–45 are known, although its 
contents show similarities to Jewish material.67 In a passage denouncing idolatry, 
mankind is addressed as follows:

Men, who have the form which God moulded in his image
( ),
Why do you wander in vain, and not walk the straight path
ever mindful of the immortal creator? (III 8–10)

67 Goodman 1986 a, 639–40 and 630–1. The present introduction to book III (III 1–96) is 
generally thought to derive from the original book II, which is not, however, identical with the 
extant book II.



Chapter 1: The ‘Image of God’ in Ancient Judaism28

As the passage continues by criticizing man-made idols (III 29–35), it is possi-
ble that this sentence hints at an opposition between image and images, although 
here the latter are not called eikones but eidōla, so that a deliberately intended 
antithesis is not clear. Just such an explicit antithesis, however, occurs in book 
VIII.

(b) The Sibylline Oracles, book VIII: An explicit antithesis  
in the Christian material

The following passage in book VIII of the Sibylline Oracles, which is gener-
ally taken to be of Christian origin,68 is highly relevant. The passage is part of a 
denunciation of idolatry (8.359–428) spoken by God himself, and develops an 
explicit antithesis between the images ( ) used in pagan idolatry and man, 
as God’s image ( ):

Godless ones also call their images ( ) gods,
abandoning the Creator, thinking to have
all hope and life from them. Trusting
in dumb and speechless things with evil result, they are ignorant of good end.
I myself proposed two ways, of life and death,
And proposed to the judgment to choose good life.
But they turned eagerly to death and eternal fire.
Man is my image ( ), having right reason.  
(VIII 395–402)

Here, we encounter an explicit opposition between man, as God’s proper image, 
and the other idolatrous images which, I believe, is the same as that already 
found within the Jewish scriptures (see the introduction above).69 As I have sug-
gested, God’s image is contrasted with the images of pagan cults in the Priestly 
Source. This contrast occurred in an implicit form already in the Jewish material 
of Book III / II of the Sibylline Oracles, but is now rendered explicit.

(c) The Life of Adam and Eve

The fullest, most radical consequence of this reflection on man as the image of 
God seems to be drawn in the Life of Adam and Eve (LAE).70 The Jewish ori-
gins of this apocryphon are increasingly questioned and the writing is probably 
Christian.71 According to LAE, if Adam is the true image of God, he constitutes 
the proper object of worship, not by fellow human beings, but by the angels. In 

68 See Goodman 1986 a, 645.
69 This similarity is also noted by Kutsko 2000 a, 134 n49.
70 A synopsis of the various versions (Greek, Latin, Armenian, Georgian and Slavonic) is 

presented, with translation, in Anderson & Stone 1999.
71 See De Jonge 2003, chap. 12, 181–200: ‘The Christian Origin of the Greek Life of Adam 

and Eve’; and Davila 2005, 232–3. But cf. Vermes & Goodman 1987 a, 758–9, who defend the 
Jewishness of the original work and assume a dating in the first or early second century AD.
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LAE, the phrase ‘image of God’ becomes wholly identical with Adam. The re-
mark of Gen 1.26 that Adam is created in the image and after the likeness of God 
is passed over in silence. Adam simply is God’s image and, within this mind-set, 
he is the object of worship by the angels. In the Latin version of LAE, Satan gives 
Adam the following account of his expulsion from heaven:

13.1 The devil replied, ‘Adam, what are you telling me? It is because of you that I 
have been thrown out of there. 2 When you were created, I was cast out from the 
presence of God and was sent out from the fellowship of the angels. 3 When God 
blew into you the breath of life and your face and likeness were made in the image 
of God (et factus est vultus et similitudo tua ad imaginem dei), Michael brought you 
and made (us) worship you in the sight of God, and the LORD God said, “Behold 
Adam! I have made you in our image and likeness (ad imaginem et similitudinem 
nostram).”

14.1 And Michael went out and called all the angels, saying, “Worship the image of 
the LORD God (adorate imaginem domini dei), as the LORD God has instructed.” 
2 And Michael himself worshipped first, and called me and said, “Worship the image 
of God, Yahweh (adora imaginem dei Jehova).” 3 And I answered, “I do not worship 
Adam.” And when Michael kept forcing me to worship, I said to him, “Why do you 
compel me? I will not worship one inferior and subsequent to me. I am prior to him 
in creation; before he was made, I was already made. He ought to worship me.”

15.1 When they heard this, other angels who were under me refused to worship him. 
2 And Michael asserted, “Worship the image of God (adora imaginem dei). But if 
now you will not worship, the LORD God will be wrathful with you.” 3 And I said, 
“If he be wrathful with me, I will set my throne above the stars of heaven and will 
be like the Most High.”’ (LAE – Vita 13.1–15.3)

Whereas the devil and God are still quoted as saying, respectively, that God has 
made Adam’s face and likeness ‘in the image of God’ and that ‘I’, God, ‘have 
made you [Adam] in our image and likeness’ (13.3), Michael takes Adam to 
be ‘the image of the LORD God’ and commands all the angels to worship this 
image (14.1–2; 15.2).

Levison is probably correct when he also deduces from LAE 13 that the nature 
of the ‘image of God’ is physical here:

the imago dei is the visible image of God in Adam, as the author’s adaptation of Gen 
1.27 and 2.7 reveals. (…) The inbreathing (Gen 2.7) is the act by which Adam became 
God’s image (Gen 1.27). The image itself consists of physical similarity to God. The 
‘man’ does not become a ‘living being’ (MT and LXX); according to Vita his face and 
likeness take on the image of God.72

This view is unique to the Latin version. The passage is altogether absent from 
the Greek and Slavonic versions. The relevant part of the parallel passage in the 
Armenian version runs as follows: ‘God said to Michael: “Behold I have made 

72 Levison 1988, 177–8 at 178. 
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Adam in the likeness of my image”’, leaving out the reference to Adam’s face. 
The Georgian version, however, does refer to Adam’s face, but as part of a par-
aphrase of Gen 2.7 (‘the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, 
and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life’): ‘when God breathed a spirit 
onto your face, you had the image and likeness of divinity’. Thus the view that 
Adam’s face and likeness have been made in the image of God is unique to the 
Latin version.73

D. Steenburg, too, proposes a physical interpretation of God’s image in this 
passage:

the use of ‘face’ in this passage is an irregular departure from the standard idiom of 
‘image’, a departure occasioned by the concern to relate God’s image in Adam directly 
to his physical shape or visible appearance (…). ‘Image’ is somewhat general and 
ambiguous with regard to the nature of the representation; the imago dei is generally 
applicable to all human beings in Vit. Ad. ‘Face’ relates more specifically to physical, 
visual appearance.74

If indeed ‘the image is actually the physical representation of God’,75 then this 
view is similar to other physical interpretations of the ‘image of God’ (see, for 
a more detailed discussion, § 1.1.7 below). At the same time, the explicit state-
ment that this likeness between God and man concerns the face is remarkably 
similar to a particular view on the divine and human face in 2 Enoch, where it 
serves as the basis for a universalistic ethic focused on ‘the face of the other’ 
(see § 1.1.5 below).

According to the Latin version of LAE, the fact that Adam is the image of God 
which, at the command of Michael, is therefore to be worshipped by all the an-
gels constitutes the reason for Satan’s disobedience and subsequent fall. When 
Satan refuses to worship someone who is ‘inferior and subsequent’ to him and 
threatens to revolt against God and to become like him, he is cast down from 
heaven. Levison rightly concludes that the ‘imago dei is extremely important for 
the author of Vita because it is the basis for Satan’s enmity against the human 
race’.76

Later in the Latin version of LAE, the motif of Satan’s refusal to worship 
Adam reoccurs when Satan attacks Seth and is cursed for it by Seth’s mother, 
Eve: ‘Cursed beast! How is it that you were not afraid to throw yourself at the 
image of God, but have dared to attack it?’ (LAE – Vita 37.3). In this case, Satan’s 
subjection to man is emphasized even more strongly in the parallel passage in 
the Greek LAE: ‘O you evil beast, do you not fear to attack the image of God? 
(…) How did you not remember your subjection, for you were once subjected 

73 For translations of the versions, see Anderson & Stone 1999, 16E.
74 Steenburg 1990, 96–7.
75 Thus Levison 1988, 185.
76 Ibidem.
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to the image of God?’ (LAE – Apocalypse 10.3). Seth, too, addresses the beast 
and says:

‘May the LORD God rebuke you. Stop; be quiet; close your mouth, cursed enemy 
of truth, chaotic destroyer. Stand back from the image of God until the day when 
the LORD God shall order you to be brought to judgment’. And the beast said to 
Seth, ‘See, I stand back from the presence of the image of God, as you have said’. 
Immediately he left Seth, who was wounded by (his) teeth. (LAE – Vita 39.1–3 = 
Apocalypse 12.1–2)

The passage shows that it is not just Adam but his youngest son Seth, too, who 
represents the image of God. As Levison notes, ‘The imago dei belongs to Seth, 
and the author intends the reader to infer that all humanity “until the day of judg-
ment” possesses the image as well’.77

In the Greek LAE, Adam’s identity as God’s image is also reason for the angels 
to plead for God’s mercy on Adam after his transgression:

And the angels fell down and worshipped God, crying out and saying, ‘Holy Jael, 
forgive, for he is your image, and the work of your (holy hands)’. (LAE – Apoca-
lypse 33.5)78

The continuation of this passage suggests that this image is understood in a phys-
ical sense as Eve draws Seth’s attention to the body of his father in heaven:

She said to him: ‘Look up with your eyes and see the seven heavens opened, and see 
with your eyes how the body of your father lies on its face, and all the holy angels are 
with him, praying for him and saying, ‘Forgive him, O Father of all, for he is your 
image’. (LAE – Apocalypse 35.2)

As far as the intercession for God’s image is concerned, the Greek LAE very 
much resembles 4 Ezra, where we have seen that Ezra intercedes for mankind 
because man ‘has been formed by your hands and is called your own image be-
cause he is made like you’ (8.44; see § 1.1.2 [b] above).79

Although LAE is probably Christian, the motifs of the exaltation of Adam and 
of the command to worship him do also occur in Jewish literature80. Despite the 
fact that this Jewish literature is probably later than LAE, this does suggest that 
the motif is already Jewish and that the Christian author of LAE did not invent 
this topic, but drew on existing Jewish traditions to this effect. This remarkable 
view – that Adam, in his capacity as the image of God, was to be worshipped 
as an idol by angels – could be taken as the most radical consequence of the 
extraordinary position accorded to man in the Priestly Source, and of a kind of 

77 Ibidem.
78 Cf. Levison 1988, 171–3.
79 This congruence between LAE and 4 Ezra has also been noticed by Levison 1988, 186.
80 For these traditions, see Anderson 2000. Cf. Orlov 2005, 220 n35; Fletcher-Louis 2002, 

99.
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divine anthropology also expressed in the Dead Sea Scrolls.81 It highlights the 
potential of a divine anthropology already implicit in the view of the Priestly 
Source that man, as a living being, fulfils the role of the image of God. Accord-
ing to Schüle, this way of thinking in P differed greatly from common Ancient 
Near Eastern views on the relation between human beings and cultic images. 
According to Schüle,

The cultic image is in fact the medium of manifest divine presence and action in the 
world and as such part of the divine person. It is, to put it pointedly, ‘god on earth’. Ac-
cording to a common motif of ancient mythology, human beings are destined to serve 
the gods who are present in the form of their images. P, however, takes a different ap-
proach. Adam (…) does not occur in the role of a servant but is himself associated with 
the image. It is not for ‘pragmatic’ reasons that humans are created, they rather assume 
divine dignity in that they represent God in the created world as the cultic image would 
do.82

Against this background, LAE’s notion of Adam being worshipped by angels is 
less surprising than it appears at first sight.

1.1.5 A particular ethical understanding of the ‘image of God’: 2 Enoch

A distinctively ethical interpretation of the ‘image of God’ is characteristic of 
2 Enoch. Although there is no consensus about 2 Enoch with regard to its ori-
gins, its date, or its contents in its first published form,83 it seems probable that it 
is Christian, as I shall point out again below. In 2 Enoch, the image of God pro-
vides the foundational notion for ethics. Enoch teaches his sons that it is forbid-
den to insult fellow human beings because man has been created ‘in a facsimile 
of God’s face’:

The LORD with his own two hands created mankind; in a facsimile of his own face, 
both small and great, the LORD created them. And whoever insults a person’s face, 
insults the face of a king, and treats the face of the LORD with repugnance. He who 
treats with contempt the face of any person treats the face of the LORD with con-
tempt. (44.1–3)

The term ‘image’ has here been replaced with ‘face’. In the preceding chapter, 
Enoch has just pointed to the many differences which distinguish one man from 
another:

For, just as one year is more honourable than another year, ‘so one person is more 
honourable than another person’ – some because of much property; some again be-
cause of wisdom of the heart; some again because of singular intelligence; some 
again because of craftiness; some again because of silence of the lips; some again 

81 Cf., but differently, Fletcher-Louis 2002, 99–101.
82 Schüle 2005, 6.
83 Andersen 1992, 520–1. But cf. Vermes & Goodman 1987 b, 747–9, favouring a Jewish 

origin and complying with a dating in the first century AD.
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because of purity; some again because of strength; some again because of handsome 
appearance; some again because of youth; some again because of a penetrating mind; 
some again because of bodily appearance; some again because of abundant feelings. 
(2 En 43.2)

Despite these profound dissimilarities between human beings, 2 Enoch detects a 
common denominator in their being created in a facsimile of God’s face, regard-
less of whether they are small or great (44.1). This stress on God’s creation of 
man ‘in a facsimile of his own face’ is remarkably similar to the Latin version of 
the Life of Adam and Eve which states that man’s ‘face and likeness were made 
in the image of God ’ (LAE – Vita 13.3; see § 1.1.4 [c] above). Yet in 2 Enoch the 
author draws important ethical conclusions from this fact. This is reminiscent 
of the ethical connotations of the notion of the image of God in Gen 9.6, where 
murder is prohibited because man has been created ‘in the image of God’.

In 2 Enoch, the replacement of ‘image’ with ‘face’ seems a deliberate attempt 
to personalize the language of Gen 1.26. A shorter passage about the image of 
God near the end of 2 Enoch does read ‘image’:

And after all that he created man according to his image, and put in him eyes to see, 
ears to hear, heart to think, and reason to argue. (65.2)84

By substituting ‘face’ for ‘image’ in 44.1–3, the author lays the basis for a 
practical and universalistic system of ethics which reads, as it were, as a con-
tracted, ancient version of the ethical phenomenology of the Jewish philosopher 
Emmanuel Lévinas, with its emphasis on ‘the face of the other’ (‘le visage de 
l’autre’). However, it seems likely that this notion of God’s face being reflected 
in the face of the other is Christian, and has patristic overtones. During the An-
thropomorphite Controversy of 399 AD, for instance, the Patriarch Theophilus of 
Alexandria successfully addressed an angry mob of ascetics, who held strongly 
anthropomorphic views of God, as follows: ‘In seeing you, I behold the face of 
God’ –  (Socrates, Historia Ecclesias-
tica VI.7.22; cf. Sozomen, Historia Ecclesiastica VIII.11.3).85

There is also a close analogy in the 2 nd/3 rd cent. AD Aristotelian commentator 
Alexander of Aphrodisias. Commenting on a passage in Aristotle’s Metaphysics 
(1074 b1–14), Alexander writes that

wanting to turn men from beating one another (
), they [i. e. the forefathers, the myth-makers] 

have made the gods in the form of man ( ), 
intimating in this way that he who beats a fellow human being beats and insults wan-
tonly the divine form: 

84 This is the text of the shorter recension. The longer recension reads: ‘he constituted man 
in his own form, in accordance with a similarity’.

85 See Golitzin 1998. On the discussion about the image of God in this controversy, see 
Gould 1992.
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. (Alexander of Aphrodisias, In Aristotelis metaphysica 
commentaria 710, trans. mine; cf. also § 1.2.4 below)

Just as the author of 2 Enoch argues that, because God created mankind ‘in a 
facsimile of his own face (…) whoever insults a person’s face insults the face 
of a king, and treats the face of the LORD with repugnance’, in the same way 
Alexander states that ‘he who beats a fellow human being beats and insults wan-
tonly the divine form ( )’. However, the analogy between 2 Enoch 
and the statement of Theophilus of Alexandria is closer, inasmuch both use the 
term ‘face’.

The author of 2 Enoch also emphasizes that, by being endowed with invisible 
and visible substances, man outshines all other creatures. He is created of seven 
visible components:

his flesh from earth; his blood from dew and from the sun; his eyes from the bot-
tomless sea; his bones from stone; his reason from the mobility of angels and from 
clouds; his veins and hair from grass of the earth; his spirit from my spirit and from 
wind. (30.8)

In addition, man has also received seven invisible properties: hearing, sight, 
smell, touch, taste, endurance and sweetness (30.9). This inspires the author to 
write the following poem, in which the word ‘image’ surfaces again:

From invisible and visible substances I created man.
From both his natures come both death and life.
And (as my) image he knows the word like (no) other creature.
But even at his greatest he is small,
And again at his smallest he is great. (30.10)

This figure is indeed incomparable to all other existing creatures:

And on the earth I assigned him to be a second angel, honoured and great and glori-
ous. And I assigned him to be a king, to reign [on] the earth, [and] to have my wis-
dom. And there was nothing comparable to him on the earth, even among my crea-
tures that exist. (30.11–12)

A. A. Orlov has recently argued that Enoch, the nominal author of 2 Enoch, 
portrays himself as the new Adam, inasmuch as he, Enoch, is clothed with the 
clothes of God’s glory.86 This theory is a convincing one. In 2 Enoch 22, God 
gives Michael the following command:

‘Go, and extract Enoch from [his] earthly clothing. And anoint him with my delight-
ful oil, and put him into the clothes of my glory’. And so Michael did just as the 
LORD had said to him. He anointed me and he clothed me. And the appearance of 
that oil is greater than the greatest light, and its ointment is like sweet dew, and its 

86 See Orlov 2005, chap. 5: ‘Adamic Polemics in 2 Enoch’, esp. 219–22: ‘Angelic Venera-
tion’ and 227–9: ‘The Motif of the Divine Face’.
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fragrance myrrh; and it is like the rays of the glittering sun. And I looked at myself, 
and I had become like one of his glorious ones, and there was no observable differ-
ence. (22.8–10)

Enoch has ‘become like his glorious ones’, i. e. the angels. Adam, too, is an 
angelic being; he is called God’s ‘second angel’ (30.11). By becoming like the 
angels, Enoch also enters into a kind of competition with the angelic Adam. No 
difference remains between the newly dressed Enoch and the angels: ‘and I had 
become like one of his glorious ones, and there was no observable difference’ 
(22.10). If this interpretation is correct and Enoch is portrayed as being trans-
formed into a new Adam, then Enoch’s adoption of the ‘glory of Adam’ is far 
more exclusive than the comparable adornment of the members of the Qumran 
community with the glory of Adam, which we have studied above (see § 1.1.3 
above). There, the bestowal of ‘all the glory of Adam’ is not confined to one fig-
ure, but destined for all the members of the community. However, the ethics of 
2 Enoch are not restricted in scope, but based on a far-reaching application of the 
notion of God’s image or face to the field of universal ethics.

1.1.6 A spiritual / intellectual understanding of the ‘image of God’

Already earlier above, we have seen glimpses of a spiritual or intellectual under-
standing of the ‘image of God’. I shall briefly summarize the relevant passages 
in Sirach and in the Qumranic writing Words of the Luminaries (4QWords of the 
Luminariesa), before tracing the full development of this interpretation.

(a) Sirach

Although Sirach seems at first sight to remain very close to the text of Gen 1 in 
its emphasis on man’s dominion over the rest of creation (see § 1.1.1 [a] above), 
at the same time there is an intimation that the image of God has something to 
do with the ‘knowledge and understanding’ with which God has filled human 
beings: (17.7; no extant Hebrew text). 
A very similar impression is conveyed in the Words of the Luminaries.

(b) 4Q504

As we have seen above, the Words of the Luminaries contains the only literal ref-
erence to the image and likeness of God in the Dead Sea Scrolls (see § 1.1.3 [a] 
above). According to 4Q504, man was created ‘in the likeness of God’s glory’. 
Despite its fragmentary state, this writing suggests that this likeness concerns 
‘knowledge and understanding’: ‘[… a breath of life] you blew into his nostril, 
and intelligence and knowledge […]’ (4Q504 frag. 8 5). This is very similar to 
what we find in Sirach 17.7. Yet this spiritual or intellectual colouring of the 
image of God occurs more explicitly in other writings of Second Temple Juda-
ism and continues to manifest itself in Christian writings.
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(c) The Wisdom of Solomon

The Wisdom of Solomon reveals a clearly spiritual, intellectual interpretation of 
the ‘image of God’. Despite some debate about its origins, the writing is prob-
ably Jewish and is regarded as dating from between 200 BC and 50 AD.87 Hav-
ing explained, at the beginning of his work, that God intended human beings for 
immortality (1.12–15), the author quotes the speech of a materialist, who argues, 
among other things, that death is the end of existence (1.16–2.24). According to 
the author, however, this is contradicted by the fact that man has been made in 
the image of God’s eternity:

Thus they reasoned, but they were led astray, for their wickedness blinded them, and 
they did not know the secret purposes of God, nor hoped for the wages of holiness, 
nor discerned the prize for blameless souls; for God created us for immortality, and 
made us in the image of his own eternity. (2.21–23)

In his opposition to materialists, the author of the Wisdom of Solomon regards the 
immortality of the soul as a consequence of man’s creation in God’s image. As 
Levison points out, the author not only argues against his Epicurean opponents 
that immortality is accessible to humans, but also ‘betrays his adoption of Greco-
Roman anthropology when he states that the soul alone is capable of procuring 
immortality by living a holy life (2.22 c; 3.1)’.88 A similar Greek view, connect-
ing the ‘image’ with the soul, is taken in Pseudo-Phocylides.

(d) Pseudo-Phocylides

It might well be that the Sentences of Pseudo-Phocylides are not the work of a 
Jew, but of a God-fearer with Jewish inclinations.89 The context in which the 
author discusses the image of God is remarkable. In his attack on the anatomi-
cal dissection of corpses, Pseudo-Phocylides urges that the remains of the de-
parted be left undisturbed, and suggests that the fate of their souls is far more 
important:

Do not dig up the grave of the deceased, nor expose to the sun
What may not be seen, lest you stir up divine anger.
It is not good to dissolve the human frame;
For we hope that the remains of the departed will soon come to light (again)
out of the earth; and afterwards they will become gods.
For the souls remain unharmed among the deceased.
For the spirit is a loan of God to mortals, and (his) image.
For we have a body out of earth, and when afterwards we are resolved again into 
earth
We are but dust; and then the air has received our spirit. (ll. 100–108)

87 On the debatable Jewish origins of the Wisdom of Solomon, see Davila 2005, 219–25. On 
matters of dating, see Goodman 1986 b.

88 Cf. Levison 1988, 50–1 at 51; cf. 52, 54, 61.
89 Cf. Davila 2005, 36–7, 232, 234.
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Like in the Wisdom of Solomon, the image of God is related to man’s soul. Inter-
estingly, it is in opposition to other world-views and practices – materialism in 
the Wisdom of Solomon, the practice of dissection in Pseudo-Phocylides – that 
the image of God acquires a Hellenistic interpretation and points to the soul’s 
ultimate identity. Whereas the Jewish origins of The Wisdom of Solomon may 
be debatable, and Pseudo-Phocylides may be of God-fearing rather than Jewish 
background, Philo of Alexandria provides abundant proof that Jews could sub-
scribe to a spiritual, intellectual interpretation of the ‘image of God’. Philo’s evi-
dence will not be presented here, but is the subject of § 1.2. Yet it is important to 
stress here that there are firmly Jewish examples of an intellectual understanding 
of God, because the next writings to be discussed, known as the Hellenistic Syna-
gogal Prayers, are probably not Jewish but Christian. Philo, thus, is evidence that 
Jews were familiar with a spiritual interpretation of God’s image, as Sirach (see 
§ 1.1.6 [a] above) and 4Q504 (see § 1.1.6 [b] above) perhaps also suggest.

(e) The Hellenistic Synagogal Prayers

The work known as the Hellenistic Synagogal Prayers also contains a spiritual 
or intellectual understanding of the ‘image of God’. Yet these prayers, which are 
found in Book VII and VIII of the fourth-century AD Apostolic Constitutions, are 
best taken as Christian; it seems too speculative to argue that these prayers, now 
interspersed in a Christian liturgy, are remnants of Jewish synagogal prayers.90 In 
a prayer that meditates upon God’s manifold creative power, Gen 1.26 is quoted 
and subsequently explained:

And the goal of the creative work – the rational living creature, the world citizen – 
having given order by your Wisdom, you created, saying, ‘Let us make man accord-
ing to our image and likeness’; having declared him a (micro-)cosm of the cosmos, 
having formed for him the body out of the four elements; 21 and having prepared 
for him the soul out of non-being, and having given to him fivefold perception, and 
having placed over the perceptions a mind, the holder of the reins of the soul. (Hell. 
Syn. Prayers III [Apostolic Constitutions 7.34.1–8] 18–21; OTP, vol. 2, 678–80)

The image of God is associated with the soul or, even more specifically, with the 
‘mind, the holder of the reins of the soul’. This passage is closely paralleled by 
the following passage from another prayer, which is a prayer of praise to God and 
rehearses the grounds in creation which make such praise fitting for man:

And you not only made the world, but you also made the world citizen in it, declar-
ing him (to be) a (micro-)cosm of the cosmos. For you said by your Wisdom: ‘Let us 
make man according to our image, and according to (our) likeness; and let him rule 
the fish of the sea, and the winged birds of the heaven’. Therefore also you have made 
him out of immortal soul, and out of a body that may be scattered; the one indeed out 

90 For a discussion of the Jewish origins of some prayers, see D. A. Fiensy in OTP, vol. 2, 
671–3. For the Greek text of the Constitutiones Apostolorum, see Metzger 1985–1987.
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of that which is not, but the other out of the four elements. And you have indeed given 
to him, with reference to the soul, rational discrimination, distinguishing of piety and 
impiety, observation of right and wrong. While with reference to the body, you have 
given (him) five senses, and the movement involving change of place. (Hell. Syn. 
Prayers XII [Apostolic Constitutions 8.12.6–27] 35–40; OTP, vol. 2, 690–94)

This stress on ‘rational discrimination’ (XII 39) as a characteristic of the image of 
God is also similar, for instance, to what we have seen in the Sibylline Oracles, 
book VIII (of Christian origin) where, in opposition to the idolatrous images of 
the gods, man is called God’s image because he has right reason: ‘Man is my 
image, having right reason: ’ 
(VIII 402; see § 1.1.4 [b] above).

Although these prayers in the Apostolic Constitutions are unlikely to be of 
Jewish origin, their contents very much resemble the kind of reflection on the 
image of God present in the Wisdom of Solomon, the Sentences of Pseudo-
Phocylides and the writings of Philo, an understanding which is influenced by 
the Greek concept of soul and mind. It seems, however, that an increasingly intel-
lectual interpretation of the image of God also gave rise to a counter-movement, 
as we shall see in the following section.

1.1.7 A bodily understanding of the ‘image of God’

It is important to note that, concomitantly with the rise of a spiritual or intellec-
tual interpretation of the ‘image of God’, we discern a kind of counter-movement 
which stresses the bodily, physical nature of this image. It is perhaps also note-
worthy that, at present, this opposing view can only be detected in what are likely 
to be Christian, not Jewish writings.

(a) Life of Adam and Eve and 2 Enoch

Before adducing new instances of physical interpretations of the ‘image of God’, 
I shall first refer back to what might be a physical understanding of God’s image 
in the Life of Adam and Eve, which is most probably a Christian text. As we have 
seen above, according to scholars such as Levison and Steenburg (§ 1.1.4 [c] 
above), the view that man’s ‘face and likeness were made in the image of God’ 
(LAE – Vita 13.3) should be understood in a physical way. If this is correct, then 
it holds true also for 2 Enoch’s belief that man was created by God ‘in a fac-
simile of his own face’ (44.1), and for his stress on the correspondence between 
the human and the divine face (44.2–3; see § 1.1.5 above). This correspondence 
then is, in some sense, physical although it is almost metaphorical and designed 
as the basis for a universalistic ethic which forbids harming the divine dignity of 
the other’s face. Compared to 2 Enoch, a physical interpretation of the ‘image of 
God’ in the Latin version of LAE is more cogent. In the Greek version, a similar 
physical understanding seems to surface in a passage in which Eve draws her 
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son Seth’s attention to the body of Adam which lies in heaven, face-down, while 
angels implore God to forgive him because he is God’s image (LAE – Apocalypse 
35.2; see § 1.1.4 [c] above).

(b) Sibylline Oracles, books I and VIII

An instance of a bodily understanding of the ‘image of God’ might be present 
in book I of the Sibylline Oracles, which is probably Christian in origin.91 In a 
retelling of the creation account, the author writes:

And then later he again fashioned an animate object,
Making a copy from his own image ( ), youthful man,
Beautiful, wonderful. (I 22–24)

The passage is merely a short paraphrase of Gen 1.26–27, but by adding man’s 
youthful, beautiful, wonderful qualities, the author may imply that he under-
stands this image first and foremost in a bodily sense. A similar bodily colouring 
of the image of God might also be present in a paraphrase of Gen 1.26 in book 
VIII, which is also of Christian origin. In this paraphrase the author uses the word 

instead of :

Look, let us make a man like in all respects to our
form, and let us give him the life-supporting breath to have.

Though he is mortal all the things of the world will serve him;
When he is fashioned of clay we will subject all things to him

. (VIII 442–445)

This talk of man being made wholly like God in form suggests that a physical 
understanding of God’s image is at play,92 just as might be the case in I 22–24. 
This bodily understanding comes to the fore explicitly in two other writings.

(c) The Testament of Naphtali

The Testament of Naphtali is one of the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs and 
is probably to be considered as a Christian text.93 The contents relevant to the 
discussion of the ‘image of God’ are characteristic of the Testament of Naphtali 
as contained in the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs and do not occur in other 
writings attributed to Naphtali, such as the medieval Hebrew writing attributed to 

91 See Goodman 1986 a, 645.
92 Cf. Steenburg 1990, 97. I disagree with him, however, that  takes on the meaning 

of ‘serve’ in the sense of religious service and worship, thus rendering Adam into an object of 
worship as in the Life of Adam and Eve (see § 1.4 [c] above). Rather has the meaning 
of ‘to be subject to’ (LSJ 1032 s. v. ), as it runs parallel with the notion that all things 
are subjected by God to man in the following line (VIII 445).

93 See De Jonge 1953; De Jonge 2003, part two, 71–177; and Davila 2005, 5, 232.
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him, the Hebrew Testament of Naphtali,94 or the Testament of Naphtali attested in 
4Q215 among the Dead Sea Scrolls.95 The latter two writings are irrelevant for 
the passage on the image of God in the Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs.96

Taking its departure from Jacob’s blessing of Naphtali in Gen 49.21 – 
‘Naphtali is a hind let loose that bears lovely fawns’ – the testament elaborates 
on it in the following manner:

Since I was light on my feet like a deer, my father, Jacob, appointed me for all mis-
sions and messages, and as a deer he blessed me. For just as a potter knows the pot, 
how much it holds, and brings clay for it accordingly, so also the Lord forms the body 
in correspondence to the spirit (

, and instils the spirit corresponding to the power of the body. And 
from one to the other there is no discrepancy, not so much as a third of a hair, for all 
the creation of the Most High was according to height, measure, and standard. And 
just as the potter knows the use of each vessel and to what it is suited, so also the 
Lord knows the body, to what extent it will persist in goodness, and when it will be 
dominated by evil. For there is no form ( , ‘anything formed or moulded’) 
or conception which the Lord does not know (

) since he created every being according to his 
own image ( ). (Testaments of the 
Twelve Patriarchs – Naphtali 2.1–5)

This passage suggests there is a close correlation between body and soul: ‘the 
Lord forms the body in correspondence to the spirit, and instils the spirit corre-
sponding to the power of the body. And from one to the other there is no discrep-
ancy, not so much as a third of a hair’ (2.2–3). In the case of Naphtali, his bodily 
features (‘I was light on my feet like a deer’) make him suitable for ‘missions 
and messages’. This is taken as an argument for something like physiognomics. 
Such physiognomic views are well-attested in Jewish texts, including the Dead 
Sea Scrolls, and also occur several times in the Testaments of the Twelve Patri-
archs.97 The outward appearance of a human being reflects his inner character 
because of the correspondence ( ) between body and soul. Remarkably, 
this correspondence is not the likeness between God and man, as in Gen 1.26–
27, but the way in which the body corresponds to the soul: 

 (2.2).

94 For the ‘Hebrew Testament of Naphtali’, see Charles 1908 a, 239–44: ‘Appendix II: Late 
Hebrew Testament of Naphtali’ (text in Hebrew); and, for a translation, Charles 1908 b, 221–7: 
‘Appendix I: Translation of a Late Hebrew Testament of Naphtali, Which Contains Fragments 
of the Original Testament’.

95 For 4Q215 Testament of Naphtali, see M. E. Stone in Brooke 1996 (DJD 22), 73–82; dis-
cussion in Stone 1996.

96 Cf. Korteweg 1975; Hollander & De Jonge 1985, 296–7: ‘Note on Hebrew T. Naphtali’.
97 Popović 2007. On physiognomy in the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, see Popović 

2007, 288–90. The physiognomic nature of the passage in the Testament of Naphtali goes un-
noticed in Hollander & De Jonge 1985, 303.
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According to the author, this correspondence varies from person to person and 
is due to God’s intimate fore-knowledge of man (2.4 b–5 a) because ‘he created 
every being according to his own image’ (2.4–5). It almost seems as if ‘according 
to his own image’ here does not refer only to God himself, but also, simultane-
ously, to the particular image of each individual man, so that God could arrange 
the way his body and soul correspond: ‘he created every man according to the 
image of himself ’, i. e. of man himself. God is able to do so because he knows the 
form (  of the body98 (2.5 a ; cf. 2.4 b ‘the Lord knows the body’) 
and the conception (the degree to which the body will be the site of goodness or 
evil, 2.5 a + 4 b) which men, in their bodily existence, will possess (2.4–5). Just 
as the ‘likeness’ of Gen 1.26 appears to be the likeness between body and soul, 
so the ‘image’ seems to be the (ethical) use made by man of his body.

As regards the rationale underlying this passage, M. Popović notes that this 
particular

understanding of the connection between body and soul could have been suggested by 
a reading of the second creation narrative where God after having formed man from 
the dust of the earth instils the breath of life in man by which he becomes a living being 
(Gen 2.7). Perhaps this verse prompted the theological justification given by the Tes-
tament of Naphtali for the correspondence between body and spirit as being in resem-
blance to each other.99

At the same time, however, according to Popović, this ‘articulated mutual rela-
tionship between body and spirit (…) is remarkably similar to the basic premise 
governing Greco-Roman physiognomics’.100 The physiognomic interpretation 
of Gen 1.26 in the Testament of Naphtali comes close to an understanding of the 
image in terms of the body.

(d) The Testament of Isaac

A similarly physical understanding of the ‘image of God’ is found in the Testa-
ment of Isaac, the second part of the Testament of the Three Patriarchs, which 
is late in date and again probably of Christian origin. In it, the image is identi-
fied with the body, and not with the soul, even though the latter concept does 
occur in the text. The relevant scene described in the Testament of Isaac bears a 
resemblance to the narrative of Genesis 49, where Jacob, having been reunited 
with Joseph in Egypt, delivers his farewell speech to his sons and requests them 
not to bury him in Egypt, but to take his body back with them and bury it in the 
grave of his forefathers (Gen 49.29–31). This narrative now seems to be pro-
jected back onto the figure of Isaac who, on his deathbed, requested something 

 98 The term  means ‘anything formed or moulded, image, figure’ and, in PMag.Par. 
I.212, stands for the body, as fashioned by the Creator (LSJ 1412 s. v. .

 99 Popović 2007, 107.
100 Popović 2007, 289, with reference to Pseudo-Aristotle, Physiognomonica.
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similar. Although Isaac does not request the transferral of his body from a foreign 
land, the favour which he explicitly asks concerning the care of his body after 
death is reminiscent of Genesis 49:

And our father Isaac said, ‘Jacob, my beloved son, keep my injunction which I lay 
down today that you preserve my body. Do not profane the image of God by how you 
treat it; for the image of man was made like the image of God; and God will treat you 
accordingly at the time when you meet him and see him face to face. He is the first 
and the last, as the prophets have said’. When Isaac had said this, the Lord took his 
soul from his body and it was white as snow. (6.33–7.1)

This passage offers a remarkably explicit interpretation of the image of God in 
bodily terms. If Isaac’s body is not preserved, the image of God will be profaned 
by this lack of respectful treatment: ‘Do not profane the image of God by how 
you treat it’ (6.34 a). In substantiating his request, Isaac also uses the term ‘the 
image of man’, almost as if it is a substantivized cast of God’s image: ‘the image 
of man was made like the image of God’ (6.34 b). Respect for this bodily image 
is so important that God’s final judgement also concerns its treatment, and con-
sequently the readers are warned that God will treat them accordingly (6.34 c). 
It is not clear what the author has in mind when Isaac is said to ask: ‘keep my 
injunction which I lay down today that you preserve my body’ (6.33). In view of 
a dating of the Testament of Isaac to the period after at least 200 AD, one could 
perhaps think of the burial practice which many Jews had adopted since the mid-
first century BC of collecting the bones of the decomposed corpses after a period 
of interment and storing them in ossuaries.101 It might be the case that the au-
thor’s bodily understanding of the image of God reflects this practice, although 
this seems a less likely explanation if the text is Christian.

It is more probable then that the author wishes to criticize the increasing intel-
lectual understanding of man as the image of God. Or perhaps he was just pass-
ing on an existing bodily interpretation of the image of God, since, as we have 
seen, the physiognomic understanding of the image and likeness of God in the 
Testament of Naphtali (see § 1.1.7 [c] above) comes close to such an interpreta-
tion (cf. also the possibly bodily interpretations discussed in § 1.1.7 [a] and [b] 
above). When discussing Philo’s criticism of an anthropomorphic interpretation 
of the image of God in § 1.2, we shall see that Philo, too, was acquainted with 
bodily interpretations and fiercely resisted them (see § 1.2.4 below). Philo de-
nounces both Greek myths and Epicurean philosophy for holding that God pos-
sessed a body.

The interpretation in the Testament of Isaac is remarkable because despite its 
identification of the image of God with the body, it does nevertheless entertain 
the concept of a soul: ‘the Lord took his soul from his body’ (7.1). Perhaps the 
author’s insistence on the body as God’s image is best explained as a criticism of 

101 See Goodman 2007, 259–60.
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an exclusively spiritual understanding of God’s image. The same strategy seems 
to be in evidence in contemporary Christian authors such as Irenaeus (c. AD 
130 – c.202) and Tertullian (AD c.160 – c.240). This seems all the more relevant 
as the texts discussed above which entail, or seem to entail, a bodily understand-
ing of God’s image – the Life of Adam and Eve, 2 Enoch, the Sibylline Oracles, 
books I and VIII, the Testament of Naphtali and the Testament of Isaac – are all 
probably Christian. Irenaeus, in his anti-Gnostic Adversus haereses, questions 
the absolute synonymy between the image of God and the soul, and argues that 
man as a whole, and not just his soul, was made in the image of God:

man, and not [merely] a part of man, was made in the likeness of God. Now the soul 
and the spirit are certainly a part of the man, but certainly not the man; for the perfect 
man consists in the commingling and the union of the soul receiving the spirit of the 
Father, and the admixture of that fleshly nature which was moulded after the image 
of God. (Against Heresies 5.6.1)

Similarly, Tertullian in his On the Resurrection of the Flesh, addressed against 
the Gnostics, summarizes his thoughts as follows:

To recapitulate, then: Shall that very flesh, which the Divine Creator formed with His 
own hands in the image of God; which He animated with His own afflatus, after the 
likeness of His own vital vigour (…), [shall that flesh, I say], so often brought near 
to God, not rise again? (On the Resurrection of the Flesh 9)

The Gnostic contempt for the body leads both these Christian authors to assert 
that the body, too, was created in God’s image.102 A similar, or perhaps even the 
same polemic context – if the Life of Adam and Eve, 2 Enoch, the Sibylline Ora-
cles, books I and VIII, the Testament of Naphtali and the Testament of Isaac are 
Christian – might account for the stress which these authors place on man’s body 
as the image of God. In this sense, these writings seem to act as a counterbalance 
in an increasingly spiritual understanding of God’s image.

In the face of so much possible Christian evidence for a physical interpreta-
tion of the ‘image of God’ it is important to stress that there is the suggestion in 
Philo of Alexandria that some Jews may have subscribed to such a bodily un-
derstanding of God’s image (see § 1.2.4 below), and that these views also are 
implied in later Rabbinical writings.103 Although this physical interpretation now 

102 On the anti-Gnostic emphasis in these early Christian interpretations of the ‘image of 
God’ see also Hamman 1987, 55–7, 66 (Irenaeus); 88, 91 (Tertullian). For the discussion about 
the relation between body and soul within the image of God, cf. also McLeod 1995, 23–53.

103 For Philo, see his De opificio mundi 69: ‘Let no one represent the likeness as on to a bod-
ily form; for neither is God in human form, nor is the human body God-like – 

Cf. further De posteritate Caini 2–4, addressed against Epicurean, ‘Egyp-
tian’ and general mythical forms of anthropomorphic views on the gods (for Epicurean views 
on ‘the form of man’ which the gods possess, see Cicero, De natura deorum 1.48–49). For Rab-
binical authors, see Goshen-Gottstein 1994.
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mainly surfaces in Christian sources, and the pagan philosopher Celsus attacks it 
as a Christian view (Origen, Against Celsus 6.63–64), we know from Philo that 
it existed in Judaism. Nevertheless, its preponderance in Christian sources calls 
for an explanation and might point to increased debate and heightened sensitivity 
about an image of God which is either physical or intellectual. This intensified 
debate should then be understood as a result of the fact that the notion as such 
seems to be far more important in early Christianity than in ancient Judaism and, 
therefore, far more likely to arouse controversy.

1.1.8 Concluding observations

The above overview of the ancient Jewish interpretations of the concept of 
man as the image of God has shown a variety of understandings. In none of 
the sources is the concept very important. To some extent, we can confirm the 
findings of Levison’s study Portraits of Adam in Early Judaism (1988), which 
also comments on the image of God. Against previous research Levison stresses 
that, in the early Jewish sources, there is no coherent, unified Adam mythology: 
‘There exists no putative Adam mythology which spans the writings of distinct 
authors. Shared views occur only in those writings which share a tradition’.104 
The diversity of portraits of Adam is more striking than their unity:

Portraits of Adam in Early Judaism are characterized more by diversity than by unity. 
The diversity is due to the incorporation of the Genesis narratives into the Tendenzen 
of individual authors. The unity is due, on the one hand, to the biblical narratives which 
provide the raw material for interpretations and, on the other, to shared perspectives, 
traditions which control the individual Tendenzen of certain authors. Nearly all unify-
ing features occur within the wisdom and apocalyptic traditions or in authors who con-
sciously adopt Greco-Roman concepts.105

Although I agree with Levison that the views on Adam and, more specifically, 
the views on the ‘image of God’ are not unified, and ‘we cannot speak of an 
Adam mythology or broad motifs’,106 his analysis shows traces of reductionism 
where he emphasizes, again and again, that all views on the ‘image of God’ are 
wholly incorporated into the Tendenzen of a particular author, so that the notion 
almost ceases to have any substance of its own. It is indeed the case that some 
writings have a largely contextualized understanding of the image of God, as I 
have shown in § 1.1.2 with regard to 1 Enoch 106 and 4 Ezra. In the former, the 
‘image of God’ is totally absorbed within the Enochic emphasis on fallen angels 
and their offspring. In the latter, the notion is strongly coloured by the writing’s 
theodicy. Together they indeed show that their authors understood the notion of 
God’s image according to the main tenor of their writings.

104 Levison 1988, 154.
105 Levison 1988, 159.
106 Levison 1988, 160.
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Yet this is not the whole picture. Levison’s focus on Tendenzen may be fruit-
ful for texts such as 1 Enoch 106 and 4 Ezra (although he does not discuss the 
former), but is less relevant when applied to other writings. Levison’s method-
ology is somewhat artificial, as he only applies it to a limited number of texts, 
specifically chosen on the basis of the criterion that they ‘must have an adequate 
number of allusions and references to adam to allow for a sufficient basis of de-
termining an author’s portrait’.107 As a consequence many texts are not included 
in his study. I strongly contend that not everything can be explained in terms of 
the principal purport of a writing. In 2 Enoch, for example, we find a very idi-
osyncratic understanding of the image of God which can hardly be subsumed 
under a specific slant of the work. Its interpretation of the creation of man as 
a facsimile of God’s own face expresses a strong universalistic ethical aware-
ness (see § 1.1.5 above), which does not necessarily uphold the author’s main 
tendencies. His ethical understanding of this notion is remarkably similar to the 
ethical implication which Gen 9.6 draws in its prohibition against murder: ‘for 
in his own image God made humankind’. Apparently, the author of 2 Enoch, in 
his own way, is exploring the ethical potential which the notion of man as God’s 
image seems to possess or is at least able to evoke.108

Furthermore, it is my view that in other Jewish writings Levison makes either 
too much of the notion of God’s image, or too little. On the one hand, in the case 
of the Wisdom of Jesus Son of Sirach, Jubilees and Pseudo-Philo’s Biblical An-
tiquities, discussed in § 1.1.1, I believe that the concept can hardly be said to be 
interpreted as serving a particular agenda of the individual authors, as it only oc-
curs in mere paraphrases. In this case, Levison makes too much of the notion. In 
these writings, the concept is simply not as important as in 1 Enoch or 4 Ezra.

On the other hand, Levison seems to underestimate the thematic potential of 
the notion in other writings; there is no denying that some motifs are already 
being constructed. There is surely more to this than the mere colouring of an 
empty notion in line with the author’s purpose. It seems artificial to allow only 
specific similarities within particular genres of writings, the genres of ‘wisdom 
authors’, ‘authors of the apocalypses’, to be supplemented with authors who 
express a Greco-Roman interpretation of the image of God.109 I believe that the 
following motifs emerge which are not limited to particular genres: (a) the an-
tithesis between the image of God and other images; (b) a spiritual or intellectual 
understanding of God’s image, which is not only attested in Hellenized sources, 
and which involves a kind of divine anthropology; and, finally, (c) a physical 

107 Levison 1988, 29.
108 According to Miller 1972, 299–302 at 301, Gen 9.6 reveals ‘the pre-priestly core’ of the 

passages on the ‘image of God’ in Genesis; this core lies in ‘an old saying which prohibited 
murder on the grounds that man was created in the “likeness” (d emût) of God’.

109 Levison 1988, 159–60.
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understanding of the image of God, which seems to function as a kind of counter-
balance to an intellectual understanding.

(a) Antithesis between the image of God and other images

The assumption that the original image of God theology in Genesis and Ezek-
iel, both of which are part of, or related to, the Priestly Source, developed an 
antithesis between man as the only image of God and the iconic images of 
idolatrous practice might be confirmed by the fact that the opposition between 
the two also occurs in later sources. As we saw in § 1.1.4, this antithesis be-
tween God’s image and man-made idols is still largely implicit in the probably 
Jewish introduction to the Sibylline Oracles, book III; in book VIII, however, 
the opposition between the images of the gods and the image which is man, 
endowed with right reason, is rendered explicit. The final consequence of this 
way of thinking, that man, in his capacity of God’s image, is the only image of 
God and as such merits worship, is drawn in the Life of Adam and Eve. This 
motif of the innate antagonism between humanity, as the image of God, and 
idolatrous images of pagan gods is present in various genres and shows a re-
markable continuity with the original setting of the notion of God’s image in 
the Jewish scriptures.

(b) A spiritual, intellectual understanding of God’s image  
– a divine anthropology?

Another recurrent motif is that of a spiritual understanding of God’s image. 
This view is not limited to what are considered to be strongly Hellenized writ-
ings. Indeed, as we saw in § 1.1.6, the Wisdom of Solomon, Pseudo-Phocylides’ 
Sentences and the liturgical prayers of the Apostolic Constitutions interpret 
the notion of God’s image with the aid of Greek anthropological views about 
the soul; this also holds true for Philo of Alexandria. But even in Sirach and 
4Q504 one observes the association between the ‘image of God’ and the con-
cepts of knowledge, intelligence and understanding. Apparently, the notion 
of man as God’s image is expressed in ways which find a particular common 
denominator between God and man, and which stress man’s elevation above 
the rest of creation. The question arises of whether such an understanding does 
not in fact imply a kind of divine anthropology. This seems to be the case, not 
only in strongly Hellenized sources which emphasize that man and God share 
in the same rationality – ‘Man is my image, having right reason: 

’ (Sib. Or. VIII 402) – but also in the Dead 
Sea Scrolls. As we saw in § 1.1.3, Adam is considered to have been fashioned 
in God’s glory. Although it seems unwarranted to talk of an ‘ontological affinity 
between God and his own humanity’ (as Fletcher-Louis puts it), it is nevertheless 
clear that Adam’s glory, which is thought of as being restored in the Qumran 
community, is an effulgence of God’s glory, demonstrating the elevated status 
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of human beings above the rest of creation. This divine anthropology is to be 
differentiated from a more angelic anthropology which is also attested among 
the Dead Sea Scrolls and which entails the belief that man was created after 
the pattern of the angels. A divine anthropology also dovetails nicely with the 
motif of man as the only worshipable image of God which we encountered in 
the Life of Adam and Eve.

Both motifs, that of the innate antagonism between God’s image and idola-
trous images and that of a divine anthropology, in some ways articulate the 
potential of the notion of man as the image of God. I do not wish to suggest 
that these articulations are directly dependant upon the original meaning of the 
‘image of God’ as set out in the introduction. New contexts of Judaism in the 
Graeco-Roman period shaped the form which these motifs took. Yet the polemic 
against idols which was part of the earliest Jewish development of the notion of 
God’s image, stressed the singularity of man as God’s image. This singularity 
was again emphasized in ancient Judaism in repeated polemics against idolatry, 
in the assertion that mankind is God’s image, and in the belief that man is the 
true image of God and as such – if taken to extremes – to be worshipped. The 
extraordinary status accorded to human beings as God’s image in the Priestly 
Source received various expressions in ancient Judaism, either in the sense of 
the possession of God’s glory, or in the sense of a share in God’s spiritual nature 
and immortality.

(c) A physical understanding of God’s image

The latter, spiritual understanding contrasts sharply with those interpretations 
which take the image of God in a bodily sense. As we have seen in § 1.1.7, this 
type of interpretation is implicitly present in the Life of Adam and Eve, 2 Enoch 
and the Sibylline Oracles, books I and VIII; it is explicitly discussed by Philo 
of Alexandria, who opposes it, and in the Testament of Naphtali and the Testa-
ment of Isaac. Although the original meaning of God’s image in the Ancient 
Near East will have had strongly corporeal overtones and already met with dis-
approval and critical modifications in Isaiah, Ezekiel and the Priestly Codex,110 
it is remarkable that the explicit expression of such a bodily understanding in 
the Graeco-Roman period is not found in Jewish texts but, with the exception of 
Philo, in what appear to be Christian writings. The reason for this seems to be 
that, on the whole, the notion of the image of God, despite its vibrant potential, 
remains rather infrequent and unimportant in Jewish writings, again with the 
exception of Philo. When it rose to dominance in Christianity, a predominantly 
intellectual and spiritual interpretation apparently engendered renewed debate 
about its true nature.

110 On this, see Miller 1972, 291–3.
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1.2 The ‘image of God’ in Philo

In this section I shall study Philo’s understanding of the notion of the image of 
God as it occurs in Genesis 1.26–27.111 There seem to be five different aspects 
to his interpretation of this passage. First of all, Philo comments on the plural 
form which God applies when he says: ‘Let us make humankind in our image, 
according to our likeness (

); and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over 
the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, 
and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth’ (Gen 1.26). Even 
though the passage continues with a summarizing comment which refers to this 
image as ‘his image’, i. e. the image of God only (‘So God created humankind 
in his image, in the image of God he created them’: 

; Gen 1.27), Philo draws his read-
ers’ attention to the plurality implied in the divine speech (§ 1.2.1).

Secondly, Philo devotes much attention to the exact meaning of the phrase 
, arguing that man is not identical with God’s image, but was 

created in, or after his image (§ 1.2.2). Thirdly, it is not only man, as we shall 
see, who is taken to have been created after God’s image; the same holds true, 
according to Philo’s Platonizing understanding, for the entire cosmos, which 
is ‘a copy of the divine image’. It is in this context that the ‘image of God’ ap-
pears to be synonymous with the ‘Logos’. This synonymy also makes it pos-
sible to detect particular similarities between the Pauline and Johannine corpus 
(§ 1.2.3).

Fourthly, we shall focus on Philo’s comments on the phrase , 
‘and according to our likeness’, which, according to Philo, should be taken as a 
qualification of the preceding phrase , ‘according to our 
image’. This likeness between God and man, Philo asserts, is certainly not of 
a bodily nature. We shall see how Philo, in emphasizing this, distances himself 
from particular Greek views on this issue (§ 1.2.4).

Finally, we shall also study how Philo’s interpretation of the first account of 
man’s creation, about man as created after the image of God (Gen 1.26–27), 
intersects with his reading of the second account, according to which ‘God 
formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the 
breath (or spirit) of life’ (Gen 2.7). Philo bases his view of two types of man on 
a synthesis between these two passages (§ 1.2.5). Philo’s distinction between 
various types of man will surface again later, in chap. 5, when we study Philo’s 
trichotomic anthropology and draw comparisons between his anthropology and 
that of Paul.

111 On the term ‘image’ in Philo, cf. Willms 1935 and Lorenzen 2008.
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1.2.1 ‘Let us make humankind …’: The creation of the different parts of man

As Philo notes, ‘the words “let us make” [in Gen 1.26] imply plurality’ (De 
confusione linguarum 169). In his interpretation of this plurality, Philo closely 
follows the creation account of Plato’s Timaeus, which regards the highest part 
of man as created by the Demiurge, but the lower part of his soul and his body 
as produced by the planetary gods (Timaeus 42 d–e).112 In the same vein, Philo 
writes:

Moses, when treating in his lessons of wisdom of the Creation of the world, after 
having said of all other things that they were made by God, described man alone as 
having been fashioned with the co-operation of others. His words are: ‘God said, let 
us make man after our image’ (Gen 1.26), ‘let us make’ indicating more than one. So 
the Father of all things is holding parley with His powers, whom he allowed to fash-
ion the mortal portion of our soul by imitating the skill shown by Him when He was 
forming that in us which is rational, since He deemed it right that by the Sovereign 
should be wrought the sovereign faculty in the soul, the subject part being wrought 
by subjects. (De fuga et inventione 68–69)

Thus, according to Philo the creation of the highest part of man, the non-mortal 
portion of the soul, ‘that in us which is rational’, ‘the sovereign faculty in the 
soul’, is undertaken by God himself. It is in this part that man is congenial with 
God, as Philo explains elsewhere:

it was most proper to God the universal Father to make those excellent things [i. e. 
mind and reason by Himself alone, , because of 
their kinship to Him. (De opificio mundi 73–74)

In line with the previous passages, but with a slightly different emphasis, in his 
De mutatione nominum, Philo does not write that God only made the highest part 
of the soul, but that He only made certain types of man.

He did not form the soul of the bad, since wickedness is at enmity with Him, and in 
framing the soul which is in the intermediate stage He was not the sole agent accord-
ing to the holiest of men, Moses, since such a soul would surely admit like wax the 
different qualities of noble and base. And therefore we read, ‘Let us make man after 
our image’ (Gen 1.26), so that according as the wax received the bad or the noble 
impress it should appear to be the handiwork of others or of Him Who is the framer 
of the noble and the good alone. (De mutatione nominum 30–31)

Here, as D. T. Runia observes, ‘no mention is made of different parts of the soul, 
only of different types’.113 Below, in chap. 5 on Philo’s anthropological trichot-
omy, we shall indeed see that he is able to regard the different parts of the soul 
as indicative of different types of man, who are dominated by the hegemony of 
one aspect of their human constitution, whether spirit, soul, or even body.

112 Cf. Runia 1986, 243–4.
113 Runia 1986, 244.
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1.2.2 ‘Created in, or after the image of God’

According to Philo, man is not identical with the image of God. He is not him-
self God’s image, but has only been created in, or after the image of God. As we 
shall see in chap. 2, this is an important difference between Philo and Paul on 
the one hand, and pagan philosophical traditions on the other. Both Philo and 
Paul try to do justice to the exact formula in Gen 1.26 that man was created 

, after the image of God. In some instances Philo does call man 
God’s image, but then he distinguishes explicitly between the invisible and the 
visible image of God. Man, according to Philo, is only the latter. Thus, Philo says 
of God’s creation of man:

He breathed into him from above of His own Deity (
). The invisible Deity stamped on the invisible soul the impress of Itself, 

: to the end that not even the 
terrestrial region should be without a share in the image of God. But the Archetype 
is, of course, so devoid of visible form that even his image could not be seen (

). Having been struck in accord with the Pattern, it entertained ideas 
not now mortal but immortal. (Quod deterius potiori insidiari soleat 86–87)

In Philo’s view the actual of image of God is invisible, implying however that 
there is also room for a visible image of God. This image is man, as Philo ex-
plains elsewhere. Speaking about the kinship (  which all the descend-
ants of the first-made man still share with this first man, however distantly, Philo 
asks what this kinship consists of:

Now what is this kinship? Every man, in respect of his mind, is allied to the divine 
Reason, having come into being as a copy or fragment or ray of that blessed nature, 
but in the structure of his body he is allied to all the world, for he is compounded of 
the same things, earth, water, air, and fire, each of the elements having contributed 
the share that falls to each, to complete a material absolutely sufficient in itself for 
the Creator to take, : in order to fashion 
this visible image. (De opificio mundi 145–146)

Thus, man is the visible image of God, and is not identical with the invisible 
image. Yet he does derive from it, as the following passage makes clear. Writ-
ing about the rekindling of mankind after the great Flood, Philo speaks of man-
kind as

that highest form of life, which has received dominion over everything whatsoever 
upon earth, born to be the close imitation of God’s power (

) and the visible image of God’s invisible nature (
), the created of the eternal ( ). (De vita Mosis 2.65)

It almost seems as if Philo is here repeating, on an anthropological level, what 
Plato says, at the end of his Timaeus, about the cosmos. There, Plato calls the 
cosmos ‘a visible living creature embracing the visible creatures, an image of 
the intelligible, a perceptible God’ – 
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 (Timaeus 92 c; cf. § 2.1.1 below). In Philo, it is not 
only the cosmos but man, too, who is the visible image of God’s invisible nature 
( ). But it is only in this sense, according to 
Philo, that man is God’s image. Otherwise it would be more appropriate to regard 
man as having been created in, or after the image of God, as the text of Gen 1.26 
puts it. Man is only the visible image of God. Yet at the same time, through this 
identity, man reflects the fact that he has been modelled on the pattern of the in-
visible image, has been created after the image, which, in turn, is based on God. 
This emerges clearly from several passages. In one of them, Philo explains that

just as God is the pattern of the image ( ) (…), even so the 
image becomes the pattern of other beings ( , 
as the prophet made clear at the very outset of the Law-giving by saying, ‘And God 
made man , after the image of God’ (Gen 1.27), implying that the 
image had been made such as to represent God (

), but that the man was made after the image when it had acquired 
the force of a pattern ( |

). (Legum allegoriarum libri 3.96)

The phrase ‘after the image of God’ clearly points out that man was modelled on 
a divine paradigm, the true image of God. Phrased differently, as Philo does in 
the next passage, man is ‘the cast of that image’. This cast, according to Philo, is 
identical with man’s mind, the highest part of his soul. This mind is the reason 
within us. This corresponds with the reason above us, which is identical with the 
image of God. From this perspective there are two forms of reason:

One is the archetypal reason above us ( < > ), 
the other the copy of it which we possess (

. Moses calls the first the ‘image of God’ (
), the second the cast of that image (

). For God, he says, made man not ‘the image of God’ but ‘after 
the image’ (Gen 1.27). And thus the mind in each of us (

), which in the true and full sense is the ‘man’ (
, is an expression at third hand from the maker (

 ), while between them is the Reason which serves 
as model for our reason, but itself is the effigy or presentment of God. (Quis rerum 
divinarum heres sit 230–231)

This passage clearly sketches the hierarchy of (1) God; (2) the image of God, i. e. 
the archetypal reason above man; and (3) the cast of that image, i. e. man who has 
been created after that image, or more precisely, the mind ( ) of each man, 
‘which in the true and full sense is the “man”’ (

. This identification of the man created after the image as  
(‘mind’) and  (‘man in the true and full 
sense’) will prove very important in this monograph, because it provides an ex-
cellent background for our understanding of Paul. The ‘man in the true and full 
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sense’ is the Philonic version of the Platonic and Pauline notion of the ‘inner 
man’,114 as shall be shown in § 7.2.2, where the history of the notion of the inner 
man shall be traced.

In Paul, too, the mind and the inner man are synonymous (see Rom 7.22–25). 
And like in Philo, man himself does not become identical with the image of God 
but experiences a metamorphosis in accordance with the image of God (2 Cor 
3.18: . This metamorphosis takes place 
in the mind, through the renewal of the mind (Rom 12.2: 

), which is a renewal of the inner man (2 Cor 4.16: 
). Precisely as in the passage from Philo 

under consideration, man himself is not the actual image of God, but is created 
or recreated after the image of God, the effects of which are visible in ‘man in 
the true and full sense’, the ‘inner man’, the mind. It is the mind which, as it 
were, contains the image of God like an image in a shrine, the innermost part of 
a temple. As we shall see in § 2.4, it seems to be for that reason that Philo and 
Paul talk about man as a temple of God, because man carries the image of God 
around within him (see § 2.4.1).

In many passages, Philo confirms his view that man has been created ‘after the 
image of God’. Although man is not himself the image of God, even by being 
created after that image he enjoys an elevated, godlike, sacrosanct status. For 
this reason, Philo, following Gen 9.6 (‘Whoever sheds the blood of a human, 
by a human shall that person’s blood be shed; for in his own image God made 
humankind’), is convinced that the act of killing a human being is in truth noth-
ing less than

sacrilege, and the worst of sacrileges, seeing that of all the treasures which the uni-
verse has in its store there is none more sacred and godlike than man (

), the glorious cast of a 
glorious image, shaped according to the pattern of the archetypal form of the Logos 
(

). (De specialibus legibus 3.83)

The notion of the image of God thus has far-reaching ethical consequences, ac-
cording to Philo. In this, Philo resembles Pseudo-Philo who, as we have seen, 
gives a literal quotation of Gen 9.6 in his Biblical Antiquities. The passage from 
Genesis is reiterated verbatim in Biblical Antiquities 3.11: ‘whoever sheds the 
blood of a man, his own blood shall be shed, because man was made after the 
image of God’ (Biblical Antiquities 3.11; see § 1.1.1 [c] above). The same at-
titude is encountered in 2 Enoch, in which an ethical conclusion is also drawn 
from the fact that God created man – as the author puts it – ‘in a facsimile of his 
own face’ (see § 1.1.5 above):

114 Cf. Markschies 1998, 276–7.
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The LORD with his own two hands created mankind; in a facsimile of his own face, 
both small and great, the LORD created them. And whoever insults a person’s face, 
insults the face of a king, and treats the face of the LORD with repugnance. He who 
treats with contempt the face of any person treats the face of the LORD with con-
tempt. (44.1–3)

Independently from one another, Philo and the authors of the Biblical Antiqui-
ties and 2 Enoch seem to understand Gen 9.6 in a similar, ethical sense. At the 
same time, Philo also bases another interpretation on this text from Genesis. Ac-
cording to Philo, God’s referring, in the monologue of Gen 9.1–7, to the ‘image 
of God’, instead of simply to ‘my image’ (Gen 9.6: ‘Whoever sheds the blood 
of a human, by a human shall that person’s blood be shed, 

: for in the image of God I made humankind’), clearly 
shows that God views his image as the second God:

Why does (Scripture) say, as if (speaking) of another God, ‘in the image of God He 
made man’, and not ‘in His own image’? ( «

» ) Most excellently and 
veraciously this oracle was given by God. For nothing mortal can be made in the 
likeness of the most high One and Father of the universe but (only) in that of the 
second God, who is his Logos. For it was right that the rational (part) of the human 
soul should be formed as an impression by the divine Logos, since the pre-Logos God 
is superior to every rational nature. But He who is above the Logos (and) exists in 
the best and in a special form – what thing that comes into being can rightfully bear 
His likeness? Moreover, Scripture wishes also to show that God most justly avenges 
the virtuous and decent men because they have a certain kinship with His Logos, of 
which the human mind is a likeness and image. (Quaestiones in Genesim 2.62)

The image of God, after which man is created, is depicted as the second God, 
the Logos. According to Philo, it would even be impossible to be created in the 
likeness of the highest God. Philo appears here to be part of the development in 
contemporary Middle Platonism in which, as Dillon has shown, the Demiurge is 
no longer regarded as the highest God, as was still the case in Plato’s Timaeus. 
Instead the function of Creator is increasingly thought to be fulfilled by a sec-
ond God:

Initially, the Demiurge seems to have been taken as the supreme principle, active in the 
world, but when under Neopythagorean influence the One, as a totally transcendent first 
principle, was placed above the active principle, the Demiurge came to be seen as a sec-
ond God, Intellect (nous), the agent or logos of the Supreme God, and this is the view 
that prevails during the period [of the Middle Platonists, 80BC – AD 220].115

In passing, I note that this is also the view of Paul, as we can deduce from 1 Cor 
8.6: ‘yet for us there is (…) one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things 

115 Dillon 1996 a, 7.
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and through whom we exist’ – (…)
, and of the Pauline School (Col 1.15–17).116

As regards Philo, as we shall see in more detail in § 2.3 below, he empha-
sizes that the likeness between God and man is not direct, but intermediated 
by the Logos. In Philo’s understanding, the rational part in man, his mind, has 
been ‘formed as an impression by the divine Logos’, but the pre-Logos God, the 
first God, ‘the most high One and Father of the universe’, is ‘superior to every 
rational nature’ (Quaestiones in Genesim 2.62; see § 2.3.4 [e] below). We shall 
encounter the same way of thinking later in Middle Platonists such as Alcinous, 
who draw the full consequence of this emphasis on the transcendence of the 
highest God and state that, for this reason, man’s assimilation to God can only 
take place with regard to the second God (see § 2.2.7). It seems that both Philo 
and Paul come close to a similar position because the statement of Gen 1.26–27 
– that man was created after the image of God – suggests this to them.

If the text of Genesis 1.26–27 had not spoken of the creation of man ‘after the 
image of God’, it would have been far more natural for Philo to have spoken of 
human beings as being the images of God. In two passages where Philo does 
not have to worry about the exact wording of Gen 1.26–27, he says that men in-
deed possess, or even are, images which are based on noble role-models. In De 
praemiis et poenis 114, he states that ‘to gaze continuously upon noble models 
imprints their images in souls which are not entirely hardened and stony’: 

. In this way, as 
a passage in Quod omnis probus liber sit suggests, men themselves are rendered 
into images:

In the past there have been those who surpassed their contemporaries in virtue, who 
took God for their sole guide and lived according to a law of nature’s right reason, not 
only free themselves, but communicating to their neighbours the spirit of freedom: 
also in our own time there are still men who are, as it were, images of the original 
picture ( ) sup-
plied by the high excellence of sages. (Quod omnis probus liber sit 62)

It seems that it is only Philo’s wish to do justice to the expression ‘after the 
image of God’ in Moses’ text that prevents him from depicting man as the image 
of God.

1.2.3 The cosmos as a copy of the divine image

The exact wording of Gen 1.26–27, that man is not the image of God but created 
after the image of God, also influences Philo’s cosmology. According to Philo, 
not only man, but the cosmos, too, is a copy of the divine image. As such, Philo 

116 On this background to the cosmic Christology of Paul and the Pauline School, see Van 
Kooten 2003, esp. 126 including note 30.
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seems to adopt Plato’s characterization of the cosmos as ‘an image of the intel-
ligible, a perceptible God’ –  (Timaeus 92 c; 
see, extensively, § 2.1.1 below). Yet, as we shall see, it is the phrase 

, ‘after the image of God’, from Gen 1.27 which renders it impossible for 
Philo to depict the cosmos as identical with the image of God. Like man, the 
cosmos is not directly an image of God; it is a copy of the divine image. Com-
menting on Moses’ view that man was moulded after the image of God, Philo 
continues as follows:

Now if the part is an image of an image, it is manifest that the whole is so too (
[ ] ); (…) the whole creation, 

this entire world perceived by our senses (seeing that it is greater than any human 
image) is a copy of the divine image (

). (De opificio mundi 25)

It is not only man that is ‘an image of an image’ ( ); the visible cos-
mos, too, is ‘a copy of the divine image’ ( ). Philo appears 
to take remarkable care to avoid the Platonic statement that the cosmos itself is 
an image of God. Throughout various passages he clings to his own view, in-
formed by Gen 1.27, that the cosmos was created after the divine image. For this 
reason, Philo does not state that the cosmos is an image of God, but only that it 
is an image of the Logos, the second God:

The world has come into being, and assuredly it has done so under the hand of some 
Cause; and the Word of Him who makes it is Himself the seal, by which each thing 
that exists has received its shape. Accordingly, from the outset, form in perfection 
accompanies the things that come into being, for it [i. e. the cosmos] is an 

, an impress and image of the perfect Logos. (De fuga et 
inventione 13)

Indeed, as Philo explains elsewhere, God’s image, the ideal form, and the Logos 
are all synonymous entities by which the cosmos was stamped: God ‘stamped 
the entire cosmos with His Image and an ideal form, even His own Word’ – 

  (De somniis 2.46). 
Or, phrased differently, ‘the image of God is the Logos through whom the whole 
universe was framed’ – 

 (De specialibus legibus 1.81). Philo asserts this synonymy be-
tween the ‘image of God’ and the ‘Logos’ in many passages.117

117 See further De confusione linguarum 97 (‘ … his image, the most holy Logos’: …
); De confusione linguarum 147 (‘we may be sons of his 

invisible image, the most holy Logos. For the Logos is the eldest-born image of God’: 
); 

De fuga et inventione 101 (‘The divine Logos … – He is Himself the image of God, chiefest of 
all Beings intellectually perceived, placed nearest, with no intervening distance, to the Alone 
truly existent One’: … – 
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The fact that the ‘image of God’ is the equivalent of ‘Logos’ is extremely sig-
nificant, as it shows a fundamental similarity between Pauline and Johannine 
theology. In Philo, Paul’s language of the image of God and John’s terminol-
ogy of the Logos meet. The similarity between John and Philo also extends to 
the Platonic concept of the true, invisible light (see Phaedo 109E). According 
to Philo, this invisible light is not equivalent to the Logos, but is ‘an image of 
the divine Logos’.118 In John, however, the two terms have become synonymous 
because Christ is both characterized as the Logos (e. g., John 1.1) and the true 
Light (John 1.9).119 Using the Philonic writings as a sort of ‘conversion table’, 
it now becomes possible to see that the way in which John phrases his Christol-
ogy in terms of Logos and the true light is essentially the same as the manner in 
which Paul talks of Christ as the image of God. It is Philo who shows that the 
image of God is closely related to the true, invisible light (De opificio mundi 31) 
and equivalent to ‘the Logos by whom the whole universe was framed’ (De spe-
cialibus legibus 1.81).

This cosmic Logos, on which reasoning is based, can either be depicted in a 
Platonic way, as the soul of the cosmos (cf. Timaeus 30 a–c) or, more appropri-
ately, in view of Philo’s Jewish predilections, as the divine image:

Now ‘reasoning’ ( ) as a name is but a little word, but as a fact it is some-
thing most perfect and most divine, a piece torn off from the soul of the universe 
( , or, as it might be put more reverently follow-
ing the philosophy of Moses, a faithful impress of the divine image (

). (De mutatione nominum 223)

As we have seen, Philo consistently refers to both man and the cosmos not as 
an image of God but, following the phraseology of , as created 
‘after the image of God’ (Gen 1.27); he regards them as an impress ( ) 

); De somniis 1.239 (‘ … the image of God, His 
angel the Logos’: … ); De specialibus legi-
bus 1.81 (‘… the immortal soul, which we are told was fashioned after the image of the Self-
existent. And the image of God is the Logos through whom the whole universe was framed’: … 

); and De specialibus legibus 3.207 (‘A man’s 
soul is a precious thing, and when it departs to seek another home, all that will be left behind 
is defiled, deprived as it is of the divine image. For it is the mind of man which has the form of 
God, being shaped in conformity with the ideal archetype, the Logos that is above all’: 

).
118 See De opificio mundi 31: ‘Now that invisible light perceptible only by mind has come 

into being as an image of the divine Logos Who brought it within our ken: it is a superceles-
tial constellation, fount of the constellation obvious to sense’ – 

.
119 On the concept of the true Light in John and Plato, see Van Kooten 2005. 
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of the divine image. This impress is called , i. e. ‘answering to’, ‘resem-
bling’: it is a faithful, accurate print of the divine image. This is important to 
Philo, as we shall see in the next section.

1.2.4 ‘Created according to the likeness of God’: The non-bodily likeness 
between God and man

The likeness in accordance with which man has been created is an accurate, 
faithful likeness, as we have just seen (Philo, De mutatione nominum 223). The 
reason for Philo to stress this is as follows. According to Philo, in Gen 1.26 
(‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness’: 

), Moses supplemented 
the phrase , ‘in, or after our image’, with the clause 

, ‘and according to our likeness’. Moses did so because, generally 
speaking, images are often unlike their archetype:

Since images do not always correspond to their archetype and pattern, but are in 
many instances unlike it, the writer further brought out his meaning by adding ‘after 
the likeness’ to the word ‘after the image’, thus showing that an accurate cast, bear-
ing a clear impression, was intended: 

. (De 
opificio mundi 71)

On this understanding, the phrase ‘according to our likeness’ emphasizes the 
fact that man is an , ‘a faithful impress of the 
divine image’ (De mutatione nominum 223). This must be stated explicitly be-
cause, as Philo puts it elsewhere in a sharper, more absolute sense: ‘every image 
by its deceptive resemblance falsifies the original’ – 

(De praemiis et poenis 29). In contrast 
with this general rule, however, the image of God has been accurately copied in 
man. There is a true likeness between man and God’s image.

Yet, though man’s existence is corporeal, the likeness between man and God’s 
image is not of such a nature. After quoting Gen 1.26 Philo emphasizes that man, 
more than all other things generated on earth, resembles God, but that this re-
semblance does not concern his body:

Moses tells us that man was created after the image of God and after his likeness 
(Gen 1.26). Right well does he say this, for nothing earth-born is more like God 
than man ( ). Let no one represent 
the likeness as one to a bodily form: 

. For neither is God in human form ( ), 
nor is the human body God-like ( . No, it is 
in respect of the mind, the sovereign element of the soul, that the word ‘image’ 
is used ( ). (De opificio 
mundi 69)
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This passage is clearly polemical, but the passage does not inform us of the in-
tended recipients of Philo’s warning against conceiving of the likeness between 
man and God in a bodily sense. Perhaps he is concerned with what he regards as 
a misconception among some Jews. Indeed, in § 1.1 above we saw that a bodily 
concept of God’s image occurs in the Life of Adam and Eve, 2 Enoch, books I 
and VIII of the Sibylline Oracles, the Testament of Naphtali, and the Testament of 
Isaac (see § 1.1.7 above). However, given the fact that these writings might well 
be Christian compositions, I suggested that the antithesis between a bodily and 
a spiritual-intellectual understanding might be the result of the increasing im-
portance of the notion of the image of God in early Christianity and the growing 
tensions between Gnosticizing or spiritual interpretations on the one hand, and 
bodily, anti-Gnostic interpretations on the other. This picture arises in 2 nd cent. 
AD Christian authors such as Irenaeus and Tertullian (see § 1.1.7 [d] above). If 
that is true, Philo’s polemics are not primarily addressed against Jews.

There is another possible interpretation of Philo’s polemic which has to do 
not with divergent opinions within the Christian community, which postdate 
Philo, but with a difference between Judaism and Christianity on the one hand, 
and pagan Antiquity on the other. It seems to be the case that, whereas Jews and 
Christians were unanimous in criticizing the pagan use of images, the pagans 
themselves differed strongly on this issue. As we shall see, some pagan phi-
losophers, such as the Epicureans, believed that the gods were in human form, 
although imperceptible to sense, whereas others, such as Celsus, vehemently 
criticized anthropomorphic views of God; others again tried to provide some 
justification for popular anthropomorphism. We shall come across many of these 
views in chap. 2, when I discuss the pagan views on ‘the image of God’ (see § 2.1 
below) and on man’s assimilation and likeness to God (see § 2.2 below), but I 
shall outline them briefly here.

Philo himself suggests that his criticism of a bodily understanding of God’s 
image is directed against the Greeks – both the views of philosophers such as 
the Epicureans and anthropomorphic representations of the gods in Greek my-
thology in general – and against the animal-worship of the Egyptians, which 
takes the misconception of God one step further. This slant of Philo’s criticism 
becomes apparent when he comments on Gen 4.16, ‘Then Cain went away from 
the face of the Lord’. Philo discusses the question of whether God has indeed a 
face and then vehemently denies it:

For if the Existent Being had a face, and he that wished to quit its sight could with 
perfect ease remove elsewhere, what ground would we have for rejecting the impious 
doctrines of Epicurus, or the atheism of the Egyptians, or the mythical plots of plays 
and poems of which the world is full? (Philo, De posteritate Caini 2)

Philo opposes the anthropomorphic understanding of God because then one 
would no longer be in a position to criticize Epicurean views, Egyptian animal-
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worship, or Greek mythology. As regards these ‘doctrines of Epicurus’, Philo 
perhaps had in mind the rather ambiguous Epicurean position also described by 
Cicero: ‘the gods possess the form of man. Yet their form is not corporeal, but 
only resembles bodily substance; it does not contain blood, but the semblance 
of blood’ (Cicero, De natura deorum 1.46–49 at 48–49).

In general one would expect Greek philosophers to criticize anthropomorphic 
views of the gods. Yet such criticism is by no means universal. The Greek posi-
tion seems to be highly ambiguous, even among Platonic philosophers. On the 
one hand, a Platonist such as Celsus argues, as we shall see in §§ 2.1.4 and 2.2.9 
below, that a likeness between man and God would compromise the latter’s tran-
scendence. As Origen informs us, Celsus strongly polemicized against a bodily 
understanding of this likeness and wrongly believed that such a view was held 
among Christians when they spoke about man as the image of God. According 
to Origen, Celsus

failed to understand to what characteristic of man the words ‘in the image of God’ 
apply, and that this exists in the soul which either has not possessed or possesses no 
longer ‘the old man with his deeds’, and which, as a result of not possessing this, is 
said to be in the image of the Creator. He says: Nor did he make man his image; for 
God is not like that, nor does he resemble any other form at all. (Origen, Against 
Celsus 6.63)

Celsus’ own conviction is that God does not resemble any bodily form. Yet there 
are others among his fellow philosophers who do indeed hold that there is a bod-
ily side to the likeness between God and man. In § 2.1.3 below, we shall encoun-
ter the view of the Neo-Pythagorean author Pseudo-Erytus, who, according to a 
passage in Clement of Alexandria,

in his book On Fate, having said that the ‘Creator, on making man, took Himself as 
an exemplar’, added, ‘And the body is like the other things, as being made of the 
same material, and fashioned by the best workman, who wrought it, taking Himself 
as the archetype’. (Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 5.5.29)

In this passage, Pseudo-Erytus seems to entertain a physical interpretation of 
God’s image, inasmuch as he says that the body is made by God, who took Him-
self ‘as the archetype’ (see further § 2.1.3 [b] below).

Other pagan Greeks, such as Dio Chrysostom, stressed the similarity in shape 
between the gods and man. In a discourse on man’s conception of God, Dio at-
tributes his own view to Phidias (Orations 12.55–83), the famous Greek sculptor, 
who was trying to justify his great statue of Zeus as an appropriate statue of the 
god. According to Phidias, since the mind and intelligence of the gods cannot be 
represented in art, artists need to resort to the human body in their representa-
tions of the gods, for the following reason:

Mind and intelligence in and of themselves no sculptor or painter will ever be able 
to represent. For all men are utterly incapable of observing such attributes with their 



Chapter 1: The ‘Image of God’ in Ancient Judaism60

eyes or of learning of them by inquiry. But as for that in which this intelligence 
manifests itself, men, having no mere inkling thereof but actual knowledge, fly to it 
for refuge, attributing to God a human body as a vessel to contain intelligence and 
rationality, in their lack of a better illustration, and in their perplexity seeking to in-
dicate that which is invisible and unportrayable by means of something portrayable 
and visible, using the function of a symbol and doing so better than certain barbar-
ians, who are said to represent the divine by animals – using as their starting-point 
symbols which are trivial and absurd. (Dio Chrysostom, Orationes 12.59)

In Dio’s way of reasoning, the human body is an appropriate symbolic starting-
point for a representation of the gods, because in the case of human beings, their 
intelligence and rationality are housed in a body. For this reason, Dio presumes 
from the point of view of art, ‘the kinship between gods and men [is intended 
to be shown] by the mere similarity in shape, being already in use as a symbol’ 
(12.77).120

In a similar vein, as we shall see in more detail in § 2.2.10 below, Maximus of 
Tyre also justifies the representation of the gods in an anthropomorphic way:

the judgement of those who established images (  in human form is any-
thing but unreasonable. If the human soul is something very close to God and like 
Him in its nature, it is surely not reasonable to clothe what is most similar to it in an 
entirely foreign covering. (Maximus of Tyre, The Philosophical Orations 2.3)

In some way, thus, the likeness between the human soul and God reflects upon 
the body, which is taken either as an appropriate ‘symbolic’ starting-point (in 
Dio’s case) or as not ‘entirely foreign’ (in Maximus’s case). To these justifica-
tions of a bodily likeness between the gods and men one may also add the re-
flections of Alexander of Aphrodisias on this issue, which I referred to in § 1.1.5 
above. In his commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, where Aristotle defends 
the forefathers’ opinion that the gods ‘are in the form of men’ (Aristotle, Meta-
physics 1074 b1–14), Alexander explains their view as follows:

They [i. e. the forefathers] formed myths, such as that today Zeus was born from 
Rhea, and that for that reason it is necessary that all gather together and celebrate 
the birthday of the god and feast together in their houses. But having made them 
[i. e. the gods] in human form ( ), 
they [i. e. the forefathers, the myth-makers] had not done so in vain but for the 
advantage of hoi polloi, the multitude. Because wanting to turn men from beat-
ing one another they [i. e. the forefathers, the myth-makers] have made the gods 
in the form of man ( ), intimating in this 
way that he who beats a fellow human being beats and insults wantonly the divine 
form (

. And not only did they make them [i. e. the gods] in human form (
), but for the extra help of the human 

120 On Dio’s views on images of God, compared to those of Philo, see further Hartman 1998. 
The ambivalence of Philo’s attitude towards statues is emphasized in Sandelin 2001.
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race, they make the gods also similar to some of the other living beings (

). (Alexander of Aphrodisias, In Aristotelis metaphysica 
commentaria 710, trans. mine)

In this way, Alexander provides a powerful ethical justification for an anthropo-
morphic representation of the gods. In his understanding, the notion of the divine 
form ( ) functions in a very similar way to the understanding of the 
notion of the image of God in 2 Enoch, as we saw above (see § 1.1.5). The close 
resemblance assumed between ‘the divine form’ ( ) and ‘the form 
of man’ (  – : ‘like a man, in human form’) implies that somehow 
the likeness between the gods and men is also bodily.

It seems that Porphyry stands in this pagan tradition when he, too, emphasizes 
the rationality of an anthropomorphic depiction of the gods. In a passage which 
we shall study in more detail in § 2.1.3 below, Porphyry writes:

It is reasonable that the forms of the statues (  are in the manner of a 
man because man, which is the finest of creatures, is thought also to be the image 
( ) of God – 

. (Porphyry, 
Against the Christians, frag. 76 edn von Harnack121; = frag. 207 trans. Berchman122; 
= Macarius, Apocriticus seu , book 4, pp. 200–201 edn Blondel)

According to Porphyry, it is reasonable that the forms of the statues are anthro-
pomorphic because man, unlike the rest of creation, ‘is thought also to be the 
image of God’: . For further support 
of his anti-Christian polemics, as we shall see, Porphyry even refers to the Jew-
ish scriptures. In Porphyry’s view too, thus, the notion of man as the image of 
God comprises a bodily aspect.

Finally, I should like to point to the slightly different approach taken by the 
sophistic author Himerius, whose views on the image of God will also be studied 
in § 2.1.3. According to Himerius, in a physiognomic way, the positive qualities 
of someone’s soul are reflected in his body. Such a soul ‘shapes its body, bring-
ing it into conformity with its nature’ and, in this way, ‘may let that body show 
itself forth to the human race as the image of a god’ (Himerius, Declamationes 
et orationes 48.13; trans. Penella). Implicitly, thus, Himerius, too, works on the 
assumption of some sort of congeniality between the soul and the body.

Against this background of pagan philosophical justifications of divine an-
thropomorphism, Philo’s criticism gains more relief. Philo’s warning that no one 
should represent the likeness between God and man of which Genesis 1.26–27 
speaks as ‘one to a bodily form’ (De opificio mundi 69) seems to be addressed 
first and foremost against pagan conceptions of God. As Philo showed in his 

121 Edn von Harnack 1916, 92.23–25.
122 Berchman 2005, 216–17.
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De posteritate Caini, these conceptions included the philosophical views of the 
Epicureans and Greek mythology (De posteritate Caini 2). The latter position, 
that of the mythological anthropomorphism of the gods, however, was widely 
defended, as the sources above show. Alongside critics of anthropomorphic 
views, such as Celsus, who emphasized that God does not resemble any bodily 
form, other philosophers, including Platonists, nevertheless pointed out senses 
in which the likeness between God and man may be perceived as bodily. Criti-
cism of the latter position by Philo shows his characteristically Jewish stance. 
Such criticism was indeed perceived as Jewish, as Tacitus’ description of the 
Jews makes clear:

the Jews conceive of one God only, and that with the mind alone: they regard as im-
pious those who make from perishable materials representations of gods in man’s 
image – … profanos qui deum imagines mortalibus materiis in species hominum 
effingant. (Tacitus, Histories 5.5)

Anthropomorphic depiction of the gods amounts to representing the gods ‘in 
species hominum’.

As I already concluded, Philo’s warning that no one should represent the like-
ness between God and man as ‘one to a bodily form’ (De opificio mundi 69) 
seems aimed primarily at pagan conceptions of God. This means that this an-
thropomorphic conception was not current among Jews although they could 
have been exposed to it. In this light, we can further refine our conclusions 
about the explicit differentiation between a spiritual-intellectual and a bodily-
physical understanding of the image of God in §§ 1.1.6 and 1.1.7 above. There 
I suggested that the articulation of a bodily-physical view of God’s image is 
due to anti-Gnostic polemics (see § 1.1.7 [d]). On the basis of Philo and the 
pagan material just discussed, however, it seems necessary to supplement this 
explanation with a further reason. The formation of a distinctively bodily inter-
pretation of man’s likeness to God is also due to the pagan philosophical dis-
course about the images of the gods. To some extent, particular philosophers 
were willing to justify an anthropomorphic approach in this and they may well 
have influenced some Jewish and/or Christian authors in their view on man’s 
likeness with God.

1.2.5 ‘Image’ and ‘Spirit’: The intersection and overlap of the first and second 
account of man’s creation in Gen 1–2

Introduction

The last feature of Philo’s interpretation of the notion of the image of God in Gen 
1.26–27 is that this passage from the first account of man’s creation from Gen-
esis 1 is conflated with the second account of his creation from Genesis 2. The 
relevant passage from the latter account is Gen 2.7, ‘And God formed the man of 
dust of the earth, and breathed upon his face the breath of life (
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), and the man became a living soul (
)’. As we shall see in chap. 5, this passage 

gave rise to the trichotomic interpretation of man in Philo, Paul and Josephus, to 
the effect that man was understood as consisting of spirit, soul, and body. Fur-
thermore, it will become clear that both in Philo and in Paul the man of the first 
creation account is regarded as the heavenly man, whereas the man of the second 
creation account is seen as the earthly man. Philo understands the differentiation 
between these two types of man as a Platonic type of distinction between the 
conception of the ideal man in heaven and the formation of the individual man 
on earth. In the present chapter, however, I shall limit myself to pointing out that 
the first and second account of man’s creation in Gen 1–2 intersect and overlap 
in Philo’s treatment. Whereas the key term in the first account is the ‘image of 
God’, the second account revolves around the concept of spirit.

(a) Two types of man

Philo bases his doctrine of two types of man on the two creation accounts. In 
his Legum allegoriarum libri, for instance, Philo argues that ‘there are two 
races of men, the one made after the (divine) image, and the one moulded out 
of the earth’: 

 (Legum allegoriarum libri 2.4). The first type of man, 
that of Genesis 1, is ‘the man after the image’. Because he has been created 
‘after the image’ ( , ‘he yearns for the image. For the image of God 
is a pattern on which copies are made, and every copy longs for its original’: 

 
  (Legum allegoriarum libri 2.4).

(b) The defining characteristics of the second type

The characteristics of the two types of man are clearly set out in De opificio 
mundi. After quoting Gen 2.7, Philo spells out the differences between the two 
types in the following way:

He [i. e. Moses] says that ‘God formed man by taking clay from the earth, and 
breathed into his face the breath of life’ (Gen 2.7). By this also he shows very clearly 
that there is a vast difference between the man thus formed and the man that came 
into existence earlier after the image of God: for the man so formed is an object of 
sense-perception ( ), partaking already of such or 
such a quality, consisting of body and soul ( ), man 
or woman, by nature mortal; while he that was after the (divine) image was an idea 
or type or seal, an object of thought (only), incorporeal (

), neither male nor female, by nature in-
corruptible. It says, however, that the formation of the individual man, the object of 
sense, is a composite one made up of earthly substance and of Divine breath: 

. (De opificio mundi 134–135)
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The defining characteristic of the second type seems to consist in the fact that 
he is composite ( ), made up of earthly matter and of God’s , 
God’s Spirit. As we shall see, however, as soon as Philo focuses on the spirit-
part of this second type of man, he is in fact speaking of the first type of man, 
although this might occur in an ambiguous way. Sometimes he seems to iden-
tify the Spirit – which influences the uppermost part of the second type, man’s 
spirit – with the image after which the first type of man was created. On other 
occasions, however, the two creation accounts seem to be conflated without a 
full identification of Spirit and image. In those cases, the Spirit / spirit seems to 
be hierarchically subordinated to the image of God and to be regarded as hav-
ing been shaped by the image of God. In Philo’s understanding the two types 
of man intersect and overlap, as do the accounts of their creation. The over-
lapping area consists of the uppermost part of the second type, into which he 
has been inbreathed by God’s Spirit. What is particularly characteristic of this 
second type of man is that he is a composite, synthetic being: he is made up 
not only of God’s Spirit but also of earthly substance. I shall discuss first those 
passages in which Philo stresses the area in which both types of man coincide 
despite their differences, and subsequently those in which Philo highlights their 
hierarchical relation.

(c) The overlapping area between both creation accounts

In another passage of his Legum allegoriarum libri, Philo also states that there 
are two types of man and briefly discusses their differences:

There are two types of men; the one a heavenly man, the other an earthly (
). The heavenly 

man, being made after the image of God (
), is altogether without part or lot in corruptible and terrestrial substance, but 

the earthly one was compacted out of the matter scattered here and there (
… ), which Moses calls ‘clay’. For this reason he says that 

the heavenly man was not moulded, but was stamped with the image of God (
),while 

the earthly is a moulded work of the Artificer, but not His offspring. (Legum allego-
riarum libri 1.31)

In the following passages, these differences are emphasized. Philo differentiates 
between ‘the mind which had been created after the original, and after his [i. e. 
God’s] image’ on the one hand, and ‘the earthly and body-loving mind’ on the 
other (1.33); between ‘the one that was made after the image and archetype’ and 
the ‘moulded being’ (1.53); between ‘the mind that was made after the image’, 
which is not earthly but heavenly, and ‘the earthly and perishable mind’ (1.90); 
between, on the one hand, ‘the being created after his [i. e. God’s] image and after 
the original idea’, who possesses virtue instinctively (1.92), the ‘perfect man 
formed after the (divine) image’, and, on the other hand, ‘the bad man’.
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Yet in the following passage Philo suggests there is some overlap between 
these types of man. He does so by characterizing the mind of the earthly, sec-
ond type as ‘the mind that was made out of matter’, which – following the exact 
terminology of Gen 2.7 (‘and He breathed upon his face the breath of life’: 

) – only partakes of , a 
light and less substantial form of air (Legum allegoriarum libri 1.42). Only here, 
in this particular passage does Philo stick to the exact wording of Gen 2.7 and 
point out that the ‘breath ( ) of life’ is not of the highest quality. Elsewhere, 
throughout his oeuvre, he reads Gen 2.7 as if the text refers to the  of 
God, the Spirit of God which instils itself in man as his spirit (see § 5.1.1 [b] [ii] 
below). In the present passage, however, Philo constructs a difference between 
on the one hand ‘the mind that was made out of matter’ and, on the other hand, 
‘the mind that was made after the image and original’, which ‘might be said to 
partake of , spirit’: 

 (1.42). It is in the description of 
the latter type that the description of the first and second account of man’s crea-
tion are conflated and Philo suggests an overlap. In accordance with the first ac-
count, Philo states that the heavenly type of man was made ‘after the image and 
original’, but in accordance with the second account – at least as Philo normally 
reads it – he adds that this type partakes of , Spirit. This seems to indicate 
that, in Philo’s view, the Spirit which is inbreathed into the highest part of (the 
individual, earthly) man is virtually identical with the image of God after which 
(the heavenly) man is created.

This seems to be confirmed in a passage in Quis rerum divinarum heres sit. 
In a Pauline sounding passage, Philo says that ‘we have two kinds of men, one 
that of those who live by reason, the divine Spirit, the other of those who live by 
blood and the pleasure of the flesh’: 

 (Quis 
rerum divinarum heres sit 57; cf. 1 Cor 15.45–50). In the broader context of this 
passage, he immediately links the first and second creation account. Taking the 
second account as his starting point, he writes:

He [i. e. Moses] did not make the substance of the mind depend on anything created, 
but represented it as breathed upon by God. For the Maker of all, he says, ‘blew into 
his face the breath of life, and man became a living soul’ (Gen 2.7); just as we are also 
told that he was fashioned after the image of his Maker (Gen 1.27): « »

«
» (Gen. 2.7)

. So we have two kinds of men, one that of those who live by 
reason, the divine inbreathing, the other of those who live by blood and the pleas-
ure of the flesh. This last is a moulded clod of earth (

), the other is the faithful impress of the divine image (
). (Quis rerum divinarum heres sit 56–57)
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In this passage, Philo clearly defines the overlap between the two types of man. 
The description of the installation of God’s Spirit in man from Gen 2.7 is directly 
linked with the account of man’s creation after the image of God from Gen 1.26–
27. In this sense, Spirit and image appear to be synonymous or, as we shall see 
later in other passages, near-synonymous. The defining difference between the 
first and second type of man is above all the fact that the second type is compos-
ite because he consists of Spirit and body. Focusing on this difference, Philo is 
even able to define this type, in a reductionist way, as ‘a moulded clod of earth’, 
overlooking the fact that this type has been inbreathed with God’s Spirit. This 
helps us to understand that the intersection and overlap between the two types 
lies in the highest part of the second type of man, his spirit or mind.

The two creation accounts are also conflated in a passage in De Plantatione. 
Although focusing on the fashioning of the (individual) reasonable soul as nar-
rated in the second account, Philo also draws on the terminology of the first ac-
count:

Our great Moses likened the fashion of the reasonable soul to no created thing, but 
averred it to be a genuine coinage of that dread Spirit, the Divine and Invisible One, 
signed and impressed by the seal of God, the stamp of which is the Eternal Word. 
His words are ‘God in-breathed into his face a breath of Life’ (Gen 2.7), so that it 
cannot but be that he that receives is made in the likeness of Him who sends forth 
the breath ( . Ac-
cordingly we also read that man has been made after the image of God (Gen 1.27). 
(De plantatione 19)

He that receives the Spirit of God, the second type of man, is depicted as some-
one who experiences the act of , of being 
represented in an image (  –  which is that of the One who sent 
this Spirit. This language echoes the term ‘image’ of the first creation account 
and is thoroughly imbued with the imagery of the second one. And a quotation 
from the first account follows suit. Again, Philo makes us think that ‘image’ and 
‘Spirit’ are synonymous, or at least near-synonymous, thus indicating how the 
two accounts intersect.

(d) The hierarchical relation between the two creation accounts

Perhaps it is indeed better to speak of the near-synonymy of the terms ‘image’ 
and ‘Spirit’. There are indications that Philo does not think them equivalent, but 
views them in a hierarchical relation. In Quod deterius potiori insidiari soleat, 
for example, Philo defines the Spirit which is instilled in man according to the 
second creation account as follows:

To the faculty which streams forth from the fountain of reason Spirit (  
has been assigned, not moving air, but, as it were, an impression stamped by the 
divine power, to which Moses gives the appropriate title of ‘image’ (

), thus 
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indicating that God is the archetype of rational existence, while man is a copy and 
likeness (

). By ‘man’ I mean not the living creature with two natures, 
but the highest form in which the life shows itself; and this has received the title of 
‘mind’ and ‘reason’ (

. (Quod deterius potiori insidiari soleat 83)

The Spirit in this passage is defined as a 
, ‘an impression stamped 

by the divine power, to which Moses gives the appropriate title of “image”’. If 
the ‘image’ is identical with ‘the divine power’, it follows that the Spirit is not 
so much identical with this divine power but rather the effect of the pressure of 
this power: it is the impression ( ) or impress ( ) of it. In this way, 
Philo is able to explain how the two types of man intersect and, at the same time, 
to accord them a place in the hierarchy which he envisages. The Spirit which is 
instilled in the highest, rational part of the second type of man is an effect of the 
Image of God.

Despite this hierarchical clarification, even in this passage Philo remains am-
biguous inasmuch as he continues to describe this man in terms directly bor-
rowed from the first creation account: this man is ‘a copy and likeness’. Philo 
then, however, seems to clarify his position further by stating that he is indeed 
thinking of the second type of man, but only insofar as the highest part of his soul 
is concerned. He does not think of the second type of man in his entirety, in his 
composition of Spirit and body, as a ‘living creature with two natures’, but only 
of this man’s mind or reason, the highest part of his trichotomic composition of 
spirit (or mind or reason), soul, and body (see further chap. 5). Although he tends 
to regard ‘Spirit’ and ‘image’ as synonymous, he adds a subtle note to his depic-
tion of their relationship by defining the latter as the driving force behind the 
formed; the Spirit is ‘an impression stamped by the divine power’, exerted by the 
Image of God. In this way Philo also harmonizes the two creation accounts.

A hierarchical relationship of this kind also seems to be behind a passage 
in Philo’s De plantatione. Due to the exegetical demands of a particular pas-
sage in Genesis, Philo needs to forge an antithesis between, on the one hand, 
‘the man made after God’s image’ and, on the other, ‘the man stamped with the 
Spirit which is after the image of God’: 

 (De plantatione 44–45). The latter phrase clearly shows 
the kind of hierarchical definition which we have just seen above. The second 
type of man differs from the first type because he is not made after God’s image, 
but ‘stamped with the Spirit which is after the image of God’. Although the in-
tersection and overlap with the first type is clear, at the same time it is apparent 
that ‘image of God’ and ‘Spirit’ are not synonyms, but only near-synonyms. In 
the present passage, the ‘man stamped with the Spirit which is after the image of 
God’ is clearly the second type of man and can, for this reason, be equated with 
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‘the man fashioned out of earth’, who possesses an ‘earthly composite body’; he 
is ‘the earthly man’ (44).

The ambiguity of this man is nicely captured in Philo’s characterization of 
him as ‘the middle or neutral mind, played upon by forces drawing it in opposite 
directions and given the high calling to decide between them’ (45). In this pas-
sage Philo focuses on the ambiguity of the second type of man: on the one hand, 
he is a being ‘stamped with the Spirit which is after the image of God’ and, in 
this way, closely linked with the first, heavenly type of man; on the other hand, 
however, he is fully embedded in a composite existence which renders him into 
an earthly man. Yet, since the focus of this passage is different from that in Quis 
rerum divinarum heres sit, just discussed above, this does not necessarily include 
him among ‘those who live by blood and the pleasure of the flesh’ (Quis rerum 
divinarum heres sit 56–57). If he does not reduce himself to ‘a moulded clod of 
earth’, but lives in accordance with ‘the Spirit which is after the image of God’, 
Philo contends, this man will be able to make the right decisions. In this respect, 
Philo’s and Paul’s anthropologies seem to be very similar.

Philo’s hierarchical definition of the way in which Spirit and image interrelate 
also comes to the fore, finally, in De specialibus legibus. Here Philo depicts ‘our 
dominant part’ ( ), the highest, leading part of the human soul, as 

, ‘the rational spirit within us, which was shaped according to the arche-
typal form of the divine image’ (De specialibus legibus 1.171). Again, the spirit 
which dwells in the highest part of the second type of man is seen as receiving its 
shape from the divine image. The Spirit and the image of God are near-synonyms 
but not fully identical. This means that both the overlap and the continuing dif-
ference between the two types of man have been clearly described by Philo.

There is one passage in Philo about the image of God which is difficult to 
understand and must be seen, I believe, as deficient or at least deceptive. In De 
virtutibus 204–205, Philo writes of ‘the first and earth-born man’:

His father was no mortal but the eternal God, whose image he was in a sense in 
virtue of the ruling mind within the soul ( [ ]

). 
Yet though he should have kept that image undefiled and followed as far as he could 
in the steps of his Parent’s virtues (

), when the op-
posites were set before him to choose or avoid, good and evil, honourable and base, 
true and false, he was quick to choose the false, the base and the evil. (De virtutibus 
204–205)

It is puzzling that the first and earth-born man, i. e. the first representative of the 
second type of man, Adam, is called the ‘image’ of God. As we saw above in 
§ 1.2.2, Philo criticizes the identification of man with the image of God, as man 
was only created ‘after the image of God’. Yet, we have also seen that at least 



691.3 Image, form and trans-formation

once Philo also calls man the ‘visible image’ (De opificio mundi 146). It must be 
in this sense, of a visible image, that in the present passage Philo calls Adam the 
‘image’ of the eternal God.

At the same time, this passage gives insight into how Adam ‘should have kept 
that image undefiled’. This would have been possible by following ‘as far as he 
could’ in the footsteps of God’s virtues. As we shall see in chap. 2 below, Philo 
here applies the Platonic doctrine of assimilation to God. Having been created 
after the image of God, man should remain so by assimilating himself to God as 
far as possible. Before turning to these pagan notions of image of God and as-
similation to God in the next chapter, we shall finally explore the way in which 
Paul uses the language of the image of God.

1.3 Image, form and trans-formation: A semantic 
taxonomy of Paul’s ‘morphic’ language

Introduction

This section examines Paul’s language of the image of God. The notion of the 
image of God in Paul is, of course, part of his Adam Christology, which has 
been highlighted by J. D. G. Dunn, especially in his Christology in the Making 
and his The Theology of Paul the Apostle.123 The most explicit occurrences of 
this Adamic Christology, in which Adam and Christ, the second Adam, are put 
on a par, are found in 1 Cor 15.21–22, 45–47 and Rom 5.12–19, where Adam is 
mentioned by name.124 The first passage reads:

For since death came through a human being, the resurrection of the dead has also 
come through a human being; for as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in 
Christ. (1 Cor 15.21–22)

This contrast is elaborated upon in Rom 5. There Paul sketches a similar oppo-
sition between the man through whom sin and death came into the world, and 
the other man, of whom the first was a type or prototype; through this latter man 
grace, righteousness and life were imparted to many (Rom 5.12–19). This reads 
like an elaboration of 1 Cor 15.21–22. At the end of 1 Cor 15, it is precisely the 
contrast between Adam and Christ that is further highlighted. In this second Cor-
inthian passage, the contrast between both human beings is repeated, but now 
worded explicitly in terms of the first and second man, the man from the earth 
and the man from heaven:

Thus it is written, ‘The first man, Adam, became a living being’; the last Adam 
became a life-giving spirit. But it is not the spiritual that is first, but the physical, 

123 Dunn 1989; Dunn 1998.
124 See 1 Cor 15.22, 45 and Rom 5.14.
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and then the spiritual. The first man was from the earth, a man of dust; the second 
man is from heaven. As was the man of dust, so are those who are of the dust; and 
as is the man of heaven, so are those who are of heaven. Just as we have borne the 
image of the man of dust, we will also bear the image of the man of heaven. (1 Cor 
15.45–49)

This passage reveals that the notion of the image of God also belongs to the 
core of Paul’s Adam Christology. Dunn has argued that Paul develops his Adam 
Christology not only in the above passages from 1 Cor 15 and Rom 5, but 
throughout his letters. I agree with him that ‘Adam plays a larger role in Paul’s 
theology than is usually realized’, that ‘Adam is a key figure in Paul’s attempt 
to express his understanding both of Christ and of man’, and that ‘it is necessary 
to trace the extent of the Adam motif in Paul if we are to appreciate the force of 
his Adam Christology’.125

In this section I wish to contribute to this search by focusing on the semantic 
field of the image of God, which is part of Paul’s Adam Christology. It seems 
that the semantic-conceptual field of the notion of the image of God is larger 
and more coherent than is often realized. I shall argue that the notion of the 
image of God not only comprises the terminology of ‘image’ ( ; § 1.3.1), 
but also  that of  (‘form’) and its cognate terms  (‘take on 
form, be formed’),  (‘having the same form, similar in form’), 

 (‘be conformed to, take on the same form as’), and, last but 
not least,  (‘be transformed, be changed into the same form’; 
§ 1.3.2 [a]). As regards the latter word, Dunn does not seem to realize that this 
verb is part of the image of God language. Instead, as we shall see in due course, 
he refers to a triple background of this notion in (1) the idea of metamorpho-
sis which is deemed ‘common to many religious strands of the ancient world’, 
(2) the language of moral transformation, and (3) a Jewish apocalyptic usage of 
the idea of transformation.126 Yet, as I shall suggest after a comparison between 
Paul and Philo (§ 1.3.2 [b]), it is far more likely that Paul’s use of the concept of 
metamorphosis does not owe much to either Greek or Jewish-apocalyptic ideas 
of transformation, but should be seen in the context of his reflections on God’s 
image. In general terms, the simple background seems to be that images have 
forms (as will be argued in § 1.3.2 [c]).

This approach gives rise to a more precise semantic taxonomy of Paul’s con-
cept of the image of God. As regards Paul’s Adam Christology, G. D. Fee, in his 
recent Pauline Christology, convincingly concludes:

So Adam Christology there is in Paul’s thought, to be sure; but in terms of actual lan-
guage and echoes from Gen 1–2, it is limited to two kinds of passages: first, explicit 
contrasts between Christ and Adam (…); and, second, where the incarnate Christ is 

125 Dunn 1989, 101.
126 See Dunn’s commentary on Rom 12.2; Dunn 1988, 713.
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seen as the true bearer of the divine image, who is also re-creating a people who bear 
that image with him.127

Fee himself adopts the centre ground between ‘a minimalist position, which 
deals only with the three passages where Adam is specifically mentioned’ (see 
above) and ‘a maximalist position, such as one finds in the work of J. D. G. Dunn 
or N. T. Wright’; Fee’s position is ‘based on what appear to be certain connec-
tions made by Paul between Christ and the actual language of Gen 1–3’.128 This 
language consists of the terminology of the image of God.

Yet even if one agrees with Fee that Paul’s Adam Christology should be based 
(primarily) on this language, the extent of this semantic field still remains to be 
charted. In his polemics with Dunn, Fee disputes, for instance, that in Philippians 
2.6–8  is virtually synonymous with . This issue will be discussed 
below, but let me point out in passing that Fee’s criticism is ill-founded, since, 
on the contrary, the language of  is intrinsically linked with that of . 
As will be argued, the extent of the semantic and conceptual field of the divine 
image is larger than might be assumed at first glance; the scope of Paul’s Adam 
Christology is extensive. The extent of this field is so large, and especially its 
inclusion of morphic language so important that, without much exaggeration, 
one could characterize Paul’s Christology and anthropology as ‘morphic’. This 
semantic taxonomy of only a part of Paul’s Adam Christology shows that this 
type of Christology is indeed very dominant in Paul.

The emphasis in this section is on the detailed mapping of the semantic and 
conceptual field of ‘image of God’. I shall, however, draw on my previous over-
view of the interpretation of the image of God in ancient Judaism (see § 1.1 
above), either by way of comparison or contrast, wherever this seems appropri-
ate.

1.3.1 The terminology of image

I shall first give a brief survey of the actual occurrences of the terminology of 
 in Paul’s extant writings, roughly according to what seems to be the most 

likely chronological order. As we shall see, the term  occurs in those letters, 
1–2 Cor and Rom, which also contain Paul’s explicit mentions of Adam.

In 1 Cor 11, in his discussion of the need for women to veil their heads, Paul 
states that a man ought not to have his head veiled, since he is the image and glory 
of God: This language clearly refers back to the 
image of God mentioned in Gen 1.26–27. Later in 1 Cor 15, Paul again draws 
on this language when he explains that ‘Just as we have borne the image ( ) 
of the man of dust, we will also bear the image ( ) of the man of heaven’ 

127 Fee2007,chap. 13:‘JesusasSecondAdam’,513–29at523.
128 Fee 2007, 513.
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(1 Cor 15.49): 
. As we learn from 2 Cor, where the language of 

 is employed once again, this bearing of the image of the second Adam is 
not only an eschatological event. Rather, it involves a transformational process in 
the present, based on man’s transformation into, or in accordance with, the image 
of Christ in his capacity – as 1 Cor 15 implies – as the heavenly man: 

– ‘And all of us, 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; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit’ (2 Cor 
3.18). The fact that this image and glory are indeed Christ’s is rendered explicit 
in the immediately succeeding passage, when Paul refers to 

– ‘the light of the 
gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God’ (2 Cor 4.4). The glory 
of this Christ (2 Cor 3.18, 4.4), thus, is the glory of the second Adam, just as the 
first Adam was God’s image and glory (1 Cor 11.7).

The notion of the glory of Adam is reminiscent of the importance of this no-
tion in the Dead Sea Scrolls. The language of Adam, whom God ‘fashioned in 
the likeness of [his] glory’ and destined to ‘walk in a land of glory’ (4Q504 frag. 
8 4–7), is applied to the members of the Qumran community: ‘to them shall be-
long all the glory of Adam’ (1QS 4.23; cf. CD-A 3.20, 1QHa 4.15). Adam’s glory 
is being re-established in their community (see § 1.1.3 [a] and [b]). Something 
similar is happening in the Christian community, according to 2 Cor 3–4. If peo-
ple convert to Christ, the second Adam, and reflect his glory (2 Cor 3.16, 18; 
4.4), they experience a transformation , ‘from one degree 
of glory to another’ (2 Cor 3.18). The language of the image and glory of God in 
1–2 Cor is thus rooted in an ancient Jewish understanding of the image of God.

At the same time, as can be deduced from 1 Cor 15, Paul’s mode of expres-
sion has been borrowed to some extent from pagan references to the images of 
the gods. When Paul writes that ‘Just as we have borne the image (

 of the man of dust, we will also bear the image (
 of the man of heaven’ (1 Cor 15.49), he avails himself of the im-

agery of carrying round a statue of a god. There are close analogies in the Greek 
Stoic philosopher Epictetus, for instance, according to whom man carries a god 
within him:

But they [i.e. all creatures other than man] are not of primary importance, nor por-
tions of divinity. But you are a being of primary importance; you are a fragment of 
God; you have within you a part of Him. Why, then, are you ignorant of your own 
kinship? (…) You are bearing God about with you ( ), you poor 
wretch, and know it not! Do you suppose I am speaking of some external God? It is 
within yourself that you bear him ( ), and do not perceive that 
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you are defiling him with impure thoughts and filthy actions. Yet in the presence of 
even an image of God ( ) you would not dare 
to do anything of the things you are now doing. (Dissertationes 2.8.11–14)129

The internal act of carrying (the image of) God within oneself is contrasted with 
the external reverence paid to the visible statue of a god.

Another particularly instructive example can be found in Philo who, in his Le-
gatio ad Gaium, explains in everyday pagan language what the Jews are doing:

Holding that the laws are oracles vouchsafed by God and having been trained in this 
doctrine from their earliest years, they carry as a statue (  the im-
ages ( ) of the commandments enshrined in their souls. Then as they contem-
plate their shapes and forms ( ) they always think of them with 
awe – 

 (Legatio ad Gaium 210–211)

Philo applies the language of the pagan practices of carrying round idols in a 
metaphorical way to the way in which Jews carry round the image of the law 
within their minds. In a similar way, I would suggest, Paul speaks of human be-
ings carrying the image of God: first the distorted image of the first Adam, which 
is only in a remote sense still an image of God, but subsequently the image of 
the second Adam.

A similar antithesis between the images of idols and the image of God may be 
present in Paul’s letter to the Romans, which contains the other occurrences of 

 in Paul’s extant letters.130 In Romans 1, Paul criticizes those who have de-
generated into idol-worshippers: ‘they exchanged the glory of the immortal God 
for images resembling a mortal human being (

) or birds or four-footed animals or reptiles’ (1.23). In Romans, these 
images of idols contrast sharply with the image of God’s son, whose form God 
has predestined the readers to resemble: 

 (Rom 8.29). Whereas exchanging the glory of God for images 

129 Cf. Haussleiter 1957, 807 with reference to Epictetus (2.8.11–14) and Marcus Aurelius, 
Meditations 12.23.6: ‘Auch das Adjektiv , von Gott getragen, verwendet Marc[us 
Aurelius] einmal (12, 23, 6), das passive Korrelat zum Gottragen des Epiktet’; and 810–811 with 
reference to Iamblichus, De mysteriis 3.5: ; cf. also 3.25: 

 – ‘divine  is a perfection and deliverance of the soul’ (trans. 
Clarke, Dillon & Hershbell 2003). Haussleiter takes the phrase ‘bearing God about with you 
( )’ in Epictetus, Dissertationes 2.8.12 as a possible reference to the bearing of 
amulets. See Haussleiter 1957, 807: ‘Nach Dölger, ACh 4 (1934) 72 wird Epiktet hier an den 
“Gott” als Amulett gedacht haben’.

130 For the Ps-Pauline letters see also Col 1.15 about Christ, 
; and Col 3.10 about the restoration of the new man who is renewed 

.
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of idols is a sign of mankind’s decline, its restoration takes place when man is 
conformed to God’s image (see further chap. 7 below).

This antagonism between the image of God and idols seems already to be 
part of the Old Testament background to the notion of the image of God. As we 
have seen in the introduction to § 1.1 above, it is not unlikely that the assertion 
that man is created ‘in God’s image ( )’ (Gen 1.26–27) could bear 
anti-idolatrous overtones, as the term ‘image’ ( ) is one of the words used to 
refer to idols (Num 33.52; 2 Kgs 11.18; 2 Chron 23.17; Ezek 7.20, 16.17, 23.14; 
Amos 5.26). In this respect the priestly author of Genesis is resembled by Ezek-
iel (see Ezek 1.26–28). As Kutsko notes in his comments on the ‘image of God’ 
in Ezekiel:

Ezekiel struggles to find appropriate language that indicates both human likeness and 
divine incomparability. The prophet directs his efforts in several directions: he is at 
once attempting to align himself with Priestly theology, to contradict Mesopotamian 
ideology, and to refrain from language that would explicitly legitimize the notion of 
other gods. Fundamentally, however, P and Ezekiel are dealing with the same answer, 
approached from different angles: humans are like God, and God is like humans. In this 
answer, both P and Ezekiel remove other gods from the equation.131

This polemical anti-idolatrous understanding of man as the image of God also 
surfaces in later sources, as we saw in § 1.1.4 above. In a passage denouncing 
idolatry, the author of book III of the Sibylline Oracles addresses mankind as 
follows:

Men, who have the form which God moulded in his image
( ),
Why do you wander in vain, and not walk the straight path
ever mindful of the immortal creator? (III 8–10)

This sentence seems to hint at an opposition between the image of God and the 
other images of idolatrous cults. A full-blown antithesis comes to the fore in book 
VIII of the Sibylline Oracles. The passage in question is part of a denunciation of 
idolatry (8.359–428), spoken by God himself; it develops an explicit antithesis 
between the images ( ) used in pagan idolatry and man, as God’s image 
( ):

Godless ones also call their images ( ) gods,
abandoning the Creator, thinking to have
all hope and life from them. Trusting
in dumb and speechless things with evil result, they are ignorant of good end.
I myself proposed two ways, of life and death,
And proposed to the judgment to choose good life.

131 Kutsko 2000 a, 132. On the idea of the image of God and the polemic against the idols 
of Ancient Near Eastern cults, see also Schüle 2005, esp. 1–2, 9–11. On P and Ezekiel, see also 
Miller 1972, 303.
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But they turned eagerly to death and eternal fire.
Man is my image ( ), having right reason.  
(VIII 395–402)

Here, the opposition between the images of the gods and the image which is 
man, endowed with right reason, is rendered explicit. In essence it is the same 
opposition as that already found within P and Ezekiel. The logical conclusion 
of this way of thinking, that man, in his capacity as God’s image, is the only 
image of God and as such merits worship, is drawn in the Life of Adam and Eve 
(LAE). According to LAE, if Adam is the true image of God, he constitutes the 
proper object of worship, a worship to be performed by the angels (LAE – Vita 
13.1–15.3; 37.3; 39.1–3). This remarkable view could be taken as the most radi-
cal consequence of the extraordinary position accorded to man in the Priestly 
Source, and shows the inherent antithesis between this image and the alternative 
images of pagan cult.

This appears to be very similar to the antithesis which Paul draws between the 
images for which God’s glory was exchanged and Christ, as the proper image of 
God, to which the Christians are being conformed.

From this overview it emerges that in Paul’s extant letters the language of 
 appears in 1–2 Cor and Rom, precisely the letters in which the contrasting 

pair Adam and Christ occur, constituting Paul’s explicit Adam Christology. This 
is no coincidence. The letters in which an explicit Adam Christology is unfolded 
also contain the designation of Adam as the image of God, be it Adam I or Adam 
II. Nor is it coincidental that these letters are addressed to largely pagan com-
munities; in a letter within a Judaizing context, as Paul’s letter to the Galatians 
shows, it is not Adam but rather Abraham who is the focus of attention.

1.3.2 The terminology of forms

(a) A survey of morphic language in Paul

Let me first draw attention to the two passages in Paul which explicitly link 
the terminology of  with the terminology of forms. In 2 Cor 3.18, a pas-
sage already quoted above, Paul posits that ‘all of us’, i. e. all Christ-believers, 
‘with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mir-
ror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to 
another’ – 

. 
Here, the language of image and form is linked inasmuch as a transformation 
or metamorphosis takes place into, or in accordance with, the image of God (cf. 
2 Cor 4.4). We shall return to the concept of metamorphosis below, in the discus-
sion of Rom 12.2, where this concept reoccurs. For now, it will suffice to high-
light that the terminologies of image and form do indeed intersect.
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This also appears to be the case in Rom 8.29, also quoted above, when Paul 
says that God has predestined the Christ-believers to be similar in form to the 
image of his son, Christ: . 
The reason why these terminologies overlap has not yet been fully explored in 
scholarly debate, and will be established further below. First we shall continue 
with a survey of Paul’s morphic language, identifying any particular features or 
exegetical problems encountered in a kind of inventory.

The notion of becoming similar in form to Christ that features in the passage 
in Romans just discussed also occurs, in reverse order, in Gal 4.19: here it is not 
the believers who are said to be conformed to Christ, but rather Christ who will 
‘receive form in you’, the Galatians: .

A very different use of morphic language seems to be involved in Philippians 
2.6–7, in the well-known piece of hymnic prose referred to as the Philippian hymn. 
The readers are exhorted to be of one mind with Christ Jesus, ‘who, though he 
was in the form of God ( ), did not regard equality with 
God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave 
( ), being born in human likeness’ – 

 
 (2.6–7).

Paul’s talk about God’s form is closely matched by that of Josephus in his 
Against Apion. In a passage on the first commandment, in explaining the Jewish 
conception of God, Josephus writes:

What, then, are the precepts and prohibitions of our Law? They are simple and fa-
miliar. At their head stands one of which God is the theme. The universe is in God’s 
hands; perfect and blessed, self-sufficing and sufficing for all, He is the beginning, 
the middle, and the end of all things. By His works and bounties He is plainly seen, 
indeed more manifest than ought else; but His form ( ) and magnitude surpass 
our powers of description (  ). No materials, 
however costly, are fit to make an image ( ) of Him (

); no art has skill to conceive and represent it. 
The like of Him we have never seen, we do not imagine, and it is impious to conjec-
ture ( ). We 
behold His works … (Against Apion 2.190–191)

According to Josephus, God does indeed possess a form, but this is , 
inexpressible. For this reason, no image of Him can be made in the form of a 
statue. Josephus also emphasizes this later, in a passage in which he attacks the 
Greeks’ gross and immoral ideas about the gods:

They have even deified Terror and Fear [i.e. Deimos and Phobos, attendants of Ares, 
Iliad XV.119], nay Frenzy and Deceit – which of the worst passions have they not 
transfigured into the nature and form of a god (

)? –, and have induced cities to offer 
sacrifices to the more respectable members of this pantheon. (Against Apion 2.248)
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The ineffable form of the Jewish God is placed in sharp contrast with the form of 
idolatrous statues of the gods. Although Josephus does apply the term ‘form’ to 
God, it seems to be for polemical, anti-idolatrous reasons that he avoids speak-
ing of God’s . As Jervell noted and Levison emphasized, Josephus never 
uses the concept of God’s image, even not in his retelling of Genesis 1.132 In this, 
he differs from both Philo and Paul. Yet his passage about the ineffable form of 
God shows that the terminology of form as such is related to that of image, even 
if the terms are contrasted in this particular context in Josephus’ work. Josephus’ 
view that no visual image can be made of God because his form surpasses our 
powers of description shows that, despite the opposition between the true God 
and idols, the language of form and image is inherently connected. There is talk 
about the form and image of God, even if the first is beyond description and the 
possibility of the latter is denied. Josephus’ use of the term ‘form’ seems to be 
an instance of his metaphorical use of language, similar to the cases in which he 
speaks of the forms of the visual statues of the gods, such as the second passage 
from his Against Apion.

The manner in which the terms of form and image intersect will be explored 
later, but it is important to stress that they do overlap and are part of the same 
semantic and conceptual field. This is important because the synonymy (or near-
synonymy) or semantic-conceptual closeness of and  has become 
a bone of contention in the scholarly debate about Christology in the Philippian 
hymn. On the one hand, scholars such as Dunn claim that the phrase 

is part and parcel of Paul’s Adam Christology, and point to Christ’s being 
in the image of God. On the other hand, scholars such as Steenburg and Fee 
strongly contest this synonymy between form and image.133 The polemics have 
become heated, Fee making a philippica against those scholars who regard both 
terms as synonymous:

There has been a veritable groundswell in the NT academy that has argued (or more 
often simply asserted) that Paul’s use of  in the opening phrase of the Christ 
story (v. 6 [=Philipp 2.6]) is virtually synonymous with . But (…) this is a piece 
of scholarly mythology that needs to be laid to rest.134

It is true, I think, that Dunn and others have often emphasized that the terms 
and are synonymous without ever clearly explaining why. Dunn 

almost takes the near-synonymy for granted, stating: ‘it has long been recognized 
that and are near synonyms’, with particular reference to the work 
of R. P. Martin.135 However, Martin before him also seems to be content with 

132 Jervell 1974, 200–4; Levison 1988, 101, 109, 147.
133 See Steenburg 1988; and Fee 2007, 522–3 and 377–9. 
134 Fee 2007, 522–3 at 522; cf. 377–9. 
135 Dunn 1989, 115 and 117; Dunn 1998, §8.6, 199–204. Dunn does clearly relate  

and , see Dunn 1998, 284–5 in §11.4 (pp. 281–8) on Philipp 2.6–11; this is also a majority 
view, see 284 n83: ‘the semantic fields of the two terms overlap considerably’.
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demonstrating that and are interchangeable, without explaining 
why they belong to the same semantic-conceptual field: ‘because the terms ap-
pear to be used interchangeably in various contexts their meanings are to be re-
garded as equivalent’.136 No specific background for this statement is given, ex-
cept for a general reference to the Septuagint. This means the claim that 
and are near-synonyms lacks precision.

On the other hand, however, it seems unwarranted to emphasize a concep-
tual difference between the terms to the extent that Fee does. The passage from 
Josephus’ Against Apion discussed above shows that and  belong 
to the same semantic-conceptual field (Against Apion 2.190–191). This should 
obviously be noted in our inventory of problems, and in the next section we shall 
compare Paul’s morphic language with that of Philo to establish whether Philo’s 
use of morphic language can throw any light on the issue. Before that, however, 
we shall continue our survey of morphic passages in Paul.

Morphic language is also important in two other passages in Philippians. 
These passages also contain the notion of ‘having the same form, being simi-
lar in form’ ( ) and ‘being conformed to, taking on the same form 
as’ ( , as encountered already in both Rom 8.29 and, in reverse 
form, in Gal 4.19. In Philipp 3.10, Paul expresses his ardent wish ‘to know Christ 
and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by taking on 
the same form as his death ( )’. This Christ, 
as Philipp 3.21 explains, ‘will transform the body of our humiliation so that it 
may have the same form as the body of his glory (

), by the power 
that also enables him to make all things subject to himself’. Together with the 
passages from Rom 8.29 and Gal 4.19, these passages are testimony to the great 
importance which Paul attaches to the notion of having or taking on the same 
form as that of Christ. This is indeed a conformity to the form of Christ’s , 
as Rom 8.29 makes explicit.

The last relevant morphic passage in Paul is Rom 12.2.137 Here again, as in 
2 Cor 3.18, Paul mentions the phenomenon of metamorphosis. He exhorts his 
readers in the following manner: ‘Do not be conformed to this world, but be trans-
formed ( ) by the renewing of your minds, so that you may dis-
cern what is the will of God: what is good and acceptable and perfect’ – 

136 Martin 1967, 102–120 at 118.
137 The only morphic passage which I leave out of consideration in this survey is Rom 2.20. 

In this passage Paul describes the self-image of his Jewish opponent, who is confident that 
he is ‘a guide to the blind, a light to those who are in darkness, a corrector of the foolish, a 
teacher of children, having in the law the embodiment, the ‘bringing into shape’ ( ) 
of knowledge and truth ( )’ 
(Rom 2.19–20). This morphic term seems to stand on its own. Cf. for the later Pauline let-
ters, 2 Tim 3.5.
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. If the similar passage in 2 Cor 3.18 is adduced, this metamorphosis 
appears to be a metamorphosis into, or in accordance with, the image of God. This 
link between metamorphosis and image seems to be crucial and is another point 
for our inventory of problems, since the background of the notion of metamor-
phosis and its link with the terminology of image is not sufficiently clear.

Dunn, in his comments on metamorphosis in Rom 12.2, refers to a threefold 
background of ‘metamorphosis’.138 (1) First, Dunn points out that the ‘idea of 
metamorphosis is common to many religious strands of the ancient world, in-
cluding the classic myths about the gods changing into earthly form, and ac-
counts of individuals being transformed through mystery ritual or Gnostic re-
lease’. (2) Subsequently, he specifies that this language ought not to imply ‘that 
Paul here is using “mystery-conceptions”’, as Richard Reitzenstein proposed, 
but that ‘the language could be used in the sense of a moral transformation’. 
(3) Finally, Dunn draws upon the idea of metamorphosis in Jewish apocalyptic 
writings (1 Enoch 104.6; 4 Ezra 7.97; 2 Apoc. Bar. 51.5). Surprisingly, Dunn 
does not consider the possibility that the language of metamorphosis in Paul is 
strongly related to the semantic-conceptual field of ‘image’, even though the 
comparable passage of 2 Cor 3.18 hints in this direction.

The problem is that the background of the notion of metamorphosis in ancient 
mythology and Jewish apocalyptic is not sufficiently convincing.139 The Jewish 
apocalyptic sources do perhaps contain the idea of metamorphosis, but hardly 
the explicit terminology, whereas the specific terminology of metamorphosis in 
Greek is rather late, with only a limited number of occurrences before the first 
century AD. As T. Ballauff notes,

Das Wort ‘Metamorphose’ begegnet uns in der griechischen Literatur spät. Die latei-
nische Sprache hat dafür das Wort ‘transfiguratio’, das zuerst bei Plinius vorkommt; 
Seneca kennt schon ‘transfigurari’. Die Vorstellung von der Verwandlung göttlicher 
oder menschlicher Wesen in Tiere, Pflanzen, Steine ist, wie in anderen Ländern, so auch 
in Griechenland uralt. P. Ovidius Naso ist nicht der erste gewesen, der in Rom Verwand-
lungssagen poetisch behandelte, sondern die Metamorphose-Dichtung hatte dort längst 
ihren Einzug genommen.140

If we look at Ovid’s Metamorphoses, for instance, there are indeed some paral-
lels with 2 Cor 3.18 which are worth noting. In his account of the creation of 

138 Dunn 1988, 713.
139 See 1 Enoch 104.6: ‘Now fear not, righteous ones, when you see the sinners waxing 

strong and flourishing’; 4 Ezra 7.97: ‘their face is to shine like the sun, and (…) they are to 
be made like the light of the stars, being incorruptible from then on’; 2 Apoc. Bar. 51.5: ‘those 
over whom they are exalted now will then be more exalted and glorified than they; (…) both 
these and those will be changed, these into the splendour of angels and those into startling vi-
sions and horrible shapes’.

140 Ballauff 1980, 1177–9 at 1177.
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man, Ovid stresses both the fact that man is made of the divine substance of the 
creator or, alternatively, that man is moulded into the form of the gods:

Natus homo est, sive hunc divino semine fecit
ille opifex rerum, mundi melioris origo,
sive recens tellus seductaque nuper ab alto
aethere cognati retinebat semina caeli.
quam satus Iapeto, mixtam pluvialibus undis,
finxit in effigiem moderantum cuncta deorum.

Then man was born: whether the god who made all else, designing a more perfect 
world, made man of his own divine substance, or whether the new earth, but lately 
drawn away from heavenly ether, retained still some elements of its kindred sky – 
that earth which the son of Iapetus mixed with fresh, running water, and moulded 
into the form of the all-controlling gods. (I.78–83)

Whereas the view that man is made of the creator’s own divine substance comes 
close to the Jewish creation account of Gen 1, according to which man was cre-
ated ‘in the image of God’, the other view that ‘the son of Iapetus’, Prometheus, 
moulded man from earth into the form of the gods resembles the creation account 
of Gen 2. These views are so compatible that, from the third century onwards, 
the iconography of Prometheus moulding man out of the earth was taken over by 
Christians and applied to the creation of Adam by God and Christ.141

Yet the inference which Paul draws from the Jewish creation accounts that 
man is being reshaped and experiences a transformation into the image of God 
has virtually no parallel in Ovid’s anthropology. First of all, there are alterna-
tive, very different anthropologies in Ovid which seem to push aside the anthro-
pology of I.78–83. According to these alternative anthropologies, offspring in 
‘human form’ was generated by Mother Earth from the blood of the slain Giants 
(I.156–160) or human beings evolved from the stones thrown by Deucalion and 
Pyrrha to produce a new human race after the Flood (I.400–415). These anthro-
pologies in Ovid are in competition with one another. More importantly, how-
ever, the notion that human beings experience transformation seems to be limited 
to particular human beings, such as the emperor, or Heracles, son of a mortal 
woman and a god. At Heracles’ death

141 See the Prometheus-sarcophagus of Rome / Arles (c. AD 270/280), now in the Louvre, 
and the biblical sarcophagus of Rome / Arles (c. AD 325), now in Arles, discussed in Engemann 
2007, 282–3. For Prometheus’ creation of mankind, see Aristophanes, Aves 686; Plato, Protago-
ras 320 d; Philemon, frag. 93 and Poetae Comici Graecae – Adespota, frag. 1047; Menander, 
frag. 508; Heraclides Pontus, frag. 66 a–b; Callimachus, frag. 493; Herondas 2.28; Horace, Car-
mina 1.16.13–6; Pausanias, Graeciae descriptio 10.4.4. For Late Antiquity see Kaiser-Minn 
1981; add now Pap.Lugd.Bat. XXV.16 (a fourth-century wax tablet with an alphabetic acrostic 
on Prometheus’ creation of mankind); Balty & Briquel Chatonnet 2000, 39–41; Bowersock 
2001; this bibliography was kindly provided by my colleague Jan N. Bremmer (Groningen), 
drawing on his forthcoming Greek Religion & Culture, the Bible and the Ancient Near East. 
See Bremmer 2008 a, 33 n65.
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… nec cognoscenda remansit
Herculis effigies, ne quicquam ab imagine ductum
matris habet, tantumque Iovis vestigia servat.
…
sic ubi mortales Tirynthius exuit artus,
parte sui meliore viget, maiorque videri
coepit et augusta fieri gravitate verendus.

… no shape of Hercules that could be recognized remained, nor was there anything 
left which he derived from his mother’s image. He kept traces only of his father (…); 
so when the Tirynthian put off his mortal frame, he gained new vigour in his better 
part, began to seem of more heroic size, and to become awful in his godlike dignity. 
(IX.263–270)

Apart from Heracles, only the emperor, Julius Caesar, seems to experience a 
metamorphosis. It is Julius Caesar who is ‘changed to a new heavenly body, 
a flaming star’ (XV.745; cf. XV.840–851), a fate which still awaits Augustus 
(XV.868–870).

From this it is clear that Ovid’s Metamorphoses can render only a partial ex-
planation for the concept of metamorphosis as adopted by Paul. For Ovid, the 
notion of metamorphosis constitutes a connecting link between various mytho-
logical cycles, and is supported by the philosophical or Pythagorean view that 
the soul ‘passes into ever-changing bodies’ (XV.60–478 at 171–172). It does not 
sufficiently explain Paul’s thoughts about the metamorphosis of Christ-believers 
into, or in accordance with, the image of God. What Ovid’s Metamorphoses do 
demonstrate, however, is that, in Ovid, too, the terminologies of image and form 
belong to the same semantic-conceptual field. In III.455–463, for instance, in a 
vivid description of Narcissus’ self-obsession, the terminology switches easily 
between ‘forma’ and ‘imago’.

The survey of morphic language in Paul leaves a few unresolved issues which 
we have listed in our inventory. First, the concept of metamorphosis in Paul 
cannot be sufficiently explained from a supposed profusion of this concept in 
Graeco-Roman or Jewish-apocalyptic sources. Secondly, scholars either claim 
or deny the near-synonymy of and , especially in the Philippian 
hymn, but have failed to supply good grounds. Finally, the extent and coherence 
of Paul’s morphic language call for elucidation. All these issues may profit from 
a comparison between Paul’s morphic language and that of Philo, Paul’s near-
contemporary fellow-Jew, no less Hellenized than Paul. An analysis of morphic 
language in Philo will show, on the one hand, that the language of is too 
diverse to provide clear parallels for Paul’s morphic language, but, on the other 
hand, that it is the specific link between and  which may provide 
a way forward. Perhaps Paul’s emphasis on Christ-believers being or becoming 
similar in form ( ) to the image of God will then also become more 
understandable.
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(b) Morphic language in Philo

The terminology of form in Philo does not constitute a single, coherent theme, 
nor is ‘metamorphosis’ a philosophical technical term in his writings. However, 
it is possible to detect five different applications of morphic language in Philo. 
In the following, I shall not give an exhaustive survey of all passages, as in Paul, 
but distinguish between the various applications and illustrate them with the 
most important examples.

(i) Anthropomorphism. The broad range of applications of Philo’s morphic 
language becomes clear immediately from the first cluster of passages. Their 
common theme is the criticism of an anthropomorphic understanding of God. 
As we have seen in § 1.2.4 above, in his commentary on the image of God in 
Gen 1.26 Philo warns his readers against interpreting the likeness between God 
and man wrongly: ‘Let no one represent the likeness as one to a bodily form; 
for neither is God in human form ( ), nor is 
the human body God-like’ (De opificio mundi 69). According to Philo, ‘God 
is not only not in the form of man, but belongs to no class or kind’ (Legum 
allegoriarum libri 1.37). A clear polemic is visible in Philo’s writings against 
pagan anthropomorphic concepts of God, which threaten a proper understanding 
of God. In his commentary on Numbers 23.19, ‘God is not a man’, Philo states: 
‘… we think of the blessed and the immortal in terms of our own natures. We 
shun indeed in words the monstrosity of saying that God is of human form (

), but in actual fact we accept the impious thought 
that He is of human passions’ (De sacrificiis Abelis et Caini 95). In very 
emphatic terms, Philo turns against anthropomorphic statements about God: 
‘They are utterly monstrous inventions of men who would overthrow great 
virtues like piety and reverence by representing Him as having the form and 
passions of mankind’ (De plantatione 35).142 The equally despicable opposite of 
such anthropomorphism is for a human being to claim to possess the form of a 
particular god, as Gaius Caligula did: ‘Falsely does he call himself Paean, let him 
cease once and for all to mimic the true Paean, for a form of a god ( ) 
cannot be counterfeited as a coin can be’ (Legatio ad Gaium 110–111).

There is only one form of anthropomorphism which Philo describes in a posi-
tive way, and that is where God reveals himself to human beings in the form of 
an angel or even in the form of man, the mode in which he appears in particular 
Old Testament narratives:

To the souls indeed which are incorporeal and are occupied in His worship it is 
likely that He should reveal Himself as He is, conversing with them as friend with 

142 For Philo’s criticism of anthropomorphic views on God, see further De posteritate Caini 
2–4; Quod deus sit immutabilis 55–56, 59; De confusione linguarum 135; De congressu erudi-
tionis gratia 115; De mutatione nominum 54–55.
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friends; but to souls which are still in a body, giving Himself the likeness of angels, 
not altering His own nature, for He is unchangeable, but conveying to those which 
receive the impression of His presence a semblance in a different form, such that they 
take the image to be not a copy, but that original form itself (

 . Indeed an old saying is still current 
that the deity goes the round of the cities, in the likeness now of this man now of that 
man, taking note of wrongs and transgressions. (De somniis 1.232–233, 238)

Interestingly, in support of this anthropomorphic, or rather angelomorphic rev-
elation of God to human beings, Philo clearly alludes to Odyssey 17.485. Simi-
larly, the strangers who visit Abraham are transformed 

, into anthropomorphic shape (De Abrahamo 113). But for comparison 
with the notion of metamorphosis in Paul, this is a transformation in the ‘wrong 
direction’, from God or angel to man, and for this reason these instances do not 
provide a useful parallel for Paul’s notion of human beings transforming into 
the image of God.143

(ii) The forms of the soul. A further, different, application of Philo’s morphic 
language is revealed in his discussion of the forms or forming of the human 
soul. In one passage Philo refers to the manifold forms and divisions of the soul, 
in which it is virtually impossible for the divine Spirit to abide (Quod deus sit 
immutabilis 2). In another, he talks about God forming the rational part of the 
soul: (De fuga et inventione 68–69). Indeed, in 
Philo’s view, this forming was in accordance with the divine image: the dominant 
part of the soul, ‘the rational spirit-force within us (…) was shaped according to 
the archetypal form of the divine image’ – 

(De specialibus legibus 1.171). Yet, despite these similarities, 
there is no talk in Philo of metamorphosis back into the image of God. For this 
reason Philo’s application of morphic language does not throw sufficient light on 
that of Paul. To be sure, Philo does say something about moulding and forming 
‘the soul into the approved standard, into the form of true goodness itself’ (De 
specialibus legibus 4.196), but does not link this with the image of God.

(iii) The forms of the cosmos. Philo speaks not only of the forms of the soul, 
but also, in a cosmological-philosophical way, of the forms of the cosmos. This 
is not surprising, as this fits Philo’s Platonizing style. In De specialibus legibus 

143 For such transformations, see further De Abrahamo 118. For the allegorical figure of 
nobility taking on human shape, see De virtutibus 195. Yet another aspect of Philo’s use of the 
language of anthropomorphism, which serves to underline the variety of his morphic language, 
is his description of the bad man as a beast with anthropomorphic features. See De vita Mosis 
1.43; and De Abrahamo 32–33.
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he clearly conducts a polemic against those who question the validity of Plato’s 
doctrine of the incorporeal ideas or forms:

Just as anything crushed has lost its quality and form and may be literally said to 
be nothing more than formless matter ( ), so the creed which abolishes 
the Forms confuses everything and reduces it to the pre-elemental state of exist-
ence, that state devoid of form and quality ( …

). Could anything be more preposterous than this? For when out of 
that confused matter God produced all things, He did not do so with His own handi-
work, since His nature, happy and blessed as it was, forbade that He should touch 
the limitless chaotic matter. Instead He made full use of the incorporeal potencies 
well denoted by their name of Forms to enable each kind to take its appropriate form 
( ). (De specialibus legi-
bus 1.327–329)

In this way Philo defends Plato’s theory of forms, and in several cosmological 
passages in Philo this language can be seen at work. In De fuga et inventione 
12, for instance, Philo reflects on the divine Logos, ‘by which each thing that 
exists has received its form ( . Accordingly from the outset form in 
perfection accompanies the things that come into being, for it is an impress and 
image ( ) of the perfect Logos’. Despite the occurrence here of the termi-
nology of form and image, this specific philosophical language does not really 
help us to understand Paul’s reflection on the metamorphosis of human beings 
into the image of God.144

(iv) The specific language of metamorphosis. The lack of true parallels to Paul’s 
concept of metamorphosis is highlighted by the fact that, in Philo, there is as yet 
no specific fixed technical terminological meaning of metamorphosis. As noted 
above, the terminology of metamorphosis in Greek is late, and its occurrence 
before the first century AD rather limited.

This state of affairs is reflected in Philo’s unspecific and vague use of the ter-
minology of metamorphosis. Along the lines of his positive use of anthropomor-
phism outlined above, Philo speaks about angels who, despite their spiritual sub-
stance, often ‘imitate the forms of men and transform themselves for immediate 
purposes’:  (Quaestiones in 
Genesim 1.92). However, Philo equally talks about the metamorphosis of Moses 
into a prophet ( ) when he becomes inspired 
(De vita Mosis 1. 57); about the undesirable metamorphosis of the works of na-

144 For morphic language in a cosmological context in Philo, see further also De somniis 
2.45. See also the language of transmutation of the cosmos and its forms, inspired by Euripides’ 
line ‘Naught that is born doth ever die, | Its severed parts together fly, | And yield another form’ 
(Euripides, frag. 839), in Legum allegoriarum libri 1.7 and De aeternitate mundi 5–6. For the 
decline of the forms and faculties of mankind throughout this cosmic process, see De opificio 
mundi 140–141 but without any hint at man’s reconfiguration through a metamorphosis into 
the image of God.
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ture by defiled hand (Quaestiones in Exodum 2, frag. 1); about the transformation 
of piety into either superstition or impiety (De specialibus legibus 4. 147); and, 
finally, about Gaius Caligula transforming his figure and dress into Apollo’s: 

 (Legatio ad Gaium 95). Such 
is Philo’s usage of the terminology of metamorphosis, and this confirms the im-
pression that neither his morphic language in general, nor his specific usage of 
metamorphosis, is really parallel to that of Paul. As we shall see, it is rather his 
everyday, down-to-earth discourse about the ‘forms of images’ which seems to 
be useful for understanding what is going on in Paul’s morphic language.

(v) The forms of images. In a very natural way, Philo repeatedly talks of the 
forms of images. He speaks of men who employ

sculpture and painting to form innumerable forms (
) which they have enclosed in shrines and tem-

ples and after building altars have assigned celestial and divine honours to idols of 
stone and wood and suchlike images, all of them lifeless things. (De decalogo 7)145

In most passages such as this, Philo does not use the term  for images, but 
rather .146 Nevertheless, some passages do indeed contain the terminol-
ogy of both and . On one occasion in his Legato ad Gaium already 
quoted earlier, Philo talks about the Jews who ‘carry (  the 
images of the commandments ( ) enshrined 
in their souls. Then as they contemplate their forms thus clearly represented 
( ) they always think of them with awe’ (Legatio ad Gaium 
210–211).147 In this passage, the terminology of  and 
clearly intersects, and it does so because of the ordinary manner of speaking 
about images having forms.

The same occurs in another passage in Philo’s Legatio ad Gaium, when Philo 
describes how Gaius Caligula

took possession of the synagogues in the other cities after beginning with those 
of Alexandria, by filling them with images and statues of himself in bodily form 
( ). (Legatio ad Gaium 
346)

Here, too, images and bodily forms are mentioned in one breath. This common 
language of the forms of images and statues is present in many authors, as will 
be demonstrated in the next section. After that, I shall show how this non-philo-
sophical, general morphic language throws light on that of Paul.

145 Cf. further De decalogo 66 and 72; De specialibus legibus 2.255–256; De vita contem-
plative 7.

146 Cf. Bremmer 2008 b.
147 Cf. also Legatio ad Gaium 290 and 299.
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(c) The images and their forms

The view that images have forms is attested in many Greek sources, which show 
that  and  do indeed belong to the same semantic-conceptual field.148 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus (1 st cent. BC), for instance, gives a description of the 
procession of a Roman festival in which images appear to have morphai:

Last of all in the procession came the images of the gods ( ), 
borne on men’s shoulders ( , showing the 
same likenesses ( ) as those made by the Greeks and having the 
same dress, the same symbols, and the same gifts which tradition says each of them 
invented and bestowed on mankind. (Dionysius Halicarnassensis, Antiquitates Ro-
manae 7.72.13)

We may note in passing that the idea of the images ( ) being ‘borne on 
men’s shoulders’ (  again emphasizes 
the observation above that Paul’s talk of ‘bearing the image’ of the earthly and 
heavenly man in 1 Cor 15.49 has its background in the pagan practices of car-
rying around statues of the gods. However, what is key here is that these images 
of the gods are said to possess forms ( ).

This is also apparent from several passages in Plutarch. In De Alexandri magni 
fortuna aut virtute, Plutarch describes the proposal of Stasicrates, the master-
sculptor, to cut out Alexander’s image in Mount Athos, which has an almost 
human form:

‘But I, your majesty,’ said he, ‘have conceived the project of placing your likeness 
in living and imperishable material, with roots that are everlasting and weight im-
movable and unshakable. For Mount Athos in Thrace, in that part where is its highest 
and most conspicuous summit, has well-proportioned surfaces and heights, limbs and 
joints and proportions that suggest the human form ( ). When it has been 
properly carved and worked into shape ( ), it can be called Alexander’s 
image ( ), and Alexander’s statue it will be’. (De Alexandri magni fortuna aut 
virtute 335C–D; cf. Lucian, Pro imaginibus 9)

In another passage, Plutarch uses the phrase ‘image of the form’ when he re-
marks that the Spartan king Agesilaus did not leave behind any statue or picture 
of himself :

148 For that reason I strongly disagree with Fee 2007, 378, who claims, on the basis of J. H. 
Moulton and G. Milligan’s The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament (London 1930): ‘  
(…) denotes “form” or “shape” not usually in terms of the external features by which something 
is recognized but of those characteristics and qualities that are essential to it. Hence, it means 
that which truly characterizes a given reality’. Cf. also 379 n29: ‘The improbability of genuine 
semantic overlap can especially be seen in the fact that the two words [  and ] never 
occur together in the several entries for each in Louw and Nida’s Greek-English Lexicon of the 
New Testament Based on Semantic Domains’. However, it would be better practice to decide the 
question of their synonymy or semantic-conceptual overlap on the basis of the TLG.
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We have no image of the form [of him] ( ), for 
he himself would not consent to one, and even when he lay dying forbade the mak-
ing of ‘either statue or picture’ of his person, but he is said to have been a little man 
of unimposing presence. (Agesilaus 2.2)

In this case, ‘form’ does not refer to the form of the image itself, but to the form 
of the person whom it represents. Normally, however, ‘form’ would refer first 
and foremost to the forms of the image.

The terms ‘image’ and ‘form’ concur not only in pagan Greek writings,149 but 
also in Jewish writings,150 and in a plethora of early-Christian sources.151 Among 
the Jewish sources, there is a very telling example in book III of the Sibylline 
Oracles, in which the terminology of image and form is bound up with an al-
lusion to the passage on the image of God in Gen 1.26–27. In this instance the 
readers are addressed as follows:

Men, who have the form which God moulded in his image
( )
why do you wander in vain, and not walk the straight path
ever mindful of the immortal creator? (III.8–10)

The phrase  (‘having the form which 
God moulded in his image’) clearly shows that ‘form’ and ‘image’ belong to the 
same semantic-conceptual field.

I finish with a very striking example from Celsus, which demonstrates that, 
from his pagan perspective, Celsus could easily draw the language of God’s 
image from Gen 1.26 into the ordinary parlance of images which are endowed 
with forms. In this passage, which has come down to us through Origen, Celsus 
criticizes the Christians because

they cannot bear to see temples and altars and images (
. (…) … they openly dishonour the images. If what they 

mean is that an image of stone or wood or bronze or gold which some man or other 
has wrought cannot be a god, their wisdom is ludicrous. Who but an utter infant im-
agines that these things are gods and not votive offerings and images of gods? But 
if they mean that we ought not to suppose that images ( ) are divine (

), because God has a different form (

149 For other examples of the concurrence of ‘image’ and ‘form’, see: Aristotle, Politica 
1340 a 25; Aristotle, Poetica 1448 b 11; Plutarch, Frag. 158 (edn Sandbach); Lucian, Adversus 
indoctum et libros multos ementem 21; Alexander of Aphrodisias, In Aristotelis metaphysica 
commentaria 417; Julian,     8 (134C); Julian, Epistu-
lae 59 (edn Bidez-Cumont = Wright [Loeb] 48, 443B).

150 Philo, Legatio ad Gaium 210–211 and Legatio ad Gaium 346, already discussed above; 
Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 6.333 and, already referred to above, Against Apion 2.190–191.

151 See, e. g., Oracula Sibyllina 8.378–379; Acta Joannis 28; Justin Martyr, Apologia 63.16 
and 64.5; Irenaeus, Adversus haereses 1.1.15, 1.8.1, 1.16.3; Ps-Clement, Homiliae 11.5.1; Ori-
gen, Commentariorum series in evangelium Matthaei 161; Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium haer-
esium 6.14.5, 5.16.10, 6.20.1, 6.42.6.
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), as the Persians also maintain [cf. Against Celsus 7.62: Hero-
dotus 2.131], they [i. e. the Christians] have unwittingly refuted themselves. For they 
say that ‘God made man his own image’ (« » 
« ») and made man’s form like his own ( )’. (Celsus 
apud Origen, Against Celsus 7.62; cf. 6.63)

As in the passage from Josephus’ Against Apion 2.190–191 quoted earlier (see 
§ 1.3.2 [a]), the images of the gods are contrasted with the form of God, which 
is different from the forms of these images. Here, too, the forms are those which 
belong to images. It is within this common sense of images and their forms that 
Celsus also understands the Greek wording of Gen 1.26–27 and, for this reason, 
believes that the Christians contradict themselves. If the form of God is different 
from the forms of the images of the gods, then the Christians refute themselves 
by holding that God made man in his own image and form.

Later on in his Against Celsus, Origen answers Celsus’ criticism in exactly the 
same language of image and form. According to Origen,

we [i. e. the Christians] do not suppose that the images are divine likenesses (
 because we do not de-

pict in any form a God who is invisible and incorporeal (
). But Celsus supposes that we fall into 

contradicting ourselves when we say that God does not possess human form and 
when we believe that God made man His own image and made him in the image of 
God. My reply to this, as I also said earlier [6.63], is that the part which is ‘in the 
image of God’ is to be found preserved in the rational soul which has the capacity 
for virtue. And yet Celsus, failing to see the difference between God’s image and 
that which is made after the image of God, says that we affirm ‘God made man his 
own image and made man’s form like his own’. To this we replied earlier. (Against 
Celsus 7.66)

Celsus’ attack and Origen’s reply show that, in a very natural, fluid way, both 
pagans and Christians share the same language of images and their forms, even 
when talking about the image of God.

1.3.3 Concluding observations

The parallels for Paul’s morphic language do not seem to lie in philosophical re-
flections on forms, whether the forms of the soul, or the forms of Plato’s theory. 
Nor is the Greek concept of metamorphosis sufficient to explain Paul’s notion 
of transformation into the image of God. It seems, rather, that it is the common-
place, daily understanding of images being endowed with forms which can throw 
light upon the three problematic issues identified in our inventory of Paul’s mor-
phic language: (a) the issue of the ‘form of God’, (b) the issue of transformation, 
and, finally, (c) the issue of the coherence of Paul’s morphic language in general. 
In each case, as I shall briefly argue, the conventional manner of speaking about 
images and their forms seems to furnish the appropriate background.
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(a) ‘Being in the form of God’

Against the background of the common idiom of the forms of images, the depic-
tion of Christ as the one , ‘who was in the form of 
God’ (Philipp 2.6) can have two meanings.

(1) First, indeed, as Dunn believes, ‘form’ here could be the form of the image 
of God. This meaning is best illustrated by the rendition of Gen 1.26–27 in the 
already quoted passage from Sibylline Oracles III.8: ‘Men, who have the form 
which God moulded in his image (

)’. In this sense, Fee’s distinction between ‘form’ and ‘image’ runs con-
trary to the way in which (the combination of) these terms would have been com-
monly understood in Antiquity.

This, however, in no way decides the matter of whether this Adam Christology 
in Philipp 2.6 applies only to Christ’s post-incarnational, earthly existence, as 
Dunn believes, or also to his pre-existence. I am inclined to think that acknowl-
edging that Adam Christology is present in Philipp 2.6 does not preclude the 
possibility that this passage refers to the pre-existent Christ. After all, Adam II 
in 1 Cor 15 is the , the man from heaven (15.47), which 
seems to imply that Paul took this heavenly man as pre-existent. In this case, the 
phrase (Philipp 2.6) is synonymous with the phrase 

 in 2 Cor 4.4. I do not regard it as compelling that the 
latter phrase should only apply to Christ on the basis of his earthly life.152 As in 
Col 1.15, this phrase could well refer to the pre-existent state of the man from 
heaven. This view that Adam II, in his capacity as the heavenly man, was pre-
existent also accords very well with Philo’s thoughts about the heavenly man, 
who is created after the image of God and precedes the earthly man (see § 1.2.2 
above and § 5.1 below). In Philo, however, the heavenly man, being created after 
the image of God, is distinct from the image, which is identical with the Logos, 
the second God. Here the hierarchy thus runs as follows (from the top down): (i) 
God, (ii) Image = Logos, and (iii) heavenly man, created after the image. In Paul, 
however, the heavenly man and the image seem to coincide, and for this reason 
Paul can speak of ‘bearing the image of the heavenly man’ (1 Cor 15.49).

(2) Secondly, however, it could also be the case that the term in 
the phrase  does not point to the image of God, but 
refers to the form of God in precisely the same way as we have seen it used in 
Josephus and Celsus. According to Josephus, God’s ‘form ( ) and magni-
tude surpass our powers of description (  ). 
No materials, however costly, are fit to make an image ( ) of Him (

)’ (Against Apion 2.190–

152 Pace Fee 2007, 519–20. Cf. Fee 2007, 522–3: ‘Paul uses this language [the language of 
] with regard to Christ only with regard to his being the divine image-bearer in his incar-

nation, not with regard to his pre-existence’.
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191). And according to Celsus, the Christians ‘mean that we ought not to suppose 
that images ( ) are divine ( ), 
because God has a different form ( ), as the Per-
sians also maintain’ (Celsus apud Origen, Against Celsus 7.62). Here too, how-
ever, I would contend, the language of God’s form is occasioned by an explicit 
contrast between the form of God and the images of the gods, so that the same 
semantic-conceptual field of images and their forms is still at work. It is true, as 
Fee suggests, that in this case the ‘form of God’ in Philipp 2.6 takes on the mean-
ing of his divinity, so that the pre-existent Christ is said to share in God’s form 
of divinity.153 But that again, I believe, is not so very different from the language 
of being the image of God. However one understands Philipp 2.6, the essential 
fact remains that this passage is part of Paul’s Adam Christology, although the 
emphasis here seems to be on the pre-existent Adam from heaven.

(b) Metamorphosis

As we have seen, one specific component of Paul’s morphic language, the notion 
of metamorphosis into God’s image, is only insufficiently explained by the back-
ground of Greek mythology and philosophy. The terminology of metamorpho-
sis is late, with only a few occurrences before the first century AD. As a survey 
of the instances of this term in Philo shows, metamorphosis had not acquired a 
specific technical meaning for Philo. Nor is the notion of metamorphosis in Jew-
ish apocalyptic texts fully parallel. The best way to understand metamorphosis 
in Paul is to regard it as a natural part of Paul’s reflections on the image of God. 
As images and their forms are part of a common, everyday idiom in the Greek 
world, Paul’s application of metamorphosis does not derive from a fixed concept, 
but rather evolves naturally from his focus on the image of God.

As I shall demonstrate in chap. 2 below, the view that, by way of metamor-
phosis into the image of God, the Christ-believer is conformed more and more 
to the divine image does have an analogy in the Platonic ideal of becoming as 
much like God as possible (see, e. g., Plato, Theaetetus 176 b). This progressive 
conformation seems to be without parallel in ancient Jewish thought. I would 
emphasize, however, that the terminology of metamorphosis is best understood 
as a natural consequence of the important place which Paul accords to the lan-
guage of the image of God. In 2 Cor 3.18 we have the full, explicit expression 
of Paul’s idea of the metamorphosis into the image of God; this transforming 
process – as 2 Cor 4.16 explains – takes place in the ‘inner man’. In Rom 12.2, 
Paul highlights that this metamorphosis comes to pass through the renewal of the 
mind ( ), which – as is apparent from Rom 7.22–25 – is synonymous with 
the ‘inner man’ (see further chap. 7 below). Although the term ‘image’ is not 
repeated in Rom 12, it is presupposed, since already in Rom 8.29 Paul refers to 

153 Fee 2007, 376–81.
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the process of taking on the same form as Christ’s image. Both passages, 2 Cor 3 
and Rom 12, are based on the logic of transforming into, or in accordance with, 
God’s image (see further § 2.4 below).

(c) The extent and coherence of Paul’s morphic language

If indeed Paul’s morphic language is rooted in his reflections on the image of 
God, it is also reversely the case that the full extent of Paul’s conception of the 
image of God becomes visible in his morphic language. As we have seen, in the 
common idiom of images and their forms, ‘form’ refers either to the form of the 
image itself, or to the form which the image represents. Both meanings are pos-
sible and depend upon the context. Similarly, Paul’s morphic language is equally 
ambiguous. His notion of metamorphosis into the image of God refers both to the 
form inherent in the divine image and to the form which the subject takes on as 
its own. This ambiguity is nicely captured in the compound terms  
(‘having the same form, similar in form’) and  (‘be conformed 
to, take on the same form as’); in Greek they occur almost exclusively in Paul 
and in literature dependent upon him,154 and – as we can deduce from our survey 
– constitute the most frequent expression of Paul’s morphic language (Philipp 
3.10, 21; Rom 8.29). If man takes on the same form as Christ, Christ can recip-
rocally also be said to take form within man: (Gal 
4.19). It cannot be otherwise than that this process has something to do with the 
dynamics of Christ’s alternation between  (Philipp 2.6) 
and  (2.7–8), and back (2.9–11). This metamorphosis of 
Christ now seems to be mirrored in the metamorphosis of Christ-believers into 
the image of God (2 Cor 3.18; Rom 12.2). Paul’s morphic language is remark-
ably coherent and extensive. Whereas the terminology of form in Philo does not 
constitute a single, coherent theme but has rather diverse applications, in Paul it 
seems to support one of the central tenets of his theology – his Adam Christol-
ogy and, more precisely, his reflections on the image of God.

154 The main exceptions among the more than 700 occurrences in the extant Greek literature 
are Nicander, Theriaca 321; Heraclitus, Allegoriae 77.3; and Pseudo-Lucian, Amores 39.



Chapter 2

The ‘Image of God’ and ‘Being Made 
Like God’ in Graeco-Roman Paganism

Introduction

In the overview about the ‘image of God’ in ancient Judaism in chap. 1, we al-
ready noted that there are no real parallels for Philo’s and Paul’s belief that God’s 
image is a model on which individuals’ lives are (re-)shaped and conformed to 
God. The closest one gets in ancient Judaism, as chap. 1 shows, is the notion of 
‘all the glory of Adam’ in the Dead Sea Scrolls: all the glory of Adam is granted 
to those who enter the Qumran community (1QS and 4Q504; see § 1.1.3 above). 
The Rule of the Community (1QS) was a particularly fruitful source given its de-
tailed anthropology: God will purify ‘the configuration of man, ripping out all 
spirit of injustice from the innermost part of his flesh’ (IV 20–21), but even here 
there is no talk of being conformed to an image, model or ideal. At the same 
time, we also observed in § 1.3 that some of Paul’s expressions, such as that of 
bearing the image of God (1 Cor 15.49), are derived from the pagan practice of 
carrying around images of the gods. Indeed, Paul’s notion of being conformed to 
the image of God proved to be dependent on the common parlance in the Graeco-
Roman world about images having forms (see § 1.3.1 above). For this reason, 
we will now move on to take a closer look at the way the expression ‘image of 
God’ itself was used among the pagans (§ 2.1).

This survey will yield interesting instances which point to a broader issue, 
that of ‘forming oneself in the likeness of God through virtue’ (§ 2.2). This no-
tion functions as a natural extension of the notion of the image of God. Being 
the image of God entails the endeavour to form oneself in the likeness of God. 
The notion of assimilation to God will be studied in detail, to show that it was 
part of an important development in Hellenistic and Roman ethics. The notion 
of assimilation to God has its roots in the writings of Plato and became particu-
larly popular in the first century BC. As Dillon has demonstrated, from the first 
century BC onwards Greek ethics tended to be founded less on the Stoic maxim 
of ‘living in accordance with Nature’, and increasingly on the Platonic ideal of 
becoming as like God as possible (see, e. g., Plato, Theaetetus 176 b).1

1 Dillon 1996 a, index, s. v. ‘Likeness to God’.



932.1 The ‘image of God’ in Graeco-Roman paganism

The impact of this ideal on Philo, and on his thoughts about the similarity be-
tween God and man, will be studied separately (§ 2.3). After that, the findings 
of the study of this contemporary development will be applied to our studies of 
Paul (§ 2.4). I shall argue that Paul’s view that, by way of metamorphosis into 
the image of God, the Christ-believer is conformed more and more to this divine 
image and is induced, in this way, to lead a moral life, is indeed best explained 
against the background of pagan philosophical ideas about the image of God and 
forming oneself in the likeness of God. Paul’s reflections about transformation 
into the image of God and becoming united with Christ bear the marks of this 
mode of thought which, in turn, is greatly enhanced by Paul’s appropriation. In 
Paul, one could argue, the homoiōsis theōi develops into a homoiōsis Christōi. 
Because of Christ’s identity as the image of God, unification with Christ is part 
of the process of becoming like God.2

2.1 The ‘image of God’ in Graeco-Roman paganism

In Graeco-Roman pagan texts, the ‘image of God’ occurs in various meanings. 
It is applied in the setting of cosmology (§ 2.1.1), Hellenistic kingship ideology 
(§ 2.1.2), anthropology (§ 2.1.3), and of course also as a reference to the physical 
statues of the gods, both in a literal and in a metaphorical sense (§ 2.1.4).

2.1.1 The ‘image of God’ in cosmology: The cosmos as the image of God

At the end of his dialogue about creation, the Timaeus, Plato comes close to the 
concept of the ‘image of God’, and to applying this concept to man. In the final 
section of his dialogue Plato calls the cosmos ‘a visible living creature embrac-
ing the visible creatures, an image of the intelligible, a perceptible God’ – 

 (Timaeus 92 c). 
As A. O. Lovejoy has shown, this passage demonstrates that the commonplace of 
‘Platonic dualism’ is ill-founded and that, in Plato’s mind, there is ‘a great chain 
of being’.3 The visible cosmos is, as a matter of fact, a perceptible god (

) and, in that sense, an image, an expression or representation of the 
underlying intelligible, paradigmatic reality ( ). Within the per-
ceptible reality of the cosmos, as Plato had just argued in the Timaeus, it is man 
who most resembles the cosmos because he is able to contemplate the revolution 
of the entire cosmos and rectify his own thoughts accordingly:

For the divine part within us the congenial motions are the intellections and revolu-
tions of the Universe. These each one of us should follow, rectifying the revolutions 
within our head, which were distorted at our birth, by learning the harmonies and rev-

2 Cf. also Samra 2006, esp. chaps 4 and 5.
3 Lovejoy 1964, chap. 2.
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olutions of the Universe, and thereby making the part that thinks like (  
unto the object of its thought, in accordance with its original nature, and having 
achieved this assimilation (  attain finally to that goal of life which is 
set before men by the gods as the most good both for the present and for the time to 
come. (Timaeus 90 c–d)

Already earlier in the Timaeus, Plato had drawn attention to the fact that the 
cosmos reflects a higher reality and, inasmuch as it has been brought into order 
out of disorder, nearly resembles God. The cosmos is an image ( ) which 
is modelled upon the paradigm (  of the eternal (and not upon the 
paradigm of that which has come into existence) and thus ‘has been construed 
after the pattern of that which is apprehensible by reason and thought’ (Timaeus 
28 c–29 b); it is desired by God to ‘be, so far as possible, nearly resembling Him’ 
(29 e: ), in respect 
of his goodness.

By imitating this cosmos, man models himself on, and becomes similar to the 
intelligible reality.4 Implicitly, thus, Plato believes that man has to be remod-
elled, after his birth, on the , the , in this way 
acquiring the features of the divine image and being made similar to the created 
god of the world soul. Later, in § 2.2 below, we shall see that in Platonism the 
language of the image of God is indeed intrinsically related to that of forming 
oneself in the likeness of God and becoming like God. Plato himself stops short 
of linking these terms explicitly but they clearly already belong to the same train 
of thought. Man is almost regarded as the final link in the chain of images which 
reflect the eternal. The following images can be distinguished. (a) The cosmos 
itself is the image which is modelled upon the underlying paradigmatic reality of 
the eternal (Timaeus 29 a–b) and, by virtue of this, it is the image of the intelligi-
ble, a perceptible god (Timaeus 92 c). (b) Within this cosmos, time is regarded as 
‘a movable image of eternity’, an ‘eternal image’ (Timaeus 37 d). (c) Moreover, 
in Plato’s Republic, the sun is viewed as the image ( ) of the Good (Re-
public 509 a); just as the Good is the source of knowledge and truth, so the sun 
is the source of light and vision (508 e–509 a): ‘as the Good is in the intelligible 
region to reason and the objects of reason, so is this [i. e. the sun] to vision and 
the objects of vision’ (508 b–c). In line with this passage, later Platonists, such as 
Proclus, call the sun the ‘image of the all-creating God’. Proclus’ Hymn to Helios 
contains the following relevant lines:

But, you the best of gods, crowned with fire, blest daemon,
Image of the all-creating God, uplifter of souls,

4 On this, see Sedley 1999, 316–24.
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Hearken and always purify me of every fault. (Proclus, Hymni 1.33–35; trans. Van 
den Berg)

As R. M. van den Berg remarks,

As has been commemorated in the first half of the hymn, Helios holds absolute power 
over the universe and its inhabitants, including the divine beings in it like the planets 
and the Moirai. Hence he is now called the best of these gods in the universe (

), not, of course, of all gods in general for he is just an image of a superior god 
who produces everything (vs. 34).5

Indeed, the invocation of Helios as an ‘image of the all-creating God’ is depend-
ent upon Plato’s designation of the sun as the image of the Good in Republic 
509 a.6

In passing, I note that, from a Greek point of view, a god can indeed be regarded 
as the image or expression of a higher god. From this perspective there is no need 
to read Paul’s characterization of Christ as the ‘image of God’ as a reference to a 
quality which Christ could only achieve on the basis of his earthly life (see dis-
cussion above in § 1.3). After all, in Paul’s view Christ is the man from heaven, 
and parallels such as these from Proclus show that in Greek religio-philosophical 
language, gods could be perceived as the image of a superior god. This meaning 
certainly applies to the depiction of the cosmic Christ as the image of the unseen 
God ( ) in Col 1.15.

The descending order of images in Plato – the cosmos, time, and the sun all 
being images of God and eternity, whereas man tries to achieve likeness to them, 
and thus almost becomes an image himself – is nicely captured in the following 
passage from the Corpus Hermeticum:

Eternity, therefore, is an image of god; the cosmos is an image of eternity; and the 
sun is an image of the cosmos. The human is an image of the sun. (Corpus Herme-
ticum 11.15; trans. Copenhaver)

It shows that Plato’s chain of images was thought to include man himself.

2.1.2 The ‘image of God’ in Hellenistic kingship ideology: 
The king as the image of God

An unambiguous identification of the ‘image of God’ with a human being is 
found in texts which develop a Hellenistic kingship ideology, in which not man 
in general, but only the king is regarded as the image of God. Epigraphical evi-
dence shows that, in Greek, kings were called ‘image of God’. The Hellenistic 

5 Van den Berg 2001, 178.
6 Cf. Van den Berg 2001, 178.
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king Ptolemy V Epiphanes (210–180 BC), for instance, is called 
, a living image of Zeus.7 It does indeed seem true that what underlies 

this is an Ancient Near Eastern understanding of the political ruler as representa-
tion of God, a view which we already encountered in the introduction to chap. 1 
when dealing with the image of God in ancient Judaism. The distinctively Isra-
elite feature of the notion of the image of God, in comparison with the general 
Ancient Near Eastern view, seems to be that all human beings constitute God’s 
image and not just the king.

As we shall see, in written Greek texts the notion of the image of God ap-
pears to occur on a sliding scale from identification of this image with the ruler, 
through identification with the wise and virtuous, to recognition, similar to that 
in Jewish thought, that every human being is, in principle, an image of God. We 
shall first explore the ‘image of God’ in Hellenistic kingship ideology before 
discussing a less or more widely applied anthropological understanding of this 
notion in the next section.

The oldest preserved Greek text to contain the phrase  is a frag-
ment from the fourth-cent. BC philosopher Phaenias of Eresus (fl. 320 BC), a 
pupil of Aristotle, which has been preserved in Plutarch. In this fragment, which 
exudes the Ancient Near Eastern atmosphere in the wider setting of the struggles 
between Greeks and Persians in the Persian Wars, Phaenias describes the ex-
changes between the Athenian politician Themistocles (c.524–459 BC) and Arta-
banus the Chiliarch, Grand Vizier to either the Persian king Xerxes or his son 
Artaxerxes. Themistocles, in his efforts to arrange an audience with the king,

said that he was a Hellene, and that he desired to have an audience with the King on 
matters which were of the highest importance and for which the monarch entertained 
the liveliest concern. Whereupon the Chiliarch replied: ‘O Stranger, men’s customs 
differ; different people honour different practices; but all honour the exaltation and 
maintenance of their own peculiar ways. Now you Hellenes are said to admire lib-
erty and equality above all things (

); but in our eyes, among many fair customs, this is the fairest of 
all, to honour the King, and to pay obeisance to him as the image of that God who 
is the preserver of all things – 

. If then, you approve our practice and will pay obeisance, it is in 
your power to behold and address the King; but if you are otherwise minded, it will 
be needful for you to employ messengers to him in your stead, for it is not a custom 
of this country that the King give ear to a man who has not paid him obeisance’. 
(Phaenias, Fragment 26 [edn Wehrli]8; = Plutarch, Themistocles 27.1–3)

In this passage, the Near Eastern background of the notion of the king as God’s 
image shines through and is clearly contrasted, in Phaenias’ account, with the 
Greek values of liberty and equality. The two political systems, that of the Greeks 

7 See Dittenberger 1903–1905, 90.3 (1.142.6).
8 Wehrli 1969, 10–21.
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and the Persians, differ, according to Phaenias, because the Persians have strict 
ideas about the divine nature of kingship, which is understood to represent God 
on earth.

Yet, subsequent Greek texts are also willing to take this view on kingship.9 
In the Sententiae of Ps-Menander, the king is said to be a living image of God: 

(Menander, Sententiae e codicibus 
Byzantinis 264)10; the same can be said of the queen: 

(Menander, Sententiae – Mono 1.79)11.
Strikingly, Plutarch, who preserves the fragment from Phaenias just discussed, 

also employs the concept himself in his treatise To an Uneducated Ruler. Plu-
tarch’s passage is very relevant as he links this concept of the image of God with 
the notion of forming oneself in the likeness of God, a notion which, as we shall 
see, goes a long way to explain Paul’s thought about metamorphosis into the 
image of God (see further §§ 2.2 and 2.4 below). Having just spoken about the 
harvest of the earth, Plutarch continues as follows:

But these gifts and blessings [i. e. of the harvest of the earth], so excellent and so 
great, which the gods bestow cannot be rightly enjoyed nor used without law and 
justice and a ruler. Now justice is the aim and end of law, but law is the work of the 
ruler, and the ruler is the image of God who orders all things (

). Such a ruler needs no Phidias nor Polyclitus nor Myron 
to model him, but by his virtue he forms himself in the likeness of God (

) and thus creates a statue most de-
lightful of all to behold and most worthy of divinity (

). Now just as in the heavens 
God has established as a most beautiful image of himself the sun and the moon, so in 
states a ruler ‘who in God’s likeness | Righteous decisions upholds’ (Homer, Odyssey 
19.109 and 111), that is to say, one who, possessing God’s wisdom, establishes, as his 
likeness and luminary, intelligence in place of sceptre or thunderbolt or trident, with 
which attributes some rulers represent themselves in sculpture and painting. (Plu-
tarch, Ad principem ineruditum 780E–F; cf. Stobaeus, Anthologium 4.5.99)

According to Plutarch, the ideal ruler ‘needs no Phidias nor Polyclitus nor Myron 
to model him’, Phidias being a 5 th cent. BC Athenian sculptor who was as famous 
as Polyclitus, the 5 th or 4 th cent. BC Greek bronze sculptor to whom he was often 
compared. As R. Neudecker points out:

Like Polyclitus, Phidias is mentioned time and again as one of the very best sculptors. 
In ancient literature, Phidias was considered inspired in his portrayals of the gods, cre-
ating works whose magnitude and splendour evoked religious fervour. Phidias’ colos-
sal statues of Athena Parthenos and Zeus in Olympia, executed in the gold-ivory tech-

 9 On Hellenistic kingship ideology, see Goodenough 1928; Scott 1929; Bringmann 1993; 
Herz 1996; Chaniotis 2003.

10 Edn Jäkel 1964, 33–83.
11 Edn Meineke 1841, 340–62.
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nique, were regarded as embodying the idea of art itself, more so than his relatively 
few other works.12

Myron, finally, was also a bronze sculptor from the 5 th cent. BC, who was equally 
regarded as one of the greatest sculptors and had works throughout Greece and 
Asia Minor. Plutarch’s point is clear: the ideal ruler cannot be constructed by 
human hands, not even by the greatest sculptors, ‘but by his virtue he forms him-
self in the likeness of God ( )’.13 
In this way, the ruler is indeed ‘the image of God who orders all things’ (

).14

The particularly Platonic background of the notion of forming oneself in the 
likeness of God and, in this way, being rendered similar to God, will be discussed 
later, in § 2.2. As regards the view that the ruler is the image of God, Plutarch 
seems to draw not only on the same notion which we encountered in Phaenias, 
in a passage which Plutarch preserved, but perhaps also on contemporary Neo-
Pythagorean views to this effect which were voiced in treatises on kingship. 
Although the dating of the Pythagorean treatises on kingship is still disputed, a 
consensus seems to have emerged that they date from the Roman imperial pe-
riod, rather than the Hellenistic period.15 In one of these treatises, that of Pseudo-
Ecphantus, the king is said to outdo the rest of mankind because he was directly 
modelled on the archetype of God himself:

On the earth and among us man has the best nature of all; however the king is more 
divine, and within the common nature has a larger share of the good. In his body he is 
similar to the others, as having come into being out of the same hyle, but he was made 
by the best craftsman, who wrought him using himself as a model – 

 . Thus 
the king is the one and only creature to represent the king of heaven, being always 
known to his Creator and by those ruled by himself seen in his royalty as if in light. 
(Pseudo-Ecphantus, De regno apud Stobaeus 4.7.64; = Thesleff, The Pythagorean 
Texts [1965], p. 80; = Stern, No. 564 b)

As we shall see later, at the end of this section, both W. Burkert and M. Stern 
assume that this passage in Pseudo-Ecphantus has been influenced by the no-

12 Neudecker, ‘Phidias’, in: New Pauly Online. 
13 A similar view is reflected in Pliny’s eulogy on Trajan, the ideal prince, in his Panegyricus 

55.10–11, although without mention of the assimilation to God: the emperor ‘need not seek a 
lasting reputation (it will last in spite of him) but a good one; and this is preserved not in por-
traits and statues but in virtue and good deeds (ea porro non imaginibus et statuis, sed virtute 
ac meritis prorogatur). His forms and features too, so short-lived as they are, are not so well 
expressed and retained in silver and gold as by his people’s love. That happy fortune is yours 
to enjoy in every way you could desire, for your radiant face and beloved countenance dwell in 
the words, the looks, the thoughts of all your subjects’.

14 For Stoic interpretations of Phidias’ Zeus, see Algra 2007, 37–41.
15 For an overview see Stern, vol. 3 (1984), 33 n1. See also O’Meara 2003, 97.
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tion in Gen 1.26–27 that man was created in the image of God (see § 2.1.5).16 If 
this is correct, this means that the Neo-Pythagoreans will have seen their view – 
that man, or rather the king in particular, was the image of God – as confirmed 
independently by the Jewish text of Genesis. This understanding of the image 
of God will have been viewed by them as part and parcel of ancient wisdom, in 
a similar way to Numenius regarding Moses and Plato as being in harmony on 
the nature of God, Moses even being the older, and thus more venerable source 
(see also § 2.1.5).

The view that the king is God’s image is also encountered in later writings, 
such as that by the author known as the Anonymus de Scientia Politica (probably 
6 th cent. AD), who reflects in his De scientia politica dialogus on the quality of 
a good king, who carries in himself God’s image, and on how he arranges the 
political conditions and rights of citizens through imitation of the gods: 
(…) 

( )
(De scientia politica dialogus 50).17

In these Oriental and Neo-Pythagorean kingship traditions, however, it is only 
the king who functions as the image of God. Other Greek traditions regard the 
wise and the virtuous, or even man in general, as the image of God. They develop 
not so much a political theory but an anthropology, focusing either on the wise 
and the virtuous as an ideal type of man, or even on man as such.

2.1.3 The ‘image of God’ in anthropology: The wise and the virtuous,  
and man in general, as the image of God

(a) The wise and the virtuous

It is difficult to assess whether the Greek traditions which regard not the king, 
but the virtuous and wise, and even man in general, as God’s image are a wid-
ening of the Oriental and Neo-Pythagorean traditions or an independent devel-
opment. The latter seems more likely, if Diogenes Laertius’ report on Diogenes 
the Cynic (c.412/403 – c.324/321 BC) is reliable. According to Diogenes Laer-
tius, Diogenes the Cynic called good men images of the gods: 

 (Vitae philosophorum 6.51). In the context of Dio-
genes’ views, his characterization of good men as the images of the gods may fit 
in with his criticism of religion. ‘In religion’, as M.-O. Goulet-Cazé remarked, 
‘he professes a form of agnosticism and opposes all types of religious practice of 
his day, since he believes religion to be an expression of origin, and to present a 

16 Burkert 1972. See also Stern, vol. 3 (1984), 33–7.
17 De scientia politica dialogus (olim sub auctore Petro Patricio) (e cod. Vat. gr. 1298); edn 

Mazzucchi 1982, 1–55. On the anonymous dialogue On Political Science, see O’Meara 2003, 
§ 13.2, 171–84.



100 Chapter 2: The ‘Image of God’ and ‘Being Made Like God’

barrier on the path toward apathy due to the inhibition it arouses’.18 Within this 
programme, Diogenes’ definition of good men as the true images of the gods can 
be readily understood.

The characterization of the good and wise as images of God occurs not only 
in Cynicism, but also in the Sententiae of Clitarchus. Although the date of 
these Sententiae is unknown, H. Chadwick has shown that ‘the Christian note 
is wholly absent from Clitarchus’ (otherwise than is the case in the Sententiae 
of Sextus, for example).19 Chadwick argues against the opinion that ‘the collec-
tion of Clitarchus is only an epitome of Sextus’. If Clitarchus is indeed a pagan 
author, the following passage is proof of a pagan understanding of the righteous 
man as image of God. According to Clitarchus, (Clit-
archus, Sententiae 9). This view is also echoed in the Sententiae of the Christian 
compilator Sextus, in which he encourages the readers to feel awe for the wise 
man as a living image of God: 
(Sententiae Sexti 190). Importantly, in view of our previous observation that, 
with regard to the king, the ‘image of God’ was applied by Neo-Pythagoreans, 
Chadwick argues that the internal evidence of the Sententiae of Sextus shows 
that they were compiled by a Christian from a previous pagan collection which 
was Neo-Pythagorean in character.20 This, then, suggests that the view that the 
wise are the image of God may also have a Neo-Pythagorean background, which 
would mean that the stipulations of the king and the wise as images of God may 
be closely related in Neo-Pythagorean traditions.

Finally, in the 5 th cent. AD pagan Neo-Platonist philosopher Hierocles, too, it 
is the virtuous man who bears the image of God in his soul. Here again the Neo-
Pythagorean background is in evidence, inasmuch as Hierocles wrote a commen-
tary on the anonymous ‘Golden Poem of the Pythagoreans’. In a passage relevant 
to our present purpose, Hierocles argues that

Virtue is in fact an image of God in the rational soul (
), and every image needs a model for its genesis (

), and the acquired image does not suf-
fice unless it looks to that by the assimilation to which it will acquire its beauty (

. (Hierocles, In aureum carmen 21.5; trans. Schibli)

This passage is particularly relevant because it links the terminology of image 
of God with that of model (  and assimilation ( ): ‘every 
image needs a paradigm for its genesis’ (

), and the modelling of the image upon the paradigm is only 
sufficient when a real assimilation ( ) is forged through which the image 

18 Goulet-Cazé, ‘Diogenes [14] of Sinope’, in: New Pauly Online.
19 Chadwick 1959, 157–8 at 158.
20 See also the ‘Pythagorean Sentences’ in Chadwick 1959, part I, chap. 5.
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becomes like its paradigm. According to Hierocles, such an assimilation takes 
place in an ethical sense in man’s rational soul when virtue renders the soul into 
an image of God.

This runs very similarly to what we have already seen in Plutarch’s reflec-
tion on the ruler as the image of God: because ‘by his virtue he [i. e. the ruler] 
forms himself in the likeness of God (

)’, he becomes the image of God (Plutarch, Ad principem ineruditum 
780E–F; see § 2.1.2 above). Strikingly, this shows that the language of image 
( ) is easily connected with that of assimilation ( ); the latter signi-
fies the process through which an image becomes similar to its paradigm.21 We 
shall study this concept, in its form of assimilation to God, the homoiōsis theōi, 
in more detail below (see § 2.2). There we shall see, as can already be surmised 
here in the passages from Plutarch and Hierocles, that the extension of the tax-
onomy of the language of image to embrace the notion of assimilation has a 
thoroughly Platonic background.

Later echoes of the view that the virtuous man is the image of God are also 
found in the Rhetorica Anonyma’s Epitome artis rhetoricae, of uncertain date. 
In a passage about the virtues in the various parts of the soul, the anonymous 
author states that it is the work of the virtue of love to surrender herself to each 
image of God, as well as to the prototype of this image, i. e. to God himself: 

[ ]  
(Rhetorica Anonyma, Epitome artis rhetori-

cae, vol. 3, p. 666).22 But, although the discussion here is about the virtues in 
the soul of the virtuous man, it may be the case that the phrase ‘each image of 
God’ refers here to each man in general who, in principle, is an image of God. 
This general use of ‘image of God’ also occurred in Greek thought, as we shall 
see presently, from the 4 th cent. BC Pythagorean philosopher Diodorus of As-
pendus onwards.

(b) Man in general

Diodorus of Aspendus is the first known representative of a fully anthropologi-
cal understanding of the image of God among the Greeks. Inasmuch as he is a 
Pythagorean philosopher, from the 4 th cent. BC, it comes as no surprise that he 
takes the step of viewing every man as the image of God. As we have just seen, 

21 As Schibli rightly remarks in his comments on the passage from Hierocles, ‘The artistic 
metaphor of image ( ) and model (  goes back to Plato (cf. Tim. 29 b3–4, Rep. 
484 c8, 500 e3)’; see Schibli 2002, 284 n7.

22 Edn Walz 1834, 617–69 at 666: [ ] 
 

 – ‘(The work of) love is to surrender herself to each image of God 
[i. e. all fellow human beings], such as to the prototype [i. e. God]; and when that is impossible 
for her [i. e. love], the demons would put their hand on her’. (Trans. mine)
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fellow Pythagoreans regarded the king as such. In this light, it seems likely that, 
at least in Pythagorean traditions, the view of each man as the image of God is a 
widening of the Pythagorean kingship ideology so that it includes every man.

The relevant passage from Diodorus is very short indeed and consists of a 
fragment published in F. W. A. Mullach’s Fragmenta philosophorum Graecorum. 
According to Diodorus, some are of the opinion that with regard to the invisible 
part of his soul man has been formed after the image of God: 

( (Dio-
dorus Aspendius, Fragmentum).23 This fragment is the only piece of writing by 
Diodorus which has survived; it is preserved in the Quaestiones in Octateuchum, 
more particularly the Quaestiones in Genesin, of Theodoret of Cyrrhus (c. AD 
393–466), in the edition of J. Sirmond (1642). The ascription of the passage to 
Diodorus rests on the marginal indication of his name in manuscript Paris, Bibl. 
Nat. Gr. 842, on which Sirmond’s edition was based, and is not repeated in the 
edition by J. L. Schulze in J. P. Migne’s Patrologia Graeca and in the modern 
critical edition by N. F. Marcos and A. Sáenz-Badillos (1979).24 It would be too 
easy to discard the marginal indication of Diodorus’ name as not authentic, be-
cause, as H. Chadwick and M. J. Edwards state, Theodoret’s ‘Graecarum Affec-
tionum Curatio supplies unique testimonia on the lives and teachings of pagan 
philosophers. (…) His Eranistes is notable for its marginal indications of speak-
ers’ names’.25 For this reason, it is not impossible that the marginal indication of 
Diodorus of Aspendus’ name in Theodoret’s Quaestiones in Genesin is indeed 
accurate. Given his other writings, Theodoret clearly had the competence to refer 
to pagan philosophers, and the practice of doing so in marginal indications is 
well attested. Yet, even if the passage in Theodoret is dependent upon Diodorus, 
it is doubtful, I believe, whether its precise wording is authentic. The passage 
is part of an answer to the question of what the phrase ‘after the image’ in Gen 
1.26–27 means:

« »

«
» (Quaestiones in Genesis 20, p. 23.15–21 edn Marcos & 

Sáenz-Badillos)

23 Mullach 1867, 112 (= edn J. Sirmond, Beati Theodoreti Episcopi Cyri Opera omnia in 
qvatvor tomos distribvta, Paris: Cramoisy, 1642, vol. 1, p. 19: ’

). On Diodorus, see Riedweg, ‘Diodorus [3] of Aspendus’, in: New Pauly Online. 
24 See Migne 1860, 104B, without ascription in margin to Diodorus; and Marcos & Sáenz-

Badillos 1979, 23.
25 Chadwick & Edwards 1996.
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What does ‘according to the image’ mean?
Some have called the invisible of the soul the image of God; but they were not 

right in so saying because if the image of God is the invisible of the soul, angels and 
archangels, and all the unbodily and holy natures would have been called images of 
God, because they are wholly free of bodies and possess the invisible in an unmixed 
way. Others, with much simplicity, declare that the human body has been made ‘ac-
cording to the image of God’.

Given the seamlessness with which the passage from Diodorus is integrated 
into Theodoret’s commentary on Gen 1.26–27, it seems likely that the wording 
has been adapted to its new context. This means that the original wording must 
remain uncertain, particularly with regard to the term ‘image’. As regards the 
application of the definition of the image of God to the invisible of the soul, it 
seems as if Diodorus, if the opinion is his, is making a general anthropological 
statement about the nature of every man, and does not limit himself to the figures 
of the king or the virtuous and wise. That would constitute a digression from the 
Pythagorean statements studied above, which focus specifically on the king as 
the image of God.

A similar Pythagorean anthropological statement, comparable to that of Dio-
dorus, which also applies without discrimination to man in general, is made by 
Eurytus the Pythagorean in a passage preserved in Clement of Alexandria.26 He 
was regarded as having been one of the teachers of Plato (Apuleius, De Platone 
et eius dogmate 1.3; Diogenes Laertius, Vitae philosophorum 3.6). He was prob-
ably born c.450/440 BC, and lived until somewhere in the second decade of the 
4 th cent.27 If this is correct, then Plato’s reflections about the living cosmos as 
the image of God, which – as we have seen in § 2.1.1 – also have a bearing upon 
his anthropology but stop short of saying that man in particular is God’s image, 
may owe much to Pythagorean views on man as the image of God. According to 
H. Thesleff, however, the writing of Eurytus (or Eurysus) referred to by Clement 
of Alexandria is a Neo-Pythagorean forgery.28 In his Stromateis Clement writes 
the following about Eurytus:

«

» (Clement of Alexandria, Stro-
mateis 5.5.29)

I think it worthwhile also to adduce the utterance of Eurysus [= Eurytus] the Pythago-
rean, which is as follows, who in his book On Fate, having said that the ‘Creator, on 
making man, took Himself as an exemplar’, added, ‘And the body is like the other 

26 Cf. Stern, vol. 3 (1984), 37.
27 Riedweg, ‘Eurytus’, in: New Pauly Online.
28 See Thesleff 1965, 87–8.
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things, as being made of the same material, and fashioned by the best workman, who 
wrought it, taking Himself as the archetype’.

In this passage from Pseudo-Eurytus’ On Fate, each human being as such is 
clearly regarded as having been modelled on God as the archetype. It seems that 
Pseudo-Eurytus’ view comes close to a physical understanding of the image of 
God, inasmuch as it is the body which is said to have been ‘fashioned by the 
best workman, who wrought it, taking Himself as the archetype’. But perhaps the 
passage is taken out of context by Clement of Alexandria, with the unintended 
consequence that it now seems to promote a physical understanding of God’s 
image. As regards the word ‘image’ itself, Pseudo-Eurytus does not use the ac-
tual term, but on the whole his anthro polo gical views seem very similar to those 
of Diodorus of Aspendus, who does use it.

So far we have seen ample and growing evidence for Pythagorean reflections 
on the image of God. Pseudo-Ecphantus, although he does not use the terminol-
ogy of image but rather of archetype, considered the king as directly modelled 
on God; the wise man is considered to be God’s image in the Neo-Pythagorean 
collections of the Sententiae of Clitarchus and Sextus; and, finally, Diodorus of 
Aspendus and Pseudo-Eurytus view man in general as God’s image or wrought 
after God’s archetype. Together the above authors furnish impressive evidence 
for a pagan understanding of the ‘image of God’. In the conclusion to this sec-
tion, we shall tackle the difficult question of whether their views betray an ac-
quaintance with the Septuagint text of Gen 1.26–27 about man being created 
after the image of God (see § 2.1.5 below). Although most of the passages just 
referred to are Neo-Pythagorean, the passage from Diodorus of Aspendus in par-
ticular seems to preclude a dependence upon the Septuagint because of its early 
dating in the 4 th cent. BC, before the translation of the Septuagint began. By this 
evidence, Jewish and Pythagorean reflections on the image of God seem to be 
independent from one another.

Apart from Pythagorean and Neo-Pythagorean authors, other authors also em-
ploy the anthropological concept of the image of God, some using the exactly 
similar wording of  (or, in Latin, imago), others the synonym  or 

(or, in Latin, exemplum, similitudo or simulacrum). In his Astronomica, 
Manilius, a Roman didactic poet from the time of Augustus and Tiberius, derives 
the true identity of man, his being the image of God, from man’s ability to pen-
etrate the heavens with his understanding:

Now nature holds no mysteries for us; we have surveyed it in its entirety and are 
masters of the conquered sky; we perceive our creator, of whom we are part (… nos-
trumque parentem | pars sua perspicimus; 4.884–885), and rise to the stars, whose 
children we are. Can one doubt that a divinity dwells within our breasts (an dubium 
est habitare deum sub pectore nostro; 4.886) and that our souls return to the heaven 
whence they came? Can one doubt that, just as the world, composed of the elements 
of air and fire on high and earth and water, houses an intelligence which, spread 
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throughout it, directs the whole, so too with us the bodies or our earthly condition 
and our life-blood house a mind which directs every part and animates the man? Why 
wonder that men can comprehend heaven, when heaven exists in their very beings 
and each one is in a smaller likeness the image of God himself? – … quid mirum, 
noscere mundum | si possunt homines, quibus est et mundus in ipsis | exemplumque 
dei quisque est in imagine parva (4.893–895)? (Manilius, Astronomica 4.883–895; 
trans. Goold)

Perhaps the Loeb translation by G. P. Goold makes too much of the notion of the 
image of God in Manilius and translates it in an almost ‘Biblicizing’ way; a lit-
eral translation should not emphasize that each man ‘is in a smaller likeness the 
image of God himself’, as Goold does, but rather that each man ‘is an example 
(or imitation) of God in imagine parva, in a small, little likeness’.

In Manilius’ account of the intelligence which pervades both the macro- and 
microcosms, which is Stoic first and foremost, the term imago hardly acquires 
the meaning of image in a Pythagorean-anthropological sense, but simply de-
notes the likeness which results from the fact that man is an exemplum dei, an 
imitation of God. The term exemplum is the Latin rendition of the Greek  
which is employed by Stoics to express the correspondence between the intel-
ligence of man and that of God. The Stoic nature of this concept can be gleaned 
from, for instance, Cleanthes’ famous Stoic Hymn to Zeus, the opening of which 
reads:

… For it is right for all mortals to address you:
for we have our origin in you, bearing a likeness to God ( )
(Cleanthes, Hymn to Zeus, lines 3–4; trans. Thom)29

J. C. Thom, in his commentary on Cleanthes’ hymn, even regards these lines as 
the source of Manilius’ statement that man is an exemplum dei. He also suspects 
that Manilius’ influence extended to later Stoics such as Musonius Rufus and 
Cicero.30

Indeed, according to Musonius Rufus (1 st cent. AD),

(…) 

In general, of all creatures on earth man alone is an imitation of God ( ) 
and has almost the same virtues that He has. (…) So man, as the imitation of Him, 
when living in accord with nature, should be thought of as being like Him. (Gaius 
Musonius Rufus, Dissertationum a Lucio digestarum reliquiae 17; edn Hense, frag. 
17, p. 90.4–6, 13–14, trans. Lutz)

29 For commentary, see Thom 2005, 54–64 and 65–6 with many references to Stoic 
sources.

30 Thom 2005, 66: ‘The formulations regarding the likeness between human beings and God 
found in Musonius Rufus, frag. 17 and Cicero, Leg. 1.25 are sufficiently close that we may sus-
pect them to be influenced by Cleanthes. The same may be true of Manilius, Astron. 4.895’.
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Musonius’ view that man is a  clearly seems to echo the anthro-
pology of Cleanthes’ hymn. We see how much the predominantly Pythagorean-
Platonic language of image of God resembles the predominantly Stoic language 
of imitation of God. Thom also refers to Cicero’s Laws 1.25 for another passage 
which seems to reflect Cleanthes’ notion of man as imitation of God, now ren-
dered in Latin as ‘similitudo’:

Moreover, virtue exists in man and God alike, but in no other creature besides; vir-
tue, however, is nothing else than nature perfected and developed to its highest point; 
therefore there is a likeness between man and God – est igitur homini cum deo si-
militudo. (Cicero, Laws 1.25)

For this view, one could also point to another passage in Cicero’s Laws, in which 
Cicero argues that knowledge of ourselves leads to the acknowledgement that 
man ‘has a divine element within him’; for this reason man will perceive his 
inner nature as a kind of consecrated likeness, a simulacrum aliquod dicatum:

[Philosophy] alone has taught us, in addition to all other wisdom, that most difficult 
of all things – to know ourselves. This precept is so important and significant that the 
credit for it is given, not to any human being, but to the god of Delphi. For he who 
knows himself will realize, in the first place, that he has a divine element within him, 
and will think of his own inner nature as a kind of consecrated image of God (nam 
qui se ipse norit, primum aliquid se habere sentiet divinum ingeniumque in se suum 
sicut simulacrum aliquod dicatum putabit); and so he will always act and think in a 
way worthy of so great a gift of the gods. (Cicero, Laws 1.58–59)

It is important to note that in this Stoic reasoning, too, the insight that something 
in man resembles God is an incentive for ethical behaviour. If man thinks of 
his inner nature ‘as a kind of consecrated image of God’, ‘so he will always act 
and think in a way worthy of so great a gift of the gods’. As we shall see in the 
course of the present chapter, the claim that man is the image of God implies the 
essential godlikeness of man which can be reactived by a process of assimilation 
to God through virtue (see § 2.2 below). The Stoic notion of imitation of God is 
indeed comparable with the Platonic concept of assimilation to God.31

A Pythagorean-anthropological understanding of the image of God again 
seems to be present in Lucian of Samosata, a Greek rhetorical-satirical writer of 
the 2 nd cent. AD. In his Essays in Portraiture Defended (Pro imaginibius), Lu-
cian outlines a discussion about whether it is permissible to compare a particu-

31 Cf. Roloff 1971, 309: ‘In stoischem oder der Stoa verpflichtetem Denken erscheint die 
Angleichung an Gott als Nachahmung der Götter (imitatio). Sie gründet auf der durch göttliche 
Herkunft des Menschen oder gemeinsamen Besitz der Vernunft umschriebenen Übereinstim-
mung menschlichen und göttlichen Wesens und besteht in der Verwirklichung dessen, was im 
Menschen dergestalt von vornherein angelegt ist. Sie gipfelt in der als Gottähnlichkeit (simili-
tudo) bezeichneten tugendgemäßen und darum glückseligen Lebensführung. So bei Cicero [De 
leg. I, 25], Seneca [De prov. I, 5; Ep. 48, 11; 59, 14; 73, 15], Epiktet [Diatr. II, 14], Marc Aurel 
[X, 8] und Boethius [De cons. I, 4; II, 5]’.
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lar human being, Panthea, a girl from Smyrna and the favourite of the emperor 
Verus, with particular gods. Lucian paid her an elaborate compliment in his Es-
says in Portraiture. Because Panthea objected to such a comparison with the 
gods, Lucian needs to defend his writing and does so in his Essays in Portraiture 
Defended. In it Lucian counters Panthea’s criticism as follows:

It is not incumbent upon you, then, to be thus timorous in respect of praise. If any 
offence at all has been perpetrated against divinity in that essay you are not account-
able for it – unless you think that to listen makes one accountable; it is I whom the 
gods will punish, after first punishing Homer and the other poets! But to this day 
they have not punished the best of the philosophers for saying that man was God’s 
image: 

. (Lucian, Pro imaginibus 28)

Here we have a clear assertion, on the authority of ‘the best of the philosophers’ 
that man is an image of God. The philosophers whom Lucian had in mind could 
include Plato who, as we have seen (see § 2.1.1 above), argues that the cosmos 
is a perceptible God, an image of the intelligible, and comes close to an under-
standing of man as God’s image par excellence among the other visible creatures 
(Timaeus 92 c). But Lucian might also be alluding to (Neo-)Pythagoreans, who 
expressed the notion of man as God’s image explicitly, or to Cynic philosophers 
such as Diogenes, who is also recorded to have held this view (see the present 
§ 2.1.3).

The view that man is the image of God is also voiced by later philosophers. 
In a very interesting passage in the 3 rd cent. AD Neo-Platonic philosopher Por-
phyry, we read that man is regarded as being the image of God. Remarkably, 
however, this view is now thought of as implying that God himself has human 
form, so that it is right for statues of the gods to be anthropomorphic. Or, to put 
it more precisely, although God remains the transcendent God, it is not unreason-
able to portray him in an anthropomorphic way. Porphyry turns this view against 
the Christians who, in his view, are wrong to criticize the pagans for setting up 
images as objects for worship. According to Porphyry,

Those who make a suitable object for divine worship do not think the god is in the 
wood or the stone or bronze from which the object is made. Nor do they think if any 
part of the statue (  is cut off that it detracts from the god’s power. For statues 
(  and temples were built for the sake of remembrance in order that those who 
frequent those places meditate when they arrive there. And for divine comprehension 
they approach employing prayers and supplications, asking what each one is in need 
of. For if a man makes an image ( ) of a friend, he does not assume he is in it, nor 
that the body’s limbs are included in the many parts of the image. But honour is given 
through this image ( ). But in the case of sacrifices brought to the gods, these 
are not to give honour to them. Rather they are a sign of the worshipper’s intentions, 
and to show they are not ungratefully disposed. It is reasonable that the forms of the 
statues (  are in the manner of a man because man, which is the finest of 
creatures, is thought also to be the image ( ) of God – 
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. It is possible to confirm this doctrine from another 
passage which asserts by that which is written in it that God has fingers: ‘And he gave 
to Moses the two tablets which were written by the fingers of God’ (Ex 31.18) –

[ ] «
». (Porphyry, Against the Chris-

tians, frag. 76 edn von Harnack32; = frag. 207 trans. Berchman33; = Macarius, Apo-
criticus seu , book 4, pp. 200–201 edn Blondel)

This passage from Porphyry is particularly interesting for two reasons. (1) First, 
as I have already briefly indicated, in his justification of the use of images in 
pagan cult, Porphyry stresses that it is reasonable that the forms of the statues 
are anthropomorphic because man, unlike the rest of creation, ‘is thought also to 
be the image of God’: . In order to 
convince the Christians of their inconsistency, he refers to the Septuagint text of 
Exodus 31.18 where God is spoken of in an anthropomorphic manner, inasmuch 
as he is said to possess fingers, like man. This quotation, in Porphyry’s mind, 
confirms this doctrine ( , i. e. the doctrine of the anthropomor-
phic nature of God, because man is his image. In this way, the notion of man as 
the image of God is understood to comprise a bodily aspect.

This is reminiscent of the Greek opponents of Philo, whom we encountered 
in § 1.2.4 above. There it appeared, remarkably enough, that the debate about 
whether the image of God refers to the body or to the soul is mainly a Greek 
and early Christian affair, and not primarily a concern of ancient Jewish texts. 
According to Philo, the Epicureans believe that God has a human form, so that 
the notion of image of God is taken in a physical sense. Although some pagan 
Greeks, such as Celsus, vehemently denied that God’s image could be physi-
cal, other pagan Greeks such as Dio Chrysostom stressed the similarity in shape 
between gods and man (Dio Chrysostom, Orationes 12.59, 77),34 or said – in 
very much the same wording as Porphyry – that ‘the judgement of those who 
established images (  in human form is anything but unreasonable’ 
(to quote Maximus of Tyre, The Philosophical Orations 2.3; see also § 2.2.10 
below). The present example from Porphyry is particularly relevant because it 
demonstrates that the identical word was used for this discussion. As we 
have seen, Porphyry emphasizes how reasonable it is that the forms of the stat-
ues (  should be anthropomorphic by pointing to the fact that man is 
thought to be the image ( ) of God. In the next section, § 2.1.3 (c), we shall 
study another example of such a physical understanding of the of God in 
pagan authors.

32 Edn von Harnack 1916, 92.12–93.27.
33 Berchman 2005, 216–17.
34 On Dio’s views on images of God, see Hartman 1998.
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(2) Secondly, the passage from Porphyry also provides abundant evidence of 
the semantic-conceptual fields in which the expression , ‘image of 
God’, is used. In Porphyry’s discussion, the term , ‘image’, proves to be 
synonymous with terms which denote idols, statues of the gods used in pagan 
cult: in our text  is synonymous with , ‘statue’, and , 
‘image’. This shows that in ordinary pagan language the term ‘image of God’ 
(singular) would have been immediately associated, either positively or nega-
tively, with the images (plural) of the gods. In this sense, the discussion of the 
‘image of God’ in a pagan Graeco-Roman setting is no different from the old 
antithesis between the ‘image of God’ in Genesis and the images of the gods in 
the Ancient Near East (see chap. 1, introduction, and § 1.3 above). To remind 
us of this state of affairs, in § 2.1.4 below we shall examine the ‘normal’, non-
anthropological meaning of  in Graeco-Roman texts before reaching 
our final conclusions.

Finally, a last word about Porphyry. Whereas in his Against the Christians 
Porphyry talks about man in terms of the , elsewhere, in his Ad Mar-
cellam, he also uses the terminology of  in close connection with a verb 
which contains the term . It is the wise man, according to Porphyry,

by whom the divine must be honoured through wisdom and by whom, in the organ 
by which he knows, the temple must, through wisdom, be adorned with a living 
statue, i. e. with the mind, because God has erected himself in him as his image ( -

- … ), and thus has adorned him – … 

. (Ad Marcellam 11)

Unlike the previous passage from Porphyry, in which every man was considered 
to be the image of God, in his Ad Marcellam Porphyry is thinking of the wise 
man who houses in his mind, as in a shrine, the statue of God.

In this metaphorical sense of the mind as accommodating, or even being the 
statue of God, the notion returns in the writings of the 5 th cent. AD Neo-Platonist 
Proclus. According to him, it is the mind in us which is, in truth, a statue of a 
particular god, that of Dionysus: 

(Proclus, In Platonis Cratylum commentaria 133).35 Al-
though Porphyry, like Proclus, associates the statue or image of God with the 
mind, in his Against the Christians he shows that at the same time the image of 
God also has a physical component. It is to this physical understanding of the 

 that we now briefly return.

(c) A physical, sophistic interpretation of man as the image of God

The anthropological explanations of the image of God in pagan authors, as we 
have just seen, identify this image of God with the invisible part of man, his 

35 For a commentary on this passage, see Van den Berg 2008, 194.
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soul. Diodorus of Aspendus states this explicitly: some believe that with regard 
to the invisible part of his soul man has been formed after the image of God – 

( (Diodorus Aspendius, Fragmentum). Yet, as we have also seen, 
there are exceptions to this rule, and Porphyry, for instance, is among those who 
assume there is a bodily side to man being the image of God. For that reason, this 
group believe that anthropomorphic images of the gods are not unreasonable, if 
man himself is the image of God.

In the present section I shall give another example of this view. This time, the 
purpose of the author is not to justify the use of images of the gods, as was the 
case with Porphyry in his criticism of the Christians. The example is late, from the 
4 th cent. AD Greek rhetorician Himerius (c. AD 310 – c.390), the pagan teacher 
of the church fathers Gregory of Nazianzus and Basil of Caesarea, and shows a 
particular sophistic application of the notion of man as the image of God. Despite 
its late date, this example opens our eyes to a specific line of thought, that of the 
Second Sophistic. This movement was highly influential in the first three centu-
ries AD and, in line with the Classical sophists, emphasized the importance of 
literary skills and outward performance. We shall study the movement in detail 
in chaps 3 and 4, because, as I shall argue there, it constitutes the background to 
Paul’s endorsement of the notion of the image of God: in opposition to the out-
ward modus operandi of the sophists, Paul advocated the importance of an inward 
transformation into the image of God which was to take place in the ‘inner man’. 
The passage of Himerius, however, shows us that the terminology of the image 
of God can also be employed in a rather different, sophistic sense.

The passage from Himerius is altogether remarkable because it seems to start 
off in a philosophical, even Platonicizing sense, the very opposite of a sophistic 
approach. The philosophical interest evidenced in this passage, which occurs in 
Himerius’ 48 th oration, is uncharacteristic even for Himerius himself. In general, 
as R. Browning puts it, Himerius is

untouched by philosophy. His eloquence is an end in itself, like poetry. His style is 
marked by wealth of imagery, care for euphony, avoidance of the concrete, and frequent 
quotations from classical poetry. Though the school orations are of some interest, Hi-
merius in the main displays a talent for saying nothing gracefully and at length.36

Himerius’ 48 th oration is an address to Hermogenes, a pagan imperial official 
at the court of Constantine the Great, who was probably appointed proconsul 
of the Roman province of Achaia after AD 337.37 It is in the latter capacity that 
Himerius addresses him. As R. J. Penella explains,38 many of Himerius’ ora-

36 Browning 1996.
37 See Redies, ‘Hermogenes’, in: New Pauly Online.
38 Penella 2007, 207; on the 48 th Oration, see 209–10 (introduction) and 258–71 (transla-

tion with notes).
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tions addressed to Roman officials, ‘address and honour proconsular governors 
of Greece (Achaia), the province in which Himerius taught, while they were in 
office’. In the course of his eulogy on Hermogenes, Himerius includes a kind of 
excursus on the soul of Hermogenes (48.12–15). Hermogenes’ soul is praised 
at great length, in language derived from Plato, and in particular from Plato’s 
Phaedrus. Yet suddenly Himerius’ praise for Hermogenes’ soul develops into a 
tribute to his body. In a physiognomic way, the qualities of Hermogenes’ soul 
are seen to be reflected in his body. Hermogenes’ soul

shapes its body, bringing it into conformity with its nature (
; what it seeks for it are dark eyes, a digni-

fied face ( ), and true symmetry of limbs (
), which wise men call beauty, so that, having put together a body that is beau-

tiful and noble on both sides ( , 
it may let that body show itself forth to the human race as the image of a god: 

(Himerius, Declamationes 
et orationes 48.13; trans. Penella)

In Himerius’ sophistic encomium of Hermogenes, the qualities of the latter’s soul 
are thought to express themselves in a perfect body, which is characterized by a 
dignified face and full bodily symmetry. For this reason his body presents itself 
as the image of a god. As we shall see in chaps 3 and 4, this is a true example 
of sophistic physiognomics: the perfect orator can be recognized by his liter-
ary style ánd bodily performance. Despite his dependence on Plato’s language 
of the soul, Himerius gives a decisively sophistic twist to the whole passage by 
defining the body of Hermogenes as the image of a god. He does so with the aid 
of physiognomy. Penella astutely remarks that in Himerius’ description of the 
body he ‘may have something from the science of physiognomy in mind rather 
than from Plato’,39 and refers to a similar text in the Panegyrici Latini from the 
3 rd and 4 th cent. AD which deliberates ‘whether that divine soul, before enter-
ing a body, first marks out a home worthy of it, or whether, when it has entered 
a body, it moulds its habitation according to its image, or whether one develops 
from the other’: sive enim divinus ille animus venturus in corpus dignum prius 
metatur hospitium, sive cum venerit pro habitu suo fingit habitaculum, sive aliud 
ex altero crescit (Panegyrici Latini 2.6.3).40 This clearly goes against Plato’s 
conviction, as expressed in Alcibiades’ praise of Socrates in Plato’s Symposium, 
that Socrates is ugly on the outside, but beautiful on the inside (Plato, Symposium 
215 a ff., esp. 216 d–e, 215 a–b; see further § 7.2.2 [d] below).

The kind of sophistic perspective on the body which also surfaces in Himerius’ 
text was so influential that, as we shall see in chap. 6, even Philo presented the 

39 Penella 2007, 264.
40 Translation derived from Nixon & Rodgers 1994. Yet the translation ‘it moulds its habi-

tation according to its image’ is misleading insofar as the Latin does not contain a reference to 
‘image’: … sive cum venerit pro habitu suo fingit habitaculum.
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bodies of Abraham and Moses in a similar way, despite his profound and philo-
sophical criticism of the sophists (see § 6.3.1 below). In the case of Abraham, 
‘the divine spirit which was breathed upon him from on high made its lodging in 
his soul, and invested his body with singular beauty’ (Philo, De virtutibus 217). 
The same happens with regard to Moses: Moses ‘grew in grace, first of mind, 
then of body also through the soul’ – 

(De vita Mosis 2.69). The mind influ-
ences the soul which, in turn, renders the body nearly perfect. As a result of 
Moses’ inward growth, his outward condition flourishes and increases in strength 
( ) and well-being (  (2.69). As I shall argue in chap. 6, Philo is influ-
enced here by the sophistic, rhetorical interest of his days in physical prowess.

The passage from Himerius shows us that the bodily perfection of public 
figures such as Hermogenes could be likened to the image of a god. It raises 
our awareness for the varying discourses in which the terminology of image of 
God could be used, and especially for the polemics going on between those dis-
courses. At least four discourses can be distinguished on the basis of the mate-
rial which we have just studied. In the sequence of the present chapter, we have 
distinguished between (1) a philosophical-Platonic discourse about the cosmos 
as a perceptible image (or expression) of the paradigmatic reality of God; (2) a 
(Neo-)Pythagorean political-ideological discourse about the ruler as the image of 
God; (3) an anthropological discourse about wise and virtuous men, or even all 
men, as the images of God; and, finally, (4) a discourse about the ideal sophistic 
man, whose outward physiognomy resembles the image of a god. Especially the 
latter two discourses conflict, as Himerius makes us aware. There is, however, 
one final discourse which has been frequently alluded to above, but needs to be 
treated in a separate section.

2.1.4 The ‘image of God’ as a reference to statues and pictures of the gods, 
literal and metaphorical

The last discourse in which the ‘image of God’ occurs, is that of references to 
the statues and pictures of the gods. As we shall see shortly, the term ‘image 
of God’ is indeed used in such a sense in pagan sources. First, however, I shall 
point out examples in the various discourses we have already distinguished. 
They suggest that the discourse of tangible physical statues, pictures and rep-
resentations of the gods is the most profound, since it occurs everywhere in the 
Ancient world in daily life. The last example we saw was the synonymy which 
Porphyry established between the image of God, i. e. man, and the anthropomor-
phic statues of the gods (see § 2.1.3 [b] above). But there are other examples. If, 
for instance, in Hellenistic kingship ideology, the king is called an 

, ‘a living image of Zeus’ (see § 2.1.1 above), the expression 
, ‘living image’, already implies that he is not a physical, tangible statue of 
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the god, but a living one. The same is implied in the anthropological statement 
about the image of God in the Sententiae of Sextus: ‘Feel awe for the wise man 
as a living image of God’ –  (see 
§ 2.1.3 [a] above). Here, as in the previous example, ‘living image’ is implicitly 
contrasted with the concrete, material images of the gods. A similar expression 
is that of , ‘a besouled, animate image’, again in contrast with 
lifeless, inanimate, material images. So in the Sententiae of Ps-Menander, both 
the king and queen are said to be an , an animate image of 
God (see § 2.1.2 above). And if Plutarch says that the ideal ruler, in his capacity 
as the image of God, ‘needs no Phidias nor Polyclitus nor Myron to model him, 
but by his virtue he forms himself in the likeness of God’, the very comparison 
with the best-known sculptors among the Greeks again implies that the ‘image 
of God’ is set off against such images as that of Phidias’ statue of Zeus in Ol-
ympia (see § 2.1.2).

Likewise, the Anonymus de Scientia Politica, who reflects on the good king 
who carries around in himself God’s image ( ), distin-
guishes, indirectly, between the carrying around of physical images of the gods 
in processions and the carrying around of God’s image in the inner self of the 
king as an political-ethical act (see § 2.1.2 above). The same reference to the 
practice of carrying images in procession was also alluded to in § 1.3 above, in 
our discussion of Paul’s language of carrying around the image of the first and 
second Adam in 1 Cor 15.49 (see § 1.3.1 above). There, Paul too appeared to 
avail himself of the common imagery of carrying round a statue of a god. This 
is also true of the Anonymus de Scientia Politica. In line with Hellenistic king-
ship ideology, he portrays the good king as the image of God, because he carries 
around in himself God’s image. By this characterization the author uses the ter-
minology of the image of God in a metaphorical sense, derived from the general 
practice of processions with images of the gods.

All these examples seem to prove that the language of physical, material im-
ages was indeed the most fundamental and pervasive discourse in which the ex-
pression ‘image of God’ was used; it is very important for us to bear this in mind 
when studying the expression in pagan, Jewish and Christians texts in Greek. If 
Diogenes the Cynic calls good men images of the gods (see § 2.1.3 [a] above), 
his metaphor, too, seems to employ a deliberate contrast with physical images. 
Given his agnostic criticism of religious practices, Diogenes seems to view good 
men as the true images of the gods. Similarly, Hierocles’ view that ‘virtue is in 
fact an image of God in the rational soul’, and that ‘every image needs a model 
for its genesis’ (see § 2.1.3 [a] above) seems to make use of the common jargon 
of the fabrication of images of the gods after a particular model.

This interconnection of the anthropological discourse about the image of God 
with that of the physical, tangible statues of the gods is also present in many other 
instances. It is present in Cicero’s stipulation of man’s inner nature as a ‘simu-
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lacrum aliquod dicatum’, ‘a kind of consecrated image of God’ (Cicero, Laws 
1.58–59; see § 2.1.3 [b] above) and in Lucian’s Essays in Portraiture Defended, 
in which the assertion that ‘man is God’s image’ is voiced alongside references 
to the production of physical statues of the gods (Pro imaginibus 7–8, 13, 18 and, 
esp., 23; see further § 2.1.3 [b] above). Finally, if the anthropological discussion 
of man as God’s image is so heavily influenced by the common discourse of the 
cultic and religious statues of the gods, then it becomes easier to understand why 
an author such as Porphyry – in describing the wise man as God’s animate, liv-
ing statue ( 41 – simultaneously speaks of this man as a tem-
ple, which must be adorned with a living statue, the mind (Ad Marcellam 11; see 
§ 2.1.3 [b] above). As I shall argue below, when dealing with Paul in § 2.4, this 
is very similar to Paul’s language in 1 and 2 Cor, which also alternates between 
the imagery of man as God’s image (1 Cor 11.7, 15.49; 2 Cor 3.18, 4.4) and that 
of man as God’s temple (1 Cor 3.16–17, 6.19; 2 Cor 6.16). In Greek discourse, 
this comes as no surprise: temples house the images of the gods.

All this abundantly shows that the political-ideological and anthropological 
discourses about the identity of the good ruler or of the true man as the image of 
God are almost intrinsically linked to the most common, basic discourse, that of 
material images and representations of the gods. Although the political-ideolog-
ical and anthropological modes of discourse overlap with the basic discourse of 
physical images of the gods, they are partly also in conflict with it. The tension 
can be mild and take the form of a simple contrast between physical images and 
living, animate images. But it can also take the form of an antithesis, for instance 
in the anti-establishment polemics of Diogenes the Cynic, according to whom 
good men are the true images of the gods. Such an antithesis also comes to the 
fore explicitly in the polemics between Porphyry and the Christians. As we have 
seen, according to Porphyry these Christians misunderstand the reason why pa-
gans construct images of the gods. Against their criticism, Porphyry maintains 
that it ‘is reasonable that the forms of the statues are in the manner of a man 
because man, which is the finest of creatures, is thought also to be the image 
( ) of God’ (see § 2.1.3 [b] above). In Porphyry’s view the anthropological 
discourse and the language of physical images of the gods are not in opposition 
but overlap, whereas according to the Christians these discourses conflict. Inter-
estingly, the latter view was also taken by the pagan philosopher Celsus, as was 
already briefly indicated in § 1.2.4. According to Origen, Celsus criticized the 
Jewish-Christian belief that man is created in the image of God (Gen 1.27–27) 
in the following way, and for the following reason:

he [Celsus] failed to understand to what characteristic of man the words ‘in the image 
of God’ apply, and that this exists in the soul which either has not possessed or pos-

41 For this expression, see also Plutarch, Aetia Romana et Graeca 290C: the priest of Zeus 
is, as it were, the animate and holy statue (  of the god.
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sesses no longer ‘the old man with his deeds’, and which, as a result of not possess-
ing this, is said to be in the image of the Creator. He says: Nor did he make man his 
image; for God is not like that, nor does he resemble any other form at all. (Origen, 
Against Celsus 6.63)

Celsus clearly misunderstands the reference to the image of God as a reference 
to a bodily, physical image, and for this reason denies that this can be true. In 
his Platonic view, God is spiritual and not material. In this sense, the pagan phi-
losophers Porphyry and Celsus flatly contradict each other. As a matter of fact, 
Celsus and the Christians resemble each other more than Celsus and Porphyry, 
inasmuch as Porphyry believes that it is not unreasonable to portray God is an 
anthropomorphic way (for a detailed analysis, see § 2.2.9 below). This enables 
Porphyry to mingle the anthropological discourse of man as the image of God 
with the common discourse of the physical statues and portraits of the gods. The 
Christians and Celsus, on the other hand, strongly differentiate between these 
two discourses. On both sides of this debate, in any case, it is clear that the an-
thropological discourse of man as the image of God is compared, either in a posi-
tive or in a negative way, with the dominant discourse of the multiple physical 
images of the gods in everyday life.

The need to understand the expression ‘image of God’ in the context of the 
pagan discourse about the material images of the gods is highlighted by the many 
instances in which ‘image of God’ occurs, in an unambiguous sense, as a refer-
ence to such images, either in a literal or a metaphorical sense.

In a literal sense, for instance, the phrase occurs in the Sententiae attributed to 
Menander, in the following maxim: – ‘Hold 
an old man in honour as an image of God’ (Menander, Sententiae 2; edn Jäkel42; 
see also Sententiae 8).

Likewise the phrase ‘image of (a) god’ is used by Plutarch, when he writes 
that Numa ‘forbade the Romans to revere an image of a god which had the form 
of man or beast’ –  

 (Plutarch, Numa 8.7; on Numa’s view on the images 
of the gods, see further, in detail, § 7.1 below). Elsewhere, Plutarch uses the same 
expression to state that ‘In old times men did not choose to hack a stone into 
a hard, awkward, lifeless image of a god’ – 

(Plutarch, Frag-
ment 158; edn Sandbach). In both passages, is a literal reference to 
a physical statue of a god.

A very interesting case is presented by a guidebook to the seven wonders of 
the world, the De septem orbis spectaculis (4 th/6 th cent. AD), attributed to Phi-
lon of Byzantium, a 2 nd cent. BC writer on technology. It describes the colossal 
bronze statue of Helios at Rhodes – one of the seven wonders, constructed by the 

42 Jäkel 1964.
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3 rd cent. BC Greek sculptor Chares of Lindus – in terms of an image of the god. 
According to the author of De septem orbis spectaculis, the identity of ‘the image 
of the god [i. e. of Helios] could be deduced from its symbols’: 

(Philon, De septem orbis specta-
culis 4.1). It was Zeus, in his view, who ‘gave the Rhodians a divine amount of 
wealth with the purpose of spending it to the honour of Helios, by making the 
image of the god ( ) arise, layer after layer, from earth to 
heaven’ (De septem orbis spectaculis 4.2). Again, the expression 
clearly refers to a physical statue of a god.

The direct continuation of this passage is also relevant to the discussion as it 
gives us an interesting insight into the semantic-conceptual field in which this 
terminology was used. In § 1.3 above, we studied Paul’s language of the image of 
God and concluded that it was closely connected to the semantic-linguistic field 
of forms. According to a common ancient understanding, images have forms. 
Thus, Paul’s talk about Christ being in the form of God in Philipp 2.6 was also 
understood as a statement about the image of God (see § 1.3.3 [a] above). This 
can now be further underpinned by the passage under consideration from De 
septem orbis spectaculis. According to the author, by constructing the image of 
Helios out of 500 bronze talents and 300 talents of iron, the sculptor, Chares of 
Lindus, ‘made the god equal to the God’, i. e. he made the image of the god equal 
to Helios himself: ; ‘in this way he accomplished 
a great work with courage because he established a second Helios for the world’ 
(4.6). This is exactly the same semantic-conceptual field as that of Philipp 2.6. 
Christ’s being in the form or image of God is described there as a state of 

, of being equal to God. Apparently, the semantic-conceptual field of 
image of God also involves the terminology of that which is represented (‘God’ 
according to Paul, and ‘the god Helios’ according to Philon) and, in particular, 
the relationship of equality which exists between them.

The language of physical images of a god is also present in (Neo-)Pythago-
rean traditions, despite the fact that, as we have seen, in these traditions it is the 
ruler or man in general who is regarded as the (actual, true) image of God. Refer-
ence to physical statues of the gods is made in Diogenes Laertius’ description of 
specific Pythagorean rules. Among them is the prohibition on putting the image 
of a god on the circle of a ring: (Dio-
genes Laertius, Vitae philosophorum 8.17). Although Diogenes Laertius goes on 
to give the meaning of many of these rules, he remains silent about this specific 
prohibition on wearing an on a ring. It is Iamblichus, in his De vita 
Pythagorica, who tells us the meaning of this precept:

(Iamblichus, De vita Pythagorica 18.84)
Do not wear a god’s image as signet on a ring, so that it may not be polluted; for it is 
an image which ought to be set up in the house. (Trans. Dillon & Hershbell)
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Whatever the exact meaning of this ruling, it is relevant to note that besides 
their stipulation of the ruler or man in general as the image of God, Pythago-
reans could use the same term as a reference to a physical statue of a god. This 
demonstrates that the same term belongs to different discourses, the political-
ideological and anthropological discourses about the true nature of the ideal 
king, wise and virtuous men, or even all men, and the religious-cultic discourse 
of concrete, physical images of the gods. It is particularly in ancient Judaism and 
early Christianity, I would suggest, that the anthropological and religious-cultic 
discourses clash in a forceful way.

The ‘image of God’ as a reference to a physical statue of a god also occurs in 
a metaphorical sense. In the Corpus Hermeticum, for instance, it is argued that 
God is visible through the entire cosmos, but that it is impossible to have a vi-
sion of the image of God:

For the lord, who is ungrudging, is seen through the entire cosmos. Can you see un-
derstanding and hold it in your hands? Can you have a vision of the image of God? 
( ) 
If what is in you is also invisible to you, how will god reveal his inner self to you 
through the eyes? (Corpus Hermeticum 5.2; trans. Copenhaver)

The Hermetic philosophy offers to open up a way to a vision of this image:

Such then, Tat, is God’s image, as best I have been able to sketch it for you (
). If your vision of 

it is sharp and you understand it with the eyes of your heart, believe me, child, you 
shall discover the road that leads above or, rather the image itself will show you the 
way. For the vision of it has a special property. It takes hold of those who have had the 
vision and draws them up, just as the magnet stone draws iron, so they say. (Corpus 
Hermeticum 4.11, trans. Copenhaver; = Stobaeus, Anthologium 1.10.15)

In these passages, the expression ‘image of God’ is used in a metaphorical way, 
but the original reference to a physical statue of the gods still shines through.

These passages also make us aware, that, as a matter of fact, the political-
ideological and anthropological meanings of image of God studied above are 
equally metaphorical references to a physical statue of a god. For that reason 
it is very important to understand the expression ‘image of God’ in the context 
of the pagan discourse about the material images of the gods. As in the Jewish 
scriptures and ancient Jewish writings (see the introduction to chap. 1 and, esp., 
§ 1.1.4), in Greek sources, too, there is a constant implicit competition between, 
on the one hand, the ruler, the wise and virtuous, or even man in general, and, on 
the other hand, the common images of the pagan cults. The various discourses 
about the image of God are, at their core, strongly linked to the most basic dis-
course, that of physical, tangible images of gods, used in pagan cult. This basic 
discourse of cultic images reflects the everyday importance of such images in 
Antiquity and permeates all other discourses. Whereas modern ears are no longer 
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attuned to notice this clash of discourses, for the ancient listeners and readers it 
could not be ignored. It dominated the pagan understanding of the notion of the 
image of God.

Before we move on to study a further specific aspect of this understanding, 
that of the related notion of assimilation to God (§ 2.2 below), we should pause 
for a brief assessment of the suggestions of scholars such as Burkert and Stern 
that the Pythagorean interpretation of the ruler as the image of God took its lead 
from the Jewish scriptures.

2.1.5 Cross-fertilization between pagan and Jewish anthropology  
of the image of God?

In their comments about Pseudo-Ecphantus (as we have seen above in § 2.1.2), 
both Burkert and subsequently Stern ventured the hypothesis that in his char-
acterization of the ruler as the image of God, Pseudo-Ecphantus was dependent 
upon the Septuagint narrative in Gen 1.26–27. Their view is repeated by J. G. 
Cook in his study on the interpretation of the Old Testament in Graeco-Roman 
paganism.43 As Pseudo-Ecphantus puts it, the king ‘was made by the best crafts-
man, who wrought him using himself as a model’ (Pseudo-Ecphantus, De regno 
apud Stobaeus 4.7.64; = Thesleff, The Pythagorean Texts [1965], p. 80; = Stern, 
No. 564 b). Burkert, followed by Stern and Cook, believes that this passage re-
fers to Gen 1.26–27. For this reason, in his view, Pseudo-Ecphantus ‘gehört nicht 
mehr in die “rein griechische Entwicklungslinie”, sondern zu der griechischen 
Literatur, die bereits durch die Berührung mit dem Judentum geprägt ist’.44

In this passage Burkert sees his impression confirmed that already in Stobaeus 
there is a passage from Pseudo-Ecphantus’ treatise on kingship which reflects 
possible Jewish influence. According to this passage,

< >

On the earth man is an immigrant, falling much short of his purer nature, and he 
is weighted down by the greatness of the earth ( ). 
Thus he would have been raised from his mother only with difficulty but for some 
sort of divine inspiration ( ), which attached him to 
the eternal living being, displaying to his better part the holy aspect of the Creator. 
(Pseudo-Ecphantus, De regno apud Stobaeus 4.6.22; = Thesleff, The Pythagorean 
Texts [1965], p. 79; = Stern, No. 564 a; trans. Stern).

In the description of man first lying on the earth before being vitalized by God’s 
breath, Burkert reads a reference to Gen 2.7 about God breathing the breath of 

43 Cook 2004.
44 Burkert 1972, 52–3 at 53.
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life into man. Although he grants that the phrase , 
‘some sort of divine inspiration’, might refer to the Stoic notion of the all-per-
vasive pneuma, as Thesleff believes,45 Burkert is finally of the opinion that the 
passage as a whole presupposes acquaintance with the Septuagint:

des Menschen Mutter ist die Erde, der Mensch liegt auf der Erde, bis ein göttlicher 
Atem in ihn fährt: jetzt kann er sich aufrichten, jetzt sieht er Gott, seinen Vater. Gibt es 
hierführ Parallelen in der rein griechischen Literatur? Was jedem einfällt, ist der Bericht 
des Jahvisten von der Erschaffung Adams, des Menschen (Gen. 2,7): Gott schuf den 
Menschen aus Erde und blies ihm den Atem des Lebens ins Gesicht.46

As regards the latter passage of Pseudo-Ecphantus, I tend to agree with Thesleff 
that the , ‘divine inspiration’, reflects the Stoa’s pneu-
matic terminology rather than the Septuagint, particularly as elsewhere, as 
Thesleff indicates, Pseudo-Ecphantus uses the similar concept of , ‘to 
breath together with’, ‘to coalesce, to achieve unity’.47 If this passage is read in 
a Stoic sense, there is very little which points conclusively into the direction of 
the Septuagint. This means that the passage does not provide any confirmation 
for the supposedly Jewish meaning of the other passage from Pseudo-Ecphantus, 
which speaks about the king being ‘made by the best craftsman, who wrought 
him using himself as a model’. This passage can be understood independently 
from the Septuagint since, as our overview of the pagan understanding of the 
image of God has shown, there is a common and widespread Pythagorean un-
derstanding of the ruler, the wise and virtuous, or even man in general as the 
image of God. Although most passages are Neo-Pythagorean, thus probably dat-
ing from after the Septuagint, which makes Burkert’s scenario of a Jewish influ-
ence on Pythagorean authors such as Pseudo-Ecphantus a possibility, it seems 
likely, as shown above, that the 4 th cent. BC Pythagorean Diodorus of Aspendus 
already regards man in general as the image of God (see § 2.1.3 [b] above; Dio-
dorus Aspendius, Fragmentum in Mullach, Fragmenta philosophorum Graeco-
rum, vol. 2, 112).

Nevertheless, the passage attributed to Diodorus is fraught with difficulties. 
As we have seen, it is only preserved in the 5 th cent. AD Christian writer Theo-

45 Thesleff 1961, 68: ‘At least there is one point where the Stoic influence is difficult to ex-
plain away: the apparent reflection of the  idea in Ekphantos 4.271.16 
(sc. the  of all beings) (sc. the universe) 

 , and 244.17 … 
(= man) … (Delatte p. 165–167, 191–194)’ [= edn 

Delatte 1942].
46 Burkert 1972, 50.
47 See Thesleff 1961, 68: Ecphantus 4.271.16 = Thesleff, The Pythagorean Texts, p. 79.11–

12 = Stobaeus 4.7.64. For Stoic applications, see SVF 2.543 line 19 ( ; Diogenes 
Laertius 7.140) and 2.912 line 8 ( ; Pseudo-Plutarch, On Fate 574E); cf. also SVF 
2.792, line 43 ( ; Pseudo-Alexander of Aphrodisias, De anima libri mantissa [= De 
anima liber alter] 117).
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doret of Cyrrhus, the ascription to Diodorus only occurs as a marginal indica-
tion in a particular manuscript, and the specific wording might be due to Theo-
doret’s comments on the word ‘image’ in Gen 1.26–27 (see § 2.1.3 [b] above). 
If this passage is indeed from the 4 th cent. BC and predates the formation of the 
Septuagint, it shows that the notion of image of God was used in Pythagorean 
anthropology prior to Neo-Pythagoreanism and that, in their characterization 
of the ruler as the image of God, Neo-Pythagoreans such as Pseudo-Ecphantus 
were following Pythagorean reflections rather than the Septuagint text of Gen 
1.26–27.

Even if the passage attributed to Diodorus is not authentic, other early occur-
rences of the notion of the king, or man, as the image of God – in authors such 
as the fourth-cent. BC philosopher Phaenias of Eresus (see § 2.1.2 above) and 
Diogenes the Cynic (see § 2.1.3 [a] above) – show that this notion was in evi-
dence early in pagan literature. Though one cannot exclude the possibility that 
Pseudo-Ecphantus is indeed indebted to Gen 1.26–27, one cannot agree with 
Cook that the concept of being created in the image, or after the archetype of 
God is ‘so unusual in Greco-Roman literature’.48 Cook is apparently unaware of 
the full evidence of pagan use of the notion of the ruler, the wise, the virtuous, 
and man in general as God’s image, which we have studied above. There is no 
need, therefore, to suggest that Neo-Pythagoreans such as Pseudo-Ecphantus 
were dependent for this notion on the Septuagint.

Having said that, it is eminently possible that Neo-Pythagoreans recognized 
the potential of the image of God notion in Genesis once they had read it. Al-
though their reflections upon the image of God were not initiated by the Septu-
agint, Neo-Pythagoreans could project their own understanding of the image of 
God onto their reading of the creation account in Genesis. Indeed, if Neo-Py-
thagoreans, informed by Pythagorean views such as those of Diodorus of Aspen-
dus that ‘with regard to the invisible part of his soul man has been formed after 
the image of God’, came to read the Septuagint version of the book of Genesis, it 
would be natural for them to understand Gen 1.26–27 in a congruent way. More-
over, either based on such experiences of recognition, or prompting them, Greeks 
regularly draw attention to the supposedly Jewish background of Pythagorean-
ism. I shall briefly focus on three examples of a Judaizing understanding of Py-
thagoreanism by Greeks, which was part of a widespread tendency among the 
Greeks to fabricate foreign, i. e. ancient origins for Greek philosophy.49 The three 
examples extend from the third century BC, through early imperial times to the 
third century AD.

(1) The 3 rd cent. BC Greek biographer Hermippus of Smyrna closely links Py-
thagoras and the Jews (see Stern, Nos. 25 & 26). Hermippus’ views have been 

48 Cook 2004, 35 (italics mine).
49 Cf. Boys-Stones 2001.
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preserved in Josephus and Origen. According to Josephus, in his De Pythagora, 
Hermippus refers to an incident in which Pythagoras remarks that Calliphon, a 
deceased disciple of Pythagoras, admonished him ‘not to pass a certain spot, on 
which an ass had collapsed, to abstain from thirst-producing water, and to avoid 
all calumny’. This, as Hermippus added, was Jewish practice: ‘In practising and 
repeating these precepts he [i. e. Pythagoras] was imitating and appropriating the 
doctrines of Jews and Thracians. In fact, it is actually said that that great man 
introduced many points of Jewish law into his philosophy’ (Josephus, Against 
Apion 1.163–165; cf. 1.14, 1.162 and 2.168, and Aristobulus, frags 3 and 4).50 In 
a similar vein, Origen says that ‘Hermippus in his first book on “Lawgivers” re-
lated that Pythagoras brought his philosophy to the Greeks from the Jews’ (1.15). 
Both reports on Hermippus mention Pythagoras’ contact with the Jews.51

(2) The close link between Pythagoras and the Jews is also established in 
other sources. According to Antonius Diogenes, an early imperial Greek writer 
of an encyclopaedic novel, ‘Pythagoras came also to the Egyptians, the Arabs, 
the Chaldaeans and the Hebrews, from whom he learnt the exact knowledge of 
dreams’ (Diogenes apud Porphyry, The Life of Pythagoras 11; Stern, Nos. 250 
& 456 a).52

(3) Finally, according to the Neoplatonist philosopher Iamblichus (c. AD 
235–c.325), Pythagoras is closely linked to the Jews because he is said to have 
studied with ‘the descendants of Mochus’. Iamblichus, in his book On the Py-
thagorean Way of Life, describes this Mochus in a way which is reminiscent of 
Moses. According to Iamblichus, the philosopher Pythagoras, sent by his teacher 
Thales from Miletus to the Egyptian priests for further studies, first sailed to 
Sidon in Phoenicia (2.11–3.13). There, ‘he joined the descendants of Mochus, 
the prophet and natural philosopher, and other Phoenician hierophants, and was 
initiated into all sacred rites of the mysteries celebrated especially in Byblos and 
in Tyre, and in many parts of Syria’ (3.14; trans. Dillon & Hershbell).53 It is the 
setting of this passage in Iamblichus which gives the figure of Mochus or Mochos 
a particularly Jewish aura54 and seems to warrant Dillon’s surmise that Mochos in 
this passage ‘does sound suspiciously like a garbled form of Moses himself’.55

50 The Thracians seem to be mentioned in one breath with the Jews, because the Thracians 
‘worshipped the god Sabazius, who was identified with the Jewish God’ (Stern 1974, vol. 1, 
96). 

51 Cf. Van Kooten 2006 a, 123. The admonition ‘not to pass a certain spot, on which an ass 
had collapsed’ could be an allusion to the ass in the narrative of Balaam. See Van Kooten 2008, 
140–1.

52 Cf. Van Kooten 2006 a, 124.
53 Text quoted in Stern 1980, vol. 2, 443–4, but not as a separate number. Stern refers briefly 

to Mochos in Stern 1974, vol. 1, 129, mentioning Iamblichus merely in passing.
54 See further Van Kooten 2006 a, 121–6.
55 Dillon 1996 a, 143. Cf. also, more cautiously, Clarke, Dillon & Hershbell 2003, 41: ‘The 

connection of “Mochus” with Moses is tenuous’.
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It is not just due to Jewish apologetics, then, that Pythagoras and the Jews are 
closely associated. As is well known, the 2 nd cent. BC Jewish philosopher Aris-
tobulus claimed not only that ‘Plato followed the tradition of the law that we use 
and is conspicuous for having worked through each of the details contained in 
it’ – on the basis of an earlier Greek translation of the Mosaic law, predating the 
Septuagint – , but also that ‘Pythagoras, having borrowed many of the things in 
our traditions, found room for them in his own doctrinal system’ (Aristobulus, 
frag. 3 [edn and trans. Holladay]; = Eusebius, Praeparatio Evangelica 13.12.1 
[cf. 9.6.6–8]; cf. Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 1.22.150.1–3). Besides Aris-
tobulus, Josephus, in turn, compares a particular strand of Judaism, that of the 
Essenes, with Pythagoreanism: Essenes constitute ‘a group which follows a way 
of life taught to the Greeks by Pythagoras’ (Jewish Antiquities 15.371).56

For our present purposes, however, the most important thing is that it was only 
not Jewish apologists who pointed to the congruence between particular aspects 
of Judaism and Pythagoreanism, and suggested – explicitly in the case of Aris-
tobulus – that Pythagoras derived them from Judaism. Pagan Greeks themselves 
noted particular parallels and, what is more, confirmed, from their perspective, 
that Jewish thinking and laws preceded their own. It is against this background, I 
suggest, that one may understand Neo-Pythagorean awareness of Jewish image-
of-God anthropology. In this light, Pseudo-Ecphantus’ knowledge of the Septu-
agint is not unlikely, all the more since, as Burkert shows, Pseudo-Ecphantus’ 
account of the creation of man shows some peculiarities which it shares with the 
Septuagint (Stobaeus 4.6.22; = Stern, No. 564 a). For this reason, his description 
of the king being ‘made by the best craftsman, who wrought him using himself 
as a model’ (Stobaeus 4.7.64; = Stern, No. 564 b) could well reflect acquaint-
ance with the Septuagint. In light of all the pagan evidence of an image-of-God 
kingship ideology or anthropology adduced in the present chapter, however, I 
would emphasize that there is no factual dependency of Neo-Pythagoreans on 
the Septuagint, but only parallels which contributed to a perceived dependency. 
Although the Neo-Pythagoreans may have perceived themselves to be depend-
ent, what actually happened was that they found other, allegedly more ancient, 
confirmation of ideas which they already entertained.

In this way, Neo-Pythagorean views rather resemble the historiography of 
another well-known Pythagorean philosopher of the 2 nd cent. AD, Numenius of 
Apamea. According to Numenius, who is frequently referred to in the sources as 
a Pythagorean,57 for philosophical enlightenment on particular issues, one should 
not only consult Plato,

But when one has spoken upon this point, and sealed it by the testimonies of Plato, 
it will be necessary to go back and connect it with the precepts of Pythagoras, and 

56 Cf. Van Kooten 2006 a, 124.
57 See Numenius, Fragments (edn Des Places), frags 1 a, 1 b, 1 c; 4 b, 24, 29, 52, 53.
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to appeal to the nations of good repute, bringing forward their rites and doctrines, 
and their institutions which are formed in agreement with those of Plato (

), all that the Brachmans, and Jews, and Magi, and Egyptians ar-
ranged. (Frag. 1 a; = Eusebius, Praeparatio Evangelica [PE] 9.7.1, trans. Gifford)

Within this perspective, Moses is singled out because Plato – Numenius’ stand-
ard for true Pythagorizing (frag. 24.57: ; Eusebius, 
PE 14.4.16–59) – is referred to as none other than Moses expressing himself in 
Attic: ‘What is Plato but Moses talking Attic?’ – 

(Frag. 8.13; = Eusebius, PE 11.10.14; cf. 9.6.9). M. F. Burnyeat has 
advanced two relevant arguments for our proper understanding of this passage.

(1) First, the contrast here is not primarily between Plato’s Attic and Moses’ 
Hebrew, ‘but between two dialects of Greek, the Attic used by the Athenian Plato 
and the Doric of the Pythagorean writings’.58 Given ‘the inherent obscurity of the 
Doric dialect’, Attic is seen as the language of clarity. It is also clearer than the 
Greek of the Septuagint. For this reason, in Numenius’ understanding, Burnyeat 
says, ‘the Jews and other peoples of good repute share an understanding of God 
which is most clearly expressed in Plato’s Attic prose. Hence his pointed excla-
mation, “What is Plato but Moses talking Attic?”’59

(2) Secondly, the reason why Moses is singled out from among the other ‘peo-
ples of good repute’, and is accorded a special status, is that it is Moses who has 
the correct understanding of God’s identity as , ‘He that is’ (frag. 13.4; = 
Eusebius, PE 11.18.13–14; cf. Exodus 3.14). For this reason, as Burnyeat puts it, 
‘in Numenius’ eyes Moses did indeed excel other foreigners as a Pythagorean /
Platonist avant la lettre’.60 Burnyeat makes it plausible that Numenius, who 
elsewhere shows explicit knowledge of the Septuagint (see frag. 30.5–6, quot-
ing Genesis 1.2), also draws extensively on the Septuagint text of Exodus 3.61 
Reading this passage with its characterization of God as , ‘the LXX expres-
sion struck him [i. e. Numenius] as an exceptionally advanced point of agreement 
with Plato’s conception of the first principle of everything’.62

This, I would suggest, offers an excellent model for understanding what is 
going on in Neo-Pythagorean authors such as Pseudo-Ecphantus. For their 
stipulation of the king, the wise and virtuous, or man in general as the image 
of God, they may also have found in Genesis 1.26–27 an ancient corroboration 
of their reflections. In that sense, on the level of Pseudo-Pythagorean literature, 
a cross-fertilization takes place between Genesis and Greek philosophy. Ideas 
developed within Pythagorean and other Greek traditions are recognized in the 

58 Burnyeat 2006 a, 141.
59 Burnyeat 2006 a, 142.
60 Burnyeat 2006 a, 145–9 at 145.
61 Burnyeat 2006 a, 145–6, 148, 159.
62 Burnyeat 2006 a, 148–9.
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Jewish scriptures. At this point there is a natural conjunction between Greek and 
Jewish concepts.

Nevertheless, it seems that, prior to Philo and Paul, it was only the Greeks 
who developed the anthropological notion of man as the image of God further by 
broadening its semantic-conceptual field to include the notion of forming oneself 
in the likeness of God. According to Plutarch, as we have seen, the ruler, who 
is characterized as the image of God, needs no famous sculptor to model him, 
‘but by his virtue he forms himself in the likeness of God (

) and thus creates a statue most delightful of all to 
behold and most worthy of divinity’ (Plutarch, Ad principem ineruditum 780E–
F). Here the concept of image of God is joined with that of becoming like God, 
the homoiōsis theōi. As I shall argue in the next section (§ 2.2), it is this latter 
concept which provides Philo and Paul with the notion of individuals modelling 
themselves on the image of God, a notion still absent in Jewish literature before 
them (cf. § 1.1 above).

2.2 The ‘image of God’ and ‘being made like God’:  
The traditions of homoiōsis theōi in Greek 

philosophy from Plato to Plotinus

Introduction

In the previous section, we studied the development of a Greek anthropology 
which centres on man as the image of God (§ 2.1). In this understanding, either 
the wise and virtuous, the good, or even men in general are considered to be the 
image of God with regard to the invisible part of their soul. But even if all men 
are regarded as God’s image, the tacit implication seems to be that though they 
were formed after the image of God, man’s similarity to God does not neces-
sarily hold in the present. So only the wise and virtuous have realized their po-
tential, as it were. The wise and virtuous, in this sense, constitute an idealized 
type of man.

We saw the same ambiguity at work in kingship ideology as perceived by 
Plutarch. On the one hand, ‘the ruler is the image of God who orders all things’. 
Yet on the other hand, he must form himself in the likeness of God , 
‘through virtue’ (Plutarch, Ad principem ineruditum 780E–F; see § 2.1.2 above). 
This seems to be implied in all instances of the view that man (or the ruler) is the 
image of God; it is not a static, factual, unchanging truth, but refers to a proc-
ess of becoming the image of God. Apart from in Plutarch, this is also rendered 
explicit in Hierocles. As he phrases it, it is not so much the rational soul itself, 
but virtue which is the image of God: ‘Virtue is in fact an image of God in the 
rational soul, and every image needs a model for its genesis, and the acquired 
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image does not suffice unless it looks to that by the assimilation ( ) to 
which it will acquire its beauty’ (Hierocles, In aureum carmen 21.5; see § 2.1.3 
[a] above). The assimilation between the soul and its object is not a matter of 
course, but an extended process of becoming like the archetypal virtue; the more 
the soul looks to that archetype, the more it is rendered into an image of God.

This confirms what É. Des Places states in his monograph on the broader issue 
of the kinship between man and God from Homer to patristic literature. With 
regard to Plato, Des Places makes the observation that the initial congeniality 
between the soul and God needs to remain intact or be restored through a proc-
ess of assimilation ( ): ‘Pour conserver ou retrouver la parenté de l’âme 
avec l’élément divin (…), il faut (…) tendre à l’imitation de Dieu, 

’ (Republic 613 b).63 The notion of assimilation to God, and 
, thus, is the natural extension of the semantic-conceptual field 

of the image of God. As I shall argue, this notion is highly relevant for our under-
standing of Philo’s and Paul’s anthropology (resp. §§ 2.3 and 2.4). In particular, 
it will provide the necessary background to Paul’s view concerning the assimila-
tion of the believers to Christ (§ 2.4).

This is especially welcome because, as I noted at the beginning of chap. 2, a 
comparable notion seems to be lacking in ancient Judaism. As shown in chap. 1, 
there seems to be no mention in ancient Jewish texts of the life of individuals 
being remodelled on a model. True, all those who enter the Qumran community 
receive ‘all the glory of Adam’ (1QS and 4Q504; see § 1.1.3), and according to 
The Rule of the Community (1QS), God will purify ‘the configuration of man, 
ripping out all spirit of injustice from the innermost part of his flesh’ (IV 20–21). 
But unlike in Greek philosophy, there is no mention of the re-establishment of 
the image of God through a process of assimilation to God ( ). This 
latter notion only surfaces in Philo and Paul, apparently because they were aware 
of it and applied it in their anthropology. For this reason it is very relevant to 
sketch the history of the Greek anthropological notion of homoiōsis theōi and to 
show that, at the time of Philo and Paul, it was indeed a well-known hallmark of 
Greek, and particularly Platonic, anthropology.

It is necessary to trace the full history of this notion because, until recently, it 
was not recognized by classicists themselves as a characteristic feature of Pla-
tonic anthropology and ethics. As D. Sedley notes in the introduction to his 1997 
article on the ideal of godlikeness, in which he draws fresh attention to the sig-
nificance of the issue of assimilation to God in Plato, there is a remarkable dif-
ference in awareness of the importance of this issue among modern and ancient 
readers of Plato’s ethics:

, ‘becoming like god so far as is possible’, came in 
antiquity to be universally acknowledged as the Platonic goal in life. In modern stud-

63 Des Places 1964, 84.
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ies of Plato, is rarely even to be found in the index. Who is right, the 
ancients or the moderns?64

Or, as he phrases it in the 1999 revision of his article:

Try asking any moderately well-educated citizen of the Roman empire to name the of-
ficial moral goal, or telos, of each major current philosophical system. Among others, 
you will hear that Plato’s is homoiōsis theōi kata to dunaton, ‘becoming like god so far 
as is possible’. Few people today, even those well informed about Plato, would come 
up with the same answer. Homoiōsis theōi, universally accepted in antiquity as the of-
ficial Platonic goal, does not even appear in the index to any modern study of Plato 
known to me, nor as far as I am aware does it play a part in any modern reconstruction 
of Plato’s thought.65

Sedley’s surprise is shared by J. Annas who, in her Platonic Ethics, Old and New 
(1999), devotes an entire chapter to the issue.66 Annas stresses that, ‘Given its 
fame in the ancient world, the almost total absence of this idea from modern in-
terpretations and discussions of Plato is noteworthy’.67 She warns that we should 
not regard the ethical virtue of assimilation to God as a rhetorical overstatement: 
‘it may be tempting to write off the idea as fantastic, or rhetorical overstate-
ment, something not worth philosophical attention. This would be a mistake, 
however’.68 In this light, it does not seem correct to regard the ancient depiction 
of someone as assimilated to God merely as a way of saying that he is ‘a great 
chap’69. The idea of assimilation to God is indeed very distinctive according to 
Annas, because it differs from the ethics of ‘the alternative ancient tradition, that 
of Aristotle (in the main [but see § 2.2.3 and 2.2.4 below on Aristotle and the 
Aristotelian commentators70]) and the Stoics and Epicureans, who see our final 
end as lying in the fulfilling of human nature, rather than in an attempt to become 
some other kind of thing’.71 Plato’s ethics differ from this tradition. Whereas the 
alternative texts ‘contain the idea that virtue transforms a human life, by revising 
our values and priorities, we seem here [i. e. in Plato] to have the idea that virtue 
turns a human life into something of a different kind’.72

64 Sedley 1997, 327.
65 Sedley 1999, 309.
66 Annas 1999, chap. 3, 52–71: ‘Becoming Like God: Human Nature and the Divine’.
67 Annas 1999, 53.
68 Annas, 54.
69 I am quoting the opinion of a member of the audience in the Hellenistic Moral Philosophy 

and Early Christianity section of the 2007 Annual Meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature 
in San Diego, where a draft version of this chapter was presented.

70 Annas is aware of the different view expressed in book 10.7–8 of Aristotle’s Nicomachean 
Ethics; see Annas 1999, 52–3 n4. As we shall see in § 2.2.3 below, this point is particularly em-
phasized by Sedley 1999, 324–8.

71 Annas 1999, 52–3.
72 Annas 1999, 53.
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Both Annas and Sedley drew attention in the late 1990 s to the lack of modern 
scholarly awareness of this issue. Even the only studies known to Sedley which 
take the topic seriously and are devoted to it do not offer a comprehensive his-
tory of the notion under consideration. H. Merki’s 1952 study Homoiōsis Theōi: 
Von der Platonischen Angleichung an Gott zur Gottähnlichkeit bei Gregor von 
Nyssa73 has, on the whole, an excellent section on the issue, but does not suf-
ficiently distinguish the Platonic notion of assimilation from the somewhat 
comparable Stoic notion of imitation of God; it is also not very accessible for 
English readers.74 D. Roloff’s Gottähnlichkeit, Vergöttlichung und Erhöhung zu 
seligem Leben: Untersuchungen zur Herkunft der platonischen Angleichung an 
Gott (1970)75 deals only with the prehistory of Plato’s notion of assimilation to 
God.76 J. Passmore’s The Perfectibility of Man (1970),77 which traces the ques-
tion of whether man is perfectible throughout the history of ideas, right up to 
the ideological movements of the modern time, does include chapters on Plato’s 
notion, but the best studies by classicists are the publications of Sedley (1997, 
1999) and Annas (1999). Both Sedley and Annas limit themselves mainly to the 
interpretation of what homoiōsis theōi means in Plato and, in Sedley’s case also 
Aristotle. Other studies on the assimilation to God in Plato, by D. C. Russell, 
J. M. Armstrong and S. Lavecchia, followed suit, whereas R. M. van den Berg 
and D. Baltzly studied this issue in Neo-Platonists.78 Of the studies not specifi-
cally devoted to the notion of homoiōsis theōi, Dillon’s history of Middle Pla-
tonism is important, in which he highlights the afterlife, or rather the flourishing 
of this notion in Middle-Platonist philosophy from Eudorus in the first century 
BC onwards.79 Neglected but worth mentioning is also the 1946 thesis by C. G. 
Rutenber on the issue of the imitation of God in Plato.80

As these studies have not yet been sufficiently connected to map out an unin-
terrupted history of the notion of homoiōsis theōi, and the full awareness of its 

73 Merki 1952.
74 For a treatment of the classical tradition, see Merki 1952, 1–35.
75 Roloff 1970.
76 See Roloff 1970, chap. 4, 198–206 for an ‘Ausblick auf die platonische Angleichung an 

Gott’.
77 Passmore 1970, chap. 2, 28–45: ‘From Olympus to the form of the Good’, esp. 39–45 on 

Plato, the author of ‘the first systematic theory of perfectibility’ (39); and chap. 3, 46–67: ‘The 
Godlike man: Aristotle to Plotinus’.

78 See Russell 2004 (including a comparison with Seneca); Armstrong 2004; Lavecchia 
2005, 2006; Van den Berg 2003; and Baltzly 2004. For the notion in Epicurus, see Erler 2002. I 
was also privileged to read an unpublished paper by Prof. Michael Morgan (Indiana University, 
Bloomington, USA), who, taking his starting point in Plato’s Republic, discusses the notion 
of assimilation to God in later Jewish writings, such as the Palestinian Talmud, the writings of 
Maimonides and Levi Ben Gershom, and Martin Buber’s essay ‘Imitatio Dei’ from his Israel 
and the World (1948) (see Morgan 2008).

79 Dillon 1996 a, see index s. v. ‘Likeness to God’.
80 Rutenber 1946.
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importance for Plato’s ethics and anthropology has only recently been empha-
sized, I shall first give a chronological account of the notion’s development from 
Plato till Plotinus (§ 2.2) before commenting on its influence upon Philo (§ 2.3) 
and Paul (§ 2.4). With regard to Philo and Paul it will transpire from this over-
view, as Dillon has already shown, that the notion of homoiōsis theōi was prop-
agated in the first century BC as a central tenet of Plato’s ethics. In that sense, 
both Philo and Paul, who lived shortly after this introduction, can be shown 
to be examples of its growing popularity. It is from that time onwards that the 
homoiōsis theōi is explicitly formulated as the goal (telos) of Platonic ethics. In 
the following overview I shall also repeatedly stress the ethical nature of reflec-
tions on assimilation to God.

There is, however, a difference in emphasis between scholars on whether the 
Platonic doctrine of assimilation to God is genuinely ethical or whether it is more 
an intellectual enterprise which detaches itself from the world and becomes, in 
a sense, otherworldly.81 Indeed, as we shall see, among Platonists themselves 
there is a difference between, for instance, Alcinous, on the one hand, and Al-
binus and Apuleius on the other hand (see § 2.2.7 below). Whereas the former 
stresses the intellectual nature of assimilation to God, the latter two are con-
vinced that assimilation to God is achieved not only through the intellectual 
contemplative life, but also through the practice of ethical and political truths, 
which belong to the active life. This discussion is also reflected in Philo, who 
exhibits the same view as Albinus and Apuleius (see § 2.3.4 [d] below). Although 
there were strongly intellectual interpretations of the assimilation to God, such 
as the one given by Alcinous, it would be wrong to generalize and accentuate 
the otherworldly essence of this doctrine among Platonists. This also applies 
to Plotinus. Although his ethics have been characterized as otherworldly, it is 
Plotinus himself who warns against the otherworldliness of the Gnostics, which 
leads – Plotinus claims – to indifference to virtue (Plotinus, Enneads 2.9.15).82 
Virtue, however, is pivotal, according to Plotinus: ‘In reality it is virtue which 
goes before us to the goal (telos) and, when it comes to exist in the soul along 
with wisdom, shows God; but God, if you talk about him without true virtue, is 
only a name’ (Enneads 2.9.15).

81 The otherworldly, intellectual, not genuinely ethical character of the Platonic doctrine of 
assimilation to God is emphasized by Dillon 1996 c and Annas 1999; Dillon’s characterization 
relates to Plotinus, but Annas applies it retrogressively to Plato himself. Sedley 1997 and 1999 
put much emphasis on the intellectual, non-moral aspects of becoming like God, especially in 
the Theaetetus and Timaeus accounts and in Plotinus, but without downplaying its genuinely 
ethical features. The ‘conventional’ view of Dillon and Annas is criticized by, among others, 
O’Meara 2003 (see esp. O’Meara 2003, §1.1, 3–5) and Baltzly 2004 who highlight the ethical, 
even political applications of the doctrine in Neo-Platonism.

82 Cf. also Dillon 1996 c, 324: ‘Plotinus is not suggesting, of course, toleration of any form of 
antinomianism, or disregard for the norms of decent society, such as commended itself to certain 
contemporary Gnostic sects. Any such suggestion would have appalled him’.
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In addition to my emphasis on the ethical side to the doctrine of assimilation, 
the notion appears to be applied in an anti-sophistic sense. Both characteristics, 
the ethical and anti-sophistic mode in which the notion was understood, will 
prove relevant for Paul. In these and other cases I shall already point out relevant 
parallels with the Pauline writings.

2.2.1 Plato

As Passmore remarks in his The Perfectibility of Man, Plato can be considered 
the author of ‘the first systematic theory of perfectibility’,83 which is based upon 
the likeness which exists between God and man. Yet, as we shall see below, it 
is the 1 st cent. BC philosopher Eudorus who first formulates a coherent Platonic 
doctrine of man’s assimilation to God (§ 2.2.5). Already in one of Plato’s early 
dialogues, the Lysis, the language of likeness comes to the fore, even if it is as 
yet applied only to relationships between human beings. In a discussion about 
the nature of friendship – which in the end is left unexplained – a number of 
speculations are given, among which the following. In Lysis 214–215 the rela-
tion of likeness is experimented with as a means to shed light on the nature of 
friendship, and one of the characters voices the need to

be guided by the poets; for they are our fathers, as it were, and conductors in wis-
dom. They, of course, express themselves in no mean sort on the subject of friends, 
where they happen to be found; even saying that God himself makes them friends 
by drawing them to each other. The way they put it, I believe, is something like this: 
‘Yea, ever like and like together God doth draw’: 

 (Homer, Odyssey 17.218), and so makes them acquainted; or have you 
not come across these verses? (Lysis 214 a–b)

Although this passage is still about the relation of likeness which exists in the 
friendship between human beings, effected by God, it is very important because 
later, in Laws 716 c–d, Plato uses the same quotation from Homer and applies it 
to the relation between God and man, thus defining their relation also in terms 
of likeness.

The locus classicus for Plato’s view on becoming like God is Theaetetus 
176 a–b. Having stated that ‘it is impossible that evils should be done away with, 
(…) for there must always be something opposed to the good; and they cannot 
have their place among the gods, but must inevitably hover about mortal nature 
and this earth’ (176 a), Plato draws the following conclusion:

 – Therefore we ought to try to es-
cape from earth to the dwelling of the gods as quickly as we can; and to escape is 
to become like God, so far as this is possible; and to become like God is to become 
righteous and holy, with wisdom. (Theaetetus 176 b)

83 Passmore 1970, 39.
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It is noteworthy that the process of becoming like God is thoroughly ethical in 
content, since ‘to become like God’ is defined as ‘to become righteous’. At the 
same time this process renders man holy, in his relation to God, and wise. Inter-
estingly, the addition ‘so far as this is possible’ ( ) points to the 
dissimilarity which remains between God and man, despite their basic similar-
ity; the process of becoming like God is, according to Plato, limited by human 
nature. Plato’s statement is, to use Dillon’s phrase, ‘a modest disclaimer of 
human capabilities’: ‘For Plato, “kata to dynaton” meant “as far as possible (for 
a mere mortal)”’.84 As we shall see, the meaning of this phrase will change with 
the rediscovery of this Platonic phrase by Eudorus in the 1 st cent. BC. Then the 
phrase ‘so far as this is possible’ will be taken to refer to the organ of man where 
this likeness can be achieved, man’s mind; assimilation to God is not possible in 
man’s body, but in his mind it is, by way of virtue.

It is also important to point out that Plato, in this passage from the Theaetetus, 
stresses the internalization of the virtues of righteousness and holiness; they do 
not remain external, but are internalized in the process of becoming like God, as 
they are appropriated ‘with wisdom’ ( ): ‘to become like God is 
to become righteous and holy, with wisdom’. In several translations this empha-
sis is lost because the translators add wisdom in the form of a adjective, ‘wise’, 
as a third item following ‘righteous’ and ‘holy’. Thus H. N. Fowler in the Loeb 
translation formulates: ‘to become like God is to become righteous and holy and 
wise’. However, the phrase , ‘with wisdom’, alludes to the fact 
that virtues such as righteousness and holiness must be guided by wisdom. As 
Sedley remarks in his commentary on the Theaetetus:

In Plato’s view, those popular or ‘demotic’ (…) virtues which consist in nothing more 
than externally good habits learnt by rote – little more than what Socrates (…) calls 
merely seeming good – fall short of genuine goodness precisely because they are not 
guided by wisdom. Hence his standard marker-phrase for authentic, because intellec-
tualized, virtues is ‘with wisdom’ (meta phronēseōs; sometimes meta nou, ‘with intel-
ligence’) – exactly as here in the Theaetetus, where to become like god is to become 
‘just and pious, with wisdom’.85

In Plato’s Theaetetus, the process of becoming like God is further explicated in 
the immediately following passage, in which Plato gives ‘the true reason’ for the 
pursuit of virtue and the avoidance of vice:

Let us give the true reason. God is in no wise and in no manner unrighteous, but ut-
terly and perfectly righteous, and there is nothing so like him as that one of us who in 
turn becomes most nearly perfect in righteousness (

). It is herein that the true cleverness (

84 Dillon 1996 a, 123.
85 Sedley 2004, 75.
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) of a man is found and also his worthlessness and cowardice; for the knowl-
edge of this is wisdom or true virtue (

), and ignorance of it is folly or manifest wickedness. (Theaetetus 176 c)

The whole issue of the deeply moral nature of the homoiōsis theōi returns in 
Plato’s Republic 613 a–b. In this passage, Plato voices his optimism that the fate 
of ‘the just man’ is not dependent on his circumstances: ‘This, then, must be our 
conviction about the just man, that whether he fall into poverty or disease or any 
other supposed evil, for him all these things will finally prove good, both in life 
and in death’ (613 a). This passage very much reads like a parallel of Paul’s Ro-
mans 8.28–29: ‘We know that all things work together for good for those who 
love God, who are called according to his purpose. For those whom he foreknew 
he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son’ (

). As in Paul, the reason 
for Plato’s optimism is grounded in God and, again as in Paul, the ‘just man’ is 
caught up in a process of conformation to God:

For by the gods assuredly that man will never be neglected who is willing and eager 
to be righteous, and by the practice of virtue to be likened unto god so far as that is 
possible for a man – 

 (Republic 613 a–b)

This passage makes it particularly clear that becoming like God is the result of 
man’s willingness and eagerness to become righteous, and proceeds via the prac-
tice of virtue. In reply to this, the partner in dialogue cannot but confirm that it 
‘is reasonable (…), that such a one should not be neglected by his like’, i. e. God: 

.
In a different dialogue, Plato’s Phaedrus, the topic of homoiōsis theōi returns, 

but now in the form of the assimilation of souls to a specific god. It is important 
to note that Plato’s incentive to reflect on the souls in this dialogue is decidedly 
anti-sophistic. The main theme of the Phaedrus is rhetoric; whereas the sophists 
believe that the goal of rhetoric is to persuade, and that knowledge of the truth of 
the topic spoken about is irrelevant, Plato disagrees. Instead he argues that to be 
persuasive one ought to understand the souls of those who are to be persuaded.

The nature of the soul is also explored in Plato’s description of a procession 
of the gods from visible reality to the outer rim of the cosmos, where they can 
gaze on the region above the heaven, true reality (246 a ff.). On their way up-
wards, the gods lead human souls with them in procession. Among these souls 
are notably the souls of teachers and their pupils ( ), and the former lead 
the latter onwards in a pedagogical movement towards true reality. They do so 
by trying to resemble the gods ahead in the procession, such as Zeus, Apollo, 
and others. In this way, true reality is not only accessible to the gods, but also 
to the soul, ‘that which best follows after God and most resembles him’: 
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(248 a). Implicitly there is reference here 
to the image of God: the soul resembles God ( ) because, apparently, 
God is represented by an image in the soul (LSJ 484 I. represent by an 
image or likeness, portray; II. liken, Pass., to be like, resemble). At the same time 
this process of resembling God is cast in the terminology of Pythagoras’ adage

, ‘Follow God’ (cf. Eudorus apud Stobaeus, vol. 2, p. 49.16 in § 2.2.5 
below, and Plutarch, De sera numinis vindicta 550D in § 2.2.6 below; see also 
Philo, De opificio mundi 144 in § 2.3.4 below).

In Phaedrus 252 c–253 c, the souls in the procession are portrayed in their as-
piration to become more and more like the particular gods whom they revere, 
by adopting their particular customs, habits and way of living (

; 253 a). Each of the souls who follows a particular god in the 
procession ‘lives, so far as he is able, honouring and imitating that god’ – 

 (252 c–d); the clause ‘so far as he is able’ (
), already shows that the language of  

(Theaetetus 176 b) is at work.86 This imitating of the god works via introspec-
tion, fixation on the god, and memorization;87 in this manner the human souls 
become inspired by their god and gain his character traits, thus starting to have 
part in the god:

when they search eagerly within themselves to find the nature of their god, they 
are successful, because they have been compelled to keep their eyes fixed upon the 
gods, and as they reach and grasp him by memory they are inspired and receive 
from him character and habits, so far as it is possible for a man to have part in God – 

. (…) they (…) make him [= the soul 
of the beloved], so far as possible, like their god – 

. (Phaedrus 
253 a)

At the end of this passage, the language of is fully present and in-
deed, as its continuation emphasizes, ‘they [i. e. the teachers] exhibit no jealousy 
or meanness toward the loved one [i. e. the soul of the , the boy whom they 
teach], but endeavour by every means in their power to lead him to the likeness 
of the god whom they honour – 

(253 b). 

86 On the issue of imitating God in Plato, see also Rutenber 1946, esp. 24–5 with reference 
to Phaedrus 252 d.

87 For memorization cf. Phaedrus 249 c: ‘he [i. e. the philosopher] is always, so far as he is 
able, in communion through memory with those things the communion with which causes God 
to be divine. Now a man who employs such memories rightly is always being initiated into per-
fect mysteries and he alone becomes truly perfect’.
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Thus, ‘by imitating the god themselves ( ) and by persuasion 
and education (  ) they lead the be-
loved to the habit of life and the nature of the god (

; 253 b)’. These passages from Plato’s Phaedrus are particu-
larly relevant for our present purposes, for at least two reasons.

First, the persuasion and education through which the teachers lead the pupils 
to the conduct and nature of the god (253 b) are similar to Paul’s, who both (a) 
inspires his readers to follow him, Paul, as he, in turn, follows Christ (1 Cor 11.1; 
cf. 1 Thess 1.6, 1 Cor 4.16), and (b) labours 

, until Christ receives shape and form in the believers (Gal 4.19).
Secondly, the contents of the passages under consideration also very much 

resemble Paul’s anthropological concerns to become like Christ (Rom 6.5–11) 
and share in his image and forms (2 Cor 3.18, Rom 8.29) or – in the terminology 
of the Phaedrus – to receive from the god ‘customs / habits and ways of living’ 
( ; 253 a) or, phrased differently, ‘the habit of life 
and the nature’ [of the god] ( ; 253 b). Plato’s idiom here 
is that of the general practice of becoming like one particular god. Plutarch, for 
instance, talks in a very similar way about Antony’s reverence for a particular 
god, when he writes:

Those who sought the meaning of the sign were of the opinion that the god to 
whom Antony always most likened and attached himself ( …

) was now deserting him. (Plutarch, Antonius 
75.6)

It is this language of becoming like a particular god that – to my knowledge – 
provides the best explanation for Paul’s view about Christ-believers sharing the 
image and forms of Christ and becoming like him. The main difference is that 
the multiplicity of gods has now been limited to Christ, on whom believers are 
being modelled. It might seem strange that Christ, and no longer directly God, 
is used as a model, but for that, as we shall see later, there is an analogy in the 
Platonist philosopher Alcinous, according to whom not the highest, transcendent 
God, but the second God acts as a model for assimilation with God.

Plato’s Phaedrus shows that the process of becoming like God is a moral one. 
Perhaps the version Plato gives here seems hard to understand because rather 
than souls becoming like God, Plato talks here about souls becoming like par-
ticular gods. In this way, he seems to endorse a polytheism of values, since the 
characters of the various gods differ from one another. As Sedley remarks: ‘It 
might seem hard to imagine that Plato would ultimately endorse so radical a form 
of polytheism (…). But the myth has made it clear that all these different gods 
are alike guided by a complete grasp of the moral Forms’.88

88 Sedley 1999, 315.
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The final passage from Plato to be discussed here is Plato’s Laws 716 d. I shall 
not comment on Plato’s Timaeus here, although Timaeus 90 c–d, as we shall see 
in the course of this section, became, after Theaetetus 176 b–c, the second locus 
classicus on assimilation to God. I have already briefly commented on this pas-
sage in § 2.1.1 above, and will do so in more detail when commenting on the 
reception of this passage by Eudorus and Plutarch (see §§ 2.2.5–2.2.6 below). I 
shall now conclude with Plato’s Laws 716 d. This passage is important for two 
reasons. First, it shows that Plato now interprets the line from Homer ‘Yea, ever 
like and like together God doth draw’ (Odyssey 17.218) in terms of the like-
ness between God and man. In his Lysis, the line still supported the definition of 
friendship in the relation between human beings; although this friendship was 
understood as God-given, the ensuing relation did not include God himself (Lysis 
214 a–b). Now, in Plato’s Laws, Homer’s line is applied to the relation between 
God and man.

Secondly, the passage from the Laws is noteworthy inasmuch as it reveals that 
Plato’s doctrine of the homoiōsis theōi also has a sharply anti-sophistic edge. This 
is already the case in the Phaedrus, but is now even articulated at the level on 
which Plato deals with man’s assimilation to God. Having stated that God ‘as old 
tradition tells, holds the beginning, the end, and the centre of all things that exist’ 
(

; 715 e), Plato adds that this God is followed by Jus-
tice ( ) and by ‘every man who intends to be happy’ (

; 716 a). For all men, then, it seems necessary ‘to be minded like those 
who follow in the steps of God’:

 (716 b). Here Plato alludes to Pythagoras’ 
exhortation , ‘Follow God’, which, as a consequence, was regarded 
by later Platonists such as Eudorus (see Eudorus apud Stobaeus, vol. 2, p. 49.16 
in § 2.2.5 below) and Plutarch (see De sera numinis vindicta 550D in § 2.2.6 
below) as the equivalent and precursor of Plato’s urging that one should assimi-
late oneself to God. If it is indeed necessary for men ‘to be minded like those 
who follow in the steps of God’, the question arises as to what it means to fol-
low God:

What conduct, then, is dear to God and in his steps (
)? One kind of conduct, expressed in one ancient phrase, namely, 

that ‘like is dear to like’ when it is moderate (
), whereas immoderate things 

are dear neither to one another nor to things moderate. In our eyes God will be ‘the 
measure of all things’ in the highest degree – a degree much higher than is any ‘man’ 
they talk of (

). He, then, that is to become dear to such 
a one must needs become, so far as he possibly can, of a like character (

; and, according to the present argument, he amongst us that 
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is temperate is dear to God, since he is like him (
). (Laws 716 c–d)

The ‘ancient phrase’, that ‘like is dear to like’ is a clear reference to Homer, Od-
yssey 17.218, which had become proverbial. Taking the truth of this statement 
as a starting point, and given the fact that God is ‘the measure of all things’, it 
follows that, indeed, ‘He, then, that is to become dear to such a one [i. e. to God] 
must needs become, so far as he possibly can, of a like character’. Becoming like 
God, thus, is the opposite of holding man to be ‘the measure of all things’. In this, 
Plato clearly takes issue with the sophist Protagoras, whose dictum he alludes to 
(cf. also Cratylus 386 a ff.; Theaetetus 152 a). Sedley regards this as the culmina-
tion of Plato’s development of the notion of assimilation to God:

That the object of our emulation should be god, more directly than the transcendent 
Forms, is an idea which, once ignited in the Theaetetus, continued to dominate Plato’s 
thinking to the end (…). It culminates in the celebrated dictum of Laws IV, in unmistak-
able paraphrase of the Theaetetus: ‘It will be god who, par excellence, is the measure of 
all things for us, rather than a man, as some people claim’ (716 c4–6).89

Plato’s anti-sophistic inference from the notion of assimilation to God did not 
remain isolated. As we shall see later, Plutarch, too, combines his plea in favour 
of becoming like God with an anti-sophistic stance (Plutarch, Fragment 143 [edn 
Sandbach]).

2.2.2 Pseudo-Plato

The doctrine of homoiōsis theōi was recognized as a relevant theme by those 
who wrote works in Plato’s name. In Pseudo-Plato’s Minos, Socrates is depicted 
as warning that the practice of blaming or praising a fellow human being is pre-
carious and that very great precaution should be taken,

because God feels resentment when one blames a man who is like himself (
), or praises a man who is the oppo-

site; and the former is the good man. For you must not suppose that while stones and 
pieces of wood and birds and snakes are sacred, men are not; nay, the good man is 
the most sacred of all these things, and the wicked man is the most defiled. (Minos 
318 e–319 a)

The passage also makes clear that the homoiōsis theōi continued to be under-
stood in moral terms; the man who is like God is ‘the good man’, and ‘most sa-
cred’. This is also apparent from the Alcibiades I. The idea that human beings 
are transformed by their actions in a particular direction, and in the case of unjust 
actions into the direction of the godless ( ) and dark so that these acts 
will become like them ( ), is present in the following warning:

89 Sedley 2004, 81.
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But if you act unjustly, with your eyes on the godless and dark, the probability is that 
your acts will resemble these through your ignorance of yourselves – 

 (Alcibiades I 134 e)

In this writing, thus, the author emphasizes that the acts of those who act unjustly 
will become like the godless ( ) and dark (Alcibiades i 134 e). This is the 
very opposite of becoming like God.

2.2.3 Aristotle

Plato’s pupil Aristotle reveals himself as rather ambivalent towards the doctrine 
of the homoiōsis theōi. On the one hand, Aristotle seems to stress that God is 
wholly similar to himself:

For God is equal and like to himself, admitting neither slackening towards the worse 
nor tautening towards the better – 

 . (Frag. 21, edn 
Rose = Philo, De aeternitate mundi 39–43 at 43).

This view is also discussed in Ps-Aristotle’s De Xenophane, de Zenone, de Gor-
gia. In this writing Aristotle declares that in every respect of his nature God is 
‘eternal and one and similar and spherical’.90

In line with this, particularly in his Ethica Eudemia, Aristotle makes a point of 
the incomparable, unique nature of the relationship between God and man. The 
love between a man and a god, according to Aristotle, is necessarily unequal:

For it would be ridiculous to accuse a god because the love one receives in return 
from him is not equal to the love given him (

, or for the subject to make the same complaint against his ruler. For the 
part of a ruler is to receive, not to give love, or at least to give love in a different way. 
(Aristotle, Ethica Eudemia 1238 b27–30)

Indeed, the difference between man and God is so excessive that the claim 
of human beings that their love ‘should be returned or equally returned’ (

  is unwarranted (Ethica Eudemia 
1239 a19). Although in his explorations of the nature of friendship Aristotle does 
quote Homer’s line ‘God ever draws like to like’ – 

 (Homer, Odyssey 17.218), he certainly does not apply it to the 
relation between God and man (Ethica Eudemia 1235 a7; cf. Aristotle, Magna 
moralia 2.11.2) because he seems to be of the conviction that the two are en-
tirely unequal.

On the other hand, however, a passage from Aristotle’s Protrepticus does use 
the topos of becoming like God. In this passage, preserved in Iamblichus’ Pro-

90 Ps-Aristotle, De Xenophane, de Zenone, de Gorgia 977 b19; cf. 977 b1.
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trepticus, Aristotle clearly states that man, if he abides by reason, does indeed 
become god-like:

Man deprived of sense is reduced to the condition of a plant; deprived of reason alone 
he is returned into a brute; deprived of irrationality but abiding by reason he becomes 
like God – 

 (Aristotle, Protrepticus, frag. 28 [edn and trans. 
Düring, B 28]; = Iamblichus, Protrepticus 35)

Here the terminology of assimilation to God is explicitly used: ‘abiding by his 
mind, man becomes similar to God’ – . One 
might even suspect that the actual wording is due to Iamblichus,91 who quotes 
the locus classicus from Plato’s Theaetetus elsewhere in his Protrepticus: 

 
(Iamblichus, Protrepticus 76). However, as Sedley and 

Annas have pointed out, there are some passages in Aristotle which do reflect the 
notion of assimilation to God even if not the full terminology. Both Sedley and 
Annas refer to the following passage in book 10.7 of Aristotle’s Nicomachean 
Ethics:92

If intellect is divine, then, in comparison with man, life according to it is divine in 
comparison with human life (

 ). But we must not follow those who 
advise us, being men, to think of human things, and being mortal, of mortal things, 
but must, so far as we can, make ourselves immortal (

), and strain every nerve to live in accordance with the best thing in us 
( ); for even if it be 
small in bulk, much more does it in power and worth surpass everything. This would 
seem, too, to be each man himself, since it is the authoritative and better part of him. 
(…) for man, therefore, the life according to intellect is best and pleasantest, since 
intellect more than anything else is man (

). This life therefore is also the happiest (
). (Nicomachean Ethics 1177 b30–1178 a8)

Because the mind is divine, life according to the mind is also divine, according 
to Aristotle. For that reason one should strive to immortalize oneself. Indeed, as 
Sedley remarks with regard to the phrase  
(‘so far as we can, to become immortal’): ‘This phrase comes in heavy disguise. 
It studiously avoids any hint of the Platonic wording homoiōsis theōi kata to 
dunaton, “becoming like god so far as is possible” (Tht. 176 b); yet it accurately 
reproduces its meaning’.93 On the one hand this heightens suspicion concerning 

91 On Iamblichus’ methodology in quoting from the Protrepticus, see Hutchinson & John-
son 2005.

92 Sedley 1999, 325; Annas 1999, 63–4.
93 Sedley 1999, 325.
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the authenticity of the wording of Aristotle’s Protrepticus, but on the other hand 
it shows that Aristotle did apply the concept as such. Sedley even believes that, 
on closer scrutiny, the main structure of Aristotle’s ethics neatly reflects Plato’s 
mode of thinking.94

A comparable passage about the likeness between God and man is found in Ar-
istotle’s Nicomachean Ethics in the immediately following chapter of book 10 
(10.8):95

Now he who exercises his intellect and cultivates it (
) seems to be both in the best state and most dear to the gods 

( ). For if the gods have any care for human affairs, as they are thought 
to have, it would be reasonable both that they should delight in that which was best 
and most akin to them, i. e. intellect (

), and that they should reward 
those who love and honour this most, as caring for the things that are dear to them 
and acting both rightly and nobly. And that all these attributes belong most of all to 
the wise man is manifest. He, therefore, is the dearest to the gods ( ). 
(Nicomachean Ethics 1179 a22–30)

Here again, according to Aristotle those who use their mind are most dear to 
the gods ( ) because the mind is that which is most akin to them 
( ). Indeed, as he had argued in 10.7, the mind is divine and, con-
sequently, the wise man, who lives according to the mind, is beloved by the gods. 
If these passages come so close to Plato’s notion of homoiōsis theōi, it is easy 
to see why Aristotelian philosophers came to apply it in their commentaries on 
Aristotle. Before continuing with the history of Plato’s notion in chronological 
order, I shall briefly draw attention to the use of homoiōsis theōi by three Aris-
totelian philosophers.

2.2.4 Post-Aristotelian views

(a) Aspasius

The three Aristotelian philosophers whom we shall study are Aspasius (early 2 nd 
cent. AD), Alexander of Aphrodisias (around the turn of the 3 rd cent. AD), and 
Themistius (4 th cent. AD). As we shall see, they did not hesitate to apply the Pla-
tonic notion of homoiōsis theōi in their studies of Aristotle and to show, in this 
way, the congruence, as they saw it, between Plato and Aristotle.

In his commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Aspasius (c. AD 
100–150), states that

Aristotle says that both [to do a good and to be done a good] are the mark of a vir-
tuous and liberal person, but that virtue is both spoken and thought of in relation to 

94 See Sedley 1999, 324–8.
95 Cf. Sedley 1999, 314–15 n12.
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doing a good more than being done a good, and that is why virtue seems to be a di-
vine thing and a kind of assimilation to God. For what is divine is thought of not in 
relation to being done a good but to doing a good.

. (Aspasius, In ethica 
Nichomachea commentaria 99.1–7)

Virtue is defined as doing a good ( ), rather than as being done a good 
( ) and this precisely makes a virtue a kind of assimilation to God 
( ), according to Aspasius’ commentary. Interestingly, his 
comments relate to Nicomachean Ethics 1120 a31–34, where Aristotle explains, 
again in Aspasius’ words,

that it is characteristic of the liberal person that he will not receive ‘whence one 
ought not: for receiving’ contrary to what is proper ‘is not the mark of a person who 
does not honour commodities; nor would he be given to asking for things, either: for 
to be done a service unscrupulously is not the mark of one who does a good thing’ 
(Nicomachean Ethics 1120 a31–4), he says. (Aspasius, In ethica Nichomachea com-
mentaria 98.33–37; trans. Konstan)

But neither in Aspasius’ actual rendition of this passage from the Nicomachean 
Ethics nor in Aristotle’s original does the phrase occur. It 
is Aspasius who, in his fuller commentary on Aristotle, imports this Platonic 
phrase, thus testifying to the fact that Aristotle was understood, by Aristotelian 
philosophers, in a Platonizing way.

(b) Alexander of Aphrodisias

The passage from Aspasius on the difference between doing a good and being 
done a good – only the former qualifying as a virtue by which one assimilates 
to God – has a full analogy in Alexander of Aphrodisias (2 nd/3 rd cent. AD). He, 
too, applies the Platonic notion of assimilation to God in a similar discussion, 
although in this case not in a commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics, but on 
Aristotle’s Topics. Similarly to Aspasius, according to Alexander being similar 
to God results from doing good: 
(Alexander, In Aristotelis topicorum libros octo commentaria 243.25).

The same practice of adding the terminology of the Platonic notion of assimi-
lation to God when commenting on Aristotle can be shown to operate in another 
commentary by Alexander of Aphrodisias, this time on Aristotle’s Prior Ana-
lytics. In a passage in which he sets out to demonstrate the value of theorizing 
Alexander writes:

Now, for the gods, theorising about truth is continuous and uninterrupted. But for 
men it is not possible to be continuously active in this way – for many of the con-
ditions of life ( ) which were allotted to them lead 
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them away from things of higher value. Yet if a man emerges, as far as he can, 
from the emotions and conditions of human life, he may see the things of highest 
value and be active in a theorising which is divine and worthy of its name (

. Now when he is active with this faculty of his soul and exercises 
activities like those of the gods, then he will become like the gods (

). Thus if becoming like God is the greatest Good for men (
), and if this is attained by the theory and 

knowledge of what is true, and if the knowledge of what is true comes by way of 
demonstration, then demonstration will rightly be held most valuable and worthy 
of most study. (Alexander, In Aristotelis analyticorum priorum librum i commen-
tarium 6.1–14; trans. Barnes, Bobzien, Flannery & Ierodiakonou, On Aristotle Prior 
Analytics 1.1–7)

By distancing himself from the conditions and emotions of life, as far as he 
can, man is able to attain to the divine art of theorizing. Just as in Aristotle’s Ni-
comachean Ethics, the phrase ‘as far as he can’ ( ; 
cf. in Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 
1177 b33) should be read as a reference to Plato’s assimilation to God kata to 
dynaton. According to Alexander, the activity of theorizing, which is a faculty of 
man’s soul, renders his activities similar to those of the gods, to the extent that 
he himself becomes like the gods. This, according to Alexander, is the process of 

, the process of becoming like God, which constitutes man’s 
greatest Good. Again, as in Aspasius, for the interpretation of Aristotle recourse 
is taken to the Platonic notion of homoiōsis theōi.

(c) Themistius

Finally, the congruence which Aristotelian philosophers detect between Plato 
and Aristotle can also be demonstrated in the case of the 4 th cent. AD philoso-
pher Themistius. In his commentary on Aristotle’s De anima, Themistius, in his 
reflections upon the importance of the mind within the soul, refers back to Plato’s 
view on the soul’s similarity to God. From his Aristotelian perspective, this argu-
ment, among others, is still considered ‘particularly credible’:

And most of the weightiest arguments concerning the immortality of the soul that 
[Plato] propounded essentially refer back to the intellect: the one based on self-mo-
tion (it was shown, that is, that only the intellect was self-moved, if we could think of 
movement in place of activity); the one that takes the processes of learning to be [acts 
of] recollection; and the one [positing] the similarity to God (

. It would also 
not be difficult to apply to the intellect those of his other arguments thought particu-
larly credible, as also the more credible of those elaborated by Aristotle himself in 
the Eudemus. (Themistius, On Aristole’s ‘On the Soul’ 106.29–107.3 [trans. Todd] = 
Aristotle, frag. 38 [edn Rose])
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These instances from Aspasius, Alexander of Aphrodisias and Themistius show 
that from the 1 st cent. AD onwards Aristotelians can be shown to have used the 
Platonic notion of assimilation to God in a positive, affirmative way, even though 
Aristotle himself seems not to have condoned this terminology, but to have ‘stu-
diously’ avoided it, as Sedley puts it. This is the case despite the fact that Ar-
istotle can be shown to come close to the contents of this Platonic notion. The 
question which imposes itself is where these Aristotelians got this notion from. 
Perhaps their knowledge resulted from their own reading of Plato, but, as will 
be suggested in the following section, the notion seems to have been freshly in-
troduced in the 1 st cent. BC, and much of its later popularity will have been due 
to this development.

2.2.5 Eudorus and the introduction of homoiōsis theōi as the goal  
of Platonic ethics

It seems that the Platonist Eudorus, from 1 st cent. BC Alexandria, was the one 
whose definition of the goal of Platonic ethics in terms of homoiōsis theōi be-
came very influential. The text in which he undertakes this definition is so central 
for our understanding that I shall give it in full and comment on it in some detail. 
It certainly raises awareness of, and heightens sensitivity to, the fact that Philo 
and Paul, as we shall see in §§ 2.3 and 2.4, were influenced by a forceful con-
temporary movement in ethics. The relevant text of Eudorus has been preserved 
in Stobaeus’ early 5 th cent. AD Anthology. As Stobaeus’ excerpts owe much to 
earlier collectors, the passage from Eudorus comes to us in an extensive excerpt 
which Stobaeus took from Arius Didymus, the 1 st cent. BC philosopher from Al-
exandria and adviser to Augustus.96 Indeed, book II, chapter 7 in Stobaeus, which 
is devoted to ethics, and in which the excerpt from Eudorus is found, was medi-
ated through Arius Didymus in its entirety, as the chapter heading makes clear: 

(Sto-
baeus, Anthologium 2.7, p. 37.15–16). Arius Didymus is an exact contemporary 
of Eudorus and it seems possible that Arius took this material from him. This is 
also implied in Arius’ comments on the usefulness of Eudorus’ book on ethics, 
which Arius strongly recommends. Arius refers to it in the following words:

 

(Stobaeus, Anthologium 2.7.2, p. 42.7–11)

There is a Division of Philosophical Reasoning (Diairesis tou kata philosophian 
logou), written by Eudorus the Alexandrian, an Academic philosopher, a book worth 
getting (  ), in which he discusses all knowledge as a problem to 

96 On Arius Didymus, see Runia, ‘Arius, 1’ and ‘Arius, 2’, in: New Pauly Online. 
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inquire into, and from which Division I shall set out those things which belong to 
ethics.

Arius then proceeds to present a division of philosophy into ethics, physics and 
logic, and then a further subdivision, as promised, of ethics. Interestingly, Arius 
refers to Eudorus’ work on philosophy as a  , a book worth 
getting. This implies that the book is available, and Arius’ recommendation of 
it will have done much to enhance its popularity. It is from this work that the 
following passage is believed to derive (Stobaeus, Anthologium 2.7.3, section f, 
pp. 49.8–50.10; edn Wachsmuth & Hense 1884–1912, 5 vols). I shall break it 
down into units and briefly comment upon each.

(3 f.)   
« » (Theaet. p. 176B)

< >

Socrates and Plato agree with Pythagoras that the goal (telos) is assimilation to God 
( ). Plato defined this more clearly by adding: ‘according as is possible 
( )’, and it is only possible by wisdom ( ), that is to say, as 
a result of (living) in accordance with virtue. (Trans. Dillon 1996 a)

There are several remarkable features of this passage in which Eudorus gives as-
similation to God as the definition of the goal ( ) of Platonic ethics.

First of all, as Dillon remarks, ‘Pythagoras is brought in as the originator of 
the definition, with Plato portrayed as agreeing with and amplifying him’.97 
Pythagoras is mentioned here, at the beginning of the passage, as the norm for 
true philosophy, but also twice later. The importance which Eudorus attaches 
to Pythagoras is very much in accordance with the general thrust of Eudorus’ 
philosophy. According to Dillon, Eudorus ‘seems to have turned the very Sto-
icized Platonism of Antiochus of Ascalon in a more transcendental direction, 
under the influence of Neopythagoreanism’.98 If this is true, Eudorus’ emphasis 
on the notion of assimilation to God (which he will connect later on in this text 
with Pythagoras’ ‘following God’) accords very well with the Neo-Pythagorean 
interest in man as the image of God, which we have studied above (§ 2.1.2). As 
we shall see below, in the discussion of Plutarch, both strands, Neo-Pythagorean 
anthropology, with its description of man (or the ruler) as the image of God, and 
Neo-Pythagorean and Platonic ethics, with its emphasis on following God and 
assimilating to God, seem to move into conjunction.

Secondly, this is the first time that the assimilation to God is defined as the 
telos, the ultimate goal of (Platonic) ethics. From now on, this will become 
standard practice, and both the 2 nd cent. AD Platonist philosopher Alcinous and 
the 3 rd cent. AD historian of philosophy Diogenes Laertius regard assimilation 
to God in this way.

97 Dillon 1996 a, 122.
98 Dillon 1996 b, 565.  
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Thirdly, although Plato is portrayed as agreeing with Pythagoras, he is credited 
with providing a clearer definition of what Pythagoras had in mind: ‘Plato de-
fined this more clearly by adding: “according as is possible ( )”’. 
Eudorus refers here to Plato’s Theaetetus: ‘to escape is to become like God, so 
far as this is possible’ – (Plato, Thea-
etetus 176 b) The reason why Eudorus regards Plato’s addition, ‘according as is 
possible’, as so important is that, in his mind, it points to the manner in which 
assimilation to God is realized. But by interpreting Plato in this way, Eudorus 
seems to go beyond what Plato actually said. As Dillon explains,

For Plato, ‘kata to dynaton’ meant ‘as far as possible (for a mere mortal)’; Eudorus 
takes it to mean rather ‘according to that part of us which is capable of this’, that is to 
say, the intellect, and its particular virtue, Wisdom. Of course, Plato also believed this, 
but what is in fact in the text a modest disclaimer of human capabilities becomes to the 
more dogmatic mind of Eudorus a specification of precisely the faculty by which we 
become like God.99

Plato’s phrase ‘according as is possible ( )’, thus, is understood 
to mean that ‘it is only possible through wisdom ( ), that is to say, as a 
result of (living in accordance with) virtue’. In this way, Eudorus gives his own 
creative interpretation of the phrase , ‘with wisdom’, at the end 
of Plato’s definition of assimilation to God in the Theaetetus. If Plato writes that 

 (‘to escape is to become like God, so far as this is possible; 
and to become like God is to become righteous and holy, with wisdom’), Eu-
dorus clearly reads the second line as explaining the former: assimilation to God 
occurs in accordance with what is possible, i. e. in accordance with , 
wisdom. Assimilation to God, as the goal of ethics, is thus only possible through 
this wisdom ( ), which is understood as a life in 
accordance with virtue ( < >). This, again, must 
be Eudorus’ summary of the Theaetetus: ‘living in accordance with virtue’ must 
be similar to ‘becoming righteous and holy’ ( …

.
The need to lead such a consciously ethical life is subsequently based by Eu-

dorus on the analogy between the microcosm of man’s soul and the macrocosm 
of the creator; the former needs to imitate the latter, and it is the wise man who 
accomplishes this:

( 193) 

 

99 Dillon 1996 a, 123.
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Because in God there is the activity of creating the world and that of governing the 
world; in the wise, the activity of the establishing of a[n well-organized intellectual 
and ethical, virtuous] mode of life and that of the maintenance of [such] a way of 
life – the very thing which Homer spoke about in riddles when he said: ‘Walk in the 
footsteps of God’ (Homer, Odyssey 2.406; 3.30; 5.193; 7.38), and what Pythagoras, 
in addition to him, said in the following way: ‘Follow God’. Clearly they meant not 
a visible god who was leading the way but an intelligible one who harmonizes the 
world’s orderliness. (Trans. mine)

In this passage, as I already suggested, Eudorus gives the reason ( ) why as-
similation to God takes place through wisdom, as a result of living in accordance 
with virtue. This is the case because the wise man, in his activities of establish-
ing and maintaining an intellectual and ethical mode of life, in fact resembles the 
activities of the Creator himself in creating and governing the cosmos. This view 
clearly derives from the end of Plato’s Timaeus, which we discussed in § 2.1.1 
above, and which concerns the rectification of the distorted revolutions within 
man’s head by looking at the harmonies and revolutions of the cosmos (Timaeus 
90 c–d).100 Later in his text, Eudorus returns explicitly to Plato’s Timaeus. The 
life which man organizes in imitation of God is first and foremost intellectual. 
It is the imitation of ‘an intelligible [God] who harmonizes the world’s orderli-
ness’. Yet, as we shall see below, Eudorus’ doctrine of assimilation to God con-
tains the idea ‘that we should live in accordance with virtue’. A well-organized 
intellectual life is accompanied by an ethical, virtuous life.

The resemblance between the lives of man and God is now cast in terminology 
drawn from Homer and Pythagoras. As regards the former, Eudorus quotes a part 
of the familiar Homeric lines which follow speeches uttered by Pallas Athene: 
…  | 

, ‘With these words, Pallas Athene (or: the 
gracious goddess) moved swiftly away, and he [i. e. either Odysseus or his son 
Telemachus] followed in the steps of the goddess’ (Odyssey 2.406; 3.30; 5.193; 
7.38). The narrative description of someone, either Odysseus or his son, follow-
ing in the footsteps of the goddess Pallas Athene is now understood as a com-
mendable act, which can be supplemented with Pythagoras’ imperative 

, ‘Follow God’.
This is the second time Pythagoras is referred to by Eudorus. In this way Eu-

dorus shows that he believes that Plato is ‘in agreement with Pythagoras that 
the telos is assimilation to God ( )’; the reason for this is that the 
Platonic notion of assimilation to God is the equivalent of the Pythagorean no-
tion of following God. This is actually only an explication of what Plato had al-
ready implicitly said himself. As we saw above, in his Laws, for instance, Plato 
clarified his thoughts about assimilation to God by stressing that ‘it is necessary 

100 Cf. Sedley 1999, 316–24.
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that every man should be minded like those who follow in the steps of God’:
 

(716 b), a clear allusion to Pythagoras’ adage ‘Follow God’ (cf. further Phaedrus 
248 a). Platonists after Eudorus, such as Plutarch, as we shall see below, also ex-
plicitly understand Plato’s injunction to assimilate oneself to God as a develop-
ment of Pythagoras’ exhortation to follow God.

To avoid misunderstandings, Eudorus adds that the apparently literal language 
of Homer’s ‘walking in the footsteps of God’ and Pythagoras ‘following God’ is 
not to be understood literally but metaphorically. It relates to the invisible real-
ity of the mind and the corresponding reality of the cosmos: ‘this does not relate 
to the visible and to what is first and leads the way, but to what falls within the 
province of mind and the harmony of the good arrangement of the cosmos’.

Eudorus now continues by explaining that what Homer and Pythagoras stated 
was clearly ( ) endorsed by Plato, too. The implication, of course, as at the 
beginning of the passage, is that Plato did so , even more clearly. 
The problem for Eudorus, however, is that, because he ascribes to Plato a coher-
ent doctrine of assimilation to God as the telos of ethics, he has to account for 
what seems to be the incohesiveness of isolated passages dispersed throughout 
the Platonic corpus. For this reason, Eudorus feels bound to emphasize that Plato 
not only explained the notion of assimilation to God clearly ( ), but also, 
at the same time, ‘abundantly’ ( ). It seems necessary for him 
to delineate the vast extent of Plato’s reflections on this issue, as the following 
passage indicates:

  (
)  

This has been said in the work of Plato, in accordance with the threefold division 
of philosophy: in the Timaeus in a physical way (and, I shall add, in a Pythagorean 
way, because Plato generously indicates what that man [i. e. Pythagoras] has con-
ceived before him); in the Republic in an ethical way; and in the Theaetetus in a logi-
cal way; and it has been expressed periphrastically in a clear and at the same time 
abundant way also in the fourth book of the Laws, when he speaks about following 
God. (Trans. mine)

Eudorus’ introduction of assimilation to God as the telos of Platonic ethics, 
thus, is accompanied by the need to give the full evidence for it. Eudorus indeed 
lists many of the passages we discussed in our overview of Plato above, such as 
those from the Timaeus, the Republic, the Theaetetus, and the Laws. The passage 
from the Timaeus was discussed in § 2.1.1, in our treatment of the cosmos as the 
‘image of the intelligible, a perceptible god’ (Timaeus 92 c); in that context, we 
saw that immediately previously Plato argues that, within the cosmos, it is man 
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who most resembles the cosmos (90 c–d). It is this passage which Eudorus goes 
on to quote at the end of his present section and which highlights the intellectual 
aspects of becoming like God:

For the divine part within us the congenial motions are the intellections ( ) 
and revolutions of the Universe. These each one of us should follow, rectifying the 
revolutions within our head, which were distorted at our birth, by learning the har-
monies and revolutions of the Universe, and thereby making the part that thinks like 
unto the object of its thought ( , in 
accordance with its original nature, and having achieved this likeness (  
attain finally to that goal ( ) of life which is set before men by the gods as the 
most good both for the present and for the time to come. (Plato, Timaeus 90 c–d)

This passage was read by Eudorus as the expression of Plato’s doctrine of as-
similation to God, but now seen through a cosmological lens. As Sedley remarks, 
‘In Antiquity this passage became, after Theaetetus 176 b, the second locus clas-
sicus on homoiōsis theōi’.101 The other passages, from the Republic (613 a–b),102 
the Theaetetus (176 b–c), and the Laws (716 c–d), were studied in § 2.2.1 above. 
The trouble which Eudorus must have gone to in compiling such a list of sources 
highlights his interest in establishing the Platonic doctrine of assimilation to 
God. By distinguishing between the usual branches of philosophy, i. e. physics, 
ethics and logic, Eudorus was able to show the comprehensiveness of Plato’s 
doctrine as well as to explain the different forms it could take within the distinct 
branches. In line with the latter emphasis, he finishes by focusing on the basic 
concordance of all the passages he has adduced.

103

Speaking with multiple voices is characteristic of Plato, and even the subject of the 
telos is expressed by him in several ways. He uses a variety of expressions because 
of his lofty eloquence, but he is contributing to a single concordant item of doctrine. 
That doctrine is that we should live in accordance with virtue. And that, in turn, is 
both the possession ánd the employment of perfect virtue. (Trans. mine)

The variety of forms which Plato’s doctrine of assimilation to God took on in his 
writings should not obscure their basic uniformity, Eudorus warns his readers. 
There is indeed only one telos of Plato’s ethics, even though Plato has expressed 
it , in many ways. The variety of expressions which Plato uses should 
be taken to reflect his impressive eloquence, which rests not only on rhetorical 

101 Sedley 1999, 319.
102 The editor of Stobaeus, C. Wachsmuth, refers to Republic IX 585 b ff. and X 608 c ff. (see 

Wachsmuth & Hense 1884–1912), but Dillon believes the reference is to Republic 613 a–b, the 
same passage as Alcinous quotes (see below); see Dillon 1993, 172.

103 Omitting the supplement < >.
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skills, but also on the sound concord of his doctrine of living in accordance with 
virtue. Together, these factors constitute the appeal of Plato’s definition of man’s 
ethical goal.

Finally, Eudorus draws attention to the fact that this way of life cannot ever 
be seen as accomplished. It is an ongoing process. Living in accordance with 
virtue, as the basis of one’s assimilation to God, consists not only in possessing 
perfect virtue, but also in the continuous exercising of it. This virtue is the goal 
of ethics, as Eudorus underlines by quoting a passage from the Timaeus in which 
the term telos occurs:

(l. s.) < >
«

»

That he regards this virtue as the telos, he established in the Timaeus by using the ac-
tual word. I will quote the end of the passage, which runs as follows: ‘… and having 
achieved this likeness [each one of us should] attain finally to that goal of life which 
is set before men by the gods as the most good both for the present and for the time 
to come’. (Trans. mine with Timaeus 90 d quoted from Loeb)

In the quotation from the Timaeus, the assimilation Plato talks of is only an as-
similation between man and the cosmos, and the goal of life is only set before 
men by the gods and does not consist in assimilating to them. Yet as we have 
seen above, Eudorus interprets this passage as evidence for the assimilation of 
man to God, read from a cosmological perspective, and there is something to 
be said in favour of this interpretation. If man can be assimilated to the cosmos, 
and the cosmos is ‘an image of the intelligible, a perceptible god’ (92 c), then – 
in the final analysis – a homoiōsis kosmōi is an intermediary stage in homoiōsis 
theōi.104 Indeed, if the cosmos, in having been brought into order out of disor-
der, shares in God’s goodness and is wished by God to ‘be, so far as possible, 
nearly resembling Him’ – as Plato argues earlier in the Timaeus (29 e) –, then 
man, in being assimilated to this cosmos, is in the process of being assimilated 
to God himself. In this sense, Eudorus is right to include the Timaeus among his 
evidence for a Platonic doctrine of homoiōsis theōi. His reason for finishing this 
section with a reference to Timaeus 90 d in particular is undoubtedly that here 
assimilation as such is explicitly designated as the telos of the best life, the 

.
Given the ardent character of Eudorus’ promulgation of the doctrine of as-

similation to God in his Division of Philosophical Reasoning (Diairesis tou kata 
philosophian logou), it is easy to understand why Arius Didymus was struck 

104 Scholars such as Sedley may regard this as importantly understating the case because 
the Timaeus at 34 a–b, 55 d, 68 e and 92 a (plus the opening page of the Critias, where Timaeus’ 
speech ends) says that the world is a god.
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by this and other issues in this contemporary work and promoted it as ‘a book 
worth getting (  )’. It made an important impact on the history 
of philosophy and left its mark on Platonists and philosophers of other denomi-
nations. As we have seen, Aristotelians, such as the 2 nd cent. AD philosopher 
Aspasius, were also influenced by the notion of assimilation to God as a central 
concept, even to the extent that they imported it into their interpretation of Aris-
totle’s writings although the terminology was absent there (see § 2.2.4 [a]). One 
can easily imagine how, as a result of this development in the definition of the 
telos of ethics, we can see – as Dillon puts it – ‘a growth in religiosity in philo-
sophical speculation’.105 The first philosopher after Eudorus to show awareness 
of this concept, however, is the Jewish author Philo of Alexandria. I shall deal 
with his views on the similarity between God and man later, in § 2.3, before 
commenting upon Paul’s interest in the likeness between believers and Christ 
(in § 2.4). As we shall see, Philo and Paul, too, seem to be part of the new move-
ment which starts with Eudorus; they reflect extensively on man’s assimilation to 
God or Christ, God’s image. Both profited from a new direction in ethics which 
suited their own purposes. After Philo and Paul, chronologically speaking, oth-
ers, such as the Middle Platonist philosophers Plutarch and Alcinous, followed 
suit. To them we now turn.

2.2.6 Plutarch

The 2 nd cent. AD Middle Platonist Plutarch is an important testimony to the ap-
propriation of Plato’s doctrine of assimilation to God. Plutarch is significant for 
various reasons.

First, Plutarch shows that the notion of assimilation to God goes hand in hand 
with that of man, or rather the ruler, as the image of God. In a passage already 
studied above in § 2.1.2, in dealing with the pagan evidence for the notion of the 
image of God, Plutarch considers the ideal ruler as God’s image:

The ruler is the image of God who orders all things (
). Such a ruler needs no Phidias nor Polycleitus nor Myron to model 

him, but by his virtue he forms himself in the likeness of God (
) and thus creates a statue most delightful of all 

to behold and most worthy of divinity (
). Now just as in the heavens God has estab-

lished as a most beautiful image of himself the sun and the moon, so in states a ruler 
‘who in God’s likeness | Righteous decisions upholds’ (Homer, Odyssey 19.109 and 
111), that is to say, one who, possessing God’s wisdom, establishes, as his likeness 
and luminary, intelligence in place of sceptre or thunderbolt or trident, with which 
attributes some rulers represent themselves in sculpture and painting. (Plutarch, Ad 
principem ineruditum 780E–F)

105 Dillon 1996 a, 123.
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Here the notion of the image of God and that of forming oneself in the likeness 
of God appear to belong to the same semantic-conceptual field. In Plutarch both 
notions seem to have a Pythagorean background. As we saw above in § 2.1.2, 
Plutarch’s designation of the ruler as the image of God is Neo-Pythagorean 
practice, while – as we shall see below in another passage from Plutarch – his 
concept of assimilation to God is underpinned with references to both Plato and 
Pythagoras.

It is noteworthy that the concept of assimilation to God is understood in a very 
active sense. Although the ruler is the image of God, he apparently still needs to 
form himself in the likeness of God by virtue – 

. His being the image of God is not so much a factual truth 
but rather the result of living a virtuous life. The explicit addition of virtue as the 
way to achieve assimilation to God seems to refer to the passage from Plato’s 
Theaetetus. There assimilation to God is defined as ‘to become righteous and 
holy, with wisdom’ ( , 
Theaetetus 176 b), and this process of becoming more and more knowledgeable 
of God’s righteousness is also explicitly called ‘true virtue’ ( ): 
‘the knowledge of this is wisdom or true virtue’ – 

 (Theaetetus 176 c). Indeed, as Plato stresses in the Re-
public, it is ‘by practicing virtue’ ( ) that a man is ‘to be lik-
ened unto God so far as that is possible for a man’ (

, Republic 613 a–b). This stress on virtue as 
the mode by which one is assimilated to God is taken over in Eudorus’ definition, 
according to which assimilation to God ‘is only possible by wisdom ( ), 
that is to say, as a result of (living in accordance with) virtue – 

< > (Stobaeus, vol. 2, chap. 7, 
section 3 f, p. 49.9–12).

This is nicely captured in Plutarch’s description of what it means to be an 
image of God. This is not achieved by having a master sculptor such as Phidias, 
Polycleitus or Myron model one. Such an image is only erected by actively 
forming oneself in the likeness of God ( …

). This is not a passive process in which one is made like God, but a 
course of action , through virtue. Only in this way can one succeed 
in ‘creating a statue most delightful of all to behold and most worthy for a god’ 
( ), in other 
words, an ‘image of God’ ( ). Clearly the language of image of God 
and assimilation to God intersect. This is important, because we shall see the 
same junction in Paul’s reflections on Christ as the image of God and the believ-
ers’ transformation into that image, as a result of which Christ and the believers 
resemble one another.

Apart from the Platonic notion of assimilation to God, Plutarch’s language of 
forming oneself in the likeness of God also seems to reflect the general practice 
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of modelling oneself on one particular god on the religious market of Antiquity. 
It is in this sense that Plutarch can talk equally about the god to whom a histori-
cal figure such as Antony always most likened and attached himself: …

(Plutarch, Antonius 75.6).106 
This emphasizes that assimilation is a process in which the acting subject is fully 
engaged and models himself on the god to whom he wishes to assimilate.

Secondly, it appears that Plutarch, like Plato and Eudorus before him, under-
stands the process of assimilation to God as the equivalent of Pythagoras’ method 
of following God. In a passage in De sera numinis vindicta, Plutarch states that 
assimilation to God is ‘accessible to all who can “follow God”’ (550D). Here 
Plutarch is referring to Pythagoras’ admonition to follow God ( ). 
This reference to Pythagoras had already been made by Plato himself (see Laws 
716 b, and Phaedrus 248 a, already referred to above in § 2.2.1), but the empha-
sis on the consonance between Plato and Pythagoras was a hallmark of Eudorus’ 
introduction of assimilation to God as the telos of Platonic ethics (see § 2.2.5 
above). It is this emphasis which the passage from Plutarch seems to reflect. At 
the same time the full passage is also of interest because it shows again that the 
process of assimilation involves the whole subject totally. Man only becomes 
‘settled in virtue through copying and aspiring to the beauty and the goodness 
that are His’, i. e. God’s. The entire passage reads as follows:

Consider first that God, as Plato says, offers himself to all as a pattern of every ex-
cellence ( ), thus ren-
dering human virtue, which is in some sort an assimilation to Himself (

), accessible to all who are able ‘to follow God’ (
… ).

Indeed this was the origin of the change whereby universal nature, disordered 
before, became a ‘cosmos’ through resemblance and some form of participation in 
the form and virtue of God (  

; cf. Timaeus 29 e).
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 discordant 
and errant passions and to shun the aimless and haphazard as source of all vice and 
jarring error (cf. Timaeus 90 c–d). For man is fitted to derive from God no greater 
blessing than 

, to become settled in virtue (  through copy-
ing and aspiring (  to the beauty and the goodness that are in Him. 
(De sera numinis vindicta 550D–E)

As we have already observed, Plutarch links the Platonic doctrine with the Py-
thagorean command to follow God, just as Eudorus had done. Furthermore, 

106 On divine assimilations in Plutarch’s Lives of Demetrius and Antonius, see Brenk 
1998.
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Plutarch shows the same interpretation of the Timaeus as Eudorus proposed. 
Whereas Plato argues that the cosmos, in having been brought into order out of 
disorder, shares in God’s goodness and is wished by God to ‘be, so far as pos-
sible, nearly resembling Him’ (Timaeus 29 e), Plutarch even emphasizes that, 
in this way, the cosmos is assimilated to, and participates in God’s virtue: the 
change of the primordial chaotic universe into an ordered cosmos takes place 

 , ‘through as-
similation and some sort of participation in the form and virtue of God’. The 
assimilation of man to God is read by Plutarch into Timaeus 90 c–d. By model-
ling himself upon the regularity of the cosmos, man is taken ‘to become settled 
in virtue (  through copying and aspiring (

 to the beauty and the goodness that are in Him’, i. e. in God. This is the 
same interpretation as that proposed by Eudorus, which turned the Timaeus into 
evidence for Plato’s doctrine of assimilation to God. Plutarch even introduces the 
terminology of virtue ( ) into his reading of these passages from Timaeus, 
despite the fact that this term is absent from them.107 Plutarch clearly derives 
this stress on from those passages in other dialogues of Plato where the 
notion of assimilation to God is linked with ‘virtue’, notably in Plato’s Thea-
etetus (176 b–c) and Republic (613 a–b), or from the definition of assimilation to 
God in authors such as Eudorus, where it is part of the definition. Plutarch then 
imports the new interpretation into his discussion of the relevant passages of the 
Timaeus (29 e; 90 c–d).

In the passages from Ad principem ineruditum (780E–F) and De sera numinis 
vindicta (550D–E), thus, we see that Plutarch’s reflections on the image of God 
and assimilation to God clearly have a Pythagoreanizing character. His asser-
tion that the ruler is the image of God is dependent upon Neo-Pythagorean king-
ship ideology, which we was studied in § 2.1.2, and his treatment of the Platonic 
doctrine of assimilating oneself to God is supported by reference to Pythagoras’ 
adage ‘Follow God’. Plutarch will prove very important for our enquiry into the 
background of Paul’s thoughts about image of God and likeness between man 
and Christ, because the notions of the image of God and assimilation to God 
appear to be part of the same linguistic-conceptual field in Paul. Moreover, as 
Plutarch shows, both notions are connected with the emergence of Neo-Pythago-
reanism and its merging with Platonism from the 1 st cent. BC onwards. Indeed, 

107 Cf. in Timaeus 34 b: God ‘established one sole and solitary Heaven, able of itself – 
because of its excellence / goodness / virtue ( ) – to company with itself and needing 
none other beside, sufficing unto itself as acquaintance and friend’ and 34 c about the soul of the 
universe in comparison to the cosmic body: ‘God (…) constructed Soul to be older than Body 
and prior in birth and excellence / goodness / virtue ( ), since she was to 
be the mistress and ruler and it the ruled’. These are only faint parallels, which show that Plu-
tarch really has an ethicizing interpretation of the Timaeus which takes its starting point in the 
otion of assimilation to God.
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Neo-Pythagorean anthropology, with its stipulation of man (or the ruler) as the 
image of God, and Neo-Pythagorean and Platonic ethics, with its emphasis on 
following God and assimilating to God, become intertwined. Since this develop-
ment only began in the 1 st cent. BC, Paul, flourishing in the 50 s AD, appears to 
be part of a trend of his times, which he draws on to express his own anthropo-
logical, Christological and theological convictions.

Thirdly, Plutarch is important because the way he applies the doctrine of as-
similation to God is also anti-sophistic. This was already true of Plato insofar 
as his reflections, notably in the Laws, have an anti-sophistic edge. There, as we 
have seen above, Plato strongly argues against the view of the sophist Protago-
ras that man is the measure of all things. In deliberate opposition to Protagoras, 
Plato contends that

In our eyes God will be ‘the measure of all things’ in the highest degree – a degree 
much higher than is any ‘man’ they talk of (

). (Laws 
716 c)

Plato’s ideal man, by contrast, models himself on God and ‘must needs become, 
so far as he possibly can, of a like character’; only this man is like God ( ; 
Laws 716 c–d). This anti-sophistic attitude is taken over by Plutarch. In a passage 
preserved in Stobaeus, Plutarch shows that Platonic reflections on the homoiōsis 
theōi entail a fierce, inherent criticism of sophistic philosophy. Plutarch devel-
ops this criticism in his praise of quietude, which he contrasts with the sophistic 
market place of crowded towns:

How wise a thing, it would seem, is quietude! In particular it serves for studying to 
acquire knowledge and wisdom, by which I do not mean the wisdom which is char-
acteristic of a petty trader and of the market place (

), but that mighty wisdom which makes him that acquires it like to God 
( . Those forms of 
study that are practised in towns among the crowds of humanity exercise the so-
called shrewdness that is really knavery (…). But solitude, being wisdom’s training-
ground, is a good character-builder, and moulds and sets in order men’s souls. (Plu-
tarch, Fragment 143 [edn Sandbach]; = Stobaeus, vol. 4, § 16.18, p. 398)

Plutarch’s criticism of the wisdom which is characteristic of a petty trader and 
of the market place ( ) seems to be a reference to 
Plato’s attack on Protagoras in the dialogue of the same name, in which Socrates 
urges Hippocrates:

We must see that the sophist in commending his wares does not deceive us, like the 
wholesaler and the retailer who deal in food for the body. (…) So too those who 
take the various subjects of knowledge from city to city, and sell them by retail (

) 
to whoever wants them, commend everything that they have for sale. (Protagoras 
313 d–e)
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The petty traders sell knowledge and wisdom by retail, on the markets of the 
cities; techniques of persuasion and marketing are more important for them 
than the quality and content of their wares. As we shall see in our treatment of 
Paul’ second letter to the Corinthians in chaps 4 and 6 below, the same opposi-
tion between strongly rhetorical, petty market business, on the one hand, and 
true knowledge and inner conviction, on the other, is made by Paul when he 
distinguishes between selling the word of God by retail and the need for inner 
transformation. Paul, intent on spreading the knowledge of God throughout the 
Eastern Mediterranean (2.14), flatly denies that his working methods are com-
parable with the practices of those ‘who sell the word of God by retail’: 

 (2.17). Instead, his 
knowledge of God entails the notion of inner transformation into the image of 
God, a transformation which takes place in the inner man (2 Cor 3.18–4.4, 4.16; 
see §§ 4.5 and 6.2 below).

Fourthly, Plutarch is relevant because he also characterizes the opposite of as-
similation to God. Assimilation to God, as we have seen, is perceived as some-
thing which is achieved through virtue ( ). The more one copies and 
aspires to the beauty and the goodness that are in God, the more one becomes 
settled in virtue. This assimilation is clearly based on a movement from lower to 
higher, from the visible world to the higher, paradigmatic reality of God himself. 
The reverse direction was taken, according to Plutarch (in his history of Roman 
cult), when the Romans started ‘to liken higher things to lower’ (

). Whereas in the first 170 years of Roman cult, estab-
lished by Numa, the Romans ‘made no statues in bodily form’ and only appre-
hended God by the intellect, the situation changed drastically when Numa’s ideal 
aniconic cult started to disintegrate:

While for the first hundred and seventy years they were continually building temples 
and establishing sacred shrines, they made no statues in bodily form for them, con-
vinced that it was impious to liken higher things to lower, and that it was impossible to 
apprehend deity except by the intellect (

  (Plutarch, Numa 8.8)

As we shall see in our discussion of Roman religion in chap. 7 below, Paul draws 
the same antithesis between an original aniconic cult of God and its deteriora-
tion when man 

, ‘exchanged the glory of the immortal God for the like-
ness of an image of mortal man shaped like mortal man’ (Rom 1.23; see § 7.1 
below). This development in the wrong direction is only stopped, Paul contends, 
when man experiences a transformation by which he is rendered 

, of the same form as the image of God (8.29).
Plutarch, thus, is a particularly relevant author. As we have seen, the language 

of forming oneself in the likeness of God by one’s virtue and that of being the 
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image of God are clearly related, and this seems to suggest that the twin notions 
of image of God and assimilation to God do indeed constitute the background of 
Philo’s and Paul’s reflections on the image of God.

2.2.7 Alcinous

In Eudorus and Plutarch we found a profound interest in establishing evidence for 
Plato’s doctrine of assimilation to God. This seems to be a sign of the innovative-
ness with which this doctrine was being explored. Plutarch’s contemporary Alci-
nous, author of The Handbook of Platonism, is still engaged in the same project. 
Yet, in a sense, his approach seems to be more technical, in the sense that he re-
gards assimilation to God as a rigid philosophical exercise. Plato, too, views as-
similation as the activity of philosophers. In the Phaedo, for instance, as we shall 
see shortly, Plato distinguishes between several classes of human beings. Only 
the class of philosophers is allowed to enter into ‘the community of the gods’, 
whereas even the next group down, those who have practised particular virtues, 
but ‘without philosophy or reason’, are barred from this community (Phaedo 
82 a–c). Alcinous’ rules about who qualifies for assimilation to God seem to be 
even stricter and more technical. Already at the very beginning of his Handbook, 
Alcinous makes clear – in a fashion which, in a sense, is reminiscent of Aristotle’s 
stress on the exercise of good reason (see § 2.2.3 above) – that only the contem-
plative life, and not the active life is a guarantee for assimilation to God:

Contemplation ( , then, is the activity of the intellect ( ) 
when intelligizing the intelligibles, while action ( ) is that activity of a 
rational soul which takes place by way of the body (

). The soul engaged in contemplation (  of the divine 
and the thoughts of the divine is said to be in a good state, and this state of the soul is 
called ‘wisdom’ ( ), which may be asserted to be no other than assimilation 
to the divine ( ). 
(Alcinous, Handbook of Platonism, § 2.2, 153.2–9; trans. Dillon)

This strict definition of assimilation to God as part of the contemplative life is 
mirrored at the end of chap. 28, in which Alcinous discusses the assimilation to 
God as man’s goal. In the first three quarters of the chapter Alcinous presents his 
evidence for Plato’s doctrine of assimilation to God (§§ 28.1–3) very similarly to 
Eudorus before him, as we shall see below. At the end of the chapter Alcinous an-
swers the question of who can attain likeness to God, and it is here that the strict 
definition from the beginning of the book returns in expanded form (§ 28.4):

We can attain likeness to God ( ), first of 
all, if we are endowed with a suitable nature ( ), 
then if we develop proper habits, way of life, and good practice according to law 
( ) and, most importantly, if we use 
reason, and education, and the correct philosophical tradition (
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, in such a way as to distance 
ourselves from the great majority of human concerns (

), and always to be in close contact with intelli-
gible reality ( ). (Alcinous, Handbook 28.4, 182.3–8)

Here, the distinction between the contemplative, theoretical life and the active, 
practical life is brought up again in the way Alcinous differentiates between the 
correct traditions of on the one hand, and the plenitude of human 

 on the other hand. Alcinous clearly limits the accessibility of the 
experience of assimilation to God to a very small group who, having finished 
preliminary studies in music, arithmetic, astronomy, and geometry and, at the 
same time, having cared for their body by means of gymnastics (28.4, 182.8–14), 
now live the contemplative life and use their reason to the full; they are well 
educated and possess the correct tradition concerning the things which are to be 
contemplated.

Alcinous’ emphasis on the technical nature of the path towards assimilation 
to God is shared by Theon of Smyrna, the 2 nd cent. AD Platonist mathematician 
and author of the Aspects of Mathematics Useful for the Reading of Plato.108 At 
the end of his introduction to De utilitate mathematicae, Theon explains that pu-
rification is achieved through the fourfold tradition of philosophical  
and of logical, political and physical principles, through 

 (De 
utilitate mathematicae 15). Only after that, in a fifth and final stage, can one 
achieve the true happiness which consists in assimilation to God: 

 
(De utilitate mathematicae 15–16). 

On the one hand it is telling that even in such an elementary, technical work, 
which is concerned with arithmetic (especially with the types of numbers), the 
theory of musical harmony, and astronomy, assimilation to God is stipulated as 
the final, ultimate stage of education. On the other hand, the limited access to 
this fifth stage is equally clear. This limited accessibility is also characteristic 
of assimilation to God as perceived by Alcinous. Assimilation is only possible 
through instruction in the correct tradition concerning the , the things 
to be theorized about.

Although according to Alcinous, too, theorizing is an assimilation to God 
(§ 2.2), and the contemplators even become similar to God (§ 28.4: 

), one can nevertheless imagine that part of what Dillon calls the 
‘growth in religiosity in philosophical speculation’,109 which the new attention 
for Plato’s thought about the assimilation to God engendered, is hindered by such 
formal and technical qualifications. It is interesting that Middle Platonists seem 

108 Edn Hiller 1878, 1–205. For a French translation, see Dupuis 1892.
109 Dillon 1996 a, 123.
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to have disagreed among themselves about the accessibility of the experience 
of assimilating to God. Whereas Alcinous and Theon of Smyrna limit access to 
those who lead a contemplative life, his contemporary Albinus clearly broadens 
it to the active life as well. Albinus discusses the matter in his differentiation be-
tween various types of Plato’s dialogues. According to Albinus, some of them 
are fitted for testing ( ), whereas others are suitable for ‘midwifery’ 
( ), i. e. for eliciting from others what was in their minds without their 
knowing it, or suitable for argumentation ( ). As regards the latter 
type,

(Albinus, Introductio in Platonem 6, 
150.37–151.4)110

This is their characteristic that in these dialogues one finds, on the one hand, the 
physical doctrines and, on the other, the ethical, political and domestic ones; the 
former are concerned with contemplation and the contemplative life, the latter with 
practice and the active, practical life, but both have to do with the process of assimi-
lating to God. (Trans. mine)

According to Albinus, thus, assimilation to God is achieved not only through 
studying the physical doctrines, which constitutes the contemplative way to as-
similation to God, but also through the practice of ethical, political and domestic 
truths, which is part of the active life.

Annas, who refers to this passage in Albinus, also mentions Apuleius.111 Hav-
ing explained, in terms derived from Plato’s Theaetetus, that the goal of wisdom 
is to elevate oneself to God and resemble the conduct of the gods by being right-
eous, pious and wise, Apuleius continues by stating that not only through con-
templative study, but also through practice one should follow what is agreeable 
to gods and men, because the supreme God does not limit himself to observing 
the totality of these activities by means of the intellect, but also inspects all of 
them, the primary, intermediary and most remote activities, and includes them 
in his universal and providential government:

Sapientiae finis est, ut <ad> dei meritum sapiens provehatur hancque futuram eius 
operam, ut aemulatione vitae ad deorum actus accedat. Verum hoc ei poterit prov-
enire, si virum perfecte iustum, pium, prudentem se praebeat. Unde non solum in 
perspectandi cognitione, verum etiam agendi opera sequi eum convenit, quae diis 
atque hominibus sint probata, quippe cum summus deorum cuncta haec non solum 
cogitationum ratione consideret, sed prima, media, ultima obeat conpertaque in-

110 For a German translation, see Reis 1999. For Albinus, Introductio in Platonem, chap. 6, 
see Reis 1999, 316–19.

111 Annas 1999, 59 n19.
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time providae ordinationis universitate et constantia regat. (Apuleius, De Platone, 
chap. 23, 252–253)112

These views of Albinus and Apuleius clearly diverge from Alcinous in broaden-
ing the accessibility of assimilation to God so as to include the active life, and not 
only the contemplative life. Indeed, as Annas observes, according to both Albi-
nus and Apuleius, ‘we can achieve our end of becoming like God in the practical 
as well as the theoretical life’.113 The debate about the intellectual contempla-
tive or the ethical practical nature of the assimilation to God is already reflected 
in Philo, whose views resemble those of Albinus and Apuleius (see § 2.3.4 [d] 
below). As we shall see in our discussion of Paul, he widens the accessibility of 
assimilation to God even more radically to all human beings in all modes of life: 
everybody who experiences a metamorphosis into the image of God is caught 
up in a process of becoming similar to him, a process which is very much com-
parable to the assimilation of those carried along in the procession of the gods 
in Plato’s Phaedrus.

As regards the Platonic texts which Alcinous adduces to support his section on 
assimilation to God (§§ 28.1–3), they are the customary ones, also used by Eu-
dorus. Alcinous refers to the Theaetetus (176 a–b), the Republic (613 a), and the 
Laws (715 e). Unlike Eudorus and Plutarch, however, Alcinous does not explic-
itly refer to the Timaeus, perhaps because he regards the detour through Plato’s 
physical doctrine less convincing when it comes to establishing a solid founda-
tion for the notion of assimilation to God. Instead he has two extra references 
which are not in Eudorus: one to the Phaedrus (248 a) and the other to the Phaedo 
(82 a–b). The passage from the Phaedrus, about the true reality which is not only 
accessible for the gods, but also for the soul ‘which best follows after God and 
most resembles him’: (248 a) was 
already studied above in § 2.2.1 on Plato, and is aptly chosen.

The reference to the Phaedo, however, is an odd one. In this passage, in which 
there is no reference, terminologically speaking, to the homoiōsis theōi, Plato 
distinguishes between several classes of human beings (Phaedo 81 a–82 c), only 
the class of philosophers being allowed to enter into ‘the community of the gods’ 
(82 b–c). The next in rank, however, those who have practised only the so-called 
social and civil virtues, but ‘without philosophy or reason’, are barred from this 
community (Phaedo 82 a–c). Oddly enough, it is to this group that Alcinous re-
fers when he says:

In the Phaedo, further, he [i. e. Plato] declares that assimilation to God consists 
in becoming self-controlled and just (

, in more or less these words: ‘So then, said he, the happiest and 

112 For the Latin text with a French translation and commentary, see Beaujeu 1973, 100, 
301–2.

113 Annas 1999, 59.
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(truly) blessed, and those who go to the best place, are those who have practiced the 
social and civil virtues, which they call self-control and justice (

)’. (Phaedo 82 a–b; Alcinous, Handbook, § 28.2)

This must be a complete misreading of the passage in Plato’s Phaedo, because 
it does not deal with those who go to ‘the community of the gods’, but with the 
group of people below that, who – despite their partially virtuous life – do not 
attain assimilation to God.114 It is quite ironic that Alcinous mixes up the two 
distinct groups from Plato’s Phaedo, because he himself wishes to emphasize 
that assimilation to God is only accessible through a contemplative life, which 
is led by the supreme group of men.

Alcinous’ exposition is important for a further reason. Following his proofs 
for the doctrine of assimilation to God, Alcinous hastens to emphasize that as-
similation to God is of course concerned not with the highest God, but with the 
God in the heavens:

… the end would be likening oneself to God – by which we mean, obviously, the 
god in the heavens, not, of course, the God above the heavens, who does not possess 
virtue, being superior to this – 

. (Alcinous, Handbook, § 28.3, 181.43–45)

Assimilation to God, thus, takes place in relation to Alcinous’ second God.115 
As we shall see, this is very similar to Philo’s and Paul’s view that assimilation 
to God is mediated through the second God, the image of God, which in Philo’s 
case is the Logos (see § 1.2.2 above with reference to Quaestiones in Genesim 
2.62; and § 2.3.4 [e] below), and in Paul’s case Christ (see § 2.4 below). Al-
though the reasons for the intermediary role of this second God may be different 
– Alcinous arguing that assimilation to the highest God is impossible because 
he is above virtue –, such intermediate stages appear to be part of a process of 
assimilation. A similarly intermediary process is, of course, already present in 
Plato’s Phaedrus when the several gods in the procession all act as intermediar-
ies. Each of the souls in that procession ‘lives, so far as he is able, honouring and 
imitating that god’ – 

 (252 c–d) and, in this way, 
‘by becoming inspired by the god, receive[s] from him character and habits, so 
far as it is possible for a man to have part in God’ – 

 (Phaedrus 253 a). By following a particular god, they have part in 
God. This mediation is now limited, in Alcinous, as in Philo and Paul, to the 
second God.

114 Cf. Annas 1999, 60 n23.
115 Cf. Dillon 1996 a, 299–300; Dillon 1993, 173–4.
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2.2.8 Platonizing influence on Stoics

It is now time to look briefly at Stoic parallels and to repeat what we already saw 
in § 2.1 when we dealt with the anthropological notion of the image of God: al-
though independent, the Stoic notion of man as an exemplum dei, an imitation of 
God, comes closes to the Neo-Pythagorean notion of man as the image of God 
(see § 2.1.3 [b]). The same holds true for the notion under discussion, that of 
assimilation to God. As Roloff has pointed out, the Stoic notion of imitation of 
God is the equivalent of the Platonic notion of assimilation to God.116 This we 
see clearly, for instance, in Seneca. In his Epistles, Seneca first criticizes those 
who, for allegedly pious reasons, regard moral progress in the direction of the 
gods impossible:

But some say: ‘Only to the immortal gods is given virtue and the happy life; we can 
attain but the shadow, as it were, and semblance (similitudo) of such goods as theirs. 
We approach them, but we never reach them’. – ‘Dis’, inquit, ‘inmortalibus solis et 
virtus et beata vita contigit, nobis umbra quaedam illorum bonorum et similitudo. 
Accedimus ad illa, non pervenimus’.

But this is not true, in Seneca’s view:

Reason, however, is a common attribute of both gods and men; in the gods it is al-
ready perfected, in us it is capable of being perfected. – Ratio vero dis homnibus-
que communis est; haec in illis consummata est, in nobis consummabilis. (Seneca, 
Epistles 92.27)117

According to Seneca, who follows the Stoic doctrine of the imitation of God, 
there is a similitudo, likeness, between God and man. We even get the impression 
that the Platonic doctrine of assimilation to God has become so wide-spread that 
Stoics use it to further underpin their own views. Merki, in his pioneering work 
on the homoiōsis theōi, lists many Stoic passages which contain the terminology 
of ‘similitudo’, but unfortunately he blurs the distinction between the Platonic 
notion of assimilation to God and the Stoic notion of imitation of God.118 To 
my mind, the clearest proof for the Platonizing influence on Stoics is provided 
by Epictetus, the mid-1 st to 2 nd cent. AD Stoic philosopher from Hierapolis in 
Phrygia. In his Dissertationes, Epictetus argues that, having proven that there is 
a God, one must explore the nature of this God so that we can resemble him:

Now the philosophers say that the first thing we must learn is this: That there is a 
God ( ), and that he provides for the universe, and that it is impossible 
for a man to conceal from Him, not merely his actions, but even his purposes and 
his thoughts. Next we must learn what the gods are like ( ). For 

116 Roloff 1971, 307–10 at 309.
117 For this and other theories of perfection and progress, see Trapp 2007, chap. 2 and Lee 

2008.
118 Merki 1952, 7–17.
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whatever their character is discovered to be ( ), the 
man who is going to please and obey them must endeavour as best he can to become 
assimilated to them ( ). If the deity is faithful, 
he also must be faithful; if free, he also must be free; if beneficent, he also must be 
beneficent; if high-minded, he also must be high-minded, and so forth. Therefore, in 
everything he says and does, he must act as an emulator, a zealous admirer and fol-
lower ( ) of God (

). (Epictetus, Dissertationes 2.14.11–13)

The phrase , ‘to become assimilated to 
them [i. e. to the gods] as best as one can’, is a clear application of Plato’s notion 
of assimilation to God as far as possible.119 Given the enormous popularity of this 
Platonic doctrine after Eudorus, it comes as no surprise that Stoic philosophers 
indeed also apply it in their ethical theories.

2.2.9 Celsus

What is surprising, however, is that Platonic philosophers such as Celsus were 
very unwilling to recognize the doctrine of becoming like to God in the Jewish 
statement, taken over by Christians, that man was made in the likeness of God. 
Whereas it seems likely that Neo-Pythagorean philosophers recognize the poten-
tial of the Jewish scriptures for the anthropological view of man as God’s image, 
as we saw above (§ 2.1.5), Celsus has become so entangled in his polemics with 
Christianity that he is not prepared to understand the statement of Genesis 1.26 
that God wanted to created man ‘according to our image and likeness’ (

) in a 
philosophical way. Rather, Celsus seems deliberately to understand it as a state-
ment about the physical resemblance between God and man, which he then criti-
cizes for philosophical reasons. According to Origen,

Celsus says: Nor did he make man his image; for God is not like that, nor does 
he resemble any other form at all – 

 
(Celsus apud Origen, Against Celsus 6.63)

This physical interpretation of the image and likeness of God, however, Origen 
replies, is totally wrong:

Is it possible to suppose that the part in the image of God is located in the inferior 
part of the composite man, I mean the body, and that, as Celsus interpreted it, the 
body should be that which is in His image? If the nature that is in the image of God 
is in the body alone, the superior part, the soul, is deprived of being in the image, and 
this exists in the corruptible body. Not one of us holds this view. (Origen, Against 
Celsus 6.63)

119 Cf. Merki 1952, 11.
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Celsus’ interpretation of the likeness between God and man is indeed delib-
erately obtuse, as, at another point in his criticism of Christianity, he puts the 
likeness down to the grotesque exaggeration of human beings who, despite 
being nothing more than worms, claim to have a likeness with God. Accord-
ing to Origen,

in the words which he [i. e. Celsus] invents he asserts that we are like worms who 
say: ‘There is God first, and we are next after Him in rank since He has made us en-
tirely like God (

), and all things have been put under us, earth, water, air, and stars; 
and all things exist for our benefit, and have been appointed to serve us’. (Celsus 
apud Origen, Against Celsus 4.23)

Celsus’ criticism of the notion that man is similar to God is not surprising only 
because of his unwillingness to interpret it in accordance with the Platonic no-
tion of becoming like God, but also because some of his fellow Platonists en-
tertained the view, which we have already encountered before (see § 1.2.4), that 
there is also indeed some physical likeness between God and man. Among them 
is Maximus of Tyre.

2.2.10 Maximus of Tyre

According to Maximus of Tyre, the 2 nd cent. AD Middle Platonist author of lec-
tures delivered in Rome, images of the gods used in cult are a useful aid to human 
worship, even if they do not embody God’s essential nature. Maximus sets out 
this view in his 2 nd oration, on the images of the gods. In it, he also shows that the 
Greeks ‘made it their practice to honour the gods with the most beautiful things 
the earth affords: pure materials, the human form, and the precise craftsmanship 
of the artist’ (Maximus of Tyre, The Philosophical Orations 2.3). The human 
form, especially, is not inappropriate, as Maximus emphasizes:

And indeed the judgement of those who established images in human likeness 
is anything but unreasonable (

). If the soul of man is something very 
close to God and like him in its nature (

), it is surely not reasonable to clothe what is most similar to man, 
the god [i. e. the divine soul], in an entirely foreign covering (

). One needs instead 
a form that is light and sufficiently easily moved to make a comfortable garment for 
immortal souls. (Orations 2.3; trans. Trapp, with minor alterations)

Maximus thus stresses that the similarity which exists between the soul and 
God must also be reflected in the soul’s covering, its body, which, in his view, 
cannot be entirely unnatural. In other words, the likeness between the human 
soul and God also extends, in a sense, to the body. This is further underpinned 
by what M. Trapp calls an extensive ‘laudatory account of the human physique 
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and faculties’. This account finishes with the following conclusion: ‘Such was 
the body through whose forms the Greeks chose to honour the gods’ (Orations 
2.3). This entire section affirms that the human form is appropriate as an image 
of the divine. We encountered similar views in § 1.2.4 above, and Trapp refers 
to relevant passages in Dio Chrysostom (Orationes 12.55–59) and Cicero (De 
natura deorum 1.46–47, 76). However – as Trapp rightly remarks – the ‘idea is 
again contested by Jewish and Christian thinkers’ (Strabo, Geography 16.2.35 = 
Stern, No. 115; Justin, First Apology 9.1–3; Clement of Alexandria, Protrepticus 
4.53.4–6, 4.57.1–4), ‘as also within pagan tradition, famously, by Xenophanes’ 
(Diels-Kranz, Fragmente der Vorsokratiker 21 B14–16).

Given the critical attitude of Jews and Christians towards anthropomorphic 
views on the nature of God, and the simultaneous affirmation of the aptitude of 
the human form as an image of God among philosophers such as Maximus of 
Tyre, Celsus’ misinterpretation of the Christian understanding of man’s creation 
according to God’s image and likeness (see § 2.2.9 above) seems to be delib-
erate and polemical. The only other possible explanation is that he had indeed 
encountered those Jews and/or Christians who, as we saw in § 1.1.7, did indeed 
promote a physical understanding of man as God’s image.

I shall now conclude my treatment of the Platonic notion of assimilation to 
God by discussing the threefold outcome of its development in the 2 nd and 3 rd 
cent. AD in pagan literature. At the end of the 3 rd cent. AD, we find it in (a) the 
Sententiae Pythagoreorum, a collection of Pythagorean texts probably dating to 
the 2 nd and 3 rd centuries AD; (b) the Vitae philosophorum by Diogenes Laertius, 
a general 3 rd cent. AD compendium of ancient philosophy; and (c) the Enneads, 
the writings of the 3 rd cent. Platonist Plotinus which, composed in the second 
half of the third cent. AD but published by his pupil Porphyry around the turn 
to the 4 th cent., came to influence later generations of Neo-Platonists and oth-
ers. This threefold path is in itself significant, because it shows that by the end 
of the 3 rd cent. AD Plato’s doctrine of assimilation to God has been appropriated 
in Pythagorean writings, general compendia such as that of Diogenes Laertius, 
and, naturally, also in Platonist writings.

2.2.11 The Sententiae Pythagoreorum – the Pythagorean path

The Sententiae Pythagoreorum contain various sentences which are devoted to 
the issue of assimilation to God. In Sententiae 102, the reader is exhorted to as-
similate his thinking faculty to God in the following way:

(Sententiae Pythagoreorum 102)

God is best honoured, according to this sentence, when one assimilates one’s 
thinking faculty to God. Such an assimilation of the thinking faculty results in 
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ethical, moral considerations. Assimilation to God only occurs through virtue, 
for only virtue draws the soul upwards to what is of like kind.

This illustrates nicely what was already said by Des Places in his comments 
on the kinship between God and man in Plato, as we saw at the beginning of 
the present § 2.2 above. The initial affinity between the soul and God needs to 
remain intact or be restored through the process of assimilation ( ): 
‘Pour conserver ou retrouver la parenté de l’âme avec l’élément divin (…), il 
faut (…) tendre à l’imitation de Dieu, ’ (Republic 613 b).120 This 
is exactly the same view as is expressed here in the Sententiae Pythagoreorum. 
Apparently, God is already , that what is of like kind to man. Fun-
damentally, man and God possess , kinship. Yet, at the same time this 
kinship needs to be restored because only through the ethical process of assimi-
lation to God can the soul be drawn upwards to the God it is akin to. As we shall 
see, the same logic underlies Paul’s anthropology. Essentially, each man is the 
image of God: … (1 Cor 11.7). Yet it is 
only through metamorphosis into Christ, the image of God (2 Cor 3.18, 4.4; see 
§§ 4.5 and 6.2 below), through the metamorphosis in one’s mind (Rom 12.1–2), 
that man is restored and acquires the right sort of ethical reflections (Rom 12.2); 
this process consists in acquiring likeness (  to Christ’s death and re-
newed life (Rom 6.5–6; for Romans, see chap. 7 below).

According to the Sententiae Pythagoreorum, that man lives in like manner as 
God who is self-sufficient; he is not even dependent upon the bare minimum of 
life but feeds on not doing wrong:

(Sententiae Pythagoreorum 30)

The one who is self-sufficient and without property and loving wisdom and does 
regard it as the greatest wealth not to need anything whatsoever, not even the neces-
saries of life, lives truly in like manner to God. For further acquisition of possessions 
never stops desire, but it is sufficient for well-living to do no wrong at all. (Trans. 
mine)

This ethical assimilation to God has two important features, according to the 
Sententiae. First, the doctrine of assimilation has an anti-sophistic edge, similar 
to what we have seen in Plato and Plutarch. According to Plato, the endorse-
ment of the process of becoming of like character to God is the opposite of the 
sophistic claim that man himself is the measure of all things (Laws 716 c–d; see 
§ 2.2.1 above). Plutarch, in his turn, contrasts the wisdom which is character-
istic of the sophistic retail trader with ‘that mighty wisdom which makes him 
that acquires it like to God’ (Plutarch, Fragment 143 [edn Sandbach]; see § 2.2.6 

120 Des Places 1964, 84.
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above). The Sententiae Pythagoreorum express themselves in the same vein, 
when they state:

(Senten-
tiae Pythagoreorum 43)

Man has in common with God to do what is good, if he doesn’t sell this doing good 
by retail, as a petty trade.

Secondly, apart from this anti-sophistic stance, the doctrine of assimilation to 
God is, at least in Pythagorean understanding, also anti-cultic. Offerings are of 
no worth and it is only through the mind that man can unite with God:

(Sententiae Pythagoreorum 20)

Offerings and sacrifices do not pay honour to God; votive offerings set up in a temple 
do not embellish God. But the mind which is full of God and has been sufficiently 
established unites with God, for it must be that like comes to like.

The fundamental similarity between God and man only becomes visible through 
a process in which the mind is filled with God and becomes united with Him. 
This unification with God is not achieved through sacrificial cult, but through the 
mind. It is important to point out that, as we shall see in chap. 7 below, a similar 
anti-cultic inference is drawn by Paul in his reflections on the metamorphosis 
which takes place in the mind. Instead of a cultic form of worship, such as that 
of Judaism (cf. Rom 9.4), the emerging Christian religion is best understood, 
according to Paul, as a logical, non-cultic form of worship (see § 7.3 below). In 
this worship, no sacrifices are offered apart from one’s own life in a metaphorical 
sense. It is a worship which consists in the metamorphosis of one’s mind:

(Romans 12.1–2)

I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as 
a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your logical worship. Do not 
be conformed to this world, but experience a metamorphosis through the renewing 
of your mind, so that you may discern what is the will of God – what is good and 
acceptable and perfect.

This is very similar to the views which we have seen expressed in Sententiae Py-
thagoreorum 102 and 20, according to which God is best honoured when one as-
similates one’s thinking faculty to God and starts to live a fully ethical life. Only 
in this way, through a mind which is filled with God, and not through sacrifices, 
can one become united with God. This anti-cultic stance was characteristic of 
Pythagoreanism and also constituted the revolutionary nature of early Christiani-
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ty.121 It is noteworthy that, in the course of the present chapter, we have seen that 
Neo-Pythagoreanism and Paul share very similar ideas about the image of God, 
the process of assimilation, and the anti-sacrificial nature of true worship.122

2.2.12 Diogenes Laertius – the general path

As we have seen, the emergence of the notion of assimilation to God as an ex-
plicit goal of ethics was due to Eudorus’ general work entitled The Division of 
Philosophical Reasoning (Diairesis tou kata philosophian logou), which, as we 
saw in Arius Didymus’ characterization of it as ‘a book worth getting’, was very 
popular in the 1 st cent. BC. In the first half of the 3 rd cent. AD, the notion was re-
corded in another philosophical compendium, that of Diogenes Laertius, entitled 
Vitae philosophorum. In this work, in the section on Plato and his philosophy, 
Diogenes starts his description of Plato’s ethics in the following way:

On good and evil he [i. e. Plato] would discourse to this effect. He maintained that 
the end to aim for is assimilation to God, that virtue is in itself sufficient for happi-
ness. (Vitae philosophorum 3.78)123

As in Eudorus and Alcinous, assimilation to God is described as the , the 
goal of Platonic ethics.

Before this passage, Diogenes has drawn attention to the similarity which 
Plato established between the cosmos and the Creator:

(…) 
 

The most beautiful of created things [i. e. the cosmos] is due to the best of intelligible 
causes; so that, as God is of this nature, and the universe is similar ( ) to the 
best in its perfect beauty, it will not be similar ( ) to anything created, but only 
of God. (Vitae philosophorum 3.72)

This is a clear echo of Timaeus 29 e–30 a, where Plato explains that the cosmos, 
in having been brought into order out of disorder, shares in God’s goodness and 
is wished by God to ‘be, so far as possible, nearly resembling Him’ (29 e). Dio-
genes’ reference to the Timaeus follows that of Eudorus and Plutarch, but unlike 

121 Cf. Stroumsa 2005. On the ‘cult-centred nature of the religious tradition’ and philosophi-
cal views on cult, see Algra 2007.

122 On the (neglected) importance of Neo-Pythagoreanism for New Testament scholarship 
in general, see Thom 1994.

123 In Diogenes’ history of philosophy, Plato’s assertion of the similarity between man and 
God remains at odds with Xenophanes’ statement that God in no way resembles man, the reason 
for this being that the substance of God is spherical: 

(Vitae philosophorum 9.19).
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them Diogenes does not use the Timaeus as explicit evidence for the doctrine of 
assimilation to God. It is only later, after his description of Plato’s physics, that 
Diogenes turns to Plato’s ethics, without using the resemblance between cosmos 
and God to underpin the definition of ethics as assimilation to God. Neverthe-
less, Diogenes’ definition of it as the goal ( ) of ethics shows he is familiar 
with the doctrine.

2.2.13 Plotinus – the Platonic path

The third outcome at the end of the third century, as one might expect, is the 
further interpretation of the Platonic notion of assimilation to God among the 
Platonists themselves. In the second part of the third century, an interpretation of 
this kind was formulated by Plotinus. At the beginning of his treatise on virtues, 
Plotinus quotes the famous passage from Plato’s Theaetetus:

(Plotinus, Enneads 1.2.1)

Since it is here that evils are, and ‘they must necessarily haunt this region’, and the 
soul wants to escape from evils, we must escape from here. What, then, is this es-
cape? ‘Being made like god’, Plato says. And we become godlike ‘if we become 
righteous and holy with the help of wisdom,’ and are altogether in virtue.

The entire treatise is devoted to the subsequent questions of what virtue renders 
us similar to God, where this assimilation takes place in man, and how this as-
similated part of man relates to the other layers of his person. The last two ques-
tions are particularly relevant, as they reveal a kind of anthropology which we 
will recognize in Paul when, in later chapters, we deal with the structure of his 
anthropology (see chap. 5 on the trichotomy of spirit, soul and body) and with 
terms such as ‘the inner man’ (see esp. § 7.2 below).

According to Plotinus, the lesser virtues, the so-called , the 
civic virtues, constitute a preparatory phase in the process of assimilation to 
God, in the sense that they impose order on the still chaotic soul (1.2.2). Plotinus 
claims that Plato distinguished between two sorts of virtues, and that only the 
latter kind of virtue purifies the soul and renders it similar to God:

Plato (…) makes clear that he postulates two kinds of virtues and does not regard the 
civic ones as producing likeness (… 

). What then do we mean when we call these other 
virtues ‘purifications’, and how are we made really like by being purified? Since the 
soul is evil when it is thoroughly mixed with the body (

 and shares its experiences and has all the same 
opinions, it will be good and possess virtue when it no longer has the same opinions 
but acts alone ( ) – this is intelligence and wisdom – and does not 
share the body’s experiences – this is self-control – and is not afraid of departing 
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from the body – this is courage – and is ruled by reason and intellect ( ), with-
out opposition – and this is justice. One would not be wrong in calling this state of 
the soul likeness to God, in which its activity is intellectual, and it is free in this way 
from bodily affections – 

 . (En-
neads1.2.3)

In this passage, Plotinus gives an elaborate rewriting of Plato’s definition of as-
similation to God in the Theaetetus. Plotinus in fact operates with a trichotomic 
view of man, according to which man consists of intellect ( ), soul ( ) 
and body ( . We shall explore this trichotomic anthropology in detail in 
chap. 5. According to Plotinus in this passage, assimilation only takes place 
when the soul is no longer mixed with the body but is ruled by the intellect or 
mind, as its highest part. Further on in the same treatise, Plotinus describes the 
highest part of man as ‘a sort of place of its own, away from the body’, in which 
the soul can gather itself. This becomes clear in Plotinus’ discussion of the extent 
to which the soul is purified:

But we must state the extent of the purification. (…) The question is substantially 
this: how does the purification deal with passion and desire and all the rest, pain and 
its kindred, and how far is separation from the body possible (

)? We might say that the soul draws together to itself 
in a sort of place of its own away from the body (  

), and is wholly unaffected, and only 
makes itself aware of pleasures when it has to, using them as remedies and reliefs 
to prevent its activity being impeded; it gets rid of pains or if it cannot, bears them 
quietly and makes them less by not suffering with the body. It gets rid of passion as 
completely as possible, altogether if it can, but if it cannot, at least it does not share 
its emotional excitement; the involuntary impulse belongs to something else (

), and is small and weak as well. (Enneads1.2.5)

As we shall see later, in chap. 7, Plotinus’ reflections closely parallel those of 
Paul (see § 7.2.3). The ‘place of its own away from the body’, in which the soul 
draws together when it is purified and assimilated to God, is in all likelihood 
the ‘inner man’. In his previous treatise, Plotinus had explained that the true, 
proper virtues, which belong to the sphere of the intellect, have their seat in the 
‘true man’( ), the ‘inner man’ / the ‘man within’ (  

), or the ‘separate soul’, as he also calls it – that which transcends 
human life and is different from the body and its affections. The other, lesser 
virtues, however, which result from habit and training, are located in what Plo-
tinus calls ‘the joint entity’ of soul and body, which is the seat of the vices (En-
neads1.1.10). It seems that now, in his treatise on the virtues, Plotinus points to 
the entity of the true and inner man and calls it ‘a place of its own away from 
the body’ in which the purification of the soul and its assimilation to God takes 
places; the so-called involuntary impulse ( ) does not belong to 
it. This is particularly relevant, as according to Paul, too, the transformation into 
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the image of God takes place in the inner man (2 Cor 3.18–4.4, 4.16), in the intel-
lect or mind (Rom 12.1–2). And Paul, too, in Romans 7, distinguishes between, 
on the one hand, the inner man, and, on the one hand, the involuntary impulse 
which belongs to something else (and not to the true man) and constitutes the 
source of sin (Rom 7.15–24). Like Plotinus, Paul considers the body as the seat 
of the vices: ‘Who will rescue me from this body (  of death?’ (Rom 7.24; 
cf. 7.14, 18, 23).

Yet, according to Plotinus, the fact that there is still an involuntary impulse in 
man does not preclude the possibility that the purified man tries to cause the rest 
of his being to become like him:

The soul will be pure in all these ways and will want to make the irrational part, too, 
pure, so that this part may not be disturbed; or, if it is, not very much; its shocks will 
only be slight ones, easily allayed by the neighbourhood of the soul: just as a man 
living next door to a sage would profit by the sage’s neighbourhood, either by be-
coming like him ( ) or by regarding him with such respect as not 
to dare to do anything of which the good man would not approve. So there will be 
no conflict. (Enneads1.2.5)

The purified soul, thus, exerts a beneficial influence on the irrational part of the 
soul, which is dominated by the body, and tries to assimilate it to God. As we 
shall see in chap. 5, the trichotomy of spirit / mind, soul, and body and the logic 
of its top-down effect is also present in Philo’s and Paul’s anthropology.

Through this influence of the purified soul upon the irrational part of man, the 
remaining involuntary impulse is gradually squeezed out, according to Plotinus. 
But the explicit purpose is not so much phrased in a negative way as being free 
of sin, but rather, in a positive way, as being god, as a result of assimilation to 
God:

Our concern (…) it not to be out of sin, but to be god (
. If, then, there is still any element of involuntary 

impulse of this sort, a man in this state will be a god or spirit who is double (
),124 or rather who has with him someone else who possesses a different kind of 

virtue: if there is nothing, he will be simply god, and one of those gods who follow 
the First. For he himself is the god who came Thence, and his own real nature, if 
he becomes what he was when he came, is There. When he came here he took up 
his dwelling with someone else, whom he will make like himself to the best of the 
powers of his real nature ( ). 
(Enneads1.2.6)

Plotinus here picks up the imagery of the procession of the gods and souls from 
Plato’s Phaedrus, which we studied above (see § 2.2.1). The soul who is fully 
assimilated to God becomes, in Plotinus’ terminology, a god, ‘one of those gods 

124 Cf. the twofold nature of the soul in Philo’s anthropology; see Philo, Who is the Heir 
55–56, in § 5.1.1 (c) below.
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who follow the First’. If there is still an involuntary impulse remaining in him, 
man still needs to assimilate the rest of his being to his true nature, which is mod-
elled on the gods, as much as he can.

The life of the purified man, as Plotinus points out at the end of his treatise, is 
not just the kind of life which has been modelled on good men, who function as 
role-models. Rather it is a life which has been grounded on the paradigmatic life 
of the gods themselves. The purified man

will not make self-control consist in that former observance of measure and limit, but 
will altogether separate himself, as far as possible,125 and will not at all live the life 
of the good man ( ) which civic virtue requires. 
He will leave that behind, and choose another, the life of the gods ( ): 
for it is to them, not to good men, that we are to be made like (

). Likeness to good men (
) is the likeness of two pictures of the same subject to each other; but 

likeness to the gods is likeness to the model, a being of a different kind to ourselves 
( . (Enneads1.2.7)

Plotinus’ emphatic denial that assimilation to God is similar to assimilation to 
the life of good men shows that the notion of assimilation to God is not a peri-
phrastic way of saying that whoever is assimilated to God is ‘a great chap’, but 
that assimilation to God is indeed assimilation to ‘a being of a different kind to 
ourselves’. Indeed, as Annas emphasizes with regard to the Platonic notion of 
assimilation to God, this notion is not about ‘the fulfilling of human nature’, but 
rather ‘an attempt to become some other kind of thing’.126 Or as she puts it else-
where, ‘The form of the claim is clear enough: it is in transcending our human 
nature, not fulfilling it, that we find happiness’.127 In this sense, the notion of 
man assimilating himself to God is in fact what one could call a ‘superhuman 
anthropology’: one only realizes one’s full human potential by transcending 
one’s original identity and becoming like God. This is an expression of a kind 

125 I disagree with A. H. Armstrong’s addition ‘from his lower nature’ (‘but will altogether 
separate himself, as far as possible, from his lower nature’), which has no basis in the Greek 
text and seems to go against Plotinus’ remarks in 1.2.5 about the purification of the irrational 
part by the purified soul, also described as the influence of the sage on the man living next door, 
who endeavours to become like him, and in 1.2.6 on the downward movement of the soul in 
order to take up ‘his dwelling with someone else, whom he will make like himself to the best 
of the powers of his real nature’. My interpretation is that which Annas regards as a possibility 
but does not choose herself; see Annas 1999, 69: ‘the person with both the higher and the civic 
virtues will be alive to, and perform, the actions that civic virtue requires, but will not regard this 
as being his real life; his real life, in which he strives to become like God and achieve intellec-
tual grasp of the world of Being, is lived on a different level, which accompanies the so-called 
life consisting of the activity of the civic virtues’. Annas 1999 follows Dillon 1996 c in his em-
phasis on the otherworldly, intellectual, not genuinely ethical character of Plotinus’ doctrine of 
assimilation to God. This view is now being criticized by O’Meara 2003; cf. also Baltzly 2004 
and my remarks at the end of the introduction to § 2.2 above.

126 Annas 1999, 53.
127 Annas 1999, 58.
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of Übermensch-anthropology which, as V. Gerhardt has shown, became particu-
larly important in early Christianity: ‘Im frühen Christentum drückt sich durch 
den Begriff «Übermensch» ein zentrales Theologumenon aus: Der in Christus 
‘erhöhte und vollendete Mensch (in Anlehnung an Ps. 82, 6; Joh. 10, 34; 3, 2; 2. 
Kor. 4, 16) wird bei den frühen Patristikern als «Übermensch» bezeichnet’.128 
One could argue, however, that the origins of such a superhuman anthropology 
are already present in the Platonic definition of the goal of ethics as assimilat-
ing oneself to God.

Plotinus, as an important 3 rd cent. AD representative of the Platonists, consti-
tutes one of the three paths along which the Platonic notion of assimilation to 
God was handed down to posterity. The other paths were those of the Pythago-
reans and the compilers of general histories of philosophy such as Diogenes 
Laertius. This threefold outcome shows the enormous popularity of the notion, a 
popularity which started with the notion’s revival by Eudorus in the 1 st cent. BC. 
The notion was further promoted in the compendium of Arius Didymus, who re-
garded Eudorus’ writing on the matter very highly and, as an adviser to Augustus, 
was perhaps in a position to promote it in the Graeco-Roman world. It is against 
this background, and within this development, that we can best understand both 
Philo and Paul, as I intend to show in the next sections (§§ 2.3 and 2.4).

Before doing so, however, I shall draw attention to the fourth outcome in the 
development of the notion of assimilation to God by the end of the 2 nd and 3 rd 
centuries AD. The fourth path is that of ante-Nicene Christianity. Soon we shall 
find out how Philo and Paul fit into the general development, but as we have al-
ready focused on the threefold pagan outcome around the end of the third cen-
tury, it may be appropriate to point to the Christian acquaintance with this issue 
around this time.

2.2.14 The fourth, Christian path in the time leading up  
to the Council of Nicaea

(a) Assimilation as the explicit goal of ethics in Justin Martyr,  
Clement of Alexandria and Hippolytus of Rome

As we have seen, assimilation to God was depicted as the explicit goal ( ) of 
Platonic ethics in such authors as Eudorus (see § 2.2.5 above), Alcinous (2.2.7) 
and Diogenes Laertius (2.2.12). Interestingly, already in the 2 nd and 3 rd centu-
ries AD this technical definition is taken up by Christian authors such as Justin 
Martyr, Clement of Alexandria and Hippolytus of Rome. All of them regard as-
similation to God as the goal of Platonic ethics. Some of them, as we shall see, 
even regard it as the goal of Christian ethics.

128 See Gerhardt 2001, 46, with reference to E. Benz, ‘Das Bild des Übermenschen in der 
europäischen Geistesgeschichte’, in Benz 1961, chap. 1, 19–161 at 29–51. Cf. Badiou 2003, 
71–2.
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The technical definition of assimilation in the sense of  seems to be 
present already in Justin Martyr (2 nd cent. AD). According to a fragment pre-
served in Antonius Melissa, Justin states:

The end for a philosopher is likeness to God, so far as that is possible. (Justin Martyr, 
Fragmenta operum deperditorum, frag. 18)129

This definition must stem from Justin’s attachment to Middle Platonism before 
his conversion.

The same definition of assimilation to God as the goal of ethics is found in 
Clement of Alexandria. In a chapter in which he argues that the true Gnostic is 
an imitator of God, especially in beneficence (‘He is the Gnostic, who is after 
the image and likeness of God, who imitates God as far as possible’ – 

« »
; Stromateis 2.19.97), Clement explicitly mentions assimilation as 

the Platonic goal of ethics and subsequently clarifies that this assimilation is the 
same as that which the law of Moses calls ‘following’; this concurrence between 
Plato and Moses is either explained by Plato’s intuition or by his acquaintance 
with the writings of Moses:

« »
« » [ ]

(« »
)

«
»

. (Stromateis 2.19.100)

Now Plato the philosopher, defining the end of happiness, says that it is assimila-
tion to God as far as possible; whether concurring with the precept of the law – for 
great natures that are free of passions somehow hit the mark respecting the truth, as 
the Pythagorean Philo says in his exegesis of Moses –, or whether instructed by cer-
tain oracles of the time, thirsting as he always was for instruction. For the law says, 
‘Walk after the Lord your God, and keep my commandments’ (Deuteronomy 13.4). 
For the law calls assimilation ‘following’; and such a following to the utmost of its 
power assimilates.

Elsewhere, too, Clement refers to the goal of Platonic ethics. Book 2, chapter 22 
is devoted to Plato’s opinion that the chief good consists in assimilation to God, 
and the agreement of this view with Scripture. Plato, according to Clement, con-
siders happiness to consist

129 Edn Otto 1879, vol. 3, 250–64 at 262, with reference to Antonius Melissa, book 2, sermon 
43. For a comparable definition, see Joannes Damascenus, Sacra parallela (recensiones secun-
dum alphabeti litteras dispositae, quae tres libros conflant) (fragmenta e cod. Vat. gr. 1236), 
edn J.-P. Migne, Patrologia Graeca, vol. 96, p. 360.42: 
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«
» «

» « »

in likeness to God, demonstrating likeness to be justice and holiness with wisdom. 
For is it not thus that some of our writers have understood that man straightway on 
his creation received what is ‘according to the image’, but that what is according ‘to 
the likeness’ he will receive afterwards on his perfection. (Stromateis 2.22.131)

Clement’s interpretation of becoming similar to God (
) is linked, first, with an implicit reference to the Theaetetus and, secondly, 

with a quotation of the phrase  from Gen 1.26 (
– ‘Then 

God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness”). 
Whereas man is created according to the image at the very moment of his crea-
tion, his similarity to God will only be the outcome of a process in which he is 
gradually perfected. This mention of assimilation to God is now underpinned 
with explicit references to the classical passages in Plato’s Laws (715 e–716 d) 
and Theaetetus (176 b) which we have studied above (see § 2.2.1). It is after these 
references that Clement characterizes this process of assimilation as man’s  
and explicitly links it with the occurrence of the term  in a particular pas-
sage from Paul:

But on us it is incumbent to reach the unaccomplished goal (
 obeying the commands – that is God – and liv-

ing according to them, irreproachably and intelligently, through knowledge of the 
divine will; and assimilation as far as possible in accordance with right reason is the 
goal – (…). And the 
apostle, succinctly describing the goal ( ), writes in the Epistle to 
the Romans: ‘But now, being made free from sin, and become servants to God, have 
your fruit unto holiness, and the end everlasting life ( )’ 
(Rom 6.22). (Stromateis 2.22.134)

Strikingly, the notion of assimilation is also linked with the chain of imitation 
by which the believers, Paul and Christ are linked with God; this, in essence, 
Stoic doctrine of the imitation of God (see § 2.1.3 [b] above) is now merged with 
the Platonic notion of assimilation to God. The merge is accomplished through 
a quotation from Plato’s Theaetetus which is fully identified, at the end of the 
chapter, with what Paul defines as the goal of faith:

And openly and expressly the apostle, in the first Epistle of the Corinthians, says, 
‘Be followers of me, as also I am of Christ’ (1 Cor 11.1), in order that that may take 
place. If you are of me, and I am of Christ, then you are imitators of Christ, and 
Christ of God (cf. 1 Cor 11.3). Assimilation to God, then, so that as far as possible 
a man becomes righteous and holy with wisdom, he [i. e. Paul] lays down as the aim 
of faith – « » «

» , and the goal to be 
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that restitution of the promise which is effected by faith – 
. From these doctrines gush the fountains, which 

we specified above, of those who have dogmatized about ‘the end’ (
). (Stromateis 2.22.136)

In the end, the Platonic notion of assimilation to God appears to agree fully with 
Paul’s understanding of the ultimate goal.

In book 5 of his Stromateis, Clement further develops what he has said about 
assimilation to God; now he is no longer content merely to demonstrate the 
agreement of Plato and Scripture but, in chapter 14, seeks to demonstrate the fact 
that the Greeks plagiarized from the Hebrews and, hence, that the ‘barbarian’ 
Jewish philosophy, which the Christians inherited, is superior to Greek philoso-
phy. As we have seen above, in § 2.1, this debate also raged between Greeks, 
Jews, and Christians with regard to the notion of man as the image of God, and 
even some Greeks, notably the Pythagoreans, were prepared to regard their an-
thropology and theology as deriving from the Jews (see § 2.1.5 above). Clement 
participates in the same discussion and, at the outset of book 5, chap. 14, for-
mulates his intention as follows: ‘Let us add in completion what follows, and 
exhibit now with greater clearness the plagiarism of the Greeks from the Bar-
barian philosophy’ – < >

(Stromateis 
5.14.89).

In the following passage Clement once again shows the accord between, on 
the one hand, Gen 1.26 about man’s creation after God’s image and likeness, and, 
on the other, Plato’s notion of becoming like God. He underpins this accordance 
further by quoting again from Deuteronomy 13.4 about ‘walking after God’. 
Those who walk after God and follow him are the virtuous, according to Clem-
ent. This, he emphasizes, is in agreement with what the Stoics and the Platonists 
regard as the goal of life. The Stoics are dependent in these matters on Plato who, 
in turn, is influenced by the ‘barbarian philosophy’:

man is said ‘to have been made in [God’s] image and likeness’ ( «
» . For the image of God is the divine and 

royal Word, the impassible man; and the image of the image is the human mind. And 
if you wish to apprehend the assimilation by another name, you will find it called, in 
Moses, a divine following or conformity (

[ ]
). For he says, ‘Walk after the Lord your God, and keep His commandments’ 

(Deuteronomy 13.4). And I reckon all the virtuous to be followers and servants of 
God ( . Hence the 
Stoics say that the goal of philosophy is to live in agreement with Nature; and Plato 
[defines the goal as] assimilation to God, as we have shown in the second Miscel-
lany (

(
). And Zeno the Stoic, borrowing from Plato, [who in turn borrowed] 
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from the Barbarian philosophy, says that all the good are friends of one another. 
(Stromateis 5.14.94–95)

Clement’s reflection on Plato’s notion of assimilation to God as the goal of life is 
thus very extensive. He concludes this passage by again quoting several proof-
texts for the Platonic doctrine of assimilation to God, including the passage from 
Timaeus 90 c–d which Eudorus (see § 2.2.5 above) and Plutarch (§ 2.2.6) also 
applied and which explicitly designates assimilation as the goal of the best life, 
the .

Finally, in the ante-Nicene writings, the technical definition of assimilation to 
God as the goal of life also occurs in the 3 rd cent. AD writer Hippolytus of Rome. 
In his Refutation of all Heresies, in a summary of Plato’s philosophy, Hippolytus 
gives the following characterization of Plato’s ethics:

He [i. e. Plato] says that there are four virtues (…). And that these virtues, when 
inherent in a man, render him perfect, and afford him happiness. And happiness, 
he says, is assimilation to the Deity, as far as this is possible (

); and that assimilation to God takes 
place when any one combines holiness and justice with prudence (

). For this he sup-
poses the end ( ) of supreme wisdom and virtue. (Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium 
haeresium 1.19.17)

This summary shows that Hippolytus is well acquainted with the tradition which 
regards assimilation to God as the goal of Platonic ethics. Yet, the general pur-
pose behind Hippolytus’ summary of Greek philosophy is to show that heretical 
movements have been influenced by pagan Greek philosophy. Although Hip-
polytus does not make clear what undesirable conclusions heretics drew from 
Plato’s doctrine of assimilation to God, and which heretics in particular were 
involved, his interest in the goal of Platonic ethics is a far cry from Clement’s, 
who juxtaposed it with Paul’s goal of faith.

(b) Assimilation to God according to other ante-Nicene Christians

In addition to Justin Martyr, Clement of Alexandria and Hippolytus of Rome, 
who were all familiar with the notion of assimilation to God as the goal of ethics, 
other ante-Nicene fathers were familiar with it. In the text Selecta in Psalmos, for 
instance, attributed to Origen, the author mentions the process of assimilation to 
God in his commentary on Psalm 48.13 LXX, ‘Humans, held in honour, did not 
have understanding. They resembled senseless beasts and became assimilated to 
them ( )’. This negative process of assimilation to the sense-
less beasts is contrasted by the author of the Selecta in Psalmos with the good 
process of assimilating to God: (Origen, Selecta 
in Psalmos, edn J.-P. Migne, Patrologia Graeca, vol. 12, p. 1448).130

130 For Origen, see further Merki 1952, 60–4.
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Similarly Sextus, the 2 nd–3 rd cent. AD Christian compilator of the Sententiae 
Sexti, has several sentences which are concerned with assimilation to God.131 
According to Sextus, the wise man without property is similar to God: 

. The greatest honour paid to God, according to another 
sentence, consists in knowledge of God and similarity to Him: 

 (44). And, according to the following sentence, noth-
ing is similar to God, but that which has become assimilated as much as it can 
is dearest to God: 

(45). Indeed, Sextus exhorts his readers by stating that he shall 
honour God best who adapts his own thought as much as possible to God: 

 (381). Con-
sequently, the right way of reasoning is considered similar to God, and there-
fore – in good anti-sophistic fashion – priceless: 

(533). Assimilation to God, according to Sextus, is such a 
radical process that it is the escape from all that is opposite to it: 

(579). In this sentence, of course, Plato’s Thea-
etetus shines through.

Another Christian who should probably be dated to the ante-Nicene period is 
the Pseudo-Clementine author of the Homiliae.132 In the 10 th homily, Peter is 
said to exhort his audience at Tripolis as follows:

Therefore approach with confidence to God, you who at first were made to be rulers 
and lords of all things. You who have His image in your bodies, have in like manner 
the likeness of His judgement in your minds (

. Since, then, by 
acting like irrational animals, you have lost the soul of man from your soul, becom-
ing like swine, you are the prey of demons. If, therefore, you receive the law of God, 
you become men. For it cannot be said to irrational animals, ‘You shall not kill, you 
shall not commit adultery, you shall not steal’, and so forth. Therefore do not refuse, 
when invited, to return to your first nobility, for it is possible, if you are assimilated 
to God by good works – 

. And being accounted to be sons by reason of your likeness to Him 
( … ), you shall be reinstated as lords of all. (Pseudo-
Clement, Homiliae 10.6)

Remarkably, the image of God has strongly physical overtones as it is located in 
the body ( ; cf. similar views in §§ 1.1.7 and 1.2.4), whereas 
the likeness is indeed something which is located in the mind ( ) and can 
be restored through the practice of virtue.

131 Edn Chadwick 1959.
132 Cf. Wirbelauer, ‘Clemens of Rome’, in: New Pauly Online: the oldest reconstructed ver-

sion of the Pseudo-Clementines, the Basic Writings, was probably composed in Syria c.230 AD. 
The Greek version, the Homiliae, derived from them.
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As the ideal of assimilating to God is so important to the author, in another 
homily he explicitly warns against those who have misconceptions of God. 
Therefore, in the wrong belief that God

deceived and spoke falsely, and did every thing that is unjust, they themselves did 
things like to what their God did, and thus sinning, asserted that they were acting 
piously. Wherefore it was impossible for them to change for the better, and when 
warned they took no heed. For they were not afraid, since they became like their God 
through such actions – 

. (Homiliae 18.19)

The importance of the ideal of assimilation to God emphasizes the necessity of 
fostering the right conceptions about God, according to Pseudo-Clement.

The occurrence of the notion of assimilation to God in such diverse authors as 
Origen, Sextus and Pseudo-Clement shows how widely this notion had been ap-
propriated already in the period before Nicaea. We shall now have a closer look 
at two authors, Justin and Clement, who – as we have already seen (see § 2.2.14 
[a] above) – spoke about the assimilation to God in terms of the goal of ethics.

(c) Justin Martyr (continued): ‘Those who lived like Christ shall become  
akin to God’

There is an interesting passage in Justin in which Christians are defined as those 
who lived like Christ and shall become akin to God. Justin gives this definition 
in the context of the persuasion that

(
)

the unjust and intemperate shall be punished in eternal fire, but the virtuous and those 
who lived like Christ shall become akin to God in a state that is free from suffering 
– we mean, those who have become Christians. (Apologia secunda 1.2)

Given the relative novelty of the name ‘Christians’, Justin still needs to explain 
what it stands for. For this reason, it is highly significant that in the current pas-
sage Justin defines Christians in terms of the doctrine of assimilation. The defi-
nition of Christians as the virtuous and those who have lived similarly to Christ, 
the , and shall, for that reason, become akin to God 
and reside in , i. e. in a state of complete absence of injury and emotion, 
provides considerable insight into the logic of the Christian assimilation to God. 
It is through Christ, through becoming similar to him, that one becomes akin to 
God. In this way Christians come to share in God’s impassibility, his incorrup-
tion, freedom of pain and grief, and his immortality; they are 

 (Justin, Dialogus cum Tryphone 
45.4; cf. 46.7). Clement of Alexandria outlines a similar link between assimi-
lation to God and the acquisition of  (see Stromateis 7.3.13; 7.14.84) 
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and, as we shall see, his thoughts reflect the same logic of assimilating to God 
through Christ.

(d) Clement of Alexandria (continued): ‘Created according to  
the image and likeness’

The most elaborate reception of the doctrine of assimilation to God in the ante-
Nicene fathers is found in Clement. Like Justin and Hippolytus, he speaks ex-
plicitly of assimilation to God as the goal ( ) of ethics and, as we have also 
seen, he even identifies it with the goal defined by Paul. Like Justin and Hip-
polytus, he is familiar with Plato’s Theaetetus, as we have already noted (see 
Stromateis 2.22.133; 2.22.136). His knowledge of the Theaetetus is also appar-
ent from the concluding section of his Exhortation to the Pagans (Protrepticus) 
which reads as follows:

It is time, then, for us to say that the pious Christian alone is rich and wise, and of 
noble birth, 
« » (Theaetetus 176 b)

, and thus call him, and believe him to 
be, God’s image, and also His likeness, having become righteous and holy, with wis-
dom, by Jesus Christ, and so far already like God. Accordingly this grace is indicated 
by the prophet, when he says, ‘I said that you are gods, and all sons of the Highest’ 
(Psalm 82.6). (Protrepticus 12.122.4)

In this passage it also becomes clear that assimilation to God is established via 
Christ: one becomes righteous and holy, with wisdom, , 
through Christ Jesus. As we have already seen in Clement’s interpretation of the 
double expression  in Gen 1.26, by this assimi-
lation to God man’s likeness to God is restored, whereas his being the image of 
God is a given. Or rather, by becoming righteous and holy, with wisdom (Plato, 
Theaetetus 176b), man is an image of God , along with / with 
the aid of / in co-operation with / together with / in conjunction with likeness: the 
truth that he is the image of God is now fully realised and the image is a true 
representation of God with genuine semblance.

As a result, man, in this respect, is similar to God, according to Clement: 
. This likeness to God is underpinned by a 

reference to Psalm 82 in which, in Clement’s understanding, particular human 
beings are addressed as gods: ‘I said that you are gods, and all sons of the 
Highest’ (Psalm 82.6 LXX = John 10.34)’. Below, too, we shall see that Clem-
ent’s interpretation of assimilation to God implies man’s deification. However, 
what is most important in the present passage, for our present purposes, is the 
fact that assimilation to God is realised through Christ: one becomes righteous 
and holy, with wisdom, by modelling one’s life on Christ, and it is in this way 
that one is assimilated to God. Elsewhere Clement argues that the wisdom and 
righteousness through which one is assimilated to God derive from the Mosaic 
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law, as the source of all ethical behaviour, and that the Greeks are dependent 
on it, too:

From the commandments spring both wisdom, which follows God who enjoins 
( ), and the righteousness which imi-
tates the divine condition ( ), by vir-
tue of which, in the exercise of self-restraint, we address ourselves in purity to 
piety and the course of conduct thence resulting, in conformity with God (

, being assimilated to the Lord as far as is possible for us 
(  ), inasmuch as we are beings who 
are mortal in nature. And this is being just and holy with wisdom – 
« ». (Stromateis 2.18.80)

The passage, which is heavily influenced by, and even ends with a quotation 
from, Plato’s Theaetetus, shows that man is involved in a comprehensive proc-
ess of being assimilated to the Lord Christ, conforming to God and imitating 
the divine.

For Clement, the notion of assimilation to God is so important that it is one 
of the defining characteristics of , religiousness (Protrepticus 9.86: 

), rever-
ence towards God,  (Stromateis 2.9.45), and , what is meet 
for God (Stromateis 7.1.3). Assimilation is seen as the result of the training of 
Christ, in his capacity as the Word:

Our superintendence in instruction and discipline is the office of the Word, from 
whom we learn frugality and humility, and all that pertains to love of truth, love of 
man, and love of excellence. And so, in a word, being assimilated to God by a par-
ticipation in moral excellence ( ), we 
must not retrograde into carelessness and sloth. (Paedagogus 1.12.99)

In this way man is transformed. Clement understands this as a transformation of 
man ‘into a holy and heavenly being’, which is a result of his training by Christ, 
and a fulfilment of God’s intention at creation to create man 

 (Gen 1.26):

The view I take is, that He himself formed man of the dust, and regenerated him by 
water; and made him grow by his Spirit; and trained him by His word (

 to adoption and salvation, directing him by sacred precepts; in order that, 
transforming earth-born man into a holy and heavenly being by His advent (

), He 
might fulfil to the utmost that divine utterance: ‘Let Us make Man in our own image 
and likeness’. And, in truth, Christ became the perfect realization of what God spoke, 
whereas the rest of humanity is conceived as being created merely in His image – 

. (Paedagogus 1.12.98)

This anthropological state of having merely being created must 
change, and for this reason Clement exhorts his readers, as disciples of Christ the 
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, to become fully transformed by ‘meditating on the heavenly mode 
of life according to which we have been deified’ (

; Paedagogus 1.12.98).
According to Clement, assimilation to God is so central that assimilation is 

not only a result of Christ’s teaching but even constitutes its very contents. In his 
commentary on Paul’s warning to the Colossians to ‘see to it that no one takes 
you captive through philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition, 
according to the elements of the cosmos, and not according to Christ’ (Col 2.8), 
Clement emphasizes that here Paul is not criticizing philosophy as such, but only 
specific types of philosophy, such as that of the Epicureans and the Stoics.133 
There is, however, according to Clement, a philosophy which is agreeable to 
Christ, and this philosophy has as its central tenet assimilation to God:

For the teaching which is agreeable to Christ deifies the Creator, and traces provi-
dence in particular events, and knows the nature of the elements to be capable of 
change and production, and teaches that we ought to aim at rising up to the power 
which assimilates to God (

, and to prefer dispensation as holding the highest rank, superior to all 
training. (Stromateis 1.11.52)

Moreover, Clement also portrays assimilation to God as part of a life-style, also 
characterized as the contemplative life (Stromateis 4.23.152), which is diametri-
cally opposed to a superficial, outward, cosmetic life. It is by knowing oneself 
and by knowing God that one is assimilated to God:

It is then, as is apparent, the greatest of all lessons to know oneself. For if someone 
knows himself, he will know God; and knowing God, he will be made like God (

), not by wearing gold or long robes, but by well-do-
ing, and by requiring as few things as possible. (Paedagogus 3.1.1)

Like Paul, as we shall see in due course (see § 7.2 below), Clement emphasizes 
that this process takes place in , in ‘the inner man’ (Paeda-
gogus 3.1.1). Such a man has no desire to change his outward appearance by 
cosmetics to make a deceptive impression on others:

But man with whom the Word dwells does not alter himself, does not get himself up: 
he has the form which is of the Word; he is assimilated to God (

); he is beautiful; he does not ornament himself: his is 
beauty, the true beauty, for it is God; and that man becomes God, since God so wills 
– . (Paedagogus 3.1.1)

Interestingly, by assimilating to God, Clement shows, man himself becomes 
God, although only because God so wills: 

. From this point of view, assimilation to God and the dei-

133 This interpretation is a convincing one. See Van Kooten 2003, 11–12, 129–46. 
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fication of man are closely related.134 This is the same perspective which we al-
ready encountered in Plotinus (see § 2.2.13 above), in his Enneads 1.2. There 
Plotinus emphasizes that the process of assimilation to God should not be char-
acterized in negative terms, as avoiding sin, but rather in positive terms, as be-
coming God:

Our concern (…) it not to be out of sin, but to be god (
. If, then, there is still any element of involuntary 

impulse of this sort, a man in this state will be a god or spirit who is double (
), or rather who has with him someone else who possesses a different kind of virtue: 

if there is nothing, he will be simply god, and one of those gods who follow the First 
( ). (Enneads 1.2.6)

This view can, of course, be found already in Plato, inasmuch as the guardians 
from Plato’s Republic do not only become theosebeis (‘god-fearing’) but also 
theioi (‘divine’) (see Plato, Republic II 383 c).135 In the passage from Plotinus 
under consideration, it is the Phaedrus which supplies Plotinus with the notion 
that man becomes a god. Plotinus adopts Plato’s imagery of the procession of 
the gods and souls; the souls in this procession strive to imitate the particular 
god whom they revere and adopt his customs and way of living, and also lead 
other souls to the likeness of this god (Phaedrus 252 c–253 c; see § 2.2.1 above). 
In Plotinus’ terminology, the soul who is fully assimilated to God becomes god, 
‘one of those gods who follow the First’.

This talk of divinization cannot be dismissed as pagan mythology. It is the 
consequence of the notion of assimilation to God as the goal of ethics. For this 
reason, it also occurs in a Christian author such as Clement of Alexandria. Clem-
ent demonstrates that this mode of thinking, about the divinization of man, is 
not merely pagan but can also be accommodated within a Christian mindset. I 
shall conclude this section with a passage in which Clement clearly shows the 
interrelation between assimilation to God and man becoming like God. Having 
said that the true Christian is no longer in a state of ignorance but in a state of 
knowledge because he has been assimilated as far as possible to God (

; Stromateis 4.26.168), 
Clement exhorts this true Gnostic Christian as follows:

The Gnostic must, as far as is possible, imitate God (
). And the poets call the elect in their pages godlike and gods, 

and equal to the gods, and equal in sagacity to Zeus, and ‘having counsels like the 
gods’, and resembling the gods (

« » ), nibbling, 
as seems to me, at the expression ‘in the image and likeness’: «

» . (Stromateis 4.26.171)

134 On the notion of man’s deification in early-Christian writings, see Russell 2004.
135 Cf. Annas 1999, 62–3 n29.
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In early Christians such as Clement of Alexandria, the double expression 
 from Gen 1.26 has become the biblical linguistic 

basis for the notion of homoiōsis theōi, which, in the last instance, is thought to 
imply the divinization of man.

This conclusion is not yet (fully) drawn in Philo and Paul. However, as we 
shall see, Philo’s and Paul’s anthropological ethics or ethical anthropologies ap-
pear to fit neatly within the entire development from Eudorus’ stipulation of as-
similation to God as the goal of ethics in the 1 st cent. AD towards the fourfold 
outcome of this development at the end of the 3 rd cent. AD: a general, a Pythago-
rean, a Platonic, and a Christian branch.

2.3 Philo and man’s similarity and assimilation to God

In the previous section, we saw the development of the Platonic notion of man 
being assimilated to God. The deliberate introduction of this notion as the ex-
plicit goal of ethics by Eudorus in the 1 st cent. BC emerged as crucial in this 
development. It is against this background that we shall now study Philo of Al-
exandria.

2.3.1 ‘Nothing is similar to God’

On the one hand, Philo is very critical of any likeness between man and God. In 
this, he resembles Flavius Josephus, and both seem to express Jewish sensitivi-
ties which go back to the first commandment (Exodus 20.4–6), an uneasiness 
with the making of anthropomorphic images which portray a supposed likeness 
between man and God. In his commentary on the first commandment (already 
adduced earlier in § 1.3.2 [a] above), Josephus explicitly states that nothing simi-
lar to God has ever been seen:

What, then, are the precepts and prohibitions of our Law? They are simple and fa-
miliar. At their head stands one of which God is the theme. The universe is in God’s 
hands; perfect and blessed, self-sufficing and sufficing for all, He is the beginning, 
the middle, and the end of all things. By His works and bounties He is plainly seen, 
indeed more manifest than ought else; but His form ( ) and magnitude surpass 
our powers of description (  ). No materials, 
however costly, are fit to make an image ( ) of Him (

); no art has skill to conceive and represent it. 
The like of Him we have never seen, we do not imagine, and it is impious to conjec-
ture ( ). We 
behold His works … (Against Apion 2.190–191)

The emphatic statement that ‘the like of Him we have never seen’ (
) seems to characterize Philo’s attitude towards the ques-

tion whether man and God are similar also. According to Philo, ‘like God there 
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is nothing’, as he explains in his commentary on Gen 2.18, ‘It is not good that 
the man should be alone’:

Why (…) is it not good that the man should be alone? Because, he [i. e. Moses] says, 
it is good that the Alone should be alone: but God, being One, is alone and unique 
( ), and like God there is nothing (

). Hence, since it is good that He Who IS should be alone – for indeed with 
regard to Him alone can the statement ‘it is good’ be made – it follows that it would 
not be good that the man should be alone. (Philo, Legum allegoriarum libri 2.1)

In this sense, man and God are put in sharp opposition. Indeed, as Philo says else-
where, ‘God has no likeness even to what is noblest of things born (

). That was created in the past, it will be passive 
in the future, but God is uncreated and ever active’ (De gigantibus 42).

It may well be that Philo’s view is particularly formed by his Jewish back-
ground. At the same time he shows the same kind of emphasis on God’s dis-
similarity which we have noted in Aristotle’s writings (see § 2.2.3 above). Aris-
totle also seems to stress the dissimilar nature of the relationship between God 
and man. It is very striking that indeed one of the fragments in which Aristotle 
stresses that God is wholly similar to himself (and hence dissimilar to all else) 
has been preserved in Philo. According to Aristotle,

God is equal and like to himself, admitting neither slackening towards the worse 
nor tautening towards the better – 

 . (Philo, De ae-
ternitate mundi 39–43 at 43 = Aristotle, Frag. 21, edn Rose)

For this reason, it may also be the case that Philo’s Jewish reservations towards a 
likeness between God and man were strengthened by such passages from Aristo-
tle. Philo has also encountered this emphasis on God’s similarity only to himself 
in other pagan authors such as Philolaus, a Pythagorean philosopher of the 5 th 
cent. BC, whom he quotes in support of his own views in another treatise:

Evidence of what I say is supplied by Philolaus in these words: ‘There is, he says, 
a supreme Ruler of all things, God, ever One, abiding, without motion, Himself 
(alone) like unto Himself, different from all others – 

’. (Philo, De opificio mundi 100)

This emphasis on God being similar only to himself comes up in some other pas-
sages in which Philo says that God abides ‘in what is similar’. God is ‘the mas-
ter and Sovereign of the Universe, without undergoing any change in His own 
nature, but remaining in what is similar’ – 

 (De plantatione 
91). He is the one who stands in what is similar and remains there:

This I, the manifest, Who am here, am there also, am everywhere, for I have filled 
all things. I stand ever the same immutable, before you or anything that exists came 
into being: 
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. (De somniis 2.221)

Although Philo thus seems to emphasize the absence of any likeness between 
God and even ‘what is noblest of things born’, on the other hand Philo grants that 
there are two exceptions. Philo addresses his readers as follows:

Marvel not if the sun, in accordance with the rules of allegory, is likened to the Father 
and Ruler of the universe (

); for although in reality nothing is like God (
), there have been accounted so in human opin-

ion two things only, one invisible, one visible, the soul invisible, the sun visible. 
The soul’s likeness the lawgiver [i. e. Moses] has shown elsewhere, by saying ‘God 
made man, after the image of God made He him’ (

) …; while the sun’s likeness to God he has indicated in 
a symbolic way ( ). (De somniis 1.73–74)

As regards the latter remark, concerning the sun’s likeness to God, Philo must 
have in mind Plato’s view that, as we saw in § 2.1.1 above, the sun is the image 
( ) of the Good (Republic 509 a); just as the Good is the source of knowl-
edge and truth, so the sun is the source of light and vision (508 e–509 a): ‘as the 
Good is in the intelligible region to reason and the objects of reason, so is this 
[i. e. the sun] to vision and the objects of vision’ (508 b–c). For this reason, as we 
have also seen, later Platonists call the sun the ‘image of the all-creating God’. 
According to Philo, Moses referred to this likeness between the sun and God 
symbolically at several points in his writings.

What concerns us most here, however, is the fact that apparently, ‘although in 
reality nothing is like God’ ( ), there 
are exceptions, of which the invisible soul is one. Philo argues this on the basis 
of the reference to the creation of man in Gen 1.27. It would 
have been more apt for him to have quoted Gen 1.26, for there the double ex-
pression  would have given him a more suitable 
linguistic basis. Yet he does so in another passage which we shall treat shortly 
(see § 2.3.2 below), and in which he unambiguously states that ‘nothing earth-
born is more like God than man’. The passage in De somniis 1.73–74, however, 
continues to be dominated by the feeling of the dissimilarity between God and 
man, as Philo shows at the end of the passage, when he again stresses that God 
himself ‘resembles none of the things which have come into being (

)’ (De somniis 1.76).

2.3.2 ‘Nothing earth-born is more like God than man’

As the treatise De opificio mundi shows, Philo was well aware of the importance 
of the double expression in Gen 1.26 for fur-
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ther reflection on the similarity between God and man. We also observed this in 
Clement of Alexandria (see § 2.2.14 above), but it may well be that Clement is 
dependant on Philo in this, since he mentions Philo’s writings regularly among 
his sources.136 According to Philo,

Moses tells us that man was created after the image of God and after His like-
ness ( , Gen 
1.26). Right well does he say this, for nothing earth-born is more like God than 
man ( ). Let no one represent 
the likeness as one to a bodily form (

; for neither is God in human form, nor is the human body God-like. No, 
it is in respect of the Mind, the sovereign element of the soul, that the word ‘image’ 
is used; for after the pattern of a single Mind, even the Mind of the universe as an 
archetype, the mind in each of those who successively came into being was moulded. 
It is in a fashion a god to him who carries and enshrines it as an object of reverence. 
(De opificio mundi 69)

This passage is important for several reasons. First, the statement from Genesis 
1.26 that man was created after the image of God and after His likeness (

) seems to authorize Philo to state that ‘nothing earth-born is more like 
God than man’, a statement which counterbalances, and perhaps outweighs, Phi-
lo’s other statements to the contrary, which we have just studied above. Secondly, 
as we already saw in § 1.2.4, Philo emphasizes, probably particularly against 
specific pagan views, that this likeness does not relate to physical characteristics, 
but to the mind. Finally, this mind, which is considered similar to God, is also 
viewed as a god. This is the same reasoning as we have found in pagan philoso-
phers such as Plotinus, but also in Clement of Alexandria; likeness to God and 
deification prove to be related notions (see §§ 2.2.13 and 2.2.14 [d] above).

Nevertheless, whereas in Clement the expression  consti-
tutes a solid linguistic basis for further reflection upon assimilation to God, in 
Philo it is viewed first and foremost as a further comment on the phrase 

, the first part of the double expression, in order to emphasize that this 
refers to a trustworthy image and representation:

Since images do not always correspond to their archetype and pattern, but are in 
many instances unlike (  it, the writer further brought out his meaning by 
adding ‘after the likeness’ ) to the words ‘after the image’, thus show-
ing that an accurate cast, bearing a clear impression, was intended.

(De opificio mundi 71)

136 See the references to Philo in, e. g., Stromateis 1.5.31, 1.15.72, 1.23.153 and 2.19.100. 
The double expression  is also reflected upon in Irenaeus, Ad-
versus haereses 1.1.10 but does not yet seem part of a discussion on similarity and assimila-
tion to God. 
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It is indeed necessary to stress that in this case the similarity is not deceptive 
but trustworthy, since in general, as Philo states elsewhere, ‘every likeness by 
its deceptive resemblance falsifies the original’: 

 (De praemiis et poenis 29). In the case of 
man’s creation after the image of God, however, there is a real similarity, which 
reflects the underlying paradigm in an accurate way.

Philo continues to discuss the exact nature of the similarity between God and 
man. Four different aspects seem to be mentioned by Philo in several instances. 
(1) First of all, God and man are similar to one another, and different from plants 
and animals, in that both of them possess the faculty of voluntary movement as 
opposed to being ruled by fate; they are capable of voluntary acts:

But the soul of man alone has received from God the faculty of voluntary move-
ment, and in this way especially is made like to Him (

), and thus being liberated, as far as might be ( , 
from that hard and ruthless mistress, necessity, may justly be charged with guilt, in 
that it does not honour its Liberator. (Quod deus sit immutabilis 48)

Indeed, it is man’s capacity for voluntary acts which creates the possibility of 
guilt and its opposite, moral excellence. This leads to a second aspect which 
Philo distinguishes in the similarity between God and man.

(2) Secondly, man’s rare capability for voluntary acts also renders moral ex-
cellence possible and this moral excellence is rewarded by God because it re-
sembles Himself:

These are the blessings invoked upon good men, men who fulfil the laws by their 
deeds, which blessings will be accomplished by the gift of the bounteous God, who 
glorifies and rewards moral excellence ( ) because of its likeness to Himself 
( . (De praemiis et poenis 126)

Apart from the faculty of voluntary acts, the similarity between God and man 
also consists in the moral excellence which man and God share when this fac-
ulty is put to good use.

(3) Thirdly, if the likeness between God and man is not physical but relates 
to the mind, as we have seen above (see De opificio mundi 69), it makes sense 
that Philo regards the mind, the reasonable soul, as something separate from the 
natural order of created things. According to Philo, whereas philosophers such 
as Aristotle regard the human mind as ‘a particle of the ethereal substance’ and, 
for this reason,

have claimed for man a kinship with the upper air, our great Moses likened the 
fashion of the reasonable soul to no created thing (

), but averred it to be a genuine 
coinage of that dread Spirit, the Divine and Invisible One, signed and impressed by 
the seal of God, the stamp of which is the Eternal Word. (De plantatione 18)
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In short, the reasonable soul is not similar to, and therefore cannot be likened to, 
created things, but bears the characteristics of the divine Logos.

(4) Fourthly and finally, and in close relation to the previous point, the similar-
ity between God and man consists in the fact that ‘the reasoning power within us’ 
is indivisible, in the same way as the Logos above us is indivisible:

So then the two natures, the reasoning power within us and the divine Word or Rea-
son above us, are indivisible (

), yet indivisible as they are they divide 
other things without number. The divine Word separated and apportioned all that is in 
nature. Our mind deals with all the things material and immaterial which the mental 
process brings within its grasp, divides them into an infinity or infinities and never 
ceases to cleave them. This is the result of its [the mind’s] likeness to the Father and 
Maker of all (

). For the Godhead is without mixture or infusion or parts and yet has 
become to the whole world the cause of mixture, infusion, division and multiplicity 
of parts. And thus it will be natural that these two which have been assimilated to 
God, the mind within us and the mind above us (

), should subsist without parts or severance and yet be strong and 
potent to divide and distinguish everything that is. (Quis rerum divinarum heres sit 
234–236)

Both the Logos and the human mind, then, have been assimilated to God. Both 
are similar to God in that they are indivisible. Interestingly, Philo argues from the 
top down. The mind is not similar to God because it is indivisible and is capable 
of dividing others things mentally, but the reverse is the case: these characteris-
tics of the mind are ‘the result of its likeness to the Father and Maker of all’.

Philo’s reflections about the similarity between God and man prove to be quite 
extensive and it is not surprising that, as some passages show, he is familiar with 
the passage in the Theaetetus on assimilation to God (§ 2.3.3), reflects on the 
doctrine of assimilation (§ 2.3.4), and applies it in different contexts (§ 2.3.5).

2.3.3 Philo’s acquaintance with Plato’s Theaetetus

In one of the passages in which Philo shows himself knowledgeable of Plato’s 
Theaetetus, he quotes the relevant passage on assimilation to God in full. This 
passage in a work by a Jewish author seems to be the earliest known occurrence 
of Plato’s Theaetetus after Eudorus. In his comments on Gen 4.15, which is about 
God’s assertion to Cain ‘that no man that found him should kill him’, Philo ex-
plains why it is that Cain will not die. In his view this has to do with Cain ‘being 
the symbol of wickedness, which must of necessity ever live among men in the 
race that is mortal’. This conclusion is reached and supported by the famous pas-
sage from Plato’s Theaetetus, which is embedded as follows:

That which is good is a thing upward-soaring (…), but that which is evil stays here 
( , removed as far as possible from the Divine 
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Company, making our mortal life its haunt, and incapable of quitting the human race 
by dying. This truth found noble utterance in the Theaetetus, where a man highly 
esteemed, one of those admired for their wisdom, says: ‘Evils can never pass away 
( ); for there must always remain something 
which is antagonistic to good. Having no place among the gods in heaven, of neces-
sity they hover around the mortal nature and this earthly sphere. Wherefore we ought 
to fly away from earth to heaven as quickly as we can; and to fly away is to become 
like God, as far as this is possible; and to become like Him is to become righteous and 
holy, with wisdom’ (Plato, Theaetetus 176 a–b). Naturally, therefore, Cain will not 
die, being the symbol of wickedness ( ), which must of necessity 
ever live among men in the race that is mortal. (Philo, De fuga et inventione 62–64)

Strangely, in this passage the quotation from the Theaetetus is not rooted in re-
flections about assimilation to God. The quotation is applied because it is thought 
to shed light on the persistent presence of evil on earth, symbolized by the figure 
of Cain. Later on in his De fuga, Philo also quotes the direct continuation of this 
passage from Plato’s Theaetetus. Having argued just before that ‘the treasuries of 
evil things’ are not with God, as with Him ‘are good things only’ and that – for 
this reason – it is utterly wrong ‘to assert that the Deity is the cause of evil things 
as of all others’ (De fuga 79–80), Philo introduces the quotation by stating that 
the point he has just made is confirmed by Plato:

In daring and noble language one of the wise men of old has brought out the truth 
which I am enforcing: ‘In no case and in no way’, he says, ‘is God unrighteous: He 
is absolute righteousness; and nothing exists more like Him than whoever of us in his 
turn attains to the greatest possible righteousness. It is by his relation to Him that a 
man’s real attainment is determined , as well as his worthlessness and failure to attain 
real manhood. For to know Him is true wisdom and virtue, and ignorance of Him is 
manifest stupidity and wickedness. All other seeming attainments and proofs of wis-
dom so called, if displayed in gaining political power, are merely vulgar; if in practic-
ing handicrafts, merely mechanical’ (Plato, Theaetetus 176 c). (Philo, De fuga 82)

In two separate passages in Philo’s De fuga, thus, we find the locus classicus of 
the Platonic doctrine of assimilation to God.

In other treatises, Philo also shows that he is aware of the logic of assimilation 
to God through virtue. As Philo explains, ‘all the doings of the good are laudable, 
gaining merit through the virtues of the agents in accordance with the general 
law that , that the results of actions as-
similate themselves to the actors’ (De specialibus legibus 3.209). The virtues, 
according to Philo, are so powerful that they transform the agents who perform 
them. Even a minimum of virtue is capable of this, Philo says, drawing an anal-
ogy with the capacity of a smouldering spark to cause a blazing fire:

For a smouldering spark, even the very smallest, when it is blown up and made to 
blaze, lights a great pile; and so the least particle of virtue (…) recovers to prolific 
fertility all that were barren by nature and therefore without offspring. Even so scanty 
goodness ( ) by God’s favour expands and becomes abundant, 
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assimilating all else to itself ( ). (De migratione Abra-
hami 124)

2.3.4 Assimilation to God

The interest which Philo takes in the notion of assimilation to God is not only 
apparent from the extensive verbatim quotations of Plato’s Theaetetus in his De 
fuga, but is further confirmed by elaborate reflections upon this doctrine. As we 
shall see, in line with the tradition which seems to start with Eudorus and is fur-
ther found in Alcinous, Diogenes Laertius and, on the Christian side, Clement of 
Alexandria (see § 2.2 above), Philo regards assimilation to God as the explicit 
goal of ethics. Philo’s own understanding of this assimilation gains relief in pas-
sages in which he reflects upon the assimilation and God’s solitude, the relation 
to both the active and the contemplative life, the intermediary function of the 
second God, and the cosmos.

(a) Assimilation as the goal of ethics

According to Philo, man is akin to God because God shares his Spirit with man. 
For this reason, man ought to entertain reciprocal relations with God and to 
please Him by striving after the goal of assimilation to Him:

And being akin to and of like seed as the Ruler (
), since the divine Spirit had flowed into him in full current (

), he earnestly endeavoured in all his words 
and actions to please the Father and King, following Him step by step in the high-
ways ( ) cut out by virtues ( ), since only 
for souls who regard it as their goal to be fully assimilated to God who begat them 
is it lawful to draw nigh to Him – 

. (De opificio mundi 144)

As in Eudorus, Alcinous, Diogenes Laertius and Clement of Alexandria, assimila-
tion to God is clearly depicted as the goal of human ethics. In passing, one may 
note that Philo is also familiar with the Pythagorean terminology of following 
God, as the clause ‘following Him step by step in the highways (

)’ clearly shows. The terminology of Pythagoras’ maxim
, ‘Follow God’ is also found in Plato’s Phaedrus (248 a; see § 2.2.1 

above), in Eudorus (apud Stobaeus, Anthologium 2.7.3, p. 49.16 in § 2.2.5 above), 
and in Plutarch (see his De sera numinis vindicta 550D in § 2.2.6 above).

(b) True wealth

Assimilation to God can also be regarded as the higher, nobler form of wealth, 
which differs notably from the wealth of normal riches and is only possessed by 
‘truly noble and divinely gifted men’, as Philo explains at the beginning of De 
virtutibus, his treatise on the virtues:
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We must mention also the higher, nobler wealth, which does not belong to all, but 
to truly noble and divinely gifted men. This wealth is bestowed by wisdom through 
the doctrines and principles of ethic, logic and physic, and 

; from these 
spring the virtues, which rid the soul of its proneness to extravagance, and engender 
the love of contentment and frugality, as befits its assimilation. For God has no wants, 
he needs nothing, being in Himself all-sufficient to Himself, while the fool has many 
wants (…). But the man of worth has few wants, standing midway between mortality 
and immortality. Some wants he has because his body is mortal, many he has not in 
virtue of his soul, which desires immortality. (De virtutibus 8–9)

Interestingly, the virtues which assimilate man to God derive from the doctrines 
and principles of ethic, logic, and physic. This is reminiscent of the discussion 
of the necessary preparations for assimilation to God in philosophers such as 
Alcinous (see § 2.2.7 above). Yet, as we shall see below, unlike Alcinous, Philo 
believes that assimilation to God can be achieved not only in the contemplative 
life, but in the active life as well.

In his De virtutibus, Philo also emphasizes that endeavouring to imitate God 
and assimilate to Him is absolutely crucial for a full ethical life:

Many persons try to do to others the opposite of the good which they have experi-
enced. (…) Rather should the wise man, as far as possible, impart to his neighbours 
his sagacity, the continent his temperance, the valiant his gallantry, the just his jus-
tice, and in general the good his goodness. (…) Especially does he give this lesson 
as most suitable to the rational nature that a man should imitate God as much as may 
be and leave nothing undone that may promote such assimilation as is possible – 

. (De virtutibus 166–168)

(c) Assimilation, the multitude and God’s solitude

According to Philo, assimilation to God very much depends on the possibility of 
distancing oneself from the masses; for this reason, solitude is important. We saw 
a similar argument in Plutarch (see § 2.2.6 above), according to whom quietude 
( , which sharply contrasts with the sophistic atmosphere of the cities, is 
a prerequisite for assimilation to God:

How wise a thing, it would seem, is quietude! In particular it serves for studying 
to acquire knowledge and wisdom, by which I do not mean the wisdom which is 
characteristic of a petty trader and of the market place (

), but that mighty wisdom which makes him that acquires it like 
to God ( . Those 
forms of study that are practised in towns among the crowds of humanity exercise 
the so-called shrewdness that is really knavery (…). But solitude, being wisdom’s 
training-ground, is a good character-builder, and moulds and sets in order men’s 
souls. (Plutarch, Fragment 143 [edn Sandbach]; = Stobaeus, Anthologium 4.16.18, 
p. 398)
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In a very similar way, Philo praises the life of Abraham, a life ‘without associa-
tion with the multitude’ which therefore rendered assimilation to God possible – 
God who himself loves solitude. Abraham, according to Philo, was convinced

that no life was so pleasant as one lived without association with the multitude. 
And that is natural, for those who seek God and yearn to find Him love the soli-
tude which is dear to Him, and in this way first of all hasten to assimilate them-
selves to His blessed and happy nature – 

. (De Abrahamo 87)

Although Philo’s passages in this section and the previous one might give the 
impression that Philo’s understanding of assimilation to God is perhaps elitist or 
antisocial, because it is possible through the virtues which issue from the doc-
trines and principles of ethic, logic, and physic, and is best achieved in solitude, 
the following passage from his De decalogo shows that this is not the whole 
picture.

(d) Assimilation and the active and contemplative life

Philo seems to be one of the earliest attestations for the ancient philosophical 
discussion about whether assimilation to God can only be achieved in the con-
templative life, or is also possible in the active life. In our treatment of Alcinous, 
we have seen that Alcinous was convinced that only the contemplative life ren-
dered assimilation possible, but on this matter his fellow Platonists Albinus and 
Apuleius, his contemporaries of the 2 nd cent. AD, clearly disagreed (see § 2.2.7 
above; cf. also the introduction to § 2.2 above). According to Albinus, the proc-
ess of assimilating to God involves both the active and the contemplative life, 
and Apuleius states that one should follow what is agreeable to gods and men 
not only through contemplative study, but also through practice.

Philo exhibits the same view as Albinus and Apuleius, thus showing that this 
specific discussion predated these authors from the 2 nd cent. AD. Philo tackles 
the question in an extensive passage on why one should observe the decalogue’s 
fourth commandment to keep the Sabbath day holy. He exhorts his readers as 
follows:

(97–98) We are told that the world was made in six days and that on the seventh 
God ceased from His works and began to contemplate what had been so well cre-
ated ( ), and therefore He exhorted those who would 
live as citizens under this world-order to follow God ( ) in this as in 
other matters. (…) (100) ‘Always follow God’, it says ( ), ‘find 
in that single six-day period in which, all-sufficient for His purpose, He created the 
world, a pattern of the time set apart to you for activity ( )’. Find, too, in the 
seventh day the pattern of your duty to study wisdom, that day in which we are told 
that He surveyed what He had wrought, and so learn to meditate yourself on the les-
sons of nature and all that in your own life makes for happiness’ (  
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). (101) Let us 
not then neglect this great archetype of the two best lives, the active-practical and 
the contemplative-theoretical, but with that pattern ever before our eyes engrave in 
our hearts the clear image and stamp of them both, so assimilating mortal nature, as 
far as may be, to the immortal by saying and doing what we ought – 

 (De decalogo 97–101)

In this extraordinary interpretation of the fourth commandment Philo argues that 
it is both in the active life, during the normal days of the week, and in the con-
templative life, on the Sabbath, that assimilation to God is achieved. Given the 
mere fact that there are six days assigned to the active life, and just one day for 
the contemplative life, Philo goes to great lengths to ensure that the active life is 
also lived in a ethical way and can be part of the process of assimilating to God. 
In Philo’s view, God himself experienced an active, practical life during the six 
days of creation, and a contemplative life on the seventh day of the Sabbath. In 
this way Philo seems to take issue with traditions such as that in Alcinous, in 
which assimilation to God is taken as an intellectual, non-moral enterprise. Ac-
cording to Philo, paralleling another tradition found in philosophers such as Al-
binus and Apuleius, we should ‘engrave in our hearts the clear image and stamp 
of them both’, i. e. of the active and the contemplative life. Only in this way shall 
we be ‘assimilating mortal nature, as far as may be, to the immortal by saying 
and doing what we ought’.137

(e) Assimilation to God only possible through the second God

At one specific point in his writings, Philo draws attention to his view that as-
similation to God is only possible through assimilation to the second God, the 
Logos. This view, that (direct) assimilation to the highest God is impossible, is 
also encountered in Alcinous. As we have seen (see § 2.2.7 above), according to 
this philosopher, reflecting on the goal of ethics,

the end would be likening oneself to God – by which we mean, obviously, the god 
in the heavens, not, of course, the God above the heavens, who does not possess vir-
tue, being superior to this – 

. (Alcinous, Handbook, § 28.3, 181.43–45)

137 Cf. De decalogo 108, where this tension between mortal nature and the immortal is said 
to be symbolized by parents who ‘by their nature stand on the border-line between the mortal 
and the immortal side of existence, the mortal because of their kinship with men and other ani-
mals through the perishableness of the body; the immortal 

, because the act of generation assimilates them to God, the 
generator of the All’.
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According to this perspective, the highest God is above virtue, so that assimila-
tion to God through virtue is only possible with respect of the second God, who 
is still a valid model for ethical emulation by man. A similar argument is devel-
oped by Philo in his comments on the ethical inference which is drawn from 
Gen 1.26–27 in Gen 9.6 LXX, ‘He that sheds man’s blood, instead of that blood 
shall his own be shed, for in the image of God I made man’ – 

. Philo is puzzled by the way in which God, the speaker, seems 
to distance himself from the God in whose image man is made:

Why does Scripture say, as if (speaking) of another God, ‘in the image of God He 
made man’, and not ‘in His own image’? Most excellently and veraciously this ora-
cle was given by God. For nothing mortal can be made in the likeness of the most 
high One and Father of the universe but (only) in that of the second God, who is His 
Logos. For it was right that the rational (part) of the human soul should be formed 
as an impression by the divine Logos, since the pre-Logos God is superior to every 
rational nature. But He who is above the Logos (and) exists in the best and in a spe-
cial form – what thing that comes into being can rightfully be assimilated to Him: 

? Moreover, Scripture wishes also to show that God most 
justly avenges the virtuous and decent men because they have a certain kinship with 
His Logos, of which the human mind is a likeness and image. (Quaestiones in Gen-
esim 2.62)

Like Alcinous, Philo is convinced that assimilation to God must mean assimi-
lation to the second God. Their reasons for believing this are slightly different, 
however. Whereas Alcinous says that the highest God is above virtue, Philo ap-
pears to operate with the sharp distinction between the immortal God and mor-
tal creatures: ‘nothing mortal can be made in the likeness of the most high One 
and Father of the universe but (only) in that of the second God’. This recalls the 
tensions which we noted at the beginning of § 2.3. On the one hand, Philo often 
stresses the fact that ‘nothing is similar to God’ (§ 2.3.1), whereas on the other 
hand he claims that ‘nothing earth-born is more like God than man’ (§ 2.3.2). In 
the passage under consideration from his Quaestiones in Genesim, Philo tries 
to solve this tension by developing the view that indeed ‘nothing mortal can be 
made in the likeness of the most high One and Father of the universe but (only) 
in that of the second God’. Assimilation, for that reason, must proceed via the 
second God.

(f) Assimilation to the cosmos and to God

Philo also shows himself acquainted with the Platonic notion of assimilation to 
God in those passages in which he talks about the involvement of the cosmos in 
this process. This involvement consists both in the assimilation of the visible cos-
mos to the world of ideas and to God himself, and in the assimilation of man to 
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the cosmos. We have already encountered these notions in Plato’s Timaeus (see 
§§ 2.1.1 and 2.2.1 above) and in the ensuing Platonic tradition in philosophers 
such as Eudorus (see § 2.2.5) and Plutarch (see § 2.2.6). As regards the assimila-
tion of the cosmos to God’s ideas, Philo gives the following analogy:

And like a good craftsman he [i. e. a trained architect] begins to build the city of 
stones and timber, keeping his eye upon his pattern (

) and assimilating the visible and 
tangible objects in each case to the incorporeal ideas (

). Just such must be our thoughts about God. (De 
opificio mundi 18–19)

This passage in Philo is dependent on the Timaeus, where Plato argues that the 
cosmos is an image ( ) which is modelled upon the paradigm (  
of the eternal and ‘has been construed after the pattern of that which is appre-
hensible by reason and thought’ (Timaeus 28 c–29 b); it is desired by God to ‘be, 
so far as possible, nearly resembling Him’ (29 e: 

).
Later in his De opificio mundi, Philo again focuses on the assimilation of the 

cosmos to God, but now as part of his argument – equally derived from the Ti-
maeus (31 a–b) – that the cosmos is one as God is one, addressed against De-
mocritus and the Epicureans who conceive of multiple worlds.138 According to 
Philo,

By his account of the creation of the world, of which we have spoken, Moses teaches 
us among many other things (…) that the world too is one as well as its Maker, 
who assimilated His work to Himself in its uniqueness (

< > ), 
who used up for the creation of the whole all the material that exists; for it would not 
have been a whole had it not been formed and consisted of parts that were wholes. 
For there are those who suppose that there are more worlds than one, while some 
think that they are infinite in number. Such men are themselves in very deed infi-
nitely lacking in knowledge of things which it is very good to know. (De opificio 
mundi 170–172)

At the end of his treatise on the creation, Philo summarizes this view, saying that 
the man who believes, among other things, that

God is and is from eternity, and that He that really IS is One, and that He has made 
the world and has made it one world, assimilating it to Himself in its uniqueness 
(

), and that He ever exercises forethought for His creation, will 
lead a life of bliss and blessedness, because he has a character moulded by dogmas of 
piety and holiness (  

). (De opificio mundi 172)

138 Cf. Runia 1986, 175.
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It is clearly part of a pious and holy world-view, according to Philo, to regard 
the cosmos as being assimilated by God to Himself, also in respect of his soli-
tariness.

As the cosmos is assimilated to God, man, too, needs to be assimilated to Him, 
via the cosmos. The most appropriate narrative figure from the Jewish scriptures 
in this respect is Abraham, inasmuch as he is said to have contemplated the stars 
(Gen 15.5), an episode to which Philo seems to allude in his De Abrahamo:

Abraham (…) was eager to follow God and to be obedient to His commands, under-
standing by commands not only those conveyed in speech and writing but also those 
made manifest by nature with clearer signs, and apprehended by the sense which is 
the most truthful of all and superior to hearing. (De Abrahamo 60)

It is by reading the commands ‘made manifest by nature’ that Abraham is ex-
horted to assimilate himself to the cosmos:

For anyone who contemplates the order in nature and the constitution enjoyed by the 
world-city whose excellence no words can describe needs no speaker to teach him to 
practise a law-abiding and peaceful life and to aim , 
at assimilating himself to its beauties. (De Abrahamo 61)

Yet at the same time Philo issues a warning that this cosmos should not be mis-
taken for a god, as did the Chaldeans, among whom Abraham was brought up; 
in that sense the Chaldeans were wrong in assimilating and comparing the cre-
ated cosmos to the Creator:

They [i. e. the Chaldeans] concluded that the world itself was God, thus profanely 
likening the created to the Creator (

. In this creed Abraham had 
been reared, and for a long time remained a Chaldean. (De Abrahamo 70)

Although one should assimilate oneself to the cosmos, at the same time one 
should be aware of the fact that the cosmos itself is not God. One should assimi-
late not only to the cosmos, but, through the cosmos, also to God Himself, as 
Philo explains in the following passage in his De opificio mundi.

The ideal figure who assimilates both to the cosmos and to God is Adam, the 
first man, in the circumstances in which he was still in a state of solitude and not 
yet distracted by erotic love, desire and bodily pleasure, and possessed an open, 
undisturbed mind for the whole reality of the world and for God. He was being 
assimilated to both:

For so long as he was by himself, as accorded with such solitude, he went on assimi-
lating to the cosmos and to God (

), and receiving in his soul the impressions made by the nature of 
each, not all of these, but as many as one of mortal composition can find room for 
(

). (De opificio mundi 151)
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The reference to assimilation to God, and the further stipulation that this assimi-
lation takes place only insofar as ‘one of mortal composition can find room for’ 
the impressions which God makes on the soul, is a clear resonance of the notion 
of assimilation to God as far as possible in the Theaetetus. Philo’s view that this 
assimilation also takes place with regard to the cosmos is, of course, reminiscent 
of the view of Plato’s Timaeus, a writing with which Philo is also profoundly 
familiar,139 to the effect that ‘the divine part within us’ should follow

the intellections and revolutions of the Universe (…), rectifying the revolutions 
within our head, which were distorted at our birth, by learning the harmonies and rev-
olutions of the Universe, and thereby making the part that thinks like (  
unto the object of its thought, in accordance with its original nature, and having 
achieved this likeness (  attain finally to that goal ( ) of life which 
is set before men by the gods as the most good both for the present and for the time 
to come. (Timaeus 90 c–d)

As we have seen, Eudorus (see § 2.2.5 above) and Plutarch (§ 2.2.6 above) al-
ready included this passage among the proof-texts for the Platonic doctrine of 
assimilation to God. Plutarch also referred to an earlier passage in the Timaeus, 
according to which the cosmos, in having been brought into order out of disor-
der, shares in God’s goodness and is wished by God to ‘be, so far as possible, 
nearly resembling Him’ (29 e). According to Plutarch, universal nature, disor-
dered before, became a ‘cosmos’ through resemblance to, and some form of par-
ticipation in, the form and virtue of God (  

; Plutarch, De sera numinis vindicta 550D–E). Philo 
now clearly conflates the passages from the Theaetetus and the Timaeus by talk-
ing of assimilation to the cosmos and to God. Indeed, the homoiōsis kosmōi is 
an intermediary stage of the homoiōsis theōi.

(g) Assimilation and the ideal ruler

As we have seen in § 2.2, assimilation to God is also an activity characteris-
tic of the ideal ruler. According to Plutarch, the true ruler, who is the image 
of God, models himself by his virtue in the likeness of God: 

 (Plutarch, Ad principem ineruditum 780E–
F; see §§ 2.1.2 and 2.2.6 above). In this passage, Plutarch combines the Neo-
Pythagorean designation of the ruler as image of God with the Platonic notion 
of assimilation to God. Although he does not employ the terminology of image 
of God, Philo also appears to apply the notion of assimilation to God in a similar 
discussion of the ideal ruler. Reflecting on the king’s ‘power both for good and 
for bad’, Philo states:

The better is to benefit instead of injuring as many as they possibly can. For this is 
to follow God ( ) since he too can do both but wills 

139 Runia 1986. On De opificio mundi 151, see esp. Runia 1986, 342.
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the good only. This was shown both in the creation and in the ordering of the world. 
He called the non-existent into existence and produced order from disorder, quali-
ties from things devoid of quality, similarities from dissimilars, identities from the 
totally different fellowship and harmony from the dissociated and discordant, equal-
ity from inequality and light from darkness. For He and His beneficent powers ever 
make it their business to transmute the faultiness of the bad wherever it exists and 
convert it to the better. These things good rulers must imitate if they have any aspira-
tion to be assimilated to God: 

. (De specialibus legi-
bus 4.187–188)

In his description of the ruler’s assimilation to God, Philo clearly employs the 
Pythagorean language of following God ( ). Further, like Plutarch 
in his reflections upon assimilation to God, Philo, too, refers to the assimilation 
of the cosmos to God at the creation, when God overcame the primordial chaos 
of the cosmos by ordering it and making it resemble him. As we have seen in 
§ 2.2.6 above, according to Plutarch,

God, as Plato says, offers himself to all as a pattern of every excellence, thus ren-
dering human virtue, which is in some sort an assimilation to Himself (

), accessible to all who are able ‘to follow God’ 
( … ). Indeed this 
was the origin of the change whereby universal nature, disordered before, became a 
‘cosmos’ through resemblance to, and some form of participation in, the form and 
virtue of God (  ; cf. 
Timaeus 29 e). (De sera numinis vindicta 550D)

In the same way as Plutarch, Philo links assimilation to God with the assimila-
tion of the cosmos to God in creation. According to Philo, it is this creational 
assimilation which ‘good rulers must imitate if they have any aspiration to be 
assimilated to God’: 

. In this application of 
the notion of assimilation to God in his discussion of the ideal ruler, too, Philo 
resembles Plutarch.

2.3.5 Specific applications of the doctrine of assimilation

Philo appears to have reflected extensively on the doctrine of man’s assimilation 
to God, as we have just seen in § 2.3.4. He agrees with other ancient philoso-
phers that assimilation to God is the goal of all ethics; that the virtues which 
assimilate man to God derive from the doctrines and principles of ethic, logic, 
and physics; that solitude is a prerequisite for the attainment of assimilation 
to God; that the discussion about assimilation relates to the assessment of the 
active and contemplative life; that assimilation is only possible to the second 
God; that assimilation to God proceeds via assimilation to the cosmos; and that 
assimilation to God should also be practised by good rulers. In these respects, 
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Philo is very similar to other philosophers who took the doctrine of assimila-
tion to God seriously.

I shall now, finally, discuss several applications of this doctrine in which Philo 
seems to be distinctive. Two of them are clearly related to Philo’s position as a 
Jew in the Graeco-Roman world. Depending on the setting, Philo takes varying 
stances as regards polytheism. On the one hand, he draws anti-idolatrous con-
clusions from the doctrine of assimilation to God by showing the absurd conse-
quences if this doctrine is appropriated in a context which permits the fabrication 
of physical images of the gods. On the other hand, in the historical circumstances 
of the conflict between the emperor Gaius and the Jews, Philo can criticize the 
claim of Gaius to be divine as a wrongful, unwarranted claim to have been as-
similated to particular gods whereas in fact Gaius is greatly inferior to them.

The first application occurs in Philo’s De decalogo, in a passage in which he 
utters severe criticism of those who fabricate idols. He does so by showing the 
undesirable consequences if they were to follow the maxim of assimilating to 
God and become like their gods:

Horrible as all this is, we have not reached the true horror. The worst is still to come. 
We have known some of the image-makers offer prayers and sacrifices to their own 
creations (…). Surely to persons so demented we might well say boldly,

‘Good sirs, the best of prayers and the goal of happiness is to assimilate to God 
(

). Pray you therefore that you may be assimilated to your im-
ages and thus enjoy supreme happiness (

) with eyes that see not, 
ears that hear not, nostrils which neither breathe nor smell, mouths that never taste 
nor speak, hands that neither give nor take nor do anything at all, feet that walk not, 
with no activity in any parts of your bodies but kept under watch and ward in your 
temple-prison day and night, ever drinking in the smoke of the victims. For this is 
the one good which you imagine your idols to enjoy’.

As a matter of fact, I expect that such an advice would be received with indig-
nation as savouring of imprecations rather than of prayers and would call forth 
abusive repudiations and retorts, and this would be the strongest proof of the wide 
extent of impiety shown by men who acknowledge gods of such a nature that they 
would abominate the idea of becoming similar to them (

. Let no one, then, who has a soul worship a soulless thing, 
for it is utterly preposterous that the works of nature should turn aside to do service 
to what human hands have wrought. (De decalogo 72–76)

In this passage Philo develops his argumentation from the assumption that ‘the 
best of prayers and the goal of happiness is to assimilate to God’. As in his De 
opificio mundi, Philo even defines assimilation to God as the goal of ethics (De 
opificio mundi 144; see § 2.3.4. [a] above). Taking his starting point in the gen-
eral acceptance of this goal, Philo draws the ironic consequence that the image-
makers, on this basis, should become assimilated to their idols. Philo trusts 
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that even they ‘would abominate the idea of becoming similar to them’. This 
is a clearly Jewish, anti-idolatrous application of the doctrine of assimilation to 
God.

The second application which reflects Philo’s position as a Jew is a passage in 
his Legatio ad Gaium. In the serious conflict between the Jews and Gaius, who 
wanted to have his statue placed in the Jerusalem temple, Philo, for the sake of 
argument, sides with the polytheistic religion of Graeco-Roman paganism, and 
argues that Gaius wrongly claims to be divine. According to Philo, Gaius

began first of all to liken himself / to assimilate himself to the so-called demigods 
( ), Dionysus 
and Heracles and the Dioscuri, treating Trophonius and Amphiaraus and Amphilo-
chus and their like and their oracles and celebrations as laughing-stocks compared 
with his own power. (Legatio ad Gaium 78)

Gaius’ assimilation to one of the gods in particular, Ares, the Greek god of war, 
seemed preposterous:

Surely the last thing one would expect is that such a body and soul as his, both of them 
feeble and nerveless, could ever be assimilated to the prowess of Ares in both (

< >
. Yet 

like an actor wearing in turn many kinds of masks he beguiled the spectators with 
the deceptive appearances he assumed. (Legatio ad Gaium 111)

Philo explicitly denies Gaius the right to assimilate himself to the gods because 
he is so greatly inferior to them:

Need we more than these proofs to teach us that Gaius has no right to assimilate 
himself to any of the gods or demigods either, for his nature, his substance, and his 
purpose in life, is different from theirs? – 

(Legatio ad Gaium 114)

The polemical way in which Philo applies the notion of assimilation to God, first 
against the making of idols, and secondly against the emperor Gaius, shows that 
he assumes that the notion is widespread and commonly accepted. 

Finally, there is one more distinctive application of the notion of assimilation 
in Philo’s writings: it serves as an argument in the discussion about whether the 
cosmos is eternal or destructible, in Philo’s De aeternitate mundi. One particular 
argument in favour of the eternity of the cosmos is the view that the products of 
a craftsman resemble the maker:

The works of us mortals will rightly be destructible, while those of Him the immortal 
may surely be expected to be indestructible. For it is reasonable to suppose that what 
the craftsmen have wrought should be assimilated to the nature of those who wrought 
them – . 
(De aeternitate mundi 44)
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Philo, then, is indeed one of the earliest attestations for the Platonic doctrine 
of assimilation to God after Eudorus, and is probably evidence of the influence 
which the latter exerted in introducing this doctrine as the explicit goal of eth-
ics. Philo attests to the growing influence of the doctrine which, as I will argue, 
can also be discerned in Paul.

2.4 Paul, the image of God and likeness to Christ

In §§ 2.1 and 2.2 I have already referred, whenever applicable, to the relevance 
of the pagan background of Paul’s use of the notions of image and likeness. Now 
I shall bring together the results of this analysis and render them into a coherent 
whole, expanding on particular issues when necessary. In this exercise, I shall 
also draw upon my analysis of Paul’s ‘morphic language’ in § 1.3, in which I 
commented on the common pagan vocabulary of ‘image’, ‘form’, and ‘transfor-
mation’. For this reason, the present section offers a synthesis of many things 
already explored before. First, I shall focus on the notion of image and exemplify 
what pagan background there might be to Paul’s understanding of this notion 
(§ 2.4.1). Then I shall comment on Paul’s notion of likeness and try to establish 
its pagan colouring (§ 2.4.2), before going to discuss the way in which the two 
notions, that of image and that of likeness, are intertwined (§ 2.4.3). As we shall 
see, the developments of pagan views on ‘image’ and ‘likeness’ tune in nicely 
and constitute an interpretative framework for much of what is going on in Paul’s 
anthropology. Finally, I shall give a preview of the remainder of this book, in 
which Philo’s and Paul’s anthropology will be further contextualized against the 
background of particular movements contemporary with them (§ 2.4.4).

2.4.1 The ‘image of God’ in Paul

Three features of Paul’s use of ‘image’ seem to be pagan in nature. Not only does 
Paul’s use of ‘image’ appear to reflect the broader semantic field of images as 
possessing forms ( ), but the notion of bearing the images of particular 
gods, and the implication that man is not only God’s image, but simultaneously 
the temple in which this image is housed, also bear pagan overtones.

First of all, the combination of the term ‘image’ with morphic language seems 
due to the common pagan parlance about images having forms. The two pas-
sages which show this combination at work are 2 Cor 3.18, which talks about 
a metamorphosis into, or with regard, to the image of God (

) and Rom 8.29, which speaks 
about Christians assuming the same form as the image of Christ (

). The combination 
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of ‘image’ with morphic terminology seems best explained as deriving from the 
widespread discourse in the Graeco-Roman world that images have forms (see 
§ 1.3.2 [c]).

Moreover, I also note in passing that, as regards the latter passage from Rom 
8.29, the present chapter has also shown a close parallel between the optimistic 
views of Paul and of Plato. Paul believes that for those caught up in the proc-
ess of assuming the same form as the image of Christ ‘all things work together 
for good’ (Rom 8.28). Plato, for his part, posits that for ‘the just man’, who will 
‘by the practice of virtue be assimilated unto God so far as that is possible for 
a man’ (Republic 613 a–b), ‘whether he fall into poverty or disease or any other 
supposed evil, (…) all these things will finally prove good, both in life and in 
death’ (613 a; see further § 2.2.1 above).

Secondly, as we have seen in § 1.3 above, Paul’s depiction, in 1 Cor 15.49, 
of Christians as bearing the images of the earthly and heavenly man (

) seems to derive from the pagan practice of carrying the images of 
the gods around in processions (see § 1.3.1 above). In this case, Paul’s reference 
to this practice is metaphorical; instead of referring to the carrying of material 
images he transfers this vocabulary to the metaphorical carrying of God’s image 
by man. As we have seen in § 2.1.4, there are also pagan analogies for a meta-
phorical use of this kind. According to the writer known as the Anonymus de Sci-
entia Politica, ‘the good king (…) carries around in himself God’s image (

)’. Like Paul, the author uses the terminology of the image of 
God in a metaphorical sense, derived from the general practice of pagan proces-
sions with images of the gods.

Thirdly, from the fact that man is God’s image, Paul seems to draw a particular 
conclusion which is also drawn in pagan philosophy. I have in mind the inference 
that, if man is God’s image, then he is also a temple, which houses this image of 
the god. In § 2.1.3 (b) above we encountered the view, expressed by Porphyry, 
that it is the wise man

by whom, in the organ by which he knows, the temple ( ) must, through wis-
dom, be adorned with a living statue ( , i. e. with the mind, be-
cause God has erected himself in him as his image (

), and thus has adorned him. (Ad Marcellam 11)

Porphyry clearly portrays the wise man as housing the statue of God in his mind, 
as in a shrine. Indeed, as I concluded in § 2.1.4, if the anthropological talk of man 
as God’s image is so heavily influenced by the common discourse of the cultic 
and religious statues of the gods, then it is understandable why, in his stipulation 
of the wise man as God’s animate, living statue ( , an author 
such as Porphyry also speaks of this man as a temple which must be adorned 
with a living statue, the mind.



2012.4 Paul, the image of God and likeness to Christ

Many further passages from ancient philosophers could be adduced here. 
Similar views circulate in Stoicism, to the effect that one should not build tem-
ples but hold the divine in one’s mind only: 

(SVF 1.146; Zeno apud Epiphanius, Panarion 3.508). 
Such views are also echoed in Nemesius of Emesa, according to whom man is 
a temple of God (Nemesius, De natura hominis 1.433 edn Einarson; 1.15.19 
edn Morani). Other Christians also reflect these traditions. In his Sententiae, the 
Christian compilator Sextus, whom we encountered in § 2.1, expresses views 
derived from a pagan, Neo-Pythagorean collection: not only that the wise man 
is a living image of God (Sententiae Sexti 190; see § 2.1.3 [a] above), but also 
that one should treat the body as a temple of God (35).

Philo already is testimony to these traditions that man’s true identity can 
be compared to the dwelling of an image of a god in a shrine. In a passage on 
Moses’ contemporaries, Philo describes the awe they felt with regard to the mind 
of Moses. They

considered earnestly what the mind which dwelt in his body like an image in its shrine 
( ) could be, whether 
it was human or divine or a mixture of both, so utterly unlike was it to the majority, 
soaring above them and exalted to a grander height. (Philo, De vita Mosis 1.27)

The Loeb translation here renders explicit what is actually only implicit in the 
passage, which simply speaks of the mind as being , car-
rying an image in one’s mind. In another passage, however, it is rendered explicit 
that , the mind which carries an image (see apart 
from De vita Mosis 1.27 also De mutatione nominum 21), is, for that reason, in-
deed a holy temple:

A sacred dwelling-place or shrine was being fashioned for the reasonable soul, 
which man was to carry as a holy image, of all images the most God-like: 

(De opificio mundi 137)

According to Philo, when Moses says that man was created ‘after the image of 
God’ (Gen 1.26), the word ‘image’ ( ) should clearly be understood as an 

, a statue of a god:

It is in respect of the mind, the sovereign element of the soul, that the word ‘image’ 
is used (…). It [i. e. the mind] is in a fashion a god to him who carries and en-
shrines it as an object of reverence (

); for the human mind evidently occupies a position 
in men precisely answering to that which the great Ruler occupies in all the world. 
(Philo, De opificio mundi 69)

The underlying logic of these passages is that because man carries in his soul an 
image of God, he is, as a matter of fact, turned into a temple or shrine of God. 
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Man’s true identity lies in the fact that he is a priest in the soul, which – because 
in this soul he carries the image of God – is a temple:

There are, as is evident, two temples of God ( ): one 
of them this universe, in which there is also as High Priest, His First-born, the divine 
Logos, and the other the rational soul, whose Priest is the real man (

); the outward and visible image 
( ) of whom is he who offers the prayers and sacrifices handed down 
from our fathers. (Philo, De somniis 1.215)

In these passages, it becomes particularly clear that Philo, in line with particular 
pagan philosophers, regards man as the image of God, and for this reason is able 
to depict him as a temple which houses this image, a temple in which man (or 
rather the ‘real man’, Philo’s version of the Platonic and Pauline ‘inner man’, as 
we shall see in § 7.2.2 [e]) officiates.

This pagan philosophical inference that man, by housing God’s image, is him-
self a temple is also drawn by Paul, I suggest. The logic which we detected in the 
ancient philosophical passages above, and saw echoed in Philo, is very similar 
to that underlying Paul’s language in 1 and 2 Cor. Paul also alternates between 
imagery of man as God’s image (1 Cor 11.7, 15.49; 2 Cor 3.18, 4.4) and as God’s 
temple (1 Cor 3.16–17, 6.19; 2 Cor 6.16). I shall now briefly discuss the latter 
three passages in which man is regarded God’s temple.

In the first passage, Paul asks the Corinthians:

Do you not know that you are God’s temple ( ) and that God’s Spirit 
dwells in you ( )? If anyone destroys God’s tem-
ple, God will destroy that person. For God’s temple is holy, and you are that temple. 
(1 Cor 3.16–17 )

In this passage, the Corinthians are called God’s , God’s temple, or, also 
possible as a more precise translation, God’s shrine, the innermost part of a tem-
ple which contains the image of the god (see LSJ 1160 s. v.  II). In this pas-
sage, the temple is inhabited by the Spirit of God: 

. It is unclear whether this metaphorical depiction of Christians as the temple 
or shrine of God refers collectively to the Christian community, or to Christians 
individually. The latter meaning seems to be central in the second passage, where 
Paul depicts the individual body as the site of God’s temple:

Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you (
), which you have from God, 

and that you are not your own? For you were bought with a price; therefore glorify 
God in your body ( ). (1 Cor 6.19–20)

Unlike the previous, ambiguous passage, this one contains a clearly anthropo-
logical statement. The body functions as God’s temple, and it is a temple because 
the holy Spirit dwells within it. Unclear, however, is where exactly this Spirit 
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dwells. If the body in Paul’s understanding is the entity which also comprises 
soul and spirit (1 Thess 5.23), as we shall see in chap. 5 below, it seems likely 
that the holy Spirit touches upon the human spirit (1 Cor 2.10–16) and that it is 
involved in man’s metamorphosis into, or in accordance, with the image of God 
(2 Cor 3.18).

A connection between man being God’s temple and his being God’s image is 
made in the third passage under consideration. The connection is not made by 
way of straightforward identification of the two, however, but through a con-
trast between the individual believer as the temple of God, on the one hand, and 

, idols, on the other:

Do not be mismatched with unbelievers. For what partnership is there between right-
eousness and lawlessness? Or what fellowship is there between light and darkness? 
What agreement does Christ have with Beliar? Or what does a believer share with an 
unbeliever? What agreement has the temple of God with idols? (

) For we are the temple of the living God (
). (2 Cor 6.14–16)

This contrast does not come as a surprise in 2 Cor, as in the immediately preced-
ing passage, 2 Cor 3–4, Paul has talked about the transformation of the believers 
into, or in accordance with, the image of Christ (2 Cor 3.18, 4.4), resulting in the 
gradual growth of the ‘inner man’ (2 Cor 4.16). I shall comment on these notions 
in chap. 6 below, but for now it is sufficient to note that the reference in 2 Cor 
6.14–16 to , idols, belongs to the same discourse as that of the image of 
God, idols being the pagan images of their gods.140

The same antithesis can be observed in Paul’s letter to the Romans. Whereas 
pagans have ‘exchanged the glory of the immortal God for the likeness of an 
image ( ) of a 
mortal human being or birds or four-footed animals or reptiles’ (Rom 1.23), it is 
through being predestined to become of the same form as the image of Christ, 
God’s Son (Rom 8.29: ), 
that man is able to overcome the downfall of humanity. Here, the images of the 
idols and the image of God are put on a par. The terminology of idols, the images 
of the pagan gods, belongs to the same vocabulary as the term ‘image of God’.

When the Corinthian Christians are depicted as the temple of God and con-
trasted with idols (2 Cor 6.14–16), it seems very likely then, that these Christians 
are styled thus because they themselves are the image of God, as Paul has just 
emphasized (2 Cor 3.18–4.4). In this way Paul shows the same logic as the an-
cient philosophical and Philonic texts discussed above: by housing God’s image 
in himself, man himself is rendered into a temple of God, a shrine, which, in its 
innermost part, contains the image of God.

140 For a comparison of the terminology of images and idols, see Bremmer 2008 b. 
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This logic, finally, also underlies the passage in Rom 12.1–2, which we shall 
study in more detail in § 7.3 below, but will refer to in passing here. If man’s 
body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, as Paul says in 1 Cor 6.19–20, it makes sense 
that he urges the readers of Rom 12.1–2 to present their bodies as a sacrifice to 
God, and to experience a metamorphosis within their minds, which are encom-
passed by their bodies:

I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a 
living sacrifice ( ), holy and acceptable 
to God, which is your logical worship ( ). Do not be conformed 
to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of the mind (

), so that you may discern what is the will of God – what is 
good and acceptable and perfect. (Rom 12.1–2)

If the body is indeed the temple of God (1 Cor 6.19–20), then presenting their 
bodies as a living sacrifice is indeed most appropriate for Christians. From the en-
tire passage of Rom 12.1–2, it is clear that Paul is not thinking merely of the body 
as body, but also of the body as the site of the soul and spirit or mind. It is by pre-
senting their bodies in this broader sense, that they will experience metamorpho-
sis within their mind. This worship is indeed a logical form of worship, because 
it takes place within the mind. It is the mind, as pagan-philosophical analogies 
show, that is the living image which renders man into a shrine or temple of God. 
If the spiritual transformation affects the inner man (2 Cor 3.18–4.4, 4.16) and the 
mind (Rom 12.2), and that is the place where the image of God takes shape (2 Cor 
3.18), then clearly the body, which encompasses that mind, is God’s temple.

From these three issue – (1) the combination of the term ‘image’ with morphic 
language which derives from the common pagan discourse of images having 
forms, (2) the metaphorical depiction of Christians as bearing the image of God 
in the same way as the images of the gods are carried in pagan processions, and 
(3) the logic, also attested in ancient philosophy, that man, because he houses 
God’s image, functions as its shrine or temple – it seems to follow that Paul’s 
way of talking about God’s image is partly rooted in the semantic-conceptual 
field in which pagans, too, discuss the images of their gods.

There might be a fourth issue which demonstrates Paul’s command of pagan 
concepts and which even extends to the notion of God’s image as such. A fasci-
nating and skilful paper by B. Burrowes on the origin of Paul’s image and Adam 
Christologies, presented at the 2008 Annual Meeting of the Society of Bibli-
cal Literature in San Diego, made a convincing case for a pagan origin of these 
Christologies. Burrowes argues against the position of Dunn and N. T. Wright 
that the natural connection between Christ and Adam as the divine image derives 
from Jewish sources, and against the position of S. Kim141 and C. C. Newman,142 

141 Kim 2002, chap. 5.
142 Newman 1992.
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that such a connection was made because of Paul’s vision of Christ. Instead, ac-
cording to Burrowes,

Paul’s conception of Christ as the image of God derives from the Hellenistic ruler ide-
ology (…). In his vision of Christ, Paul experienced Jesus as the risen and enthroned 
kurios, since his most basic confession of faith is ‘Jesus is Lord’ (Rom 10.9, 1 Cor 12.3). 
The exaltation of Jesus to universal lordship would naturally have brought comparison 
to secular rulers, specifically to the Roman emperors and the Seleucid kings of Antioch. 
In Hellenistic political philosophy, the ideal king was an image of the divine in the ex-
ercise of his power and in his moral character. As the only true Lord in contrast to the 
mere Roman and Seleucid pretenders, it is Jesus who is the true and faithful image of 
the divine. Only after Paul’s identification of the risen kurios as the divine image, was 
he led to identify Christ in terms of Genesis 1.27 and subsequently conceive of Christ 
as the eschatological Adam.143

As is evident from § 2.1 above, and especially § 2.1.2 on the ‘image of God’ in 
Hellenistic kingship ideology, Burrowes’s and my own approach are very simi-
lar. Indeed, since our research was undertaken independently from one another, 
our results confirm each other’s findings. Both in Burrowes’s paper and a paper 
by myself at the same meeting, in which I presented preliminary findings of my 
own study, the passage from Plutarch’s Ad principem ineruditum occupies a cen-
tral place in the argumentation. In the relevant passage, Plutarch states:

The ruler is the image of God who orders all things (
). Such a ruler needs no Phidias nor Polyclitus nor Myron to model 

him, but by his virtue he forms himself in the likeness of God (
) and thus creates a statue most delightful of all 

to behold and most worthy of divinity. (Plutarch, Ad principem ineruditum 780E–F; 
cf. Stobaeus, Anthologium 4.5.99)

It is against this background that both Burrowes and I interpret Paul’s interpreta-
tion of the notion of the image of God. Yet, Burrowes goes one step further and 
suggests that Paul’s interest in the very notion of the image of God itself was only 
awakened when he identified Christ as the Lord and accepted the implication 
of Hellenistic kingship ideology that the is the image of God. From this 
perspective, it was only in the second instance that Paul became interested in the 
notion of image of God in Gen 1.26–27. I recognize the potency of Burrowes’s 
argumentation, yet I believe that Paul’s interest in Adam, and in the qualification 
of this Adam as the image of God, is not secondary, but is rather to be explained 
from the fact that this figure, more than Abraham, and differently from Moses, 
is the ideal focal point of Paul’s universalism. It is no coincidence that Abraham 
and Moses take an important place in Paul’s discussion with the ethnocentric 
Judaizing movement in Galatia, whereas in his correspondence with predomi-
nantly pagan communities in Corinth and Rome Adam becomes the focal point 

143 Burrowes 2007.
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of attention. Moreover, this is backed up by the fact that before he talks about 
Christ as the image of God in 1 Cor 15.49 and 2 Cor 3.18, 4.4, Paul already de-
picts man as such as the image of God in 1 Cor 11.7. Paul is not only interested 
in the image of God for Christological reasons, but for anthropological reasons 
as well. Nevertheless, and in this I fully agree with Burrowes, Paul’s interpreta-
tion of this notion also has a pagan side to it.

2.4.2 Homoiōma between Christians and Christ

Paul’s view on the likeness between man and Christ also reflects his indebted-
ness to Greek philosophy. While in pagan philosophy the notions of image of 
God and becoming like God are intertwined, as the passage from Plutarch just 
quoted demonstrates, the same applies to Paul’s anthropology. The process of 
becoming like God here takes the form of becoming like Christ. As we have seen 
in § 1.1, ancient Judaism offers no real analogy for the modelling of believers 
on the paradigm of Adam, in this way becoming similar to him. It is rather the 
ancient philosophical ideas about the image of God and assimilation to him, as 
outlined in §§ 2.1 and 2.2 above, that prove relevant here. I shall come back to 
the passage from Plutarch’s Ad principem ineruditum (780E–F) in § 2.4.3, but 
will first draw attention to what seems to be an important analogy for Paul’s dis-
course about the likeness between Christians and Christ.

There seem to be three different aspects to the notion of homoiōma between 
Christians and Christ. First, the chronological point at which the identification 
between man and Christ is made is located in man’s baptism. That is the point 
at which man starts the process of assimilation to Christ. Secondly, the begin-
ning of this process is the reversal of the decline of religion which took place 
when the glory of God vanished because he was forced into the likeness of idol 
images. Thirdly, the assimilation of man to Christ was rendered possible when 
Christ first took on the likeness of man, thus enabling man to assimilate to him.

(a) The homoiōma of Christians with Christ through baptism:  
Acquiring the ethos of a god

According to Paul’s classic passage on baptism, through this rite man is buried 
with Christ and subsequently experiences a resurrection, in the present, into a 
new ethical life; in this way believers become fused with the likeness of Christ’s 
death, as they will be with the likeness of his resurrection:

All of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death 
( ). 
Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death (

), so that, just as Christ was raised from 
the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life (

). For if we have become grown together with the 
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likeness of Christ’s death (
), we will certainly be grown together with the likeness of his resurrection 

( . We know that our old man was crucified 
with him ( ) so 
that the body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin 
( ). 
(Rom 6.3–6)

The pivotal expression in this, is the line 
in Rom 6.5: ‘we 

have become grown together with the likeness of Christ’s death, and we will cer-
tainly be grown together with the likeness of his resurrection’. The first clause, 

 (‘we have become 
grown together with the likeness of Christ’s death’), is difficult to interpret, but 
has a close analogy in Philipp 3.10–11 where Paul expresses his wish to

want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his 
sufferings (

) by becoming of the same form with his death 
( ), if somehow I may attain the resurrection 
from the dead ( ).

The expression (‘grown to-
gether with the likeness of his death’) from Rom 6.5 is similar to the phrase 

 (‘becoming of the same form with his 
death’) from Philipp 3.10. In short, the difficult, periphrastic phrase 

 (‘grown together with the likeness’) means nothing else than 
 (‘becoming of the same form as’) and is thus part of the 

semantic-conceptual field of Paul’s morphic language which we studied in § 1.3 
above. Strictly speaking  is a physiological and biological term, but is 
also metaphorically applied in the sense of ‘congenital’ and ‘innate’.144 Given the 
demonstrable synonymy of  with , 
the term  underlines the high degree of likeness which Paul 
envisages between the Christians and Christ; they assimilate to Christ in a very 
innate way and, through this process, acquire the forms of his death.

According to Rom 6.5 the result of this process of becoming similar to Christ’s 
death is the prospect of also becoming similar to his resurrection: ‘if we have 
become grown together with the likeness of Christ’s death (

), we will certainly be grown 
together with the likeness of his resurrection (

’. The same view is expressed in chap. 3 of Philippians. If man be-

144 The term is particularly useful for referring to innate processes. Plato, for instance, uses 
it in the following ways: the corporeal has become grown together with the soul (Phaedo 81 c), 
sensation has become innate in the soul (Timaeus 42 a–c); cf. also Republic X 609 for the con-
cept of congenital, engrafted evil.
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comes of the same form as Christ’s death (3.10: 
), man is assured that Christ ‘will change the body of our humiliation so 

that it may be of the same form as the body of Christ’s glory (
), 

by the power that also enables him to make all things subject to himself’ (Philipp 
3.21). The expression  (‘grown together with the like-
ness’) is thus clearly part of Paul’s morphic language which comprises the ter-
minology of image, of form and, as is now apparent, also of likeness. Christians, 
according to Paul’s passage on baptism in Rom 6, become assimilated to Christ 
or, to be more precise, to his fate in death and resurrection. As we shall see, this 
notion of assimilating to the ethos of a god, to his distinctive customs and habits, 
is part and parcel of the Platonic notion of assimilation to God / the gods.

But before we address this notion, I shall comment briefly on another short 
phrase in Paul’s baptismal passage in Romans 6 which has to do with the iden-
tification of Christians with Christ, and point to its occurrence elsewhere in the 
Pauline corpus. Not only is man said to have become grown together with the 
likeness of Christ’s death (Rom 6.5: 

), but, as Paul also writes, ‘our old man was crucified with him’: 
 (Rom 6.6). This identification with 

Christ, through which the characteristics of his death are imitated, had already 
been discussed twice in Paul’s letter to the Galatians. As he had written in Gal 
2.19–20,

I have been crucified with Christ ( . And it is no longer I 
who live, but it is Christ who lives in me ( ). 
And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me 
and gave himself for me.

In imitating Christ, Paul even, metaphorically, adopts Christ’s way of dying and 
living. This identification is brought up again at the end of Galatians, when Paul 
expresses his conviction that through Christ’s death, with which Paul has iden-
tified himself, it is Paul himself to whom the entire cosmos has been crucified 
and he to the cosmos:

May I never boast of anything except the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through 
whom the cosmos has been crucified to me, and I to the cosmos (

). For neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is any-
thing; but a new creation ( ) is everything! (Gal 6.14–15)

Whatever the exact meaning of this passage in the context of the entire letter,145 
it is clear that Paul emulates Christ’s death and, through this, also participates in 
his new life, the life of the new creation.

145 For the cosmological side involved, see Van Kooten 2003, § 2.1, 59–79, esp. 78; cf. 
129.
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Both passages from Galatians, like the baptismal passage from Romans, show 
the believer’s close identification with Christ, emphasizing the extent to which, 
and the respects in which, Christians become similar to Christ. They assimilate 
to his ethos so much, that they can be depicted as experiencing the same death 
as Christ: they have been crucified with Christ. The notion of following the ethos 
of a god seems to be part of the Platonic notion of assimilation to the gods, par-
ticularly as spelled out in Plato’s Phaedrus.

As we saw in our discussion of Plato’s notion of assimilation in § 2.2.1 above, 
in the Phaedrus Plato describes a procession of the gods from visible reality 
to the outer rim of the cosmos, where they contemplate true reality (246 a ff.). 
The souls in this procession are portrayed in their aspiration to become more 
and more like the particular gods whom they revere (Phaedrus 252 c–253 c). 
This they do by adopting the gods’ particular customs, habits and ways of liv-
ing. They ‘keep their eyes fixed upon the gods, and as they reach and grasp him 
by memory they, by being inspired by the god, are inspired and receive from 
him character and habits (

’ (253 a). The souls which follow in this procession can be 
divided into teachers and pupils, the former leading the latter: ‘by imitating the 
god themselves ( ) and by persuasion and education (

 ) they [i. e. the teachers] lead the beloved 
[i. e. the soul of their pupil] to the habit of life and the nature of the god (

)’ (Phaedrus 253 b).
As I have already indicated, the efforts of the teachers to lead their pupils to 

the conduct and the nature of the god very much resemble Paul’s dealings with 
his readers, when he labours , until Christ 
receives shape and form in the believers (Gal 4.19). Moreover, on the basis of our 
discussion of Romans 6 in the present chapter, we can now see that the state of 
Christians who ‘have become grown together with the likeness of Christ’s death’ 
(Rom 6.5), have been crucified with him (Rom 6.6), and will certainly be grown 
together with the likeness of his resurrection in the future (Rom 6.5), is very 
similar to that of the participants in Plato’s procession, who have received from 
their gods ‘customs / habits and ways of living ( ; 
253 a) or, phrased differently, ‘the habit of life and the nature’ [of the god] (

; 253 b).146 In Plato’s Phaedrus, assimilation to God, or 
rather to the gods, appears to consist in the reception of particular customs, habits 
and ways of living; thus they become , inspired by the particular 
god whom they follow.

This is indeed comparable to the believer taking on Christ’s defining character 
traits and ways of living in the Pauline corpus; like the participants in the proces-

146 Cf. Vollenweider 1998, 139: ‘Die Partizipationsvorstellungen entstammen letztlich der 
platonischen Philosophie’, with reference to Sellin 1996.
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sion of the Phaedrus, the Christians become , in the sense that – as 
Paul phrases it – ‘it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me (

; Gal 2.19–20)’. The particulars of Christ’s 
ethos and way of living clearly include his death and resurrection. These features 
are taken over by the believers. They become ‘grown together with the likeness 
of his death’ ( … ).

This assimilation to Christ, the imitation of his ethos, is not only a theme in 
Romans and Galatians, but also explicitly in Philippians 2.5–11, where the read-
ers are exhorted to follow the ethos of Christ by having in them the same under-
standing which was in Christ: 
(Philipp 2.5). I shall return to the contents of this hymnic passage below in sec-
tion (c), but will point out in passing that following the ethos of Christ implies 
a morphic assimilation to Christ: Christ takes on the form of man, according to 
the hymn in 2.6–7, and man, in his turn, must, even in the present, be of the same 
form as Christ’s death (Philipp 3.10: ). 
In the future, at the end, he will become entirely of the same form as Christ’s 
body of glory (Philipp 3.21: 

). This notion of the imitation of Christ 
should be understood, I suggest, along the model of the Platonic notion of as-
similation to a particular god. Through this assimilation, the ethos of the god 
becomes engrained in the follower of this particular god.

Naturally there are differences, but they do not concern the concept of assimi-
lation as such, but rather the nature of the gods to whom believers assimilate, and 
the accessibility of the practice of assimilating to God. As regards the first dif-
ference, the Platonic interpretation of the gods in the procession of the Phaedrus 
will have a hard time in establishing their sound ethical nature if these gods are 
the common mythological gods. As we have already seen in § 2.2.1, in his simile 
of the procession of the gods in the Phaedrus, Plato runs the risk of endorsing 
a polytheism of values. There may be much truth in Sedley’s remark: ‘It might 
seem hard to imagine that Plato would ultimately endorse so radical a form of 
polytheism (…). But the myth has made it clear that all these different gods are 
alike guided by a complete grasp of the moral Forms’.147 Yet the ethical nature of 
the mythological gods was a contested issue, also among philosophers.

It is in that light that the Philippian hymn offers a very interesting characteri-
zation of Christ’s ethos by emphasizing his highly moral nature: ‘Let the same 
mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, 
did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited (

), but emptied himself’ 
(Philipp 2.5–7). The refusal of him who ‘was in the form of God’ to regard his 
being equal to God as a , a ‘booty’, ‘robbery’ or ‘rape’, clearly distin-

147 Sedley 1999, 315.
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guishes him from the behaviour of the mythological gods of the Greeks. Rob-
bery and rape ( or ), booty and prey (  and snatching 
away and carrying off ( ) are typically associated with the mythologi-
cal gods. According to Apollodorus’ Library, for instance, the famous Sisyphus, 
founder of Corinth, was condemned to his endless labour in Hades because he 
revealed that Zeus had ‘snatched away’ Aegina:

Sisyphus is punished in Hades by rolling a stone with his hands and head in the ef-
fort to heave it over the top; but push it as he will, it rebounds backwards. This pun-
ishment he endures for the sake of Aegina, daughter of Asopus; for when Zeus had 
secretly snatched her away ( , Sisyphus is said 
to have betrayed the secret to Asopus, who was looking for her. (Apollodorus, The 
Library 1.9.3 = 1.85 edn Wagner)

In contrast to mythological gods such as Zeus, Christ, according to Paul’s polem-
ical stance, behaves in a fully moral way. He did not even snatch away and seize 
the position which was naturally his, that of being in the form of God; instead of 
holding on to it, he vacated the place he occupied, leaving it empty.148

The second difference has to do with the accessibility of the practice of as-
similation to God. As we saw in our discussion of the notion of assimilation in 
§ 2.2, there was debate between philosophers as to whether assimilation to God 
could be achieved only in the theoretical contemplative life, or also in the active, 
practical life. As we saw in § 2.2.7, philosophers such as Albinus and Apuleius 
clearly hold the later belief, but in this they diverge from Alcinous who restricts 
assimilation to God to the contemplative life. Against this background, Paul ap-
pears to grant maximal access to assimilation to God, as every person who ex-
periences the rite of baptism is caught up in the process of becoming like Christ, 
regardless of his or her intellectual capacities. In this, Paul is very similar to 
Philo, who also emphasizes that assimilation is possible in the active, practical 
life (see § 2.3.4 [d] above).

Despite this difference between Alcinous on the one hand, and Philo and Paul 
on the other, in another respect they agree in a remarkable way. As we saw in 
§ 2.3 above, Philo agrees with Alcinous that assimilation is only possible to the 
second God (see § 2.3.4 [e]). The same applies to Paul. Assimilation to God, as 
we have seen in the present chapter, is the process of becoming 

, grown together with the likeness of Christ’s 
death. Further below we shall examine the specific reasons why Philo and Paul, 
too, believe that assimilation to God is assimilation to the second God.

As we have just seen, Romans 6 is a pivotal passage for Paul’s understand-
ing of assimilation to Christ. It gains further relief against the background of 
other passages within the Pauline corpus on homoiōma. As we shall see, man’s 

148 Cf. Vollenweider 1999, who also understands Philipp 2.6 as a polemical text. According 
to him, the text is addressed against self-elevating rulers.
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becoming like Christ seems to be a reversal of the reduction of God’s glory to 
the likeness of an image, and seems only to be possible because Christ took on 
the likeness of man.

(b) The decline and restoration of true religion

The likeness between man and Christ is in fact a reversal of the process described 
in Romans 1.22–23. In this passage Paul explains the degeneration of primordial 
religion when man became foolish:

Claiming to be wise, they became fools; and they exchanged the glory of the immor-
tal God for the likeness of an image of a mortal human being or birds or four-footed 
animals or reptiles: 

. (Rom 
1.22–23)

Noteworthy here is the combination of ‘likeness’ and ‘image’,149 and the general 
view that religion deteriorated when it ceased to be monotheistic and aniconic. In 
§ 7.1 we shall see that through this historiography Paul seems to link up with his 
Roman audience, but here I would like to emphasize that Paul depicts the decline 
of pure religion in terms of an alteration of the glory of the immortal God into 
the likeness of an image of mortal, perishable man. The reversal of this decline, 
both of religion as such and of man’s fate in particular, seems to come about, ac-
cording to the general line of argument of Paul’s letter to the Romans, when man 
takes on the same form as the image of Christ (Rom 8.29). This, in turn, results 
from the fact that, in baptism, man has become grown together with the likeness 
of Christ’s ethos in death and resurrection (Rom 6.5).

(c) The homoiōma between Christ and man

Whereas the crucial event for man is the process in which he grows together with 
the likeness of Christ’s ethos, it seems in Paul’s view that Christ makes such an 
assimilation fully possible by himself first taking on a likeness with man. Just as 
the souls in the procession of Plato’s Phaedrus follow the particular gods whom 
they revere and ‘keep their eyes fixed upon the gods’ at the head of the procession 
(Phaedrus 253 a), as if they were all part of one and the same visible, physical 
movement, in the same way Christ appears among the believers, in the likeness 
of a visible human being, in order to render assimilation to him possible. Christ’s 
homoiōma with man is emphasized over and over again.

149 Perhaps this is an allusion to the double expression ‘after the image and in the likeness’ in 
Gen 1.26–27. In Patristic sources, however, it seems that the second part of this expression, ‘in 
the likeness’, attracts attention; see also § 2.2.14 above. Perhaps a faint echo of the terminology 
of likeness in Gen 1.26–27 is also found in Romans 5.14, though it is applied in a wholly differ-
ent context, that of ‘those who did not sin in the likeness of the transgression of Adam (

), who is a type of the one who was to come’.
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In the Philippian hymn already referred to above in section (a), the pre-existent 
Christ, the one who was in the form of God, is said to have taken on the like-
ness of man:  (Philipp 2.7). This is also 
expressed in terms of , the synonym of : instead of remaining in 
the form of God ( ), the pre-existent Christ has taken 
on the form of a slave ( ; Philipp 2.7). Probably Paul is 
here drawing on the pagan conception of anthropomorphic gods, which – in a 
different context – also occurs in the Book of Acts. According to the crowds at 
Lystra, who have just witnessed Paul healing someone who has been crippled 
from birth, both Paul and Barnabas are gods in anthropomorphic disguise, and 
they shout: ‘The gods have become similar to men and have come down to us!’ 
– (Acts 14.11). It is 
this language of becoming similar to man (Philipp 2.7: 

) and acquiring anthropomorphic form (Philipp 2.6–7) which Paul ap-
plies to Christ. The purpose of this is to render man and Christ ‘adaptable’; Christ 
becomes accommodative for man and, for this reason, man becomes alterable 
and changeable towards him. Christ, in modern-day language, is a role-model 
for man and, to that end, needs first to model himself on man. Just as man is said 
to become grown together with the likeness of Christ (Rom 6.5) and to become 
of the same form as Christ (Philipp 3.10, Rom 8.29), prior to that, Christ has be-
come in the likeness of man and taken on the form of man.

This parallelism becomes also very clear in Romans 8.3. Just as the believ-
ers, according to Romans 6.5–6, have become grown together with the likeness 
of Christ’s death with the purpose that ‘our old self was crucified with him so 
that the body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to 
sin’ (

), in the same way Christ is said to have been sent by God 
, in the likeness of sinful flesh (Rom 8.3). Christ taking on the 

likeness of man seems to be fundamental for the possibility for man to become 
like Christ. This mutual similarity is necessary – to put it in the imagery of Pla-
to’s Phaedrus – for man and Christ to be able to move in the choreography of 
the same procession. The choreography opens when, in baptism, man becomes 
grown together with the homoiōma of Christ’s death (Rom 6.5). The background 
for this seems to be the Platonic homoiōsis theōi, which in Paul takes the form 
of homoiōsis Christōi. As Christ is the image of God, and man, by becoming of 
the same form as Christ participates in this image, the homoiōsis Christōi is the 
intermediary stage in the process of assimilation to God.

Apart from the notion of assimilation to Christ and, in that way, to God, Paul 
also knows of the equivalent concept of imitating and following Christ. In Pla-
to’s Phaedrus, too, the notion of imitation is present, inasmuch as the teachers 
in the procession, ‘by imitating the god themselves ( ) and by 
persuasion and education (…) lead the beloved [i. e. the soul of the pupil] to the 



214 Chapter 2: The ‘Image of God’ and ‘Being Made Like God’

habit of life and the nature of the god’ (253 b). The teachers are clearly said to be 
, themselves imitating the gods. In their capacities as teachers 

they start off a ‘mimetic’ chain: imitating the gods themselves, they persuade 
their pupils to follow them.

The same mimetic chain can be detected in Paul’s writings. Paul exhorts his 
readers to become his imitators:  – 
‘I appeal to you, then, be imitators of me’ (1 Cor 4.16). This imitation appears to 
be centred not on Paul himself, but on Christ, inasmuch as Paul, in his turn, is an 
imitator of Christ: – ‘Be imitators 
of me, as I am of Christ’ (1 Cor 11.1). For that reason he can state that the Thes-
salonians, for instance, have become imitators of him and of the Lord: 

– ‘And you became imitators of us 
and of the Lord’ (1 Thess 1.6). This mimetic chain also includes other churches. 
The Thessalonians are said to have become imitators of the churches of God in 
Judea: 

– ‘For you, brothers, became imitators 
of the churches of God in Christ Jesus that are in Judea’ (1 Thess 2.14). In this 
sense, the Pauline movement is conceived of as a mimetic movement, based on 
the imitation of Christ. As we saw above in §§ 2.1.3 (b) and 2.2.8, the notion of 
imitating seems to have become the Stoic equivalent of the Platonic notion of 
assimilation to God. Paul appears to be acquainted with both.

2.4.3 ‘Image’ and ‘homoiōsis’: intertwined notions

If I am not mistaken, Paul’s notions of the image of God and assimilation to 
Christ have distinctive features which are characteristic of the pagan Greek con-
cepts of image and assimilation. Moreover, the notions of image and assimilation 
seem to be intertwined, not only in Paul, but also in pagan Greek philosophy, 
with both notions revealing the same underlying logic. I shall focus on this in the 
present section, taking as my starting point a passage in Plutarch, in order to em-
phasize that the notions of image and assimilation are intertwined. Subsequently, 
I shall comment briefly on the logic which underlies both Plutarch’s and Paul’s 
application of these twin notions.

(a) The twin notions of image and assimilation

The passage from Plutarch which best demonstrates the interrelatedness of the 
notions of image and assimilation is the one from Ad principem ineruditum dis-
cussed in §§ 2.1.2 and 2.2.6 above. In line with Pythagorean theories about the 
ideal ruler, Plutarch depicts him as the image of God; the ruler forms himself in 
the likeness of God through virtuous behaviour:

The ruler is the image of God who orders all things (
). Such a ruler needs no Phidias nor Polyclitus nor Myron to model 
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him, but by his virtue he forms himself in the likeness of God (
) and thus creates a statue most delightful of 

all to behold and most worthy of divinity (
). (Plutarch, Ad principem ineruditum 

780E–F; cf. Stobaeus, Anthologium 4.5.99)

In this passage, the language of image of God and assimilation to God intersects. 
In Plutarch, the two concepts seem to have a Pythagorean background, as I sug-
gested in § 2.2.6. Not only is the notion of the image of God applied to the ruler, 
as in Neo-Pythagorean kingship ideology, as we saw in § 2.1.2; Plutarch also 
supports his treatment of the Platonic doctrine of assimilation to God with refer-
ence to the Pythagorean maxim of following God. As I concluded in § 2.2.6, both 
notions have to do with the emergence of Neo-Pythagoreanism and its merging 
with Platonism from the 1 st cent. BC. Plutarch is a particularly relevant author, 
as for him the concept of forming oneself in the likeness of God by one’s virtue, 
and the concept of being the image of God are clearly related.

In Paul, too, the notions of image of God and assimilation to God are inter-
twined. As we have seen in the present chapter, the phrase 

(‘grown together with the likeness of 
Christ’s death’) from Rom 6.5 runs parallel with the phrase 

 (‘of the same form as Christ’s death’) from Philipp 3.10, and 
this morphic language is due, as we concluded in § 1.3, to the general discourse 
of forms which characterize the dimensions of images. This is confirmed by Ro-
mans 8.29, where Paul talks about man being of the same form as the image of 
Christ ( ). For this reason, the termi-
nologies of likeness, image and forms appear to belong to the same conceptual-
linguistic field. Paul’s morphic theology of the image of God and his reflections 
about the homoiōma between man and Christ through baptism, and between 
Christ and man through the former’s incarnation, are part of the same complex 
of ideas.

The final consequence of this kind of reasoning is that Christians rid them-
selves of , ‘the old man’ (Rom 6.6; cf. Col 3.9, Eph 4.22) 
and – as Paul’s pupils add to complete the symmetry – put on ‘the new man’ 
(Col 3.10, Eph 4.24). Paul himself talks of being part of the new creation (2 Cor 
5.17, Gal 6.15) and of bearing ‘the image of the heavenly man’ (1 Cor 15.49). 
This bearing is not wholly a future act because, insofar as Christians already ex-
perience a transformation into, or in accordance with, the image of God (2 Cor 
3.18, 4.4), they grow in ‘the inner man’ (2 Cor 4.16). The view that Christians 
bear the image of the heavenly man, or grow within the inner man is the direct 
sequel to Paul’s morphic theology, which is based on the mutual homoiōma of 
Christ and Christians. Although Paul shares with Philo the same view about the 
difference between the earthly and heavenly man (see § 1.2.5 above and chap. 5 
below), there is a difference in emphasis from Philo, whose heavenly man, un-
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like Christ, does not really come down from heaven. By emphasizing the descent 
of the heavenly man, his incarnation, and assimilation to man, Paul seems to 
enhance man’s ability to become of the same form as him. Christ, the image of 
God, and assimilation to Christ are clearly intertwined concepts.

(b) The underlying logic

The logic which underlies Plutarch’s concepts of the image of God and assimila-
tion to God seems, at first sight, to be contradictory. On the one hand, Plutarch 
states that ‘the ruler is the image of God’; yet, on the other hand, this ruler simul-
taneously needs ‘to form himself in the likeness of God by his virtue’ (Plutarch, 
Ad principem ineruditum 780E–F). Apparently, his being the image of God is not 
an uncontested fact, as he still needs to assimilate himself , 
to the likeness of God. This seems contradictory, but the clear message seems 
to be that only by assimilating himself to the likeness of God can man, or the 
ruler, continue to be the image of God. In § 2.2.11, we have seen the same logic 
at work in the Pythagorean sentences. Although man is congenial with God, it is 
only through assimilating to God, through virtue, that the soul is drawn upwards 
to what is congenial with it, God:

You shall hold God best in honour when you shall assimilate to God with regard to 
your thinking faculty. Such an assimilation only takes place through virtue, for only 
virtue draws the soul upwards to what is congenial with it. (Sententiae Pythagoreo-
rum 102)

Indeed, as I remarked before, the initial congeniality between the soul and God 
needs to remain intact or be restored through the process of assimilation. Al-
though, fundamentally, man and God are congenial, this kinship still needs to 
be maintained or restored through a process of assimilation which takes place 
through virtue.

The same logic as in Plutarch and the Pythagorean sentences also applies to 
Paul. On the one hand, Paul can state that man in general is the image of God: 

… (1 Cor 11.7). Yet, on the other hand, 
man needs to be transformed into, or in accordance with, the image of God 
(2 Cor 3.18, 4.4) and to become of the same form as the image of God (Rom 
8.29). This is the same logic as in Plutarch and underlines the fact that the two 
notions, that of the image of God and assimilation to God or Christ, belong to-
gether. It is only by assimilating to God that one is the image of God.

There is, however, one small but significant difference between Plutarch on 
the one hand, and Paul and Philo on the other, which seems due to the Jewish 
background of the latter two. Although in 1 Cor 11.7 Paul indeed identifies man 
with the image of God (man is the image of God), in all other occurrences of the 
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‘image of God’ in the Pauline writings, properly speaking, the image of God is 
Christ (2 Cor 4.4, Col 1.15). Man is only said to bear, not to be this image (1 Cor 
15.49). He is not so much transformed into the image of God (although this trans-
lation is grammatically possible), but rather in accordance with the image of God 
(2 Cor 3.18). He becomes of the same form as the image of God (Rom 8.39). He 
is indeed renewed  , according to the image of 
his Creator (Col 3.10). This is in tune with what we have seen in Philo who, time 
and again, emphasizes that man is not created as the image of God, but after the 
image of God (see § 1.2.2 above). In this, both Philo and Paul are trying to do 
justice to the exact phrasing of Gen 1.26–27, which talks of the creation of man 

, after the image of God. This is why, for Paul, the assimilation 
takes place with regard to Christ. Since man has been created after the image 
of God, i. e. Christ, assimilation to God must also take place via Christ. In both 
Philo and Paul, the image of God fulfils an intermediary role. Interestingly, as 
we have seen in § 2.2.7, Alcinous, too, albeit for different reasons, stresses that 
assimilation to God means assimilation to the second God. This shows that de-
spite Philo’s and Paul’s Jewish divergence from general Platonic doctrine in this 
respect, they are still in line with minority views within Platonism.

In full agreement with mainstream Platonism, however, Paul understands 
man’s assimilation to God or Christ in a profoundly ethical sense. Just as in Pla-
tonic doctrine assimilation to God is realized through virtue (see § 2.2 above), 
Paul, too, shows his ethical understanding of this process by emphasizing that by 
experiencing transformation within the mind, man becomes able to discern ‘what 
is the will of God – what is good and acceptable and perfect’: 

(Rom 12.2). Like a position proposed in Pla-
to’s Euthyphro, Paul’s view seems to be that something is not good because God 
wills it, but rather that God wills it because it is good (cf. Euthyphro 9 e–10 a). 
The metamorphosis of the mind, according to Paul, results in, or is accompanied 
by, ethical conduct (see further § 7.3 below). This is exactly the same as the Pla-
tonic doctrine of assimilation to God through virtue.

Likewise, in Paul’s baptismal passage in Romans 6, the fusion with Christ’s 
death and resurrection results in an ethical mode of life, which is no longer 
dominated by the passions, but by a strong commitment to strive for righteous-
ness (Rom 6.4–14). As one of Paul’s pupils phrases it, in his address of pagan 
converts to Christianity:

You were taught to put away your former way of life, the old man, corrupt and de-
luded by its lusts, and to be renewed in the spirit of your mind (

), and to clothe yourselves with the new man, cre-
ated according to God in true righteousness and holiness (

). 
(Eph 4.21–24)
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This is indeed very similar to the concepts and terminology of Plato’s Theaete-
tus, according to which the escape from evil consists in ‘becoming like God, so 
far as this is possible; and to become like God is to become righteous and holy, 
with wisdom’:  
(Theaetetus 176 b). Both from a Platonic and a Pauline perspective, the process 
of assimilating to God is marked by the virtues of righteousness and holiness. 
Indeed, as I suggested in the introduction to chap. 2, Paul’s view that, by way of 
metamorphosis into the image of God, the Christ-believer is increasingly con-
formed to this divine image and induced, in this way, to lead a moral life, is best 
explained against the background of Platonic ideas about the image of God and 
forming oneself in the likeness of God. Like Philo before him, Paul seems to 
be influenced by the forceful contemporary movement in ethics which started 
with Eudorus’ introduction of the Platonic doctrine of assimilation to God as the 
goal of ethics in the 1 st cent. BC. As we saw in § 2.3 and the present § 2.4, both 
Philo and Paul profited from a new direction in ethics which suited their own 
purposes well.

Although the relevant terminology in Philo and Paul is clearly Platonic, their 
thoughts on man’s assimilation to God were congruent, or compatible, with the 
modest development of a divine anthropology in ancient Judaism. Although, as 
we saw in § 1.1, there were no analogies in ancient Judaism for the view that 
God’s image is a model on which the individual’s life is (re-)shaped and con-
formed to God, we also saw that the notions of man’s creation in the image and 
after the likeness of God (Gen 1) and God’s apparition in the likeness of man 
(Ezek 1) express the idea that man and God are related (see the introduction 
to chap. 1 above). This view was echoed in the Dead Sea Scrolls (see § 1.1.3 
above). Moreover, the author of the Life of Adam and Eve believes that Adam, 
as God’s image, was to be worshipped by the angels (see § 1.1.4 [c]). Similarly 
exalted views of man are expressed in writings such as the Sibylline Oracles, ac-
cording to which man and God share in the same rationality: ‘Man is my image, 
having right reason’ –  (Sib. Or. 
VIII 402; see §§ 1.1.4 [b] and 1.1.8 [b]).

In this sense, Philo’s and Paul’s interest in man’s assimilation to God is not 
incompatible with the contours of a divine anthropology within various tradi-
tions of Judaism. Philo and Paul did not introduce anything essentially foreign to 
Judaism when they adopted the Platonic doctrine of assimilation to God. Yet, it 
seems that their views on man as the image of God, and his assimilation to God, 
owe more to Greek philosophy than is usually assumed. These views were not 
incompatible with the anthropology implied in the statements of Genesis about 
man as the image of God. It seems, however, that it was only in the Hellenistic-
Roman period that the full potential of this anthropology became realized, no-
tably in Philo and Paul.
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2.4.4 Preview

So far I have argued that the ancient Jewish background is insufficient to account 
for Philo’s and Paul’s understanding of the notions of the image of God and as-
similation to God; it needs to be supplemented with a Graeco-Roman context 
(see chap. 1 above). I hope to have raised awareness of the pagan philosophical 
use of the notion of image of God (see § 2.1 above). In order to appreciate this 
in full, one also needs to understand the way this notion is intertwined with the 
issue of assimilation to God which, from the 1 st cent. BC onwards, was increas-
ingly viewed as the goal of ethics (see § 2.2 above). In our discussion of the no-
tion of assimilation to God, we have already seen that this ethical notion was 
directly employed against the movement of the sophists, who seemed more con-
cerned with rhetorical performance than with an ethical life and a love of truth.

In the following two chapters, I shall demonstrate that this movement, which 
experienced a revival in the time of Philo and Paul, is very important for un-
derstanding their genuine concerns. In chap. 3, it will be argued that throughout 
his commentaries on the Mosaic Pentateuch Philo was intent on confronting the 
sophists. In chap. 4, it will be shown that the sophists were also Paul’s main op-
ponents at Corinth.

In order to understand Paul’s campaign against the sophists, the structure of 
Paul’s and Philo’s anthropology will be studied in chap. 5. It will be argued that 
their anthropology is very similar indeed and is based on a trichotomic under-
standing of man as consisting of spirit, soul, and body. This appears to be very 
similar to Platonic anthropology, although with a Jewish twist. Whereas ancient 
philosophers distinguish between mind, soul and body, Philo and Paul, like their 
fellow-Jew Josephus, also designate the mind as spirit. This chapter raises aware-
ness of the fact that, for a proper understanding of Philo’s and Paul’s anthropol-
ogy, not only the first creation account of Gen 1 – about man’s creation after the 
image and the likeness of God – is important (Gen 1.26–27), but also the second 
creation account, in Gen 2, about the involvement of God’s Spirit in the creation 
of man (Gen 2.7). It is on the basis of the latter passage that man is understood 
as consisting of spirit, soul and body.

The two anthropologies, that of the image of God and that of spirit, soul and 
body, will be brought to bear in chap. 6, in examining how Paul applies his an-
thropological views against the sophists and emphasizes the need for the trans-
formation of the inner man, in accordance with the image of God. In chap. 7, 
finally, I shall analyze how Paul develops these views further in a different con-
text, that of Rome, in a situation which challenges him to emphasize the univer-
sal applicability of his anthropology.



Chapter 3

Philo’s Anti-Sophistic Interpretation of 
the Narratives of Moses’ Pentateuch

Introduction: Balaam as the sophist par excellence

In Philo’s commentaries on Moses’ Pentateuch, one of the figures dealt with in 
some detail is Balaam. As we shall see, Philo regards Balaam as quite an im-
portant figure. He portrays him as a sophist, for reasons which we shall explore 
in the first section (§ 3.1). From the fifth century BC on, the word ‘sophist’ was 
applied, in a technical sense, to the itinerant professors of higher education who 
travelled widely through the Greek world and gave lectures for which they could 
charge a large fee. According to a definition by C. C. W. Taylor,

They pioneered the systematic study of techniques of persuasion and argument, which 
embraced various forms of the study of language, including grammar, literary criti-
cism, and semantics. Protagoras was reputedly the first person to write a treatise on 
techniques of argument, and was notorious for his claim to ‘make the weaker argument 
the stronger’. The sophists aroused strong reactions, both positive and negative. On the 
positive side, the highly successful careers of the most celebrated testify to a consider-
able demand for their services, especially in providing rhetorical training for aspiring 
politicians. On the negative, they were regarded, especially by those of conservative 
views, as subversive of morality and tradition, in view (…) of their teaching (especially 
to the young) of techniques of argument. (…) Plato (…) depicts the sophists predomi-
nantly as charlatans, in contrast to Socrates, the paradigm of the true philosopher.1

The same antithesis between sophistry and true philosophy runs through Philo’s 
writings. By anachronistically attributing the term ‘sophist’ to past opponents 
of Israel, Philo rewrites the history of Israel in philosophical terms. Balaam is 
but one example of the sophists whom Philo mentions. As a sophistic adversary 
of Israel, who appears during Israel’s voyage through the wilderness, Balaam 
is, chronologically speaking, the last representative of sophistic philosophy in 
Moses’ Pentateuch and takes his place in a long succession of sophists who con-
tend with the ancestors and descendants of the Jewish people. The way in which 
Philo construes this archetypal conflict between sophistry and Israel will be dis-
cussed in the second section (§ 3.2).

1 Taylor 1996.



221Introduction: Balaam as the sophist par excellence

In his treatment of Balaam and other sophists, Philo shows himself to be any-
thing but detached. As a matter of fact, Philo’s grave concerns about the threat 
posed to true philosophy by sophists in his own day repeatedly emerge from the 
text in a very vivid manner. The attention Philo pays to sophistry is not the ex-
pression of an antiquarian interest in Greek philosophy, but rather reflects his 
concern about the contemporary movement known as the Second Sophistic, 
which, in the first three centuries AD, revived the spirit of the classical soph-
ists. The Second Sophistic, which has recently been put on the scholarly agenda 
by many classicists,2 flourished in Rome and in the cities of the Eastern Medi-
terranean, including Alexandria where Philo worked and lived. It was a public 
phenomenon:

Rhetors ( ), whether resident teachers of rhetoric or touring eminences, would 
draw aficionados in large numbers to private or imperial mansions, lecture halls in li-
braries, bouleuteria, odeia, and even theatres.3

These rhetoricians were active in public declamation and teaching, but also in 
the arena of civic and political life:

Many sophists (…) were influential in their cities and even provinces, intervening to 
check civic disorder or inter-city rivalry (…), or dispatched as envoys to congratulate 
emperors on their accession or to win or secure privileges for their cities (and often 
themselves).4

The distinctions they could procure in the public sphere rendered their profession 
quarrelsome and very competitive. It is against the lure of this rhetorical move-
ment that Philo wishes to warn his readers. It may well be that Philo’s treatment 
of contemporary sophistry offers an important key to his entire oeuvre – com-
mentaries which may otherwise appear to be abstract, monotonous, difficult and 
unfocused philosophical musings on the books of Moses. As I shall argue, Ba-
laam, along with other adversaries from Israel’s past, functions as a chiffre of 
the (perceived) attack of sophistry on Philo’s Platonic philosophy, thus giving a 
concrete and realistic urgency to Philo’s scholarly work. Philo’s application of 
Moses’ writings to his own polemical circumstances, and the way he transposes 
the philosophical controversies of his day back into narratives contained in those 
writings will be examined in the third section (§ 3.3).

The issue of Philo and the sophists of contemporary Alexandria was already 
taken up by B. W. Winter in his exemplary study Philo and Paul Among the 
Sophists (1997).5 To my mind, the study constituted a breakthrough in Philonic 
and Pauline studies by applying the new insights into the movement of the 

2 See, e. g., Whitmarsh 2005; Borg 2004; Anderson 1993; Bowersock 1969.
3 Bowie 1996, 1377.
4 Bowie 1996, 1377.
5 Winter 2002.
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Second Sophistic to contemporary Judaism (Philo) and Christianity (Paul) and 
contextualizing the opponents in both Philo’s writings and Paul’s Corinthian 
correspondence. Prior to Winter’s study we lacked a thorough survey of Philo’s 
discussion of the sophists.6 Before pointing out a desideratum not fulfilled by 
Winter’s study, I shall briefly outline the structure of his book. In the chapters 
devoted to Philo, Winter first raises the question ‘Who are Philo’s Sophists?’ 
Before Winter, views varied considerably in scholarly literature. Winter care-
fully reviews all existing definitions by modern scholars, deals with the relevant 
passages from Philo’s writings and, on the basis of that, criticizes most modern 
definitions, to conclude ‘that Philo denotes contemporary, professional orators 
and sophists in Alexandria. Other first-century writers such as Plutarch, Epicte-
tus and Dio Chrysostom likewise refer to both groups as a sort of contemporary, 
identifiable and professional guild’.7

In his final conclusion, Winter offers the following assessment, in which he 
underscores the specialized, technical, literal meaning of the term ‘sophist’ in 
Philo and its reference to the actual contemporary movement of the Second So-
phistic:

Orators and sophists comprised an identifiable grouping in Alexandrian society (…). 
Within the educational system of the first century, the term ‘sophist’ was not a fluid one: 
it excluded philosophers, dialecticians, grammarians, musicians, geometricians and any 
other specialized group. Philo’s ‘sophists’ comprised a specific group within paideia 
(…). Philo does not use the term ‘sophist’ to stigmatise philosophers (…). The term in 
Philo’s corpus is neither a ‘symbol’ nor a pejorative label applied to Greek or Jewish 
teachers or Greek philosophers. (…) the word should be read literally. Philo may well 
speak of the sophists in a pejorative way, but like Dio, he does not use it pejoratively of 
non-sophists. A distinct vocabulary of invective, drawn from Plato and well suited to 
its purpose, was used of the actual sophists in the first century.8

On the basis of this terminological clarification, Winter is able to take two fur-
ther steps in the following chapters. First, Winter studies Philo’s critique of the 
Alexandrian sophistic tradition by offering a systematic analysis of Philo’s char-
acterizations and criticism of the sophists, and commenting on their misuse of 
paideia for vice, deception, and personal gain.9 Whereas Winter’s analysis of 
the comments themselves is systematic, he fails to pay sufficient attention to the 
original narrative setting of Philo’s criticisms within his commentaries on the 
Mosaic Pentateuch, so that the full import of Philo’s criticism is lost.

Secondly, having now established both the definition of ‘sophists’ and Phi-
lo’s criticism of these sophists, Winter shows how Philo prepared himself and 

6 Cf. Winter 2002, 59, 59 n1, 62.
7 Winter 2002, chap. 3, 59–79 at 66. Earlier modern definitions are listed on pp. 60–2 and 

critically reviewed on pp. 62–78.
8 Winter 2002, 78–9.
9 Winter 2002, chap. 4, 80–94.
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the ablest among his readers for the arduous debate with and defeat of the 
 sophists.10

Despite the ground-breaking qualities of Winter’s study, one important aspect 
of Philo’s polemics with the sophists is not sufficiently illuminated: the scope 
and range of Philo’s projection of the contemporary debate with the sophists onto 
the narratives of the Mosaic Pentateuch, on which his writings offer a running 
commentary. My own research into the sophists in Philo’s corpus of texts has 
made me more aware of this aspect. Apart from yielding some extra passages on 
the sophists not drawn upon by Winter,11 my enquiry into the narrative context 
of Balaam the sophist and into that of other ‘sophists’ in Philo’s commentaries 
on the Pentateuch shows that Philo envisaged an uninterrupted threat posed to 
Israel’s history by sophistry. Winter occasionally refers to the narrative settings 
of Philo’s criticism of the sophists and to the way these narratives function,12 
but never highlights them, due to his systematic, non-narrative treatment of the 
contents of this criticism. By divorcing the polemic from its narrative, biblical 
context he also fails to point out important narratives and does not mention the 
anti-sophistic contestants by their biblical names.13

Within the Mosaic writings the sophistic threat reached its climax, in Philo’s 
eyes, in the figure of Balaam (see § 3.1 below), as the culmination of sophistic 
encounters right from the start of creation (§ 3.2). By constructing a persistent 
sophistic threat throughout the narratives of the Mosaic Pentateuch, Philo seems 
to warn his (Jewish) readers not to yield to the attractions of contemporary soph-
istry (chap 3.3). It shows another side, and therefore a more complicated picture, 
of Philo of Alexandria. This is the picture, not of a Hellenizing, ‘secularizing’ 
Jew, but of a Jew who, by adopting Greek philosophy, draws some demarcation 
lines against the prevailing forces of the Second Sophistic.

3.1 Balaam in Philo’s thought

In his commentary on Cain’s murder of Abel, Philo draws a parallel between the 
conduct of Cain and that of Balaam. According to Philo, God’s question to Cain, 
‘What have you done?’ (Gen 4.10),

10 Winter 2002, chap. 5, 95–108.
11 See, e. g., De confusione 39; Legum allegoriarum libri 1.74, 3.41, 3.54; De migratione 

171–172; De praemiis 8; De providentia, frag. 1.1; De somniis 1.102.
12 Winter 2002, 80, 94, 105, 107.
13 See, e. g., the narratives about the creation (De opificio mundi 45; passage not in Winter), 

Abraham (De praemiis 58; passage in Winter 2002, 89 n50 but without name of Abraham), 
Rebecca (De posteritate Caini 150; in Winter 2002, 92 but without reference to section on Re-
becca), Joseph (De Josepho 104, 125; passages in Winter 2002, 88 and 64 but without reference 
to Joseph), Moses (De confusione 33–35; passage not in Winter) and the Amorites (Legum alle-
goriarum libri 3.232–233; passage in Winter 2002, 91 but without reference to the Amorites).
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is tantamount to ‘You have done nothing, accomplished nothing’. It was so with Ba-
laam also. He was a sophist, an empty conglomeration of incompatible and discord-
ant notions (

). It was his desire to do harm to the goodly one by laying curses upon him. 
But he could not, for God turned his curses into a blessing. (Quod deterius potiori 
insidiari soleat 70–71)

Apparently, Philo reads the story of Balaam as that of a conflict between Ba-
laam’s evil intentions (‘his curses’) and the outcome (their being turned into 
blessings by God). In his exegesis of the Balaam narrative in Numbers 22–25, 
Philo is heavily dependent on its earliest interpretation in Deut 23.4–6. There is 
an unresolved tension between the positive picture of Balaam in Numbers 22–24 
(he refuses to be paid and wishes to speak only as God commands [22.7, 17–18, 
37–38; 23.12, 26; 24.11–13]) on the one hand, and the unanticipated reference 
in Numbers 31 to Balaam’s harmful advice (31.16; cf. 31.8) to weaken the Is-
raelites by seducing them and inviting them to idolatry (25.1–3 a) on the other. 
Because of this tension, the author of Deuteronomy assumes that Balaam had in 
fact been hired and intended to curse Israel for gain, but was prevented by God 
who turned the curse into a blessing (Deut 23.4–6; cf. Neh 13.2, Jude 11, 2 Pet 
2.15). This interpretation turned Balaam into a figure which, in a different con-
text, could be easily understood as a sophist avant la lettre.

This conflict of opposing movements of cursing and blessing in Balaam 
renders him ‘an empty conglomeration of incompatible and discordant notions’ 
– a periphrastic definition of what Philo understands sophists to be. And indeed, 
as Philo continues:

Sophists are bound to find the powers within them at strife, words running counter to 
ideas and wishes to words, in absolute and utter discord (

). (Quod deterius po-
tiori insidiari soleat 72)

Although the sophists invest much energy in demonstrating both the social char-
acter of righteousness and the unsociability of injustice, the advantageous nature 
of moderation and self-control as well as the loss of health due to a licentious life, 
the great benefits conferred by piety as well as how irreligion makes one into a 
pariah, and the power of virtue in bringing health and safety as well as the harm 
occasioned by wickedness, the sophists themselves

nevertheless (…) all the time entertain sentiments quite at variance with the things 
they say. At the very moment that they are singing the praises of good sense and mod-
eration and righteousness and piety, they are found more than ever to be practising 
foolishness, licentiousness, injustice, and impiety, to be confounding and overturn-
ing, you may well nigh say, every ordinance of God or man. To these men one might 
rightly put the question (…) ‘What benefit have all these harangues on the subject of 
virtue conferred on your own souls? (…) Have you not furnished true charges against 
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yourselves, in that, while you have shown yourselves lecturers of the highest order as 
far as understanding of beautiful things and philosophical discourses are concerned, 
you are invariably caught cherishing sentiments and indulging in practices that are 
utterly base?’ (Quod deterius potiori insidiari soleat 73–75)

This sophistic ambivalence is symbolized in Balaam, who is characterized as 
‘an empty conglomeration of incompatible and discordant notions’. Balaam 
is no doubt called ‘vain, empty, idle’ because of the idle words he intended to 
speak. Philo is keen to stress Balaam’s vanity in a number of passages in other 
treatises, even when he does not explicitly repeat his charge that Balaam is a 
sophist in those writings. In De confusione linguarum, Philo calls Balaam ‘that 
dealer in auguries and prodigies and in the vanity of unfounded conjectures’ 
(

, and relates this to the etymology of his name: ‘vain’ (
; 159). Balaam’s vanity is demonstrated by the 

fact

that he cursed the Man of Vision [i. e. Moses], though in words he uttered prayers 
of blessing, for it [i. e. Moses’ law-book] considers not what he actually said, words 
restamped under God’s providence, like a true coin substituted for the false, but 
his heart, in which he cherished thoughts of injury rather than of benefit. There is a 
natural hostility between conjecture and truth, between vanity and knowledge, and 
between the divination which has no true inspiration and sound sober wisdom. (De 
confusione linguarum 159)

Balaam’s vanity is clearly contrasted with true knowledge.
In De migratione Abrahami, this vanity is explained by an antithesis between 

factual truth and rhetorical abilities. Philo argues that the practice of praising 
someone in encomiums and the opposite act of blaming are often not based on 
‘the truth of fact’, but rest rather on the falsely exercised rhetorical abilities of 
speakers and authors:

Do you not see the flatterers who by day and night batter to pieces and wear out the 
ears of those whom they flatter, not content with just assenting to everything they 
say, but spinning out long speeches and declaiming and many a time uttering prayers 
with their voice, but never ceasing to curse with their heart? (De migratione Abra-
hami 111)

This, of course, is a description of what Philo regards as Balaam’s hallmark and 
it is no surprise that he continues by referring to him. In so doing Philo tries to 
make sense of the positive oracles of Balaam, recorded in Numbers 23–24. Par-
ticularly striking, in Philo’s eyes, is Balaam’s statement: ‘God is not as man’ 
(Num 23.19) – a statement Philo could only approve of. Yet, Balaam is to be 
blamed for his evil intentions and these justify his being called ‘empty’:

Accordingly, that empty one, Balaam ( ), though he sang loftiest 
hymns to God, among which is that most Divine of canticles ‘God is not as man’ 
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(Num 23.19), and poured out a thousand eulogies on (…) Israel, has been adjudged 
impious and accursed even by the wise lawgiver, and held to be an utterer not of 
blessings but of curses. For Moses says that as the hired confederate of Israel’s en-
emies he became an evil prophet of evil things, nursing in his soul direst curses on the 
race beloved of God, but forced with mouth and tongue to give prophetic utterance to 
most amazing benedictory prayers: for the words that were spoken were noble words, 
whose utterance was prompted by God the Lover of Virtue, but the intentions, in all 
their vileness, were the offspring of a mind that looked on virtue with loathing. (De 
migratione Abrahami 113–114)

In other treatises Philo repeats his explicit characterization of Balaam as a 
sophist. In De mutatione nominum, Philo highlights Balaam’s contradictory 
performance vis-à-vis Israel. Although Balaam, ‘that dealer in augury’ (

), is described, in the Septuagint, as ‘hearing the ora-
cles of God and knowing knowledge from the Most High’ (Num 24.16), Philo 
points out that Balaam himself did not profit from such knowledge but eventu-
ally perished in his own madness because with his prophetic, oracular sophistry 
( ) he was intent upon ‘defacing the stamp of heaven-sent 
prophecy’ (202–203).

As such it was no insult for the sophists of Philo’s day to be compared with 
oracular prophets. Philostratus, the 2nd cent. AD author of a biographical com-
pendium of sophists and himself a sophist, also drew this comparison at the be-
ginning of his work:

The sophistic method resembles the prophetic art of soothsayers and oracles. For 
indeed one may hear the Pythian oracle say: ‘I know the number of the sands of the 
sea and the measure thereof’, and ‘Far-seeing Zeus gives a wooden wall to the Trito-
Born’, and ‘Nero, Orestes, Alcmaeon, matricides’, and many other things of this sort, 
just like a sophist. (Lives of the Sophists 481)

The contrast Philo makes is rather between oracular sophistry and prophecy 
concerned with real knowledge. It is apparent from Philo’s other works that he 
views true prophecy – such as that uttered by Balaam at God’s prompting – as 
Platonic in nature.

In his treatise De vita Mosis, for instance, in which he explicitly represents 
Balaam as a sophist, there is an extensive paraphrase of the Balaam narrative 
(1.263–293), even if Balaam is not mentioned by name. He is only described as 
‘a man living in Mesopotamia far-famed as a soothsayer, who had learned the 
secrets of that art in its every form, but was particularly admired for his high 
proficiency in augury’.14 In this retelling, Philo also gives the contents of some 
of Balaam’s oracles, after he has said that Balaam

14 This aspect of Philo’s characterization of Balaam is spotlighted in Remus 1996; Feldman 
2003; and Seland 2006. According to Feldman, Philo ‘sought to elevate the figure of Moses 
through contrasting him, the true prophet, with this, the greatest of pagan prophets, who was 
actually a mere technician’ (Feldman 2003, 317). Philo’s De vita Mosis ‘serves to rescue Moses 
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became possessed and there fell upon him the truly prophetic Spirit (
) which banished utterly from his soul his art of oracular 

prophecy ( ). 
For the inspiration of the Holiest and magical sophistry might not live together (

). (De vita 
Mosis 1.277)

Under this influence Balaam speaks:

From Mesopotamia has Balak called me, a far journey from the East, that he may 
avenge him on the Hebrews through my cursing. But I, how shall I curse them whom 
God has not cursed? (…) I shall not be able to harm the people (…). Who has made 
accurate discovery of how the sowing of their generation was first made? Their 
bodies have been moulded from human seeds, but their souls are sprung from di-
vine seeds, and therefore their stock is akin to God (

). (1.278–279)

As F. H. Colson pointed out, Philo probably derives this appraisal of the Jews in 
terms of ‘divine seeds’ and ‘being akin to God’ from Plato,15 who, in his Repub-
lic, quotes the following lines from Aeschylus:

The near-sown seeds of gods ( , | Close kin to Zeus, for whom 
on Ida’s top | Ancestral altars flame to highest heaven, | Nor in their life-blood fails 
the fire divine. (Aeschylus, Niobe; Plato, Republic III 391 e)

The passage in Philo about the origin of ‘the Hebrews’, which the Septuagint 
lacks, may serve as a nice illustration of how the wording of Balaam’s oracles 
is slightly Platonized so as to forge an antithesis between Balaam the sophist 
and the God-inspired Balaam, who speaks the language of Plato, the great anti-
sophistic philosopher.

In his use of the Balaam narrative, Philo is predominantly interested in the 
character of Balaam, and hardly mentions the episode of the speaking ass. The 
speaking ass is only of minor importance to Philo, since his interest is focused 
on Balaam. This focus on Balaam the sophist becomes more understandable if 
one realizes that Philo’s invective against Balaam is part of his comprehensive 
programme of refuting the sophists. In many passages Philo gives characteristics 
of these sophists. In his view, the issues of sophistry date back to the very begin-
ning of creation and have accompanied Israel ever since.

from possible misunderstandings of Moses as a mere thaumaturge or as a magician, a reputation 
attested in a variety of [pagan] sources’ (Remus 1996, 665). Remus (Remus 1996, 666, 671, 
674), Feldman (Feldman 2003, 309) and Seland (Seland 2006, 345–6) suggest ‘that Philo sees 
contemporary Balaams as practicing their arts in the streets and marketplaces of Alexandria’ 
(Feldman). However, they seem to lose sight of Philo’s depiction of Balaam as a sophist (only 
briefly mentioned by Remus 1996, 668, 672 n34 and Feldman 2003, 304, 318).

15 Colson 1935, 420–1 note b.
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3.2 Philo’s anti-sophistic programme

3.2.1 Characteristics of the sophists

In his work, Philo characterizes the sophists as mere lovers of words:

While most people deem the man prudent who can find sophistical arguments, and is 
clever at expressing his ideas (

), Moses knows such an one to 
be a lover of words ( ) indeed, but a prudent 
man by no means. (Legum allegoriarum libri 1.74)

Their rhetorical capacities and specious sophistic arguments ([ ]
) belong to the sphere of the body and the sense organs from which 

the mind must withdraw (Legum allegoriarum libri 3.41). We have to abandon 
excessive, sophistic quibbling about the meaning of words: 

 (Legum allegoriarum libri 3.206) and be led away from ‘the 
sophistries of deceitful word and thought’: 

 (Quis rerum divinarum heres sit 85). Sometimes the sophists 
are criticized for their literalism and their failure to apply the rules of allegory 
(De somniis 1.102); on other occasions they, like the poets, are portrayed as ob-
sessed with myths (De opificio mundi 157; cf. De vita contemplativa 4), the ob-
session of ‘those whose way is to deal in marvels and cultivate sophistry rather 
than wisdom’ (De praemiis et poenis 8).

Sophistry is to be censured because

Sophists ( ), impelled at once by mercenary motives and by a grudging 
spirit, stunt the natures of their pupils by withholding much that they ought to tell 
them, carefully reserving for themselves against another day the opportunity of mak-
ing money. (De posteritate Caini 150)

They, ‘the multitudes of sophists’, wrongly imagine ‘that wisdom consists in 
finding specious arguments, and not in appealing to the solid evidence of facts’: 

 (De migratione 
Abrahami 171–172). Whereas Philo leaves ‘the invention of ingenious argu-
ments and perverse pretexts to the sophists, the task of wisdom is to investigate 
all that nature has to show’: 

 (De providentia, frag. 1.1). The 
origins of this impious, sophistic way of thinking Philo attributes to ‘an ancient 
sophist named Protagoras’, who regarded the human mind as the measure of 
all things: 

 (De posteritate Caini 35).
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Sometimes Philo can even attribute the title of sophists to all philosophers 
insofar as they do not agree in their solutions to particular problems,16 although 
among them he singles out the sophistic position proper of ‘those who argue at 
length that man is the measure of all things’. Yet, since the history of philosophy 
is full of discordance, ‘because truth flees from the credulous mind which deals 
in conjecture’ and eludes discovery and pursuit, all scientific quarrellings can be 
characterized as ‘wranglings of the sophists on questions of dogma’ (Quis rerum 
divinarum heres sit 246). In certain respects, the sophists resemble the sceptics, 
who ‘spend themselves on petty quibbles and trifling disputes’. Indeed, ‘in phi-
losophy there are men who are merely word-mongers and word-hunters’ (De 
congressu eruditionis gratia 51–53).

Sophists are also encountered among the audiences of philosophers, who fill 
the lecture-halls and theatres on a daily basis. Among the audience, there is also 
a class of people

who carry away an echo of what has been said, but prove to be sophists rather than 
philosophers ( . These people’s words 
deserve praise, but their lives censure, for they are capable of saying the best, but 
incapable of doing it. (De congressu eruditionis gratia 67)

Sophists profess an extremely sceptical philosophy and love arguing for argu-
ment’s sake, thus opposing all other representatives of the sciences (De fuga et 
inventione 209). They are not interested in what is authentic, but rather mimic 
and debase it by juxtaposing it with spurious matters (De mutatione nominum 
208), just as Balaam wished to deface the stamp of genuine, heaven-sent proph-
ecy with his oracular sophistry (De mutatione nominum 203). At the end of the 
day, Philo regards the sophists as poorly as he does the uneducated. In this, they 
contrast sharply with ‘the saintly company of the Pythagoreans’ and ‘all genuine 
votaries of philosophy’, who,

rising above the opinions of the common herd (…) have opened up a new pathway, 
which the outside world can never tread, for studying and discerning truths, and have 
brought to light the ideal forms which none of the unclean may touch.

Both, the uneducated and the sophists, are regarded as ‘unclean’:

By unclean I mean all those who, without ever tasting education at all, or else hav-
ing received it in a crooked and distorted form, have changed the stamp of wisdom’s 
beauty into the ugliness of sophistry (

). These, unable to discern the conceptual light through the weak-
ness of the soul’s eye, which cannot but be beclouded by the flashing rays, as dwellers 
in perpetual night, disbelieve those who live in the daylight, and think that all their 
tales of what they have seen around them, shown clearly by the unalloyed radiance 
of the sunbeams, are wild phantom-like inventions no better than the illusions of the 
puppet show. (Quod omnis probus liber sit 1–5)

16 Cf. Winter 2002, 72–3.
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In this passage, the sophists are clearly identified with the dwellers in Plato’s 
cave (Republic VII 514 ff.), Socrates’ sophistic opponents and all other unedu-
cated. The inability of the cave-dwellers ‘to discern the conceptual light through 
the weakness of the soul’s eye’ is also exhibited by Balaam: ‘not even when the 
closed eye of his soul received its sight and “beheld the angel of God standing in 
his way” (Num 22.31) did he turn aside and refrain from evil-doing, but let the 
stream of his folly run full course’ (Quod deus sit immutabilis 181).17 Balaam is 
indeed a sophist par excellence.

3.2.2 The ‘history’ of the sophists and Israel

Balaam is not the only sophist which Israel encountered, however. According to 
Philo, the entire history from creation to the voyage of Israel through the wilder-
ness was full of sophistic attacks on the ‘true philosophy’. The main episodes of 
this unceasing tension are (a) the creation and the life of the first human beings, 
Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, (b) the period of the patriarchs and the matri-
archs, (c) the period of Israel in Egypt from Joseph to Moses, both of whom were 
confronted with ‘the sophists of Egypt’, and (d) the period of Israel in the wil-
derness, where Moses and the Israelites encountered the Amorites and Balaam. 
Together, these episodes cover the entire narrative span of Moses’ Pentateuch, 
from the creation to the exodus and the voyage through the wilderness.

(a) The creation and the life of the first men

(i) Creation’s anti-sophistic order. With an eye to the future attacks by sophists, 
God, according to Philo, already built into the very set-up of the original creation 
a reminder that it is not wise to trust created phenomena rather than God. This is 
how Philo tries to explain why God created the earth on the third day, whereas 
the sun and moon were only created on the fourth day, despite the fact that the 
plants and fruits on the earth were dependent upon them for their growth:

being aware beforehand of the ways of thinking that would mark the men of future 
ages, how they would be intent on what looked probable and plausible, with much 
in it that could be supported by argument, but would not aim at sheer truth; and how 
they would trust phenomena rather than God, admiring sophistry more than wis-
dom (

); and how they would observe in times to come the circuits of sun 
and moon (…) and would suppose that the regular movements of the heavenly bod-

17 Yet, with regard to the contents of his oracles, Balaam is described more favourably by 
Philo. In his introduction to Balaam’s third and (in Philo’s representation) final oracle, Balaam 
is described as ‘the one who saw in sleep a clear presentation of God with the unsleeping eyes 
of the soul’ (De vita Mosis 1.289; italics mine). On this, see Hayward 1999, 20–4, esp. 22. In 
this way, according to Hayward, ‘Something extraordinary has happened. By so speaking of 
Balaam, Philo has invested him with the character of Israel, (…) “the one who sees God”’ (Hay-
ward 1999, 22–4 at 22; cf. 35).
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ies are the causes of all things that year by year come forth and are produced out of 
the earth; that there might be none who (…) would venture to ascribe the first place 
to any created thing, ‘let them’, said He, ‘go back in thought to the original creation 
of the universe, when, before sun or moon existed, the earth bore plants of all sorts 
and fruits of all sorts’. (De opificio mundi 45–46)

The unexpected order of creation serves, Philo agues, to show the unfounded-
ness of sophistry which bases itself only on superficial phenomena. The force of 
sophistry already revealed itself in the lives of the first men, particularly in those 
of Eve, Cain and Abel.

(ii) The Serpent versus Eve. Philo ascribes the first sin to the influence of 
sophistry, to the serpent, ‘emitting a human voice and arguing like a sophist 
( ) to an utterly guileless character, and cheating a woman with 
seductive plausibilities’ (De agricultura 96).

(iii) Cain versus Abel. Moreover, the first murder, of Abel by Cain, was due 
to Cain’s sophistic inclinations, against which Abel, untrained in the arts of 
rhetoric, could not protect himself. It is noteworthy that in his interpretation of 
this episode, Philo is not only critical of Cain, but also of Abel for his excessive 
naivety in meeting up with Cain. The sophists, like Cain,

when they have covered the dreary length of a long-distance course of talk (…) are 
held to have defeated men unaccustomed to arguing like sophists ( ). But 
their victory lies not in the strength of those who have won, but in their opponents’ 
weakness in this sort of thing. For those who apply themselves to the pursuit of virtue 
may be placed in two classes. (1) Some, making the soul alone the treasure-house of 
the good at which they aim, devote themselves to praiseworthy actions, without hav-
ing so much as dreamt of juggling with words. (2) The others are doubly successful; 
their mind is secured by wisdom in counsel and good deeds, their speech by the arts 
of eloquence. Now to encounter the wranglings in which some folk [i. e. the soph-
ists] delight is eminently fitting for these latter, ready and equipped as they are with 
the means of withstanding their enemies, but for the former class it is not at all safe 
to do so. (…) Now Abel had never learned arts of speech, and knew the beautiful 
and noble with the mind only. For this reason he should have declined the meeting 
on the plain, and have paid no regard to the challenge of the man of ill-will. (Quod 
deterius potiori insidiari soleat 35–37)

The hidden message of this passage is, no doubt, that one should be trained in 
eloquence and speech so as to be able to counter-attack the sophists, lest one 
suffer the fate of Abel. As we shall see in § 3.3, it is exactly this message that 
Philo wants to communicate to his own readers. The need to train both mind and 
speech is emphasized by numerous other examples from Israel’s history. Cain is 
in fact the instructor of all sophists, and the sophist Protagoras is in fact ‘an off-
spring of Cain’s madness’. Cain ‘proved the strength of his creed by unmistak-
able deeds in his victory over Abel, the champion of the opposite opinion, and 
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in getting rid of both him and his opinion’ (De posteritate Caini 35), so serious 
is the struggle between sophists and non-sophists. Cain’s strategy, according to 
Philo, consists in building demonstrative arguments, delivering lengthy exposi-
tions and perorations, and ‘forging plausible inventions contrary to the truth’: 
sophistic devices (  which are used by ‘the wise in their 
own conceit, devotees of impiety, godlessness, self-love, arrogance, false opin-
ion, men ignorant of real wisdom’ (De posteritate Caini 53). The other instances 
in which the strife between sophists and non-sophists comes to the fore cover 
most key narratives in Moses’ Pentateuch, among them the narratives about the 
patriarchs and matriarchs.

(b) The period of the patriarchs and matriarchs

(i) Abraham versus the Chaldeans. Abraham, forsaking Chaldean astrology 
when called by God, ‘changes by instruction from sophist to sage’: 

 (De praemiis et poenis 58).

(ii) Hagar and Ishmael versus Sarah and Isaac. The sophistic struggle 
reiterates itself among his children, Ishmael and Isaac. Whereas Sarah, Isaac’s 
mother, represents virtue, Ishmael’s mother, Hagar, symbolizes only preliminary 
studies.18 Her child can but be a sophist who has to be banished:

The most perfect types of being and the secondary acquirements are worlds apart, and 
wisdom has no kinship with the sophist’s culture ( ). For 
the latter has for the fruits of all its labour only those persuasions which tend to es-
tablish the false opinion, which destroys the soul; but wisdom studies truth and thus 
obtains that great source of profit to the mind, knowledge of right reason. (…) the 
sophist, who is ever sophist, and his mother, instruction in preliminary learning, are 
expelled and banished by God from the presence of wisdom and the wise, on whom 
he confers the titles of Sarah and Abraham: < >

. (De cheru-
bim 9–10)

Hagar’s child represents ‘the soul just beginning to crave after instruction’, be-
cause Hagar herself only offers incomplete education so that her child, ‘when 
grown to manhood, becomes a sophist’ (De posteritate Caini 131). As a soph-
ist he has only covered ‘the school subjects’, and not the ‘sciences which deal 
with virtues’ (De sobrietate 9–10). Interpreting the assertion, made by the angel 
of the Lord, that Ishmael ‘will be a wild man; his hand will be against all’ (Gen 
16.12), Philo argues:

Now this picture clearly represents the sophist (…). (He is) like those who are now 
called Academics and Sceptics, who place no foundation under their opinions and 

18 See Bos 2009.
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doctrines and do not (prefer) one thing to another, for they admit those as philoso-
phers who shoot at (the doctrines) of every school, and these it is customary to call 
‘opinion-fighters’. (Quaestiones in Genesim III.33)

(iii) Rebecca’s non-sophistic attitude. It is Isaac’s wife Rebecca who again 
symbolizes the correct non-sophistic attitude. Commenting on Rebecca’s 
generosity in giving a servant abundant water to drink, Philo remarks:

When she saw how readily receptive of virtue the servant’s nature was, she emp-
tied all the contents of her pitcher into the drinking-trough, that is to say, she poured 
all the teacher’s knowledge into the soul of the learner. For, whereas sophists 
( ), impelled at once by mercenary motives and by a grudging spirit, stunt 
the natures of their pupils by withholding much that they ought to tell them, care-
fully reserving for themselves against another day the opportunity of making money, 
virtue is an ungrudging thing, fond of making gifts, never hesitating to do good. (De 
posteritate Caini 150–151)

After the narratives of the patriarchs and matriarchs, Philo also weaves the strug-
gle with the sophists into Israel’s sojourn in Egypt. Both Joseph and Moses are 
confronted with ‘the sophists of Egypt’. This, of course, is very relevant to Philo 
and his public. Being resident in Alexandria in Egypt himself, in a subtle way he 
equates the contemporary sophists of Alexandria with their Egyptian predeces-
sors from the times of Joseph and Moses.

(c) Israel in Egypt: Joseph and Moses versus ‘the sophists of Egypt’

(i) Joseph versus the sophists of Egypt. In Philo’s representation, the history of 
Israel and the sophists continues with Joseph. Philo is not entirely positive about 
Joseph, whose ‘coat of varied colours’ (Gen 37.3) is interpreted by Philo as

the woven robe of statecraft ( , a robe richly variegated, containing but a 
most meagre admixture of truth, but many large portions of false, probable, plausi-
ble, conjectural matter, from which sprang up all the sophists of Egypt (

). (De somniis 1.220)

This passage also reveals that Philo is very much aware of the power which rhe-
torically trained sophists exert in the political arena, a power he may have expe-
rienced in the tensions in Alexandria between the Jews and the Greeks, which 
resulted in each side sending a delegation to the emperor Gaius.19 Winter, who 
also draws a parallel between Philo and Plato in this respect, notes:

The role of the sophists in the political life of the city also drew criticism from Philo, 
for the deception of the sophistic tradition inevitably spilt over into that arena. ‘All the 

19 Cf. Winter 2002, 96: ‘The Greeks were well represented by these men [Isidorus, Apion 
and Lampon] who, needless to say, possessed the rhetorical training needed to present their 
case’. Cf. Winter 2002, 96–8 about Philo’s rhetorical ability as can be discerned from the cap-
tatio benevolentiae still extant in his Legatio ad Gaium.
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sophists of Egypt’ were said to have sprung up in the area of politeia from ‘a meagre 
mixture’ of truth and ‘many large portions of false, probable, plausible, conjectural 
matter’. They became experts ‘in decoying, charming, and bewitching’ their hearers, 
Somn. I.220. Plato’s view was that among the sophists, those who attempted to direct 
the polis through deliberative oratory were the greatest sorcerers and most practiced in 
charlatanism. (The Statesman 291 c, 303 c)20

Despite his critical note about Joseph’s sophistic garment, Philo portrays Joseph 
as the one who succeeds over the Egyptians sophists in interpreting the dreams 
of the Egyptian king. As the king anticipates, ‘Joseph will reveal the truth, and as 
light disperses darkness his knowledge will disperse the ignorance of our soph-
ists’: 

 (De Josepho 104). Joseph distinguishes him-
self favourably from the ‘sophistic praters who show off their cleverness for hire 
and use their art of interpreting the visions given in sleep as a pretext of making 
money’ (De Josepho 125).

(ii) Moses versus the sophists of Egypt. These Egyptian sophists are the same 
group whom Moses confronts at the court of the Egyptian king (De vita Mosis 
1.92). It is of course no coincidence that the Egyptian magicians are called 
‘sophists’ by Philo. In this way, Philo places his own struggle with sophistic 
circles in Alexandria in the wider perspective of the age-long controversy 
between Israel and the sophists, both within Egypt and beyond. Moses is only 
able to confront the sophists because he has first been thoroughly trained after 
admitting his inexperience in speech. Unlike Abel, Moses is not naive about the 
tricks of the sophists and avails himself of the help of Aaron, who acts as his 
spokesman:

Do you not see that Moses declines the invitation of the sophists ( ) in Egypt 
(…)? He calls them magicians, because good morals are spoiled by the tricks and 
deceptions of sophistry ( ) which act on them 
like the enchantments of magic. Moses’ plea is that he is not ‘eloquent’ (Exod 4.10), 
which is equivalent to saying that he has no gift for oratory, which is but specious 
guesswork about what seems probable. Afterwards he follows this up by emphati-
cally stating that he is not merely not eloquent but absolutely ‘speechless’ (Exod 
6.12). He calls himself ‘speechless’, not in the sense in which we use the word of 
animals without reason, but of him who fails to find a fitting instrument in the lan-
guage uttered by the organs of speech, and prints and impresses on his understand-
ing the lessons of true wisdom, the direct opposite of false sophistry (

). And he will not go to Egypt nor engage in conflict with its 
sophists ( ), until he has been fully trained in the word of utterance, God 
having shown and perfected all the qualities which are essential to the expression 
of thought by the election of Aaron who is Moses’ brother. (Quod deterius potiori 
insidiari soleat 38–39)

20 Winter 2002, 90.
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Thus trained, Moses is able to meet the Egyptian king at the edge or mouth of 
the river (Exod 7.15), Philo says. This place of encounter is taken, in an allegori-
cal sense, to point to the lips through which the stream of speech passes:

Now speech is an ally employed by those who hate virtue [i. e. by the sophists] (…), 
and also by men of worth for the destruction of such doctrines (…). When, indeed, 
after they have shaken out every reef of fallacious opinions, the opposing onset of 
the sage’s speech [i. e. the speech of Moses] has overturned their bark and sent them 
to perdition, he [Moses] will (…) set in order his holy choir to sing the anthem of 
victory. (De confusione linguarum 33–35)

This triumph of Moses over the sophists at the ‘lip of the river’, reminds Philo 
of the even greater triumph of Israel over the Egyptians who attempted to pursue 
them through the Red Sea, but drowned and were seen dead at the edge of the sea 
(Exod 14.30). Their death symbolizes ‘the destruction of unholy doctrines and of 
the words which their mouth and tongue and the other vocal organs gave them 
to use’ (De confusione 35). As Philo puts is elsewhere: ‘the scene of their death 
is none other than the lips of that fountain bitter and briny as the sea, those very 
lips through which poured forth the sophist-talk which wars against virtue (

)’ (De somniis 2.281–282).
As we have seen before, Philo warns his readers that there are many who 

‘have not the capacity to demolish by sheer force the plausible inventions of the 
sophists ( ), because their occupation has lain con-
tinuously in active life, so they are not trained in any high degree to deal with 
words’ (De confusione 39). Such rhetorical training is crucial if one is to succeed 
in defeating the sophists, as Moses’ life shows.

This counter-attack against the sophists naturally also colours the Mosaic 
laws. According to Philo, Moses’ anti-sophistic intentions can be noted in his de-
crees concerning the holy seventh day on which one should abstain ‘from work 
and profit-making crafts and professions and business pursued to get a liveli-
hood’. The leisure of this day

should be occupied (…) by the pursuits of wisdom only. And the wisdom must not 
be that of the systems hatched by the word-catchers and sophists (

) who sell their tenets and arguments like any bit of merchandise in the 
market, men who for ever pit philosophy against philosophy (

 without a blush (…), but the true philosophy which 
is woven from three strands – thoughts, words and deeds. (De vita Mosis 2.211–
212)21

21 A further instance of Moses’ anti-sophistic codifications is found in De specialibus legibus 
3.54 where accusers who appear before the judges are warned that they should draw up their 
formal challenges ‘not in the spirit of a false accuser or malicious schemer, set on winning at any 
cost, but of one who would strictly test the truth without sophistry ( )’. Although 
closely following Num 5.12–31 the phrase  is lacking from the Septuagint.
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(d) Israel in the wilderness: Moses and the Israelites versus the Amorites 
and Balaam

(i) Israel versus the Amorites. The attacks suffered from the sophists do not stop 
once Israel leaves Egypt. Even during the voyage through the wilderness, the 
sophists continue to plague them. Philo mentions them by name: the Amorites 
and Balaam.

The name ‘Amorites’, Philo argues, should be etymologically understood as 
‘men fond of talking’, who ‘symbolize the uttered word’ (

). Philo draws here on the Stoic distinction between logos pro-
phorikos (‘speech’) and logos endiathetos (‘thought’).22 The Amorites represent 
only the former, the uttered word, without it being the vehicle of the internal 
word. The problem here, in the Amorites’ case, is that their uttered word does not 
function in harmonious cooperation with the internal word (a harmony which, as 
we shall see, is advocated by Philo), but is in fact devoid of internal reason. As 
A. Kamesar has convincingly shown, in Philo’s view the training of the logos 
prophorikos should be assigned to the discipline of rhetoric, and that of the 
logos endiathetos to philosophy. This view is also upheld in Greek writers such 
as Plutarch, Hermias of Alexandria and Sopater. The setting of this assignment 
of the two logoi to these two disciplines, Kamesar shows, is that of the conflict 
between rhetoric and philosophy. These two logoi are meant to function harmo-
niously: ‘A paideia that is concerned with both  and , the 
educational ideal that goes back to Isocrates, would entail the cooperative syn-
ergy of the logos endiathetos and the logos prophorikos, if Stoic terminology is 
employed’.23 By portraying the Amorites as only in command of the logos pro-
phorikos without the backing of the logos endiathetos, Philo characterizes them 
as sophists. Their king, according to Philo,

is the sophist clever at searching after verbal artifices (
); and those who transgress the boundary of truth place 

themselves at the mercy of his quibbling. (Legum allegoriarum libri 3.232)

He, the Amorite king, is concerned with sophistic riddles (
), probabilities and plausible arguments which involve no knowledge 

of the truth (233).

(ii) Balaam. The threat which the Amorites pose to Israel in the wilderness is 
a clear instance of the sophists’ onslaught against knowledge and truth. Philo 
found this episode narrated in Numbers 21, just before Balaam takes centre-stage 

22 See Verbeke 1980, 495–6 n4 with reference to Sextus Empiricus, Adversus Mathematicos 
8.275 (= Adversus Dogmaticos 2.275): ‘Man does not differ in respect of uttered reason from 
the irrational animals (…), but in respect of internal reason’; = SVF 2.135.

23 Kamesar 2004, 163–81, esp. 170–3 at 173, with an extensive bibliography on the logos 
endiathetos and the logos prophorikos in 163–4 n1.
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in Numbers 22–24. In this sense, the appearance of Balaam the sophist, already 
discussed in § 3.1 above, constitutes the climax of Israel’s manifold encounters 
with the sophists.

3.3 Philo’s application to the philosophical 
discussion of his day

An intriguing question which arises when one takes in the multitude of Philo’s 
comments on sophists is why he devoted so much attention to them. There 
are clear indications in his writings that Philo views the sophists of his day 
as a clear threat which he wishes to tackle head-on. I take my starting-point 
in another passage on the Amorites, whose name, as we have just seen, Philo 
explains as ‘men fond of talking’, and whose king he referred to as a sophist. 
In Quis rerum divinarum heres sit, Philo, having introduced the Amorites and 
identified them as ‘talkers’, remarks that the gift of speech ‘has been marred by 
thousands of the recipients (…). These are impostors, flatterers, and inventors 
of cunning plausibilities’. Their practice is contrasted with ‘the man of worth’ 
whose speech ‘should be transparent and true. But the speech which most strive 
for is obscure and false’ (302–303). Philo clearly experiences this as a problem 
of his own day:

So long then as ‘the sins of the Amorites’, that is of sophistical arguments, ‘are 
not fulfilled’ (Gen. 15.16) because of the fact that they are difficult to disprove and 
criticize (

), but still in virtue of their powers 
of attraction seduce us (  with their plausibilities, while their entice-
ments make us powerless to turn from and leave them, we remain powerless. But if 
ever all the plausible fallacies are refuted by true beliefs (…), we shall (…) slip our 
cable and sail clean away from the land of falsehood and sophistry (

) (…) Such is the lesson expressed in the 
problem here presented. For it is impossible to turn back from, to hate, to leave the 
plausible falsehood, unless the sin involved in it be revealed complete and consum-
mated. And this revelation will be made when, confronted by the firm evidence of 
truth, it receives the much-needed refutation (

). (Quis rerum divinarum heres sit 304–306)

In this passage, Philo shows his concern that the sophistic powers of attraction 
may ‘seduce us’ ( , that is him and his contemporary readers. It 
demonstrates that even in a passage about the Amorites of long ago, who tried 
to seduce Israel in the wilderness, Philo recognizes the sophists of his own day. 
He also acknowledges that the sophistic arguments are difficult to disprove and 
criticize, yet emphasizes that their refutation is much-needed. We encounter here 
a vivid interest is the philosophical discussion of his own day.
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That Philo regards the sophists as a present-day phenomenon and not only as 
a literary motif derived from Plato’s anti-sophistic dialogues is shown by the fact 
that he talks explicitly about ‘the orators or sophists of today’: 

(De vita contemplativa 31). They are contrasted with the senior 
leader of the Jewish sect of the Therapeutae who, every seventh day,

gives a well-reasoned and wise discourse. He does not make an exhibition of clever 
rhetoric like the orators or sophists of today but follows careful examination by care-
ful expression of the exact meaning of his thoughts, and this does not lodge just out-
side the ears of the audience but passes through the hearing into the soul and there 
stays securely. (De vita contemplativa 31)

Elsewhere, too, Philo explicitly makes the link with contemporary sophists, the 
sophistic throng of people of the present day: 

. The road which leads to God, Philo argues, one must take

to be philosophy, not the philosophy which is pursued by the sophistic throng of peo-
ple of the present day ( ), who, having practised 
arts of speech to use against the truth, have given the name of wisdom to their rascal-
ity, conferring on a sorry work a divine title. (De posteritate Caini 101)

A further indication that Philo, in his discussion of the sophists, is thinking pri-
marily of the sophists of his own day, is the lively portrait of everyday life of 
which the throng of sophists is part:

Day after day the throng of sophists, which is to be found everywhere (
), talks the ears off any audience they happen to have with 

disquisitions on minutiae, unravelling phrases that are ambiguous and can bear two 
meanings and distinguishing among circumstances such as it is well to bear in mind 
– and they are set on bearing in mind a vast number. (De agricultura 136)

They are the ones who, though professing to be philosophers, fill the lecture-halls 
and theatres almost every day, ‘discoursing at length, stringing together their dis-
quisitions on virtue without stopping to draw breath. Yet what profit is there in 
their talk?’ (De congressu 64).24

In a passage in which Philo criticizes the hectic and indulgent, passionate 
lifestyle of the sophists, the sheer size of the sophist movement is also high-
lighted:

And so multitudes of those who are called sophists (
), after winning the admiration of city after city (

), and after drawing well-nigh the whole world to honour them (

24 I agree with Winter that this passage is about sophists. See Winter 2002, 74: ‘Philo com-
ments that hardly a day goes by but lecture-halls and theatres fill with . Vari-
ous classes of people listen with different but inadequate responses. But to whom does Philo 
refer? While  can be translated as “philosophers”, it often means sophists in 
the Philo corpus. In Post. 34 Philo mentions that many who have “professed” philosophy arrive 
at conclusions belonging to the ancient sophist, Protagoras.’
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) for their hair-splitting and 
their clever inventiveness, have with all their might worn their life out, and brought 
it to premature old age, by the indulgence of their passions. (De agricultura 143)

This movement spreads through the cities like wildfire and, Philo fears, is in-
fluencing the young: ‘Vanity (…) with its sophisms (  and trickery 
beguiles every city and loses no time in capturing the souls of the young’ (De 
praemiis 25).

It is in this world that Philo wants to shoulder his philosophical responsibilities 
and there are several passages in his writings which express his personal com-
mitment to refuting sophistry. Philo does not regard himself as Abel, who had 
never learned the arts of speech and for whom it was not safe to encounter the 
wranglings of the sophists (Quod deterius potiori insidiari soleat 35), but likens 
himself to Moses, who only engaged in conflict with the sophists once he had 
been fully trained in rhetoric (Quod deterius 38–39). As he makes plain:

It will be well for us to counter in this manner those who are pugnacious over the 
tenets which they maintain; for when we have been exercised in the forms which 
words take, we shall no more sink to the ground through inexperience of the tricks 
of the sophistic wrestling ( ), 
but we shall spring up and carry on the struggle and disentangle ourselves with ease 
from the grips which their art has taught them. (…) But if a man, though equipped 
in soul with all the virtues, has had no practice in rhetoric, (…) when like Abel he 
steps out for a sophistic contest ( , he will fall before he has 
obtained a firm footing. (Quod deterius 41–42)

Philo clearly regards himself as fully up to the job. This is no task for those 
who are just beginning their studies, those making progress, and those who 
have reached perfection without having established firm roots. All these should 
refuse ‘to engage in the war waged by the sophists’ (

); if they, mere amateurs, engage ‘trained and seasoned 
fighters, they will undoubtedly get the worst of it’ (De agricultura 159; 162). 
Therefore,

It will, then, be the business of him who fully apprehends and understands the sub-
ject, and thoroughly knows his own powers, to go to war with the strife-loving band 
of sophists ( . (De agricultura 162)

Philo’s strong advice not to engage lightly in the strife with sophists probably 
reflects his experience of the ongoing clash between sophistry and philosophy in 
his own days. His own ideal is to integrate rhetoric, intentions and virtuous deeds 
in one coherent whole. In support of this ideal he quotes Moses:

In a thoroughly philosophical way he [Moses] makes a threefold division of it, say-
ing: ‘It is in thy mouth and in thy heart and in thine hand’ (Deut 30.11–14), that is, 
in words, in plans, in actions. For these are the parts of the good thing, and of these 
it is compacted, and the lack of but one not only renders it imperfect but absolutely 
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destroys it. For what good is it to say the best things but to plan and carry out the most 
shameful things? This is the way of the sophists ( ), for as 
they spin out their discourses on sound sense and endurance they grate on the ears 
of those most thirsting to listen, but in the choices that they make and the actions of 
their lives we find them going very far wrong. (De posteritate Caini 85–86)

It is equally wrong, however, to have good intentions but fail in deeds and words, 
or to practice the right things ‘without understanding and explicit speech’.

But if a man succeeded, as if handling a lyre, in bringing all the notes of the thing 
that is good into tune, bringing speech into harmony with intent, and intent with 
deed, such an one would be considered perfect and of a truly harmonious character. 
(De posteritate Caini 88).25

In order to achieve this synthesis, and avoid one-sidedness of whatever kind, 
Philo also reflects on the Stoic distinction between logos prophorikos (‘speech’) 
and logos endiathetos (‘thought’), as we saw in the case of the sophistic Amor-
ites who only possessed the former logos (see at the end of § 3.2 above). Philo 
stresses that one should master both logoi:

‘Logos’ has two aspects, one resembling a spring, the other its outflow; ‘logos’ in 
the understanding resembles a spring, and is called ‘reason’, while utterance by 
mouth and tongue is like its outflow, and is called ‘speech’. That each species of 
logos should be improved is vast wealth, understanding having good reasoning at 
its command for all things great and small, and utterance being under the guidance 
of correct training. For many reason excellently, but find speech a bad interpreter of 
thought and are by it betrayed through not having had a thorough grounding in the 
ordinary subjects of culture. Others, again, have shown great ability in expounding 
themes, and yet been most evil thinkers, such as the so-called sophists (

. (De migratione Abrahami 71–72)

Abel is adduced as an example of the first category, those who ‘reason excel-
lently’ but lack ‘a thorough grounding in the ordinary subjects of culture’, and is 
contrasted with the sophists. Moses, however, once he has been trained in knowl-
edge and wisdom, is a perfect example of those who command both logoi. This 
is in accordance with God’s intentions:

God bestows on those who obey Him no imperfect boon. All His gifts are full and 
complete. And so, in this case also, He does not send the blessing or ‘logos-excel-
lence’ in one division of logos, but in both its parts, for He holds it just that the re-
cipient of His bounty should both conceive the noblest conceptions and give mas-
terly expression to his ideas. For perfection depends, as we know, on both divisions 
of logos, the reason which suggests the ideas with clearness, and the speech which 
gives unfailing expression to them. (De migratione Abrahami 73)

25 This threefold enterprise is also discussed in De agricultura 144; De congressu eruditionis 
gratia 67–68; and De vita Mosis 2.212. 
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Moses was led to look into knowledge and wisdom ‘with a view to getting the 
better of the sophists in Egypt ( )’. It was Aaron who 
acted as Moses’ logos in utterance ( ).26 To be versed in both 
logoi is extremely important:

It is a vital matter, then, for one about to face a contest with sophists (
) to have paid attention to words with such thoroughness as not only to 

elude the grips of his adversary but to take the offensive in his turn and prove himself 
superior both in skill and strength. (De migratione Abrahami 82)

In De ebrietate, Philo emphasizes what happens if one is dominated by the ut-
tered word only. The uttered word ( ) implants in 
us

through the specious, the probable and the persuasive (…) false opinions for the 
destruction of our noblest possession, truth. Why, then, should we not at once take 
vengeance on him too, sophist ( ) and miscreant that he is, by sentenc-
ing him to the death that befits him – that is to silence, for silence is the death of 
speech? Thus will he no longer ply his sophistries within the mind (

, nor will that mind be led astray, but having 
been absolutely released from (…) the sophistries of speech (

) (…), the mind will be able to devote his unhampered liberty 
to the world of mental things. (De ebrietate 70–71)

Only if one is versed in both logoi, as Philo makes clear in De migratione, can 
one defeat those who ‘bring their sophistic trickery into play against the divine 
logos ( )’. Philo is optimistic, however, that 
this contest with the sophists will be successful:

All the arguments of sophists (  are devoured and done 
away with by Nature’s many-sided skill (…). Sophistry is ever defeated by wisdom 
( . (De migratione Abrahami 72–85)

It is to underpin this view, that sophistry has indeed always been defeated by 
wisdom, that Philo retells the story of the sophist Balaam who planned in vain 
to attack Israel with his sophistic oracles.

3.4 Epilogue: The function of Moses’ 
Pentateuchal narratives in Philo

Philo not only takes action against contemporary sophistry in general but seems 
particularly concerned that the Jewish youth, receiving a Greek education at 
Alexandria, may be prone to non-philosophical, sophistic influences. Speaking 
about the Jewish race, ‘our race’, Philo observes that many have used their edu-

26 Cf. also De gigantibus 52.
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cation not for the better (‘for day and light’) but for the worse (‘for night and 
darkness’), and have effectively extinguished the enlightenment of their souls 
by striving after a life of luxury and high offices:

Many (…) have acquired the lights in the soul for night and darkness, not for day 
and light; all elementary lessons for example, and what is called school-learning and 
philosophy itself when pursued with no motive higher than a life of luxury, or from 
desire of an office under our rulers. (Legum allegoriarum libri 3.166–167)

This concern is recognized already very clearly by A. Mendelson in his study 
Secular Education in Philo of Alexandria (1982):

Neither political activities nor practical applications of the arts and sciences were con-
demned as inherently evil, although both were fraught with danger. But Philo drew the 
line when secular education compromised the integrity of the individual or the solidarity 
of the Jewish community. It is not coincidental that in LA [Legum allegoriarum libri] 
iii.167–68 the most explicit instances of miseducation are students who use the encyclia 
to serve pretentious ends or to curry favor with the Roman rulers.27

This observation is further spelled out in Mendelson’s final conclusion, in which 
he underscores ‘the social and political lures of total assimilation’ and ‘the real 
dangers’ exerted by the sophistic movement (although, writing prior to Winter, 
he does not sufficiently address the issue of the sophists in the Philonic reflec-
tion on secular education):

Taking it for granted that the elite Jewish youth of Alexandria would be enrolled in 
Greek institutions, he [Philo] appears to have asked himself in what way their secular 
education could be turned to account. Jews, he insisted, should utilize the encyclia in 
their strivings toward divine knowledge instead of exploiting the acquisition of Greek 
culture simply to further their social and political ambitions. (…) In this environment, 
the social and political lures of total assimilation must have loomed large. Philo was 
particularly sensitive to this issue, perhaps because his nephew, Tiberius Julius Alex-
ander, had already shown signs of disloyalty to Judaism. (…) Philo continued to draw 
clear lines between what was acceptable and what was not acceptable for his coreligion-
ists. (…) Philo encourages a certain devotion to the encyclia, but he places them within 
a Jewish framework, and he repeatedly warns against their seductive charms. On the 
latter point, I cannot emphasize too strongly the real dangers which Philo saw in the 
disciplines, dangers which ranged from sophistry to heresy.28

If Philo is indeed gravely concerned about the dangers the sophistic movement 
poses to the Greek-educated Jewish youth at Alexandria, I believe this appre-
hensiveness accounts for the anti-sophistic slant of his commentaries on Moses’ 
Pentateuch. Philo’s anti-sophistic stance and his concern about the possible mis-
use of secular education puzzled F. H. Colson in an important article ‘Philo on 
Education’ (1917). Since all in all ‘very little systematic or formal writing on the 

27 Mendelson 1982, 46. Cf. also Winter 2002, 93 with 93 n72.
28 Mendelson 1982, 82.
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subject’ of education survives from pagan Graeco-Roman sources, despite the 
importance which Antiquity attached to it, Colson deems it ‘strange to find one of 
the most vexed questions of classical antiquity most fully discussed in the work 
of this semi-hellenized Jew [i. e. Philo] – to find the old issue between the sophist 
and the philosopher stated to us in terms of the Old Testament.’29

However, it is not strange at all if Philo is determined to guard the Jewish 
youth against the influence of the sophist movement. Indeed, as Winter writes in 
reply to Colson’s statement: ‘If it is strange (as F. H. Colson maintains), it is also 
highly informative that Philo evaluated the Alexandrian sophistic tradition by 
means of OT incidents imported into the structure of Plato’s critique.’30 Winter’s 
emphasis, however, is on the final part of the sentence, ‘OT incidents imported 
into the structure of Plato’s critique’, and it seems he takes Philo’s evaluation of 
the sophistic tradition ‘by means of OT incidents’ almost for granted. What Win-
ter sets out to demonstrate and clarify in response to Colson is Philo’s Platonizing 
tendency, not his use of narratives from the Mosaic Pentateuch. After quoting 
Colson, Winter continues: ‘Although Philo conducts his discussion of the sophis-
tic tradition within a framework of OT characters and texts, we will see that his 
critique of it depends heavily on Plato’s evaluation of the sophists’.31 However, 
it may also be informative that Philo criticizes the sophistic tradition ‘by means 
of OT incidents’ if he is indeed trying to warn the Greek-educated Jewish youth. 
If that is the case, warning them through anti-sophistic commentaries on the Mo-
saic Pentateuch is far more effective than through general treatises.

Occasionally Winter seems to be aware of this anti-sophistic function of the 
Old Testament narratives in Philo. Commenting on De migratione Abrahami 
76–85, where Philo states that ‘all the arguments of the sophists are devoured 
and done away with’ by the rhetorically gifted Aaron, the logos prophorikos, 
the ‘Finger of God’, Winter states: ‘This narrative functions as a divine rescript 
which declares that “sophistry is ever defeated by wisdom”’.32 Here, Winter ex-
plicitly reflects on the function which Philo attributes to a particular Old Testa-
ment narrative. Similarly, later on Winter argues that ‘Philo’s war against con-
temporary sophistic activity was an outworking of’ his high esteem for Moses 
as ‘“the wise man” ( ), exceeding in age and wisdom even the Seven 
Wise Men of the Greeks’, in congruence with the rhetorical question posed by 
the Greek philosopher Numenius: ‘What else is Plato, but Moses speaking Attic 
Greek?’33 Consequently, according to Winter, Philo ‘believed that conflicts in 

29 Colson 1917, esp. 151, 153, 162, with quotation from 162.
30 Winter 2002, 94.
31 Winter 2002, 80.
32 Winter 2002, 105.
33 On Numenius’ view on Moses, see now Burnyeat 2006 a, 139–68. On Graeco-Roman 

views on Moses in general, see Van Kooten 2006 a.
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which noted OT characters engaged provided the paradigm for his evaluation 
of the sophists’.34

I agree with this and believe that the narrative emphasis of the present chapter, 
which focuses on the Old Testament narrative contexts of the polemic concerning 
the sophists in Philo’s oeuvre, shows abundantly that there is an uninterrupted 
anti-sophistic reading of these narratives in Philo’s commentaries, spanning the 
entire line from the creation to Moses. The scale and scope of this undertaking 
suggests that Philo deliberately chose the Mosaic Pentateuch as the vehicle to 
convey his warning to the Greek-educated Jewish youth concerning the dangers 
of the anti-philosophical, social and political lures of the sophist movement.

Philo’s intention in interpreting the narratives from Moses’ Pentateuch is 
clearly anti-sophistic. However, as we shall see in chap. 6, Philo is sometimes 
inconsistent and seems to be influenced, in a negative sense, by his competition 
with contemporary sophists: despite his polemic attitude, his interpretation of 
Abraham’s and Moses’ bodies acquires some sophistic, physiognomic character-
istics (see § 6.3.1 below). In this there is a small but notable difference with Paul, 
who gives a different, decisively anti-sophistic, interpretation of the narrative of 
Moses’ resplendent, glorious body in 2 Cor 3 (see chap. 6 below). In this sense 
Paul will prove to be more consistent in his criticism of the sophists than Philo. 
Despite this (slight) difference, however, in the following chapter, we shall first 
note the basic concurrence between Philo and Paul. Paul takes an anti-sophistic 
stance which, as an urgent reply to a contemporary movement, very much re-
sembles Philo’s attitude. It is in the anti-sophistic setting of his Corinthian cor-
respondence that Paul seems to develop his anthropology of man’s inner trans-
formation into, or in accordance with the image of God.

34 Winter 2002, 107.



Chapter 4

Paul versus the Sophists: 
Outward Performance and Rhetorical Competition 

within the Christian Community at Corinth

Introduction

In order to appreciate Paul’s interest in transformation into the image of God 
(2 Cor 3.18), which takes place within the inner man (2 Cor 4.16), it is im-
portant to be aware of the competitive setting of Paul’s correspondence with 
Corinth. Paul’s letters written to Corinth show that, even within the Christian 
community, Paul was involved in a discussion with his Corinthian public which 
reflects the kind of competition which continues to go on in the post-Classical 
city, that between philosophers and sophists. As we have seen in chap. 3 above, 
the movement of the Second Sophistic has recently received much scholarly at-
tention. I shall base my analysis particularly on the writings of Paul, Plutarch, 
Epictetus, Dio Chrysostom, Lucian and Philostratus, all of whom are witnesses 
to this debate.

First, I shall outline the competitive nature of this debate, and the factions, 
quarrels and tensions it encompassed, as well as the loyalty of the disciples in-
volved (§ 4.1). Secondly, I shall focus on an important characteristic of sophis-
tic rhetoric, the ability to speak extempore, i. e. to improvise, which – according 
to the Corinthians with whom Paul is quarrelling – is very important (§ 4.2). 
Thirdly, I shall deal with other characteristics of sophists which fuelled the de-
bate between Paul and the Corinthian communities, such as the importance they 
attach to outward performance and physiognomy, and their custom of self-praise 
and commendation by themselves and by others (§ 4.3). Fourthly, in order to un-
derstand the context in which these sophists operated in the city, we shall have 
a look at their intended audience, the construction of their self-image as Greeks 
rather than barbarians, and their daily life in the schools (§ 4.4). Finally, we 
shall explore one of the most relevant issues in Paul’s debate with the Corinthian 
sophists, that of the antithesis between rhetorical sophism and the philosophi-
cal, ethical, inward life (§ 4.5). By way of conclusion, I shall highlight the role 
of Corinth in this debate, which started as early as Diogenes the Cynic’s stay at 
Corinth in the 4 th cent. BC (§ 4.6).
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4.1 Competition in the Christian communities in Corinth

4.1.1 Paul and Corinth

It becomes very clear from the correspondence which Paul conducted with the 
Corinthians in the first half of the fifties AD, when he was in Ephesus, that he 
perceived factions, quarrels and tensions in Corinth. Paul exhorts the Corinthi-
ans that

all of you should be in agreement and that there should be no divisions among you 
( , but that you should be 
united in the same mind and the same purpose. For it has been reported to me by 
Chloe’s people that there are quarrels among you ( ). (1 Cor 
1.10–11)

As a consequence, in Paul’s theological language, Christ is divided: 
 – Christ himself has become divided by parties and factions (1.13). 

Paul makes the observation that there is jealousy and quarrelling (
) among them, and that they are ‘of the flesh’ and behave according to human 

inclinations (1 Cor 3.3). These factions become apparent when the Corinthians 
come together in their Christian assemblies:

For, to begin with, when you come together as a church (
), I hear that there are divisions among you (
); and to some extent I believe it. Indeed, there have to be factions among 

you, for only so will it become clear who among you are esteemed (
[ ] ). (1 Cor 

11.18–19)

In the last line, Paul is probably taking the Corinthians’ perspective, according 
to which those who profile themselves in these faction quarrels are the , 
those who need to be respected; they are not, as the NRSV translates, those who 
are ‘genuine’ or ‘trustworthy’ (as though Paul regarded the faction-building 
process as particularly useful) but, in a ironic sense, those who are approved of 
and esteemed, those who meet the expectations of excellence according to the 
standards which influence the emergence and development of the factions within 
the community. While this conflict between Paul and the Corinthians continues, 
after he has already rendered them an extra visit from Ephesus, Paul thinks it 
better not to call again:

For I fear that when I come, I may find you not as I wish, and that you may find me 
not as you wish; I fear that there may perhaps be quarrelling ( ), jealousy, 
anger, selfishness, slander, gossip, conceit, and disorder (

. (2 Cor 12.20)

These kinds of tensions and factions within the Christian communities at Corinth 
resemble the factions in the post-Classical cities between competing sophistic 
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groups and between these sophists and their counterparts, the philosophers. This 
background to Paul’s Corinthian correspondence has been highlighted by Winter 
in his pioneering study entitled Philo and Paul Among the Sophists (1997).1 In 
his view, the sophistic movement was so forceful that it influenced members of 
the Jewish communities, as we have seen in the previous chapter on Philo and 
the sophists (see chap. 3 above), and also affected the emerging Christian com-
munities. I take Winter’s line of approach but re-examine the sources and add 
many references – especially to Philostratus, but also to Dio Chrysostom and 
Plutarch – which are not included in Winter’s book.

4.1.2 Sophistic factionalism

Factions and tensions appear to be a common feature of sophistic discourse in 
the Greek city in the post-Classical age. According to Philostratus, the 2 nd cent. 
AD author of the Lives of the Sophists, his own teacher Proclus of Naucratis 
was particularly successful in controlling the competitive nature prevalent in 
sophistic schools:

To prevent us from hissing or jeering at one another, as so often happens in the 
schools of the sophists, we were summoned to come in all together, and when we had 
obeyed the summons we sat down, first the boys, then the pedagogues in the middle, 
and the youths by themselves. (Philostratus, Lives of the Sophists [=LS] 604)

Yet, competition between different groups of sophists seems to have been com-
mon. According to Dio Chrysostom, ‘one could hear crowds of wretched soph-
ists around Poseidon’s temple shouting and reviling one another, and their dis-
ciples, as they were called, fighting with one another’ (Orationes 8.9–10).2 The 
sophists’ behaviour also provoked the reaction of philosophically-minded peo-
ple like Diogenes the Cynic, as Dio Chrysostom makes clear: ‘it was against 
the sophists, who wanted to be looked up to and thought they knew more than 
other men, that he [i. e. Diogenes] railed in particular’ (6.21). Diogenes is said 
to have deliberately avoided the sophists’ company: ‘from public affairs, law-
suits, rivalries, wars, and factions he kept himself clear. He tried especially to 
imitate the life of the gods ( ), for they 
alone, as Homer asserts, live at ease’ (6.31). Imitation of the life of the gods is 
a philosophical answer to the practice of the sophists. This attitude, as we shall 
see in due course, also seems characteristic of Paul’s view on the sophists within 
the Christian communities. Paul, too, contrasts the sophistic life-style with the 
inner values of a spiritual-ethical transformation of the inner man into the image 
of God.

1 See Winter 2002.
2 Cf. Winter 2002, 54, 55, 124–5, 129, 168.
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The sophists’ reputation for quarrelling and factionalism also transpires from 
Plutarch. According to Plutarch,

public speakers and sophists (…) are led on by repute and ambition (
) (…) to competition in excess of what is best for them (

 (De tuenda sanitate praecepta 131A)

He is particularly concerned about the pseudo-learned, sophistic after-dinner dis-
putations, ‘which have as their goal an ostentatious or stirring rivalry’ (133E). 
He fears discussions that deteriorate ‘into an unpleasant squabble or a contest in 
sophistry’ ( … )3 and into what I on purpose (mis-)trans-
late as ‘ecclesiastical strife’, i. e. the type of strife going on in the , 
the (political) assembly, and into strife belonging to the agora (

), hence, as E. L. Millar translates in the Loeb 
Classical Library, ‘in the direction of political and legal controversy’ (Quaes-
tiones convivales 713F). Plutarch has in mind the in the sense of the 
political meeting of the which continued to meet in the post-Classical pe-
riod up to Roman times,4 and clearly fears that the kind of strife characteristic of 
this political body is now being transported by the sophists to other fields of life. 
Yet it is interesting that, according to Paul, such factionalist ‘ecclesiastical’ strife 
now also extends, through the influence of Christian sophists, to the meetings of 
the Christian . Plutarch suggests that often only musical entertainment 
can check this kind of competition (Quaestiones convivales 713F).

Elsewhere, too, Plutarch draws an all but flattering picture of these ambitious, 
antagonistic sophists and describes their pupils as follows:

the young men, paying these persons a large amount of money, were getting them-
selves filled full of self-conceit and sham-wisdom and were zealous for discussion 
of arguments and for disputation futile in wranglings and ambitious rivalries but not 
for anything fair and serviceable at all. (Platonicae quaestiones 999E)

Philostratus’ Lives of the Sophists, too, is full of examples of rivalries between 
competing groups of sophists and points out how ‘in their quarrel with one an-
other they went to extremes that are alien to the philosophic temper’ (LS 488). 
He mentions, for example, the quarrel that arose between the sophists Polemo 
and Favorinus, which

began in Ionia, where the Ephesians favoured Favorinus, while Smyrna admired 
Polemo; and it became more bitter in Rome; for their consulars and sons of consu-
lars by applauding either one or the other started between them rivalry (  
such as kindles the keenest envy ( ) and malice. (…) they are to be blamed 
for the speeches that they composed assailing one another. (…) When people called 

3 For the terminology of  see also Philo, Quod deterius potiori insidiari 
soleat 42; De migratione Abrahami 82.

4 On the continuation of this institution, see, e. g., Dmitriev 2005.
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Favorinus a sophist, the mere fact that he had quarrelled with a sophist was evidence 
enough. (LS 490–491)

Similar inner-sophistic rivalries and critical attitudes are recorded between (a) 
Marcus of Byzantium, who ‘looked too boorish to be a learned man’ and Polemo, 
who expressed this impression of him (LS 529); (b) between Timocrates, who is 
being described as ‘proud and haughty’, and Scopelian (the youths of Smyrna 
taking either side; LS 536); (c) between Philagrus and Herodes, because the lat-
ter’s pupil Amphicles misbehaved towards Philagrus when he met him on the 
road and elicited ‘an outlandish word’ from him, thus causing this respected 
sophist to fall into the pits of barbarisms (LS 578); (d) between a pupil of Chres-
tus of Byzantium and Hadrian: the former, having had ‘some training in the cur-
riculum of the sophists’, insulted the latter, who ‘used to put up with all his in-
sults, and would call the slanders of such men “flea-bites”; but Hadrian’s pupils 
could not tolerate the behaviour of the man and gave orders to their own slaves 
to trash him’, resulting in his death (LS 587–588); (e) between Athenodorus and 
Pollux when they taught in the same city, the former in his discourses habitu-
ally ridiculing the latter as puerile (LS 595); (f) between Aspasius and Philostra-
tus of Lemnos, their quarrel beginning in Rome but becoming ‘more serious in 
Ionia where it was fomented by the sophists Cassianus and Aurelius’ (LS 627). 
Similarly, the sophist Scopelian was by some deemed ‘unworthy of the sophistic 
circle’. According to Philostratus, however, this criticism is unjustified because 
Scopelian’s critics themselves

are quibblers and sluggish and are not inspired with extempore eloquence; for man is 
by nature a creature prone to envy. (…) We must not be surprised if certain persons 
(…) should sneer at and revile one whose style of eloquence was the readiest, the 
boldest, and the most elevated of any Greek of his time. (LS 514–515)

This long list of accounts about specific inner-sophistic struggles illustrates the 
kind of sophistic factionalism which manifested itself in the Greek cities.

4.1.3 Loyalty of disciples

Noteworthy also is the loyalty of the disciples involved. According to Dio Chrys-
ostom, the sophists are ‘like gorgeous peacocks, (…) men who are lifted aloft 
as on wings by their fame (  and disciples’ (Orationes 12.5). The disciples 
play an important role in the building of factions between sophists.

This atmosphere also becomes tangible in Paul’s Corinthian letters, inasmuch 
as the disciples claim their adherence to either Paul, Apollos or Cephas: ‘each of 
you says, “I belong to Paul”, or “I belong to Apollos”, or “I belong to Cephas”, 
or “I belong to Christ.”’ (

) (1 Cor 1.12). Paul tries to counter this factionalism 
by pointing out that this leads to Christ himself becoming divided: ‘Has Christ 
been divided? ( ) Was Paul crucified for you? Or were 
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you baptized in the name of Paul?’ (1 Cor 1.13). In Paul’s view all important 
speakers who had visited the Corinthian Christian communities were united in 
the same, common goal:

When one says, ‘I belong to Paul’, and another, ‘I belong to Apollos’ (
), are you not merely human? What then is Apol-

los? What is Paul? Servants through whom you came to believe, as the Lord assigned 
to each. (1 Cor 3.4–5)

From Paul’s perspective there is no need to play them off against one another:

Let no one boast about human leaders ( ). For 
all things are yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas (  

) … – all belong to you, and you belong to Christ, 
and Christ belongs to God. (1 Cor 3.21–23)

Whereas the pupils of the respective teachers of the Christian communities show 
themselves loyal to their own teacher, Paul tries to find a common denomina-
tor between them so as to establish a stable Christian community which leaves 
factionalism aside.

4.2 The technique of improvising speeches

In the discussion among the Corinthian Christians, the ability to improvise, to 
speak extempore ( or ) is very important. Extempore 
speaking was the hallmark of experienced and gifted sophists. In his Lives of 
the Sophists, Philostratus almost gives a running commentary on whether this 
or that sophist was able to improvise. Favorinus ‘improvised with ease and flu-
ency’ (LS 491). ‘As an extempore speaker’ Aeschines ‘was easy and fluent’ (LS 
509). Philostratus describes how this extempore speaking took place in practice. 
After someone had proposed a theme, Polemo

fixed his gaze, as was his custom on the thoughts that were already taking their place 
in his mind, and then flung himself into his speech and delivered a long and admi-
rable discourse (…). As the prooemium of his speech he declared that not without a 
divine impulse ( ) was he inspired to speak on that theme. (LS 533)

This kind of extempore speaking was particularly important on a sophist’s first 
visit to a particular city, as it gave a first impression of his abilities. Thus Philos-
tratus describes how Polemo, who is characterized as ‘arrogant’, gave a display 
of extempore oration to the Athenians ‘on first coming to Athens’ (LS 535). Other 
examples in Philostratus of gifted extempore rhetors include Ptolemy of Naucra-
tis, who ‘spoke extempore with marvellous ease and fluency’ (LS 595).

By way of contrast, Philostratus also remarks when a particular sophist is less 
gifted at this art. Isaeus’ declamations, for instance, ‘were not actually extem-
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pore, but he deliberated from daybreak till midday’ (LS 514). Herodes ‘cared 
only for extempore speaking, though he had not enough confidence for it, since 
he had not yet studied with Scopelian, nor learned the vigour that extempore 
eloquence requires’ (LS 521). The worst thing which could happen was for the 
orator to break down during an extempore speech as happened to Heracleides 
the Lycian:

In the presence of the Emperor Severus he broke down in an extempore speech (…). 
For an extempore speaker is disconcerted by an single hearer whose features have a 
supercilious expression, or by tardy applause, or by not being clapped in the way to 
which he is accustomed. (LS 614)

To avoid this, sophists, especially the less gifted, practise long and hard. Marcus 
of Byzantium, e. g., ‘was always training himself in the methods that prepare one 
for extempore speaking. This was evident from the steady gaze of his eyes’ (LS 
528). Such training could profit a sophist, as in the case of Aspasius: ‘Though he 
had no natural ability for extempore speaking, he made good the deficiency by 
hard work’ (LS 627). Plutarch also mentions the hard work some sophists had 
to put in. Commenting on a particular sophist, he reports: ‘He studied night and 
day, since he had no natural gift for extemporaneous speaking’ (Vitae decem ora-
torum 842C). It shows the high esteem in which extempore speaking was hold 
in the ancient city. This is also demonstrated in the case of Aristeides, whose 
‘natural talent’, according to Philostratus, ‘was not in the line of extempore elo-
quence’. Although ‘in his discourses this sophist used to disparage extempore 
speakers’ (and characterized them as ‘those who vomit their speeches’), ‘nev-
ertheless he (…) greatly admired extempore eloquence’. As Philostratus puts it, 
‘extempore eloquence is the crowning achievement of a fluent and facile tongue’ 
(LS 582–583).

This kind of eloquence, however, was precisely what Paul lacked, judging 
from the sophistic criticism he encountered from his Corinthian opponents. Ac-
cording to Paul,

they say, ‘His letters are weighty and strong (
), but his bodily presence is weak ( ), 

and his speech contemptible ( )’. (2 Cor 10.10)

Taking their perspective, Paul depicts himself as one ‘who is humble when face 
to face with you ( ), but bold towards 
you when I am away ( )!’ (2 Cor 10.1). He seems to go 
along with their criticism of his poor extempore qualities as he decides not to 
return to the Corinthian communities at present:

I fear that when I come, I may find you not as I wish, and that you may find me not 
as you wish; I fear that there may perhaps be quarrelling, jealousy, anger, selfishness, 
slander, gossip, conceit, and disorder. I fear that when I come again, my God may 
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humble me before you (
). (2 Cor 12.20–21)

Paul grants, albeit in an ironic way, that given his opponents’ sophistic standards 
he may be perceived as humbling himself again because of his lack of extem-
pore qualities.

Yet, the opponents’ depiction of Paul’s letters as ‘weighty and strong’ (
) seems to be a genuine compliment. For some sophists, too, poor or 

average extempore qualities may coexist with excellent other rhetorical skills. 
According to Philostratus, for instance,

Aeschines did indeed improvise more often than any other speaker (…), but I think 
that he left behind him only such speeches as he had composed with care, for fear that 
he might fall far short of the elaborate speeches of Demosthenes. (LS 482)

As we have already seen, Aristeides’ ‘natural talent was not in the line of extem-
pore eloquence’ (LS 582), and the same could be said of Paul. Yet at the same 
time, Aristeides’ erudition ( , force ( ) and power of charac-
terization ( ) were praised:

His strength lay in the elaborate cogitation of a theme ( ; for which 
reason he refrained from extempore speaking. For the desire not to produce anything 
except after long cogitation (  keeps the mind too busy 
and robs it of alertness. (LS 585)

It is to a sophist’s credit if he knows his own strengths and abandons extempore 
speaking if he commands other rhetorical skills better. This is well illustrated by 
the case of Aelian:

Though he received the title of sophist at the hands of those who award that honour, 
he did not trust to their decision, but neither flattered his own intelligence nor was 
puffed up by this appellation, exalted though it was, but after taking careful stock of 
his own abilities, he saw that they were not suited to declamation, and so he applied 
himself to writing history and won admiration in this field. (LS 624)

This shows that poor extempore speakers could be praised in other respects. 
In a similar way, the sophist Antipater, although he was considered to have ‘a 
talent for speaking extempore’, was praised above all for his written work, par-
ticularly his letter writing: ‘though there were many men who both declaimed 
and wrote historical narrative better than Antipater, yet no one composed let-
ters better than he’ (LS 607). So if Paul, despite being criticized for his art of 
speaking in public, was at the same time praised for his ‘weighty and strong’ 
letters (2 Cor 10.10), this judgement by the Corinthian sophists was probably 
sincere. This becomes particularly clear from the fact that sophists could also 
criticize one another for their lack of skill in letter writing. According to Phi-
lostratus, there was a controversy between Philostratus of Lemnos and Aspasius 
over how to write letters:
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The epistle composed by Philostratus called How to write Letters is aimed at Aspa-
sius, who on being appointed Imperial Secretary wrote certain letters in a style more 
controversial than is suitable; and others he wrote in obscure language, though nei-
ther of these qualities is becoming to an Emperor. (LS 628)

Against this background, it seems as if Paul’s critics are indeed paying him a 
compliment for his letter writing, whereas at the same time criticizing his extem-
pore qualities as a speaker. It shows that in Corinth Paul was evaluated as a soph-
ist and attracted the same kind of criticism other sophists would experience.

4.3 Invention of themes, physiognomy and self-praise

Sophistic criticism also extended to two related issues, the ability to invent 
themes, and actual performance and physiognomy. Apart from the art of speak-
ing itself, the skill of devising suitable themes (  to speak about was also 
part of rhetoric. According to Philostratus, Antiphon of Rhamnus, for instance, 
‘was held to be the most able of men, both in the art of speaking and in the in-
vention of themes ( ’ (LS 
498). For this reason, ‘they apply the term “clever rhetorician” to 

, to those who show skill in the inven-
tion of themes and their exposition’ (LS 499). Consequently, Philostratus him-
self, in his exposition of the lives of the sophists, passes over particular sophists, 
because they ‘showed no skill either in invention or in the expression of their 
ideas’ (LS 511).

From Paul’s correspondence, one can discern that the Corinthians also criti-
cized him for his lack of variety in the choice of topics. Paul seems to respond 
to this in the following way:

When I came to you, brothers, I did not come proclaiming the mystery of God to 
you in lofty words or wisdom ( ). For I decided to 
know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and him crucified (

). (1 Cor 2.1–2)

In this respect, Paul adopts the kind of reply which a philosopher would adopt 
when confronted with this sort of rhetorical criticism. This is apparent from the 
third oration of Dio Chrysostom, who was initially a sophist hostile to philoso-
phy but later converted to Stoicism.

Dio encountered the same sort of criticism as Paul:

If anyone shall say that I always say the same things, this will be the same charge 
that was laid against Socrates. For the story runs that once Hippias of Elis, who had 
been listening for some time to the words of Socrates about justice and virtue (…), 
finally made the exclamation natural to a sophist, ‘The same things once more, Soc-
rates!’ to which the other replied with a laugh, ‘Yes, and on the same subjects. Now 
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you by reason of your wisdom ( ) probably never say the same about the 
same things, but to me this appears a thing most excellent. We know that liars say 
many things and all different, while those who stick to the truth cannot find anything 
else to say than just the truth’. So too with me: if I knew of any subject more serious 
or more suited to you, that is the subject that I should attempt to handle. But as it is, 
(…) I maintain that the proper subject for the ruler and king is the government and 
control of men. (Orationes 3.27)

In a similar way, Paul also sticks to his proper subject, that of ‘Jesus Christ, and 
him crucified’ and does not yield to his opponents’ call for rhetorical variation 
in subject matter.

Finally, Paul’s physiognomy, too, is scrutinized by his opponents in Corinth. 
Not only are his extempore speaking and his lack of rhetorical variation the ob-
ject of contempt, but his bodily presence is considered weak (2 Cor 10.10: 

). By sophistic standards, this is quite serious 
criticism, because performance and physiognomy do matter. Favorinus, for in-
stance, is said to have fascinated even those in Rome who did not understand 
Greek ‘by the tones of his voice, by his expressive glance and the rhythm of his 
speech’ (LS 491). Similarly, in Athens, Antiochus’ appearance and costume were 
thought to be ‘so exquisite that before he spoke a word a low buzz of approval 
went round as a tribute to his perfect elegance. (…) he made a further wonder-
ful display of his marvellous powers ( ) in what 
now took place’ (LS 572).5 As Plutarch puts it,

the discussions and exercises of most sophists not only use words to conceal their 
thoughts, but they so sweeten their voice by certain harmonious modulations and 
softenings and rhythmic cadences, as to ravish away and transport their hearers. It 
is an empty pleasure they give, and an even more empty renown they acquire. (De 
recta ratione audiendi 41D)

If the first impression they made was poor, some sophists were able to make up 
for it by their further appearance. Though Hippodromus the Thessalian

was somewhat rustic in appearance, yet an extraordinary nobility shone out of his 
eyes, and his glance was at once keen and good-natured. Megistias of Smyrna also 
says that he noticed this characteristic of his, and he was considered second to none 
as a physiognomist. (LS 618)

In addition to the qualities of extempore speaking and the invention of themes, 
physiognomy, too, was a factor in the overall sophistic evaluation of a speaker. 
In a speech at Olympia, Dio Chrysostom, as a philosopher, deliberately counters 
the sophistic expectations of his audience, who had come to witness the games, 
and contrasts himself with the sophists in the following way: ‘I declare to you 
that, great as is your number, you have been eager to hear a man who is neither 

5 Cf. Winter 2002, 114, 222.
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handsome in appearance nor strong, and in age is already past his prime, one 
who has no disciple, who professes (…) no ability (…) as a sophist’ (Orationes 
12.15). Like Paul’s appearance, Dio’s is ‘not strong’. As we shall see in more 
detail later, on the competitive market of the ancient city both Paul and Dio pre-
fer to portray themselves as philosophers, who suffer all kinds of hardships, than 
as sophists.

The strategy which Paul adopts in order to counter the sophistic criticism 
which he experiences is to strike at the very heart of the self-image of the soph-
ists, their – their praiseworthiness, honour, and fame. This image of the 
sophist is rendered explicit by Dio Chrysostom who likens the sophists to ‘gor-
geous peacocks’ and depicts them as ‘men who are lifted aloft as on wings by 
their fame ( ’ (Orationes 12.5). The sophists, according to Dio, gain this 
reputation because ‘When a lot of young men with nothing to do go leaping about 
a man with cries of admiration, as the Bacchants leap about Dionysus, inevitably 
that man after no great lapse of time will gain a reputation with many others for 
talking sensibly’ (35.8). In his definition, sophists are those ‘who wanted to be 
looked up to and thought they knew more than other men’ (6.21).

Philostratus, in his Lives of the Sophists, agrees with this and is keen to list the 
exceptions among the sophists who did not care for honour and fame. Chrestus 
of Byzantium, for instance, ‘made himself especially obnoxious to youths of the 
foolish boasting sort, in spite of the fact that they are more profitable than the 
rest for the payment of fees’ (LS 591). Another sophist, Hippodromus the Thes-
salian,

in his public declamations (…) displayed an admirable mildness. For though he had 
adopted a profession that is prone to egotism and arrogance (

, he never resorted to self-praise ( ), but used to check 
those who praised him to excess. (LS 616)

Aelian, ‘though he received the title of sophist at the hands of those who award 
that honour, (…) did not trust to their decision, but neither flattered his own intel-
ligence nor was puffed up by this appellation, exalted though it was’ (LS 624).

The general impression of sophistic self-praise and renown is confirmed by 
Plutarch. Although he does not exclude the possibility of inoffensive self-praise, 
and devotes an entire treatise to this subject (‘De laude ipsius’), he is very critical 
about the ‘empty renown’ acquired by the sophists, as we have just seen above 
(see esp. De recta ratione audiendi 41D).

In his Corinthian correspondence, Paul seems to address this issue of self-
praise and honour. Twice he quotes the prophet Jeremiah, ‘Let the one who 
boasts, boast in the Lord’ (  – Jer 9.22–23), 
the first time in 1 Cor 1.31 (cf. further 2 Cor 10.17). In itself, Paul’s choice of ap-
propriate quotations could be regarded as a sign of sophistic rhetoric. In sophism, 
suitable, apt quotations from Homer or Euripides were greatly valued. Polemo, 
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for instance, is said to have applied particular verses from Homer’s Iliad very 
aptly in a specific situation (LS 521). Similarly, Pausanias the sophist once ‘con-
cluded his address to the Athenians by quoting very appropriately [a particular] 
verse of Euripides’ (LS 594). Paul seems to use the same technique of apt quo-
tations by choosing Jeremiah’s line on (proper) boasting. As the contents of his 
quotation suggest (‘Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord’), in his letter to 
the Corinthians Paul stresses that ‘each one will receive commendation from 
God’ (1 Cor 4.5) and that, for that reason, they should ‘not pronounce judge-
ment before the time’.

In this way, Paul warns them ‘that none of you may be puffed up in favour of 
one against another ( ). 
For who sees anything different in you? ( )’ (1 Cor 4.6–7). 
The latter question of course implies the suggestion, unacceptable to sophists, 
that their divisions, quarrels and factions cannot be justified because there is no 
difference between the various members of the community. Paul picks up the 
theme of self-commendation, boasting and honour but turns it against the soph-
ists themselves and, in so doing, modifies and inverts it. Paul also boasts, but his 
boast is ‘moralized’ inasmuch as

this is our boast ( ): the testimony of our con-
science ( ) that we have behaved in the world 
with simplicity and godly sincerity ( ), not 
with earthly wisdom ( ). (2 Cor 1.12)

Instead of the earthly wisdom of sophistry, Paul resorts to a philosophical-ethical 
vocabulary of conscience ( ), simplicity ( ), and godly sincer-
ity ( ). This ethical conduct is important to Paul as he contin-
ues to define acceptable self-commendation in terms derived from the semantic 
field of truth and conscience:

We have renounced the shameful things that one hides; we refuse to practise cunning 
or to falsify God’s word ( ); but by the open 
statement of the truth ( ) we commend ourselves 
to the conscience of everyone (

) in the sight of God. (2 Cor 4.2)

This ethical self-commendation is different from sophistic self-praise, and Paul 
criticizes the sophistic practice of letters of recommendation by which soph-
ists are introduced to new cities and audiences: ‘Are we beginning to commend 
ourselves again? ( ) Surely we do not 
need, as some do, letters of recommendation to you or from you, do we? (

)’ (2 Cor 
3.1). Paul turns against this practice. Having again very appropriately quoted the 
line of Jeremiah: ‘Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord’ (

 – Jer 9.22–23; 2 Cor 10.17, cf. 1 Cor 1.31), he gives the 
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reason why self-recommen dation is not permissible: ‘For it is not those who 
commend themselves that are approved (

), but those whom the Lord commends (
)’ (2 Cor 10.18).

Paul continues by inverting the sophistic practice of boasting in the follow-
ing way: ‘If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show my weakness’ – 

 (2 Cor 11.30). Paul’s 
boasting concerns , the things that reveal his weakness, not his 
success. He emphasizes his (‘weakness’), even his (plural; 
12.5, 12.9–10), by listing a full catalogue of hardships that he has experienced 
(2 Cor 11.23–33).6 This catalogue lists imprisonments, beatings, and all the other 
mishaps that have befallen him:

Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I received a stoning. Three times I was 
shipwrecked; for a night and a day I was adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in danger 
from rivers, danger from bandits, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, 
danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false broth-
ers; in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, hungry and thirsty, often 
without food, cold and naked. (2 Cor 11.25–27)

He repeats his willingness to boast of his weaknesses:

So, I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses (
), so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. 

Therefore I am content with weaknesses ( ), insults, hard-
ships, persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ; for whenever I am weak, 
then I am strong ( . (2 Cor 12.9–10)

These hardships, which Paul, together with his fellows, has experienced, are ex-
plicitly contrasted with the honour which the Corinthian sophists experience:

We have become a spectacle to the world, to angels and to mortals. We are fools for 
the sake of Christ, but you are wise in Christ. We are weak, but you are strong (

). You are held in honour, but we in disrepute (
. To the present hour we are hungry and thirsty, we are 

poorly clothed ( ) and beaten and homeless ( ), and we 
grow weary from the work of our own hands (

). When reviled, we bless; when persecuted, we endure; when slandered, we 
speak kindly. We have become like the rubbish of the world, the dregs of all things, 
to this very day. (1 Cor 4.9–13)

Sophistic values are deliberately challenged by Paul. The sophists are , 
they are held in honour, i. e. in accordance with sophistic values, whereas Paul 
and his co-workers are , held in disrepute. In Paul’s inversion of sophistic 
values, Paul is proud of being poorly dressed, in direct opposition to the sophistic 

6 Cf. Fitzgerald 1988.
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stress on the right sort of performance. Similarly he boasts of working with his 
own hands, in contradiction of the sophistic practice of being paid high fees.

This humble stance is also adopted by the philosopher Dio Chrysostom in his 
dealings with the sophists. Speaking of particular orators before the people of 
Alexandria in their great theatre, Dio says:

For they are clever persons, mighty sophists, wonder-workers; but I am quite ordi-
nary and prosaic in my utterance, though not ordinary in my theme. For though the 
words that I speak are not great in themselves, they treat of topics of the greatest 
possible moment. (Orationes 32.39)

Dio’s words betray the same mixture of humility, anti-sophistic vigour and 
proud self-awareness about his meaningful themes as Paul’s Corinthian corre-
spondence. Where Paul refers to Christ’s story of power and weakness, Dio, in a 
similar way, points to the figure of the demi-god Heracles, whose biography has 
a similar anti-sophistic ring to that of Christ according to Paul.7 In Dio’s view, 
Heracles released Prometheus from the bounds of sophism: ‘Prometheus, whom 
I take to have been a sort of sophist, he [i. e. Heracles] found being destroyed 
by popular opinion ( ; for his liver swelled and grew whenever he was 
praised and shrivelled again when he was censured’ (Orationes 8.33). As one of 
his twelve labours, Heracles frees Prometheus from his subjection to sophistry. 
Similarly, according to Dio,

to avoid creating the opinion that he [i. e. Heracles] did only impressive and mighty 
deeds, he went and removed and cleaned away the dung in the Augean stables, that 
immense accumulation of many years. For he considered that he ought to fight stub-
bornly and war against opinion ( . (Orationes 8.35; cf. 47.4)

In Dio’s view, Heracles’ labours reflect the battle against the sophistic obsession 
with public opinion.

Dio and Paul indeed resemble each other closely. With the same studied atti-
tude of inferiority as Paul, Dio asks his audience: ‘I beg you not to expect from 
me at present any high-minded, sage address, but rather one which is amateurish 
and commonplace’ (Orationes 47.8). Moreover, Dio Chrysostom lists the same 
catalogues of hardships as Paul. In contrast with the participants in the contests 
of the Isthmian and Nemean games, the contest of the noble man, Dio claims, is 
not limited to temporary games:

The noble man holds his hardships to be his greatest antagonists, and with them he is 
ever wont to battle day and night, not because of a sprig of parsley as so many goats 
might do, nor because of a bit of wild olive, or of pine, but because of happiness and 
virtue throughout all the days of his life (

), and not merely when the Eleans make proclamation, or the Corin-
thians, or the Thessalian assembly. He is afraid of none of those opponents nor does 

7 On this issue, see my inaugural lecture, Van Kooten 2006 b. 
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he pray to draw another antagonist, but challenges them one after another, grappling 
with hunger and cold, withstanding thirst, and disclosing no weakness even though 
he must endure the lash or give his body to be cut or burned. Hunger, exile, loss of 
reputation ( , and the like have no terror for him. (Orationes 8.15–18)8

Dio’s inversion of sophistic values parallels that of Paul. Unlike the sophists, 
neither of them is concerned about , loss of reputation. Such a non-so-
phistic man, however, is difficult to find, according to Dio, and is much more 
rare than sophists:

To find a man who in plain terms and without guile speaks his mind with frankness, 
and neither for the sake of reputation nor for gain makes false pretensions, but out of 
good will and concern for his fellow-men stands ready, if need be, to submit to ridi-
cule and to the disorder and the uproar of the mob – to find such a man as that is not 
easy, but rather the good fortune of a very lucky city, so great is the dearth of noble, 
independent souls and such the abundance of toadies, mountebanks, and sophists. 
(Orationes 32.11)

In their clearly anti-sophistic intentions, Dio and Paul have much in common 
and both are testimony to the competition between sophists and philosophically-
minded orators within the cities of the Roman empire. To understand the urban 
context in which the sophists operated, we shall look at their intended audience, 
their cultural self-image and their daily life in the schools.

4.4 The sophists’ daily life in the cities

In order to win the Corinthians back, Paul tries to release them from the sophists’ 
influence in the following manner. Through the way in which he endeavours to 
achieve this, Paul gives corroborating evidence that his opponents in the Corin-
thian correspondence are indeed the sophists:

Consider your own call, brothers: not many of you were wise by common human 
standards ( , not many were powerful (

), not many were of noble birth ( ). (1 Cor 1.26)

The ‘wise’ ( ), ‘powerful’ ( ) and ‘those of noble birth’ ( ) 
constitute a typical sophistic audience. The sophists, although they were hostile 
to philosophers, still considered themselves ‘wise’, as Dio Chrysostom makes 
clear:

Any man who in spite of his ignorance ( ) deludes himself with the 
belief that he is wise (  is in a much sorrier plight than anyone else. And 
such is the tribe of sophists ( ). (Orationes 
10.32)

8 Fitzgerald 1988, 22, 99.
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They are also the powerful and the well-to-do from important backgrounds. 
According to Philostratus, Protagoras, for instance, ‘used to hunt out well-born 
youths and those who came from wealthy families’: 

(LS 496). This noble 
background is important, as Philostratus shows in the case of Hermocrates of 
Phocaea:

In his public declamations Hermocrates was aided in the first place by his great-
grandfather’s renown, since it is human nature to set a higher value on abilities that 
have been handed down from father to son; and for this reason more glory is won by 
an Olympic victor who comes of a family of Olympic victors; (…) there is a keener 
pleasure in pursuits that have been followed by one’s fathers and forefathers. (LS 
611–612)

And in the case of Marcus of Byzantium Philostratus traces his genealogy as far 
back as possible (LS 528). Similarly, Plutarch tells that a particular sophist ‘was 
an outspoken speaker on account of his good birth ( )’ (Vitae 
decem oratorum 842D). The Jewish-Christian sophists active in the Corinthian 
communities also share this interest in honourable genealogy. This emerges 
clearly from Paul’s invective against them: ‘But whatever anyone dares to boast 
of – I am speaking as a fool ( ) – I also dare to boast of that. 
Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are they descendants 
of Abraham? So am I’ (2 Cor 11.21–22).

This atmosphere of ambitious sophists is captured nicely in Lucian’s Rheto-
rum praeceptor:

You ask, my boy, how you can get to be a public speaker, and be held to personify 
the sublime and glorious name of sophist; life, you say, is not worth living, unless 
when you speak you can clothe yourself in such a mantle of eloquence that you will 
be irresistible and invincible. (…) Just see how many who previously were nobod-
ies have come to be accounted men of standing ( , millionaires ( , 
yes, even gentlemen ( , because of their eloquence ( ). 
(Rhetorum praeceptor 1–2)

These strong ambitions go together with an increased sense of Greek cultural 
superiority. According to Philostratus, the sophist Gorgias,

seeing that Greece was divided against itself, (…) came forward as the advocate of 
reconciliation, and tried to turn their energies against the barbarians and to persuade 
them not to regard one another’s cities as the prize to be won by their arms, but rather 
the land of the barbarians (…), making it evident to them the while that victories over 
barbarians call for hymns of praise, but victories over Greeks for dirges. (LS 493)

Philostratus also shows, in a story about a ‘pure Greek’, Agathion, from the 
interior of Attica, still ‘untainted by barbarians’, that there was a fear that the 
Greeks’ own speech would deteriorate due to the influence of barbarians (LS 
552–554). For this reason, it is a hall-mark of true sophistic rhetoric to avoid bar-
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barisms (LS 541) and to speak Greek in a Atticizing manner, although it would 
be equally wrong to overdo it: hyperatticisms of obsolete and rare words were 
to be avoided. Critias the sophist, for instance, ‘Atticized, but in moderation, nor 
did he use outlandish words – for bad taste in Atticizing is truly barbarous – but 
his Attic words shine through his discourse like the gleams of the sun’s rays’ (LS 
503; cf. 592, 598).

Given their emphatic Greek self-image, sophists easily took offence at figures 
such as the Cynic philosopher Peregrinus Proteus, who provoked the reaction 
of sophists such as Herodes. Peregrinus, who (on the religio-philosophical mar-
ket of Antiquity) briefly converted to Christianity before returning to Cynicism 
and finishing as an adept of the cult of Heracles (Lucian, De morte Peregrini 
11–12, 35–39),9 angered Herodes the sophist in the following way: ‘he used to 
dog the steps of Herodes and insult him in a semi-barbarous dialect. So once 
Herodes turned round and said: ‘You speak ill of me, so be it, but why in such 
bad Greek?’ (LS 563).

Against this background, it seems highly significant that Paul explicitly criti-
cizes the relevance of the distinction between Hellenism and barbarism for the 
Christian community, which is united in Christ. Both Jews and Greeks are called 
into the community (1 Cor 1.23) and, Paul admonishes his Corinthian audience, 
‘in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body – Jews or Greeks’: 

 (1 Cor 12.13). This is the very opposite of the procedure followed by 
the sophist Favorinus in his Corinthian oration. Instead of denying the validity 
of the Hellenism – barbarism divide, Favorinus sets himself, a sophist of Gallic-
Celtic descent, up as a role-model for barbarians who wish to turn Greek, ‘so 
that no one even of the barbarians may despair of attaining the culture of Greece 
when he looks upon this man’ (Pseudo-Dio Chrysostom [= Favorinus], Ora-
tiones 37.27).10

In the competition between cults, creeds, and contests within post-Classical 
Greek cities, Christianity seems to have offered a new sense of community which 
transcended the divide between Greeks and barbarians. At Corinth, this Chris-
tian principle was now being threatened by the dominance of particular sophis-
tic teachers within the Christian communities there. One ought to think of these 
sophists as Christians with an ethnic Jewish background (see 2 Cor 11.22). As 
we have seen in chap. 3 on Philo and the sophists, the sophistic movement was 
such a powerful force that it also influenced Jews, and – as we can discern from 
Paul – Christian Jews, too.

These Jewish-Christian sophists, like all sophists, were paid for the instruc-
tion they gave. According to Philostratus, Protagoras ‘was the first to introduce 

 9 On Peregrinus, see now Bremmer 2007.
10 Cf. Winter 2002, 132.
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the custom of charging a fee for lectures, and so was the first to hand down to 
the Greeks a practice which is not to be despised’ (LS 494–495).11 Some sophists 
were rather lenient in this respect. Although a sophist such as Scopelian ‘charged 
a fee for declaiming, it was not the same for every pupil, and depended on the 
amount of property possessed by each’ (LS 519). Yet, the general image of the 
sophists was that they charged considerable sums for teaching. As Dio Chrys-
ostom puts is, ‘Both sophists and demagogues are purely mercenary leaders’ 
(Orationes 4.132).

In his Corinthian correspondence, Paul deliberately criticizes this aspect of 
sophism. As we have already seen, as part of his hardships catalogue, he presents 
himself as labouring and ‘growing weary from working with [his] own hands’: 

 (1 Cor 4.12). Paul emphasizes 
that, although he would have the right to refrain from working for a living (1 Cor 
9.6), he nevertheless makes no use of it at Corinth (1 Cor 9.12–15) but wishes 
to ‘proclaim the gospel free of charge (

), so as not to make full use of my rights in the gospel (
)’ (1 Cor 9.18). The Corin-

thians have apparently taken offence at Paul’s behaviour because he did not con-
form to the sophistic rules, as becomes clear from Paul’s ironic questions:

Did I commit a sin by humbling myself ( ) 
so that you might be exalted, because I proclaimed God’s good news to you free of 
charge? ( ). (2 Cor 11.7)

Paul seems to deliberately refrain from payment ‘in order to deny an opportunity 
to those who want an opportunity to be recognized as our equals in what they 
boast about’ (2 Cor 11.12). By contrast, Paul’s sophistic opponents are being paid 
for their instruction in the Christian communities. It seems as if Paul’s anti-so-
phistic strategy has led the Corinthians to question Paul’s actual motives: ‘Let it 
be assumed that I did not burden you. Nevertheless (you say) since I was crafty, 
I took you in by deceit ( )’ (2 Cor 
12.16). Yet, it is the sophists who are to be mistrusted, as Paul explains in a pas-
sage which draws on Plato’s philosophical criticism of the sophists. This antith-
esis between philosophy and sophism will be discussed in the next section.

4.5 Philosophy versus sophism

According to Paul, he is involved in spreading the knowledge ( ) of God 
throughout the Mediterranean (2 Cor 2.14). In this, Paul distances himself from 
the sophists:

11 Cf. Winter 2002, 49, 167.
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For we are not like so many who sell God’s word by retail (
), but in Christ we speak as persons of 

sincerity ( ), as persons sent from God and standing in his 
presence. (2 Cor 2.17)

This contrast between knowledge and sincerity, on the one hand, and mercenary 
sophism, on the other, is drawn from Plato’s Protagoras. In this dialogue Soc-
rates urges Hippocrates:

We must take care, my good friend, that the sophist, in commending his wares, does 
not deceive us, as both the whole-saler and the retailer do in the case of our bodily 
food. (…) And in the same way, those who take the various subjects of knowledge 
from city to city, and sell them by retail (

) to whoever wants them, commend eve-
rything that they have for sale. (Plato, Protagoras 313 d–e)

The sophistic practice of selling knowledge by retail is criticized not only by 
Plato, but also by Paul. Instead of tampering with God’s word Paul portrays 
himself as seeking truth:

We have renounced the shameful things that one hides. We refuse to practise cun-
ning or to tamper with God’s word ( ), but by 
the open statement of the truth ( ) we commend 
ourselves to the conscience of everyone (

) in the sight of God. (2 Cor 4.2)

By contrast, the sophists are implicitly portrayed as not interested in truth. As 
Philostratus remarks, ‘The Athenians when they observed the too great clever-
ness of the sophists, shut them out of the law courts on the ground that they could 
defeat a just argument by an unjust, and that they used their power to warp men’s 
judgement’ (LS 483). The same antithesis between philosophical truth and de-
ceitful, empty sophism is applied by Plutarch when he describes those who make 
the transition from philosophy to sophism:

Young men (…) try to desert philosophy – they turn away their ears toward the 
agreeable and gentle converse of sundry flatterers or sophists, who enchant them 
with useless and unprofitable but nevertheless pleasant utterances. (De recta ratione 
audiendi 46E)

Philostratus describes the conversion from Aristocles of Pergamum from phi-
losophy to sophism in similar terms:

Though from boyhood to early manhood he had devoted himself to the teachings of 
the Peripatetic school, he went over entirely to the sophists, and at Rome regularly 
attended the lectures of Herodes on extempore oratory. Now, so long as he was a stu-
dent of philosophy he was slovenly in appearance, unkempt and squalid in his dress, 
but now he began to be fastidious. (LS 567)
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This antithesis between philosophy and sophism is also highlighted by Lucian 
in his account of the fiercely anti-sophistic stance taken by Demonax. The latter, 
according to Lucian, ‘made war on those who cultivate philosophy in the spirit 
of vainglory ( ) and not in the spirit of truth ( : 

 (Lucian, 
Demonax 48; Loeb edn, vol. 1, pp. 164–165). In another treatise, Lucian intro-
duces the figure of Philosophy herself who laments that ‘the sophist tribe’ only 
pretend to be interested in her, whereas in fact they are ‘neither profoundly inter-
ested in my teaching nor altogether at variance, but like the Hippocentaur breed, 
something composite and mixed, astray in the interspace between quackery and 
philosophy’. Having characterized their convictions as ‘that useless and super-
fluous “wisdom” of theirs, in their own opinion invincible’ Lucian continues by 
describing that, in the end, the sophists became indignant against Philosophy’s 
comrades ‘and combined against them, at length bringing them before courts 
and handing them over to drink the hemlock’ (Fugitivi 10). In the end, sophists 
are dangerous to philosophers, as they did indeed prove to be by having Socra-
tes sentenced to death.

This competition between genuine philosophy and ‘that useless and superflu-
ous “wisdom”’ is also further spelled out by Paul. Having emphasized that he 
preaches the gospel ‘not with words of eloquent wisdom ( )’ 
(1 Cor 1.17), he appropriately quotes a line of Isaiah and applies it rhetorically 
to his own circumstances:

For it is written, ‘I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of the 
discerning I will thwart’. (

– Isaiah 29.14) Where is the one who is wise? ( ) 
Where is the scholar? ( ) Where is the debater of this age? (

). (1 Cor 1.19–20)

Paul continues by rendering explicit the antithesis between ‘the wisdom of the 
world’ and ‘the wisdom of God’ (1 Cor 1.20–24). Paul again denies that his proc-
lamation of God’s mystery was ‘in lofty words or wisdom’ (

) (1 Cor 2.1) nor with persuasive words or wisdom, like those 
of the popular speakers: [ ] [ ] (1 Cor 2.4), nor ‘in 
words taught by human wisdom’:  
(1 Cor 2.13). He continuously stresses the difference between this human wis-
dom and God’s wisdom (1 Cor 2.5–16; 3.18–20). Paul is clearly not interested 
in arrogant, sophistic talk:

Some of you have become arrogant ( ). But I will come to you 
soon, if the Lord wills, and I will find out not the talk of these arrogant people but 
their power ( ). 
For the kingdom of God depends not on talk but on power: 

. (1 Cor 4.18–19)
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It is important to note that Paul does not portray the gospel as anti-philosophical, 
as is often assumed,12 but that he constructs an opposition between the gospel 
and the sophists, as Clement of Alexandria already surmised.13 Paul turns against 
the sophistic teachers who are so successful in the Corinthian communities, but 
claims that his knowledge ( ) makes up for his deficiencies in extempore 
speaking:

I think that I am not in the least inferior to these super-apostles (
). I may be untrained in speech (

), but not in knowledge ( ; certainly in every 
way and in all things we have made this evident to you. (2 Cor 11.5–6)

Paul’s depiction of himself as an , as an amateur in speech, is 
very similar to Socrates’ feigned humility in Plato’s Phaedrus. When Phaedrus 
requests Socrates to speak, he responds:

But, my dear Phaedrus, I shall make myself ridiculous if I, a mere amateur ( ), 
try without preparation to speak on the same subject in competition with a master of 
his art. (Phaedrus 236 d)

Moreover, Paul’s antithesis between genuine, trustworthy knowledge and super-
ficial sophistic wisdom mirrors the same kind of contrast as that which emerges 
from Dio Chrysostom, who distinguishes between two kinds of education, the 
one from heaven, and the other human. It was with regard to the heavenly edu-
cation, according to Dio,

that men of old called those persons ‘sons of Zeus’ who received the good educa-
tion and were manly of soul (…). Whoever, then, being noble by nature, possesses 
that higher education, readily acquires this other also. And thenceforth nothing can 
rob him of any of these things, neither time nor any tricky sophist. (Orationes 5.28, 
33, 35)

Likewise, Plutarch distinguishes between, on the one hand, ‘rhetorical speeches 
and sophistic doctrines ( ), which the 
spiritual power prevented Socrates from begetting’, and, on the other hand, that 
which ‘Socrates held to be alone wisdom, that which he called passion 

12 See, e. g., Schrage 1991, 185: the gospel is ‘die Desillusionierung und Kritik aller an-
deren Religiosität und “Theologie”’; Strobel 1989, 52: the gospel is opposed to the Greeks’ 
‘ganz heitlicher Erklärung des Wesens der Welt’ and their religious ‘Welt bewältigung’ – ‘Wir 
propagandieren nach Paulus nicht eine philosophische Weltanschauung als Heilsweg oder als 
Heils möglichkeit, sondern wir machen gerade dadurch derlei Illusionen und Ideologien zu-
nichte’; Fascher 1975, 103: ‘Dieser gekreuzigte Christus ist Gottes Kraft und Weisheit! Mit 
diesem aus Glauben erwachsenden Bekenntnis ist alle menschliche Weisheit abgetan, sind alle 
menschlichen Werturteile erledigt, ist die Tradition des Gesetzes ebenso überwunden wie der 
heidnische Polytheismus und die philosophische Spekulation’ (italics mine); and Conzelmann 
1969, 63: the gospel ‘ist nicht die Propagierung einer Weltanschauung, sondern die Zerstörung 
jeder Weltanschauung als Heilsweg’. Cf. Badiou 2003, 27–8, 45–7, 58.

13 Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 1.24.1–4 and 5.8.1; cf. Origen, Against Celsus 3.47.
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, passion for the divine and intelligible’ (Platonicae quaes-
tiones 1000D). Socrates, according to Plutarch,

embraced a manner of teaching and speaking that had more of the true philosophic 
stamp, choosing that simplicity ( ) and sincerity ( ) of 
his for its manliness and great affinity to truth ( ; as for humbug, the mere 
vapour as it were of philosophy, he sent it flying to the sophists. (De genio Socratis 
580B)

This is exactly the way Paul portrays himself. Like Socrates, Paul, as his con-
science testifies, behaved in the world , ‘with sim-
plicity and sincerity’ (2 Cor 1.11). Within the competitive spectrum of the an-
cient city, Paul fears to be understood as a sophist and to be judged and criticized 
accordingly. In reply, Paul fiercely criticizes ‘those who think we are walking 
according to the flesh (

)’, those who mistake him for a sophist:

I ask that when I am present I need not show boldness by daring to oppose those 
who think we are acting according to the flesh. Indeed, we live in the flesh, but 
we do not wage war according to the flesh; for the weapons of our warfare are not 
merely fleshly, but they have divine power to destroy strongholds. We destroy argu-
ments and every proud obstacle raised up against the knowledge of God (

 ), and 
we take every thought captive to obey Christ (

). (2 Cor 10.2–5)

In this passage, Paul unfolds his anti-sophistic strategy, which is very similar to 
that of Epictetus:

To meet sophistic arguments ( ) we must have the 
processes of logic and the exercise and the familiarities with these; against the plau-
sibilities of things ( ) we must have our 
preconceptions clear, polished like weapons, and ready at hand. (Dissertationes 
1.27.6)

Paul’s concern about the sophistic inclinations of his Corinthian audience also 
seems to have had an ethical dimension which we have not yet discussed so far. 
When he writes the Corinthians: ‘I fear that when I come again, my God may 
humble me before you’, thus hinting at his poor extempore qualities as a speaker, 
he continues as follows: ‘I may have to mourn over many who previously sinned 
and have not repented of the impurity, sexual immorality, and licentiousness that 
they have practised’ (2 Cor 12.21). This link between rhetorical sophism and lack 
of ethical concerns seems also to be established by Plutarch. In his treatise De 
recta ratione audiendi, he equally contrasts sophistic lectures with the purpose 
of really amending one’s life:

The sincere and single-minded student ought to regard flowery and dainty language 
and theatrical and spectacular subject matter as the pasturage of drones who practise 
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the sophistic lecture; these he should leave alone and use all diligence to sound the 
deep meaning of the words and the intention of the speaker, drawing from it what is 
useful and profitable, and remembering that he has not come to a theatre or music-
hall, but to a school and classroom with the purpose of amending his life by what is 
there said. (Plutarch, De recta ratione audiendi 42A)

True philosophical lectures have ethical implications and these are missing from 
sophistic lectures. In Plutarch’s view, ‘in the real pursuits of life they [i. e. the 
sophists] are small men and rank lower than the average’ (43F). The right way 
of listening to lectures consists in cultivating

independent thinking along with our learning, so that we may acquire a habit of mind 
that is not sophistic or bent on acquiring mere information, but one that is deeply 
ingrained and philosophic, as we may do if we believe that right listening is the be-
ginning of right living. (48D)14

This stress on the decisively ethical nature of non-sophistic lectures is also 
present in Synesius’ comments on Dio Chrysostom’s conversion from rhetorical 
sophism to Stoicism:

Under full sail he was swept away from the calling of a sophist. (…) he seems to have 
profited from the Porch in all that pertains to character, and to have become more 
manly than any person of his own day; furthermore, he applied himself to the task 
of admonishing mankind (…), to which end he utilized the training in oral expres-
sion which he had acquired previously. (Synesius, Dion 1; Dio Chrysostom, vol. 5 
[Loeb], pp. 364–387 at 372–5)

Interestingly, according to Synesius, it is Dio Chrysostom’s conversion which 
leads him to appreciate the philosophical life of the Jewish Essenes:

Dio somewhere praises the Essenes, a community of complete happiness, situated 
beside the Dead Sea in the interior of Palestine somewhere near Sodom itself. For 
when once he had started on his career as a philosopher and had turned to admon-
ishing mankind, Dio never produced any discourse at all which was fruitless (

). (Synesius, Dion 3; Dio Chrysos-
tom, vol. 5 [Loeb], pp. 378–379)

After his conversion, Dio’s discourse is no longer fruitless, in an ethical sense, 
as it used to be when he was a sophist. Judaism (whether the Judaism of the Es-
senes or Paul’s Christian Judaism) and particular philosophical movements such 
as Stoicism, could be seen as opposed to sophism.

14 Cf. also Epictetus, Dissertationes 3.23.17, for which see Winter 2002, 118–21 at 121.
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4.6 Concluding remarks: 
Paul ‘at the cross-roads of Greece’

Paul resembles both Dio Chrysostom and Plutarch in their ‘task of admonishing 
mankind’ and in their exhortations to ‘right living’. In Corinth these intentions 
were not so easily put into practice, as Paul was misunderstood as a sophistic 
speaker. Paul deliberately settled in Corinth for a period of one and a half years 
(Acts 18.11). His choice of Corinth may have been motivated by the same obser-
vation as the Cynic philosopher Diogenes made, according to Dio Chrysostom, 
when settling down at Corinth in the 4th cent. BC:

For he observed that large numbers gathered at Corinth on account of the harbours 
and the hetaerae, and because the city was situated as it were at the cross-roads of 
Greece. Accordingly, just as the good physician should go and offer his services 
where the sick are most numerous, so, said he, the man of wisdom should take up 
his abode where fools are thickest in order to convict them of their folly and reprove 
them. (Dio Chrysostom, Orationes 8.4–5)

The way in which Dio Chrysostom describes Diogenes also reflects Dio’s own 
views on the antithesis between sophism and philosophy.15

That Paul applies this same antithesis need not surprise us. Paul came from 
Tarsus, a Cilician town whose inhabitants Strabo, immediately prior to Paul, 
singles out for their devotion ‘not only to philosophy, but also to the whole 
round of education in general’. In this, Strabo adds, perhaps not without exag-
geration, Tarsus surpasses ‘Athens, Alexandria, or any other place that can be 
named where there have been schools and lectures of philosophers’. He also 
mentions the fact that the city has ‘all kinds of schools of rhetoric’ (Geography 
14.5.12–15). The antithesis between rhetoric and philosophy will have been 
known to Paul.16 He comes to express it fully within his own theology, when, in 
Corinth, he comes into full competition with the sophistic movement.

In Paul’s time, Corinth – destroyed by the Romans in 146 BC and rebuilt as a 
Roman colony – was still in the process of re-establishing its Greek past and its 
position within Greek networks. Corinth’s repute from the past gave it high po-
tential for being successfully re-Hellenized. For this reason, sophists at Corinth 
would have been particularly fierce and competitive in jostling for rank, and it 
is no wonder that it is especially here in Paul’s correspondence that the sophistic 
movement becomes visible. As we shall see over the next chapters, it seems to 
be this atmosphere which prompted Paul to develop an anthropology which was 
based not on outward but inner values, which were shaped in ‘the inner man’ and 
set off an inner transformation.

15 Cf. Winter 2002, 123–4.
16 On the likelihood that Paul profited from a training at Tarsus, see now Vegge 2006, § 10.1, 

457–62. 



Chapter 5

The Two Types of Man in Philo and Paul: 
The Anthropological Trichotomy 

of Spirit, Soul and Body

Introduction

Today probably the best known expression of philosophical anthropology in 
Antiquity is Plato’s differentiation between body and soul.1 It is perhaps less 
well-known that already in Plato the features of a tripartite anthropology shine 
through alongside this dichotomic anthropology. What is virtually unknown, 
however, is that by the first century AD this tripartite anthropology, which dis-
tinguishes between mind, soul and body, was being received and reworked by 
Jewish and Jewish-Christian authors such as Philo, Paul and Flavius Josephus. 
Especially for Philo and Paul, this type of anthropology, reshaped by their Jew-
ish interpretation, strongly coloured their understanding of man.

The further differentiation of soul into soul and mind already takes place, if 
only incipiently, in Plato. In several passages Plato points out that mind ( ) 
is a quality of the soul ( ): mind ( ) is one of the good aspects of the 
soul, together with other virtues such as courage (  and self-restraint 
( ) (Philebus 55 b).2 In Plato’s Phaedrus, the mind even rises to 
prominence within the soul, since it is called ‘the pilot of the soul’, the 

 (Phaedrus 247 c).
In a cosmological context, Plato remarks that the ‘by no means feeble cause 

which orders and arranges years and seasons and months’ is justly called ‘mind’ 
(nous) and that this mind could never come into being without soul (psychē)3: ‘in 
the nature of Zeus you would say that a kingly soul (psychē) and a kingly mind 
(nous) were implanted (…). It confirms the utterances of those who declared of 
old that mind (nous) always rules the universe’ (Philebus 30 c–d). In the Cratylus, 
these utterances are attributed to Anaxagoras: ‘Do you not believe the doctrine of 
Anaxagoras, that it is mind (nous) and soul (psychē) which orders and holds the 
nature of all things?’ (Cratylus 400 a). According to Plato, it is the cosmic soul, 

1 On the mind-body dichotomy in Plato, see, e. g., Robinson 2002.
2 For mind as a quality of the soul, see further Laws XII 961 d, 967 b.
3 Cf. Timaeus 46 c: ‘the one and only existing thing which has the property of acquiring 

nous is Soul’.
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‘in conjunction with mind’, which ‘runs aright and always governs all things 
rightly and happily’ (Laws X 896 d–897 b). In his Timaeus, Plato clearly locates 
this cosmic mind within the cosmic soul, which is again constructed within the 
body of the cosmos: ‘mind cannot possibly belong to any apart from soul. So be-
cause of this reflection He [i. e. the Demiurge] constructed mind within soul and 
soul within body as He fashioned the All. (…) This cosmos has verily come into 
existence as a living creature endowed with soul and mind’ (Timaeus 30 b–c).

Implicitly, then, Plato states here that a living human being also consists of 
mind, soul and body. The dominance of the mind within this tripartite anthropol-
ogy is confirmed by the above passage from the Phaedrus, where Plato explicitly 
calls it ‘the pilot of the soul’. In this way, already in Plato the outline of a tripar-
tite anthropology begins to emerge.4 The aim of this chapter is to show how this 
trichotomy was adopted by Philo and Paul, Jews living in the first century AD, 
and how they reworked it on the basis of the Jewish scriptures.

In Paul, these anthropological views on the constitution of man are unfolded 
in a notoriously difficult chapter of his first letter to the Corinthians, the well-
known passage on the nature of the post-resurrection body (1 Cor 15). Paul had 
briefly expressed his view on man’s trichotomous constitution prior to that, as we 
shall see (in 1 Thess 5.23), but it is in 1 Cor 15 that he has reason to expound his 
views on the issue and it is here that we can grasp the full range of his thought. 
In this chapter, Paul gives us an insight into his anthropological views by distin-
guishing between ‘the first man’ ( ), Adam, and ‘the second 
man’ ( ), Christ.

Following a quotation from the narrative about the creation of man in Genesis 
2.7 LXX, which tells of God blowing into man’s face a breath of life by which 
man ‘became a living soul’ (

), the ‘first man’ is identified 
as ‘soul’ ( ) and, for that reason, is regarded as belonging to the sphere of 
‘that which is psychic’ ( ). The ‘second man’, however, is identified as 
‘spirit’ (  and belongs to ‘that which is pneumatic’ ( ). The 
first man, moreover, is characterized as ‘earthly’ ( ), whereas the second 
man is depicted as ‘from heaven’ ( ) and ‘heavenly’ ( ). 
The first man has a ‘psychic body’ ( ), whereas the second man 
possesses a ‘pneumatic body’ ( ). Their bodily status seems 
to differ in accordance with their characterization as ‘psychic’ and ‘pneumatic’ 
respectively. Until now, according to Paul, we have worn the image of the earthly 
man, and only after the resurrection shall we (fully) wear the image of the heav-
enly man – 

4 Scholars have pointed out that this incipient trichotomic anthropology is boosted by Ar-
istotle who clearly distinguished between mind and soul. See, e. g., Dillon 2001, 36–7; Roig 
Lanzillotta 2005, 445–7.
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 (1 Cor 15.44–49). It is important to note that in the last 
part of this passage, too, Paul alludes to the creation narrative, this time not to 
Gen 2.7 but to Gen 1.26–27 which speaks about the image ( ) in which man 
was created. Although Paul’s prime concern in this section on the resurrection is 
the bodily status of man before and after the resurrection, his full anthropologi-
cal views can easily be discerned, although they remain difficult to understand 
in the absence of analogies.

There is general consensus in current scholarship that the earthly, ‘psychic’ 
and the heavenly, ‘pneumatic’ pair distinguished in 1 Cor 15 does not derive 
from proto-Gnosticism.5 Considerable debate continues, however, about the rel-
evance of Philo’s differentiation between the two types of man, a heavenly and 
an earthly man, for a proper understanding of 1 Cor 15. Most of those who do 
regard Philo’s writings as relevant for discerning the meaning of 1 Cor 15 con-
strue a difference between Paul and Philo, assuming that Paul is in fact arguing 
against a Corinthian version of the two types of man anthropology also known 
from Philo.6 On this understanding, Paul’s Corinthian opponents are ‘Philonic’. 
This argument is based on the fact that Paul seems to deliberately invert Philo’s 
sequence of the first, pneumatic-heavenly man and the second, psychic-earthly 
man: ‘Observe, the pneumatic does not come first but the psychic, and only sub-
sequently the pneumatic’ – 

 (1 Cor 15.46). This line is read as an expression of 
Pauline polemic against a Philonic, ontological priority of the ideal, heavenly 
man over the earthly man – a priority which, it is believed, is deliberately re-
versed by Paul. The ontological priority is turned into a chronological order in 
which the earthly man comes first and is followed, eschatologically, by the heav-
enly man, who comes last.7

In this chapter I wish to show, however, that Philo (see § 5.1) and Paul (§ 5.2) 
do not differ in their understanding of the heavenly and earthly man, but both 
adopt the same tripartite anthropology which distinguishes between body, psychē 
and pneuma. Philo, too, is of the opinion that man has become subject to de-
generation because he lost the pneumatic-noetic part of his soul and turned into 
a merely psychic being. For this reason, the psychic man should be restored to 
his original ideal, the pneumatic, heavenly man. This transition from psychic to 
pneumatic man is fundamentally identical to that in Paul. Both thinkers develop a 
soteriological tripartite anthropology which aims at man’s re-spiritualization. We 
shall first look in detail at Philo’s view on the relation between the heavenly and 
earthly man at creation, as expressed in his exegesis of the creation narratives of 

5 For a profound criticism of a Gnosticizing interpretation of Philo’s notion of the heavenly 
man, see Wedderburn 1973, esp. 301, 310–11, 323–6.

6 For an extensive bibliography on those ‘who argue that the Corinthians with whom Paul 
argues are significantly guided by a Philonic type of thinking’, see Hay 2004, 127 n1.

7 Cf. a similar critical reconstruction of these common views in Schaller 2004, 149–51.
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Gen 1–2 (§ 5.1.1). Subsequently, we shall focus on Philo’s thoughts about the 
degeneration of man (§ 5.1.2), to be followed by his views on the restoration of 
man (§ 5.1.3). Finally, we shall compare Philo’s view of the two types of man 
with that of Paul as developed in 1 Cor (§ 5.2).

5.1 Philo on the two types of man

5.1.1 The relation between the heavenly and earthly man at creation

(a) Double creation – Gen 1 & 2

Before we look at Philo’s interpretation of the creation of man, and at his detailed 
views on the anthropological constitution of man, it is important to examine the 
general framework of Philo’s understanding of creation in Gen 1–2. In Paul we 
have already encountered two important anthropological passages from Gen 1 
and 2 respectively. According to Gen 1.26–27 LXX, man was created ‘in the 
image of God’ (1 Cor 15.49); Gen 2.7 LXX tells how ‘God formed man by tak-
ing clay from the earth, and breathed into his face the breath ( ) of life, so 
that he became a living soul’ (1 Cor 15.45).

As we have already briefly seen in § 1.2 above, the same key passages from 
Gen 1–2 are constitutive for Philo’s anthropology (see § 1.2.5). The creation of 
man in Gen 1 is taken as the creation of the heavenly man, whereas Gen 2 is un-
derstood as an account of the creation of the earthly man. In Philo’s Platonizing 
interpretation, the creation in Gen 1 is about the creation of the invisible, ideal, 
‘archetypical’ man, whose visible creation is then narrated in Gen 2 – a double 
creation. Gen 1, in Philo’s view, still concerns the design phase, the creation of 
models, as he says explicitly:

He [God] conceived beforehand the models of its parts, and (…) out of these He 
constituted and brought to completion a world discernible only by the mind, and 
then, with that for a pattern, the world which our senses can perceive. (De opificio 
mundi 19)

The remark at the beginning of Gen 2, ‘Thus the heavens and the earth and eve-
rything in them were completed’ (Gen 2.1), is understood as a remark about the 
completion of the ideal, paradigmatic world, on the pattern of which the visible 
world was created:

He [Moses] does not say that either the individual mind or the particular sense-per-
ception have reached completion, but that the originals (  …) have done so, 
that of mind and that of sense-perception. (Legum allegoriarum libri 1.1)

Philo’s reading of Gen 1 and 2 is not entirely the product of his own Platonizing 
interpretation. The LXX text of Gen 1.1–2 already speaks of the earth as ‘in-
visible’, , thus suggesting a Platonic interpretation of the first creation 
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account of Gen 1 in terms of the creation of a paradigmatic, true reality, to be 
followed by the creation of a visible reality, narrated in Gen 2.8

(b) The heavenly man – Gen 1.26–27

It is within this framework that Philo understands the creation of the heavenly 
and the earthly man. According to Philo, the creation of the former is the subject 
of Gen 1.26–27, which speaks of God’s deliberations to ‘make human beings in 
our image, after our likeness’: 

. Philo’s understanding of Gen 1.26–27, about man’s crea-
tion in God’s image and after his likeness, was already studied above in §§ 1.2 
(‘image’) and 2.3.2 (‘likeness’). This passage from Gen 1 formed the basis for 
Philo’s image of God anthropology, which we shall briefly rehearse here before 
commenting in detail on his spirit anthropology, which is based on Gen 2.7. 
Philo comments on the phrase ‘after the image of God and after His likeness’ 
as follows:

After all the rest (…), man was created after the image of God and after His likeness 
(Gen 1.26). (…) nothing earth-born is more like God than man. Let no one represent 
the likeness as one to a bodily form (…). No, it is in respect of the Mind, the sover-
eign element of the soul, that the word image is used; for after the pattern of a single 
Mind (…) the mind in each of those who successively came into being was moulded. 
(De opificio mundi 69)

Philo explains that the common denominator between man and God, which es-
tablishes the likeness between them, is the mind ( ), which he calls ‘the sov-
ereign element of the soul’. The underlying view is that man consists of three 
parts – body, soul, and mind, as becomes clear from the following comparison:

For indeed the wise man is the first of the human race, as a pilot in a ship or a ruler 
in a city or a general in war, or again as a soul in a body and a mind in a soul (

), or, once again, as heaven in the world or 
God in heaven. (De Abrahamo 272)

The basic distinction is that between body and soul, but within the soul the domi-
nating principle is that of the mind, which rules the lower, irrational soul, made 
up of the senses:

The soul (…) is a whole consisting of two parts, the rational and irrational, as if it 
were a property shared by two persons, who have partitioned it out between them. 
One class has taken as its portion the rational part, that is the mind ( ); the other 
has taken the irrational, which is subdivided into the senses. (De specialibus legi-
bus 1.333)

8 This is how Gen 1–2 was interpreted by Philo and Clement of Alexandria, but also by John 
the Evangelist, as his terminology of ‘the true light’ indicates. See Van Kooten 2005.
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Mind is what God and man have in common. At the level of man, mind is located 
in the top part of the soul, and modelled on the single Mind of God:

After the pattern of a single Mind (…), the mind in each of those who successively 
came into being was moulded. (De opificio mundi 69)

As a consequence, man is indeed closer to God than is anything else created on 
earth:

But man, the best of living creatures, through that higher part of his being, namely, 
the soul, is most nearly akin (…) to the Father of the world, possessing in his mind 
( ) a closer likeness and copy than anything else on earth of the eternal and 
blessed Archetype. (De decalogo 134)

This is what constitutes the likeness between God and man. Our reason is mod-
elled on the divine reason (logos) and, for that reason, is not itself ‘the image 
of God’, but is created ‘in, or after the image’. There are two forms of reason 
(logoi):

One is the archetypal reason (logos) above us, the other the copy of it which we pos-
sess. Moses calls the first the ‘image of God’, the second the cast of that image. For 
God, he says, made man not ‘the image of God’ but ‘after the image’ (Gen 1.27). And 
thus the mind ( ) in each of us, which in the true and full sense is the ‘man’, is 
an expression at third hand from the Maker, while between them is the Logos which 
serves as model for our reason, but itself is the representation of God. (Quis rerum 
divinarum heres sit 230–231)

In this view, (the cast of) the divine image is born within the upper part of the 
soul, the mind, mediated by the Logos by which it is shaped.

For a man’s soul is a precious thing, and when it departs to seek another home, all that 
will be left behind is defiled, deprived as it is of the divine image. For it is the mind 
( ) of man which has the form of God, being shaped in conformity with the ideal 
archetype, the Logos that is above all. (De specialibus legibus 3.207)

At this point, let me draw attention to the broad similarities with several aspects 
of Paul’s anthropology in 1 Cor: (a) the same ascending hierarchy of man – 
Logos / Christ – God is found in 1 Cor 11: ‘every man has Christ for his head’, 
and ‘Christ’s head is God’ (11.3). Within this hierarchy, ‘man is the image of 
God, and the mirror of his glory’ (11.7). This implies that this image and glory 
are mediated through Christ. (b) The mediating role of Christ (Philo’s Logos) in 
the creation of man is also explicitly expressed in 1 Cor 8: ‘there is one Lord, 
Jesus Christ, through whom are all things, and we exist through him’ (8.6). As 
the preposition ‘through’ in the formula ‘through him’ should be taken against 
the background of the language of prepositional metaphysics, as G. E. Sterling 
has convincingly argued,9 Christ’s role is indeed that of Philo’s paradigmatic 

9 Sterling 1997.
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Logos on which the human mind is modelled. (c) For this reason, it can scarcely 
be a coincidence that Christians not only possess a human nous (1 Cor 1.10) but 
are also said to possess ‘the nous of Christ’:  
(1 Cor 2.16). This is not just a manner of speaking, but makes sense if indeed, in 
Philo’s wording ‘it is the mind ( ) of man which has the form of God, being 
shaped in conformity with the ideal archetype, the Logos that is above all’ (De 
specialibus legibus 3.207). It seems that Paul and Philo share basic anthropologi-
cal convictions. This shall become clearer as we now address Philo’s view on the 
creation of the earthly man and his composition.

(c) The earthly man – Gen 2.7

Although the creation of the heavenly man does indeed precede that of the 
earthly man, it is important to understand that Philo, without exception, calls 
the earthly man ‘the first man’, . As in Paul, ‘the first man’ 
means ‘the first man fashioned’. Despite many scholarly claims to the contrary,10 
the expression ‘the first man’ in Philo does not refer to the heavenly man.11 The 
first insight which will transpire from a close reading of Philo’s passages on the 
creation of the earthly man is that Philo and Paul use the expression ‘the first 
man’ in the same sense. The second insight is that, for their views on the con-
stitution of the first man, both authors equally focus on Gen 2.7 LXX, the text 
about God breathing his breath into man: 

 – ‘And God moulded the man of dust 
from the earth and blew into his face a breath of life, and man became a living 
soul ( )’. This passage serves as the basis for Philo’s spirit anthropology, on 
which we shall focus in this chapter (for a brief indication of the overlap between 
Philo’s image and spirit anthropologies, see already § 1.2.5 above).

We shall look at two extensive passages in Philo about the constitution of the 
first man, one from De opificio mundi, the other from Legum allegoriarum libri. 
The first passage will be of help in establishing the meaning of ‘the first man’ in 
Philo, the second in drawing a more detailed outline of Philo’s anthropology.

(i) Taking his starting point in Gen 2.7, Philo first points out the difference be-
tween the creation of the heavenly man, already narrated in Gen 1.26–27, and 
that of the earthly man:

10 For such claims, see, e. g., Sellin 1986; cf. Betz 2001, 51 n32.
11 Cf. Schaller 2004, 149: ‘Macht man sich die – nicht einmal große – Mühe, den philo-

nischen Sprachgebrauch zu verfolgen, dann zeigt sich, dass bei Philo an keiner einzigen Stelle 
der himmlische, “der pneumatische Urmensch” als  bezeichnet wird. 
Das wird zwar in der Forschung immer wieder behauptet, trifft aber nicht zu. Erst in späteren 
gnostischen Texten lässt sich dieser Gebrauch nachweisen. Im philonischen Schrifftum selbst 
begegnet  durchgehend als terminus technicus für den irdischen Adam, 
für den ’.
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By this also he [Moses] shows very clearly that there is a vast difference between the 
man thus formed [as described in Gen 2.7] and the man that came into existence ear-
lier after the image of God [as described in Gen 1.26–27]. (De opificio mundi 134)

Whereas ‘he that was after the (divine) image’ was by nature incorruptible 
( ), the earthly man, who consists of body and soul, is by nature mortal 
( ). The formation of the latter is ‘the formation of the individual man’. 
In his description of this formation Philo replaces the LXX term ‘breath’ ( ; 
Gen 2.7 LXX) with , which better suits his anthropological interest. The 
formation of the earthly man is

a composite one made up of earthly substance and of divine breath [ , rather 
than the of Gen 2.7 LXX]; for it says that the body was made through the Artifi-
cer taking clay and moulding out of it a human form, but that the soul was originated 
from nothing created whatever, but from the Father and Ruler of all: for that which 
He breathed in was nothing other than a Divine breath ( ) that migrated 
hither from that blissful and happy existence. (De opificio mundi 135)

Having alluded to Gen 2.7, Philo states that ‘that first man (
), earthborn ( ), ancestor of our whole race, was made (…) 

most excellent in each part of his being, in both soul and body’ (De opificio mundi 
136). Philo proposes several reasons why the first man was excellent both in soul 
and body. The Creator excelled in skill to bestow on man a body with a beautiful 
form, ‘desiring the first man ( ) to be as fair as could be to 
behold’ (138). But also the soul of the first man was most excellent:

For the Creator (…) employed for its making no pattern taken from among created 
things, but solely, as I have said, His own Word / Reason (logos). It is on this account 
that he says that man was made a likeness and imitation of the Word (logos), when 
the Divine Breath was breathed [ , a form of the verb , instead 
of the verb , ‘to blow in’, in Gen 2.7 LXX] into his face (…). Such was the 
first man ( ) created, as I think, in body and soul (

), surpassing all the men that now are. (De opificio mundi 139–140)

In this passage Philo also links the creation of the heavenly man with that of the 
earthly man and shows how they relate from the perspective of the latter (cf. 
§ 1.2.5 above). When the divine pneuma is breathed into the face of the first man 
(Gen 2.7) he is made a likeness of the divine image (Gen 1.26–27), the Logos. 
This interconnection between the two men is also highlighted elsewhere in Phi-
lo’s oeuvre, in a passage in which Philo criticizes the Aristotelian view ‘that our 
human mind (nous) is a particle of the ethereal substance’12. This would render 

12 See also Philo, De specialibus legibus 4.123: ‘And clearly what was then thus breathed 
(Gen 2.7) was ethereal spirit, or something, if such there be, better than ethereal spirit, even 
an effulgence of the blessed, thrice blessed nature of the Godhead’; Legum allegoriarum libri 
3.161: ‘The body, then, has been formed out of earth, but the soul is of the upper air’; and Quod 
deus sit immutabilis 46–47: the mind ‘was allotted something better and purer, the substance, 
in fact, out of which divine nature [i. e. the stars] was wrought’.
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man only ‘a kinship with the upper air’, which is still part of creation. Instead, 
Philo argues, Moses

likened the fashioning of the reasonable soul ( ) to no 
created thing, but averred it to be a genuine coinage of that dread Spirit (pneuma), 
signed and impressed by the seal of God, the stamp of which is the eternal Logos. 
His words are ‘God in-breathed [again the verb , instead of the LXX verb 

] into his face a breath of life’ (Gen 2.7); so that it cannot but be that he that 
receives is made in the likeness of Him who sends forth the breath. Accordingly we 
also read that man has been made after the image of God (Gen 1.26–27), not however 
after the image of anything created. (De plantatione 18–20)13

As in De opificio mundi, Philo shows how, in his understanding, the creation 
of the first, earthly man relates to that of the heavenly man: by receiving God’s 
pneuma (Gen 2.7) the first man ‘is made in the likeness (Gen 1.26–27) of Him 
who sends forth the pneuma’. We also note, in passing, that in Philo, the termi-
nology of ‘mind’ (nous), ‘reasonable soul’ (logikē psychē), and ‘spirit’ (pneuma) 
are near-synonyms.

What is clear from the extensive passage from De opificio mundi is that Philo 
here understands the phrase ‘the first man’ in the sense of the ‘ancestor of our 
whole race’ (136). Or, as he explicitly says further on in De opificio mundi, as 
‘the man first fashioned’ (140 – ), ‘the first-
made man’ (145 – ). In this, there 
is no difference between Philo and Paul. The latter also takes ‘the first man’ to 
mean ‘the first man, Adam’, the ancestor of the entire human race. Despite the 
fact that Philo uses the expression ‘the first man’ frequently, he remains consist-
ent in its meaning and application.

There is only one passage in Philo that seems to contravene this otherwise 
consistent usage. When Philo’s interpretation reaches the story of the creation of 
Eve, and he needs to comment on Gen 2.18, ‘It is not good that any man should 
be alone’, Philo applies this passage to both men we have so far encountered, the 
heavenly and the earthly man:

For there are two races of men, the one made after the (divine) image (Gen 1.26–27), 
and the one moulded out of the earth (Gen 2.7). For the man made after the image 
it is not good to be alone, because he yearns after the Image (…). Far less is it good 
for the man moulded of the earth to be alone. Nay, it is impossible (…). With the 
second man ( ) a helper is associated. (Legum allegoriarum 
libri 2.4–5)

In this passage, the earthly man is referred to as ‘the second man’. This, however, 
is no breach of Philo’s consistent reference to Adam as ‘the first man’ but is due 

13 Cf. perhaps also Philo, Quod deterius potiori insidiari soleat 90: ‘the mind of man … [is] 
an inseparable portion of that divine and blessed soul’. But it could also be that, as in Quod deus 
sit immutabilis 46–47, Philo has the divine nature of the stars in mind (see previous footnote).
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to the specific order of the two men in this specific exposition. ‘Second’ here 
clearly means the second of both men which were enumerated in this passage. 
That Adam is called ‘the second man’ in this context cannot be used as evidence 
that, as a matter of fact, ‘the first man’ is the heavenly man in Philo. The contex-
tual nature of the need to call Adam this time ‘the second man’ is confirmed by 
the fact, that further on in Philo’s Legum allegoriarum libri, Adam is again called 
‘the first generated [man]’,  (2.15). At the same time, it is 
telling that the passage just discussed is the only instance, in Philo’s entire oeu-
vre, in which he uses the phrase ‘the second man’. As the extensive passage from 
De opificio mundi has shown, Philo, like Paul, applies the phrase ‘the first man’ 
to the first generated man, Adam. And, as another extensive passage from Legum 
allegoriarum libri will show, again like Paul, Philo refers to the two men as the 
‘heavenly’ and the ‘earthly’ man respectively. This passage will also deepen our 
understanding of Philo’s anthropology.

(ii) In his Legum allegoriarum libri, Philo gives a detailed interpretation of Gen 
2.7, ‘And God formed man by taking clay from the earth, and breathed into his 
face a breath ( ) of life, and the man became a living soul’. According to 
Philo,

There are two types of men; the one a heavenly man, the other an earthly (
). The heavenly 

man, being made after the image of God (Gen 1.26–27), is altogether without part 
or lot in corruptible and terrestrial substance; but the earthly one was compacted 
out of matter (…). For this reason he [Moses] says that the heavenly man was not 
moulded, but was stamped with the image of God (Gen 1.26–27); while the earthly 
is a moulded work. (Legum allegoriarum libri 1.31)

In his subsequent interpretation of Gen 2.7 proper, Philo rather bluntly states 
that we ‘must account the man made out of the earth 

, to be mind mingling with, but not yet blended 
with, body’ (1.32). The ‘body’ is of course implied in the ‘clay of the earth’, from 
which the first man was formed (Gen 2.7), but it remains unclear whence Philo 
derives ‘the mind’, which he regards as being, at the point of Gen 2.7, in the yet 
unfinished process of ‘mingling with (…) body’. Philo calls this mind the ‘earth-
like mind’. It is, in all likelihood, the mind which is modelled on the ‘heavenlike’ 
mind of the heavenly man, which functions as its archetype. Yet, interestingly, 
Philo makes clear that, during its formative phase, this earthlike mind is still cor-
ruptible as long as it has not yet been breathed into by God:

But this earthlike mind is in reality also corruptible, were not God to breathe into 
it a power of real life (

); when He does so, it no longer 
undergoes any moulding, but becomes a soul ( ), not 
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an inefficient and imperfectly formed soul, but one endowed with mind and actually 
alive ( ). (Legum allegoriarum libri 1.32)

This means that at his creation, the first man was breathed into by God. As Philo 
explains, this expression, ‘breathed into’,

implies of necessity three things, (1) that which inbreathes, (2) that which receives, 
(3) that which is inbreathed: that which inbreathes is God, that which receives is the 
mind (nous), that which is inbreathed is the spirit / breath (pneuma). What, then, do 
we infer from these premises? A union of the three comes about, as God projects 
the power that proceeds from Himself through the mediant breath till it reaches the 
subject. (1.37)

From this passage it becomes possible to determine the exact relation between 
‘mind’ (nous) and ‘spirit’ (pneuma) in Philo. The ‘mind’ is the highest part of 
the soul, as it is in contemporary Greek philosophy: man consists of body and 
soul, and within the soul the leading part, the nous, is differentiated from the 
lower soul, made up of the senses. This tripartite thinking is adopted by Philo, 
but under the influence of his exegesis of Gen 2.7 he is able to link the nous with 
the pneuma.14 Properly speaking, the nous is not identical with the pneuma (nous 
≠ pneuma). Rather the pneuma is greater than or equal to the nous (pneuma ≥ 
nous) because, in Philo’s view, it is within the nous that the pneuma is received; 
the nous is the receptacle. The nous, in turn, mediates this pneuma to the rest of 
the soul so that this spirit dominates both nous and (the rest of the) psychē:

The mind [is] the dominant element of the soul ( ): 
into this only does God breathe ( ). (…) the mind imparts 
to the portion of the soul that is devoid of reason a share of that which it has received 
from God, so that the mind was besouled by God (

), but the unreasoning part by the mind ( ). 
(Legum allegoriarum libri 1.39–40)

If the nous is indeed inbreathed by, and filled with the divine pneuma it becomes 
synonymous with the pneuma. This shows that Philo not only knows the triad 
nous, psychē and sōma, in accordance with Greek philosophy, but also, under 
the influence of his exegesis of Gen 2.7, the similar triad pneuma, psychē and 
sōma. This latter triad does not occur in Greek philosophers,15 but is found in 
Jewish authors such as Philo, Flavius Josephus, and Paul. Its occurrence in Paul 
will be the subject of § 5.2, but I should like first to look briefly at the situation 
in Josephus. He, too, appears to understand Gen 2.7 in terms of the dichotomy of 

14 This has also been noted by Festugière 1932, 212–17.
15 ‘Pneuma’ does occur in relation to nous and psychē in Corpus Hermeticum X.16, but there 

pneuma is not equivalent with nous and not superior but inferior to psychē since, as Dillon ex-
plains, it is taken ‘in the sense of the basic life-force, which forms a sort of “cushion” for the 
soul when united to a body (the “pneumatic vehicle” of later Platonism)’; Dillon 2001, 42. On 
the doctrine of the soul’s pneumatic vehicle, see Bos 2003, esp. 281–6.
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pneuma and psychē. In his retelling of the Pentateuch in the Jewish Antiquities, 
Josephus even explicitly inserts the term  in his alleged quotation of Gen 
2.7: ‘Moses begins to interpret nature, writing on the formation of man in these 
terms: “God fashioned man by taking dust from the earth and instilled into him 

 and .” Now this man was called Adam’ (1.34; cf. 3.260).
This shows that the triad pneuma, psychē and sōma16 is the Jewish equiva-

lent of the Greek tripartite division of man in terms of nous, psychē and sōma,17 
which is read from the perspective of Gen 2.7. Since this passage from Genesis 
is explicitly quoted by Philo, Paul and Josephus, their interpretation seems to 
reflect a common Jewish understanding of Gen 2.7 LXX in the 1st cent. AD.18 
This is an important finding, I believe, which indicates that the allegedly Gnostic 
distinction between the pneumatic, psychic and sarkic man (see further below 
in § 5.2.2) is not a Gnostic invention, but rather a development of this Jewish-
Hellenistic interpretation of Gen 2.7 and its consequent tripartization of man.

According to Philo, the reason why God breathes the pneuma into the human 
nous is as follows:

And for what purpose save that we may obtain a conception of him? For how could 
the soul have conceived of God, had He not breathed into it and mightily laid hold 
of it? For the mind of man would never have ventured to soar so high as to grasp the 
nature of God, had not God Himself drawn it up to Himself. (Legum allegoriarum 
libri 1.37–38)

As we have seen, Philo’s reflections on the relation between pneuma and nous 
are based on his interpretation of Gen 2.7. There is, however, one complication 
which threatens to blur Philo’s exegesis: the fact that the text of Gen 2.7 LXX 
– as I have already pointed out in passing – does not read pneuma (‘breath’ or 
‘spirit’) but pnoē (‘breath’). Only here in his Legum allegoriarum libri does 
Philo raise awareness of this textual problem. Everywhere else Philo interprets 
Gen 2.7 LXX as if the text read pneuma. The reason that Philo draws attention to 
the actual Septuagint reading is that, in his understanding of Gen 1–2, it is only 

16 For another early Christian differentiation between pneuma and psychē, see the author 
of Hebrews 4.12 about the word of God ‘piercing so deeply that it divides soul and spirit’ – 

.
17 For another Jew differentiating between nous and psychē, see the Jewish author of the 

Pseudo-Orphica, Recension C, lines 11–12: ‘… and him [God] no one among | Mortals sees 
with the soul, but he is seen with the mind’ – 

 (edn Holladay 1996, 194–5). 
18 For pagan philosophical familiarity with Gen 2.7, see Porphyry, Ad Gaurum 11: ‘the 

animation takes place after the conception and formation of the body. The theologian of the 
Hebrews [Moses] also seems to signify this when he says that when the human body was 
formed, and had received all of its bodily workmanship, God breathed the spirit into it to act 
as a living soul’ – 

 
(Stern, No. 466).
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in the case of the creation of the earthly man (Gen 2.7), and not in that of the 
heavenly man (Gen 1.26–27), that Moses seems to speak of the inbreathing of 
the divine pneuma. Given the importance of this pneuma it would seem odd that 
Moses fails to mention it when describing the creation of the heavenly man:

The question might be asked, why God deemed the earthly and body-loving 
mind ( ) worthy of divine breath (

) at all, but not the mind which had been created after the original 
( . (Legum allegoriarum libri 1.33).

This question is answered, Philo suggests, when closer scrutiny reveals that 
Moses, in speaking of the creation of the earthly man, does not speak of the di-
vine pneuma, but rather of the divine pnoē:

He uses the word ‘breath’ (pnoē) not ‘spirit’ (pneuma), implying a difference between 
them; for ‘spirit’ is conceived of as connoting strength and vigour and power, while 
a ‘breath’ is like an air of peaceful and gentle vapour. The mind that was made after 
the image and original (Gen 1.26–27) might be said to partake of spirit (pneuma), 
for its reasoning faculty possesses robustness; but the mind that was made out of 
matter (Gen 2.7) must be said to partake of the light and less substantial air. (Legum 
allegoriarum libri 1.42)

In this way, Philo makes sense of the LXX reading ‘pnoē’ in Gen 2.7 (see already 
§ 1.2.5 [c] above). In his view, the qualitative difference between the mind of 
the heavenly man and that of the earthly man is reflected in the fact that the lat-
ter is said to have received the divine pnoē, whereas the former ‘might be said 
to partake of pneuma’.19 In his Legum allegoriarum libri Philo offers an unu-
sual, very close reading and interpretation of Gen 2.7. The problem-generating, 
rather than problem-solving nature of the passage just discussed serves to show 
that Jewish authors such as Philo did indeed face textual difficulties when they 
tried to develop the Graeco-Roman trichotomy of sōma – psychē – nous into a 
Jewish trichotomy of sōma – psychē – pneuma. Normally, however – in other 
writings but also elsewhere in his Legum allegoriarum libri – Philo does not 
hesitate to say that God’s pneuma (not his pnoē) was received by the earthly 
man: ‘that which inbreathes is God, that which receives is the mind (nous), that 
which is inbreathed is the spirit (pneuma)’ – 

 (Legum allegoriarum 
libri 1.37).

This is confirmed by many other passages which suggest that it is the divine 
pneuma which is breathed into man. Man is akin ( ) to God,20 ‘since 
the divine Spirit (pneuma) had poured into him in full flow’ (De opificio mundi 

19 Cf. Philo, De plantatione 44: ‘the man stamped with the Spirit (…) is after the image of 
God’.

20 On the notion of man’s kinship (  with God, see Des Places 1964 and Thom 
2005, 61, 62–7.
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144). The human mind (nous) is closely linked to the divine pneuma: ‘it would 
be strange if a light substance like the mind (nous) were not rendered buoyant 
and raised to the utmost height by the native force of the divine Spirit (pneuma)’ 
(De plantatione 24). An interesting case in this respect is a passage in De spe-
cialibus legibus, in which Gen 2.7 and Gen 1.26–27 are merged into a single 
view: ‘our dominant part [is] the rational pneuma within us (

, which was shaped according to the archetypal form of the divine 
image’ (1.171).

(d) A third anthropological key text: Lev 17.11 – The soul and the blood

In a special set of passages in Philo, the pneuma, as the substance of the nous, 
is clearly and persistently contrasted with the blood, which is considered to be 
the substance of the rest of the soul. In these passages Philo aims to do justice 
to what he regards as another important anthropological assertion in the Jewish 
scriptures, that of Leviticus 17.11: ‘the soul of every flesh is his blood’ – 

. We shall now consider these passages, 
as the contrast which Philo draws between ‘pneuma’ on the one hand, and ‘flesh’ 
and ‘blood’ on the other is very similar to Paul’s language.

Philo’s challenge is to reconcile two different, and seemingly contradictory 
views on the substance of the soul – (1) that of Gen 2.7, according to which, at 
least in Philo’s understanding, the soul consists of pneuma; and (2) that of Lev 
17.11, which contends that the soul consists of blood. Philo’s solution is to dis-
tinguish between two types of soul: the leading part of the soul, the nous, and the 
rest of the soul, which is simply called ‘soul’. This is brought out in the following 
passage in Quis rerum divinarum heres sit, which also shows that Philo, in the 
construction of his anthropology, refers to the three key texts of Gen 1.26–27, 
Gen 2.7, and Lev 17.11:

We use ‘soul’ in two senses ( ), both for the whole soul (
) and also for its dominant part, which properly speaking is the soul’s soul (

. (…) And there-
fore the lawgiver [Moses] held that the substance of the soul is twofold21 (

), blood being that of the soul as a whole (
), and the divine spirit (pneuma) that of its most dominant part (

). Thus he says plainly ‘the soul of every flesh is the 
blood’ (Lev 17.11). (…) On the other hand he did not make the substance of the mind 
( ) depend on anything created, but represented it as breathed 
upon by God ( ). For the Maker of all, he says, ‘blew 
into this face the breath of life, and man became a living soul’ (Gen 2.7); just as we 

21 Cf. the term dipsychos in James 1.8 and 4.8 which probably also reflects the differentia-
tion between the whole psychē (1.21, 5.20) and its dominant part, the pneuma (2.26, 4.5). In 
this I differ from Seitz 1944, 1947, 1958 and Marcus 1982, who understand dipsychos prima-
rily against the background of the Hebrew concept of ‘double-heartedness’. Cf. also the double 
nature of man according to Plotinus, Enneads 1.2.6; see § 2.2.13 above.
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are also told that he was fashioned after the image of his Maker (Gen 1.26–27). (Quis 
rerum divinarum heres sit 55–56)

The pneuma is clearly depicted as the substance of the nous, the leading part of 
man’s soul. Basing himself on the three Scriptural passages from Genesis and 
Leviticus, Philo reaches the following conclusion:

So we have two kinds of man ( ), those who live by 
reason, the divine pneuma ( ), and those 
who live by blood and the pleasure of the flesh (

). This last is a moulded clod of earth, the other is the faithful impress of the 
divine image. (Quis rerum divinarum heres sit 57)

As we shall see in due course, Philo’s distinction between ‘those who live by the 
divine pneuma’ and ‘those who live by blood and the pleasure of the flesh’ resem-
bles that in Paul between the pneumatikoi (‘those who live by the pneuma’) on the 
one hand and the psychikoi (‘those who live by the lower psychē’) or the sarkinoi /
sarkikoi (‘those who live by the flesh’) on the other (see § 5.2.2 below). Although, 
as Philo clearly indicates, the substance of the soul is twofold (Quis rerum divi-
narum heres sit 55–56) and consists of pneuma (for the nous) and blood (for the 
rest of the soul), the two layers which are as such present in every man are nev-
ertheless exemplified in two distinct types of man (Quis rerum divinarum heres 
sit 57). ‘Those who live by the pneuma’ have their soul directed by the divine 
pneuma which has been breathed into man’s nous, whereas ‘those who live by the 
flesh’ limit the effectiveness of their soul to its lower part, that of the senses.

This might be a good point to note that, whereas in Quis rerum divinarum 
heres sit Philo distinguishes between two types of man, elsewhere, in De giganti-
bus, the tripartite nature of man is made manifest in three distinct types of man:

Some men are earth-born, some heaven-born, and some God-born (
. The earth-born are those who take the 

pleasures of the body (  for their quarry (…). The heaven-born are the votaries 
of the arts and of knowledge, the lovers of learning. For the heavenly element in us is 
the mind ( ), as the heavenly beings are each of 
them a mind. (…) But the men of God are priests and prophets who (…) have risen 
wholly above the sphere of sense-perception and have been translated into the world 
of the intelligible (

). (…) But the sons of earth have turned the steps of mind out of the 
path of reason (  and trans-
muted it into the soulless and inert nature of the flesh (

). (De gigantibus 60–61, 65)

This passage, together with the combined evidence of the previous passage from 
Quis rerum divinarum heres sit, shows that Philo’s tripartition of man develops 
into a theory of three kinds of man.22 As Dillon has shown, this scheme of three 

22 Cf. Mendelson 1982, chap. 3 on ‘Philo’s typology of mankind’, esp. §§ 3.1 and 3.2.



284 Chapter 5: The Two Types of Man in Philo and Paul

classes of man predates but is essentially similar to schemes in ancient philoso-
phers such as Plutarch (De genio Socratis 591D–592C) and Plotinus (Enneads 
5.9.1), schemes which have also been adopted in Gnostic anthropology (Clem-
ent of Alexandria, Excerpta ex Theodoto 54; see further § 5.2.2 below).23 One 
illustration of the similarity between Philo and Plutarch can be found in the lat-
ter’s De genio Socratis:

Every soul partakes of nous ( ); none is irrational or un-
intelligent. But the portion of the soul that mingles with the flesh (

) and passions suffers alteration and becomes in the pleasures 
and pains it undergoes irrational. Not every soul mingles to the same extent: some 
sink entirely into the body ( < >  (…). Others 
mingle in part, but leave outside what is purest in them. This is not dragged in with 
the rest, but is like a buoy attached to the top, floating on the surface in contact with 
the man’s head, while he is as it were submerged in the depths (…). Now the part 
carried submerged in the body is called soul (

, whereas the part left free from corruption is called by the 
multitude the nous ( . 
(De genio Socratis 591D–E)

On this basis, Plutarch distinguishes between three classes of man. In ascending 
order, (1) ‘the souls that sink entirely into the body’ (591F); (2) the souls that do 
not coincide with their bodies but have difficulty in pulling on ‘the tie which is 
like a bridle inserted into the irrational part of the soul’ (592B); (3) and the souls 
that really ‘possess nous’ (591F). This differentiation between various types of 
man can clearly be recognized in the passages from Philo examined above – the 
three types of man in De gigantibus, and the two types of man in Quis rerum di-
vinarum heres sit. In Philo, the difference between the highest type of man and 
the lower one is buttressed by his references to Gen 2.7 and Lev 17.11 respec-
tively: whereas pneuma is the substance of the nous, blood is the substance of 
the (lower, irrational) psychē which is devoid of pneuma.

In another similar passage dealing with Lev 17.11, Philo states: ‘the fleshly 
nature ( ) has received no share of mind ( )’. Man is a ‘liv-
ing creature with two natures ( )’; he is a ‘composite mass’, 
which consists of (1) ‘the highest form in which life shows itself’, the mind 
(nous), reason or spirit (pneuma), ‘that God-like creation with which we reason’, 
whose ‘nourishment [is] celestial and imperishable ( ), not perishable 
( ) and earthly’, and of (2) ‘the fleshly nature’, whose life is the blood 
(Lev 17.11) (Quod deterius potiori insidiari soleat 83–85).

This lower part of the soul, as another passage makes clear, is the soul which 
‘gives the life which we and the irrational animals possess in common’ and ‘op-

23 Dillon 2001, 40–1 with 40 n22.
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erates through the senses’.24 This passage merits quoting in full because it com-
bines various important notions outlined so far. The divine pneuma is clearly 
depicted as the substance of the mind. And at the same time, the ‘first man’ un-
ambiguously stands for the ‘founder of our race’, Adam:

Blood is prohibited for the reason which I have mentioned that it is the essence of the 
soul (Lev 17.11), not of the intelligent and reasonable soul, but of that which operates 
through the senses (  – 

), the soul that gives the life which we and the irrational animals possess 
in common. For the essence or substance of that other soul is divine spirit (pneuma), 
a truth vouched for by Moses especially, who in his story of the creation says that 
God breathed a breath of life upon the first man ( ) (Gen 2.7), 
the founder of our race ( ), into the lordliest part of 
his body, the face, where the senses are stationed like bodyguards to the great king, 
the mind (nous). (De specialibus legibus 4.123)

The pneuma, then, is the substance of the human nous, as other passages con-
firm:

Now the divine Spirit is the substance of the rational (part) according to the theo-
logian [i. e. Moses], for in (the account of) the creation of the world, he says, ‘He 
breathed the breath of life into his face’ (as) his cause. But blood is the substance of 
the sense-perceptive and vital (soul) (…). (…) the substance of the soul is truly and 
infallibly spirit. (Quaestiones in Genesim 2.59)

Before we come to the next section, on the disintegration and downfall of man, 
it is important to underline that what we have seen of Philo’s anthropology in 
key passages presented so far is confirmed in many other, often short passages 
in which his anthropological views come to the surface. Despite their brevity, 
we can recognize in them the anthropology outlined above. In these passages 
Philo differentiates between ‘a man, this compound animal in which soul and 
body are woven or intertwined or mingled (use any word you will)’, the earthly 
man of Gen 2.7, and ‘the mind pure and unalloyed’, the heavenly man of Gen 
1.26–27 (De ebrietate 101). The heavenly man is called ‘the real man’, the Phi-
lonic equivalent of the Platonic concept of the inner man, as we shall see in 
§ 7.2 (see § 7.2.2 [e]); this man ‘is absolutely pure mind ( )’, 
‘he who is man in the special sense’, ‘that invisible reasoning faculty free from 
admixture’ whereas the earthly man is the ‘man so-called, one that has an ad-

24 For the differentiation of the soul into (a) a rational and intelligent soul and (b) a sense-
perceptive and vital soul, see also Philo’s Quaestiones in Genesim 2.59, a commentary on Gen 
9.4 (‘Flesh in the blood of the life you shall not eat’): ‘the blood is the substance of the soul, but 
of the sense-perceptive and vital soul, not of that which is called (soul) katexochen, (namely) 
that which is rational and intelligent. For there are three parts of the soul: one is nutritive, an-
other is sense-perceptive, and the third is rational’. See also De specialibus legibus 3.99: ‘the 
baser kind of soul, the irrational, which the beasts also share’, as opposed to reason, ‘the better 
part of the soul’; without the latter, man is ‘transformed into the nature of a beast, even though 
the outward characteristics of his body still retain their human form’.
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mixture of sense-perception’, he ‘in whom an irrational and rational nature are 
woven together’ (De fuga et inventione 70–72). Consequently, ‘the mind (…) is 
the real man in us’ (De plantatione 42); it is ‘the man within the man, the better 
part within the worse, the immortal within the mortal’ (De congressu eruditionis 
gratia 97), ‘the man in us, the ruling mind’ (De somniis 2.267), ‘the invisible 
man’, ‘the veritable man’ (Quod omnis probus liber sit 111).

In some passages Philo focuses only on the basic dichotomy between body 
and soul:

For there are two things of which we consist, soul and body. The body, then, has 
been formed out of earth, but the soul is of the upper air, a particle detached from 
the Deity: ‘For God breathed into his face a breath of life, and man became a living 
soul’ (Gen 2.7). (Legum allegoriarum libri 3.161)

In other passages Philo is more detailed in his description of man and distin-
guishes between the soul and its leading part, the mind: ‘To crown all (…) He 
made man and bestowed on him mind par excellence, the soul of the soul (

)’ (De opificio mundi 66). This mind, 
‘the ruling part of the soul’ (De somniis 2.207), is ‘a fragment of the Deity’:

Among created things, that which is holy is, in the universe, the heavens (…); in man 
it is mind, a fragment of the Deity ( ), as the words of 
Moses in particular bear witness, ‘He breathed into his face a breath of life, and man 
became a living soul’ (Gen 2.7). (De somniis 1.34)

In some passages Philo even distinguishes between three layers within the 
soul:

Our soul, we are told, is tripartite, having one part assigned to the mind and reason, 
one to the spirited element and one to the appetites – 

. (De confusione linguarum 21).

This is a further differentiation of the human soul under the influence of Plato’s 
Timaeus:

They [i. e. the philosophers] had made researches into the nature of the soul and 
observed that its components were threefold: reason, high spirit and desire (

). (De specialibus legibus 4.92; cf. Plato, Ti-
maeus 69 c–e)25

25 See further Philo, Legum allegoriarum libri 1.70: ‘our soul is threefold, and has one part 
that is the seat of reason, another that is the seat of high spirit, and another that is the seat of 
desire: 

’; and cf. also De somniis 1.25. On this tripartition in Philo, see Whittaker 1996. 
For reflections on ‘the truth of tripartition’ of the soul in Plato, see Burnyeat 2006 b. For the tri-
partite soul in Plato, see, e. g., Timaeus 69 c–e, 87 a, 89 e–90 d.
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In these passages, the differentiation between, on the one hand, the mind (nous) 
and reason (logos), and, on the other, the faculties of the lower soul are still dis-
cernible.

Now we have seen the manifold expressions of Philo’s anthropological views, 
I shall demonstrate that, according to Philo, man has been subject to degenera-
tion because the pneumatic-noetic part of his soul has been lost. For this reason, 
the soul (i. e. the lower soul) should be restored to its original archetype, the 
heavenly man.

5.1.2 The degeneration and fall of man

Speaking about the current descendants of the first earthly man, Philo is both 
positive and critical. Having described ‘the beauty of the first-made man (

) in each part of his being, in 
soul and body’, Philo remarks:

It could not but be that his descendants, partaking as they did in the original form 
in which he was formed, should preserve marks, though faint ones, of their kinship 
with their first father. Now what is this kinship? Every man, in respect of his mind 
( , is allied to the divine Reason, having come into being as a copy or frag-
ment or ray of that blessed nature. (De opificio mundi 145–146)

Despite this positive resemblance between us and the first earthly man, in other 
passages Philo stresses the degeneration and fall of man. This degeneration is 
partly due to natural developments since creation. In this Philo follows particu-
lar views on the physical degeneration of the world and its inhabitants due to the 
ageing of the world (mundus senescens).26 According to Philo,

Such was the first man created, as I think, in body and soul, surpassing all the men 
that now are, and all that have been before us. (…) the man first fashioned was clearly 
the bloom of our entire race, and never have his descendants attained the like bloom, 
forms and faculties ever feebler having been bestowed on each succeeding genera-
tion. (De opificio mundi 140)

To illustrate this natural process of degeneration, Philo points to the received 
wisdom in the arts, in sculpture and painting, that ‘the copies are inferior to the 

26 Cf. Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights 3.10.11: ‘the men of old were larger and taller of stature, 
but now, because the world is ageing, as it were (et nunc, quasi iam mundo senescente), men 
and things are diminishing in size’. On this theme of the loss of the world’s original vitality, see 
Bartelink 1970 & 1983, who characterizes this view as Epicurean, with reference to Lucretius, 
On the Nature of Things 2.1173–1174: ‘… all things gradually decay, and go to the reef of de-
struction, outworn by the ancient lapse of years (spatio aetatis defessa vetusto)’ (Bartelink 1970, 
91–3). Otherwise than Bartelink, I believe the concept is also Stoic. Unlike Plato and Aristotle, 
the Stoics regarded the world as admitting of deterioration and destruction (cf. Furley 1999, 
esp. § 12.3.2, 434–9). Cf. also Paul, 1 Cor 7.31: ; 
see Adams 2000, 134–6 for a cosmological interpretation.
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originals’. He also uses the example of the magnet which gradually looses its 
hold over the objects which depend from it:

Much the same appears in the case of the magnet: for the iron ring which touches it 
is held most forcibly, but that which touches this one less so. A third hangs on to the 
second, and a fourth on to the third, and a fifth on to the fourth, and so on in a long 
series, all held together by one attracting force, only not all alike for those removed 
from the starting-point get looser all the time, owing to the attraction being relaxed 
and losing its power to grip as it did before. (De opificio mundi 141)

This illustrates his point that mankind goes through a similar process in which 
the original force diminishes through time:

Mankind has evidently undergone something of the same kind. As generation follows 
generation the powers and qualities of body and soul which men receive are feebler. 
(De opificio mundi 141)

Although ‘the sovereignty with which that first man was invested was a most 
lofty one’, many generations later, ‘owing to the lapse of ages, the race had lost 
its vigour’ (De opificio mundi 148).

But Philo does not give only physical reasons for the degeneration of man. He 
also speaks about the first moral lapse of man in the garden of Eden. In Philo’s 
view, at the very beginning, the garden was populated by two men, the heav-
enly man and the earthly one, and it was the latter who was cast out. Philo justi-
fies this view of two different inhabitants of Eden by referring to two different 
phrases in the account of Gen 2 on the garden. According to Gen 2.8 LXX, God 
‘placed there the man whom He had moulded’ (

), whereas Gen 2.15, at least according to Philo, reads as follows: 
‘The Lord God took the man whom He had made, and placed him in the garden 
to work on it and to guard it’ – 

 (Legum 
allegoriarum libri 1.53).27 According to Philo, the latter

is a different man, the one that was made after the image and archetype, so that two 
men are introduced into the garden, the one a moulded being, the other ‘after the 
image’. (Legum allegoriarum libri 1.53)

Whereas the latter is received by God, the former is cast out of the garden of 
Eden: ‘the moulded mind ( ) (…) soon runs away and is cast 
out’ (Legum allegoriarum libri 1.55); he is ‘the more earthly mind’, as opposed 
to the less material, pure mind (1.88–89). Because of his constitution, it is the 
earthly man, Adam, ‘the earthly and perishable mind’,28 who needs to be com-

27 As a matter of fact, however, Gen 2.15 LXX also reads  (like Gen 2.8), not 
: 

.
28 Cf. Quis rerum divinarum heres sit 52: … ‘the earthly mind, called Adam’.



2895.1 Philo on the two types of man

manded by God. This is not necessary for the ‘mind that was made after the 
image’, which is ‘not earthly but heavenly’ – ‘the being created after [God’s] 
image and after the original idea (1.90–92). In a passage which is highly relevant 
for our study of 1 Cor in § 5.2 below, this heavenly mind is called ‘the perfect 
man’ and contrasted with the bad man and the child, who do need command-
ments and instruction:

There is no need, then, to give injunctions or prohibitions or exhortations to the per-
fect man formed after the (divine) image ( , for none of 
these does the perfect man ( ) require. The bad man29 has need of injunction 
and prohibition, and the child ( ) of exhortation and teaching. (Legum al-
legoriarum libri 1.94)

This way of thinking is very similar to that of Paul who, as we shall see in § 5.2.2 
below, considers his Corinthian opponents as ‘children’ ( ; 1 Cor 3.14), 
and not as ‘perfect men’ ( ; 1 Cor 2.6), because they fail to live up to their 
pneumatic potential and are therefore not pneumatikoi (2.13, 15; 3.1) but simply 
psychikoi (2.14) and sarkinoi (3.1, 3).

Philo subsequently explains how the earthly mind can experience downfall if it 
fails to give heed to God’s commandments:

Quite naturally, then, does God give the commandments and exhortations before 
us to the earthly mind who is neither bad nor good but midway between these. (…) 
Should he obey the exhortations, he may be deemed worthy by God of His benefac-
tions; but (…), should he rebel, he may be driven from the presence of the Lord. 
(Legum allegoriarum libri 1.94)

The last option, that of a rebellious earthly mind, is the one which materializes, 
as Philo makes clear in another writing. Despite the ‘nobility of birth’ of the 
‘first and earth-born man’, ‘moulded with consummate skill into the figure of 
the human body by the hand of God (…), and judged worthy to receive his soul 
(…) through the breath of God ( )’ (De virtutibus 203), he 
made the wrong moral choice:

His father was no mortal but the eternal God, whose image he was in a sense in vir-
tue of the ruling mind within the soul (

). Yet though he should have kept that image undefiled and 
followed as far as he could in the steps of his Parent’s virtues, when the opposites 
were set before him to choose or avoid, good and evil, honourable and base, true and 
false, he was quick to choose the false, the base and the evil and spurn the good and 
honourable and true, with the natural consequence that he exchanged mortality for 
immortality, forfeited his blessedness and happiness and found an easy passage to a 
life of toil and misery. (De virtutibus 204–205)

29 Cf. De somniis 2.237: … ‘the wicked mind ( )’.
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This moral lapse is repeated every time the mind comes to love the body and 
the passions:

There is a different mind which loves the body and the passions (
) and has been sold in slavery to (…) pleasure. (Quod deus sit im-

mutabilis 111)

Following his tripartite division of man into body, soul, and mind, Philo portrays 
the degeneration of man as a consequence of the soul which wavers in the mid-
dle, to the detriment of the mind:

When the soul (psychē) is swaying and tossing like a vessel, now to the side of the 
mind (nous) now to that of the perception by the senses ( ), owing to the 
violence of the passions and misdeeds that rage against her, and the billows rising 
mountains high sweep over her, then in all likelihood the mind (nous) becomes wa-
terlogged and sinks; and the bottom to which it sinks is nothing else than the body 
( . (De agricultura 89)

Or, alternatively, Philo can portray the earthly mind as the medial or neutral 
mind, as we have already seen in his Legum allegoriarum libri: ‘the earthly 
mind (…) is neither bad nor good but midway between these’ (1.94). This mind 
is played upon by the opposing forces of good and evil:

The middle or neutral mind ( ) [is] played upon by forces drawing it in 
opposite directions and given the high calling to decide between them, that it might 
be moved to choose and to shun, to win fame and immortality should it welcome 
the better, and incur a dishonourable death should it choose the worse. (De planta-
tione 45)30

In many passages Philo sketches the negative outcome of this strife between 
body and mind, ‘the cycle of unceasing war ever revolving round the many-
sided soul’ (De somniis 2.14) – the 

. In one of them, he talks, in a ‘Pauline’ fashion, about ‘the order of 
the flesh’:

When that which is superior, namely Mind, becomes one with that which is inferior, 
namely Sense-perception, it resolves itself into the order of the flesh (

) which is inferior. (Legum allegoriarum libri 2.50)

Philo sees the downfall of the mind illustrated in many stories in the Bible. The 
ground which opened to receive the blood of Abel (Gen 4.11), shed by Cain, 
symbolizes how ‘the mind, swallowed up by the huge inpouring (Gen 4.11), is 
found at the bottom, unable so much as to rise to the surface and look out’ (Quod 
deterius potiori insidiari soleat 100). And in his commentary on the fall of the 

30 Cf. also De praemiis et poenis 62 ff. in a passage which reads like a Philonic counterpart 
to the Treatise of the Two Spirits in The Community Rule, 1QS III–IV.
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angels in Gen 6, Philo highlights God’s decision that his ‘Spirit will not remain 
in a human being for ever’:

Nothing is harder than that it [i. e. the divine Spirit] should abide for ever in the soul 
with its manifold forms and divisions ( ) – the 
soul which has fastened on it the grievous burden of this fleshly coil. It is after that 
spirit [i. e. after the Spirit has gone] that the angels or messengers go in to the daugh-
ters of men. (Quod deus sit immutabilis 2)

This story of the fall of the angels is about the souls of those who

have abandoned themselves to the unstable things of chance, none of which has 
aught to do with our noblest part, the soul or mind, but all are related to that dead 
thing which was our birth-fellow, the body, or to objects more lifeless still (…). The 
children of the earth have turned the steps of the mind (nous) out of the path of rea-
son and transmuted it into the lifeless and inert nature of the flesh – 

. (De gigantibus 15, 65)

This is the third class of man, which, as we have seen before, takes the lowest 
rank in Philo’s tripartite division of man (see § 5.1.1 [d]).

Furthermore, Philo also sees the downfall of the mind at work in the story of 
Sodom (De sacrificiis Abelis et Caini 122) and in the story of the Midianites, who 
‘flood the ruling mind and sink it to the lowest depths, so that it cannot float up 
to the top or rise ever so little’ (De mutatione nominum 107). In another context, 
the pagan gods are considered ‘obstacles and the cause of stumbling, by which 
the mind is lamed and falls short of the natural road (…) which ends in the Fa-
ther’ (Quaestiones in Exodum 2.26).

The main threats to the human mind, in Philo’s view, are posed by false opin-
ions and the bodily senses:

The human mind [is] imprisoned as it is amid all the thronging press of the senses, 
so competent to seduce and deceive it with false opinions, or rather entombed in a 
moral body which may be quite properly called a sepulchre. (De specialibus legi-
bus 4.188)

Philo’s repetitive remarks on the loss of man’s pneumatic-noetic identity also 
serves a concrete polemical purpose. This becomes clear in two passages in 
which Philo attacks the sophists (and Protagoras in particular), who are of the 
opinion that the human mind is the measure of all things. As we have seen in 
chap. 3 above, in Philo’s time the Second Sophistic movement was just taking 
off and becoming a dominant cultural force. Philo poses the following rhetorical 
question and immediately answers it:

Of what sort than is an impious man’s opinion? That the human mind is the measure 
of all things ( ), an opinion 
held they tell us by an ancient sophist named Protagoras, an offspring of Cain’s mad-
ness. (The Posterity of Cain 35–37)
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This opinion is contrasted with that of Moses: ‘But Moses held that God, and not 
the human mind, is the measure and weighing scale and numbering of all things’ 
(De somniis 2.193–194). As I shall suggest below, it is perhaps no coincidence 
that Paul’s polemic in 1 Cor 1–4 and his criticism of the psychikoi, who lack 
inner pneumatic identity, seem also to be addressed against sophists.

5.1.3 Restoration of the human mind and spirit

As we have already seen in § 5.1.1 (c) above on the creation of the earthly man, 
‘the earthly and body-loving mind’ was inbreathed by God’s pneuma at the very 
moment of creation. The reason stated for this was that ‘the mind of man would 
never have ventured to soar so high as to grasp the nature of God, had not God 
Himself drawn it up to Himself’ (Legum allegoriarum libri 1.37–38). One could 
argue that here there is already a primordial restoration of the human mind while 
its creation is still taking place (1.32). The earthlike mind, which in Philo’s view 
is modelled on the mind of the heavenly man, would have remained corrupt-
ible if God’s pneuma had not breathed into it. This sets the model for Philo’s 
considerations about the restoration of the mind in other parts of his writings: 
the earthlike mind needs the breath of God’s pneuma to become ‘a soul, not an 
inefficient and imperfectly formed soul, but one endowed with mind and actu-
ally alive’ (1.32).

The biblical narrative which, according to Philo, is all about the restoration 
of the human mind, is the story of Abraham’s migration from Haran; this migra-
tion symbolizes the mind’s departure from the dominance of the lower soul and 
the senses:

When the mind (nous) begins to know itself and to hold converse with the things 
of mind, it will thrust away from it that part of the soul (psychē) which inclines to 
the province of sense-perception, the inkling which among the Hebrews is entitled 
‘Lot’. Hence the wise man [i. e. Abraham] is represented as saying outright, ‘Separate 
thyself from me’ (Gen 13.9). For it is impossible for one who is possessed by love 
for all that is incorporeal (  and incorruptible (  to dwell together 
with one who leans towards the objects of sense-perception doomed to die. (De mi-
gratione Abrahami 13)

Abraham and Lot are presented as contrasting figures which symbolize, respec-
tively, the mind and the soul. According to Philo, the migration of the mind oc-
curs in several stages, the most important of which are accurate self-knowledge 
and knowledge of God himself (De migratione Abrahami 194–195). This is a 
gradual process of migration:

The mind gradually changing its place will arrive at the Father of piety and holiness. 
(…) It will stay no longer in Haran, the organs of sense, but withdraw into itself. For 
it is impossible that the mind whose course still lies in the sensible rather than the 
mental should arrive at the contemplation of Him that Is. (De migratione Abrahami 
194–195)



2935.1 Philo on the two types of man

Indeed, as Philo summarizes his account of Abraham’s migration, towards the 
end of his treatise: ‘To resume, the mind (…) has gone forth from the places 
about Haran …’ (216). The entire migration of Abraham is interpreted as a res-
toration of the mind and its journey towards God.

From some passages in Philo, one gets the impression that his soteriology, his 
view on how the human mind is restored, is closely related to education. In one 
passage, for instance, Philo states that parents benefit their children by having 
their bodies trained in the gymnasium, and that they

have done the same for the soul by means of letters and arithmetic and geometry and 
music and philosophy as a whole which lifts on high the mind (nous) lodged within 
the mortal body and escorts it to the very heaven and shows it the blessed and happy 
beings that dwell therein. (De specialibus legibus 2.230)

The educational nature of this soteriology is confirmed by Philo’s somewhat elit-
ist remark about the small number of those who despise vanity:

This kind is few in number. (…) After investigating the whole realm of the visible to 
its very end, it straightway proceeds to the immaterial and conceptual, not availing 
itself of any of the senses but casting aside all the irrational parts of the soul (psychē) 
and employing only the part which is called mind (nous) and reasoning. (De prae-
miis et poenis 26)

This selective attitude differs considerably from the popularizing potential of 
Paul’s theory about Christ as the heavenly man, in whose identity all are invited 
to join and experience a transformation of the mind.

Yet, Philo’s educational drive clearly serves an ethical purpose. As we have 
already seen,

There is no need, then, to give injunctions or prohibitions or exhortations to the 
perfect man formed after the (divine) image, for none of these does the perfect man 
require. The bad man has need of injunction and prohibition, and the child of exhor-
tation and teaching. (Legum allegoriarum libri 1.94)

Instead of describing Philo’s soteriology as ‘educational’, it is perhaps more ap-
propriate to call it a ‘psychological soteriology’, which aims at the formation of 
the soul. This soteriology is built on the tripartite definition of man in terms of 
mind (or spirit), soul and body, and entails the view that the mind, purified and 
restored by the divine spirit, influences (the rest of) the soul which, in its turn, 
transforms the body. This soteriology comes to the fore in various passages. In 
his commentary on Gen 28.14, ‘in thee shall all tribes be blessed’, Philo says:

If the mind which is in me ( ) has been rendered pure by perfect 
virtue, then the ‘tribes’ [Gen 28.14: ‘in thee shall all tribes be blessed’] of that 
which is earthly in me are sharers of its purifying, those I mean which pertain to 
the senses ( ) and to that chiefest container, the body ( . (De 
somniis 1.177)
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In this passage the purified mind clearly influences and purifies the lower soul 
of the senses, and also the body. For this reason, Philo warns against the domi-
nance of the concerns of soul and body over what should be the guiding princi-
ple, the mind:

If we hold that moral beauty is the only good, the end we seek is contracted and nar-
rowed, for it is bound up with only one of our myriad environments, namely, with the 
dominant principle, the mind (nous). But if we connect that end with three different 
kinds of interests, the concerns of the soul (psychē), those of the body (sōma) and 
those of the external world, the end is split up into many dissimilar parts and thus 
broadened. (De sobrietate 60)

That God’s spirit influences both soul and body is also shown in a passage about 
Abraham:

The divine spirit which was breathed upon him from on high made its lodging in his 
soul, and invested his body with singular beauty. (De virtutibus 217)

That Philo uses the language of Gen 2.7 about the inbreathing of God’s Spirit 
not only with regard to Adam, but also with regard to his descendants, such as 
Abraham, shows that his reflections on the creation of Adam are applicable to 
all mankind. Although the singular beauty of Abraham’s body is doubtlessly 
exceptional, it nevertheless demonstrates that, in Philo’s anthropology, pneuma 
influences the soul, and the soul, in turn, the body (on the interpretation of Ab-
raham’s body, and that of Moses’ body, see § 6.3.1 below).

Once this psychological soteriology is understood, it can easily be recognized 
in Paul. Already in 1 Thess, Paul warns the Thessalonians not to suppress the 
Spirit (5.19: ) and wishes that God himself may keep 
them sound in spirit, soul, and body, free from any fault: 

 (5.23). As in Philo, 
the link between God’s Spirit (Pneuma) and the spirit of man (pneuma) is not 
coincidental but shows that man’s spirit was inbreathed by God’s Spirit.31

Against the ancient philosophical and Philonic background outlined in the 
present chapter, it is clear that Paul’s trichotomy of pneuma, psychē and body 
in 1 Thess 5.23 is equally technical. This triad has been misunderstood by U. 
Schnelle in one of the few anthropologies of the New Testament which have re-
cently been written. Schnelle explicitly denies that the triad should be taken in a 
technical Hellenistic sense:

The trichotomous sounding phrase  reflects no 
Hellenistic anthropology according to which a person is divided into body, soul, and 
spirit. Paul is merely emphasizing that the sanctifying work of God concerns the whole 
person.32

31 On the issue of the identity, or rather correspondence between the human and divine 
pneuma, cf. Vollenweider 2002.

32 Schnelle 1996, 104–5 at 104 (italics mine).
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Schnelle is apparently unaware of the parallels which Paul’s contemporary fel-
low-Jews Philo and Josephus provide in differentiating between pneuma and 
psychē on the basis of Gen 2.7, in this way establishing a Jewish counterpart 
to the Greek differentiation between nous and psychē. In this light, Schnelle’s 
comments on the meaning of pneuma in 1 Thess 5.23 become artificial and in-
comprehensible:

In 1 Thessalonians  is for Paul not a component of the human essence but the 
expression and sign of the new creativity of God in humankind. With and  
Paul is only adding what constitutes each person as an individual. What is actually new 
and determinative is the Spirit of God.33

This is clearly untrue, even though it may reflect a common view in New Tes-
tament scholarship. In Paul’s triad pneuma, psychē and sōma, the pneuma is 
a component of man, as the comparisons with Philo unequivocally show. It is 
part of the triad which characterizes man as a trichotomous being. Of course is 
it true that elsewhere in 1 Thess the pneuma does denote the spirit of God. As 
Paul reminds the Thessalonians, God has given them his holy Pneuma: anyone 
who flouts particular ethical rules ‘is flouting not man but the God who bestows 
on you his holy Spirit’ – … 

 (1 Thess 4.8). Therefore, at the end of the letter, the Thessaloni-
ans are warned not to suppress the spirit, i. e. the Spirit of God: 

 (1 Thess 5.19). But the gift of the Spirit results in the reconstitution 
of man’s own pneuma, and for this reason he should keep sound ‘in pneuma, 
psychē and sōma’ (1 Thess 5.23). By partaking in the Spirit of God, man pos-
sesses a pneuma which is part of his own constitution. Against the background 
of Philonic and Hellenistic trichotomous anthropology, this is perfectly clear. 
Classicists, incidentally, have no difficulty in recognizing the philosophical na-
ture of Paul’s anthropology. A.-J. Festugière, for instance, devotes an extensive 
excursus to the ancient philosophical background of 1 Thess 5.23 in his L’idéal 
religieux des grecs et l’évangile (1932).34

The presupposition at work in Schnelle’s interpretation is that 1 Thess, as 
Paul’s first letter, contains only a simple, rudimentary theology which will be 
developed further over the years:

As the oldest document of Pauline theology, the First Letter to the Thessalonians shows 
rather that the continuing passage of time was of great significance in the formation of 
the apostle’s anthropology. This letter lacks all the important anthropological terms of 

33 Schnelle 1996, 104. Heckel 2000, 130 n36 seems to be aware of the Greek background of 
‘the tripartite body-soul-pneuma synthesis in 1 Thess. 5.23’, but stresses Paul’s free interpreta-
tion of it, without further explanation.

34 Festugière 1932, Excursus B, 196–220.
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later letters, such as  (“flesh”),  (“sin”),  (“death”),  
(“freedom”), (“life”)’.35

Yet although 1 Thess is indeed Paul’s first preserved letter, this view neglects the 
fact that, prior to his visits to the cities of the Eastern Mediterranean, Paul had 
already spent about fourteen years in the Roman provinces of Syria and Cilicia, 
in cities such as Antioch and Tarsus, where he must already have tested the re-
ception of his gospel by the Hellenized world (Gal 1.21–2.2). It is misleading to 
state that in 1 Thess ‘all the important anthropological terms are lacking’,36 as 
the important trichotomy pneuma, psychē and sōma does occur. In a later letter, 
1 Cor, Paul shows that he is able to expand on it when he distinguishes between 
different classes of man, those who have a pneuma, the pneumatikoi, and those 
who have not, the psychikoi (1 Cor 2.13–3.1).

It is far more natural then, to interpret the triad of spirit, soul and body in 
Paul’s first letter in the technical, Hellenized sense in which is was also used by 
Philo. Likewise, against the background of Philo, the descending hierarchical 
order of pneuma, psychē and body is not haphazard either, but implies that the 
restored and purified spirit-mind influences the rest of man’s soul and his body.

In Philo, the purification of the mind is an important motif. We have already 
seen that the mind which has been rendered pure by perfect virtue, in its turn, 
purifies the lower soul of the senses and the body (De somniis 1.177). To phrase 
it differently,

the wholly purified mind (…) disregards not only the body, but that other section of 
the soul which is devoid of reason and steeped in blood, aflame with seething pas-
sions and burning lusts. (Quis rerum divinarum heres sit 64)

As a consequence, ‘the purified mind ( ) of the wise man 
preserves the virtues free from breach or hurt’ (De fuga et inventione 112).

This complex of ideas can be rightly called a soteriology, a doctrine of salva-
tion. As a matter of fact, Philo himself stresses that the mind (nous) is ‘brought 
back by the mercy of its Saviour ( )’:

The mind (nous) which has strayed everywhere in prolonged vagrancy, maltreated 
by pleasure and lust, the mistresses it honoured so unduly, may well be brought back 
by the mercy of its Saviour ( ) from the pathless wild into a road wherein it is 
resolved to flee straight on, a flight (…) of one banished from evil to salvation. (…) 
This mind (…) has been honoured with the gift of quietude by God, who willed that 
it should be undistracted, never affected by any of the troublesome sensations which 
the distresses of the body engender. (De praemiis et poenis 117, 121)

Only then, when the mind has been granted quietude, can there be an end to the 
, ‘the cycle of unceasing 

35 Schnelle 1996, 41.
36 Schnelle 1996, 44.
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war ever revolving round the many-sided soul’, the strife between body and mind 
(De somniis 2.14). That war ‘the mind (nous) is wont to leave, when, filled with 
the divine, it finds itself in the presence of the Existent Himself and contemplates 
the incorporeal ideas’ (De ebrietate 99).

This psychological soteriology is implied in many shorter passages throughout 
Philo’s writings. Again, despite their brevity, they are an expression of Philo’s 
thoughts about the restoration of man. In several passages, Philo talks about the 
mind leading the soul and being followed by the senses. In one passage, which 
we have already quoted on the matter of the disintegration of man, Philo goes 
on to state the opposite, salutary development:

When that which is superior, namely Mind (nous), becomes one with that which is 
inferior, namely Sense-perception, it resolves itself into the order of the flesh (

) which is inferior (…). But if Sense the inferior follows Mind the 
superior, there will be flesh ( ) no more, but both of them will be mind. (Legum 
allegoriarum libri 2.50)

In a similar passage Philo explains:

Most profitless is it that Mind should listen to Sense-perception, and not Sense-per-
ception to Mind: for it is always right that the superior should rule and the inferior be 
ruled; and Mind is superior to Sense-perception (…). Just so, when Mind, the chari-
oteer or helmsman of the soul, rules the whole living being as a governor does a city, 
the life holds a straight course. (Legum allegoriarum libri 3.222–224)

For that reason, the Mind (nous) is characterized as ‘the ruler of the flock, taking 
the flock of the soul (psychē) in hand’ (De agricultura 66). The road along which 
the mind travels is that of wisdom – a road derided by those who are fleshly:

Wisdom is a straight high road, and it is when the mind (nous)’s course is guided 
along that road that it reaches the goal which is the recognition and knowledge of 
God. Every comrade of the flesh ( ) hates and rejects this path 
and seeks to corrupt it. (Quod deus sit immutabilis 143)

When the mind decides to follow this path, it ‘turns away from pleasure and 
cleaves to virtue’ (De sacrificiis Abelis et Caini 45). This is clearly character-
ized as a conversion:

If the mind be safe and unimpaired, free from the oppression of the iniquities or pas-
sions which produce the frenzy of drunkenness, it will renounce the slumber which 
makes us forget and shrink from the call of duty. (De sobrietate 5)

It shows that the mind does not necessarily ‘remain for ever deceived nor stand 
rooted in the realm of sense’ (De Abrahamo 88), but that it can be ‘mastered by 
the love of the divine’ (De somniis 2.232). Those who turn back to God have 
the image of God in them restored. They are those ‘who do not deface with base 
practices the coin within them which bears the stamp of God, even the sacred 
mind (nous)’ (Quod deus sit immutabilis 105).
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5.2 Paul on the two types of man

5.2.1 The ‘soul’ in Paul

Before we come to a more detailed discussion of Paul’s views in 1 Cor on the 
two types of man, and against the background of what has just been said in § 5.1, 
I shall first address the more general issue of whether Paul had a ‘Jewish’ or a 
‘Greek’ understanding of the human soul. I shall argue that, despite some distinc-
tively Jewish features – which Paul shares with his contemporary fellow-Jews 
Philo and Flavius Josephus –, his conceptuality of the soul is basically Greek, 
even to a greater extent than is commonly thought.

Until the present day, many biblical scholars continue to emphasize the dis-
tinctively Jewish or distinctively Pauline aspects of Paul’s psychology and an-
thropology. To demonstrate the Jewish essence of his psychology, they point 
to the preponderance of allegedly Semitic concepts such as heart (  and 
flesh ( ), often choosing to ignore the more ‘noetic’ language (e. g. ) 
which Paul also employs.37 Similarly, they call attention to the Semitic expres-
sions which have left their mark on the Greek translation of the Jewish bible, 
the Septuagint: the so-called Septuagintisms. Paul’s use of the very word , 
for instance, can be reduced to a mere Septuagintism if one focuses on such ex-
pressions as ‘every soul’ ( ) which only function, it is supposed, as a 
Semitic way of referring to each individual person. And to highlight the distinc-
tiveness of Paul’s own thoughts about the human soul, distinct from both Jew-
ish and Greek thought, they highlight the antitheses which Paul forges between 
spirit (  and flesh ( ), for instance, and between spirit (  and 
body ( .

My own position is that one should not be too quick to assume that Paul uses 
distinctively Jewish-Semitic concepts when writing Greek. Although is an 
important concept in the Jewish scriptures, in pagan Greek, too, it can denote the 
flesh as the seat of the affections and lusts, the fleshly nature, or man in his vul-
nerability (LSJ 1585 II.1). The word is employed in this sense by Philo in 
a passage which otherwise develops a genuinely Greek psychology (Quis rerum 
divinarum heres sit 55–57), as we have seen above (see § 5.1.1 [d]). Seen in this 
light, there is nothing distinctively Jewish about Paul’s use of , nor anything 
specifically Pauline about his antithesis between and .

If this is true of the concept of flesh, the same applies to Paul’s use of the term 
. In my discussion of this term throughout the present chapter, I hope to 

do justice both to Paul’s Jewish colouring of his discourse of the soul, and to 
his own theological emphasis. Neither the Jewish nor the Pauline angle to this 
discourse should come as a surprise, as normally every thinker contextualizes 

37 See, e. g., Schnelle 1996, chap. 3 on Pauline anthropology, esp. §§ 3.7, 59–63 on  
and 3.13, 102–7, esp. 102–4 on  and 104–5 on .
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‘general’ topics within his or her own train of thought. In essence, however, 
Paul’s discussion of the soul is inseparable from its larger setting in the Graeco-
Roman period.

There are certainly some instances of Septuagintisms in Paul’s use of . 
At the beginning of his letter to the Romans, for example, Paul warns both Greek 
and Jews:

For those who are self-seeking and who obey not the truth but wickedness, there 
will be wrath and fury. There will be anguish and distress for every soul of man (

) who does evil, the Jew first and also the Greek. (Rom 
2.8–9)

The expression ‘every soul of man’ occurs only in the Septuagint (Numbers 
19.11; Isaiah 13.7) and not in any other extant Greek literature.38 In a periphras-
tic way, it refers to every individual human being, ‘everyone’. Yet, one should 
not overemphasize the Semitic background of this Septuagintism, since in non-
Jewish Greek, too, similar periphrastic descriptions of individual human beings 
do exist. Plato, for instance, in his Laws, speaks of ‘every soul of all citizens’ 
( ), clearly denoting each individual citizen, as the 
context makes clear:

When the soul of every citizen ( ) hangs upon this [i. e. 
upon his own private property], it is incapable of attending to matters other than daily 
gain. Whatsoever science or pursuit leads to this, every man individually ( ) 
is most ready to learn and to practise; but all else he laughs to scorn. (Laws 831 c).

The resemblance between Paul’s use of and general Greek usage is even 
closer when Paul just speaks about ‘each soul’ ( ), without further 
qualification, in Rom 13.1; there are many parallels in the Septuagint, but at the 
same time the phrase frequently occurs in non-Jewish Greek literature, especially 
in Plato and Aristotle and in literature dependent upon them, and not always in a 
strictly technical sense. This should warn us against stressing the Semitic back-
ground of Paul’s alleged Septuagintisms too much. At the very least, it is clear 
that these Septuagintisms were not incomprehensible in a non-Jewish Greek 
context and, more importantly, did not preclude Paul from developing a Greek 
understanding of the soul.

There are some peculiar Septuagintisms, but their number is limited indeed. The 
most important example consists of a Septuagint quotation which entails the ex-
pression ‘seek one’s soul’ ( ; Rom 11.3 quoting 1 Kings 
19.10 LXX), which in the Septuagint stands for the intention of murdering some-
one. This particular meaning seems to be absent from Classical Greek, where 

38 Observations with regard to the occurrence of particular linguistic terms in this section 
are based on consultation of the TLG.
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it means rather the opposite (see, e. g., Plato, Phaedrus 252e: ‘The followers of 
Zeus desire the soul of him whom they love to be like Zeus’ – 

).
An interesting case is the expression ‘risking one’s soul’ in Paul’s letter to 

the Philippians 2.30: . This expression is not 
common in Greek, but is not found in the Septuagint either, so that its mean-
ing seems rather to be dependent on the context, and to be a Pauline adaptation 
of the phrase’s general Greek meaning of ‘exposing oneself in one’s soul’, i. e. 
risking one’s life.

Further instances of  in Paul can also be understood in the word’s Greek 
meaning of  as ‘life’ (LSJ 2026  I) or ‘the conscious self or personality 
as centre of emotions, desires, and affections’ (LSJ 2027 IV), rather than 
in its philosophical meaning of ‘the immaterial and immortal soul’ (LSJ 2027 

 III). Thus, particular fellow-workers of Paul’s are said to have risked their 
own necks ‘for my life’ ( ; Rom 16.4); Paul calls God for a 
witness ‘to my own self’ ( ; 2 Cor 1.23); he tells the Corin-
thians that he will gladly spend and be spent ‘for your lives’ (

; 2 Cor 12.15) and, as he and his co-authors tell the Thessalonians, ‘to im-
part their own soul and life to them’ ( … ; 
1 Thess 2.8).

In short, one should allow the possibility that various Greek meanings of  
are present in Paul, including non-technical ones, rather than concluding that 
Paul employs this terminology in Septuagintist or idiosyncratic ways.

Paul also uses common Greek expressions which contain the word  or 
some cognate terms when he talks about (a) ‘striving with one soul’ ( ; 
Philipp 1.27, from which he seems to develop the neologism in 2.2); 
(b) ‘being of good courage’ ( ; Philipp 2.19); (c) ‘being of equal spirit, 
of like soul or mind’ ( ; Philipp 2.20); or about (d) , the soul-
less, lifeless, material things (1 Cor 14.7), a term which, in the Septuagint, occurs 
only once in The Wisdom of Solomon (13.17; 14.29), a writing from the Hellen-
istic period. Later Pauline writings also speak of working, or of doing the will 
of God  (Col 3.23; Eph 6.6), ‘of one’s own self’, an expression which 
does not occur only in the Septuagint but is abundant in Greek literature. In ‘Se-
miticizing’ translations of these writings, this expression is wrongly translated 
as ‘from the heart’ or ‘heartily’.

If we review all the -passages in Paul, there are only a few examples of 
terms which are limited to the Septuagint and its subsequent Christian adapta-
tion, probably the best example being the term , faint-hearted or 
feeble-minded; this term occurs in the Septuagint and is predominantly used 
in the Christian tradition and hardly at all in pagan Greek literature. Paul uses 
it in his exhortation to ‘encourage the faint-hearted, support the weak, and be 
patient toward all’ (1 Thess 5.14). This only serves to emphasize our findings 
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that, generally speaking, Paul’s use of the term  reflects its broad applica-
tion in Greek.

Paul is less idiosyncratic than is often assumed, as will become particularly 
clear from a few -passages which will be discussed in the course of the 
present § 5.2. Although we shall see in these instances that the language is in-
deed coloured by specific Pauline and Jewish concerns and predilections, they 
also show that these are merely shades and tints in an otherwise Greek picture 
of man. In his discussion of the future resurrection of the body in 1 Cor 15, for 
example, Paul argues that the future human body will be characterized as a 

, a pneumatic body, whereas the present body, which will be buried, 
is a ‘psychical body’, a . Although the latter expression seems to 
be a neologism, forged by Paul, the former expression, , is 
a term which is applied in Stoicism to characterize the abiding nature of God. 
Whereas God, insofar as he is material, is perishable and liable and subject to 
change, as becomes clear in the process of conflagration, the authoritative part 
of God’s soul ( ), the governing part of the universe, is a 

, a pneumatic and ether-like body (SVF 2.1054; = Origen, Com-
mentary on John 13.21.128). As Origen puts it: the Stoics ‘are not ashamed to 
say that since God is a body he is also subject to corruption, but they say his body 
is pneumatic and like ether, especially in the reasoning capacity of his soul’ – 

.39 Although it is just possible 
that the terminology of  is due to Origen, who preserved this 
passage, I regard it as an authentic Greek expression, as it is also attested else-
where.40 Paul regards this term as suitable to express the specific corporeality of 
the future, post-resurrection body.

This Stoic term is now placed in antithesis to , which combi-
nation Paul seems to have constructed himself. It is still possible to see where 
he derived his inspiration from, as his antithesis is followed by a quotation from 
Gen 2.7 LXX: ‘So also it is written: “The first man, Adam, became a living soul”’ 
– 
(1 Cor 15.45). As we have seen in § 5.1 above, this text was also interpreted by 
fellow-Jews such as Philo and Josephus as a passage about the human soul. The 
contrast between a  and a  is developed by 
Paul to differentiate between (a) a life which is so dominated by the  that 
even the body becomes spiritual, and (b) a life dominated by the , which is 
the entity in the middle between body and spirit.

39 Trans. Heine 1993, 94, with a small alteration.
40 Comarius (1 st cent. AD?), De lapide philosophorum 2.290; cf. also Zosimus (3 rd/4 th cent. 

AD), 
2.146; and Damascius (5 th/6 th 

cent. AD), In Phaedonem (versio 1) 551.



302 Chapter 5: The Two Types of Man in Philo and Paul

In the context of his discussion about the corporeality of the resurrection in 
1 Cor 15, Paul understandably focuses on the  and distinguishes between a 
pneumatic body and a psychic body. But the implied antithesis between  
and , which now manifests itself at the level of adjectives qualifying the 
sort of body involved, already comes to the fore in 1 Cor 2 where, already in the 
present life, Paul distinguishes between two groups: on the one hand, there are 
the  (2.14) – whom we may assume to live only by their  and who 
are, therefore, effectively only  (3.1) as their soul is lacking any guiding 
principle and gives in to the flesh; on the other hand, there are the  
(2.15; 3.1; cf. Gal 6.1), who are able to receive and inquire into the things of 
God’s and possess the ‘mind ( ) of Christ’ (2.16). We shall now turn 
to a more detailed analysis of Paul’s anthropological views in 1 Cor.

5.2.2 Paul’s differentiation between various types of man

Introduction

As we have already seen in § 5.1 above, there are many similarities between 
Philo and Paul with regard to the differentiation between the heavenly man, 
who is identified with pneuma, and the earthly man, who is identified with the 
psychē. Moreover, in both authors the ‘first man’ is the earthly Adam. Neverthe-
less, many scholars have assumed that there is an implicit criticism of Philonic 
views in Paul’s statement that ‘the pneumatic does not come first but the psychic, 
and only subsequently the pneumatic’ – 

 (1 Cor 15.46).41

However, as we have seen above, for Philo too the term ‘first man’ (
) refers to the earthly Adam. This being the case, the chances are 

slim that the phrase ‘the pneumatic does not come first’ (
) entails a criticism of Philonic views on this matter. It is important 

to note that the discussion in 1 Cor 15 is not about the psychic ( ) and 
the pneumatic ( ) in general, but about the psychic and pneu-
matic body. What is at issue is the  and the . 
In Paul’s view, it is not that the pneumatic reality ( ) as such be-
longs to the future, but rather that the pneumatic body only becomes a reality 
after the eschatological resurrection. Paul’s reflections have wrongly been taken 
to mean that, in opposition to Philonic ideas, the pneumatic ( ) is 
only a future reality. This cannot be true, since the pneumatic ( ) 
already occurs in the present, as Paul makes clear in a different polemical set-
ting in 1 Cor 1–4.

In this section of 1 Cor Paul already reckons with the existence of the pneuma-
tikoi, those who are characterized by pneuma (1 Cor 2.13, 15; 3.1; cf. Gal 6.1). 

41 Cf. Schaller 2004, 149–51, already referred to above.
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This is Paul’s designation of true, mature men, as opposed to the psychikoi (1 Cor 
2.14) and nēpioi (the children; 1 Cor 3.14). This is reminiscent of the passage 
from Philo discussed in § 5.1.2 above, in which Philo, on the basis of his tripar-
tite division of man, calls the mind (nous) ‘the perfect man’ and contrasts it with 
the bad man and the child, who need commandments and instruction:

There is no need, then, to give injunctions or prohibitions or exhortations to the per-
fect man formed after the (divine) image ( , for none of 
these does the perfect man ( ) require. The bad man has need of injunction 
and prohibition, and the child ( ) of exhortation and teaching. (Legum al-
legoriarum libri 1.94)

As in Philo, in Paul, too, those who have had their nous or pneuma restored, 
the pneumatikoi, are a present type of man, not a future one. In response to 
this view on the restoration of man’s pneuma, however, one could object that 
according to Paul there is no question of the restoration of man’s pneuma: in 
1 Cor 15, the passage from Gen 2.7 is applied in such a way that, whereas the 
first Adam possesses only a psychē, the last Adam will be granted a pneuma: 

(Gen 2.7 LXX: )
 – ‘It is in this sense that Scripture says: “The first man, 

Adam, became a living soul”, whereas the last Adam has become a life-giving 
spirit’ (1 Cor 15.45). If the passage is read this way, man’s pneuma is not restored, 
but rather pneuma is bestowed for the first time in man’s existence. Whereas the 
first man possessed psychē, only the second man will possess pneuma.

This, however, cannot be true. It would imply that whereas the original an-
thropology was dipartite, consisting of psychē and body, only future anthropol-
ogy will become tripartite, consisting of pneuma, psychē and body. This, in turn, 
would imply that man was created as an incomplete human being. Although the 
context in 1 Cor 15 is indeed a debate about the future – or, more specifically 
about the future, post-resurrection constitution of the body – the underlying 
logic must be that, as a consequence of the birth and apparition of Christ, the 
second and last man from heaven, man’s pneuma is restored to him, not granted 
for the first time. Although theoretically the first man had a tripartite structure, 
effectively man failed to keep his pneuma, so that it needs to be restored. That 
man as such does possess pneuma is confirmed by Paul in 1 Cor 2.11 where, in a 
generalizing way, he speaks about man’s pneuma: 

 – ‘Who knows what a human 
being is but the human spirit (pneuma) within him? In the same way, only the 
spirit (pneuma) of God knows what God is’.42 In this generalizing passage, Paul 

42 I owe this observation to Dr Edward Adams, London.
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reveals his view about the standard composition of man in general, a constitu-
tion which also encompasses pneuma. Naturally, in Paul’s view, whereas, tech-
nically speaking, every human being has pneuma, only the Christians can have 
their pneuma really and effectively restored.

As we have already seen in § 5.1 above, the same ambiguity is found in Plu-
tarch when, in De genio Socratis, he reflects on the three kinds of man. Although 
Plutarch emphasizes that ‘every soul (psychē) partakes of mind (nous); none is 
irrational or without mind (a-nous)’ (591D: 

), he nevertheless goes on to state that the lowest class of 
man sinks entirely into the body ( < > , as if into 
the depths of the terrible, deep, water-filled abyss of the Styx (see § 5.1.1 [d]). 
Unlike the intermediate class, whose nous ‘is not dragged in with the rest, but is 
like a buoy attached to the top, floating on the surface in contact with the man’s 
head, while he is as it were submerged in the depths’ (591E), the lowest class 
seems, in the words of Dillon, ‘to have souls that are completely immersed in the 
body, in such a way as to leave no “nous” floating as a “buoy” above them’.43 
As Dillon asks: ‘Does this mean that they have effectively no nous?’ Indeed, he 
answers, ‘they have no nous remaining above’.44 In this way a picture emerges 
of ‘souls breaking loose on their own, quite devoid of intellect’; ‘some souls are 
left wholly devoid of nous’.45

Plutarch thus shows the same ambiguity as Paul: although, strictly speaking, 
all souls possess nous,46 effectively some have none. To put it in Paul’s termi-
nology: although originally man was created with a trichotomous identity of 
pneuma, psychē and body, effectively, after the degeneration and fall of man, 
man had no pneuma till it was restored to him by means of his unification with 
Christ, the second man from heaven. It is from this perspective of restoration that 
Paul quotes Gen 2.7 in 1 Cor 15.45: ‘It is in this sense that Scripture says: “The 
first man, Adam, became a living psychē”, whereas the last Adam has become 
a life-giving pneuma’. Paul does not mean that man was originally created as a 
dichotomic being, consisting only of psychē and body, but rather that, though 
man was created as a trichotomic being, made up of pneuma, psychē and body, 
it is only Christ who restores the pneuma which had effectively become lost. In 
his quotation of Gen 2.7, Paul forgets about the temporary and very brief period 
in which, between his creation and almost instantaneous fall, man did effectively 
possess pneuma. Rather he attributes the bestowal of pneuma to its definitive 
endowment by Christ as an act of recreation (cf. 2 Cor 5.14–17). This gift of 

43 Dillon 2001, 39 (italics mine).
44 Dillon 2001, 40.
45 Dillon 2001, 42, 43.
46 Cf. De Lacy & Einarson 1959, 473 note a: ‘All souls, strictly speaking, possess under-

standing’ (nous).
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pneuma is a fruit of realized eschatology. The restoration of man’s pneuma is 
a result of the eschatological gift of the Spirit which is already operative (e. g. 
1 Thess 4.8; 2 Cor 1.22, 5.5; Rom 5.5, 8.15, 8.23). In the context of 1 Cor 15, 
however, Paul stresses that, although already at work, the Spirit is not yet fully 
effective. Only at the end of time will the Spirit also transform the psychic body 
into a pneumatic body (1 Cor 15.44–49).

For a proper understanding of 1 Cor 15, it is important to distinguish the dif-
ferent kinds of oppositions which Paul addresses throughout 1 and 2 Cor, as well 
as the positions with which Paul agrees in principle, but still deems necessary 
to modify. At least three kinds of oppositions and of positions in need of further 
modification can be distinguished in 1 Cor alone, (a) those who ‘say there is no 
resurrection of the dead’, (b) the psychikoi, and (c) those pneumatikoi who are 
too excessive in their spiritualization.

(a) Those who ‘say there is no resurrection of the dead’

To start with 1 Cor 15, the first kind of opposition consists of ‘some’ of the Cor-
inthians who ‘say there is no resurrection of the dead’ (15.12) and are concerned 
with the questions of how the dead are raised and in what kind of body (15.35). 
Who are these ‘some’? For the moment we shall leave this question open, and 
return to it later. As we have seen, what is clear is that in his polemic Paul focuses 
on the body. His answer is about the pneumatic body ( ), not 
about the pneumatic ( ) as such. Due to a particular kind of oppo-
sition, in 1 Cor 15 the focus is on the body, the third and lowest layer of tripartite 
man. Apparently what Paul is saying is that it is only eschatologically that the 
pneuma influences the psychē to such an extent, and the psychē, in its turn, the 
body, that the body will turn into a pneuma-dominated body, a pneumatic body. 
Only then we will bear the image of the heavenly man to the fullest extent – 

 (1 Cor 15.44–49).
2 Cor provides confirmation for the supposition that in 1 Cor 15 Paul focuses 

on the future body, but that this does not preclude the present manifestation of 
the pneumatic ( ) and the present relevance of bearing the image 
( ) of the heavenly man. In 2 Cor it is clear that the bearing of the image 
of the heavenly man is not a future event, but already a present reality. Already 
before the end of time, man may experience a gradual transformation into God’s 
image, Christ: 

 (2 Cor 3.18–4.4 at 3.18; 
see further § 6.5 below). At present we carry the image of the first man (1 Cor 
15.59 a), but, as 2 Cor suggests, also increasingly the image of the heavenly man, 
although not to such an extent that the pneuma already transforms the body into 
a pneumatic body, a  That, but only that, is a future reality 
according to 1 Cor 15.
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(b) The sophists / psychikoi versus the pneumatikoi

As was already indicated at the very end of § 5.2.1 above, also a different po-
lemical section of 1 Cor, chapters 1–4, shows that the pneumatic body (

) but not the pneumatic ( ) as such is a future real-
ity. In this section Paul differentiates between two, or even three types of man 
and assumes that the pneumatikoi are already present now and differ from the 
psychikoi and the sarkinoi. As was demonstrated in chap. 4 above, the section of 
1 Cor 1–4 is addressed to the sophists who advocate an outward rhetorical modus 
operandi; they are interested in the public impression they make and in public 
opinions, not primarily in inner conviction or truth.47 It is therefore very apt for 
Paul to characterize them as psychikoi who lack the inner spirit.

This is again reminiscent of Philo, according to whom, as we have seen, 
the main threats to the human mind are posed by false opinions and the bodily 
senses: ‘the human mind [is] imprisoned (…) amid all the thronging press of 
the senses, so competent to seduce and deceive it with false opinions’ (De spe-
cialibus legibus 4.188). Philo, too, applied his thoughts about the loss of man’s 
pneumatic identity in his polemics with the sophists: ‘Of what sort then is an 
impious man’s opinion? That the human mind ( ) is the 
measure of all things, an opinion held they tell us by an ancient sophist named 
Protagoras’ (De posteritate Caini 35–37). Like Philo, Paul criticizes those who 
forget their inner pneumatic identity and limit their existence to their lower soul. 
For that reason, they are well characterized by Paul as ‘psychikoi’, as opposed 
to the ‘pneumatikoi’ whose life is dominated by the pneuma. This comes out in 
1 Cor 2.13–3.4 in particular.

In this passage, Paul compares his opponents to a psychic man, a 
, who ‘refuses what belongs to the Spirit of God; it is folly to him; he 

cannot grasp it, because it needs to be judged in the light of the Spirit’ (2.14). 
Paul, however, aims to communicate ‘spiritual truths to those who have the S /
spirit’, the (2.13). Unlike a psychic man, the spiritual person (

) ‘can judge the worth of everything, yet is not himself subject to 
judgement by others’ (2.15). The way Paul continues this passage is most re-
vealing: ‘Scripture asks, “Who can know the mind of the Lord (

), which will advise him?” (Isaiah 40.13 LXX as quoted by Paul in 
contracted form) Yet we do possess the mind (nous) of Christ – 

’ (2.16). This bold, confident statement makes sense in the con-
text of Philo’s and Paul’s thinking about tripartite man, whose mind (nous) is 
inbreathed by God’s pneuma. The pneumatikoi have their nous restored and, ac-
cording to Paul, by being modelled on the heavenly man, Christ, they are in fact 
in the possession of his nous: .

47 Cf. Winter 2002, chaps 8–10.
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Paul criticizes his opponents for the fact that he is not able to speak to them 
as ‘pneumatikoi’ ( ), persons who are dominated by the S / spirit, 
because they are ‘sarkinoi’ ( ) or ‘sarkikoi’ ( ), dominated by 
the flesh, and are still infants (  (3.1–3). This all neatly fits the tripar-
tite model which we have explored in Philo. The ambiguity about whether we 
should translate pneumatikoi ( ) as ‘those who are dominated by 
the Pneuma’ or ‘those who possess pneuma’ (in addition to their lower psychē) 
seems to be intrinsic to Philo’s and Paul’s tripartite anthropology. The human 
pneuma is called pneuma because it has been bestowed by, and, for this very 
reason, corresponds with the divine Pneuma. It is both simultaneously. Philo, 
like Paul, depicts the opposite lifestyle as a life dominated by the flesh and as 
childish (see § 5.1.1 [d]: Quis rerum divinarum heres sit 57, and § 5.1.2: Legum 
allegoriarum libri 1.94).

At this stage it is perhaps important to note that Paul’s tripartite division of 
man into pneumatikoi, psychikoi and sarkinoi / sarkikoi is neither Gnostic nor 
proto-Gnostic,48 but precedes Gnosticism, so that the dependence is the other 
way around. As E. H. Pagels stated, ‘Some of what has been described as “Gnos-
tic terminology” in the Pauline letters may be explained more plausibly instead 
as Pauline (…) terminology in the Gnostic writings’.49 This certainly applies to 
the division of man into pneumatikoi, psychikoi and sarkinoi / sarkikoi. As we 
have seen from Philo, the differentiation between pneuma and psychē is nothing 
other than the Jewish interpretation of the Greek opposites of nous and psychē 
(see § 5.1.1 [c] above). Philo and Plutarch, too, distinguish three classes of man 
(see § 5.1.1 [d] above). When Gnostics, in turn, also use this distinction they 
reveal their dependence on this debate.50 Moreover, by referring to these three 
classes in terms of the pneumatic, psychic and sarkic man, they demonstrate 
particular acquaintance with Paul’s specific colouring of this tripartite classifi-
cation.51

The expressions of this tripartite anthropology can be discerned in several 
passages in 1 Cor. The word ‘pneuma’ is used, in a double sense, to depict both 
the divine pneuma (1 Cor 2.4, 10–14; 3.16) and the human pneuma (1 Cor 
2.11). Likewise, the word ‘nous’ can refer either to the human nous (1 Cor 1.10; 
14.14–15, 14.19) or to the nous of Christ (1 Cor 2.16). These passages also 
show that, as in Philo, in Paul too the words ‘pneuma’ and ‘nous’ can be syn-
onymous.

48 For Paul’s alleged dependence on Gnosticism in this respect, see, e. g., Winter 1975.
49 Pagels 1975, 164.
50 Cf. also Pearson 1973, 82–3.
51 See the Valentinian-Gnostic distinction in Celsus apud Origen, Against Celsus 5.61; Ire-

naeus, Adversus haereses (edn Harvey 1857) 1.1.9, 11, 13–14, 16 (with explicit evidence that 
the Valentinians claim Paul as their authority); Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 2.3.10.3 and 
Excerpta ex Theodoto 54. See also Clement of Alexandria, Paedagogos 1.6.31.2. It is equally 
anachronistic to draw upon rabbinic literature as Hultgren 2003 does.
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To conclude, the present reality of the pneumatic ( ) is visible 
in the type of men referred to as pneumatikoi ( ). Paul contrasts this 
type with that of the psychikoi ( ), who have forgotten their highest and 
most important constituent, that of pneuma ( . Paul is prompted to apply 
this contrast by the fact that his opponents, the Corinthian sophists, are only in-
terested in outward, public opinion and appearance and not in man’s inner self. It 
need not surprise us that Paul develops such a full tripartite anthropology, since, 
as we saw in § 5.1.3 above, 1 Thess 5.23 already shows that he was familiar with 
it. In the context of Corinth, however, there is a need to apply it further.

(c) The excessive pneumatikoi

Although Paul’s ideal type of man is that of the pneumatikos ( ), he 
recognizes the dangers inherent to this concept. The danger is posed by exces-
sive pneumatikoi. To this threat, which results from his own endorsement of the 
pneumatikoi, Paul devotes 1 Cor 10–14. In this section he makes clear that one 
should beware of excessive spirituality. Although the sophists are rightly por-
trayed as psychikoi and the right attitude is that of the pneumatikoi, the latter 
should not overdo it. They are not opponents of Paul, but do represent a position 
which needs modification.

Indeed, they should learn about pneumatic things: 
 (12.1) – ‘About the pneumatic things (

), my friends, I want there to be no ignorance’. But at the same 
time, Paul warns them that even those who have experienced pneumatic gifts 
such as pneumatic food (  and pneumatic drink (

, as the Israelites did during their journey through the wil-
derness, may in the end nevertheless not be accepted by God and may perish 
(10.2–5). Even if, as pneumatikoi, they are eager for the pneumatic things (

), they should not forget love, which is more important than trust 
and hope: 

(13.13–14.1).
That Paul, despite his promotion of the pneumatikos-type of man, finds fault 

with a possible excess of pneuma, is clear from what follows. Although the pneu-
matic things ( ) also include speaking in tongues, Paul strongly 
dissuades the pneumatikoi from exercising this spiritual activity to the detriment 
of nous: ‘If I pray in tongues, my pneuma prays, but my nous is barren’ – 
[ ]

 (14.14). The juxtaposition of pneuma and nous in this passage 
fits what we have seen in Philo’s tripartite anthropology, in which pneuma and 
nous are near-synonyms: pneuma is greater than or equal to nous because the 
divine pneuma is received within the human nous.

According to Philo, in the case of prophecy the influence of the pneuma upon 
the nous is even greater. The nous is then inspired (De migratione Abrahami 
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84) or guided (De vita Mosis 2.265) by the pneuma: ‘prophecy finds its way to 
what the nous fails to reach’ (De vita Mosis 2.6).52 Moses is even depicted as 
‘the mind of purest quality’ ( ) who, by divine inspiration, 
received the art of prophecy:

This is Moses, the mind of purest quality ( ), the truly goodly, 
who, with a wisdom given by divine inspiration, received the art of legislation and 
prophecy alike. (De congressu eruditionis gratia 132)53

In one passage, however, Philo even describes prophecy not merely as inspira-
tion or guidance of the nous by the pneuma, but as the complete withdrawal of 
the nous in favour of the pneuma:

While the radiance of the mind ( ) is still all around us, when it pours as it were a 
noonday beam into the whole soul ( ), we are self-contained, not 
possessed. But when it [i. e. the mind, the nous] comes to its setting, naturally ecstasy 
and divine possession and madness fall upon us. For when the light of God shines, 
the human light sets; when the divine light sets, the human awakes and rises. This is 
what regularly befalls the fellowship of the prophets. The mind (nous) is removed 
from his home ( ; LSJ 596  remove from his home, eject, banish; 
empty) at the arrival of the divine Spirit (pneuma), but when that departs, the mind 
(nous) returns to its tenancy. (Quis rerum divinarum heres sit 264–265)

The complete withdrawal of the nous, however, is exactly the position which 
Paul criticizes. For this reason, he urges the pneumatikoi to pray with the 
pneuma, but also with the nous; to sing hymns with the pneuma, but at the same 
time with the nous: 

 (14.15). The use of pneuma 
should be balanced with nous, because this is what the ideal pneumatikos-type of 
man is about: not annihilating one’s nous but receiving the pneuma within one’s 
nous. This is why, in the congregation, Paul prefers to speak five words with his 
nous rather than thousands of words in tongues: 

 (14.19). Although Paul promotes the way of life of the pneumatikoi, the 
pneumatikos should acknowledge that there are limits to his independence within 
the community: ‘If anyone claims to be a prophet or a pneumatikos, let him rec-
ognize that what I write has the Lord’s authority’ (14.37).

52 On the pneuma and prophecy in first-century Judaism and Graeco-Roman conceptions of 
prophecy, see Levison 2002, chaps 5, 99–130 and 10, 244–54.

53 See also De gigantibus 24, 27: ‘Such a divine spirit, too, is that of Moses. (…) The spirit 
which is on him is the wise, the divine, the excellent spirit’; and De vita Mosis 2.40: ‘… the 
purest of spirits, the spirit of Moses’. Cf. also De mutatione nominum 123: ‘For we have read 
“there was another spirit in him” (Num 14.24), as though the ruling mind in him was changed 
to supreme perfection’.
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From this perspective, the position which Paul modifies in 1 Cor 12–14 is the 
corrective supplement to his endorsement of the pneumatikos way of life in 1 Cor 
1–4 in the face of the influence of the sophists.

Now that we have defined the various types of opponents in 1 Cor 1–4 (the soph-
ists, labelled ‘psychikoi’ and ‘sarkinoi’ or ‘sarkikoi’) and 1 Cor 12–14 (the op-
posite extreme of pneumatikoi who overdo it), we return to the still undecided 
question of who the opponents of Paul are in 1 Cor 15. These are the ‘some’ who 
‘say there is no resurrection of the dead’ (15.12) and raise questions about how 
the dead are raised and in what kind of body (15.35).

It seems that those who deny the resurrection in 1 Cor 15 could be either the so-
phistic psychikoi or the excessive pneumatikoi. The former, in Paul’s view, could 
be falsely content with their present psychic body ( ), which they, in 
their rhetorical performance, wished to be strong and not weak (cf. their criticism 
of Paul’s weak physical appearance and performance in 2 Cor 10.10).54 The lat-
ter, in overrating their spiritual existence, might perhaps be inclined to deny their 
bodily existence altogether. This inclination might be illustrated by reference to 
Philo, who also has a tendency to be critical about the body and to subsume it into 
a spiritual reality, that of the mind. This is nicely illustrated in a passage on the 
transformation of Moses’ body at his death, a passage in which Philo argues that 
the dichotomy of body and soul is resolved in death. According to Philo,

Afterwards the time came when he [i. e. Moses] had to make his pilgrimage from 
earth to heaven, and leave this mortal life for immortality, summoned thither by the 
Father Who resolved his twofold nature of soul and body into a single unity (

), 
transforming his whole being into mind, pure as the sunlight (

). (De vita Mosis 2.288)

This view comes close to annihilation of the body, although Philo uses the lan-
guage of resolving and changing the twofold nature of man into a single unity. To 
some extent, Paul, too, goes in the same direction, since the psychic body (

) is said to be transformed into a pneumatic body ( ). 
Although he continues to talk of ‘body’, it is not entirely clear what a ‘pneumatic 
body’ is. Perhaps we should draw on Stoic views to explain it, as this term is 
used by Chrysippus to describe the pneumatic and ethereal body of God himself 
( ), which is entirely dominated by his 

 (Chrysippus, SVF 2.1054 apud Origen, Commentary on the Gospel of 
John 13.21.128; see § 5.2.1 above).55

54 On the sophists’ insistence on the importance of physical performance, see Philostratus, 
Lives of the Sophists 492, 572, 618; Plutarch, De recta ratione audiendi 41D.

55 Origen, Commentary on the Gospel of John 13.21.127–128: 
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This would accord very well with Paul’s Stoicizing description of the eschaton 
in 1 Cor 15.28, when finally God will be ‘all in everything’.56 If all of creation 
is ultimately identified with God, it is no wonder that the psychic body (

) is turned into a pneumatic body ( ). This seems 
to constitute a small but not insignificant difference between Philo and Paul. 
Whereas Philo, following his Platonic predilections, seems to abrogate the body 
and to conceive of the afterlife only in terms of mind, Paul seems to apply the 
Stoic terminology of a pneumatic body to express both: the enduring existence 
of the body and its spiritual transformation.57

Despite this difference, Philo’s and Paul’s anthropology of tripartite man is 
very similar. Inasmuch as they call the highest part of man not only  but, on 
account of their exegesis of Gen 2.7, preferably , one might also suggest 
that they stressed the identical, pneumatic nature of God and man in a far more 
egalitarian and accessible way than is the case in the Greek equivalent anthropol-
ogy. In order to experience fellowship with God, man did not have to improve 
the intellectual abilities of his nous but felt connected through the pneuma. In 
Plutarch, as Dillon explains, the highest class of people, who possess nous, is 
rather restricted: ‘Intellect [nous] thus becomes something rather special, not 
readily accessible to the mass of humankind’.58 Both Philo and Paul make tran-
sition from nous to pneuma, although, as we saw in § 5.1.3, Philo’s soteriology 
still remains somewhat elitist, in line with its ancient philosophical counterparts. 
According to Festugière: ‘Du  au , voilà toute la différence, ce qui 
(…) distingue spécifiquement le christianisme’.59 More than in pagan philoso-
phy, participation in God himself is open to all:

Notre âme est déjà son . Tout naturellement, dès lors, elle devient siège de la 
grâce, , – ainsi s’achèvent les lettres aux Galates, 
VI, 18, aux Philippiens IV, 23, à Philémon 25, – habitacle de l’ , du saint-
Esprit. (…) Ainsi, grâce à Paul, grâce au christianisme, ce qu’il y eut de meilleur dans 
l’âme païenne trouve enfin son vrai sens. (…) L’intelligence devient esprit.60

 – ‘God, too, if he is material, must be mutable and subject to variation and change. 
Those who hold this view are not ashamed to say that since God is a body he is also subject to 
corruption, but they say his body is spiritual and like ether, especially in the reasoning capacity 
of his soul. Furthermore, they say that although God is subject to corruption he is not corrupted, 
because no one exists who might corrupt him’ (trans. Heine 1993).

56 For this translation and its philosophical background, see Van Kooten 2003, § 2.2.4 (b), 
104–7.

57 Cf. Lorenzen 2008.
58 Dillon 2001, 44.
59 Festugière 1932, 217.
60 Festugière 1932, 219–20.
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The free accessibility of this pneumatic identity is an aspect of Paul’s ‘Adam 
Christology’, as Dunn calls it (cf. § 1.3 above).61 By participating in Christ’s 
death and resurrection in baptism (Rom 6.3–11), the human identity starts to 
fuse with that of Christ, the second Adam, the second man who, in contrast to 
the first man, is from heaven. Whereas man still bears the image of the first, 
earthly Adam (1 Cor 15.49), Christians increasingly bear the image of the heav-
enly man and are increasingly transformed into his likeness (2 Cor 3.18). In this 
way their pneuma is restored and they turn again into trichotomous human be-
ings, the pneumatikoi. For this reason they can boldly claim to possess the nous 
of Christ (1 Cor 2.15–16), the nous of the heavenly, archetypal man. Whereas in 
Plutarch the highest class of human beings, who possess nous, is sparsely popu-
lated, this possession is within reach for all Christians. The more they share in 
the pneuma and nous, the more their outer man decreases and their inner man, 
the , develops. This is pointed out in 2 Cor and in Romans, which 
will be studied in chaps 6 and 7 below, respectively. Paul’s use of the Platonic 
notion of the inner man, applied in 2 Cor 4.16 and Rom 7.22,62 further under-
lines what we have already found, that Paul’s anthropology is truly addressed 
to the Graeco-Roman world. Here, in Paul’s anthropology, more than anywhere 
else, Nietzsche’s description of Christianity as ‘Platonismus fürs Volk’ is fully 
justified.63

61 See Dunn 1998, §§ 4, 8.6, 10.2.
62 Cf. Heckel 1993; Markschies 1994, 1998; Burkert 1998; Betz 2000.
63 See his Jenseits von Gut und Böse (1885).



Chapter 6

Paul’s Anti-Sophistic Interpretation of the Narrative of 
Moses’ Shining Face (Exod 34) in 2 Cor 3: 

Moses’ Strength, Well-being and (Transitory) Glory, 
according to Philo, Josephus, Paul, 

and the Corinthian Sophists

Introduction: Why does Paul draw on Exod 34 in 2 Cor 3?

In chap. 3 above, we have seen that, in his commentaries on Moses’ Pentateuch, 
Philo offers a consistent anti-sophistic reading of many of its narratives. He does 
so because he is concerned that the Greek-educated Jewish youth of Alexandria 
may be influenced by ‘the sophists of today’. As I argued in chap. 4, in Corinth 
Paul operates in the same atmosphere of the sophistic movement. Having ex-
plored the composition of Philo’s and Paul’s anthropology in chap. 5, I shall now 
try to show that in 2 Cor Paul gives an anti-sophistic interpretation of a particular 
narrative about Moses which could be misused for sophistic ends. The narrative 
concerned is the episode of the second giving of the Torah to Moses. As a con-
sequence of Moses’ close encounter with God on Mount Sinai, Moses’ face is 
said to shine and reflect God’s glory (Exod 34). The question I shall deal with in 
the present chapter is why Paul drew so extensively on this episode in 2 Cor 3. 
Although Paul does not even mention the fact that the first tablets of the law were 
replaced, Exod 34 is terribly important to him because of a particular feature of 
the narrative. The question is: why did Paul consider Exod 34 so important?

One might point out that the narrative of the giving of the Torah would have 
been of importance to any Jew. Indeed, in another letter, too, Paul refers to the 
way the Law was handed down to Moses. In his letter to the Galatians, as part 
of an intense polemic against Judaizing parties within Christianity which wish 
to uphold the Law in every respect, Paul emphasizes the secondary nature of 
the Law: it only arrived on the scene of Israel fairly late on, 430 years after Ab-
raham, the founding father of Judaism (Gal 3.17); its secondary nature is also 
evident from the fact that ‘it was ordained through angels by a mediator’ (Gal 
3.19). Here, Paul applies Jewish traditions about the association of angels in the 
giving of the law.1 Yet, for all his criticism of the Mosaic law in Galatians, Paul 

1 Dunn 1993, 191.
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is very brief about the actual giving of the Torah. In this light, the sheer length 
of Paul’s passage on the giving of the law in 2 Cor 3 requires further explanation 
and might have to do with the specific setting of 1–2 Cor.

Indeed, Paul has already alluded to specific narratives about the journey of 
Israel through the wilderness in 1 Cor. In chapter 10 Paul writes about Israel’s 
escape through the Red Sea and talks about the Israelites’ itinerary through the 
desert:

I do not want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters, that our ancestors were all 
under the cloud, and all passed through the sea, and all were baptized into Moses in 
the cloud and in the sea, and all ate the same spiritual food, and all drank the same 
spiritual drink. For they drank from the spiritual rock that followed them, and the 
rock was Christ. (1 Cor 10.1–4)

Paul draws on these narratives because he wants to counter his opponents’ expe-
rience of the sacraments, which leads them to regard themselves as invincible. 
Partaking in the same baptism, spiritual food, and spiritual drink, Paul explains, 
did not render the Israelites invulnerable to God’s judgement:

Nevertheless, God was not pleased with most of them, and they were struck down in 
the wilderness. Now these things occurred as examples for us, so that we might not 
desire evil as they did. (1 Cor 10.5–6)

In this case, it is very likely that Paul himself draws on the narrative of Israel’s 
journey through the wilderness in order to criticize his opponents’ way of life. 
In line with this, it could be assumed that in 2 Cor, too, Paul continues to allude 
to this story, now commenting on the giving of the Law. Yet, this time there are 
clear signs that it is not Paul himself, but his opponents within the Christian 
community at Corinth who were the first to refer to this episode of Moses on 
Mount Sinai.

There may have been a simple reason for Paul’s opponents in Corinth to focus 
on Moses. They were Christians of Jewish background, as 2 Cor 10–13 makes 
clear, but their approach seems to have been very different from the Judaizing 
Christians among the Galatians, because in 2 Cor there is neither ethnocentric 
Jewish discourse nor straightforward commendation of the Jewish law.2 The Cor-
inthians seem simply to have brought up the issue of Moses as legislator, whose 
writings would also have been read as Scripture in the Christian community. As 
we shall see, in a pagan context, with pagan outsiders being introduced to the 
meetings of the Christian community (1 Cor 14.16, 23), there was abundant rea-
son to talk about Moses, since his image among the pagans was ambiguous and 
not necessarily positive and, for that reason, stood in need of clarification.

2 Cf. also Georgi 1987, 248: ‘The fact that the concept of  is wholly lacking from 
2 Cor. 3 argues against a conflict with Jewish nomism’.
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6.1 Moses in pagan-Jewish relations

One of the first pagan Greeks to draw a negative portrayal of Moses as a law-
giver is Hecataeus of Abdera (3 rd cent. BC). Although his overall attitude to the 
Jews is not unsympathetic, the following features in his account are critical about 
Moses’ legislation for the Jews:

In addition [Moses] (…) instituted their forms of worship and ritual, drew up their 
laws and ordered their political institutions. (…) The sacrifices that he established 
differ from those of other nations, as does their way of living, for as a result of their 
own expulsion from Egypt he introduced an unsocial and intolerant mode of life. 
(…) And at the end of their laws there is even appended the statement: ‘These are 
the words that Moses heard from God and declares unto the Jews’. (Hecataeus apud 
Diodorus Siculus, Library of History 40.3.3–6; Stern, No. 11)

The Jewish legislation is explicitly linked with the name of Moses, who is un-
derstood to have presented his own words as the word of God. His institutions 
are characterized as ‘unsocial’ and ‘intolerant’.

The passage from Hecataeus just quoted is preserved in a work by Diodorus 
Siculus, who is equally critical about Moses’ law elsewhere in his writings. Ac-
cording to Diodorus (1 st cent. BC), Moses is just one of the many lawgivers who 
have claimed divine origins for their own legislation. Other examples include 
Mneves, among the Egyptians, and Zathraustes, among the Arians:

And among the Jews Moyses referred his laws to the god who is invoked as Iao. They 
all did it either because they believed that a conception which would help human-
ity was marvellous and wholly divine, or because they held that the common crowd 
would be more likely to obey the laws if their gaze was directed towards the majesty 
and power of those to whom their laws were ascribed. (Diodorus, Library of History 
1.94.1–2; Stern, No. 58)

Tacitus (56–120 AD) is even more critical about the giving of the Jewish law. 
He draws a sharp contrast between the Jewish law and the laws of ‘all other re-
ligions’:

To establish his influence over this people for all time, Moses introduced new reli-
gious practices, quite opposed to those of all other religions. The Jews regard as pro-
fane all that we hold sacred; on the other hand, they permit all that we abhor. (Tacitus, 
Historiae 5.4.1; Stern, No. 281)

This opposition between Jewish and other religious laws is also emphasized by 
Juvenal (60–130 AD), all the more since he has noted that some pagans are at-
tracted by Judaism:

Having been wont to flout the laws of Rome, they learn and practise and revere the 
Jewish law, and all that Moses handed down in his secret tome, forbidding to point 
out the way to any not worshiping the same rites, and conducting none but the cir-
cumcised to the desired fountain. (Saturae 14.100–104; Stern, No. 301)
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In this light it becomes understandable that Jewish Christians at Corinth would 
feel the need to come to Moses’ defence and portray him in a positive way, partly 
with a view to the pagan outsiders who, as we have seen, visited the Christian 
meetings (1 Cor 14.16, 23).

That is not to say that pagan outsiders would only have encountered a nega-
tive portrayal of Moses among their fellow pagan authors. The negative views 
outlined above contrast with more favourable views, such as those of Strabo, 
who is quite positive about Moses himself, his peaceable reputation and his non-
oppressive legislation and governmental organization, and only blames Moses’ 
successors of later days for corrupting his legacy:

Moses, instead of using arms, put forward as defence his sacrifices and his Divine 
Being, being resolved to seek a seat of worship for Him and promising to deliver 
to the people a kind of worship and a kind of ritual which would not oppress those 
who adopted them either with expenses or with divine obsessions or with other ab-
surd troubles. Now Moses enjoyed fair repute with these people, and organised no 
ordinary kind of government (…). His successors for some time abided by the same 
course, acting righteously and being truly pious toward God; but afterwards, first 
superstitious men were appointed to the priesthood, and then tyrannical people. (Ge-
ography 16.2.36–37; Stern, No. 115)

We find unambiguously positive views on Moses in Numenius (2 nd cent. AD), 
who likened Plato to Moses, as is captured in the much-quoted one-liner ‘What is 
Plato but Moses talking Attic?’3 This kind of perspective, in which Plato is even 
dependent on Moses, is shared by Jewish authors such as Aristobulus (2 nd cent. 
BC), who claims that even prior to the Septuagint parts of the Jewish writings, 
including the detailed account of Moses’ entire legislation, had already been 
translated into Greek, so that

the Greeks begin from the philosophy of the Hebrews; from the (books) of Aristobu-
lus dedicated to King Ptolemy: It is evident that Plato imitated our legislation and that 
he had thoroughly investigated each of the elements in it. (…) So it is very clear that 
the philosopher mentioned above [Plato] took many things (from it). For he was very 
learned, as was Pythagoras, who transferred many of our doctrines and integrated 
them into his own system of beliefs’. (Aristobulus, frag. 3; Eusebius, Praeparatio 
Evangelica 13.12.1–2, cf. § 2.1.5 above)

These different voices, both negative and positive, provide sufficient indication 
that the figure of Moses was an issue in pagan-Jewish relations and that, for this 
reason, Jewish Christians, too, would have wanted to present a positive picture 
of Moses wherever possible. This necessity is also emphasized by Philo. In the 
introduction to his biography of Moses, Philo explains that whereas the Jewish 
laws are well known, the giver of these laws, Moses, seems to be largely ne-
glected:

3 Numenius, frag. 8.13 (edn Des Places). On Numenius and Moses, see Burnyeat 2006 a.
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While the fame of the laws which [Moses] left behind him has travelled throughout 
the civilized world and reached the ends of the earth, the man himself as he really was 
is known to few. Greek men of letters have refused to treat him as worthy of memory, 
possibly through envy, and also because in many cases the ordinances of the legisla-
tors of the different states are opposed to his. (De vita Mosis 1.1–2)

This complaint resembles that of Origen, some time later, when he censures Cel-
sus for having omitted Moses from the list of wise men (Celsus apud Origen, 
Against Celsus 1.16; Stern, No. 375). Although this background may explain 
why Jewish Christians in Corinth felt a need to repaint a pagan picture of Moses,4 
there is more at issue here. It seems that, in their attempts to defend Moses, they 
have depicted him in terms of a powerful, glorious kind of sophist whose repu-
tation and success should not be ignored by the pagans. Not only can this Moses 
compete with the pagan sophists in the Mediterranean world, but should also 
provide a role-model for rhetoric and performance within the Christian com-
munities, it seems. It is this picture of Moses which Paul attempts to redress in 
2 Cor. Such an interpretation of the polemics in Corinth does full justice to the 
fact that Paul’s re-reading of the episode of Moses on Mount Sinai in 2 Cor 3 is 
firmly anchored in an anti-sophistic setting (cf. chap. 4 above).

6.2 The anti-sophistic setting of 2 Cor 3

The extensive passage on Moses is embedded in Paul’s criticism of his oppo-
nents at Corinth who – as Winter has convincingly argued – behave like soph-
ists. At the end of 2 Cor 2 Paul openly criticizes them and distances himself by 
emphasizing that he is not like ‘the many who sell the word of God by retail’:

For we are not like so many who sell God’s word by retail – 
; but in Christ we speak as persons of 

sincerity, as persons sent from God and standing in his presence. (2 Cor 2.17)

As has been noted by scholars such as R. P. Martin, D. Georgi and Winter, the 
phrase , ‘For 
we are not like so many who sell God’s word by retail’, is an echo of Plato’s 
criticism of the sophists in the Protagoras.5 In this dialogue Socrates cautions 
Hippocrates in the following way:

We must see that the sophist in commending his wares does not deceive us, like the 
wholesaler and the retailer who deal in food for the body. (…) So too those who 
take the various subjects of knowledge from city to city, and sell them by retail (

) 

4 On this see further Gager 1972; and Van Kooten 2006 a.
5 Martin 1986, 50; Georgi 1987, 234; and Winter 2002, 168, cf. 91, 167.
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to whoever wants them, commend everything that they have for sale. (Plato, Pro-
tagoras 313 d–e)

This image is used in the context immediately preceding 2 Cor 3 (in 2 Cor 
2.17), and straight after 2 Cor 3 Paul resumes this theme as a kind of ‘inclusio’ 
(in 2 Cor 4.2). Instead of tampering with God’s word, Paul portrays himself as 
interested in truth:

But we have renounced disgraceful, underhanded ways. We refuse to practice cun-
ning or to tamper with God’s word ( ), but by 
the open statement of the truth ( ) we would com-
mend ourselves to everyone’s conscience (

) in the sight of God. (2 Cor 4.2)

In this way the entire passage devoted to the giving of the Torah to Moses in 
2 Cor 3 appears to be embedded right in the middle of anti-sophistic polemics.

Moreover, it is not only the periphery of 2 Cor 3 that belongs to this setting; 
the contents of 2 Cor 3 can also be shown to arise gradually from this debate. 
In order to demonstrate this, I shall divide 2 Cor 3 into four parts and comment 
upon them. I shall argue (1) that the entire chapter evolves from a reference to 
‘letters of recommendation’, which were part of sophistic practice in real life 
and provided the incentive for Paul to write the chapter (see § 6.2.1 below); (2) 
that the pivotal terms around which the entire passage subsequently revolves are 
‘letter’ (gramma; see § 6.2.2) and ‘splendour, radiance, fame, renown’ (doxa; see 
§ 6.2.3); (3) that the specifically Pauline antithesis between letter and spirit is not 
simply inserted into, or applied to this passage but is being construed throughout 
it (see § 6.2.2); and (4) that it is in this context that Paul draws on the narrative 
of Exod 34 (see §§ 6.2.3 and 6.2.4). 2 Cor 3, then, does not contain an autono-
mous, unsolicited exegesis of Exod 34. On the contrary, the exegesis is deliber-
ately drawn into a specific polemical context and is wholly intertwined with this 
situation. I shall now pay close attention to the composition of 2 Cor 3, with a 
focus on how its train of thought reveals the underlying discussion.

6.2.1 Reference to written letters of recommendation and a slow development 
towards an implicit antithesis between ‘letter’ and ‘spirit’ (2 Cor 3.1–3)

Having stated that he is not selling the word of God by retail but speaks from 
sincerity (2 Cor 2.17), Paul subsequently criticizes the practice of employing 

, letters of recommendation (2 Cor 3.1). Introductory, 
commendatory letters were not confined to sophistic circles. Aristotle already 
remarks that personal appearance is a better introduction than any letter (Aristo-
tle apud Diogenes Laertius, Vitae philosophorum 5.18), apparently referring to 
a widespread phenomenon (cf. Diogenes Laertius, Vitae philosophorum 8.87). 
Interestingly, this testimony of Aristotle in Diogenes Laertius also demonstrates 
criticism of this phenomenon at the hands of philosophers: personal appearance 
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is more telling than (deceptive, highly styled) letters of recommendation. Simi-
lar criticism is recorded in Epictetus, who has a chapter addressed ‘to those who 
recommend persons to the philosophers’. He refers with approval to Diogenes 
the Cynic, who critically questions a man who requests , 
a written recommendation:

That is an excellent answer of Diogenes to the man who asked for a letter of 
recommendation from him (

): ‘That you are a man,’ he says, ‘he [i. e. the prospective addressee of 
this letter] will know at a glance; but whether you are a good or a bad man he will 
discover if he has the skill to distinguish between good and bad, and if he is without 
that skill he will not discover the facts, even though I write him thousands of times’. 
(Epictetus, Dissertationes 2.3)

Such letters also very much fit the sophistic atmosphere of appraisal, repute and 
self-commendation criticized by Paul, who writes:

(3.1) 
(2) 

(3) 

(2 Cor 3.1–3)

Are we beginning to commend ourselves again? Surely we do not need, as some do, 
letters of recommendation to you or from you, do we? 2 You yourselves are our let-
ter, written on our hearts, to be known and read by all; 3 and you show that you are a 
letter of Christ, prepared by us, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living 
God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts.

The passage starts off with a reference to letters of recommendation, 
 (3.1). Paul criticizes this phenomenon, employed by his opponents, 

and refers to the Corinthian community as his letter, written in his heart (
; 3.2), written 

not with ink but with the Spirit (
; 3.3 b), not on tablets of stone but on the tablet of the human heart (

; 3.3 c).
Although the word ‘letter’ ( ) is now used as a metaphor (‘You your-

selves are our letter’), its characterization as ‘written’ ( ) is still 
meant, within the imagery, in a literal sense, with reference to the writing of ac-
tual letters, and not yet with reference to gramma in the sense of the written Mo-
saic law. It only acquires the latter meaning as the chapter unfolds. This sense – 
the gramma of the Mosaic law – is only implicitly present in this first section, 
when Paul draws an antithesis between ‘written with ink’ and ‘written with the 
Spirit’. The direct opposition is still between ‘ink’ and ‘Spirit’, not yet between 
‘letter’ (gramma) and ‘Spirit’. It shows that the full-blown antithesis between the 
gramma of the Mosaic law and the Spirit develops out of an earlier reference to 
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a letter which is written ( … ) in 2 Cor 3.2, which al-
ludes to a reality behind the text, the letters of recommendation mentioned in 3.1. 
The antithesis is not yet between two nouns, gramma and Spirit, but between a 
past participle ( ) and a noun ( . The undeveloped status of 
the antithesis in question is also confirmed in the last phrase of the first section. 
The letter is explicitly said to be written ‘not on tablets of stone’ (
…. ; 3.3). Here the way is being paved for the gramma 
in the sense of the Torah, written on tablets of stone; but the law is still not un-
ambiguously mentioned, only alluded to.

The point of departure for the entire passage is still the practice of giving let-
ters of recommendation, which is contrasted with Paul’s metaphorical letter writ-
ing, on the hearts of his community.

6.2.2 The antithesis between ‘letter’ and ‘spirit’ becomes explicit (2 Cor 3.4–
6)

It is not until the second section of 2 Cor 3 that the implicit antithesis between 
gramma and Spirit is rendered explicit and develops into the pair of opposites for 
which Paul has become famous (see, besides 2 Cor 3.6, Rom 2.29 and 7.6).

(3.4) (5) 

(6) 

4 Such is the confidence that we have through Christ toward God. 5 Not that we are 
competent of ourselves to claim anything as coming from us; our competence is from 
God, 6 who has made us competent to be ministers of a new covenant, not of letter 
but of spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.

After mentioning the ‘letters of recommendation’ in 3.1, and contrasting them in 
3.2–3 with the metaphorical letter made up by the community, written in Paul’s 
heart and legible for all ( … …

), written not with ink (  but with 
the Spirit of the living God, now, in 3.6, Paul goes on to express the full antith-
esis between ‘letter’ (  and ‘Spirit’ ( . The new covenant and its 
ministers are characterized as a covenant and as ministers ‘not of letter but of 
spirit’ (3.6 a–b).

These features are further elaborated in two short sentences: ‘for the letter 
kills, but the Spirit gives life’ – 

 (3.6 c–d). Because this phrase sounds so quintessentially Pauline,6 it is 

6 The link between Spirit and giving life had already been established in 1 Cor 15.45. But 
the statement that the letter kills is now added and seems to reflect a general psychological ex-
perience, also attested in Classical sources. According to Dio Chrysostom, the written law ‘by 
threats and violence maintains its mastery’ and may be likened ‘to the power of tyranny, for it 
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important to be aware of the fact that this Pauline theologoumenon is not dropped 
into the text but develops naturally from the reference to the ‘letters of recom-
mendation’ in 3.1. In the course of 2 Cor 3.1–6 Paul’s thought crystallizes into 
the statement of 3.6 about the antagonism between letter and Spirit. The letters 
of recommendation have now become (almost intrinsically) linked to the Mosaic 
‘gramma’. The reason for this equation will be explored later, but already we can 
conclude that the term ‘letter’ (  is indeed a pivotal term in 2 Cor 3, but 
only because it serves Paul’s criticism of the practice of letters of recommenda-
tion. In the following section of 2 Cor 3 Paul describes the most important fea-
ture of this ‘gramma’, its temporary, transient glory.

6.2.3 Moses’ ‘gramma’: glorious, but only transient glory (2 Cor 3.7–11)

The most remarkable feature of Moses’ ‘gramma’ is its glorious nature, its , 
the second key term in 2 Cor 3. Though on closer reflection, this glory relates 
not to the law, but the law-giver himself, Moses. In this, Paul clearly draws upon 
Exod 34, which talks about Moses’ radiance. Paul is surprisingly positive about 
Moses and does not deny his glory, but merely contrasts it with the still greater 
glory of the new covenant. The glory of Moses’ gramma is only temporary, yet 
undoubtedly radiant:

(3.7) 

(8) 
(9) 

(10) 
 (11) 

(2 Cor 3.7–11)
7 Now if the ministry of death, chiselled in letters on stone tablets, came in glory so 
that the people of Israel could not gaze at Moses’ face because of the glory of his 
face, a glory now set aside, 8 how much more will the ministry of the Spirit come in 
glory? 9 For if there was glory in the ministry of condemnation, much more does the 
ministry of justification abound in glory! 10 Indeed, what once had glory has lost its 
glory because of the greater glory; 11 for if what was set aside came through glory, 
much more has the permanent come in glory!

is by means of fear and through injunction that each measure is made effective’; ‘the written 
law is harsh and stern’ and ‘the laws create a polity of slaves … For the laws inflict punishment 
upon men’s body’ (Dio Chrysostom, Orationes 76.1–4). In the same way as Paul contrasts Spirit 
and the written Mosaic law, Dio sets off customs against written laws: ‘while laws are preserved 
on tablets of wood or of stone, each custom is preserved within our own hearts’ (76.3). Paul’s 
differentiation between written law and Spirit comes close to that between the letter and the 
intention of the lawgiver (Libanius, Declamations 31.35; both texts in Neuer Wettstein, vol. 2.1 
(1996), 425–7.
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We now have the fullest explication that the ‘gramma’ is indeed the Mosaic law, 
‘chiselled in letters on stone tablets’ (3.7). Paul characterizes this ‘gramma’ as 
glorious and tells us that ‘the people of Israel could not gaze at Moses’ face be-
cause of the glory of his face’ (3.7). For this characterization and anecdote, Paul 
alludes to Exod 34. There we find the story that Moses, after the second reception 
of the law, came down from Mount Sinai. While he was descending

30 

31 

32 

33 

34 

35 

. (Exod 34.29–35 LXX)
29… Moses knew not that the appearance of the skin of his face was glorified, when 
God spoke to him. 30 And Aaron and all the elders of Israel saw Moses, and the ap-
pearance of the skin of his face was made glorious, and they feared to approach him. 
31 And Moses called them, and Aaron and all the rulers of the synagogue turned to-
wards him, and Moses spoke to them. 32 And afterwards all the children of Israel 
came to him, and he commanded them all things, whatsoever the Lord had com-
manded him in the mount of Sinai. 33 And when he ceased speaking to them, he put 
a veil on his face. 34 And whenever Moses went in before the Lord to speak to him, 
he took off the veil till he went out, and he went forth and spoke to all the children 
of Israel whatsoever the Lord commanded him. 35 And the children of Israel saw the 
face of Moses, that it was glorified; and Moses put the veil over his face, till he went 
in to speak with him.

This narrative – which describes how Moses descends from Mount Sinai, una-
ware of his radiant appearance, and meets with the fearsome elders, rulers and 
children of Israel to transmit to them the commandments of God – contains a 
striking inconsistency. According to Exod 34.33, when Moses ‘ceased speaking 
to them, he put a veil on his face’. In Exod 34.34–35, however, Moses is said to 
put the veil over his face as soon as he communicates with the Israelites: ‘when-
ever Moses went in before the Lord to speak to him, he took off the veil till he 
went out … ; and Moses put the veil over his face, till he went in to speak with 
him’.

It seems that the narrative describes two different instances. The first time, 
when Moses came down from the mountain, he first addressed the Israelites 
without veil. Only afterwards, once he had ceased talking, he put on a veil 
(34.33). Thereafter, however, when Moses goes into the tabernacle, which from 
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now on replaces Sinai as the place of the revelation of God’s commands, he cov-
ers himself with a veil as soon as he leaves the tabernacle (34.34). The report in 
Exod 34 is somewhat awkward as it concludes as follows: ‘And the children of 
Israel saw the face of Moses, that it was glorified; and Moses put the veil over his 
face, till he went in to speak with him’ (34.35). The first part seems to summarize 
the first experience of the Israelites, when Moses came down from Mount Sinai; 
only on that occasion did they see Moses’ face glorified. The second part then 
summarizes the normal procedure when Moses used the tabernacle for further 
encounters with God; on those occasions he was equally unveiled, but he put on 
a veil as soon as he left the tabernacle to communicate with the Israelites.

6.2.4 The superiority of the Lord’s permanent, inward glory (2 Cor 3.12–18)

This slight inconsistency or ambiguity in the text is now fully exploited by Paul 
in the next and final section of 2 Cor 3. The fact that the first time Moses only 
covered himself after he had ceased talking to the Israelites suggests – in Paul’s 
view – that they must have seen the glory on Moses’ face gradually fading away. 
It was in order to protect them, not against fear of Moses’ glory, but against the 
painful awareness that Moses’ glory was only transitory, that Moses covered 
himself. This temporary, transitory glory contrasts with the permanence of the 
glory of the Lord himself, into which all believers are being transformed:

(3.12)  (13) 

 (14) 

(15) 
(16) 

(17) 
(18) 

(2 Cor 3.12–18)
12 Since, then, we have such a hope, we act with great boldness, 13 not like Moses, 
who put a veil over his face to keep the people of Israel from gazing at the end of 
the glory that was being set aside. 14 But their minds were hardened. Indeed, to this 
very day, when they hear the reading of the old covenant, that same veil is still there, 
since only in Christ is it set aside. 15 Indeed, to this very day whenever Moses is read, 
a veil lies over their minds; 16 but when one turns to the Lord, the veil is removed. 17 
Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. 18 
And all of us, 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; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit.

Whereas in the previous section Paul has explained the reason for (or rather 
the consequence of) Moses’ veil as 
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– 
‘so that the people of Israel could not gaze at Moses’ face because of the glory 
of his face’ (3.7), the reason given now in the last section of 2 Cor 3 is 

 – ‘to keep 
the people of Israel from gazing at the end of the glory that was being set aside’ 
(3.13). This temporary glory is subsequently contrasted with the permanence of 
the Lord’s glory, which Moses himself experienced in a direct, immediate, un-
veiled way: ‘when one turns to the Lord, the veil is removed’ (3.16) – 

This is an almost verbatim quotation from Exod 34.34: 
 

– ‘whenever Moses went in before the Lord to speak to him, he took off the 
veil’. However, the small differences between the LXX and 2 Cor 3.16 are 
very revealing. By dropping the name ‘Moses’ Paul is able to generalize the 
subject of ‘went in before the Lord’. Not Moses, but every one who goes in 
before (or rather: turns to) the Lord experiences the Lord’s glory. In this way, 
the stress shifts from Moses’ exclusiveness to Moses as an example for the 
possibility of direct acquaintance with God. As, in Paul’s view, this possibil-
ity comes about through conversion, it is noteworthy that Paul also drops the 
phrase … , ‘whenever [he] went in 
before the Lord’, and replaces it with the phrase 

: ‘but when one turns, or converts to the Lord, 
the veil is removed’, the verb expressing the conversion involved 
(cf. 1 Thess 1.9; Gal 4.9). Everyone is eligible for such a conversion. It is no 
longer that Moses alone has the privileged position of direct contact with God’s 
transforming glory, but

All of us, 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 an-
other. (3.18)

This passage highlights both the similarity between Christian believers and 
Moses in Paul’s mind and, at the same time, the difference. The similarity 
consists in the fact that Christians resemble Moses insofar as they, like Moses 
in his contact with God, do not need to cover their faces (

). The dissimilarity, however, has to do with the permanent and still 
increasing nature of the glory into which the Christians are transformed. Whereas 
the glory on Moses’ face was only temporary and diminished, and was only re-
freshed for a time after a new encounter with God, the transformation which 
the believers experience does not diminish, but, on the contrary, gradually in-
creases: ‘all of us … are being transformed into the same image from one degree 
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of glory to another’ ( …
).

There is a further important difference, which Paul brings out in the following 
chapter, 2 Cor 4; this transformation only concerns the inner man, and not the 
outer man (4.16): ‘So we do not lose heart. Even though our outer man is wasting 
away, our inner man is being renewed day by day’ – 

. Whereas Moses’ glory was visible on his face, the Spirit-
worked glory is not visible on the outside. This is an important issue which 
will bring us to the heart of the polemics in Corinth; I shall return to this in due 
course.

So far, we have seen that Paul’s exegesis of Exod 34 in 2 Cor 3 hinges on two 
key words, ‘gramma’ and ‘glory’. The first term ‘gramma’ emerges from a de-
scription Paul gives of the practice, current among his sophistic opponents, of 
using written letters of recommendation. Strangely, these written letters some-
how develop into the Mosaic grammata, which are characterized as ‘glorious’ 
because of the ‘glory’ of their author, Moses. Here a link is being forged between 
sophistic letters of recommendation and a particular understanding of Moses and 
his grammata. But what exactly is this link? Why does Paul choose to link Moses 
with ‘glory’? The train of thought running through 2 Cor can be apprehended 
more easily, I shall suggest, if we compare this to the way in which Moses was 
understood as a glorious, powerful figure by authors such as Philo and Josephus. 
This approach has already been taken in some respects by L. Bieler (1935–36), 
W. A. Meeks (1967) and Georgi (1987),7 but I believe some further progress can 
be made.

In other Jewish texts, too, Moses is portrayed as a powerful, almost divine 
figure. In Ezekiel the Tragedian, Moses, in a dream, appears to be worshipped 
on God’s throne by the whole of creation (ll. 68–89; cf. Gen 37). And among the 
Dead Sea Scrolls, 4Q Apocryphon of Moses A emphasizes that Moses was made 
like God: ‘And he made him like God for the powerful ones, and a fright for the 
Pharaoh’ (4Q374, frag. 2, col. II.6), showing dependence on the biblical text of 
Exod 7.1 which reads ‘The LORD said to Moses, “See, I have made you like God 
to Pharaoh”’. Although such passages show the high estimation which Moses 
often received, Philo and Josephus, especially, show what kind of discourse was 
involved in the positive representation of Moses in the Graeco-Roman world. 
Let us now turn to them.

7 Bieler 1935–36, vol. 2 (1936), § 1.1, 3–36, esp. 25–36; Meeks 1967, chap. 3, 100–175, esp. 
100–31: Philo, and 131–46: Josephus; and Georgi 1987, chap. 3, 229–313, esp. 254–8.
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6.3 Philo and Josephus on Moses the legislator

6.3.1 Philo – Moses’ strength and well-being

In Philo’s biography of Moses, De vita Mosis, in which he aims to show that 
‘Moses is the best of all lawgivers in all countries’ (2.12), he includes the fol-
lowing description of Moses’ descent from Mount Sinai. This passage shows 
important similarities and differences with 2 Cor 3 and provides the setting in 
which the figure of Moses featured in contemporary debate. Moses’ descent is 
described in the following way:

As for eating and drinking, he had no thought of them for forty successive days, 
doubtless because he had the better food of contemplation, through whose inspi-
ration, sent from heaven above, he grew in grace, first of mind, then of body also 
through the soul (

), and in each singly so advanced in strength and well-being 
( ) that those who saw him 
afterwards could not believe their eyes. For we read that by God’s command he 
ascended an inaccessible and pathless mountain, the highest and most sacred in 
the region, and remained for the period named, taking nothing that is needed to 
satisfy the requirements of bare sustenance. Then, after the said forty days had 
passed, he descended with a countenance far more beautiful than when he ascended 
( , so that those who saw him were 
filled with awe and amazement; nor even could their eyes continue to stand the daz-
zling brightness that flashed from him like the rays of the sun (

). (De vita Mosis 2.69–70)

In their retelling of the giving of the Law to Moses and his descent from Mount 
Sinai, both Philo and Paul agree that Moses’ appearance was indeed dazzling and 
bright, and that the Israelites were incapable of looking at him. Both also allude 
to the inward, spiritual process. According to Paul, Moses, when unveiled, was 
caught in a process of spiritual transformation, a process which is now experi-
enced by all believers (3.18) and comprises a growth in their ‘inner man’ (4.16). 
Philo, similarly, emphasized that ‘Moses grew in grace, first of mind ( , 
then of body (  also through the soul ( )’ (2.69).

Yet, at the same time Philo’s characterization of this process reveals an im-
portant difference. Implicit in Philo’s depiction of Moses’ spiritual growth in 
mind (or spirit), soul and body, is the anthropological trichotomy, known from 
Greek philosophy, of mind, soul and body (see chap. 5 above). As I have ar-
gued before, Paul’s anthropology is also best understood as trichotomous. The 
difference, however, is that according to Paul the spiritual transformation only 
affects the inner man, whereas the outer man, the body, decreases in strength. 
Only after the resurrection, as Paul has explained in 1 Cor 15, does the Spirit 
also transform the human body into a spiritual body (1 Cor 15.44–49; see § 5.2.2 
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above). According to Philo, however, Moses’ growth in mind and soul already 
affects his body during his lifetime: ‘Moses grew in grace, first of mind, then of 
body also through the soul’ – 

(2.69). The mind influences the soul which, in 
turn, changes the body. In Philo’s view, the physical effect of Moses’ growth in 
mind, soul and body is perceptible inasmuch as he ‘in each singly so advanced in 
strength and well-being ( ) 
that those who saw him afterwards could not believe their eyes’ (2.69). Moses’ 
inward growth affects his outward condition; he increases in strength ( ) and 
well-being ( .8 As a result, he ‘descended with a countenance far more 
beautiful than when he ascended (

’ (2.70). Moses is not only a spiritual hero; he is also a physical superstar 
and makes a powerful impression. The Israelites are simply overwhelmed by 
Moses’ strength and well-being; they cannot ‘believe their eyes’. It is the beauty 
of his face which makes an impact on them. Philo describes the effect as fol-
lows: ‘those who saw him were filled with awe and amazement; nor even could 
their eyes continue to stand the dazzling brightness that flashed from him like 
the rays of the sun’ (2.70).

Elsewhere, Philo applies the same logic to the figure of Abraham: ‘The di-
vine Spirit which was breathed upon him [i. e. Abraham] from on high made 
its lodging in his soul, and invested his body with singular beauty’ – 

 (Philo, De virtutibus 217; see § 5.1.3 above). 
Here, too, the S / spirit influences the soul which, in turn, renders the body beau-
tiful. This is reminiscent of the kind of sophistic-physiognomic strategy applied 
by the rhetorician Himerius in his eulogy about Hermogenes’ soul, which devel-
ops into praise for his body: his soul ‘shapes its body, bringing it into conform-
ity with its nature’ (Himerius, Declamationes et orationes 48.13; see § 2.1.3 [c] 
above). Despite the anti-sophistic tendency of Philo’s interpretation of many of 
the narratives from Moses’ Pentateuch (see chap. 3 above), it seems that Philo’s 
representation of the bodies of Moses and Abraham was heavily influenced by 
sophistic physiognomics (cf. § 3.4 above).

In this respect, the difference between Philo and Paul is noteworthy. In his 
Corinthian polemics, Paul is critical of the language of strength and bodily 
well-being, hallmarks of sophistic rivalry. According to his opponents, Paul’s 
letters maybe powerful, but his bodily appearance is weak: 

 (2 Cor 10.10). In their emphasis upon strength and bodily well-
being, Paul’s Corinthian opponents seem to constitute the opposite end of the 

8 Cf. Georgi 1987, 254–5.
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scale,9 with Philo balancing the scales in the middle. The latter seems to combine 
philosophical and sophistic values. Moses’ growth affects not only his mind and 
soul, but also his body. The sophists, at one extreme, emphasize the importance 
of strength and well-being, while Paul, at the other extreme, denies the impor-
tance of outward well-being and draws attention to inward, spiritual growth.

This debate about strength ( ) is already present in 1 Cor. The term 
, ‘strong’, is important in the polemics of (a) 1 Cor 1.25: ‘God’s weak-

ness is stronger than human strength’ – 
; (b) 1 Cor 1.27: ‘God chose what is weak in the world to shame 

the strong’ – 
; and (c) 1 Cor 4.10: ‘We are fools for the sake of Christ, but you are 

wise in Christ. We are weak, but you are strong. You are held in honour, but we 
in disrepute’ – 

.
In 2 Cor, this polemic reaches its zenith in the opponents explicitly criticizing 

Paul’s weak physical and rhetorical performance which is in sharp contrast with 
the strength they detect in his letters (2 Cor 10.10). What seems to be at issue 
in 2 Cor 3, when understood in such a polemical setting, is the nature of Moses’ 
body, which is healthy, dazzling and resplendent and, as such, provides an ex-
emplar for the Corinthian sophists: this perfect physical appearance contrasts 
with Paul’s weak stature. It seems very likely, then, that the strength and glory 
of Moses, as described in Exod 34, was understood as an example of sophistic 
strength. Paul’s sophistic opponents, who were of Jewish background (2 Cor 
11.22), and manifested themselves in the largely ex-pagan Christian commu-
nity of Corinth, might easily have been tempted into a sophistic appreciation of 
the importance of physiognomy. Indeed in Judaism, too, – as M. Popović has 
shown10 –, physiognomics was not uncommon. The similarities between Jewish 
and sophistic physiognomics may well have facilitated the adoption of pagan 
sophistry by Paul’s Jewish-Christian opponents in Corinth.11 By shedding so-
phistic light on the strength and glory of Moses, Jews – Christian and non-Chris-
tian alike – could not only defend Moses in their encounter with pagans, but also 
compete with the sophistic ideals beyond the Jewish and Christian community. 
As we shall see, Josephus was very much involved in the same struggle.

 9 On the importance of physiognomy and bodily performance in the Second Sophistic, see, 
e. g., Whitmarsh 2005, chap. 2, 23–40, esp. 26–32.

10 Popović 2007.
11 I owe this observation to Prof. George Brooke. Paul would have been able to adopt a criti-

cal stance towards (Jewish) physiognomics because of the enduring influence of Jesus’ compas-
sion for the physically unwell and impaired. On this, see Avalos 1999; Pilch 2000; and, for a 
comparative research into Qumran and the New Testament, Berthelot 2006.
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6.3.2 Josephus – Moses’ glory, honour and rivals

According to Josephus, at the Burning Bush already God predicted to Moses 
‘the glory (  and honour ( ) that he would win from men, under God’s 
auspices’ (Jew. Ant. 2.268). When, however, glory and honour started to materi-
alize, Moses’ integrity did not diminish. Josephus is keen to give several exam-
ples. When Raguel, Moses’ father-in-law, invented a legal system, Moses did not 
claim it as his own, but openly avowed

the inventor to the multitude. Nay, in the books too he recorded the name of Raguel, 
as inventor of the aforesaid system, deeming it meet to bear faithful witness to merit, 
whatever glory (  might be won by taking credit for the inventions of others. 
Thus even herefrom may one learn the integrity of Moses. (Jewish Antiquities 3.74)

In a similar vein, Moses even paid due homage to Balaam, the pagan prophet, 
and did not claim Balaam’s glory for himself:

This was the man to whom Moses did the high honour of recording his prophecies 
( ); and though it was open to 
him to appropriate and take the glory for them himself (

, as there would have been no witness to convict 
him, he has given Balaam this testimony and deigned to perpetuate his memory. 
(Jewish Antiquities 4.158)

Whereas Moses is an example of integrity, others did become envious of 
Moses’ glory and honour. Josephus describes this rivalry in terms of sophistic 
in-fighting. He takes Korah’s rebellion against Moses, as narrated in Numbers 
16, as an example and depicts Korah as Moses’ rival in establishing honour 
and glory. From Korah’s perspective Moses was ‘hunting round to create glory 
for himself’:

Korah, one of the most eminent of the Hebrews by reason both of his birth and of 
his riches ( ), a capable speaker 
and very effective in addressing a crowd (

), seeing Moses established in the highest honours (
), was sorely envious; for he was of the same tribe and indeed his kinsman, 

and was aggrieved at the thought that he had a greater right to enjoy all this glory 
(  himself, as being richer than Moses without being his inferior in birth. So 
he proceeded to denounce him among the Levites, who were his tribesmen, and es-
pecially among his kinsmen, declaring that it was monstrous to look on at Moses 
hunting round to create glory for himself (

 and mischievously working to attain this in the pretended name of 
God. (Jewish Antiquities 4.14–15)

Josephus depicts Korah as a sophist rival to Moses and represents him in terms 
also used in the Corinthian rivalry in which Paul is engaged:

(1) Korah is ‘one of the most eminent of the Hebrews by reason both of his 
birth and of his riches’ ( ). 
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Similarly, Paul warns the Corinthians that not many of them are wise by worldly 
standards, not many are powerful, not many are of noble birth – 

 (1 Cor 1.26; cf. 
§ 4.4 above).

(2) According to Josephus, Korah is competent ( ) to speak ( ) 
and very persuasive ( ) in addressing a crowd ( ).

(a) The whole issue of ‘competence’ is also central to the dispute in 2 Cor 
2–3. As regards the dissemination of God’s knowledge, Paul rhetorically asks 
himself, probably mirroring the ongoing debate between himself and his rivals: 
‘Who is competent for these things?’ – (2 Cor 2.16, 
cf. 2.6). And in 2 Cor 3 he brings up the issue once again; this passage is satu-
rated with the language of competence and uses it in the adjectival, substantival 
and verbal forms:

Not that we are competent ( ) of ourselves to claim anything as coming from 
us; our competence ( ) is from God, who has made us competent (

) to be ministers of a new covenant, not of letter but of spirit; for the 
letter kills, but the Spirit gives life. (2 Cor 3.5–6)

The theme of ‘competence’ permeates 2 Cor 2–3 and is very similar to the issue 
which Josephus describes between Korah and Moses.

(b) Josephus also describes Korah as ‘very persuasive ( ) in 
addressing a crowd’. This word, ‘persuasive’ ( ) is especially used of 
popular speakers.12 Paul, too, employs this semantic field in his polemics with 
the Corinthians when he denies that his speech and proclamation are filled ‘with 
plausible words of wisdom’: 

[ ] [ ] (1 Cor 2.4; cf. Gal 1.10).13

Unlike Paul, however, Josephus is eager to draw Moses into this competition 
with the sophists and stress Moses’ glory and honour. Not only Korah’s compe-
tence in rhetoric and public performance is described, but that of Moses as well: 
his glory and honour have already been predicted by God, he is established in the 
highest honours and, although less wealthy than Korah, by no means his inferior 
in birth. The distinctive features of Moses, in comparison with Korah, are his 
integrity and the fact that he, ‘having declined every honour which he saw that 
the people were ready to confer on him, devoted himself solely to the service of 
God’ (Jew. Ant. 3.212). At the same time, however, Moses is portrayed as meet-
ing sophistic standards. In his final encomium of Moses in Jewish Antiquities 
4.327–331, Josephus heralds Moses as ‘having surpassed in understanding all 
men that ever lived and put to noblest use the fruit of his reflections. In speech 
and in addresses to a crowd he found favour in every way’ (4.328). Particularly 

12 LSJ 1403 s. v. 
13 LSJ 1353  = .
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the last description portrays him as not inferior to figures such as Korah, who, as 
we have seen, is also ‘a capable speaker and very effective in addressing a crowd’ 
( ; 4.14).

Josephus also draws this picture of a powerful, glorious Moses in his descrip-
tion of Moses’ ascent of, and descent from Mount Sinai: Moses ascends Mount 
Sinai although it is beyond men’s power to scale (3.76), and when he returns 
he is radiant ( ) and high-hearted (3.83). An extensive eulogy on Moses 
is also found at the very end of book III of the Jewish Antiquities. According 
to Josephus, ‘the admiration in which that hero [i. e. Moses] was held for his 
virtues and his marvellous power ( ) of inspiring faith in all his utterances 
were not confined to his life-time’ (3.317). Subsequently, Josephus remarks that 
it is possible to adduce many ‘proofs of his superhuman power’ – 

(3.318). Moses’ powerful author-
ity is still felt to the present day: ‘to this very day the writings left by Moses (

 have such power ( ) that even 
our enemies admit that our constitution was established by God himself, through 
the agency of Moses and of his merits’ (3.222). Josephus’ last remark contrasts 
sharply with Paul’s remark at the end of 2 Cor 3, that ‘to this very day whenever 
Moses is read’ he is misunderstood (3.15).

Josephus’ remark about the acknowledgement of Moses’ merits by non-Jews 
also draws attention to the (alleged) impact of the power and authority of Moses’ 
writings among the Greeks. As we have seen in § 6.1 above, the evaluation of the 
figure of Moses was indeed an issue in pagan-Jewish relations and also seems 
to have played a role in the Corinthian controversy. Josephus’ attempt to raise 
awareness for Moses and depict him in a favourable way is also part of this de-
bate. In order to achieve this aim, Josephus also emphasizes that Moses could 
hold his own in the face of sophistic rivalry and that he was in no way the infe-
rior of his competitors. For this reason, Josephus stresses Moses’ glory, honour, 
power and superhuman identity as among his chief merits. In so doing, however, 
he runs the risk of turning Moses himself into a kind of sophist. This will be-
come clear as we now briefly study the language of power, glory and superhu-
man identity among the sophists. It seems that the same debate is going on here, 
dominated by the same concerns and obsessions.

6.4 The language of power, glory and 
theios anēr among the sophists

6.4.1 Power

To show the sophistic nature of this debate, I shall limit myself here mainly to 
Philostratus’ Lives of the Sophists. Here the semantic fields of power, glory and 
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the superhuman are the natural territory of the sophists. For instance, Philostratus 
mentions the sophist Carneades of Athens. He

was also enrolled among the sophists, for though his mind had been equipped for the 
pursuit of philosophy, yet in virtue of the power ( ) of his orations he attained to 
an extraordinarily high level of eloquence. (Lives of the Sophists 486)

The inner-sophistic tensions come to the fore in rivalries such as those between 
the sophists Polemo and Dionysius. The latter attended a speech in court by the 
former, and Philostratus narrates their ensuing confrontation as follows:

Dionysius heard Polemo defend the suit, and as he left the court he remarked: ‘This 
athlete possesses strength ( ), but it does not come from the wrestling-ground’. 
When Polemo heard this he came to Dionysius’ door and announced that he would 
declaim before him. And when he had come and Polemo had sustained his part with 
conspicuous success, he went up to Dionysius, and leaning shoulder to shoulder with 
him, like those who begin a wrestling match standing, he wittily turned the laugh 
against him by quoting: ‘Once O once they were strong, the men of Miletus’. (Phi-
lostratus, Lives of the Sophists 525)

This anecdote shows how in daily life the sophists confronted one another and 
were engaged in continuous wrangling, demonstrating their power and readiness 
to compete. Polemo quotes an iambic response of Apollo which has become pro-
verbial (cf. Aristophanes, Plutus 1003) as a reference to degeneration, thus chal-
lenging his rival sophist. This is the atmosphere at Corinth, in which Moses too 
is turned into a powerful competitor, who ‘in speech and in addresses to a crowd 
(…) found favour in every way’ (Josephus, Jew. Ant. 4.328). In this way, Moses 
also functions as a role model for performance within the Jewish-Christian com-
munity. Quotation from his writings should be apt, and declamations about his 
life fresh and persuasive.14

Another story about inner-sophistic struggles relates to the sophists Alexander 
and Herodes. Alexander, born at Seleucia in Silicia, exercised his profession in 
cities such as Antioch, Rome and Tarsus, indicating that the sophists were very 
much part of life in the cities which Paul, too, visited. Alexander, having already 
performed in Athens before the arrival of Herodes, outdid the latter in the fol-
lowing way:

He made a further wonderful display of his marvellous power (
) in what now took place. For the sentiments that he had so brilliantly ex-

pressed before Herodes came he now recast in his presence, but with such different 
words and different rhythms, that those who were hearing them for the second time 
could not feel that he was repeating himself. (Lives of the Sophists 572)

14 For the importance of improvisations in the Second Sophistic, see Philostratus, Lives of 
the Sophists 496, 499, 511; see further § 4.2 above.
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Again we experience the atmosphere of sophistic competence and performance, 
the command of which is described by Philostratus as a ‘marvellous power’. 
Many other passages could be adduced which mention the erudition, force and 
powerful eloquence of particular sophists (e. g. 483; 585). One of these fig-
ures is lauded for ‘his natural display of sophistic power’ – 

(585).

6.4.2 Glory and physical appearance

The language of power often overlaps with that of ‘glory’. Public speakers and 
sophists, according to Plutarch, are often ‘led on by glory (  and ambition 
(  (…) to competition (  in excess of what is best for 
them’ (De tuenda sanitate praecepta 131A). This sophistic striving for glory is 
explicitly criticized by Dio Chrysostom, in a way very similar to Paul. According 
to Dio, sophists ‘are lifted aloft as on wings by their glorious fame (  and 
disciples’ (Orationes 12.5). He complains, however, that ‘not one of the soph-
ists is willing to take me on’ (12.13). In deliberate contrast to the sophists, Dio 
presents himself to his audience at Olympia ‘as neither handsome in appearance 
nor strong’, and in age (…) already past his prime, one who has no disciple, who 
professes (…) no ability as a prophet or a sophist’ (12.15).

This anti-sophistic talk clearly resembles Paul’s. Like Dio, Paul stresses that 
he is not concerned with the outward man but only with the inward man (2 Cor 
4.16); he himself is not strong but weak and vulnerable:

We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; 
persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always carrying in the 
body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our bod-
ies. (2 Cor 4.8–10)

Indeed, Paul is not ashamed to repeat his opponent’s judgment that his bod-
ily, physical appearance is weak (2 Cor 10.10). Yet he rejoices in his weakness 
(2 Cor 11.30; 12.5, 9–10; cf. 1 Cor 2.3). In this catalogue of afflictions and in 
his acknowledgement of being weak,15 Paul shows the same philosophical, anti-
sophistic pride as Dio (cf. § 4.3 above). His statements are not naïve, but delib-
erately construed to counter sophistic talk of strength, glory and repute.

15 Cf. Fitzgerald 1988.
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6.4.3 Superhuman identity

Apart from the vocabulary of power, glory and physical performance, sophists 
also apply the concept of superhuman beings. This is nicely illustrated by a re-
port in Philostratus about the sophist Hippodromus the Thessalian. According 
to Philostratus,

on one occasion when the Greeks were acclaiming him with flatteries, and even com-
pared him with Polemo, ‘Why,’ said he, ‘do you liken me to immortals?’ (Homer, 
Odyssey 16.187). This answer, while it did not rob Polemo of his reputation for being 
a divine man ( , was 
also a refusal to concede to himself any likeness to so great a genius. (Lives of the 
Sophists 616)

This anecdote shows that sophists indeed claimed divine inspiration for their 
competence (cf. also Philostratus, Lives of the Sophists 521, 554, 570, 590; Lu-
cian, Philopseudes sive incredulus 16); they even regarded themselves as ‘divine 
men’, . This background to the Corinthian dispute was already high-
lighted by Georgi,16 but he did not yet integrate his remarks about the concept of 
the into what Winter has noted about the sophistic setting of Paul’s 
polemics in 1 and 2 Cor.17

As regards the concept of , Josephus also uses it twice to character-
ize Moses.18 On both occasions, it is noteworthy that he employs it in an apolo-
getic context, once in his Jewish Antiquities, and once in his Against Apion.19 In 
the former he states:

One may well be astonished at the hatred which men have for us and which they have 
so persistently maintained, from an idea that we slight the divinity whom they them-
selves profess to venerate. For if one reflects on the construction of the tabernacle 
and looks at the vestments of the priest and the vessels which we use for the sacred 
ministry, he will discover that our lawgiver was a divine man (

 and that these blasphemous charges brought against us by the 
rest of men are idle. (Jewish Antiquities 3.180)20

Given the ambiguous evaluation of Moses in the pagan Graeco-Roman world, 
outlined in § 6.1 above, there was clearly a perceived need to defend the power-

16 Georgi 1987, chap. 3, 229–313, esp. 236, 254–5, 258, 274.
17 Winter 2002; cf. Tiede 1992, 373. Georgi only mentions the sophists in his comments on 

2 Cor 2.17; see Georgi 1987, 234.
18 For Philo’s portrayal of Moses as divine, see Meeks 1967, 103–5; Meeks 1968; and Runia 

1988, 53–63.
19 Cf. Du Toit 1997, § 14.3, 382–99.
20 Cf. Meeks 1967, 138. Philo comes close to such a depiction of Moses in De vita Mosis 

1.28 in which he emphasizes the distinctiveness of Moses’ mind compared to that of his con-
temporaries: they ‘considered earnestly what the mind which dwelt in his body like an image in 
its shrine could be, whether it was human or divine or a mixture of both (

), so utterly unlike was it to the majority, soaring above them and 
exalted to a grander height’.
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ful, superhuman stature of Moses.21 And, as Georgi rightly remarks, ‘the bibli-
cal accounts of Moses’ glorification, especially Exod. 34.29–35, lent themselves 
well to the full presentation of the Apologetic conception of the ’.22 
The same defence is offered in Against Apion, where Josephus claims that the 
Egyptians regarded Moses as a marvellous, admirable, divine man:

It remains for me to say a word to Manetho about Moses. The Egyptians, who re-
gard that man as remarkable, indeed divine (

, wish to claim him as one of themselves, while mak-
ing the incredible and calumnious assertion that he was one of the priests expelled 
from Heliopolis for leprosy. (Against Apion 1.279)

The apologetic setting of Josephus’ use of the concept of  emerges 
clearly. It is in this setting that I would understand the incentive experienced by 
Paul’s Corinthian opponents. Like Philo and Josephus, these Jewish Christians 
felt the need to defend Moses and show his strength and glory. Yet by taking up 
the challenges of the Graeco-Roman world they, to a significantly higher degree 
than Philo and Josephus, surrendered to the standards of their sophistic environ-
ment, adopted them, and even implemented them as benchmarks for perform-
ance within the Christian community. By so doing, they changed the figure of 
Moses and – as I shall explain briefly – as a further consequence, also that of 
Christ.

6.5 Concluding observations: Paul’s definitive 
answer to the Corinthian sophists

Paul needs to confront the portraits of Moses current among Christian sophists 
at Corinth, designed as they are to compete with general Greek culture. There 
might be a justifiable apologetic concern behind those portraits. Yet, in Paul’s 
view, they are very dangerous inasmuch as they also – implicitly and perhaps 
only inadvertently – change the attitudes within the Christian communities with 
regard to the importance of outward, rhetorical competence and bodily, physical 
strength and performance. For this reason, it is vital for Paul to discuss Moses’ 
glory after his descent from Mount Sinai as narrated in Exod 34. As we have 
seen, this passage is discussed right in the middle of anti-sophistic polemics in 
2 Cor and evolves from Paul’s reference to letters of recommendation, a sophis-
tic practice which has been adopted to recommend powerful rhetoricians to other 
Christian communities.

Because of this, Paul’s view of Moses differs significantly from those of 
both Philo and Josephus. According to Philo, Moses’ spiritual growth in mind 

21 Cf. Georgi 1987, 257; cf. 126, 133.
22 Georgi 1987, 257–8.



336 Chapter 6: Paul’s Anti-Sophistic Interpretation of Moses’ Shining Face

and soul is reflected in his body. It affects his outward condition; Moses in-
creases in strength ( ) and well-being (  (De vita Mosis 2.69). Paul, 
on the contrary, denies that strength and physical well-being are the result of 
spiritual metamorphosis. Similarly, where Josephus emphasizes the ongoing 
strength of Moses’ writings – ‘to this very day the writings left by Moses (

 have such power ( ) that even 
our enemies admit that our constitution was established by God himself, through 
the agency of Moses and of his merits’ (Jew. Ant. 3.322) – Paul highlights their 
possible relative obscurity. He points out that ‘to this very day, when they [the 
people of Israel] hear the reading of the old covenant, that same veil’ – which 
keeps them ‘from gazing at the end of the glory that was being set aside’ (3.13) – 
‘is still there, since only in Christ is it set aside. Indeed, to this very day when-
ever Moses is read, a veil lies over their minds’ (2 Cor 3.14–15). Paul needs to 
qualify the glory and strength of Moses (and his writings) because he fears their 
shortcomings and temporariness are being overlooked.

Paul not only criticizes his opponents’ image of Moses. It is clear that their 
portrayal of Moses also has consequences for their view on Jesus. Georgi has 
already paid attention to the opponents’ false Christology in this respect.23 Al-
though Georgi is right about the Christological nature of Paul’s controversy 
with his opponents, which resulted from a theios anēr-interpretation of Moses, 
we need Winter’s analysis if we are to be more specific about the identity of 
these opponents. They are not just protagonists of a theios anēr-movement; their 
views, as is evident from 1–2 Cor, have clearly sophistic overtones. It is against 
this background that Paul emphatically denies, in 2 Cor 5.16, that their claim 
about the character of the historical Jesus is correct: 

– ‘From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a 
human point of view; even though we once knew Christ from a human point of 
view, we know him no longer in that way’. And in 2 Cor 11 he asserts that their 
gospel is a different gospel because their Jesus is a different Jesus:

For if someone comes and proclaims another Jesus than the one we proclaimed (
), or if you re-

ceive a different spirit from the one you received, or a different gospel from the one 
you accepted, you submit to it readily enough. I think that I am not in the least infe-
rior to these super-apostles. I may be untrained in speech, but not in knowledge (

. (2 Cor 11.4–6)

This passage shows that the opponents’ view on, and proclamation of Jesus (4.4) 
have to do with their stress on being not ‘untrained in speech’ (4.6 a). Their image 
of Jesus and of Moses would have been very similar, highlighting these figures’ 
powerful rhetorical performance.

23 Georgi 1987, 271–7, 278.
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In some ways, their theios anēr-type of Christology might be reflected in 
Josephus’ testimony of Jesus (Jew. Ant. 18.63–64).24 This passage, in portraying 
Jesus as ‘a wise man, if indeed one ought to call him a man’ (

) stops short of calling him a theios anēr, a divine man. 
Yet the phrase ‘if indeed one ought to call him a man’ seems to imply this mean-
ing. In this sense, this characterization of Jesus comes very close to Josephus’ 
explicit depiction of Moses as a theios anēr. As we have already seen, Josephus 
claims that if his anti-Jewish opponents would but spare a moment, they would 
be able ‘to discover that [Moses] is a divine man’ (Jew. Ant. 3.179–180) and that 
indeed the Egyptians did regard ‘that man as remarkable, indeed divine’ (Against 
Apion 1.279).

Although it initially seems remarkable that Josephus should depict Jesus in 
the same way as he depicted Moses, against the background of the contemporary 
interest in theioi andres, divine men, this assertion becomes less astounding. This 
part of Josephus’ testimony of Jesus might well be authentic insofar as it gives 
a theios anēr-interpretation of Jesus, who ‘wrought surprising feats and was a 
teacher of such people as accept the truth gladly’ (

; 18.63). This 
portrayal of a powerful and rhetorically skilled Jesus, a wise, divine man, may 
well have been very similar to the Christology of Paul’s opponents in Corinth; 
we know that, at least from an outside perspective, some pagans viewed Jesus as 
a sophist, albeit a crucified, i. e. unsuccessful one (Lucian, De morte Peregrini 
13). Although Paul is convinced that the heavenly Christ, the second Adam, pos-
sesses full glory, he has a very different understanding of the earthly Jesus. This 
Jesus, according to Paul, defies description in the sophistic language of powerful 
strength, physiognomic perfection and competitive glory.

In a very philosophical way, Paul counters his opponents’ emphasis on rheto-
ric with the claim that, although untrained in speech, he possesses knowledge 
(2 Cor 11.6 b). To strengthen his case, he also deliberately resorts to the Platonic 
notion of the inner man in his criticism of his opponents. This notion of  
or  is found in Plato’s Republic (589 a). We shall study the 
notion of the inner man in full detail in § 7.2 below. Here I wish to highlight 
that Paul’s application of this notion, following his criticism of the sophists’ 
stress on outward performance, seems deliberately chosen. For the sophists, 
such an inner being was altogether unimportant. As T. Whitmarsh emphasizes, 
‘Identity was not an inner being fixed inside the sophist: it was, rather, linked 
to his public persona, and shifted with his fortunes’.25 Paul’s use of the Pla-
tonic notion of the inner man is the logical next step, then, in his debate with 

24 On the question of the authenticity of Josephus’ testimony, see, among others, Whealey 
2003; see also Mason 2003, 225–36.

25 Whitmarsh 2005, 34 (italics mine).
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the Corinthian sophists.26 Paul applies it in the following manner. Whereas his 
Corinthian opponents sell the word of God by retail (2 Cor 2.17), Paul stresses 
the need to experience an inward transformation which affects the inner man 
and puts him through a process of a steady, glorious growth by which he is 
gradually transformed into, or in accordance with, the image of God, Christ 
(2 Cor 3.18–4.4; 4.16).27 In marked contrast with a sophisticizing emphasis on 
Moses’ bodily well-being, Paul holds the view that the condition of the out-
ward man is altogether irrelevant. The outward man is wasting away, whereas 
only the inner man is being progressively renewed: ‘Even though our outer 
man is wasting away, our inner man is being renewed day by day’ – 

(2 Cor 4.16).
This progressive renewal of the inner man is synonymous with man’s transfor-

mation into, or in accordance with, God’s , Christ. Christ is portrayed here 
as Adam, the second Adam that is. Already in 1 Cor, Paul has designated man 
as being the ‘image ( ) and glory (  of God’: 

(1 Cor 11.7), and has explained that ‘Just as we have borne the image 
( ) of the man of dust, we will also bear the image ( ) of the man of 
heaven’ (1 Cor 15.49). As we learn from 2 Cor, this bearing of the image of the 
second Adam is not only an eschatological event, but rather involves a transfor-
mational process in the present, based on transformation into the image of Christ 
in his capacity as the heavenly man (2 Cor 3.18–4.4). The glory of this Christ 
(2 Cor 3.18, 4.4), thus, is the glory of the second Adam, just as the first Adam 
was God’s image and glory (1 Cor 11.7).

This notion of the glory of Adam reminds us of the importance of this notion 
in the Dead Sea Scrolls (see § 1.1.3 above). The language of Adam, whom God 
‘fashioned in the likeness of [his] glory’ and destined to ‘walk in a land of glory’ 
(4Q504 frag. 8 4–7), is applied to the members of the Qumran community: ‘to 
them shall belong all the glory of Adam’ (1QS 4.23; cf. CD-A 3.20, 1QHa 4.15). 
Adam’s glory is being re-established in their community. Something similar is 
happening in the Christian community, according to 2 Cor 3–4. If people con-
vert to Christ, the second Adam, and reflect his glory (2 Cor 3.16, 18; 4.4), they 
experience a transformation , ‘from one degree of glory to 
another’ (2 Cor 3.18).

Despite this similarity between Paul and the Dead Sea Scrolls, Paul is differ-
ent, in that he moves beyond the Jewish terminology of the image or likeness of 
God and the glory of (the second) Adam. In the course of 2 Cor 3–4, the language 
of image ( ) is supplemented with the notion of the , the 

26 This has not been noted by Winter 2002, perhaps mainly because he focuses on 1 Cor. 
Paul’s criticism of the sophists and his resort to the Platonic notion of the inner man supplement 
one another very effectively and reveal Paul’s full strategy.

27 Cf. Nguyen 2008.
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inner man: man’s transformation into the  of the second Adam, the heav-
enly  (1 Cor 15.47–49), results directly in a gradual and progressive 
renewal of the inner  (2 Cor 4.16). In this way, Paul recasts the Jewish 
terminology of the image of God in terms of a Platonic anthropology.28 To his 
sophistic opponents, Paul admits that the wasting away of the outer man causes 
affliction, but only momentarily as the growth of the inner man prepares him for 
‘an eternal weight of glory ( ) beyond all measure’ (2 Cor 
4.17). This eternal glory is the final outcome of the steadily increasing glory 
which results from man’s metamorphosis into the  of the second Adam; it 
is his glory into which man is changed.

If this lasting glory of the second Adam is contrasted with the transitory glory 
of Moses, Paul’s thinking very much resembles the kind of Moses-Adam polem-
ics present in 2 Enoch.29 In this writing, Enoch, appearing before the face of God 
in the highest heaven, is extracted from his earthly clothing and dressed in the 
clothes of God’s glory (22.8), similar to that of the angels (22.10) and the glori-
ous figure of Adam (30.10–11). In the understanding of the author of 2 Enoch, 
Enoch’s newly achieved glory competes with that of Moses. This becomes clear 
from what happens when Enoch is sent back to earth after completing his tran-
scriptions from God’s heavenly books of wisdom (22.11), which Enoch is to re-
veal to mankind (33.5, 8; 47.2; 48.6–7). God calls one of the senior angels and 
orders him to chill Enoch’s face with ice, because, God tells Enoch, ‘if your face 
had not been chilled here, no human being would be able to look at your face’ 
(37.2). This clearly recalls the setting of Exod 34.30 In this way, the author of 
2 Enoch contrasts the figures of Moses and Enoch, as well as their respective 
revelations. Whereas Moses needs to veil his head to cover his glory, the heat of 
Enoch’s Adam-like glory is cooled down by an angel.

A similar antithesis is clearly discernible in 2 Cor 3–4 in the antagonism be-
tween Moses’ transient glory, misunderstood and overrated by Paul’s Corinthian 
sophistic opponents, and the true, permanent glory of the second Adam. Paul’s op-
ponents seem to have found the portrayal of Moses’ glory in Exod 34 very apt for 
their apologetic purposes. For this reason Paul has to focus at length on Exod 34; 
this chapter is pivotal for a glorious interpretation of Moses. Involved in a compe-
tition with sophistic outsiders, as they sold their wares at the religio-philosophical 
market of Antiquity, Paul’s opponents overemphasized Moses’ strength and bodily 
well-being. It is this picture which Paul sets out to rebalance. He does so by devel-
oping an anthropology which emphasizes the importance of the inner man.

28 After this turn at the end of 2 Cor 4 in 4.16, Paul’s anthropology and eschatology in 2 Cor 
5.1–10 are thoroughly Hellenistic, according to Peres 2003, § IV.2.2.3, 155–62; and Vogel 
2006.

29 I owe this suggestion to Dr Andrei Orlov. On Adam-Moses polemics, see Orlov 2005, 
chaps 5 and 6, esp. 279–83 and 289–91; Orlov 2007, 327–43; and Bunta 2007.

30 Cf. Orlov 2005, 289–90.



Chapter 7

The Renewal of the ‘Discredited 
Mind’ Through Metamorphosis: Paul’s 
Universalist Anthropology in Romans

Introduction

As we have seen in chap. 6, in his Corinthian correspondence Paul develops his 
anthropology of the inner man. In the context of 1–2 Cor this anthropology ac-
quires anti-sophistic features. It is sophistic rhetoric, with its emphasis on out-
ward performance and physiognomy, which is to be countered by an anthropol-
ogy which focuses instead on man’s inner being, which is strengthened through 
a metamorphosis in accordance with the image of God. After the conclusion of 
his correspondence with Corinth as we know it, Paul moves to Corinth for a final 
stay before returning to Jerusalem.

During that final stay in Corinth, Paul conceived his letter to the Romans, and 
in this letter he continues to write about the metamorphosis within the inner man. 
As I shall show, he develops his anthropology of the inner man further, but now 
in a different context. No longer is sophism the main target of his letter, but rather 
the ethnic tensions between Jews and former pagans within the Christian com-
munity of Rome, and their complex relations with non-Christian Judaism.

As I shall argue in § 7.1, the tensions between the synagogue and the Chris-
tian community date back to at least 49 AD, when these tensions reached a cli-
max and resulted in Claudius’ expulsion of the Jews, both Christian and non-
Christian, from Rome. When these Jews were allowed to return after Claudius’ 
death in 54 AD, the tensions reappeared but were now supplemented with inner-
Christian tensions as the ex-pagan Christians and the Jewish Christians within 
the Christian community now entered into a difficult process of adjustment, 
since the ex-pagan Christians at Rome had dominated the Christian community 
for the past five years.

In this context, which differs notably from the Corinthian setting, Paul again 
applies his anthropology of the inner man, and now presents it not to combat 
sophism but to offer a universalist approach which transcends the ethnic ten-
sions in which Christians in Rome were involved. He does so by offering an 
entire history of the distortion and possible renewal of the human mind ( ). 
In Romans 1–3, Paul criticizes the ethnic positions of the (Christian) Jews and 
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the (ex-)pagans. We shall focus on Romans 1 where Paul explains, to the former 
pagans who now form the majority in the Christian community, that the human 
mind, which first acknowledged the existence of the one God (Rom 1.20: …

, 
became distorted through the decline of the original monotheistic and aniconic 
religion when

they became futile in their thinking ( ), 
and their senseless minds were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became fools 
( ); and they exchanged the glory of the im-
mortal God for the likeness of an image of a mortal human being (

) or birds 
or four-footed animals or reptiles. (Rom 1.21–23)

Man started to worship multiple gods, who were represented by images. In this 
way the human mind deteriorated into a debased, discredited mind:

Since they did not think fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased 
mind and to things that should not be done: 

. (Rom 1.28)

They did not think fit ( ), hence refused, to hold God in recog-
nition (  and were delivered , to 
their own unsatisfactory and discredited mind. This we shall study in § 7.1.

However, the , the ‘unsatisfactory, discredited mind’, as Paul 
claims in his universalist anthropology, can be renewed in a religion which is to 
be characterized as a logical form of worshipping God, a  (Rom 
12.1). In this religion, which is universalist and accessible for all ethnic groups, 
Jews and Greeks alike (see Rom 1.16, 2.10), the renewal of one’s debased mind 
takes place. The readers are exhorted to experience a metamorphosis through the 
renewal of the mind, so that their renewed mind is again able – because it is no 
longer an , a discredited mind – …

, to discern the will of God:

– Be transformed by the renewing 
of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and ac-
ceptable and perfect. (Rom 12.2)

The beginning of this process of metamorphosis is signalled in Romans 6 and 
takes place when man, through baptism, grows together with what is similar to 
Christ’s death and resurrection (Rom 6.5). This has already been described in 
detail in § 2.4.2 above, on the homoiōma between Christians and Christ. This 
anthropology of assimilation to Christ dominates Romans 6–8 and culminates, 
near the end of Romans 8, in Paul’s statement that, through this process, man 
becomes of the same form as the image of Christ (Rom 8.29). Romans 6–8 con-
stitutes a unit in which Paul develops his view on man’s restoration, having out-
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lined the decline of man’s mind in Romans 1; it fits into the letter’s composition 
in the following way.

The first chapter of Romans introduces a section which spans Romans 1–3, in 
which Paul focuses on the decline and / or malfunction of both pagan and Jewish 
religion. After that, in Romans 4, Paul reflects on the figure of Abraham, but it 
is not until he introduces the figure of Adam in Romans 5 that he has sufficient 
grounding for his universalist anthropology, which he develops in Romans 6–8. 
This universalist approach seeks to overcome the ethnic divisions between pa-
gans and Jews within the Christian community. Central to Paul’s paving the way 
for Romans 6–8 is the depiction of Christ as the second Adam, of which the first 
Adam is a , a prototype which already points to the second Adam (Rom 
5.12–14). Here Paul introduces the kind of Adam Christology which he has al-
ready expressed in 1 Cor 15.45–49, when he distinguishes the first Adam, the 
man from the earth, from the second Adam, the man from heaven. If Adam I is 
the historical prototype of mankind so far, Adam II is depicted as the ideal type 
of man from heaven, a heavenly model on which man can be recast.

Having introduced this antithesis between Adam I and II in Romans 5.12–21, 
Paul now opens his extensive anthropological section which runs from Romans 
6–8. Man can be assimilated to Adam II by growing together with the likeness of 
his death and resurrection. This unit of Romans 6–8 will be explored in § 7.2.

First, in § 7.2.1, I shall summarize the findings of § 2.4.2 above about the 
assimilation of Christians to Christ in baptism (Romans 6). Subsequently, in 
§ 7.2.2, I shall explore some of the anthropological terms used in Romans 6–7, 
notably those of mind and inner man. In order to describe how assimilation to 
Christ takes place in man, Paul gives a detailed geography of man. This geogra-
phy seems to be essentially trichotomic, distinguishing between mind (or inner 
man), soul, and body, as we have already seen in chap. 5, but as is now further 
confirmed. In this geography, the term ‘inner man’, already used previously in 
Paul’s Corinthian anthropology (2 Cor 4.16), seems to take an important place. 
We look first at the history of this term in Graeco-Roman literature before mov-
ing on, in § 7.2.3, to assess its meaning in the context of Rom 7.22 and to ex-
plore the close similarity between Paul and a Platonic thinker such as Plotinus. In 
§ 7.2.4 I shall give a summarizing overview of Paul’s geography of good and evil 
in man, and also locate, within this geography, the movement which is implied in 
Paul’s notion of the summorphōsis of man with the image of God (Rom 8.29).

In § 7.3, finally, we shall study the ultimate outcome of the formation of Paul’s 
anthropology. Having developed a universalist anthropology of this kind in Ro-
mans 6–8, through which both Christian Jews and ex-pagan Christians can be 
fully united, Paul seems to be faced with the question of how one ought to re-
late to the non-Christian Jews in the synagogue (Romans 9–11), just as later the 
question arises of how to relate to the pagan State (Romans 13). Straight after the 
intermezzo of Romans 9–11, Paul returns to a definition of the Christian religion 
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which allows the renewal of man’s debased, discredited mind. According to Rom 
12.1–2, the mind, through the assimilation to Christ described in Romans 6–8, 
is again enabled to ‘discern what is the will of God, what is good and accept-
able and perfect’. In this way the assimilation to Christ and the summorphōsis 
with his image are characterized as a thoroughly ethical process, exactly as as-
similation to God is in Platonic doctrine (cf. § 2.2 above). With the definition of 
the Christian religion as the logical form of worship of God, through which the 
mind is transformed and renewed, the development of Paul’s ‘(trans)morphic 
anthropology’ reaches its climax.

Already working with a trichotomic anthropology in 1 Thess, in tune with 
other Jews such as Philo and Josephus (see chap. 5 above), it is in the sophistic 
atmosphere of Corinth that Paul experiences the need to develop this anthropol-
ogy further and stress man’s inner life and striving for truth as opposed to the out-
ward performance of the sophists (see chaps 4, 5, 6). The ethnic tensions within 
the Christian community in Rome, finally, lead him to develop it further into a 
universalist anthropology with strongly ethical overtones.

7.1 Pagan and Jewish monotheism according 
to Varro, Plutarch, and Paul: The aniconic, 

monotheistic beginnings of Rome’s pagan cult 
– Romans 1.19–25 in a Roman context

In the opening to his letter to the Romans, Paul argues that current pagan think-
ing in Rome and elsewhere in the Graeco-Roman world is a distortion of an ani-
conic and monotheistic religion, originally shared by all. As we shall see, the no-
tion of a monotheistic past particularly resonates with an audience in Rome. By 
differentiating between the golden age of Roman religion and current practice, 
Paul presents his own religion as a ‘logical [i. e. non-ritualistic] form of worship’ 
(Rom 12.1–2; cf. 9.4) which restores the ideal. In this way, by invoking the au-
thority of a respectable pagan monotheism in the past, Paul seeks to undermine 
current polytheistic thinking.1 At the same time, his approach renders Jewish 
monotheism less exclusive, as it is not without pagan analogies. This seems to be 
Paul’s double strategy, as in his letter he aims to reduce tensions between Jews 
and former pagans within the Christian communities at Rome.

These tensions were the result of the fact that for the past five years the pagan 
converts to what we label ‘Christianity’ in Rome had been without the fellowship 
of their Christian Jews. The latter, together with the non-Christian Jews from the 
synagogue, had suffered expulsion by Claudius who, according to Suetonius, 

1 On pagan monotheism, see Athanassiadi & Frede 1999, and esp. Frede 1999. On the issue 
of pagan monotheism, see also Mitchell & Van Nuffelen 2009 a and 2009 b.
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had expelled the Jews from Rome because they ‘constantly made disturbances 
at the instigation of Chrestus’ [i. e. of ‘Christus’, Christ] (Claudius 25.4). As this 
had happened in 49 AD, over these five years the ex-pagan Christians had begun 
to develop a Christian identity separate from the Jewish Christians. When the 
former exiles (both non-Christian and Christian Jews) started to return to Rome 
after Claudius’ death (54 AD),2 and Christian Jews again met their ex-pagan co-
religionists, tensions arose, which Paul set out to address in his letter. His answer 
to these challenges is not simply to bolster the Jewish monotheistic identity of 
the returning Christian Jews, but to point at the pagans’ own distant monotheis-
tic golden age. Paul tries to build common ground between the Jews and pagans 
which lies not in Jewish monotheism, but in monotheism as such. It is not sur-
prising then that Paul sketches the outlines of this monotheism not by reference 
to the Jewish scriptures but with the aid of general Greek philosophy.

7.1.1 Paul

Although Paul broadens the scope of monotheism beyond Judaism, he is very 
critical of contemporary paganism because it deviates from original monothe-
ism. The conduct of pagan polytheists is clearly ‘indefensible’ to him.

For what can be known about God ( ) is plain to them, because 
God has shown it to them. Ever since the creation of the world his eternal power and 
divine nature, invisible though they are, have been understood and seen through the 
things he has made ( –

– . So they are without excuse; for though they knew God 
( ), they did not honour him as God or give thanks to him, but they 
became futile in their thinking ( ), and 
their senseless minds (  were darkened. (Rom 1.19–21)

Although German protestant scholarship has been very reluctant to grant that 
Paul employs Greek natural theology, this is beyond question for those trained 
in ancient philosophy. Anglo-American biblical scholars have pointed out this 
prejudice among German and German-influenced continental scholars. Com-
menting on Rom 1.19–20, Dunn, for instance, states unequivocally:

Also clear is the fact that some sort of natural theology is involved here. (…) we still 
have to speak of a “natural theology” – that is here, of a revelation of God through the 
cosmos, to humankind as a whole, and operative since the creation of the cosmos. (…) 
Paul is trading upon (…) the Greek (…) understanding of an invisible realm of real-
ity, invisible to sense perception, which can be known only through the rational power 
of the mind. (…) it is scarcely possible that Paul did not intend his readers to think in 
terms of some kind of rational perception of the fuller reality in and behind the created 
cosmos. (…) the extent to which Paul was prepared to build his argument on what was 

2 Cf. the fate of Aquilla and Prisca / Priscilla according to Acts 18.2, 18, 26; 1 Cor 16.19; 
and Rom 16.3.
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not a traditional Jewish world-view (…) reveals a breadth and a boldness in his apolo-
getic strategy.3

Paul is not the first in Judaism to employ this Greek mode of thinking. As is 
generally acknowledged, the beginning of Romans much resembles the Jewish-
Hellenistic work entitled The Wisdom of Solomon. In this first-century BC writ-
ing, which was included in the Septuagint, the author develops a similar line of 
thought:

For all people who were ignorant of God were foolish by nature; and they were 
unable from the good things that are seen to know the one who exists (

, nor did they recognize the ar-
tisan while paying heed to his works (

); but they supposed that either fire or wind or swift air, or the circle 
of the stars, or turbulent water, or the luminaries of heaven were the gods that rule 
the world. If through delight in the beauty of these things people assumed them to 
be gods, let them know how much better than these is their Lord, for the author of 
beauty ( ) created them. And if people were amazed at 
their power and working ( ), let them perceive 
from them how much more powerful is the one who formed them. For from the great-
ness and beauty of created things comes a corresponding perception of their Crea-
tor (

. (Wisd. Sol. 13.1–5)

The author clearly shows himself dependent on Greek philosophy.4 Especially 
the last line, that ‘from the greatness and beauty of created things their Creator 
can be perceived by way of analogy ( )’ shows the author’s acquaint-
ance with Greek terminology.5 In a similar way, Alcinous argues in his Handbook 
of Platonism: ‘The second way of conceiving God is that of analogy, as follows: 
the sun is to vision and to visible objects (it is not itself sight, but provides vi-
sion to sight and visibility to its objects) as the primal intellect is to the power 
of intellection in the soul and to its objects; for it is not the power of intellection 
itself, but provides intellection to it and intelligibility to its objects, illuminating 
the truth contained in them’ (10.5, 165.20–26; trans. Dillon).

Both Paul and the author of The Wisdom of Solomon appear to be well-versed 
in the Greek, mainly Platonic and Stoic discussions of ‘intelligent design’ in 

3 Dunn 1988, 56–8. Cf. also Fitzmyer 1992, 274: ‘some commentators have subconsciously 
reacted by denying the capability of the human mind to attain some knowledge of God. As a 
result, they have taken refuge in a form of fideism. In doing so, they have been reluctant to 
admit what Paul himself actually says about natural theology; they deny that God makes himself 
known in any other manner than in Christ’. These commentators are particularly found among 
the adherents of Luther and Barth. See Wilckens 1978, 118–21.

4 On this dependence, see in detail Kepper 1999, 170–87; Larcher 1985, 748–67; Winston 
1979, 247–57; Gilbert 1973, 13–35; Reese 1970, 50–62; Lange 1936, 293–302.

5 See further Reese 1970, 56–8; Winston 1979, 252–3; Gilbert 1973, 25–30; Larcher 1985, 
763–4; Kepper 1999, 179–185.
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which the existence of the one God is deduced from physical reality. For the 
present purpose it is not necessary to follow these traditions in detail,6 nor to 
focus on the heated discussions between Platonists and Stoics on the one hand, 
and Atomists, Materialists and Epicureans on the other.7 Paul and the author of 
The Wisdom of Solomon should be read in this context.8 In contrast with Graeco-
Roman philosophers, however, the two Jews are far more critical of the practice 
of worshipping images. Although we shall see that Greek philosophers also criti-
cized this popular custom, they never exhibit the same outspokenness as Paul 
and the author of The Wisdom of Solomon. After some initial doubts, the latter 
eventually draws firm conclusions about those who fail to deduce the Creator 
from the created things:

Yet these people are little to be blamed, for perhaps they go astray while seeking God 
and desiring to find him. For while they live among his works, they keep searching, 
and they trust in what they see, because the things that are seen are beautiful. Yet 
again, not even they are to be excused; for if they had the power to know so much 
that they could investigate the world, how did they fail to find sooner the Lord of 
these things? But miserable, with their hopes set on dead things, are those who give 
the name ‘gods’ to the works of human hands, gold and silver fashioned with skill, 
and likenesses of animals, or a useless stone, the work of an ancient hand. (Wisd. Sol. 
13.6–10; cf. 13.2 and 13.11–15.19)

Those who worship images are inexcusable. Paul reaches the same conclusions. 
Those who know God with the eye of reason but have refused to honour him as 
God became fools:

Claiming to be wise, they became fools ( ); 
and they exchanged the glory of the immortal God for the likeness of an image 
( ) of a mortal 
human being or birds or four-footed animals or reptiles. (…) they exchanged the truth 
about God for a lie (  and 
worshipped and served the creature rather than the Creator (

. (Rom 1.22–23, 25)

Although Paul and the author of The Wisdom of Solomon venture the same 
Jewish criticism against images, there is nevertheless an important difference. 
Whereas the author of The Wisdom of Solomon simply describes the pagans as 
they are (and presumably always have been), Paul, in his description, stresses the 
fact that the pagans have fallen away from their original knowledge of the one 

6 On ‘intelligent design’ theories in ancient philosophy, see Pease 1941 and Theiler 1965.
7 Excellent, detailed descriptions by Furley 1999; Mansfeld 1999; Gerson 1990; Irwin 1989 

(see Index s. v. ‘design, cosmic’).
8 For parallels between Paul and Graeco-Roman philosophy, see also Neuer Wettstein, 

vol. 2.1 (1996), 13–21; detailed treatment of Greek philosophical background to Rom 1.20 also 
in Cook 1994. See also Guerra 1995, 49–52 and the commentaries on Romans, esp. Dunn 1988, 
56–9, 71 and Fitzmyer 1992, 272–4, 278–81.
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God, have changed the glory of the immortal God into an image (
) and have altered the 

truth of God into a lie ( . This 
clearly implies that Paul postulates an initial golden age of pure, intellectual wor-
ship of God without images. He sketches the development of pagan religion as 
a history of decline, drastically moving away from its original monotheistic and 
aniconic stance. Originally, the invisible God was visible to the eye of reason in 
the things he had made, but man has long since exchanged the glory of the im-
mortal God for human and animal images. Paul acknowledges that pagan reli-
gion started off well but suffered deterioration. This historiography is remarkably 
similar to that of the antiquarian of Roman religion, Varro.

7.1.2 Varro

(a) Varro on pure Roman religious beginnings

In his book Antiquitates Rerum Divinarum, Varro expresses his view that

for more than 170 years, the Romans of old worshipped the gods without an image. 
If this practice had remained down to the present day (…), the gods would have been 
worshipped with greater purity. (…) those who first set up images for the people both 
diminished reverence and increased error in their cities. (Frag. 18 Cardauns; Augus-
tine, The City of God 4.31)9

The pure, monotheistic era of 170 years mentioned by Varro represents the time-
span from the foundation of Rome in 753 BC, through the first kingship of Rom-
ulus, the following kingship of Numa up to the reign of Tarquinius Priscus, the 
fifth king of Rome (616–579 BC), who is reported to have started the building of 
the temple of Jupiter on the Capitoline.10 Varro clearly regards the initial period 
of Rome’s religion as aniconic and, for that reason, more pure than the subse-
quent phase of Rome’s religion when images were introduced.11 Although Varro 
is able to interpret images in a positive, allegorical way (frag. 225 Cardauns), 
the development from an aniconic to an iconic religion is seen as a decline of 
Rome’s religious golden age.

 9 Cf. further Augustine, The City of God 4.9: ‘Why has he [i. e. the one God] been treated 
so insultingly at Rome, and among other peoples also, by having an image erected to him? This 
fact displeased Varro so much that, though he was himself in thrall to the perverse customs of 
so great a city, he did not in the least hesitate to say and write that those who had set up images 
for the people had both diminished reverence and increased error’; 7.5: ‘you [Varro] once so-
berly judged that those who first set up images for the people diminished the reverence of their 
citizens and added error, and that the ancient Romans honoured the gods more purely when 
they were without images’.

10 Cf. O’Daly 1999, 93 n34; Cardauns 1976, vol. 2, 147, with reference to Pliny, Natural 
History 35.37 for the construction of the Capitoline temple.

11 On Varro’s aniconism, see Lehmann 1997, 182–93; Cancik & Cancik-Lindemaier 2001; 
Ross-Taylor 1931.
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By speaking of the first 170 years Varro also implies the importance of Numa, 
Rome’s legendary second king (715–673 BC), who was credited with the funda-
mental design of Rome’s public religion and instituted cults, rituals, priesthoods, 
and calendars (Ennius, Annales 113–119 Skutsch).12 As we shall see, it is Plu-
tarch who explicitly mentions Numa in connection with the religiously pure pe-
riod of 170 years. Varro, however, leaves Numa’s importance implicit, although 
he does refer to him in other fragments.13 In one of them, which was part of his 
Curio de cultu deorum, Varro relates the story of the books of Numa which had 
been buried with him14:

The plough turned up from the ground the king’s books, in which were written down 
the reasons for the sacred institutions. He [a certain Terentius] took these to the prae-
tor of the city. He, having perused the first part, referred so important a matter to the 
Senate. But when the leading senators had read some of the reasons given as to why 
each part of the sacred rites had been instituted, the Senate declared itself in agree-
ment with the dead Numa, and the assembled fathers, as religious men, required the 
praetor to burn those same books. (Cardauns 1976, vol. 1, 36, frag. III; Augustine, 
The City of God 7.34)15

Augustine, who preserved this passage, explains the books’ destruction by the 
fact ‘that the reasons for those rites (…) were not fit to become known’ because 
‘Numa Pompilius had attained to these secrets of the demons by an unlawful cu-
riosity’ (7.34).16 Augustine emphasizes, however, that this demonological inter-
pretation is his own: ‘Let each man believe as he sees fit; indeed, let every egre-
gious defender of such impiety say whatever mad contentiousness may suggest. 
For my part, it is enough to point out that …’ (7.34). As Cardauns has suggested, 
it is far more likely that Varro himself would have assumed that Numa’s books 
were destroyed because they revealed the philosophical, aniconic foundation of 
Rome’s original cults.17 It is Plutarch who stresses the philosophical nature of the 
contents of Numa’s books (Numa 22), but Cardauns is probably right that Varro 
already held this opinion, although he does not highlight Numa’s role in Rome’s 
primeval aniconic religion.

According to Varro, the reason for the decline of Roman religion was the in-
fluence of the poets:

12 On Numa’s religious reforms, see Hooker 1963; Scheid 1985.
13 Varro, Antiquitates Rerum Divinarum, frags 37–38 Cardauns. Varro, Curio de cultu deo-

rum, Cardauns 1976, vol. 1, 36, frags III–IV; vol. 1, 39–40, frag. B.
14 On Numa’s books, see Peglau 2000; Willi 1998; Rosen 1985.
15 Cf. the reports in Livy 40.29; Plutarch, Numa 22; and Pliny 13.84–87.
16 See further Cardauns 1976, vol. 1, 36, frag. IV = Augustine, The City of God 7.35: ‘Numa 

himself (…) was compelled to practise hydromancy, and saw in the water the images of gods, 
or, rather, the mocking images of demons, from whom he heard what rites he should establish 
and observe’.

17 Cardauns 1960, 27; cf. Hagendahl 1967, vol. 2, 618–19.
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People are on the whole more inclined to follow the poets than the natural philoso-
phers in their beliefs concerning the genealogies of the gods. (Frag. 19 Cardauns; 
Augustine, The City of God 4.32)18

The deterioration of Rome’s religion is due to the poets. Their role is contrasted 
with that of the natural philosophers (physici). Here one catches a glimpse of the 
distinction Varro makes between ‘physical theology’, ‘mythological theology’ 
and ‘civic theology’ (frags 7–11 Cardauns; Augustine, The City of God 6.5–6). 
O’Daly briefly summarizes these three types of theology:

The ‘genus mythicon’ is found in myth and especially in literature. It is anthropo-
morphic in tendency. The ‘genus civile’ has to do with worship rites, and sacrifices: it 
enshrines the beliefs to which Varro does not subscribe, but whose [social] utility he 
commends. The ‘genus physicon’ is philosophical, and deals with the origins, identity, 
and nature of the gods in a speculative and often controversial way: but it is more ap-
propriate to a school than to the public arena (6.5). Yet Varro approves of this third kind 
of discourse.19

In his regret that ‘people are on the whole more inclined to follow the poets than 
the natural philosophers’, Varro indeed expresses his own preference for natural 
philosophy. For this reason, in Augustine’s words,

It is not by his own judgment that he follows the institutions established by the city 
of Rome. For he does not hesitate to confess that, if he were founding the city anew, 
he would consecrate the gods, and give them names, according to the principles of 
nature (ex naturae potius formula) rather than following what is done now. As it is, 
however, finding himself among a people already ancient, he says that he must adhere 
to the names and titles of the gods traditionally received from antiquity, and that the 
purpose of his writing and study is to encourage people to worship the gods rather 
than to despise them. (Frag. 12 Cardauns; Augustine, The City of God 4.31)20

Ideally speaking, religion should be physical, defined ‘according to the princi-
ples of nature’. Yet, the Roman religion no longer accords with the ideal type 
of theology, since it has deteriorated. This ideal, physical theology consists of a 
monotheistic understanding of God as the ‘soul of the world’:

The only men who have truly understood what God is are those who have believed 
Him to be the soul of the world, governing it by movement and reason. (Frag. 13 
Cardauns; Augustine, The City of God 4.31)

This one God is Jupiter, ‘the king of all the gods and goddesses’ (frag. 14 
Cardauns; Augustine, The City of God 4.9), ‘the supreme God’, as Augustine 

18 Cf. Augustine, The City of God 6.6; and 6.1.
19 O’Daly 1999, 103. Cf. also Hagendahl 1967, vol. 2, 610–17. On this theologia tripertita 

in Varro, Augustine and others, and its traces in Rom 1.18–25, see also Klauck 2007.
20 Cf. Augustine, The City of God 6.4: ‘if he were himself founding a new city, he would 

have written according to the rule of nature, but since he found himself to be a member of an 
old one, he could do nothing but follow its custom’.
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interprets Varro (The City of God 19.22). Although identified as ‘Jupiter’, the 
name of the supreme God is unimportant to Varro21:

Varro believes that he [i. e. Jupiter] is worshipped, though called by another name, 
even by those who worship one God only, without an image. (Frag. 15 Cardauns; 
Augustine, The City of God 4.9)

Although Persians, Scythians and others were believed to have aniconic cults,22 
Varro also points to the Jews as a present-day example of those who, unlike the 
Romans, have preserved their pure, original religion and ‘worship one God only, 
without an image’. Varro’s estimation of Jewish monotheism will be treated in 
detail in the next section.

(b) Varro on the Jews

In the fragment in which he praises the purity of aniconic religion, from which 
Rome had lapsed after 170 years, Varro also refers to the Jews:

For more than 170 years, the Romans of old worshipped the gods without an image. 
‘If this practice had remained down to the present day’, he [Varro] says, ‘the gods 
would have been worshipped with greater purity’ (castius dii observarentur). In sup-
port of this opinion, he cites, among other things, the testimony of the Jewish nation. 
(Frag. 18 Cardauns; Augustine, The City of God 4.31)

The Jews are referred to as a present-day example of pure, uncontaminated ani-
conic religion. As we shall see presently, Varro’s high estimation of the Jews 
was already preceded by that of philosophers before him, and others followed 
suit. The Jews are also mentioned in other passages in Varro. He identifies the 
God of the Jews as ‘Jupiter’23, but also gives his name as ‘Iao’, the Greek form 
of ‘Yahweh’.24 It was the aniconic religion directed towards this god that Varro 

21 On the issue of the interchangeability of the name of the supreme God according to ancient 
philosophers, see Celsus apud Origen, Against Celsus. 5.41 and Van den Berg 2006.

22 Cf. Cardauns 1976, vol. 2, 146: ‘bildloser Kult bei Persern, Skythen, Serern und anderen: 
Herod. 1.131 und 4.59; Strabo 15C 732; Celsus ap. Orig. 7.62 (zit. Heraklit VS 22 B5); Dino 
ap. Clem. Alex. Protr. 5 p. 65.1; Diog. Laertius prooem. 6 und 9; Cic. Rep. 3.14; Tac. Germ. 9. 
Zur Literatur vgl. fr. 18’.

23 Frag. 16 Cardauns; Augustine, Harmony of the Gospels 1.22.30, 31, 42: ‘Varro (…) 
thought that the God of the Jews was Jupiter (…); when he observed that the Jews worshipped 
the supreme God, he could not think of any object under that title other than Jupiter himself. 
(…) but we revere that Jupiter of whom Maro says that ‘All things are full of Jove’ [Vergil, 
Eclogues 3.5.60], that is to say, the spirit of life that vivifies all things. It is not without some 
reason, therefore, that Varro thought that Jove was worshipped by the Jews’.

24 Frag. 17 Cardauns = Lydus, De mensibus 4.54. Apart from Varro, in the first century BC 
Diodorus Siculus, too, gives the Jewish God’s name as ‘Iao’ (Diodorus, Library of History 
1.94.1–2; Stern, No. 58). To judge from the surviving evidence, Varro and Diodorus are the first 
Graeco-Roman authors to mention ‘Iao’. On Graeco-Roman views on the name and identity of 
the Jewish God, see, extensively, Van Kooten 2006 a. 
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praised. In this he followed philosophers like Theophrastus and Hecataeus of 
Abdera before him.

Theophrastus is only in part a precursor to Varro. He characterizes the Jews 
as ‘philosophers by race’ because of their behaviour during sacrifices, but says 
nothing of their aniconic cult:

During this whole time, being philosophers by race, they converse with each other 
about the deity, and at night-time they make observations of the stars, gazing at them 
and calling on God by prayer. (Theophrastus [372–288/7 BC] apud Porphyry, On 
Abstinence 2.26; Stern, No. 4)

A full concurrence with Varro is exhibited by Hecataeus of Abdera (c.300 BC). 
Commenting on the figure of Moses, Hecataeus portrays the cult which Moses 
established as aniconic:

Moses, outstanding both for his wisdom and his courage (…) established the tem-
ple that they hold in chief veneration, instituted their forms of worship and ritual, 
drew up their laws and ordered their political institutions. (…) But he had no images 
whatsoever of the gods made for them, being of the opinion that God is not in human 
form; rather the Heaven that surrounds the earth is alone divine, and rules the uni-
verse. (Hecataeus of Abdera [c.300 BC] apud Diodorus Siculus, Library of History 
40.3.1–4; Stern, No. 11)

This passage from Hecataeus shows that Varro was not the first to appreciate the 
Jews for their aniconic and monotheistic cult. In the past, scholars have also re-
ferred to Posidonius as a forerunner of Varro, but the Posidonian origins of the 
passages in Strabo and Tacitus adduced to this end are not conclusive. I shall 
therefore ascribe them to Strabo and Tacitus themselves and treat them below. 
Nevertheless, it is clear that Varro formed part of a tradition of authors who were 
favourable towards Jewish aniconic and monotheistic cult.

One of the most important representatives of the tradition after Varro is Strabo. 
As I have just briefly indicated, there seem to be no grounds to assume that Strabo 
is dependent on Posidonius. According to Strabo, again in a passage on Moses,

Moses (…) was accompanied by many people who worshipped the Divine Being (
). For he said, and taught, that the Egyptians were mistaken in representing the 

Divine Being by the images of beast and cattle (…); and that the Greeks were also 
wrong in modelling gods in human form. For, according to him, God is this one thing 
alone that encompasses us all and encompasses land and sea – the thing which we 
call heaven, or universe, or the nature of all that exists ( ). 
What man, then, if he has sense, could be bold enough to fabricate an image of God 
resembling any creature amongst us? Nay, people should leave off all image-carving 
and (…) should worship God without an image ( ). (Strabo, Geography 
16.2.35; Stern, No. 115)25

25 Strabo, Geography 16.2.35 in the context of 16.2.35–37. Edelstein & Kidd’s edition 
of Posidonius, frag. 279 only includes 16.2.43, but not the passage before (Edelstein & Kidd 
1972–1999). See Edelstein & Kidd, vol. 1, 244 = frag. 279 = Strabo 16.2.42–43; vol. 2.2, 
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The passage shows that Varro’s high esteem for Judaism did not remain an ex-
ception. Like Varro, Strabo compares Jewish aniconism with Graeco-Roman 
image-centred religion.

Another relevant passage is the one in Tacitus’ Histories in which he not only 
points to the aniconic nature of Jewish religion, but also to the fact that, conse-
quently, the Jewish God is conceived of ‘with the mind only’:

The Jews (…) conceive of one god only, and that with the mind only (‘Iudaei mente 
sola unumque numen intellegunt’): they regard as impious those who make from per-
ishable materials representations of gods in man’s image; that supreme and eternal 
being is to them incapable of representation and without end. Therefore they set up 
no statues in their cities, still less in their temples. (Tacitus, Histories 5.5.4; Stern, 
No. 281)26

This passage is particularly relevant to our discussion of the beginning of Paul’s 
letter to the Romans. It shows that the Jews do what, in Paul’s view, was also 
characteristic of pagan physical religion in the past, i. e. ‘conceive of one god 
only, and that with the mind only (mente sola)’. As Paul puts it:

Ever since the creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible 
though they are, have been understood with the mind and seen through the things he 
has made: –
– . (Rom 1.20)

This overview may suffice to show that Varro’s high appreciation of Jewish ani-
conic religion was no exception among Graeco-Roman philosophers.27 Among 
Graeco-Roman authors, however, Varro is the exception in tracing Roman reli-
gion itself back to aniconic beginnings. In this he is followed by Plutarch, who 
also taught at Rome, and who referred to Varro ( ) by name in various 

951–953 at 952: ‘There is nothing to link [Strabo 16.2.]35–39 with the citation of Posidonius in 
[Strabo 16.2.]43 (…). There is nothing else explicitly in the Moses fragment with Posidonius’; 
and vol. 3, 354–355, with special attention to the disputed nature of the extent of this fragment 
(Norden: Strabo 16.2.34–43; Jacoby, frag. 70: 16.2.34–35; Reinhardt: 16.2.35–39; Theiler, frag. 
133: 16.2.35–39). Despite the previous scholarly consensus about the Posidonian background of 
the passage, according to Edelstein & Kidd ‘Posidonius is only mentioned for a specific point 
in 43’. For this reason I follow Edelstein and Kidd’s minimalist approach and treat the passage 
in 16.2.35 as Strabo’s own.

26 Tacitus, Histories 5.5.4 is not included among the fragments of Posidonius in Edelstein & 
Kidd. Pace Theiler 1982, vol. 2, 283.

27 See further Livy in Scholia in Lucanum 2.593: ‘nor is any image found there, since they 
do not think that God partakes of any figure’ (Stern, No. 133); and Cassius Dio, Historia Ro-
mana 37.17.2: ‘they do not honour any of the usual gods, but show extreme reverence for one 
particular divinity. They never had any statue of him, even in Jerusalem itself, but believing 
him to be unnameable and invisible, they worship him in the most extravagant fashion on earth’ 
(Stern, No. 406).
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writings. Plutarch seems to be dependent on Varro in his passages about the ori-
gin of Rome’s religion.28

7.1.3 Plutarch on pure Roman religious beginnings with Numa

Plutarch’s remarks about Rome’s originally aniconic religion are found in his 
Life of Numa.29 Unlike Varro, Plutarch explicitly connects this phase with the fig-
ure of Numa. Numa Pompilius, requested to become king of Rome after Romu-
lus’ ascension into heaven (2–6), sets out to ‘soften the [recently founded] city’, 
‘as iron is softened in the fire, and to change its harsh and warlike temper into 
one of greater gentleness and justice. For if a city was ever in what Plato calls a 
“feverish” state, Rome certainly was at that time’ (7–8 at 8.1). Numa achieves 
this softening effect by means of religion. He ‘calls in the gods to aid and assist 
him’ (8.2). Plutarch does not repeat Varro’s comparison between Rome’s origi-
nal aniconic cult and the contemporary cult of the Jews. Rather, he points to the 
alleged Pythagorean background of Numa’s religious institutions:

Furthermore, his [Numa’s] ordinances concerning images are altogether in harmony 
with the doctrines of Pythagoras. For that philosopher maintained that the first prin-
ciple of being was beyond sense or feeling, was invisible and uncreated, and discern-
ible only by the mind. And in like manner Numa forbade the Romans to revere an 
image of God which had the form of man or beast. Nor was there among them in this 
earlier time any painted or graven likeness of Deity, but while for the first hundred 
and seventy years they were continually building temples and establishing sacred 
shrines, they made no statues in bodily form for them, convinced that it was impious 
to liken higher things to lower, and that it was impossible to apprehend Deity except 
by the intellect. (Numa 8.7–8)

Plutarch clearly takes over from Varro the information about the time-span of 
170 years of aniconic cult, but he renders the role of Numa explicit and adds the 
remarks about the Pythagorean nature of Numa’s philosophical convictions.30 
Plutarch stresses that iconic reverence for God is inappropriate as the first prin-
ciple of being is considered, by Pythagoras, as ‘beyond sense or feeling, invisible 
and uncreated, and discernible only by the mind’ (

; Numa 8.7). Paul’s language in Rom 1 closely resembles this mode 
of thinking. According to Paul, too, God’s invisible attributes (  be-
come visible when reflected upon by the nous ( ): 

(Rom 1.20).

28 On Plutarch’s dependence on Varro, cf. also Cardauns 1976, vol. 2, 147: ‘Bei Plutarch 
Numa 8 ist die Notiz aus Varro [about the time-span of 170 years of aniconic cult in Rome; 
frag. 18] in einen Bericht eingeschoben, der vielleicht aus Kastor v. Rhodos stammt (v. Bor-
ries 64 ff.)’.

29 On Plutarch’s Numa, see Buchheit 1991 and 1993; De Blois & Bons 1992.
30 On Numa and Pythagoras, see Panitschek 1990 and Prowse 1964.
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Plutarch exceeds Varro by portraying Numa’s Pythagorean background, but 
at the same time he de-emphasizes the subsequent degeneration when Rome’s 
cult became iconic. Varro remarks that ‘if this [aniconic] practice had remained 
down to the present day (…), the gods would have been worshipped with greater 
purity’, and that ‘those who first set up images for the people both diminished 
reverence and increased error in their cities (frag. 18 Cardauns; Augustine, The 
City of God 4.31); Plutarch, on the other hand, does not sketch this degeneration 
but simply states that Numa, following Pythagoras’ views on God, ‘forbade the 
Romans to revere an image of God which had the form of man or beast’. The 
Romans

made no statues in bodily form for them, convinced that it was impious to liken 
higher things to lower, and that it was impossible to apprehend Deity except by the 
intellect ( ): . (Plutarch, 
Numa 8.8)

Unlike Varro and several other Graeco-Roman philosophers,31 Plutarch does not 
explicitly criticize the use of images and limits himself to noting the philosophi-
cal background of Numa’s religious legislation.

For that reason, Plutarch probably also drops Varro’s reference to the Jews’ 
exemplary maintenance of their aniconic cult.32 Moreover, such a reference to 
contemporary Jews was compatible with Varro’s programme, but was probably 
out of place in Plutarch’s biography of Numa, who was part of a twin biogra-
phy of Lycurgus, on the Greek side, followed by Numa on the Roman side, 
and concluded with a comparison between the two. As such, a reference to the 
Jews would have been compatible with Plutarch’s elaboration of the Pythago-
rean background of Numa’s ideas, as several philosophers in Antiquity voiced 
the opinion that, eventually, Pythagoras himself was dependent on the Jews (cf. 
§ 2.1.5 above).33 In any case, compared with Varro, Plutarch is less interested in 
the decline of aniconic religion after Numa.

31 For pagan criticism of images, see also Cardauns 1976, vol. 2, 146–7: ‘Zum bildlosen 
Kult bei Barbaren und Juden vgl. fr. 15–17; die philosophische Kritik an den Götterbildern ist 
bekanntlich alt: Xenophanes VS 21B 15; Heraklit VS 22B 5, B 128; Antisthenes ap. Clem. Al-
exandr. Protr. 46 c, strom. 5 p. 601A; Zeno de Rep. SVF 1.264 ff.; Chrysipp SVF 2.1076; Dio-
genes Babylonius SVF 3.33 (…). Ablehnung der Götterbilder durch Varro findet sich noch fr. 
22 (…). Dennoch hat er RD SVI eine allegorische Deutung der Bilder gegeben (fr. 225)’. See 
also Stern 1974, vol. 1, 207.

32 For Plutarch on the Jews in other writings, see Plutarch, De Iside et Osiride 363D (Typhon 
and the Jews); De superstitione 169C (Jewish scruples on the Sabbath); Regum et imperatorum 
apophthegmata 184E–F (armistice on a Jewish festival); Quaestiones convivales 669C, 669E, 
670D, 671C (who the god of the Jews is); De Stoicorum repugnantiis 1051E (Jewish precon-
ceptions of the gods).

33 On Pythagoras and the Jews, see Burnyeat 2006 a, 140–1 n6: ‘The idea that Plato’s phi-
losophy, and Pythagoras’ too, derives from the Jews goes back to a commentary on the Penta-
teuch (standardly dated 2 nd cent. BC) by the Jewish Peripatetic Aristobulus, who claims they 
studied the Exodus story and “our” law in translation (Eusebius, Praeparatio Evangelica IX.6.6, 
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7.1.4 Ideas of decline

Before returning to Paul’s view on pagan aniconic religion, I shall just pause to 
reflect on the type of historiography that Varro invokes in his description of the 
fate of Rome’s religion. His historiography espouses the model of a golden age 
and subsequent decline. In this model, after a period of over 170 years the Roman 
religion ceased to be aniconic and became less pure, as, under the influence of 
the poets, religion ceased to be organized according to the principles of nature, 
true reverence to the gods diminished, and error increased.

A similar historiography, positing religious decline after a golden age, is also 
employed by Theophrastus and Posidonius. According to Theophrastus, between 
the animal-like primeval era and the beginning of moral degeneration there was 
a rational golden age (Theophrastus, frag. 584 Fortenbaugh, vol. 2, 405 ff.). 
Posidonius, too, expresses the belief that after a golden age of Stoic perfection, 
religion and morals declined (Posidonius, frag. 284 Edelstein & Kidd, vol. 1, 
248–252 text; vol. 2.2, 960–971 comm.; vol. 3, 359–366 trans.).34 Theophrastus 
and Posidonius apply their historiography to the history of mankind in general.

Varro, however, makes a very specific statement about the degeneration of 
Roman religion. It is interesting to note that Strabo is equally specific about such 
a degeneration when he deals with the history of Jewish religion and sketches its 
development into superstition. We have already seen Strabo’s great admiration 
for Moses and his institution of a Jewish religion in which the Divine Being is 
worshipped without an image, as the nature of all that exists (16.2.35). However, 
Strabo is far from positive about Moses’ successors:

His successors for some time abided by the same course, acting righteously and 
being truly pious toward God; but afterwards, in the first place, superstitious men 
were appointed to the priesthood, and then tyrannical people; and from superstition 
arose abstinence from flesh, from which it is their custom to abstain even today, and 
circumcisions (…) and other observances of the kind. (Geography 16.2.37)35

followed by Numenius’ ; XIII.12.1). Pythagoras’ borrowing of Jewish (and Thracian) 
ideas is already found in the third-century biographer Hermippus, quoted in Josephus, Against 
Apion I.165. Such claims are but one symptom of a widespread ancient tendency (anxiously 
combated in the opening chapters of Diogenes Laertius) to find foreign origins for Greek phi-
losophy. By the early modern period some were ready to believe that Pythagoras was himself 
a Jew: J. B. Schneewind, The Invention of Autonomy: A History of Modern Moral Philosophy, 
Cambridge 1998, 536–40’. See also Van Kooten 2006 a, 121–6 on Pythagoras, the descendants 
of Mochos and the Jews.

34 See also Dölle-Oelmüller 2004.
35 This similarity between Strabo and Varro causes Cardauns to assume that Posidonius is the 

source of Varro’s views, taking it for granted that Strabo, too, is dependent on Posidonius. See 
Cardauns 1976, vol. 2, 146: ‘Für Posidonius als Quelle Varos kann sprechen, dass bei Strabo 
eine Entstellung der reinen Lehre des Moses angenommen wird und Varro diese Vorstellung mit 
der ältesten römischen Religion verbindet’. It is far from sure, however, that Strabo is depend-
ent on Posidonius here. See above.
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Both Strabo and Varro employ the historiography of decline. Strabo does so to 
account for particular Jewish customs such as abstinence from pork and the prac-
tice of circumcision, Varro to explain the introduction of iconic cult in Rome.

7.1.5 Conclusion

It appears that Paul makes use of a Varronian view of the development of Roman 
religion in his letter to the Romans. After 170 years of pure aniconic cult, the Ro-
mans started to worship with images. As a result, the Roman religion lost some-
thing of its initial purity because, by erecting images, the people both diminished 
reverence and increased error in their cities (Varro, frag. 18 Cardauns).

Paul emphasizes this transition from aniconic cult to the worship of images 
by stating that the worshippers changed the glory of the immortal God into an 
image ( ; 
Rom 1.23). Like Varro, he stresses the error which results from this, saying that 
they altered the truth of God into a lie (

; Rom 1.25). Although Plutarch does not explicitly speak of degenera-
tion, he implies it by stating that Numa forbade the Romans to revere images and 
instilled in his people the conviction ‘that it was impious to liken higher things 
to lower, and that it was impossible to apprehend Deity except by the intellect 
( ; (Numa 8.7–8).

The same view is expressed by Paul when he speaks about the decline of 
Roman religion. By inaugurating images in their cult, the Roman religion has 
become impious because the Romans offer reverence and worship to created 
things instead of to the Creator (

; Rom 1.25). This type of worship diminishes the perception 
of the invisible God by the mind (Rom 1.20). For this reason, Paul contrasts the 
Romans’ pagan religion with his own, which he characterizes as a logical form 
of worship, a , which consists in the transformation of one’s mind 
(nous):  (Rom 12.1–2; see further 
§ 7.3 below). What Paul suggests is that by accepting his Jewish-Christian mon-
otheistic convictions, the Romans have not so much crossed the boundary into 
Judaism, as reverted to their own originally aniconic religion.36 This seems to 
be his strategy to solve the tensions about identity which were marring relations 
between the Jews and former pagans within the Christian communities of Rome. 
In some way, he seems to put the two groups on a equal footing, by granting the 
pagans a glorious past of which Christianity is the restoration. This restoration 
takes shape when their , their discredited, debased mind (Rom 
1.28), is being transformed. This transformation is the topic of Romans 6–8 and 
12, to which we now turn.

36 On other apologetic early Christian views on Roman religion, see Rüpke 2006.
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7.2 Assimilation to Christ and the geography 
of good and evil in man: Romans 6–8

7.2.1 Assimilation to Christ in Romans 6

The process of the renewal of one’s debased mind starts in baptism, when the 
person receiving baptism becomes grown together with what is similar to the 
death and resurrection of Christ (Rom 6.5). We studied this passage in § 2.4.2 
(a) above.

As we saw, the expression 
(‘grown together with the likeness of his death’) from Rom 6.5 is similar to the 
phrase  (‘becoming of the same form as his 
death’) from Philipp 3.10. On this basis we can conclude that the phrase 

 (‘grown together with the likeness’) has the same meaning as 
 (‘becoming of the same form as’). The latter terminology is 

also used in Romans, as in Rom 8.29, near the end of the entire anthropological 
unit of Romans 6–8, Paul speaks of man’s destination to become 

, of the same form as Christ, the image of God.
At the same time, we have seen that Plato’s Phaedrus offers the best re-

ligious-historical background to the notion of assimilation to Christ. In the 
Phaedrus, the souls who follow a particular god are said to be ‘inspired and re-
ceive from him character and habits (

’ (Phaedrus 253 a). Teachers, ‘by imitating the god 
themselves ( ) and by persuasion and education (

 ) (…) lead the beloved [i. e. the souls of the 
pupils] to the habit of life and the nature of the god (

; 253 b)’. In a similar way baptism is understood as an imitation 
of Christ, through which those who are baptized assimilate themselves to the ethos 
of Christ as shown in his death and resurrection. In this way they become involved 
in the process which will render them of the same form as the image of God.

As a result of this baptism and assimilation to Christ, anthropologically speak-
ing, ‘the old man of us ( ) was crucified with him so 
that the body of sin ( ) might be destroyed’ (Rom 6.6). In 
this line, it seems, ‘the old man’ ( ) is identified with the sin-
ful existence in the body, . This body is also characterized 
as , the mortal body (Rom 6.12). In the new existence entered 
into by the person who receives baptism (Rom 6.4), man still possesses a body, 
but is now called – in metaphorical military language – no longer to present his 
bodily limbs (or his bodily frame: ) to sin ‘as weapons of wickedness’, 
but to present them to God ‘as weapons of righteousness’: 

…
(Rom 6.13). Using a different metaphor, Paul ex-
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plains that the baptised should no longer present their bodily limbs ‘as slaves to 
impurity and to greater and greater iniquity’ but ‘as slaves to righteousness for 
sanctification’ (Rom 6.19). Although in baptism they have entered the process 
of becoming like Christ, Paul still needs to explain the consequences of this new 
situation with forceful metaphorical language , 
‘because of the innate weakness of the flesh’: ‘I am speaking in human terms 
because of the weakness of your flesh’ – 

(Rom 6.19).
In Romans 7, the terminology of flesh ( ), body (  and limbs (

) reoccurs ( : Rom 7.5, 18, 25, cf. 7.14; : Rom 7.24; : 
Rom 7.5, 23). These terms are now supplemented with other anthropological 
terms: ‘spirit’ ( : Rom 7.6), ‘mind’ ( : Rom 7.23, 25), and ‘the inner 
man’ ( : Rom 7.22). All these terms together constitute the an-
thropological coordinates between which Paul locates the strife between good 
and evil within man.

It seems that this anthropology is very similar to the trichotomic anthropol-
ogy which we encountered in chap. 5. To demonstrate this, I shall focus in the 
next section on the terminology of ‘mind’ ( ) and ‘the inner man’ (

) which are used interchangeably in Rom 7.22–25. The latter term, as 
we saw in chap. 6, also occurs in 2 Cor 4.16, where Paul speaks of the growth 
of the inner man and perceives this growth as the result of man’s metamorphosis 
in accordance with the image of God (2 Cor 3.18; see § 6.5 above). The anti-
sophistic context in which Paul applies the notion seems to suggest that this term 
is very similar to the philosophical, Platonic notion of the inner man, but – as we 
shall see below – this interpretation has met with criticism. Before establishing 
the proper meaning of ‘inner man’ in Romans 7, we shall therefore first briefly 
trace its various meanings in pagan Graeco-Roman texts (§ 7.2.2). Only then 
shall we consider its meaning within the context of Romans 7 and point to a re-
markable similarity with Plotinus (§ 7.2.3).

7.2.2 The inner man – the history of a concept

In this section I shall trace the history of the notion of the inner man as the back-
ground to its occurrence in Rom 7.22. The terminology under consideration con-
sists not only of , but also its synonyms  
and . Moreover, we shall also look at the Philonic equivalent 

, ‘the man who is truly a man’. As regards the first 
three phrases, it should be noted that, although we tend to translate the terms 

,  and as adjectives, in fact, they are adverbs.37 For this reason 

37 LSJ 561 s. v. : Adv. Within; LSJ 577 s. v. : II. Adv. Within; LSJ 700 s. v. : 
Adv.
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we should really translate the relevant phrases in question as ‘the man within’, 
‘the man inside’.

Rather than representing a unified notion, the phrases seem to have various 
meanings, depending on the context. We can distinguish (a) a literal meaning; 
(b) a physiological or medical meaning; (c) a metaphorical meaning; (d) and, 
as a variant of this metaphorical meaning, a philosophical meaning. We shall 
discuss these different meanings, before enquiring into (e) the Philonic mean-
ing. Instead of a chronological discussion I have arranged the material into 
distinct semantic categories, although within each category I shall follow a 
chronological line.

(a) A literal meaning

The relevance of emphasizing the adverbial meaning of ,  and 
in the phrases , , and  
becomes clear in those cases where the phrases have a literal meaning, referring 
to ‘the man within’, ‘the man inside’, i. e. the man within a particular building 
or place.

Xenophon, for instance, in his Anabasis, describes a military siege of a city 
and the attack on the men inside a citadel:

When those who were tumbling out were questioned, they said that there was a 
citadel within, that the enemy were numerous, and that they had sallied forth and 
were dealing blows upon the men inside (

). (Xenophon, Anabasis 5.2.18)

The ‘men inside’, , clearly refers in a literal sense to men 
within the citadel. It is important to note this, as it shows that the phrase 

 is not necessarily philosophical at all, but that the latter meaning is 
rather a specific figurative use of what is in essence a literal expression. Con-
sequently, the philosophical use seems to be easily construed and perhaps does 
not even require a specific philosophical tradition, as it is so easily derived from 
a common, literal meaning.

The same literal use of the phrase can be seen in Artemidorus of Ephesus, 
the mid / late 2 nd cent. AD author of the Onirocriticon, a work on the interpreta-
tion of dreams. In it Artemidorus offers the following interpretation of a specific 
dream:

Frogs signify cheats and beggars. But they are auspicious for those who earn their 
living from the crowd. I know of a household slave who dreamt that he struck some 
frogs with his fist. The man became overseer of his master’s house and took charge 
of the men in the house (

). For the pond represented the house (
); the frogs, the men inside ( ); the 

punch, his command over them. (Artemidorus, Onirocriticon 2.15; trans. White)
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The phrase ‘the men inside’, , clearly refers to the men in-
side the household, the servants, over whom the household slave who had this 
dream gained command. Again, the phrase  is used in a lit-
eral sense.

The same usage is also found in Pseudo-Lucian’s Asinus, which contains the 
following passage in the narrative of Lucian’s wanderings in the form of an 
ass:

When it was now about evening, we stopped at a rich man’s estate (
). He was inside (

), welcomed the goddess very gladly to his house, and brought her 
sacrifices. (Pseudo-Lucian, Asinus 39)

Although this passage does not contain the phrase ‘the man inside’, like the pre-
vious passages from Xenophon and Artemidorus, the same literal meaning of 
the adverb ‘inside’ is at play here. The man who is ‘inside’, is the man who is ‘at 
home’. All these passages heighten our sensitivity to the fact that such a literal 
meaning can, in particular instances, easily be transferred to other contexts.

(b) A physiological or medical meaning

Another literal meaning of the phrases under consideration is the physiologi-
cal or medical meaning. Like the previous, locative meaning, this meaning also 
refers to a particular place inside, in this case, a place inside the human body. 
Hippocrates, for instance, talks of , particular organs 
‘within man’, or ‘inside man’, in the following anatomical passage:

Of the parts within man (the parts within the human frame), a constitution and a form 
of this kind have been given to the bladder, the head, and the womb: 

. 
(Hippocrates, De prisca medicina 22)

The phrase  is used here in a physiological sense, in a 
medical context. This medical meaning of is currently a topic 
which is covered in a research project on ancient medical texts and the New 
Testament at the University of Heidelberg, being undertaken by A. Weissen-
rieder.38

A similar physiological meaning is also attested in Plato. In his Protagoras, 
Plato distinguishes between the outward parts of man’s body and the inward 
parts, both taken in a physiological sense:

The good [i. e. the oil] is such an elusive and diverse thing that in this instance it is 
good for the outward parts of man’s body ( ), but at the 
same time as bad as can be for the inward ( ): 

38 Cf. Weissenrieder 2007. 
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. (Plato, Pro-
tagoras 334 b–c)

The phrase is also used in this sense by Aristotle, in his History of Animals, when 
talking of man’s organs, both internal and external:

These are the organs, internal and external, of man, and such is their nature and such 
their local disposition: 

. (Aristotle, Historia animalium, 
edn Bekker 497 b)

I shall give a final example from Pausanias. Although this instance is clearly 
physiological, it also demonstrates how easily the terminology could also be 
applied in the context of a philosophical anthropology. In his Graeciae descrip-
tio, Pausanias gives a description of various forms of earthquakes and suddenly 
draws an analogy between one particular form of earthquake and a particular 
medical-physiological condition:

The original inquirers into such matters and their pupils have been able to discover 
the following forms of earthquake. (…) The most destructive kind of earthquake the 
experts are wont to liken to the symptoms of a man suffering from a non-intermittent 
fever, the breathing of such a patient (  – literally: 
the spirit inside of the man, hence the breath or breathing inside the man) being rapid 
and laboured. There are symptoms of this to be found in many parts of the body, es-
pecially at each wrist. In the same way, they say, the earthquake dives directly under 
buildings and shakes up their foundations, just as molehills come up from the bowels 
of the earth. It is this sort of shock alone that leaves no trace on the ground that men 
ever dwelt there. (Pausanias, Graeciae descriptio 7.24.9–11)

The expression , ‘the spirit inside of the man’, 
in this medical-physiological context refers to the breath or breathing inside the 
man. Although this meaning is uncontested, at the same time it alerts us to the 
fact that this terminology can easily be adapted for anthropological purposes, 
as we shall see below.39 Together with the locative meaning studied above, the 
medical-physiological meaning attested in authors such as Hippocrates, Plato, 
Aristotle and Pausanias shows the basic literal meaning of the adverbs , 

 and  which seem to be very suitable for application in a metaphori-
cal sense.

(c) A metaphorical meaning

A clear instance of a metaphorical meaning is offered by a fragment of the 
4 th–3 rd BC comic writer Menander, who states that from the outside ( ) 
those who are well-known and illustrious seem to be prosperous and fortunate, 
but that with regard to what is inside ( ) all people are equal: 

39 For another physiological passage containing the phrase , see Physi-
ologus, Physiologus (diversarum versionum capita disiecta in vulgare lingua) 16.
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(Me-
nander, Fragmenta 669 (edn Kock), 122 (edn Meineke, Fragmenta comicorum 
Graecorum, vol. 4 – Play FIF fragm. 122), 627 (edn Thierfelder & Körte). This 
is a particular interesting passage because it moves midway between a literal 
physiological meaning and a philosophical meaning. As such, Menander con-
strues an antithesis between the external appearance of man, and , 
that what is inside him. But this inside does not merely refer to the organs, as do 
the physiological-medical texts listed above, but probably also to man’s inner 
life, his psyche. In that sense, this instance from Menander borders on a phil-
osophical-anthropological use of the term , ‘inside’. To the latter use we 
shall turn shortly.

Menander’s metaphorical use of the term seems to show that even when the 
term is used in a philosophical way its philosophical application is but a further 
metaphorical use to which the literal term so easily lends itself. For this rea-
son, we need to be careful not to outline an autonomous philosophical tradition 
which is wholly independent from this basic, literal meaning. It seems that one 
could almost spontaneously apply this meaning in a metaphorical sense, as the 
fragment from Menander shows, irrespective of any previous metaphorical or 
philosophical application. I believe that this explains the fact that we do not find 
a single, coherent, uniform philosophical tradition between Plato and Paul, with 
a wholly fixed terminology. I do suggest, however, that both Plato and Paul use 
the terminology of the man inside in a philosophical sense.

(d) A philosophical meaning

Although Plato knows of the physiological concept of the parts within man 
(Plato, Protagoras 334 b–c: ‘the inward parts of man’s body’), as we have seen 
above, the term , ‘the man inside’, does occur in a decisively 
philosophical sense in Plato’s Republic. In the language of ancient fables, Plato 
draws ‘a symbolic image of the soul’ (Republic IX 588 b–589 d). This soul is said 
to consist of (1) ‘a manifold and many-headed beast that has a ring of heads of 
tame and wild beasts’, (2) a lion, and (3) a man. These three are joined together, 
and around them, from the outside ( ), is moulded the likeness of one of 
them, that of the man:

Then mould about them outside the likeness of one, that of the man, so that to any-
one who is unable to look within ( ) but who can see only the external sheath 
( ) it appears to be one living creature, the man. (Republic IX 
588 d–e)

This fable is now interpreted in a psychological sense. Two possibilities present 
themselves, according to Plato. Either one believes that it profits this man ‘to 
feast and make strong the multifarious beast and the lion and all that pertains to 
the lion, but to starve the man’ (588 e–589 a). Or one is of the opinion that
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all our actions and words should tend to give the man within us ( ) 
complete domination over the entire man (

) and make him take charge of the many-headed beast (…) and 
he will make an ally of the lion’s nature. (589 a–b)

In this passage the term ‘the man within’ ( ) is clearly used in 
a philosophical-anthropological sense. In Plato’s psychology ‘the man within’ 
stands for the highest part of man’s soul.40

In later Platonism, this notion surfaces in authors such as Plotinus, Porphyry 
and Proclus. Plotinus, for instance, distinguishes between ‘the soul within’ and 
‘the outside shadow of man’:

Here in the events of our life it is not the soul within ( ) but the outside 
shadow of man ( ) which cries and moans and carries on in 
every sort of way on a stage which is the whole earth where men have in many places 
set up their stages. Doings like these belong to a man who knows how to live only 
the lower and external life ( ) and is not aware that he 
is playing in his tears, even when they are serious tears. For only the seriously good 
part of man is capable of taking serious doings seriously; the rest of man is a toy. 
(Plotinus, Enneads 3.2.15)

In line with Plato’s Republic, Plotinus differentiates between the external and 
internal side of man. In another Ennead, Plotinus does indeed refer to ‘the soul 
within’ also as ‘the man within’ ( ), whom he also character-
izes as , ‘the true man’ (Enneads 1.1.10). The latter depic-
tion, that of the true man, is important because, as we shall see below, this is 
very similar to the term which Philo uses (see § 7.2.2 [e]). A detailed treatment 
of Plotinus’ view on the inner man will be given in the next section, § 7.2.3, 
when I draw some comparisons between Paul and Plotinus. Here it will suffice 
to show that Plotinus moves in line with Plato, and that further echoes occur in 
Neo-Platonist authors such as Porphyry and Proclus.41

It is in this philosophical sense that I take the terminology of  
when it occurs in Paul, both in 2 Cor 4.16 and Rom 7.22. In this I disagree with 
C. Markschies and H.-D. Betz, who tend to isolate Paul from his contempo-
rary world. According to Markschies, Paul’s interpretation of the terminology 
of inner man ‘kann (…) nicht aus platonisch-philonischer Begriffstradition ab-
geleitet werden’, ‘ist (…) radikal uminterpretiert worden’, and is consequently 

40 For an interpretation of Plato, Republic IX 588 b–589 d, see Heckel 1993, § 2.1, 11–26; 
Burkert 1998, 79–80.

41 See, e.g., Porphyry, Fragmenta (edn Smith), frag. 275 (=Porphyry apud Stobaeus, An-
thologium 3.21.28: …

and Proclus, In Platonis Ti-
maeum commentaria 3.204 (

). For a quotation of Plato’s Republic 589a–b, see Stobaeus, Antholo-
gium 3.9.62 ( ).
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not identical with the highest part of man’s soul, the mind.42 Markschies’s view 
was met with criticism by Burkert, who emphasizes ‘the indebtedness of Paul to 
Hellenistic philosophy’: ‘Markschies holds that Paul coined the term afresh by 
himself, without knowing about Plato. This seems hardly credible’.43

Betz, in turn, stresses the idiosyncratic way in which Paul interpreted the – in 
Betz’s mind, thoroughly dualistic – terminology of the inner and outer man in 
accordance with his own non-dualistic theological anthropology. In Betz’s view, 
because the pagan converts to Christianity continued to hold ‘popular views re-
garding a dualistic anthropology of body and soul’, Paul needed to formulate

a Christian alternative to the predominant religio-philosophical dualistic anthropology 
of body and soul. We should realize (…), that initially Paul’s theology did not include an 
anthropology that had adequately come to terms with Greek anthropological dualism. 
It was Paul who first raised the problem that the conventional dualistic anthropology of 
body and soul was not compatible with the Christian gospel as he understood it.44

I do not agree with Markschies’s and Betz’s segregation of Paul from his Graeco-
Roman context; they wrongly believe that Paul’s use of the term ‘inner man’ is 
not philosophical. As we have seen, the occurrence of the term itself is not deci-
sive in this respect, as it could also be taken in a different, either literal, physi-
ological medical or merely metaphorical sense. Yet the context does require such 
a philosophical meaning, both in 2 Cor and in Romans.

In 2 Cor, as we have seen in chaps 4 and 6, Paul polemicizes against the soph-
ists of Corinth and, like Plato in his anti-sophistic discourse in the Protagoras, 
criticizes those who sell the word of God by retail (2 Cor 2.17; Plato, Protagoras 
313 d–e; see §§ 4.5, 6.2 and 6.5 above). Given the similarities between Paul’s 
and Plato’s discourse it seems very likely that Paul’s use of the terminology of 
the man within should also be considered philosophical, as it is part of his anti-
sophistic strategy (see § 6.5 above). Instead of outward appearance and physi-
ognomy, Paul is concerned with building up a strong inner identity, which takes 
shape through the metamorphosis resulting in the growth of the inner man. This 
view is very similar to Alcibiades’ praise of Socrates in Plato’s Symposium: Soc-
rates is depicted as ugly on the outside, but beautiful on the inside (Plato, Sym-
posium 215 a ff., esp. 216 d–e, 215 a–b). As Burkert notes:

Plato makes the corporeal appearance the ‘outside’ in opposition to what is ‘within’; 
and the ‘interior’ alone is valuable, even divine. It is the ‘soul’ of Socrates which has 
the unique effect on others, teaching and effecting the ‘good’. Plato thus has created the 
concept of ‘inner values’ – a formula often misused and ridiculed since.45

42 Markschies 1998, 280–2.
43 Burkert 1998, 59–60, with note 2. Burkert comments on Markschies 1994 and Markschies 

1997 (=Markschies 1998).
44 Betz 2000, 316.
45 Burkert 1998, 76
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The concept of ‘inner values’, and particularly that of ‘inner man’, is what Paul 
needed in his correspondence with the Corinthians. As we shall see in the next 
section, the discourse in Paul’s letter to the Romans seems to be equally philo-
sophical and presupposes a highly developed anthropology (see § 7.2.3 below). 
For this reason, the terminology of the man inside in Rom 7.22 seems to reflect 
a kind of philosophical anthropology. Whereas Paul used it in his Corinthian cor-
respondence to combat the sophistic movement, in Romans he seems to employ 
it as a tool to solve the ethnocentric tensions which arose in the Christian com-
munity in Rome after Jewish Christians and ex-pagan Christian were once again 
united when the former returned after Claudius’ death in 54 AD (cf. § 7.1 above). 
It seems that the term ‘inner man’ is suitable for substantiating Paul’s assertion 
in the opening part of Romans, that

a person is not a Jew who is one outwardly (
), nor is true circumcision something external and physical (

). Rather, a person is a Jew who is one inwardly (
), and real circumcision is a matter of the heart – it is spir-

itual and not literal. Such a person receives praise not from others but from God. 
(Rom 2.28–29)

Paul’s criticism of an outward ethnic identity ( ) and his endorse-
ment of an inner identity ( ) is subsequently supported by his de-
velopment of a universalist anthropology in Romans 6–8 which includes the 
term ‘inner man’.

It cannot be wholly ruled out that Paul also knew the term from physiologi-
cal medical jargon, or applied a common literal term in a metaphorical way, as 
Menander did. Yet it is clear that the use he made of it, in the contexts of 2 Cor 
and Rom, is to be deemed philosophical, and consistent with a Platonizing type 
of anthropology. Indeed, as E. Wasserman has argued with regard to Paul’s an-
thropology in Romans 7, ‘the images, language, and argument of Romans 7 fit 
Platonic traditions of moral psychology’.46 At the same time, my overview of 
the different meanings of the terminology of the man inside may explain why 
there is no single, fixed terminology, but that even the philosophical term is ei-
ther  (Plato),  (Paul), or  
(Plotinus); in the latter the term is also equivalent with , 
‘the true man’.

Despite what this overview may suggest, the notion is not wholly absent be-
tween Plato and Paul, as the terminology of the true man (

), which occurs in Philo, also seems to be an equivalent. We shall 
first discuss this term, before turning to a detailed comparison between Paul’s 
and Plotinus’ Platonizing reflection upon the inner man, and in particular upon 

46 Wasserman 2007, 802n26.
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the relation between the inner man and the involuntary impulse which remains 
in him.

(e) A Philonic interpretation

The Philonic equivalent of the terminology of the man inside seems to be ‘the 
true man’, ,47 or, as he twice calls it, 

 (De fuga et inventione 131; Quod deterius potiori insidiari soleat 
10).

As we have seen in passing, this terminology very much resembles the term 
 which occurs in Plotinus (see Plotinus, Enneads 1.1.7 and 

1.1.10) where it is synonymous with ‘the man inside’. In later Platonists, such 
as Proclus and Simplicius, the term is used to summarize Socrates’ statement to 
Alcibiades in Plato’s Alcibiades I, that

since neither the body nor the combination of the two is man, we are reduced, I sup-
pose, to this: either man is nothing at all, or if something, he turns out to be nothing 
else than soul. (Plato, Alcibiades I 130 c)

In the summaries of Proclus and Simplicius, neither the body, nor the combi-
nation of body and soul, but the soul alone is , the ‘true 
man’.48

There is, however, yet another background to Philo’s notion of the true man 
which I shall relate before discussing the various passages in Philo in which 
this notion occurs. Remarkably, the terminology of the true man is also used 
in ancient Jewish sources and applied to ideal figures such as Job and Enoch. 
According to the Septuagint translation of the book of Job, Job was a true and 
truthful man: (Job 1.1 LXX; cf. 1.8, 
2.3). Similarly, Enoch, in the Book of Enoch is addressed as ‘the true man’: 

 (Liber Enoch, Apocalypsis Enochi 
15.1). It seems as though Philo, in his use of the terminology of the true man, 
combines the Platonic concept of the inner man and the Jewish talk of the true, 
truthful man as applied to figures such as Job and Enoch.

According to Philo, the man who has been created after the image of God (Gen 
1.26–27) is the mind, the highest part of man, which – in the hierarchy of beings 
– comes third after God and the Logos, who is the image of God; man is only cre-
ated after the image of God (see § 1.2.2 above). Philo seems to echo Plato’s belief 

47 Cf. Markschies 1998, 276–8. 
48 Proclus, In Platonis Alcibiadem 1.37; Simplicius, Commentarius in Epicteti enchiridion 

3: 
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– which we saw expressed in his Alcibiades I – that not the body, nor the combi-
nation of body and soul, but the soul alone is the actual man (Plato, Alcibiades I 
130 c). Similarly, in Philo’s view, it is the mind who is the actual true man:

The mind in each of us, which in the true and full sense is the ‘man’, is an expres-
sion at third hand from the maker, while between them is the Reason which serves as 
model for our reason – 

 
. (Philo, Quis rerum divinarum heres sit 231)

Indeed, as Philo confirms in many passages, the mind is the real man in us: ‘God 
established the real man in us, that is the mind’ – 

 (Philo, De plantatione 42). If the ‘true 
man’ is synonymous with the ‘man inside’, Philo’s depiction of the ‘true man’ 
as ‘mind’ is similar to the equivalence between ‘inner man’ and ‘mind’ in Rom 
7.22–25.

This ‘true man’ Philo contrasts with ‘the man so-called’, the composite man 
whom God has produced in co-operation with other makers, like the Demiurge 
in Plato’s Timaeus (cf. § 1.2.1 above):

While in the former case the expression used was ‘let us make man’ (Gen 1.26: 
), as though more than one were to do it, there is used after-

wards an expression pointing to One, ‘God made the man’ (Gen 1.27: 
). For of the real man, who is absolutely pure mind, One, even 

the only God, is the Maker (
); but a plurality of makers produce 

man so-called, one that has an admixture of sense-perception (
). That is why he who is man in the special 

sense ( ) is mentioned with the article. The words run 
‘God made the man’, that invisible reasoning faculty free from admixture («

» ). The other has 
no article added; for the words ‘let us make man’ point to him in whom an irrational 
and rational nature are woven together ( « » 

). (Philo, De fuga et inventione 
71–72)

Philo’s approach here is extraordinarily complex. As we saw in § 1.2.5 and sub-
sequently in § 5.1, Philo distinguishes between two types of man, following the 
two accounts of man’s creation in Gen 1 and Gen 2, respectively. According to 
Philo, the creation of the heavenly, ideal man is narrated in Gen 1, and that of 
the earthly, composite man in Gen 2. In the passage under consideration, how-
ever, he scrutinizes the account of Gen 1 in so much detail, that, for exegetical 
reasons, he differentiates sharply between Gen 1.26, which is linked to the crea-
tion of the composite man, ‘in whom an irrational and rational nature are woven 
together’, and Gen 1.27, which is coupled with the creation of the true man. In 
this way, Philo is able to implant the Platonic notion of the true, inner man into 



368 Chapter 7: The Renewal of the ‘Discredited Mind’ Through Metamorphosis

the text of Gen 1.26. In his interpretation, the words ‘God made the man’ (Gen 
1.27) refer to the creation of the true man, the man in the special sense of the 
word, the mind.

This true man is the mind endowed with reason, which dwells in the soul 
of each of us (Philo, Quod deterius potiori insidiari soleat 22–23). Within the 
human soul, Philo explains, the inner man also functions as man’s conscience:

The true man [is] the conscience, set over the soul, who, seeing its perplexity, its in-
quiring, its searching, is afraid lest it go astray and miss the right road – 

. (De fuga et 
inventione 131)

According to Philo, the true man is clearly not the man who is compounded of 
soul and body (Philo, De gigantibus 34). Philo identifies this true man with the 
man whom the Cynic philosopher Diogenes was looking for: ‘it was of him that 
one of the ancients spoke, when he lit a candle at midday and told them who 
asked his meaning that he was seeking a man’ – 

(Philo, De gigantibus 34). This is a 
clear allusion to the symbolic quest of Diogenes the Cynic as we know it from 
Diogenes Laertius, who describes this search as follows: ‘He lit a lamp in broad 
daylight and said, as he went about, ‘I am looking for a man’’ (Vitae philoso-
phorum 6.41).

Although the true man is the heavenly, ideal type of man, who is not com-
pounded of soul and body, he can nevertheless be depicted as being present in 
composite man insofar as he is identical with the mind, the highest part of man’s 
soul. In this case, however, he, the real man, officiates as priest in the temple of 
the rational soul:

There are, as is evident, two temples of God: one of them this universe, in which 
there is also as high priest His First-born, the divine Logos, and the other the rational 
soul, whose priest is the real man, the outward and visible image of whom is he who 
offers the prayers and sacrifices handed down from our fathers – 

. (Philo, De somniis 1.215)

Remarkably, in this passage, the Jewish (high) priest in the Jerusalem temple is 
seen as the embodiment, ‘the outward and visible image’ of the ‘real man’. There 
are other passages in Philo in which he identifies the ideal type of the true man 
with particular figures.

In two instances, Philo identifies him with Enos, the son of Adam and Eve’s 
third son Seth:

And Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived and bore a son, and called him 
Seth, saying, ‘For God has raised up to me another seed instead of Abel, whom Cain 
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slew’. And Seth had a son, and he called his name Enos: he hoped to call on the name 
of the Lord God. (Gen 4.25–26 LXX)

It is because of this characterization of Enos as the first man who ‘hoped to call 
on the name of the Lord God’, that Philo regards him as (an example of) the 
true man:

For what could be found more in keeping with one who is truly a man (
) than a hope and expectation of obtaining good things from 

the only bountiful God? This is, to tell the truth, men’s only birth in the strict sense 
( ), since those who do not set their hope on God 
have no part in a rational nature (

). (Philo, Quod deterius potiori insidiari soleat 138)

Again, the true man is closely connected with rational nature (because, as we 
have seen in previous passages, the true man is identical with the mind), but 
now also identified with a specific figure, that of Enos, because of his specific 
qualities.

In another treatise, Philo returns to this figure and repeats that ‘Moses called 
the first lover of hope “man”’. Enos now also appears to represent all humankind 
because, according to Philo, ‘Enos’ is the Chaldean name for ‘man’ (Philo, De 
Abrahamo 7–8). This passage also shows that Philo is familiar with the imagery 
of the man who comprises a beast, a lion and a man within from Plato’s Repub-
lic (IX 588 b–589 d): Philo contrasts Enos, the true man, with an 

, a beast in human shape (De Abrahamo 8). Philo’s reference to the true 
man in this context seems to be an allusion to Plato’s notion of the inner man. 
Commenting on the figure of Enos mentioned in Gen 4.25–26 LXX, Philo be-
lieves this passage continues with Gen 5.1 which reads: ‘This is the genesis of 
men’ – ; Philo understands this genesis 
as the genesis of the true man. Although this line is actually the introduction to 
a new section, Philo connects it with the preceding passage on Enos, and con-
cludes:

He [i. e. Moses] did well, too, in speaking of the book of the coming into being of 
the true man: 

. (Philo, De Abrahamo 11)

Interestingly, this seems to imply that Philo believes that man can develop into a 
true man if, following the example of Enos, he fully employs his rational nature, 
sets his hope on God, and expects to receive from Him good things (cf. Philo, 
Quod deterius potiori insidiari soleat 138). This is, as Philo states in Quod dete-
rius, ‘men’s only birth in the strict sense ( )’. 
For this reason, the book of Genesis is actually about the birth of the true man.

Philo not only identifies the true man with Enos, the symbolic representative 
of the human race, but also with the Israelites in general. According to Philo,
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out of the whole human race He chose as of special merit and judged worthy of pre-
eminence over all, those who are in a true sense men, and called them to the serv-
ice of Himself: 

. (Philo, De specialibus legibus 1.303)

Remarkably, all Israelites, as a chosen race, represent the ‘true men’. Anthropo-
logically speaking, ‘the true man’ is the mind. This also shines through in the 
identification of the true man with Enos, as this name symbolizes all humankind. 
Yet in a very concrete way, ‘the true man’ is also represented by the Jewish race, 
or, as we saw in De somniis 1.215, by the Jewish (high) priest in the Jerusalem 
temple.

All these passages show clearly that Plato’s notion of the true inner man was 
known to Philo, and that he reflected upon it quite extensively and tried to read it 
back into Moses’ Pentateuch. This is immediately relevant to our study of the no-
tion of inner man in Paul because if Philo could be acquainted with the Platonic 
notion of the inner man in the 1 st cent. AD, it is very likely that Paul would have 
known it, too. In the next section I shall argue that Paul’s use of the notion of the 
inner man is indeed philosophical. Paul’s use of this term in 2 Cor 4.16 already 
conveys this impression, as the term is applied in a philosophical, anti-sophistic 
context, as we have seen in chap. 6. This impression will be further confirmed 
with regard to its occurrence in Rom 7.22. To this end, I shall also draw a com-
parison between Paul and Plotinus.

7.2.3 The mind and the inner man in Romans 7

Introduction: The inner man and his vices

The same antithesis between the outer and inner man, which we encountered in 
2 Cor 4.16, is present in Plotinus. My choosing to compare Paul with Plotinus, 
who flourished about two hundred years later, may be justified by the vast corpus 
of Plotinus’ writings, which facilitates a careful analysis between philosophical-
Platonic and Pauline anthropology. Of course, Plotinus himself contributed to 
the further development of Platonic thought, yet the significant terminological 
similarities between Paul and Plotinus must be due, in no small part, to a shared 
philosophical heritage. This heritage includes their extensive reflections on the 
Platonic ‘inner man’. In Plotinus’ view,

it is not the soul within ( ) but the outside shadow of man (
) which cries and moans and carries on in every sort of way on a 

stage which is the whole earth where men have in many places set up their stages. 
Doings like these belong to a man who knows how to live only the lower and external 
life ( ). (Plotinus, Enneads 3.2.15)

‘And even if Socrates, too,’ Plotinus adds, ‘may play sometimes, it is by the 
outer Socrates ( ) that he plays’ (3.2.15). In 2 Cor, Paul seems 
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to employ this notion of the ‘inner man’ because it is very suitable as a supple-
ment to his criticism of the sophists’ outer modus operandi; as a matter of fact, 
it substantiates his criticism of their position. For him it expresses, in a positive, 
emphatic, and constructive way, what the Christian message is about.

Comparison with Plotinus is especially worthwhile for the letter to the Ro-
mans. It shows very clearly that Paul has a genuine command of the notion of 
the inner man and does not use this terminology only superficially: both Paul and 
Plotinus appear to dwell on the question of how the inner man relates to virtues 
and sin. I shall first focus on Plotinus’ view on this relation, in order to provide 
a context in which Paul’s reflections on the inner man can be appreciated more 
clearly. To this end, we shall now first address the question of what Plotinus 
thinks of the vices which, despite the process of becoming god-like, remain in 
man. Plotinus devotes much discussion to this specific topic, and his delibera-
tions help us to understand the ins and outs of the notion of the ‘inner man’. As 
we shall see subsequently, it is highly remarkable that this topic is also discussed 
in Paul, in an extensive passage in the letter to the Romans.

(a) Plotinus on the inner man, virtues and sin

According to Plotinus, the real, proper virtues, which belong to the sphere of 
intellect, have their seat in the ‘true man’( ; cf. for the Phi-
lonic expression § 7.2.2 [e] above), the ‘inner man’ / the ‘man within’ (

), or the ‘separate soul’, as he also calls it – that which transcends the 
human life and is different from the body and its affections. The other, lesser vir-
tues, however, which result from habit and training, are located in what Plotinus 
calls ‘the joint entity’ of the lower soul and the body; this entity is also the seat 
of the vices (1.1.10).49 The proper virtues are those which effect the purification 
of the soul and make it similar to God (1.2.3). Plotinus is interested in the ques-
tion of how this purification deals with ‘passion and desire and all the rest (…), 
and how far separation from the body is possible’. In his view, the soul ‘gets rid 
of passion as completely as possible, altogether if it can’, but the reason why it 
cannot lies in ‘the involuntary impulse’ ( ). This impulse, which 
is not under the control of the will, belongs to something other than the soul, and 
is small and weak (1.2.5).

On the one hand, Plotinus is optimistic about the soul’s possibility to be pure 
and to achieve its aim of making the irrational part, too, pure. This part profits 
from the soul’s purification,

49 Cf. Sorabji 2004, vol. 1, 348–9 and 93–9 at 95: ‘he [i. e. Plotinus] maintains that only the 
undescended soul is free from emotion (…). (…) the soul is not sinless, because the lower soul 
compounded with the body is what sins’ (95).
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just as a man living next door to a sage would profit by the sage’s neighbourhood, 
either by becoming like him or by regarding him with such respect as not to dare to 
do anything of which the good man would not approve. (1.2.5)

Insofar as this is the case, the soul is sinless. Yet Plotinus stresses that he is not 
obsessed, in a negative way, by trying to avoid sin. Rather, his concern, in a posi-
tive way, is to become god-like, to be a god (cf. § 2.2.13 above).

Nevertheless, although he is optimistic about the soul’s potential, at the same 
time Plotinus does have to concede that there may still be an element of invol-
untary impulse in man, which causes him to be not simply god ( ), but 
‘a god or spirit who is double’ ( )50 (1.2.6).

As Plotinus says elsewhere, one can argue that the soul is sinless if one as-
sumes the soul to be ‘a single completely simple thing and identifies soul and 
essential soulness’. Yet, the soul is regarded to be sinful if one ‘interweaves with 
it and adds to it another form of soul (…): so the soul itself becomes compound 
(…) and is affected as a whole, and it is the compound which sins’. This ‘other 
form of soul’ is also called the soul’s image ( ). In order to illustrate his 
views on the compound soul, Plotinus uses two metaphors, one drawn from 
Plato, the other from Homer.

The first image relates to the sea-god Glaucus, who is likened to the soul be-
cause its real nature is only seen if one knocks off its encrustations (Plato, Re-
public X 611 d–612 a). Similarly, the soul’s image – the other, added, encrusted 
form of soul – is abandoned and ‘no longer exists when the whole soul is look-
ing to the intelligible world’.

The other image, taken from Homer, concerns the figure of Heracles: ‘The 
poet seems to be separating the image with regard to Heracles when he says 
that his shade is in Hades, but he himself among the gods’ (Homer, Odyssey 
11.601–602). Heracles is above inasmuch as he is a contemplative person, but, 
insofar he is an active person, ‘there is also still a part of him below’ (1.1.12; 
cf. 4.3.27 and 6.4.16). In this respect, Plotinus also speaks of ‘the two souls’ 
(4.3.27).51

(b) Paul on the inner man and sin

It is highly remarkable that this specific discussion in Plotinus about the relation 
between the ‘inner man’ and his vices, which do not belong to the ‘inner man’ 
but to something else, and about the ‘involuntary impulse’ which causes these 
vices, also seems to occur in Paul’s letter to the Romans.52 According to Paul, 

50 Cf. also ‘the other form of soul’ in 1.1.12 and ‘the two souls’ in 4.3. Perhaps the notion of 
a ‘double soul’ also occurs in the letter of James, which speaks of  in 1.8 and 4.8.

51 See bibliography on this interpretation of Heracles in Armstrong 1984, 121 n2. Cf. also 
Lamberton 1986, 100–3.

52 For an analysis of Rom 7 against the background of Graeco-Roman culture and philoso-
phy, see also Engberg-Pedersen 2002, who draws on Stoic material, despite the fact that, as 
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man is ‘fleshly’, exported for sale under sin (7.14). The word ‘exported for sale’ 
( ) is usually used of deporting captives to foreign parts for sale as 
slave (LSJ 1394  and it is difficult to neglect the overtones of deporta-
tion from the heavenly fatherland (cf. Philipp 3.20).

Being deported, Paul does not acknowledge his actions as his own, because 
what he does is not what he wants to do, but what he detests (7.15). He acts 
against his will, and for this reason, Paul does not regard himself as the one who 
performs the action, but rather the sin that dwells in him (7.16–17):

For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can will what 
is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want 
is what I do. Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin that 
dwells within me. (Rom 7.18–20)

These ideas clearly share Plotinus’ insistence that it is the compound soul which 
sins, and not the inner man; if this compound soul does sin, it does so involuntar-
ily. Like Plotinus, Paul contrasts the ‘flesh’, his ‘unspiritual self’, with the ‘inner 
man’, which is regarded as sinless:

For I delight in the law of God in the inner man ( ), but I 
see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind ( ), making me 
captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. (…) So then, with my mind 
( ) I am a slave to the law of God, but with my flesh I am a slave to the law of 
sin. (Rom 7.22–23, 25 b)

Although Paul puts it in a more dramatic fashion, he and Plotinus basically seem 
to agree that the true self, the inner man, is sinless and rejoices in God’s law. This 
compliance with divine law is also brought out in Plotinus. According to him,

when a man (…) comes to the divine, it stand over him and sees to it that he is man; 
that is, that he lives by the law ( ) of providence, which means doing every-
thing that its law says ( . But it says 
that those who have become good shall have a good life, now, and laid up for them 
hereafter as well, and the wicked the opposite. (3.2.9)

Wasserman notes, ‘Romans 7 consistently uses images and terms that fit with Platonic repre-
sentations of inner conflict, not with Stoic ones’ (Wasserman 2007, 797 n9; cf. 802 n26); and 
von Bendemann 2004, esp. 55–61 on Epictetus. Von Bendemann, however, scarcely mentions 
the ‘inner man’ (see briefly von Bendemann 2004, 52, 59, 61–2) and does not refer to Plotinus’ 
discussion of the inner man and the involuntary impulse within man. An excellent approach is 
taken by Wasserman 2007, who argues that ‘Romans 7 appropriates a Platonic discourse about 
the nature of the soul and describes what happens to its reasoning part when the bad passions 
and appetites get the upper hand’ (Wasserman 2007, 800; see also Wasserman 2008, forthcom-
ing). I differ from her only in that I do not believe that Romans 7 is about ‘the death of the soul’ 
(italics mine). Rather, as I argue in § 7.2.4 below, in Romans 6–8 Paul draws a map of the proper 
functioning of the restored mind. For an excellent overview and discussion of the history of 
exegesis of Romans 7, see Lichtenberger 2004.
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There is fundamental agreement between Plotinus and Paul about the ethical 
nature of the inner man, and of the real possibility that man rejoices in God’s 
law, the law of providence. To acknowledge that there is still an involuntary 
impulse operative in man is, for them, not to justify unethical conduct. Quite 
the opposite, since the driving force behind the notion of ‘inner man’ is the 
idea that man should be transformed into God’s image and become as god-
like as possible: Plato’s notion of the  (Thea-
etetus 176 b; see § 2.2 above). The Lutheran interpretation of Paul’s view on 
man as ‘simul iustus et peccator’, as if this were a steady, static mixture, leads 
to a severe misunderstanding of Paul’s anthropology.53 Paul and Plotinus re-
gard the ‘inner man’ as progressive in nature: ‘The soul gets rid of passions as 
completely as possible, altogether if it can, but if it cannot, at least it does not 
share its emotional excitement’ (1.2.5); ‘we are being transformed into God’s 
image with ever-increasing glory’ (2 Cor 3.18), and ‘the inner man is renewed 
day by day’ (4.16).

Paul’s deliberations in Romans 7 about the relation between the ‘inner man’ 
and the vices which involuntarily remain in man show that he is indeed very 
well acquainted with the Platonic notion of the ‘inner man’. Later on in this let-
ter, Paul’s line of thought again closely resembles the ideas already expressed in 
2 Cor. Man is destined to acquire the same form as the image of God’s Son, so 
that he becomes (Rom 8.29). As is the 
case in 2 Cor, this form ( ) is the result of his transformation.

This transformation is effected by the renewing of one’s mind, Paul explains 
in Romans 12. There, Paul exhorts his readers to be transformed by the renew-
ing of the mind ( ), so that they can 
examine the will of God, which – as in Plato’s Euthyphro – is not arbitrary, but 
is characterized as that which is good, pleasant and perfect: 

 (12.2; see further § 7.3 below). According 
to Paul, this inward transformation is in fact a , a ‘logical’, in-
tellectual, i. e. non-cultic worship of God (12.1). That this transformation is ef-
fected within the mind ( ) is consistent with Paul’s view, expressed earlier 
in the letter, that the ‘inner man’ is located within, or identical with, the mind. 
This follows from Paul’s saying that he rejoices in the law of God 

, in the inner man (7.22), and serves God’s law , with the 
mind (7.25). This anthropological terminology allows Paul to sketch a detailed 
geography of good and evil in man.

53 For this Lutheran interpretation, see Lichtenberger 2004, § 3.3, 24–8, esp. 27.



3757.2 Assimilation to Christ and the geography of good and evil in man

7.2.4 The detailed geography of good and evil in man54

By means of such specific terms as ‘inner man’ and ‘mind’, Paul appears to 
sketch a very detailed anthropology which enables him to show how the strife 
between good and evil takes place in man, where evil comes from, how it can be 
resisted and how man’s assimilation to Christ’s death and resurrection in baptism 
(Rom 6.5) and his continuing summorphōsis with the image of God (Rom 8.29) 
come about. I shall now give a summarizing overview of Paul’s ‘geography of 
good and evil’.

I take my starting point in the anthropology of Romans 6–8, but at the same 
time summarize what we have detected before of Paul’s anthropology, notably 
what we have seen of its trichotomic character (see chap. 5 above). Paul’s notion 
of the inner man accords very well with this trichotomy, since in Rom 7.22–25 
the term ‘inner man’ is synonymous with the ‘mind’. The history of the term 
and its philosophical use in Plato and Plotinus, and of the equivalent notion of 
the true man in Philo (see §§ 7.2.2 and 7.2.3) do indeed show that ‘inner man’ 
and ‘mind’ are equivalent. Paul uses the term ‘inner man’ in the same technical, 
philosophical sense, as is confirmed by all the related terms, which belong to the 
same semantic-conceptual anthropological field. As a matter of fact, the notions 
of inner man and mind suggest, and even necessarily imply, a trichotomic an-
thropology, because the material discussed above shows that the inner man and 
the mind are perceived as the highest part of man’s multi-layered constitution, 
which consists at least of mind, soul, and body. The inner man, being identical 
with the mind, is regarded as the leading part of the soul. I shall summarize the 
anthropology of Romans 6–8 within such a trichotomic framework and also refer 
to other passages in Paul’s writings.

For a graphic presentation, I refer to the table included in the present section. 
In this table I include all the relevant terms and give references to the passages 
in which they occur, although of course not exhaustively. The list of terms shows 
how extensive Paul’s anthropological terminology is. I have printed the princi-
pal terms, which have attracted special attention in the course of this book, in 
small capitals.

The most remarkably feature of Paul’s anthropology is that it consists of two 
separate anthropologies, which can be distinguished as a ‘spirit anthropology’ 
and an ‘image anthropology’. This comes as no surprise, as we have seen that 
Philo, too, knows of these two anthropologies and derives them respectively 
from the second and first account of man’s creation in Gen 1–2 (see for Philo esp. 
§§ 1.2 and 5.1 above). The spirit anthropology is based on Gen 2.7, whereas the 
image anthropology follows from Gen 1.26–27. As I shall show further below, 

54 The terminology of ‘geography of good and evil’ has been derived from the title of Kin-
neging 2005.
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Table: The Outline of Paul’s Anthropology

Theology God

Pneumatology /
Christology

The Spirit of God & Spirit of Christ: 
&

(For intersection of Divine Spirit – human 
spirit, see 1Cor 2.10–11)

The Mind of 
Christ:

(1Cor
2.16, Rom 
11.34; Is 40.13 
LXX)

Spirit (Pneuma) anthropology – anthropological activities:

– To walk according to the spirit: 
(Rom 8.4)

– To contemplate the things of the spirit: 
 (Rom 8.5)

– To be in the spirit:  (Rom 8.9);
– To have the Spirit of Christ: (Rom

8.9);
– To mortify the actions of the body through the spirit: 

(Rom 8.13)

To have the 
mind of Christ: 

(1Cor
2.16)

Spirit (Pneuma)
Anthropology

based on Gen 
2.7, and ech-
oed in 1Cor 
15.45 (

)
and 1Thess 5.23 
(

… )

– Spirit:
(1Thess 5.23, 
Rom 7.6)

– Pneumatikoi
(1Cor 2.13–3.1);

– Those of the spirit: 

(Rom 8.5)

– Mind, Rea-

son, Intel-

lect:
(Rom 1.28; 
7.23,25; 12.2)

– Soul:
(1Thess 5.23, 
1Cor 15.45)

– Psychikoi
(1Cor 2.14)

–

– Body:
(1Thess 5.23; 
Rom 6.6,12; 
7.24, 8.10, 12.1)

– – Bodily limbs 
or frame: 

(Rom
6.13,19;
7.5,23)

– Flesh:
(Rom 7.5,18,25)

– Sarkinoi
(1Cor 3.1, 3)

– ‘Involuntary impulse’ (Rom 7.14–21), cf. Plotinus: 
– Sufferings, misfortunes, emotions, affections: 
– Desire: (Rom 6.12, 7.7–8)
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God Theology

The man from heaven: 

(1Cor 15.47)

The Image Of God:

(2Cor
3.18; the one in the form 
of God: 

(Ph 2.6)

Christology

Image ( ) anthropology – anthropological activities:

– To bear or carry constantly the image of the heavenly man: 
(1Cor 15.49);

– To be transformed in accordance with the image of God: 
(2Cor 3.18, 4.4);

– To become of the same form as the image: 
(Rom 8.29);

– To be the temple or shrine of God: (1Cor 3.16, 2Cor 6.16; cf. 
1Cor 6.19)

– The bearer of the image of the heavenly man: 

(1Cor15.47–49);

Image ( ) Anthro-

pology

based on Gen 1.26–27, 
and echoed in 1 Cor 11.7 
( …

)

– The Man Inside:  (2Cor 4.16, 
Rom 7.22);

– The bearer of the image of the earthly man: 

(1Cor 15.47–49)

– The old man: (Rom 6.6);
– The outward man: (2Cor 4.16)

(Enneads 1.2.5);
(Rom 7.5, 8.18);
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each kind of anthropology in Paul engenders specific anthropological activities 
in man, which I have also listed in the table.

To the spirit anthropology, naturally, belongs the terminology of spirit, soul 
and body. The latter term, ‘body’ (Rom 6.6,12; 7.24, 8.10, 12.1), can also be 
equivalent with ‘flesh’ (Rom 7.5,18,25) and with the , the ‘bodily limbs’ 
or ‘bodily frame’ (Rom 6.13,19; 7.5,23). As we have seen in chap. 5, each of 
the three entities – spirit, soul and body – depending their dominance on man, 
leads to a specific type of man, either the ‘pneumatikoi’ (in Rom 8.5 also called 
‘those of the spirit’ – ), ‘the psychikoi’, or the ‘sarkinoi’ (see 
§§ 5.1.1 [d] and 5.2.2 above). The highest part of this trichotomy, the spirit, is 
equivalent with the mind. Both man’s spirit and mind, if they are in place and 
behave properly, communicate directly with the Spirit of God (or the Spirit of 
Christ) and the mind of Christ respectively. All these terms belong to a coherent 
spirit anthropology.

To the image anthropology, equally unsurprisingly, the term ‘image’ is at-
tached. As was seen in § 1.3.1 and was repeated in § 2.4.1, Paul also uses this 
term in the expression ‘bearing or carrying’ the image of God. In this, he is re-
ferring, metaphorically, to the pagan practice of carrying the images of the gods 
around in processions. The image which man bears, according to Paul, is either 
the image of the earthly man, Adam, or the image of the heavenly man, Christ 
(1 Cor 15.47–49). Paul emphasizes the enduring condition of these anthropo-
logical acts, as he uses the verb , the frequentative verb of , ‘im-
plying repeated or habitual action’ (LSJ 1950). These acts are characteristic of 
very different conditions in which man can find himself. One could argue that 
the condition of the bearer of the image of the earthly man is equivalent to that 
of the soul in Paul’s spirit anthropology. As is implied in 1 Cor 15.45, through 
Adam I one possesses only a soul, whereas it is only through Adam II that one 
acquires a spirit. As I argued in chap. 5, naturally Paul would have believed that 
Adam was also inbreathed with God’s spirit, according to Gen 2.7, but this life 
was short-lived, and only through Adam II can one again participate in the Spirit 
which Adam I lost so quickly (see § 5.2.2 above).

Apart from this terminology, which is characteristic of either anthropology, 
Paul also uses some different terminology. First and foremost among these ad-
ditional terms is the term ‘inner man’. In my table I have listed it in the category 
‘image anthropology’, but it is not as such a constituent part of it. It is certainly 
not synonymous with ‘image’ because, as we have also seen in Philo, man was 
perceived as having been created after the image; he is not the image itself (for 
Philo, see §§ 1.2.2 and 7.2.2 above). This also applies to Paul. Even though he 
does once identify man with the image of God (1 Cor 11.7), properly speaking 
only Christ is the image of God (2 Cor 3.17, 4.4; Rom 8.29). Rather than being 
synonymous with ‘image of God’, the term ‘inner man’ is equivalent – as we 
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have seen in the present chap. 7 – with ‘mind’. For this reason the terms are listed 
at the same level in the table.

Another term which Paul adds to the terminology of both anthropologies is 
the term ‘the old man’ (Rom 6.6). Because in Rom 6.6 this term is equivalent 
with ‘the sinful body’, it can be allocated to the same level as ‘body’. This level 
also seems to feature the ‘outward man’, whom Paul, in his criticism of sophis-
tic physiognomics, places in antithesis to the ‘inner man’ (2 Cor 4.16; see § 6.5 
above).

Between these anthropological coordinates, Paul describes the strife between 
good and evil. As we have seen in § 7.2.3, in this geography he also locates the 
‘involuntary impulse’, which – as Plotinus confirms – does not manifest itself 
at the level of the mind and the inner man, but at the level of the body. In this 
anthropology the body is checked by the inner man and the mind, so that the on-
slaught of sin on the body is withstood and its attack foiled. The inner man and 
the mind themselves are focused on the good, which they continuously contem-
plate, and it is in this manner that they are able to oust sin from the body. Other-
wise, with a malfunctioning mind, the body would be prone to the affections and 
desires. Hence the warning in Rom 6.12 ‘not to let sin exercise dominion in your 
mortal bodies, to make you obey their passions’: 

, as had 
happened to the readers in their pre-baptismal existence. Because the inner man 
and the mind contemplate the good, man wills only what is good (Rom 7.15–21), 
since his will is guided by the inner man and mind. Within this anthropology it 
would be impossible to actively will what is evil. Evil only manifest itself as a 
threat to the body.

It is clear that in Romans 7 Paul in fact draws a map of the proper function-
ing of the mind.55 The mind is no longer the , the ‘unsatisfactory, 
discredited mind’ (see the introduction to the present chapter), which – accord-
ing to Romans 1 – was the result of the degeneration of the original monotheistic 
aniconic religion into polytheism (see § 7.1 above):

Since they did not think fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased 
mind and to things that should not be done: 

. (Rom 1.28)

The remarkable thing about Romans 7 is that the mind is no longer debased 
but functioning again. This must be the result of man’s assimilation to Christ in 
baptism (Rom 6.5). The assimilation causes him, anthropologically speaking, 
no longer to function on the level of the body and the flesh, but on the level of 
the inner man, which is equivalent to the spirit or mind. Sin no longer exercises 
dominion in man’s mortal body ( . Therefore man is no 

55 For an extensive history of exegesis of Romans 7, see Lichtenberger 2004.
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longer forced to obey the , the passions (Rom 6.12). In baptism, the 
body of sin ( ) is indeed destroyed when the old man (

) is crucified with Christ (Rom 6.6). In repetitive statements 
Paul makes clear that those who have been assimilated to Christ have been freed 
from sin:

But now ( ) that you have been freed from sin (
) and enslaved to God, the advantage you get is sanctification. The end is 

eternal life. (Rom 6.22)

This clearly defined change is the result of the believer’s assimilation to the death 
and resurrection of Christ, as Paul emphasizes:

You have died (…) through the body of Christ, so that you may belong to another, 
to him who has been raised from the dead in order that we may bear fruit for God: 

(…)
. (Rom 7.4)

The phrase ‘you have died … through the body of Christ’ (
… ) must refer back to the growing together with 
the likeness of Christ’s death and resurrection (Rom 6.5). This assimilation is an 
assimilation to the ethos of Christ, that which Christ experienced in his body, in 
death and resurrection (see § 7.2.1 above).

The present state of those who have been baptized is contrasted with their 
previous life, which was limited to life ‘in the flesh’, the lowest level of tricho-
tomic anthropology:

While we were living in the flesh, our sinful passions, aroused by the law, were at 
work in our members to bear fruit for death. But now … : 

  … (Rom 7.5–6)

Here, in Rom 7.5, Paul refers back to the converts’ pre-Christian existence. It 
is only in Rom 7.7–13 that he elaborates further on their past, by explaining the 
short phrase that the sinful passions which were active in man’s bodily frame, 
were ‘aroused by the law’ (Rom 7.5). This arousal, however, is clearly a thing of 
the past, since Paul describes his awareness of the law’s enhancement of the pas-
sions in the pluperfect, expressing a completed action in the past time: ‘I would 
not have known what it is to covet if the law had not said, “You shall not covet”’ 
–  
(Rom 7.7).56 The entire passage, Rom 7.7–13, is a footnote to the short remark 

56 The phrase ‘I was once alive apart from the law’ (Rom 7.9: 
) must then be a reference, within this now completed past, to the early stages of it, either 

to the stage of being a child (in the case of Paul’s biography and that of the other Jews in the 
Christian community of Rome), or to the stage before the pagans, who are characterized as 
‘those who know the law’ (Rom 7.1), became God-fearers in the Roman synagogues and got 
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in Rom 7.5 that the sinful passions, which characterized the pre-Christian life 
‘in the flesh’, were aroused – during that existence – by the law. At present, 
however, those who have been baptized are no longer subject to these passions, 
as they have died to their past existence and are now enslaved in the new life 
of the Spirit: …  
(Rom 7.6).

This break with the past, as Paul explains, has radically changed their anthro-
pological constitution, and they are no longer , ‘in the flesh’ (Rom 
7.5). They may still be fleshly, as Paul admits, but that is something wholly dif-
ferent: ‘I am fleshly’ –  (Rom 7.14). Within a trichotomic 
anthropology, this is a rather restricted statement. It does not say that man is 
flesh, but only that there is a ‘fleshly’ level in him. Man is no longer only ‘in the 
flesh’, but as the inner man and mind are operative again, there is a new dynamic 
in man, which, at first sight, may be difficult to understand, as Paul confesses: ‘I 
do not understand my own actions’ –  (Rom 
7.15).

Yet the dynamics which Paul subsequently describes (Rom 7.15–23) are 
those we have studied in § 7.2.3 and are based on the fact that, whereas the in-
voluntary impulse tries to exert an influence upon the body, the inner man and 
mind keep contemplating the good: ‘I can will what is right’ (Rom 7.18: 

; ‘I want to do what is good’, the ‘I’ being characterized 
as , the one who wants to do what is good (Rom 7.21); 
‘I delight in the law of God in the inner man’ (Rom 7.22: 

). The only problem, confusing as it 
may be, is that

I see in my bodily limbs another law at war with the law of my mind, making me 
captive to the law of sin that dwells in my bodily limbs: 

. (Rom 7.23)

The mind, which – as § 7.2.2 has shown – should be taken as synonymous with 
the inner man, is clearly distinguished from the bodily limbs, the bodily frame, 
in which the deceiving force of sin presents itself. It is noteworthy that in this 
passage Paul carefully distinguishes between the multiple layers of trichotomic 
anthropology. He refrains from absolute anthropological statements and remains 
very nuanced. Even when he makes the bold statement that ‘I know that nothing 
good dwells within me’ (Rom 7.18: … ) 
he appears to remain fully within the framework of his detailed anthropology, 
as he clarifies that this statement applies only to the level of his flesh, the lowest 
level of his trichotomy: ‘I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in 

to know the Mosaic law, before finally starting to attend the meetings of the Christian com-
munity at Rome.
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my flesh’ – 
(Rom 7.18). Indeed, the body poses the main and only threat to man, as it might 
be the gateway of sin. Hence, Paul’s exclamation:

Wretched man that I am! ( ) Who will rescue me from 
this body of death? ( ) (Rom 
7.24)

This exclamation is fully understandable in a multi-layered anthropology. Like-
wise Plato, in a summarizing statement in his Phaedo, emphasizes that purifi-
cation from evil consists in 

, in ‘separating, so far as possible, the soul from the body’:

And does not the purification consist in this (
 which has been mentioned long ago in our discourse, in separating, so 

far as possible, the soul from the body (
) and teaching the soul the habit of collecting and bringing itself to-

gether from all parts of the body (
, and living, so far as it can, both now 

and hereafter, alone by itself, freed from the body as from fetters (

[ ] )? (Phaedo 67 c–d; cf. 64 a–67 e, esp. 64 e, 65 a, 
65 d, 66 a–b, 67 a)

The phrases ‘so far as possible’ and ‘so far as it can’ ( ) clearly 
return in Plato’s description of assimilation to God ‘so far as possible’ in his 
Theaetetus:

Therefore we ought to try to escape from earth to the dwelling of the gods as quickly 
as we can; and to escape is to become like God, so far as this is possible (

); and to become like God is to become righteous and holy, with wisdom. 
(Theaetetus 176 b; see § 2.2.1 above)

The separation between soul and body which Plato recommends in his Phaedo 
appears to consist, in his Theaetetus, in assimilation to God.

In his exclamation ‘Who will rescue me from this body of death?’ (
 – Rom 7.24), Paul expresses the 

same anthropology, and the ensuing answer to his rhetorical question confirms 
that this is a fully trichotomic anthropology:

Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! (
) So then, with the mind I am a slave to the law of God, 

but with the flesh I am a slave to the law of sin (
). (Rom 7.25)

Paul’s relief and thankfulness are genuine, as he is now able to interpret his 
confusing experience. It is through Jesus Christ, i. e., in the context of Romans 
6–7, through man’s assimilation to Christ’s death and resurrection (Rom 6.5) 
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and through man’s death and his belonging to 
the resurrected Christ (Rom 7.4), that man’s mind once again becomes opera-
tive. Through Jesus Christ, through assimilation to him, the fully trichotomic 
constitution of man has been re-established. The mind is no longer ,
‘a debased, unsatisfactory or discredited mind’ (Rom 1.28) but is again enslaved 
to God. Man is no longer only ‘in the flesh’, as he was in his pre-baptismal state 
(Rom 7.5), but is now furnished with a fully operative inner man and mind, in 
which he delights in (Rom 7.22), and is enslaved to, the law of God (Rom 7.25). 
In this new state, he is equipped to wage war against the temptation which sin 
poses in the bodily frame (Rom 7.23). Thus the inner man and mind are able to 
restrict the effectiveness of the involuntary impulse.

Now that the dominion of mind and inner man has been re-established, it is 
possible, as Paul shows in Romans 8, to exert the anthropological functions 
which belong to such a trichotomic anthropology of spirit (or inner man and 
mind), soul and body. I shall briefly list the various functions which the re-es-
tablished spirit or mind ought to bring into play. First, though, let me point out 
that at the beginning of Romans 8 Paul explicitly shows that he operates with a 
trichotomic spirit anthropology.

As he puts it, ‘the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free’: 
 (Rom 

8.2). This is a very enlightening statement because of the specific combination 
, ‘the Spirit of life’. It does not occur elsewhere in Paul’s 

writings. It is specific to the present passage and alludes, I would suggest, to 
the Spirit of life inbreathed in man according to the second creation account in 
Gen 2.7, the foundational text for Philo’s and Paul’s spirit anthropology (cf. for 
Paul 1 Cor 15.45). As we noted in chap. 5 above, the LXX text of Gen 2.7 reads 

instead of  (see § 5.1.1 [c] above). Yet elsewhere the 
Septuagint alternates between the two expressions and seems to regard them as 
synonymous.

On the one hand, the ‘breath of life’ ( ) is mentioned in Gen 2.7 and 
Gen 7.22; the latter passage is about ‘all things which have the breath of life’ 
( ) and died because of the Flood. On the other hand, 
the ‘spirit of life’ ( ) is used when God heralds this Flood: ‘And 
behold I bring a flood of water upon the earth, to 

, to destroy all flesh in which is the spirit of life’ (Gen 
6.17). Likewise, also those who enter the ark possess the spirit of life: they ‘went 
in to Noah into the ark, pairs, male and female of all flesh in which is the spirit 
of life’ – 

 (Gen 7.15). Besides the book of Genesis, it is particularly 
the book of Ezekiel which contains the phrase (1.20–21, 10.17, 
37.5 LXX; cf. further Judith 10.13). It is to these  passages in Gen-
esis and Ezekiel that the commentaries refer as the background to the occurrence 
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of the phrase  in Rom 8.2.57 Yet, implicitly the two phrases 
and  seem already to be synonymous in the Septuagint ver-

sion of Genesis.
More importantly, as we have already seen in chap. 5, in most passages Philo 

understands this breath of life ( ) as the spirit of life ( ). 
For this reason Philo even varies between the two readings when he quotes Gen 
2.7. In most passages he reads, in accordance with the Septuagint, , 
‘breath of life’,58 but also, on other occasions, , ‘spirit of life’.59 It 
is this key word of spirit anthropology, I would suggest, which Paul applies in 
Rom 8.2 when stating that ‘the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me 
free’ (

). This Spirit of life is the Spirit which God breathed into man at his crea-
tion and now again at his re-creation; in this way it becomes man’s own, innate 
spirit. This fully fits the trichotomic anthropology which also seems to underlie 
Romans 6–8.

Once man’s mind, the inner man, the spirit, has been fully restored to him, it 
is again possible to exert the anthropological functions which such a man pos-
sesses. In his reflections on this spirit of life, in the subsequent passage, Paul 
mentions several of such functions, both implicitly and explicitly. I limit myself 
to the functions which are put to use by man alone (the anthropological func-
tions), and do not highlight the equally numerous functions which are fulfilled 
by God or the Spirit of God.

First of all, the fully equipped, trichotomic man is said to walk not according 
to the flesh, but to the spirit; he belongs to 

 (Rom 8.4; cf. Gal 5.16: ). I am very 
hesitant to write the ‘spirit’ (  here with a capital S, as does the NRSV, 
among others. The use of the term ‘spirit’ here is ambiguous, and, I would argue, 
deliberately so. Anthropologically speaking, from a trichotomic perspective 
such as we have explored in chap. 5 above, the distinction here is between, on 
the one hand, those who walk according to the lowest possible level of their an-
thropological constitution, the sarkinoi of 1 Cor (1 Cor 3.1, 3), and, on the other, 
those who walk according to their highest possible level, the pneumatikoi (1 Cor 
2.13–3.1; see §§ 5.1.1 [d] and 5.2.2 above). In Rom 8.5 the latter are called 

, those who live according to the spirit. Again, I do not translate 
‘spirit’ with a capital S as the NRSV does. Of course it is clear, as we have just 
seen in Rom 8.2, that the human spirit is the result of the inbreathing of God’s 
Spirit of life. Yet this Spirit becomes fully part of man’s constitution, and it is 

57 See, e. g., Dunn 1988, 418.
58 Philo, De opificio mundi 134; Legum allegoriarum libri 1.31; De plantatione 19; Quis 

rerum divinarum heres sit 56; De somniis 1.34; De specialibus legibus 4.123 (allusion); Quaes-
tiones in Genesim 2.59.

59 Philo, Legum allegoriarum libri 3.161; Quod deterius potiori insidiari soleat 80. 



3857.2 Assimilation to Christ and the geography of good and evil in man

better, therefore, to retain the ambiguity by writing ‘spirit’ with a small s. The 
first anthropological function, thus, is to  , to walk ac-
cording to the spirit.

Secondly, such a man is characterized by contemplating the things of the spirit. 
As Paul says,

For those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, 
but those who live according to the spirit set their minds on the things of the spirit 
(

). To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the spirit 
is life and peace (

). For this reason, the mind that is set on the flesh is hos-
tile to God ( ); it does not submit to 
God’s law – indeed it cannot, and those who are in the flesh cannot please God (

. (Rom 8.5–8)

Trichotomic man belongs to , those of the spirit, who con-
template the things of the spirit. They exert the function of  

, which is proper to a man who consists of spirit, soul and body. 
Again, differently from the NRSV, I translate ‘spirit’ in Rom 8.6 with a small s: 
‘To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the spirit is life and 
peace (

)’. Again, the word is very ambiguous, as the spirit and the Spirit 
do communicate in Paul’s anthropology and Pneumatology (see the table above), 
but this ambiguity is best retained by stressing its anthropological side.

Or phrased differently: the tension between the flesh and the Spirit is reflected 
in the anthropological tension between the flesh and the spirit of trichotomic 
man. The phrase , ‘the mind (or thought) that is set 
on the flesh’, or ‘the mind (or thought) whose subject is the flesh’ (Rom 8.6, 7) 
refers to the , the ‘debased, unsatisfactory, discredited mind’ of 
Rom 1.28. The anthropological status criticized is that of 
(Rom 8.8), those who are in the flesh, the position of man’s pre-baptismal exist-
ence (Rom 7.5); they cannot please God. The , ‘the mind 
that is set on the flesh’, is contrasted with the , ‘the 
mind (or thought) that is set on the spirit’ or, if understood as a genitivus subjec-
tivus, ‘the mind (or thought) of the spirit’, which does indeed contemplate the 
things of the Spirit / spirit.

That  must also be the mind whose subject is the 
human spirit, becomes clear from Rom 8.26–27 where the Spirit is said to help 
man in his weakness,

for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with 
sighs too deep for words. 27 And He who searches the heart, knows what is the mind 
of the spirit ( ), be-
cause the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God (
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). (Rom 8.26–27)

Unlike the NRSV, I do not translate Rom 8.27 a as follows: ‘And God, who 
searches the heart, knows what is the mind of the Spirit (

)’. The text simply speaks of ‘the 
one who searches the heart’ ( ), and this subject is 
best taken to be the Spirit, in line with the preceding line (i. e. ‘that very Spirit 
[which] intercedes with sighs too deep for words’), and not God himself. The one 
who searches the human heart is the Spirit, who helps man in his weakness and 
intercedes for him. If this is true, the phrase  does 
not refer to the mind of the Spirit, as the NRSV has it, but to the way of thinking 
characteristic of the human spirit. It is the Spirit who, because he is inbreathed 
in man’s highest constituent part as the Spirit / spirit of life, knows what is going 
on in this human, restored spirit or mind, the mind of the saints, on whose behalf 
the Spirit prays.

Thirdly and fourthly, trichotomic man exercises the following functions: to 
be in the spirit ( , and to have the Spirit of Christ (

 ), as Paul explains:

But you are not in the flesh; you are in the spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in 
you (

). Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ (
 does not belong to him. 10 But if Christ is in you, though the body is dead 

because of sin, the Spirit is life (
) because of righteousness. If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead 

dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bod-
ies also through his Spirit that dwells in you. (Rom 8.9–10)

As regards the function of being in the spirit, again I do not follow the NRSV 
in rendering ‘spirit’ with a capital S. This would make the second part of the 
statement of Rom 8.9 a–b redundant. The statement reads: ‘But you are not in 
the flesh; you are in the spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in you – 

 (Rom 
8.9 a–b)’. If we translate the phrase  (‘you are in the spirit’) 
as ‘you are in the Spirit’ (with a capital S), the following explanation ‘since the 
Spirit of God dwells in you’ would be tautological. It is only because the phrase 

 (‘you are in the spirit’) describes the anthropological category 
of the spirit as the highest part of man’s trichotomic constitution, that it makes 
sense to add, by way of explanation, that man possesses this highest level be-
cause of the Spirit of God who indwells him. The contrast in Rom 8.9 is being 

, ‘in the flesh’ (the pre-baptismal condition of Rom 7.5) and being 
, ‘in the spirit’ with a small s.
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And indeed, those who have been baptized with Christ are no longer ‘in the 
flesh’:  (Rom 8.9; cf. Rom 7.5). Because of that, they 
do in fact ‘have the Spirit of Christ’ (Rom 8.9 c). This is only stated implicitly, 
as actually the reverse is said of the non-spiritual type of man: ‘Anyone who 
does not have the Spirit of Christ (  does not 
belong to him’ (Rom 8.9). The function of having the Spirit of Christ (

 ) is identical with that of having the mind of Christ (
), described in 1 Cor 2.16. One could argue that both the spirit and mind of 

man, as the highest part of man’s trichotomic constitution, reflect the Spirit and 
mind of Christ.

If a man has the Spirit of Christ, Paul continues in Romans 8, Christ is in him: 
‘But if Christ is in you, though the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life’ 
–  
(Rom 8.10). Again, it is tempting to write ‘spirit’ in lower case, because here, too, 
the Spirit of Christ is thought to have become innate in man, as the anthropologi-
cal distinction body – spirit suggests: the body is dead because of sin, the spirit 
is life. Yet since the statement ‘the Spirit is life’ seems to be a clear echo of the 
‘Spirit of life’ in Rom 8.2, it may be wise to understand the spirit in Rom 8.10 
primarily as the Spirit of life with a capital S, although the anthropology under 
discussion implies that this Spirit of life becomes wholly intrinsic to man.

Fifthly, the final function of Paul’s spirit anthropology explicated is that of 
mortifying the deeds of the body through the spirit:

So then, brothers, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh – for 
if you live according to the flesh, you will die; but if by the spirit you put to death 
the deeds of the body, you will live (

). (Rom 8.12–13)

Trichotomic man is also called to , 
to mortify the actions of the body through the spirit (Rom 8.13). Again, it would 
do injustice to Paul’s anthropology to translate ‘spirit’ with a capital S. Because 
trichotomic man also possesses a spirit (the recipient or result of the inbreath-
ing of God’s Spirit of life), he is excellently equipped to mortify the deeds of 
the body. As in previous instances, the primary distinction is between the human 
spirit (or mind or inner man) and the body. Man’s repossession of the spirit or 
mind is the reason why Paul is so grateful to God, because he is now no longer 
limited to a life in the flesh (7.24–25, 8.9). It is through one’s spirit that one is 
able to mortify the deeds of the body.

So far, Paul has listed functions of man’s spirit or mind which are character-
istic of a spirit anthropology. At the end of Romans 8, there is finally also men-
tion of a function of the image anthropology, when he speaks about Christians 
becoming , of the same form as the 
image of God (Rom 8.29). This is a function which is characteristic of Paul’s 
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image Christology. It is fully in line with what he has said in 1 and 2 Cor about 
bearing the image of the heavenly man (1 Cor 15.49: 

) and about being transformed in accordance with the image of God 
(2 Cor 3.18, 4.4: . Through this anthropo-
logical activity of becoming or being of the same form as the image (Rom 8.29: 

 man is assimilated to Him who 
is the image of God, the  (2 Cor 3.18), the one who is in the form 
of God, (Philipp 2.6).

The entire assimilation of Romans 6–8, which started with man’s assimila-
tion to Christ’s death and resurrection in baptism, finally leads to a complete 
summorphōsis with the image of God. Whereas man’s mind had become debased 
and discredited (Rom 1.28), it is now restored through assimilation to Christ and 
again starts to exercise functions which Paul describes both in terms of a spirit 
anthropology and an image anthropology. In the terminology of a spirit anthro-
pology, man walks according to the spirit, contemplates the things of the spirit, 
is in the spirit, and mortifies the actions of the body through the spirit. In the 
terminology of an image anthropology, he acquires the same form as the image 
of God. These dynamics cannot be captured in a rather static simul iustus et pec-
cator anthropology, but only become clear when one realizes the trichotomic 
structure of Paul’s anthropology. Through these dynamic activities, as we shall 
see in the following section, man experiences a metamorphosis which renders 
him into a fully ethical being.

7.3 The metamorphosis of man’s mind and the restitution of 
true religion: Romans 12 – the climax of Paul’s anthropology

By applying his trichotomic anthropology in such a wide-raging, universalist 
way, Paul is able to provide in Romans 6–8 an anthropological solution to the 
ethnic tensions which divide Jews and former pagans in the Christian community 
at Rome. As I have suggested before (see the introduction to the present chapter), 
after Paul has commented upon the non-Christian Jews in Romans 9–11, he feels 
the need to summarize his universalist anthropology at the beginning of Romans 
12. There Paul exhorts his readers as follows:

I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies 
as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your rational worship 
(

). Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by 
the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God – what 
is good and acceptable and perfect: 

(Rom 12.1–2)
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Paul talks here explicitly of the metamorphosis which takes place in the mind. 
Whereas at the beginning of his letter to the Romans, Paul has explained that 
as a result of the decline of Rome’s original monotheistic and aniconic religion 
(see § 7.1 above), the human mind has deteriorated into an , a 
‘debased, unsatisfactory, discredited mind’ (Rom 1.28), as a result of the assimi-
lation to Christ described in the anthropological reflections in Romans 6–8, the 
mind can be said to experience a renewal.

The passage in Romans 12 in fact reads as a synthesis of what Paul has said 
in 2 Cor 3–4 and Romans 6–8. Whereas in the former text, Paul has explained 
that man’s metamorphosis in accordance with the image of God results in the 
growth of the inner man (2 Cor 3.18, 4.4, 4.16; see § 6.5 above), in the latter text 
he shows that – in line with particular strands of philosophical reflection – he 
considers the inner man as equivalent with the mind (Rom 7.22–25) and defines 
man’s assimilation to Christ as a summorphōsis with the image of God. Hence, 
Paul is able to summarize these views in Rom 12.1–2 in terms of a metamorpho-
sis which takes place through the renewal of the mind.

As a result of this renewal of the , the ‘discredited mind’, 
which was incapable of ethical scrutiny (Rom 1.28–31), the renewed mind 
is now again able …

, ‘to discern what is the will of God – what is good and 
acceptable and perfect (Rom 12.2). This is the outcome of man’s identification 
with Christ. As in the Platonic doctrine of assimilation to God (see § 2.2 above), 
the nature of this assimilation is ethical.

The renewal not only transforms the debased mind into an ethically function-
ing mind, it also renders religion into a , a logical, intellectual, 
rational form of worshipping God, as Paul makes clear in Rom 12.1. Naturally 
this religion is called , ‘logical, intellectual or rational’, because of the 
involvement of the mind, which becomes visible in ethical decision-making. It 
seems that Paul’s definition serves a double polemical purpose. On the one hand, 
this rational religion is contrasted with Greek polytheism, which is a deteriora-
tion from its original monotheistic and aniconic beginnings (see § 7.1 above). 
On the other hand, this rational form of worshipping God seems to be implicitly 
contrasted with the mere depiction of Judaism in Rom 9–11 as a , a wor-
ship of God (Rom 9.4), without any further defining characteristic. It seems that 
in this way Paul contrasts Christian Judaism as a non-cultic, rational worship of 
God with non-Christian Judaism as a form of worship which still involves a tem-
ple cult. This difference which Paul perceives between non-Christian and Chris-
tian Judaism can be nicely illustrated by a passage from Philo, already studied 
before, which comes very close to Rom 12.1–2.

According to Philo, in one of his comments on the ‘true man’, the Philonic 
equivalent of the Platonic ‘inner man’, man’s rational soul is in fact a temple of 
God:
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For there are, as is evident, two temples of God: one of them this universe, in which 
there is also as High Priest His First-born, the divine Logos, and the other the ra-
tional soul, whose priest is the real man (

), the outward and visible image of whom is he who offers the 
prayers and sacrifices handed down from our fathers (

). (Philo, De somniis 1.215; cf. § 7.2.2 
[e] above)

As we have seen in chap. 2 on the pagan notion of ‘image of God’, pagan phi-
losophers also regarded man as a temple of God, since man bears in the inner 
shrine of his mind the image of God (see §§ 2.1.3 [b], 2.1.4 and 2.4.1 above). 
Against this background, Philo and Paul agree. Yet differently from Paul, Philo 
views the Jerusalem cult as of enduring importance because the ‘real man’, ‘the 
inner man’, who officiates as priest in the rational soul, is at the same time rep-
resented by the (high) priest at the Jerusalem temple, ‘the one who offers the 
prayers and sacrifices handed down from our fathers’, 

. It seems that against such an enduring cultic and / or traditional 
view of religion, which is – in Josephus’ terminology – a 
(Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 8.229, 12.269, 12.385, 19.284), Paul defines his 
own religion deliberately as a , a rational worship of God. This 
seems to imply – to quote the well-known phrase from J. Z. Smith – that Paul’s 
definition of true religion is even less ‘locative’ and more ‘utopian’ than Philo’s 
and probably also than that of most Greek philosophers. The only analogy which 
presents itself, and which we have already encountered in § 2.2 above, is that 
between Paul and the anti-cultic reflections on man as the image of God in the 
Pythagorean Sentences (see § 2.2.11 above). As we have seen, according to this 
Pythagorean collection:

Offerings and sacrifices do not pay honour to God; votive offerings set up in a temple 
do not embellish God. But the mind which is full of God and has been sufficiently 
established unites with God, for it must be that like comes to like: 

(Sententiae Pythagoreorum 20)

Indeed, it seems that Neo-Pythagoreanism and Paul share very similar ideas 
about the anti-sacrificial nature of the true worship of God.

In Paul’s non-locative and utopian, universalist and rational, ethical under-
standing of religion, the exclusive site of the worship of God becomes the be-
liever’s own body. Hence he exhorts his readers ‘to present [their] bodies as a 
living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is [their] rational worship’: 

 (Rom 12.1). Against the background of the trichotomic 
anthropology which we explored in chap. 5 and applied to Romans in the present 
chapter, it may be clear that the bodies presented as a sacrifice in this rational 
worship are not merely viewed as bodies, but as bodies which harbour man’s 
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soul and mind. This is also clear from the immediate context, as Paul continues 
by talking about the metamorphosis which takes place through the renewal of 
the mind (Rom 12.2).

Seen in this way, Paul’s exhortation to present one’s body as a sacrifice as part 
of a rational worship of God, and to experience a metamorphosis in the mind so 
that one is able to contemplate God’s will, which – in a Euthyphronian sense – 
is equated with ‘what is good and acceptable and perfect’ (cf. Plato, Euthyphro 
9 e–10 a; cf. § 2.4 above), reads as the climax of the development of his anthro-
pology. Already in 1 Thess Paul appears to share the Jewish variant of Greek tri-
chotomic anthropology by distinguishing – like his Jewish near-contemporaries 
Philo and Josephus – between spirit, soul, and body (see § 5.1.3 above).

In his Corinthian correspondence, this spirit anthropology is supplemented 
with an image anthropology, which emphasizes man’s gradual metamorphosis 
in accordance with the image of God. The setting in which Paul develops these 
anthropologies is that of the sophistic competition which also affects the Chris-
tian community at Corinth (see chaps 3, 5 and 6 above). It is in this context that 
he adopts the Platonic notion of the inner man, which enables him to offer an 
alternative for the sophistic focus on outward rhetorical performance and physi-
ognomy. The growth of the inner man is seen by Paul as the result of man’s 
ongoing metamorphosis, in which he assimilates himself to the image of God, 
Christ, the ideal man from heaven. This notion of assimilation was not present in 
the ancient Jewish understanding of the image of God (cf. § 1.1 above) but was 
derived from Greek philosophy, which had also reflected on man as the image 
of God (§ 2.1) and on the need to maintain or regain this position by assimilat-
ing to God (§ 2.2).

Paul’s Jewish background, however, is not altogether irrelevant. Indeed, the 
contrary is the case. We have seen that the trichotomy of spirit, soul and body is 
based on the Greek philosophical reading of the Jewish account of man’s crea-
tion in Gen 2.7 (see chap. 5 above). Furthermore, the Greek notion of assimila-
tion to God is not incompatible with a Jewish divine anthropology, in which man 
and God are related (see § 1.1.8 [b] above). Moreover, Neo-Pythagoreans them-
selves seem to draw upon the Jewish account of man’s creation in Gen 1.26–27 
for their reflections on man, or the ruler, as the image of God (see § 2.1.5 above). 
And in their development of an image and spirit anthropology, it is important 
Jewish texts which Philo and Paul apply in a Graeco-Roman context.

It is the sophistic environment in Corinth that prompts Paul to further contex-
tualize his anthropology alongside his Christology. In 1–2 Cor, Paul presents his 
ideal figure, Christ, as a clearly anti-sophistic model. Christ was not concerned 
about public opinion, and his true glory went unnoticed by the (political) rulers 
of this age (1 Cor 2.8). Moreover, Paul writes to the Corinthians, ‘though he was 
rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become 
rich’ (2 Cor 8.9). The glory of Christ, the man from heaven, in which man par-
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ticipates by bearing the image of this heavenly man, and by being transformed 
into this image of God, is currently only an inner value (cf. 2 Cor 4.16–18). In 
this way, both in his Christology and in his anthropology, Paul undermines the 
attraction of sophistic rhetoric and outward performance.

Yet in another context Paul develops his anthropology still further, as we have 
seen in the present chapter. The Christian community in Rome, ridden by ethnic 
tensions, is offered a universalist anthropology which overcomes the relevance 
of ethnicity in the community. Man’s assimilation to Christ is now further re-
flected upon. It is in baptism that the process of growing together with the death 
and resurrection of Christ starts. Baptism is the starting point for a renewal of 
man’s individual, debased mind, and for a new understanding of true religion. 
The two converge in the definition of true religion as a rational form of worship-
ping God, which takes place through the renewal of one’s mind and becomes 
tangible in a reflective rational-ethical examination of what is good and accept-
able and perfect.
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