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This essay examines Ephesians in light of current research in ethnic studies. The
methodological advance of such an approach is twofold: first, it moves the exe-
gesis of the domestic codes to the wider frame of the letter; and, second, it
goes beyond the limited hermeneutical framework of the ‘origins’ of the recon-
ciliation language to the more productive examination of its function in the text.
The concept of ‘one new humanity’ provides evidence for the author’s ethnic rea-
soning, which participated in ancient cultural affirmations of the essential fluid-
ity and changeability of all ethnicity. The author of Ephesians domesticates the
mythical language of baptism by making it fit the conventional morality of a
household economy, thus presenting the letter’s most important ecclesiological
concept, that of ‘the body of Christ’, as a unity that is more moral than mythic.
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Studies on Ephesians have long tried to explain why its most important

ecclesiological concept, that of ‘the body of Christ’, is described in the language

of ethnicity and racial difference. The modern form of the debate goes back to

Adolf von Harnack, whose brief comments gave rise to identifying the church

as a ‘third race’ (and borrowed the patristic Latin formulation, genus tertium,

made famous by Tertullian). In his massive commentary, for example, Markus
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 A. von Harnack, The Mission and Expansion of Christianity in the First Three Centuries (

vols.; trans. James Moffatt; New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, ) I.–; see W. Rader,

The Church and Racial Hostility: A History of Interpretation of Ephesians :– (BGBE ;

Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, ) –. Quoting the formulation from anti-Christian

polemics, Tertullian acknowledged its normally ethnic/racial connotations precisely in

order to deny by reductio ad absurdum any such connotations in the case of Christians: 
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Barth denied that the epistle envisions the church as a new race, or genus tertium,

different from either Gentiles or Jews. On this view, the description of the church

as ‘one new humanity out of two’ (Eph .) does not entail an erasure of Gentile

ethnicity but merely advances Paul’s own vision of the incorporation of the

nations into historical Israel. Although Barth’s commentary in general has

proven unpersuasive to a consensus of scholars working on Ephesians, this par-

ticular line of interpretation has found some favour in recent scholarship.

Countering this line of exegesis, other scholars argue that Eph .–, especially

its language of ethnic ‘reconciliation’ (ἀποκαταλλάξῃ τοὺς ἀμφοτέρους ἐν ἑνὶ
σώματι, Eph .), describes an ecclesiology in terms quite similar to a new eth-

nicity, a genus tertium other than historical Israel. Much of the scholarship on

each side of this debate, however, proceeds as if the meaning of the terms ethni-

city and race were obvious and self-explanatory.

The present essay rethinks the question in light of current research in ethnic

studies. The concept of ‘one new humanity’ in Ephesians provides evidence of

the author’s ethnic reasoning, which participated in ancient cultural affirmations

‘because there is indeed no nation (gens) that is not Christian … it is due to our (so-called)

superstitio (excess of religion), not to our natio, that we are counted as the third race’ (the

series being Romans, Jews and Christians) (Tert. Ad nat. ..– (CCSL I.)); see also

Tert. Scorp. . (CCSL II.). Importantly, Tertullian had to argue against the ethnic rea-

soning that the sobriquet normally encouraged in ancient Roman audiences.

 M. Barth, Ephesians ( vols.; AB  and A; Garden City, NY: Doubleday and Company, )

I.–.

 Most unpersuasive has been Barth’s overarching thesis about the epistle as genuine (ca.  CE),

not pseudonymous (ca. – CE); see G. Sellin, Der Brief an die Epheser (KEK ; Göttingen:

Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, ) –; M. Y. MacDonald, Colossians and Ephesians (SP ;

Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, ) ; P. Perkins, Ephesians (ANTC; Nashville, TN:

Abingdon Press, ) ; N. A. Dahl, ‘Einleitungsfragen zum Epheserbrief’, in id., Studies

in Ephesians (ed. D. Hellholm, V. Blomkvist and T. Fornberg; WUNT ; Tübingen: Mohr

Siebeck, ) ; and R. Schnackenburg, Ephesians: A Commentary (trans. H. Heron;

Edinburgh: T&T Clark, ) . On the pseudepigraphy of Ephesians, see now B. D.

Ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery: The Use of Literary Deceit in Early Christian Polemics

(New York: Oxford University Press, ) –.

 J. Muddiman, The Epistle to the Ephesians (BNTC; London: Continuum, ) ; T. L. N. Yee,

Jews, Gentiles and Ethnic Reconciliation: Paul’s Jewish Identity and Ephesians (SNTSMS ;

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ) ; see also S. E. Fowl, Ephesians: A

Commentary (NTL; Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, ) ; K. M. Fischer,

Tendenz und Absicht des Epheserbriefes (FRLANT ; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck and

Ruprecht, ) –.

 A. T. Lincoln, Ephesians (WBC ; Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, ) ; id., ‘The Church

and Israel in Ephesians ’, CBQ  () –; and M. Rese, ‘Die Vorzüge Israels in Röm.

, f. und Eph. ,: Exegetische Anmerkungen zum Thema Kirche und Israel’, TZ  ()

–.
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of the essential fluidity and changeability of all ethnicity. As Wayne Meeks has

shown, the original terms of the ‘new humanity’ in Ephesians belong to early

Christian rituals of baptism, in which a unification formula (Gal .;  Cor

.) evoked the myth of a created but lost humanity (Adam in Gen .). In

some early Christian groups, the performative utterance of this symbolisation

(‘making the two one’) inculcated an attitude in believers that embraced celibacy

and related ascetic practices as the Christian ideal – a trajectory culminating in

late ancient ‘Encratite’ theologies of the μοναχός (single one, ‘monk’). In

Ephesians, however, this symbolisation has the opposite goal of admonishing

marriage as the Christian norm and the ancient household as the model of the

church. By making the myth fit an ordinary Greco-Roman household economy,

the author of Ephesians domesticates the baptismal language in ways beyond

the lead of his main source (Col .), which already tried to discipline the

potentially autonomous ascetic tendencies of the unification baptismal formula

within the household economy described by an Aristotelian topos (περὶ
οἰκονομίας). To an extent greater than Colossians, baptism in Ephesians

evokes not a sublime myth (the recreated Adam) but a conventional morality

(the ordinary structures of Greco-Roman household order). Union with Christ,

in this perspective, does not liberate one from ‘the world’ or mystically abolish

the difference between male and female (allegedly enacted through sexual renun-

ciation), but binds one into marriage, family life and a household economy.

 Most helpful for my research is D. K. Buell, Why this New Race: Ethnic Reasoning in Early

Christianity (New York: Columbia University Press, ), who does not discuss Ephesians.

Consequentially, my approach to the issues of identity and difference in Ephesians also

turns away from older ‘history of religions’ readings that restrict exegesis to cosmic

ἄνθρωπος speculations, particularly in ancient Gnosticism; H. Schlier, Christus und die

Kirche im Epheserbrief (BHT ; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, ) –; cf. Schnackenburg,

Ephesians, .

 W. A. Meeks, ‘The Image of the Androgyne: Some Uses of a Symbol in Earliest Christianity’, in

id., In Search of the Early Christians: Selected Essays (ed. A. R. Hilton and H. Gregory Snyder;

New Haven: Yale University, ) –.

 On the topos as an Aristotelian literary form of ordinary household management, see D. L.

Balch, ‘Household Codes’, ABD III.–; id., ‘Household Codes’, Greco-Roman Literature

and the New Testament (ed. D. L. Aune; SBLSBS ; Atlanta: Scholars Press, ) –;

and J. A. Harrill, Slaves in the New Testament: Literary, Social, and Moral Dimensions

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, ) –. On the Colossian polemic against rival teachers

advocating ‘self-abasement’ through ascetic and possibly ecstatic practices, see Col .–,

–.

 W. A. Meeks, ‘In One Body: The Unity of Humankind in Colossians and Ephesians’, God’s

Christ and His People: Studies in Honor of Nils Alstrup Dahl (ed. J. Jervell and W. A. Meeks;

Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, ) ; id., ‘Image of the Androgyne’, –. A different but

related argument appears in C. Gerber, ‘Die alte Braut und Christi Leib: Zum ekklesiolo-

gischen Entwurf des Epheserbriefs’, NTS  () –, on the theme of the ‘church’ in

Ephesians functioning more as paraenesis than as a transcendent entity.
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Ephesians thus presents its most important ecclesiological concept, that of ‘the

body of Christ’, as a unity that is more moral than mythic.

In this essay, I develop the relationship between the ethnic reasoning that

shapes the ecclesiology in the letter’s opening chapters and the domestic hier-

archy prescribed for the new ‘body of Christ’ in its final chapters. An ethnic

approach moves the exegesis of the domestic codes and its subsequent battle

imagery in the second half of Ephesians to the wider frame of the entire work;

and it goes beyond the limited hermeneutical framework of the ‘origins’ of the

reconciliation language in Ephesians, to the more productive examination of its

function in the text.

. Methodological Considerations: Current Ethnic Studies

Exegetical debates over the meaning of ‘ethnic reconciliation’ in Ephesians

occur in part because scholars bring conflicting suppositions about ethnic identity

and race to the interpretation of the text. Examining the ancient evidence, there-

fore, first requires evaluating the differing theories of ethnicity in the history of

scholarship. The term ethnicity is a neologism coined first in the field of anthro-

pology during the s as an academic substitute for older terms such as

‘race’ and ‘tribe’, which fell into disfavour because of their embarrassing history

as pejorative language supporting the horrific ideologies and institutions of

modern racism made abundantly clear in the Second World War. Reaching its

height in the s, this ‘ethnic turn’ in anthropology accompanied broader

shifts in theories of culture in the social sciences and the humanities away from

a prevailing idea rooted in the aristocratic celebration of the stable and high

ideals of civilisation, as found in the products of ‘high culture’, and towards an

understanding that culture describes an entire way of life and a human universal.

In other words, whereas older claims had presumed that not everyone displays

‘culture’ (as in German Kultur, Bildung; and French civilité, politesse), the new

approach to the question held that all people have culture but not all have the

same kind. Avoiding the older, class-specific sense of ‘high culture’, a new gen-

eration of anthropologists thus expanded the term ethnicity from minority, mar-

ginalised local populations to include the whole complex of behavioural values

and characteristics that identify a group of any sort. This expansion refuted the

 C. Keyes, ‘Ethnic Groups, Ethnicity’, The Dictionary of Anthropology (ed. Thomas Barfield;

Oxford: Blackwell, ) –; M. Banks, Ethnicity: Anthropological Constructions (London:

Routledge, ) –; M. de Lepervanche, ‘From Race to Ethnicity’, Journal of Sociology 

() –; N. Glazer and D. P. Moynihan, ‘Introduction’, Ethnicity: Theory and Practice

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, ) –.

 See K. Tanner, Theories of Culture: A New Agenda for Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,

); and J. A. Harrill, ‘Paul and Empire: Studying Roman Identity after the Cultural Turn’,

Early Christianity  () –.
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normative idea that an elite population is not ‘ethnic’, or does not even have ‘eth-

nicity’. Most important in shaping this new conceptual model was its key innov-

ation: boundaries of ethnic groups are socially constructed rather than

biologically self-perpetuating.

.. The Old Debate
A number of social scientists objected, however, not least because of the

apparent evidence that ethnic conflicts arise from ties deeply rooted in ‘blood’.

Theorists typically explain the subsequent debate, most active in the s and

s, in terms of two rival camps dubbed ‘primordialism’ and ‘constructivism’.

Primordialism broadly holds three basic propositions: () individuals have a

single ethnicity; () this ethnicity is by its nature fixed and stable; and () this eth-

nicity is exogenous to outside events (not a product of human societies). In refu-

tation of this position, three shared counterpropositions unite constructivist

arguments: () individuals have a repertoire of multiple ethnic identities; ()

these ethnicities can be fluid; and () these ethnicities can change due to

endogenous variables (social, political and economic events external to human

biology). The decades of scholarship mentioned above are important to note,

however. To characterise the debate exclusively by appeal to these two camps

is now outdated. Current consensus holds that constructivist theories have long

won the day in ethnicity and nationalism studies. As Jonathan Hall writes:

Current research tends to grant at least an intersubjective reality to ethnic iden-
tity, though it differs from pre-war scholarship on a number of important
points. Firstly, it stresses that the ethnic group is not a biological group but a
social group, distinguished from other collectivities by its subscription to a
putative myth of shared descent and kinship and by its association with a ‘prim-
ordial territory’. Secondly, it rejects the nineteenth-century view of ethnic
groups as static, monolithic categories with impermeable boundaries for a
less restrictive model which recognizes the dynamic, negotiable and situation-
ally constructed nature of ethnicity. Finally, it questions the notion that ethnic
identity is primarily constituted by either genetic traits, language, religion or
even common cultural forms. While all of these attributes may act as important

 F. Barth, ‘Introduction’, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organization of Cultural

Difference (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., ) –. See Banks, Ethnicity, –. The

pioneer of what later became known as ‘constructivism’, Fredrik Barth has since modified

his theories somewhat (away from an overemphasis on the individual at the expense of the

group in his earlier writings), but without weakening his original position on ethnicity that

accords primacy to the perceptions of social actors; see R. Jenkins, ‘Rethinking Ethnicity:

Identity, Categorization and Power’, Ethnic and Racial Studies  () –.

 K. Chandra, ‘Introduction’, and ‘How Ethnic Identities Change’, Constructivist Theories of

Ethnic Politics (New York: Oxford University Press, ) , –. A number of theorists

seek to synthesise primordialism and constructivism; see H. E. Hale, ‘Explaining Ethnicity’,

Comparative Political Studies  () –.
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symbols of ethnic identity, they really only serve to bolster an identity that is
ultimately constructed through written and spoken discourse.

And, as another leader in the field puts the status quaestionis, ‘Primordialism per

se is untenable, since it assumes what is to be explained: why human beings are so

widely differentiated by ethnic origin and culture. It fails to explain why particular

ethnic communities emerge, change, and dissolve, or why so many people choose

to emigrate and assimilate to other [ethnicities].’ Indeed, research seems to have

come full circle, back to Émile Durkheim’s essential insight, from his  study of

totemism among the Aborigines of Australia, that kinship is never ‘natural’ but

always is (as Jonathan Z. Smith reminds us) a ‘social taxonomy’. The association

of ‘fixity’with ethnicity has come under the most extensive criticism, which is rele-

vant to an interpretation of Ephesians because, I argue, its language about

Gentiles (ἔθνη) participated in ancient discursive strategies of articulating

ethnic fluidity. A constructivist approach to the issues of identity and difference

in Ephesians challenges unexamined presuppositions, born of primordialism,

which overlook the very idea of ethnic fluidity (because it is unthinkable and a

biological impossibility).

Invoking ethnicity as a critical term of historical analysis for Ephesians admit-

tedly raises a further methodological question of anachronism. Is ethnicity, espe-

cially in its constructivist sense, just too modern (or post-modern) a concept to

apply to ancient phenomena? The method becomes even more problematic,

 J. M. Hall, Ethnic Identity in Greek Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ) ;

cf. the review in D. Konstan, ‘Defining Ancient Greek Ethnicity’, Diaspora  () –,

who calls for even greater attention to the discursive construction of ethnicity. The new

genetic research into ancient populations is, to be sure, problematising this claim somewhat;

cf. M. D. Costa et al., ‘A Substantial Prehistoric European Ancestry amongst Ashkenazi

Maternal Lineages’, Nature Communications  () online article no.  (available at:

http://dx.doi.org/./ncomms); and D. M. Behar et al., ‘The Genome-wide

Structure of the Jewish People’, Nature  () –. Nonetheless, ethnicity as a social

construct differs from genetics as a scientific discipline; the overlap between the two lies

not in criteria of meaningfulness so much as in ‘group identity’, whether configured socially

or genetically.

 Anthony D. Smith, ‘Culture, Community and Territory: The Politics of Ethnicity and

Nationalism’, International Affairs  () .

 É. Durkheim, Les forms élémentaires de la vie religieuse: le systèm totémique en Australie (th

edn; Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, ) ; trans. C. Cosman as The Elementary

Forms of Religious Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, ) . J. Z. Smith, ‘Differential

Equations: On Constructing the Other’, Relating Religion: Essays in the Study of Religion

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, ) .

 A question that biblical scholars have raised before (e.g. C. H. Cosgrove, ‘Did Paul Value

Ethnicity?’, CBQ  () –), and multiple scholars on ancient ethnicity have antici-

pated from historians in general (e.g. I. Malkin, ‘Introduction’, Ancient Perceptions of Greek

Ethnicity (Washington, DC: Harvard University Center for Hellenic Studies, ) –).
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one might add, on the fact that no single ancient word equates to ‘our’ term.

Though the modern neologism ‘ethnicity’ is derived from ἔθνος (plural ἔθνη),
ἔθνος simply designates a population group any of kind: herds of cattle, flocks

of birds, hives of bees, swarms of flies, companies of warriors, bands of boys or

girls, and even whole nations (i.e. ‘Gentiles’), and the ranks of the dead. A

term closer to our modern sense of ethnicity might be λαός (people, ‘nation’),
but it does not occur in Ephesians, which some commentators find significant evi-

dence from silence that the author of Ephesians does not designate the church as

a ‘people’. To be sure, an exegesis built upon a term not actually in the text (such

as ‘ethnicity’) appears at first glance to be bad methodology.

In reply to these potential objections, let me clarifymy theoretical assumptions.

I take as an axiom of historical research that the helpfulness of the category of eth-

nicity, as in any critical term of analysis, is bestmeasured by how it explains the evi-

dence, not by the extent towhich people in the past expressed an equivalent term in

their language, or otherwise would have recognised the category as one of their

own. In this regard, I agree with the historian of religions Robert Campany, who

has explained this axiom for the comparable term religions in the field of religious

studies generally. That classical antiquity lacked a word for ‘ethnicity’ does not,

prima facie, constitute an argument against modern scholars employing the term:

It would do so only if the sole legitimate task of historical scholarship on reli-
gion is to recover and repeat, in the language of the original documents,
ancient people’s claims – an assumption Jonathan Z. Smith has summarized
as a ‘morality of regard for local interpretations’. Even if such a project were
desirable, it would be impossible for many reasons, including the fact that
the language of research is not the same as the language of the sources, neces-
sitating translation – hence interpretation – at every turn (a responsibility abne-
gated by the fantasy that we might somehow present the texts pristine and
whole to our readers), as well as the fact that, at least until time travel
becomes possible, the agendas driving the questions asked and the materials
selected must derive from knowledge communities contemporaneous to the
scholar.

 Hall, Ethnic Identity, – with the ancient references.

 J.-N. Aletti, ‘The Ecclesiological Difficulties in the Letter to the Ephesians: Some Suggestions’,

New Approaches for Interpreting the Letters of Saint Paul: Collected Essays (trans. P. Manning

Meyer; Subsidia biblica ; Rome: Gregorian and Biblical Press, ) –, at nn.  and ,

who conjectures that the term λαόςmust have been ‘too historical and worldly’ for the author

of Ephesians. Aletti’s main point is that ethnic reconciliation in Ephesians means union not

with the πολιτεία of Israel but with that of ‘the saints’, the eschatologically realised church.

Of course, λαός is the Septuagint’s term of choice for Israel, even where in the Hebrew the

word for the ‘people’ (of Israel) is goy.

 R. F. Campany, ‘On the Very Idea of Religions (in the Modern West and in Early Medieval

China)’, HR  () , citing J. Z. Smith, Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of Early

Christianities and the Religions of Late Antiquity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,

Ethnic Fluidity in Ephesians 
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It is not sufficient to adhere only to the explicit terms of an author, as if critical

exegesis were nothing more than literalistic word studies. We must also

examine synonyms and cognates, modes of argument, motifs, themes, topoi

and ideas in order to recognise how ancient authors could talk ‘around’ concepts

in the fundamentally oral culture of the ancient Mediterranean. Ancient Greeks,

for instance, may have lacked our exact term, but they nonetheless were

capable of talking around the concept of ‘ethnicity’ in a number of telling ways:

by attributing the social cohesion of an ἔθνος to γένος (birth) and συγγένεια
(kinship); by characterising distinctive peoples by their δίαιτα (daily way of

life), ἔθεα (customary habits) and νόμοι (regulated norms); and by describing

how a πολιτεία (citizen body) inculcates a particular διάνοια (set of mental

values) and bodily cohesion through παιδεία (education). Ethnicity was, there-

fore, discursively constructed in classical antiquity, that is, constituted by the lan-

guage of the participants themselves. All these ancient discursive practices are

relevant for the investigation of Ephesians, particularly the language of

πολιτεία (Eph .), διάνοια (.; .), σύσσωμος (.) and παιδεία (.).

Claiming an ethnic meaning for these terms is controversial, however.

Consequently, I raise an overarching methodological question, returning to the

very idea of ‘religions’. The question is whether such terms as πολιτεία in fact

described an ethnicity or, rather, emphasised citizenship in the redefinition of

Hellenistic communities like the Jews (and the early Christians) from ‘ethnic’

groups to ‘religious’ ones; in other words, did Mediterranean people distinguish

between ethnicity and religion? This question lies at the centre of a new debate

more current and more relevant to biblical studies than the older one between

‘primordialism’ and ‘constructivism’ widely acknowledged as outdated.

.. The New Debate
The question divides scholars along two broad lines. On one side of this

new debate (the ethnic-reasoning position), scholars such as Paula Fredriksen

and Denise Kimber Buell argue, in different ways, for the equivalence of what

we call ‘ethnicity’ and ‘religion’ in ancient Mediterranean societies; any separ-

ation of the two terms brings an anachronism (the modern idea of religion as a

‘faith’) that deserves a mandatory retirement from early Christian studies. ‘Put

) . Cf. S. Mason, ‘Jews, Judaeans, Judaizing, Judaism: Problems of Categorization in

Ancient History’, JSJ  () –, at –, who disagrees with this axiom.

 J. M. Hall, Hellenicity: Between Ethnicity and Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,

) –; A. Wallace-Hadrill, Rome’s Cultural Revolution (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, ) .

 P. Fredriksen, ‘Judaizing the Nations: The Ritual Demands of Paul’s Gospel’, NTS  ()

–, at –; eadem, ‘Mandatory Retirement: Ideas in the Study of Christian Origins

Whose Time Has Come to Go’, SR  () –.
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more concisely’, writes Fredriksen, ‘ancient “religion” was inherited. It character-

ized ethnic groups. In antiquity, gods ran in the blood’; indeed, ‘cult defined eth-

nicity and ethnicity defined cult’. Buell even argues that we should use ‘race’

and ‘ethnicity’ interchangeably.

On the other side (the non-ethnic–reasoning position), various scholars for

different reasons contend that ancient identity did not depend on ethnicity or

‘race’. Erich Gruen, for example, raises the question of whether ‘ethnicity’ is a

concept applicable to ancient phenomena. He thus challenges his fellow histor-

ians not to overemphasise the role of race and ethnic differences in the investiga-

tion of ancient perceptions of identity. Though accepting the constructivist

position (which virtually all current critical theorists on ethnic studies now

hold), Gruen applies the term ‘ethnicity’ in the consistent sense of a shared

lineage (the bloodline) for heuristic purposes, to argue that the ancients did not

normally rest their identities on it. Expanding the term to encompass much

more than genealogy, in his view, runs the risk of making ‘ethnicity’ a much

fuzzier concept and so less useful for interpretation. In contrast to Gruen,

Shaye J. D. Cohen emphasises the rise of a new ‘religious’ identity displacing eth-

nicity during the formative period of Judaism and Christianity. Cohen’s argument,

particularly influential on New Testament studies, is that Ἰουδαῖος lost much of

its ethnic meaning in the Hasmonean policies of the Second Temple era, which

 P. Fredriksen, Augustine and the Jews: A Christian Defense of Jews and Judaism (New York:

Doubleday, ) –; eadem, ‘Paul, Practical Pluralism, and the Invention of Religious

Persecution in Roman Antiquity’ (plenary address, conference on ‘Understanding Religious

Pluralism’, Georgetown University, Washington, DC, May ).

 Fredriksen, ‘Judaizing the Nations’, ; for evidence of ancients saying essentially the same

thing, see Celsus (‘every people [sc. ἔθνος] honours the traditions of its fathers’, apud

Origen, Contra Celsum .); and Julian, Ep. .a (Jews ‘reserving their deepest devotion

to their own god’, thinking that other gods ‘have been allotted to us Gentiles (τοῖς
ἔθνεσιν) only’; trans. W. C. Wright, The Works of the Emperor Julian, vol. III (LCL;

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, ) ).

 D. K. Buell, Why This New Race; eadem, ‘Rethinking the Relevance of Race for Early Christian

Self-Definition’, HTR () –; eadem, ‘God’s Own People: Specters of Race, Ethnicity,

and Gender in Early Christian Studies’, Prejudice and Christian Beginnings: Investigating

Race, Gender, and Ethnicity in Early Christianity (ed. L. Nasrallah and E. Schüssler

Fiorenza; Fortress Press, ) –; D. K. Buell and C. J. Hodge, ‘The Politics of

Interpretation: The Rhetoric of Race and Ethnicity in Paul’, JBL  () –. I would

place on this side of the debate also B. Isaac, The Invention of Racism in Classical Antiquity

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, ).

 E. S. Gruen, ‘Did Ancient Identity Depend on Ethnicity? A Preliminary Probe’, Phoenix 

() –; id., Rethinking the Other in Antiquity (Princeton: Princeton University Press,

) – and passim. Gruen does not share Shaye Cohen’s idea of a change from ‘ethnic’

to ‘religious’ identity in ancient Judaism, let alone agreeing that such a change occurred at

a particular point in time; for Gruen, such a dichotomy is dubious.

Ethnic Fluidity in Ephesians 
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rendered Jewish society capable of being redefined as a Hellenistic πολιτεία, thus
separating citizenship from ethnicity.

For the question of whether ethnicity was significant for ancient identities, I

find the arguments of Fredriksen and Buell, respectively, to be largely persuasive.

Although their positions differ in important ways – Buell foregrounds ‘race’ and

comparative ethnic theory, while Fredriksen favours the term ‘ethnicity’ in a

method more traditionally historical – both take seriously the significance of

ethnic fluidity in discursive constructions of identity and difference. Buell, for

example, responds to Cohen this way:

While Shaye Cohen has persuasively argued that Jewish authors adapted
‘Greek political thinking’ to reformulate Judaeanness ‘as a way of life and as
a citizenship’ that one can join, he views this way of thinking – for both
Greeks and Judaeans – as a(n) indication of the ‘removal of the ethnicity
from the concept of “Hellene” and Ioudaios’. In Cohen’s view, any sign of mut-
ability marks the absence of true ethnicity ... For Cohen, religiosity is a cultural
category and contrasts with ethnicity because it is an achieved or voluntary
status rather than an ascribed one. But this interpretation is problematic
both because it presupposes intactness and givenness to ethnicity that is not
demonstrable in ancient sources, and because it insists upon such a sharp dis-
tinction between ethnicity and religious affiliation. It is better to say that terms
such as Ioudaios and Hellēn remain concepts culturally intelligible as ethnici-
ties but that what constitutes a Ioudaios or Hellēn changes over time.

Yet, in a more fine-grained analysis of our respective views, my position is closer

to that of Fredriksen than that of Buell. The difference is Fredriksen’s more histor-

ical analysis of cult as an ancient ethnic designation:

Some of these pagans did, weirdly, ‘become’ Ioudaioi, in effect changing ethnic
groups, an act that went against a commonsense construal of ‘blood’. What
moderns designate ‘conversion’, given ancient divinity’s ethnic embeddedness,
hardly made sense. The closest Roman analogues were adoption and marriage,
both of which ritually created a bond of (legal but fictive) kinship, obligating the
adoptee, or the wife, to new deities, rituals, and ancestors. While a pagan’s wor-
shiping the gods of other peoples had no necessary effect on his relationships

 S. J. D. Cohen, The Beginnings of Jewishness: Boundaries, Varieties, Uncertainties (Berkeley and

Los Angeles: University of California Press, ) –; and id., ‘ἸΟϒΔΑΙΟΣ ΤΟ ΓΕΝΟΣ
and Related Expressions in Josephus’, Josephus and the History of the Greco-Roman Period:

Essays in Honor of Morton Smith (ed. F. Parente and J. Sievers; StPB ; Leiden: Brill, )

, continues to perpetuate primordialist presuppositions that a person cannot change his

or her ἔθνος (‘race’).
 Buell, ‘Rethinking the Relevance of Race’, –. See also the criticism of Cohen in N.

Janowitz, ‘Rethinking Jewish Identity in Late Antiquity’, Ethnicity and Culture in Late

Antiquity (ed. S. Mitchell and G. Greatrex; London: Duckworth, ) –; Mason, ‘Jews,

Judaeans’, –; and P. F. Esler, Conflict and Identity in Romans: The Social Setting of

Paul’s Letter (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, ) –.

 J . A L B ERT HARR I L L
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with his own gods, and while a pagan’s decision to honor the god of Israel along
with his own gods was an available option, a pagan’s ‘becoming’ a Jew was tan-
tamount to changing his own past, reconfiguring his ancestry, deserting his
own pantheon, family, and patria. For these reasons, hostile pagan witnesses
considered what we call ‘conversion’ an act of cultural treason, and they criti-
cized pagan Judaizing or ‘god-fearing’ as the beginning of this slippery slope
(again, see Juvenal Sat. ).

The section below grounds this theory exegetically in Ephesians by examining its

language’s participation in ancient discursive strategies that constructed early

Christian difference (a single new humanity) through Graeco-Roman norms of

ethnic reasoning. In this way, I propose a new approach to the problem of why

and how the author of Ephesians attempted to construct a distinct ecclesiology.

. Discursive Constructions of Ethnic Fixity and Fluidity in Ephesians

The early Christian author of Ephesians deploys two very different modes

of ethnicity: a fixed mode and a fluid mode. Each of these modes operates with a

distinct set of constructions and topoi, and each also has a distinct way of envi-

sioning identity and difference in the world. The fixed mode identifies difference

as stable, essential properties created by cosmic fate and divine determinism even

‘before the foundation of the world’ (Eph .). As commentators have noted, this

dualism of insiders (‘children of light’) and outsiders (children of ‘darkness’, ‘dis-

obedience’, and ‘the wrath of God’) (.–), in which believers are exhorted

never to become ‘partakers’ (συμμέτοχοι) with outsiders (.) and are called

up for battle defending the community’s holy borders (.–), strongly parallels

the particular Jewish sectarianism of the Qumran community.

The second mode, which I call ‘fluidity’, identifies native differences as merely

temporary and utterly malleable: an instability requiring constant moral exhort-

ation (training in paideia), which occupies the letter’s second half (Eph .–

.) and is the letter’s stated backstory (baptism changed the person ‘in which

 P. Fredriksen, ‘Paul, Practical Pluralism’,  (in manuscript), emphasis original.

 N. A. Dahl, ‘Ephesians and Qumran’, Studies in Ephesians, –; Perkins, Ephesians, –,

; M. Y. MacDonald, ‘The Politics of Identity in Ephesians’, JSNT  () –. Ephesians

thus removes the advice in Colossians about conduct towards outsiders; see J. F. Hultin, The

Ethics of Obscene Speech in Early Christianity and Its Environment (NovTSupp ; Leiden:

Brill, ) –, at , who convincingly argues that Ephesians and Colossians come

from different authors. The only other text in the Pauline corpus that matches the intensity

of Ephesians’ call to separate from outsiders is  Cor .–, a fragment not just contradicting

but directly opposing Paul’s language of Gentile mission (see H. D. Betz, ‘ Cor :–:: An

Anti-Pauline Fragment?’, Paulinische Studien: Gesammelte Aufsätze III (Tübingen: Mohr

Siebeck, ) –).
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you [pl.] once lived’). The author of Ephesians reminds his invited audience that

its former Gentile identity has been transformed from ‘alien’ into a single new

humanity (ἄνθρωπος) (.–). The rhetoric of alienation functions not to val-

orise otherness and ‘alien’ status as the Christian ideal, but to disavow alien iden-

tity entirely as a legitimate means of thinking about the unity of the church (in

striking contrast to the strong valorisations of ‘alien’ status for Christian self-defin-

ition in  Peter and Hebrews). Because they are ‘no longer strangers and sojour-

ners’ (Eph .) as they once were in their native identity, believers must now live

by the ‘good works’ of their ascribed identity (.), which resocialises them back

into Greco-Roman society (an important difference between Ephesians and the

Qumran literature). In other words, this alien rhetoric belongs to the letter’s over-

arching discursive project to persuade its invited readers that, by their baptism

(.; .), they have disposed of their previous ethnicity and alienation.

Ephesians oscillates between fixed and fluid modes of ethnicity. Though the

author’s attempt to have it both ways may seem odd, if not downright contradict-

ory, the comparative analysis of ethnic discourse shows that such reasoning fre-

quently exhibits some combination of appeal to both fixity and fluidity. These

two modes function in tandem to construct discursively a ‘regime of truth’ that

gives the appearance of permanence even while negotiating change and trans-

formation. We understand this dynamic oscillation better by relocating the

issue of ethnic identity in Ephesians away from the question of whether ethnicity

is a fixed or mutable thing (the old primordialist/constructivist debate) to analyses

of ethnic reasoning as a discourse of both fixity and fluidity, whose persuasive

force lies precisely in the stereoscopy (double-edged vision) that it embraces.

 Eph .–, which effectively constructs ‘Paul’ (‘we’) as having once shared the same sinfully

‘Gentile’ past ethnicity that the invited readers also had discarded at baptism (cf.  Tim

.–); R. I. Pervo, The Making of Paul: Constructions of the Apostle in Early Christianity

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, ) , ,  n. .

 I use the term invited audience (invited reader) purposefully, to describe not the actual audi-

ences (whatever those might have been for a circular letter) but a reading community and its

culture that the writer of Ephesians seeks to construct and wants to imagine as using the letter;

see W. A. Johnson, Readers and Reading Culture in the High Roman Empire: A Study in Elite

Communities (Oxford: Oxford University Press, ) –.

 B. H. Dunning, ‘Strangers and Aliens No Longer: Negotiating Identity and Difference in

Ephesians ’, HTR  () –.

 On baptismal motifs present throughout Ephesians, see N. A. Dahl, ‘The Concept of Baptism

in Ephesians’, Studies in Ephesians, –.

 Buell, Why This New Race, –, –, drawing on the comparative analysis of A. L. Stoler,

‘Racial Histories and Their Regimes of Truth’, Political Power and Social Theory  ()

–, and Gerd Baumann, The Multicultural Riddle: Rethinking National, Ethnic, and

Religious Identities (New York: Routledge, ) –, .

 Buell, Why This New Race, –. In this regard, my approach to ethnicity as a discourse differs

from the appeal to putative laws of social behaviour found in, e.g. Esler, Conflict and Identity,

–, whose deductive use of six diagnostic indicia (esp. ancestry and territory) to ‘model’ the

 J . A L B ERT HARR I L L
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The language of Ephesians advances this stereoscopy by exploiting commonly

held assumptions in antiquity about the ritual power of sacrifice to authorise a

new patrilineal descent. The blessings of the opening eulogy praise God at

length as the ‘father’ (πατήρ) (Eph .; see also .) who, prior to the foundation

of the cosmos, chose ‘us’ (Gentiles and Jews collectively) ‘in Christ’ to be ‘holy and

blameless before him [God] (ἁγίους καὶ ἀμώμους κατενώπιον αὐτοῦ)’ (.),
and who ‘predetermined us for sonship (εἰς υἱοθεσίαν)’ through Jesus Christ

(.; see also ., ), in whom ‘we have redemption through his blood’

(ἔχομεν τὴν ἀπολύτρωσιν διὰ τοῦ αἵματος αὐτοῦ, .). The terms ἅγιος and
ἄμωμος (.) point to the cultic terminology of blood sacrifice, about victims

being acceptable only if pure and unblemished. With the explicit vocabulary

of sacrifice, the author explains how the reconciliation of Gentiles and Jews

occurred – through Christ’s ‘blood’ (.; see also .). The author picks up

this same motif again in the letter’s paraenetic section to exhort his audience

towards virtues (.–) in imitation of Christ as ‘a sweet-smelling offering and

sacrifice to God’ (προσφορὰν καὶ θυσίαν τῷ θεῷ εἰς ὀσμὴν εὐωδίας, .). All
this cultic language would have readily evoked in ancient audiences normative

assumptions about the constant need to rewrite ancestries paternally through

the αἷμα of sacrifice. My point is that ‘blood’ (an apparent ‘fixity’) turns out

to be sacrificial, and ‘sonship’ turns out to be adoptive – an ethnic discourse in

the fluid mode. In short, ‘blood’ changes with adoption.

‘nature’ of ethnicity treats the phenomenon too much as a fixed ‘thing’ (even in cases of dual

or mixed ethnicity).

 Sellin, Epheser, ; Lincoln, Ephesians, . Cf. N. J. McEleney, ‘Conversion, Circumcision and

the Law’, NTS  () , who claims that ‘blood’ here refers also to Christ’s circumcision;

the problem is that McEleney uses Col .– to interpret Eph ., a methodologically

inappropriate harmonisation. Even if this hypothesis were correct, however, my point about

‘blood’ still holds: cult authorises paternity, which changes the Gentiles’ genealogy (ethnic flu-

idity). On the exegetical issues specific to Col .–, see A. S. Jacobs, Christ Circumcised: A

Study in Early Christian History and Difference (Divinations; Philadelphia: University of

Pennsylvania Press, ) –.

 The phrase διὰ τοῦ αἵματος (Eph .) does not occur in the Colossian parallel passage of the

hymn (Col .), which suggests the phrase to be an intentional redaction of his source on the

part of the author of Ephesians (likely a transposition from Col .); see MacDonald,

Colossians and Ephesians, , ; Lincoln, Ephesians, ; and C. L. Mitton, The Epistle to

the Ephesians: Its Authorship, Origin and Purpose (Oxford: Clarendon Press, ), .

 This motif includes the idea of ‘compulsory mutability’ (if one can change, one must); see D.

K. Buell, ‘Early Christian Universalism andModern Forms of Racism’, The Origins of Racism in

the West (ed. M. Eliav-Feldon, B. Isaac and J. Ziegler; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

) –.

 On sons both begotten and ‘made’ (by adoption) in Roman culture, see now M. Peppard, The

Son of God in the Roman World: Divine Sonship in Its Social and Political Context (New York:

Oxford University Press, ) –.
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Recent cross-cultural studies on the widespread connection of sacrificial blood

and paternal lineage illuminate the authoritative assumptions in which the lan-

guage of Ephesians participates. In this cultural logic, men sacrifice in order

to mimic symbolically and so to usurp maternal ties of biological birth. The

need for sacrificial blood to create paternity comes from the blunt reality that

maternity needs no such social constructs; childbirth is directly observable.

Because fatherhood (especially in antiquity, lacking the technology of DNA

testing) must be socially constructed through cult, sacrifice functions as the

male counterpart to childbirth and is, as Nancy Jay neatly puts it, ‘a remedy of

having been born of woman’.

Sacrifice does not only carry gendered implications but also creates all kinds of

new social relations, including kinship and ethnicity. Indeed, religious ritual and

ethnicity are interrelated. The ritual power of sacrifice to create a new ethnic rela-

tion did not, however, compromise ancient claims that blood ties are immutable

and ‘natural’. The language of Ephesians thus keeps within the logic of ancient

sacrifice by rewriting the bloodline of believing Gentiles while simultaneously

asserting it to have a permanent stability (‘for the fullness of time’, Eph .).

The language of ethnic reconciliation in Ephesians has both essentialist (fixed)

and constructivist (fluid) properties. If the properties of such a cultural logic

seem paradoxical, they nonetheless have a long history in classical antiquity.

.. Gods Ran in the ‘Blood’ – Spilt by Cult
The idea that ‘blood’ (genealogical ties) can be changed by cult goes back

to the first systematic definition of Greek self-identity (τὸ Ἑλληνικόν) as an eth-

nicity, a discursive construction of Panhellenic kinship that Herodotus ascribed to

the Athenians during the PersianWar (– BCE). In this passage, the locus clas-

sicus of modern academic studies on ancient ethnicity, Herodotus has the

Athenian envoys say the following in answer to the Spartans, who fear that the

Athenians would make a separate peace with the Persians:

There are many important factors that would prevent us [Athenians] from
doing this [making an agreement with Persia], even if we wanted to. First

 See N. Jay, Throughout Your Generations Forever: Sacrifice, Religion, and Paternity (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, ) –; and S. K. Stowers, ‘Greeks Who Sacrifice and

Those Who Do Not: Toward an Anthropology of Greek Religion’, The Social World of the

First Christians: Essays in Honor of Wayne A. Meeks (ed. L. M. White and O. L. Yarbrough;

New Haven: Yale University Press, ), –. Scholars have noted this connection also

in Paul’s undisputed letters: P. Eisenbaum, ‘A Remedy for Having Been Born of Woman:

Jesus, Gentiles, and Genealogy in Romans’, JBL  () –; C. J. Hodge, If Sons,

Then Heirs: A Study of Kinship and Ethnicity in the Letters of Paul (Oxford: Oxford

University Press, ) –.

 Jay, Throughout Your Generations, xxiii.

 Stowers, ‘Greeks Who Sacrifice’, –.
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and foremost are the statues of the gods and the temples which have been
burned and destroyed; it is necessary for us to avenge this to the best of our
ability rather than come to an agreement with him who did it. Secondly,
there are the common blood (ὅμαιμον) and tongue (ὁμόγλωσσον) that we
Greeks share, together with the common cult places (θεῶν ἱδρύματά τε
κοινά), the sacrifices (θυσίαι) and the similar customs (ἤθεά τε ὁμότροπα);
it would not be noble for the Athenians to betray all this.

(Herodotus ..; trans. Hall, Ethnic Identity, )

The evocation of ‘common blood’ alludes to the patrilineal genealogies of kinship

that had come down from the Archaic age, which sacrifice continued to dramatise

in daily ritual. This idea of ‘blood’, however, receives little attention in the over-

arching scheme of Herodotus’s Histories (constructing the ‘barbarian’ and the

‘Greek’ as oppositional ethnic binaries). Indeed, the passage belongs to a particu-

lar narrative context (Books –), in which the Athenians pledge they will not ‘go

Persian’ when various Greek states are questioning whether or not to ‘Medise’

(μηδίζειν), that is, to desert their folk and join the Persians (Herodotus .).

This context shows Herodotus’s ethnic reasoning to have been more fluid than

fixed. In place of a genealogical model of ἔθνος (descent), Herodotus redefines

ethnic consanguinity (ὅμαιμον) in terms more explicitly ritualistic and cultural:

common sacrifices (θυσίαι), shrines (θεῶν ἱδρύματα), language (ὁμόγλωσσον)
and customs (ἤθεά τε ὁμότροπα). Through praxis, one could acquire

Hellenicity, or lose it (i.e. μηδίζειν). As with the gods, so also with ethnicity: they

ran in the blood – spilt by cult.

The Romans adapted this ethnic reasoning into a diplomatic discourse of

empire that has special relevance for Asia Minor. Frequently in peace negotia-

tions, such a language of ‘reconciliation’ denoted a change from hostility to

friendship that focused on work of mediating ambassadors. Diplomats typically

asserted the ‘rediscovery’ of an ancient kinship between the Romans and their

previous foes, a renewed συγγένεια involving Troy (Ilium) as a shared ancestral

home. This claim mapped Rome onto the Hellenistic East as neither Greek nor

 Hall, Ethnic Identity, –; id., Hellenicity, –; R. Thomas, ‘Ethnicity, Genealogy, and

Hellenism in Herodotus’, Ancient Perceptions, –. See also Mason, ‘Jews, Judaeans’,

–; J. Lieu, ‘“Impregnable Ramparts and Walls of Iron”: Boundary and Identity in Early

“Judaism” and “Christianity”’, NTS  () –; and M. Kok, ‘The True Covenant:

Ethnic Reasoning in the Epistle of Barnabas’, SR  () .

 C. Breytenbach, ‘Salvation of the Reconciled (with a Note on the Background of Paul’s

Metaphor of Reconciliation)’, Grace, Reconciliation, Concord: The Death of Christ in Graeco-

Roman Metaphors (NovTSupp ; Leiden: Brill, ) –, esp. –, examines this

diplomatic language in Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Cassius Dio and Josephus. For further

analysis, see J. T. Fitzgerald, ‘Paul and Paradigm Shifts: Reconciliation and Its Linkage

Group’, Paul Beyond the Judaism/Hellenism Divide (ed. T. Engberg-Pedersen; Westminster:

John Knox Press, ) –, and T. L. Marquis, Transient Apostle: Paul, Travel, and the

Rhetoric of Empire (New Haven: Yale University Press, ) –.
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barbarian but a kind of mediating (transnational), third ethnicity. Leading

Roman families, the so-called Troianae gentes, packaged their authority in pedi-

grees of genealogical succession going back directly to Aeneas and his compa-

nions, for example. And, indeed, a blended body politic defined Romanness

generally, from foundation legends (the rape of the Sabine women; the marriage

alliance of Aeneas and Lavinia) to an expansive notion of citizenship, unusual in

the ancient Mediterranean world, which regularly enfranchised deserving foreign-

ers and formally manumitted slaves. As it became an imperial ideology, the

legend of Roman ethnic mixture fostered the development of new, more inclusive

forms of cultic and administrative protocols among provincial populations that

variously opened the boundary between citizen and alien on the local level.

The ecclesiology of Ephesians – the church as ‘one new humanity’ of Jews and

Gentiles (.) reconciled already at baptism (.; .) and maintained by con-

ventional household duty codes (.–.) – is not just ‘parallel’ to this develop-

ment of a Roman ethnic discourse among provincial populations, but an instance

of it. As ancient diplomatic correspondence presented Romanness as a new,

blended (transnational) ethnicity in which former foes became reconciled in a

peace mediated by the work of designated ambassadors, so too the author of

Ephesians presented the universal ἐκκλησία as a new, blended (transnational)

ethnicity in which the former foes of Jews and Gentiles became reconciled in a

‘peace’ (εἰρήνη, Eph .) proclaimed by Paul’s appointed ‘ambassadorial

work’ as the designated apostle of the entire church (πρεσβεύω, Eph .).

 F. Battistoni, Parenti dei romani, mito troiano e diplomazia (Pragmateiai ; Bari: Edipuglia,

) –; id., ‘Rome, Kinship and Diplomacy’, Diplomats and Diplomacy in the Roman

World (ed. C. Eilers; Mnemosyne Supplements ; Leiden: Brill, ) –; C. P. Jones,

Kinship Diplomacy in the Ancient World (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,

) , –, –, –; O. Curty, Les parentés légendaires entre cités grecques (Hautes

études du monde gréco-romain ; Genève: Droz, ) –. Hellenistic Greeks first

invented the legend of Rome’s Trojan ancestry, which is important for the exegesis of

Ephesians because such a long history of circulation in the eastern Mediterranean (especially

in Asia Minor) means that the legend had widespread familiarity in the letter’s likely

provenance.

 C. Ando, Imperial Ideology and Provincial Loyalty in the Roman Empire (Berkeley and Los

Angeles: University of California Press, ) –.

 G. E. Sterling, ‘From Apostle to the Gentiles to Apostle of the Church: Images of Paul at the End

of the First Century’, ZNW  () –. On the Ephesian ‘Paul’ as the imperial diplomat of

a victorious peace, see now H. O. Maier, Picturing Paul in Empire: Imperial Image, Text and

Persuasion in Colossians, Ephesians and the Pastoral Letters (London: Bloomsbury, )

–. On similar language of kinship diplomacy in other early Christian literature associated

with Paul, see L. Nasrallah, ‘The Acts of the Apostles, Greek Cities, and Hadrian’s

Panhellenion’, JBL  () –, and C. W. Concannon, ‘Ethnicity, Economics, and

Diplomacy in Dionysios of Corinth’, HTR  () –. I want to be clear that my exegesis

examines ethnic reasoning as a diffuse ancient ideology, in which writers can participate even

if the collusion is not altogether conscious. This focus on ideology avoids the pitfall of claiming
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The Roman discourse of reconciliation was not just ‘political’: it was also ‘reli-

gious’. The prescribed ritual of animal sacrifice always sealed the peace negotia-

tions, which reconciled both parties to a deity. For example, concerning the peace

treaty between Rome and the Latin city of Alba Longa, Livy explains the cultic

process of kinship diplomacy:

The Fetial priest was Marcus Valerius; he made Spurius Fusius pater patratus,
touching his head and hair with the sacred sprig. The pater patratus is
appointed to pronounce the oath, that is, to solemnise the pact; and this he
accomplishes with many words, expressed in a long metrical formula, which
it is not worthwhile to quote. The conditions being then recited, he shouts,
‘Hear, O Jupiter; hear, pater patratus of the Alban People; hear ye, people of
Alba: from these terms, as they have been publicly rehearsed from beginning
to end, without fraud, from these tablets, or this wax, and as they have been
this day clearly understood, the Roman People will not be the first to depart.
If it shall first depart from them, by general consent, with malice, aforethought,
then on that day do you, great Father of the gods (Diespiter), so smite the
Roman People as I shall here today smite this piglet: and so much the
harder smite them as your power and your strength are greater.’ When
Spurius had said these words, he struck the piglet with a flint. In like manner
the Albans pronounced their own forms and their own oath, by the mouth of
their own dictator and priests. (Livy ..–; trans. Foster, LCL, adapted)

The essential ritual moments of the Alban treaty invoke divine witnesses and the

slaughter of an animal victim, which execute by analogy the ritual power of the

gods against oath violators. The smiting of the piglet with a flint knife represents

Jupiter’s lightning, an instrument believed to punish perjurers. Livy’s scene is sty-

lised. It resembles designs on Roman coins showing two figures taking an oath by

touching their swords upon a piglet. The killing of a piglet bound the Albans into

an alliance with Rome, a reconcilation of former enemies into friends that, in turn,

also reconciled the one newly (re)created people to Jupiter. Indeed, Livy

that authorial intention alone controls ‘the meaning’ of a text. Even if I may speculate about

what the author of Ephesians thought he was doing with such language, that speculation does

not have the power to settle the question of what he was actually doing for ancient audiences;

see D. B. Martin, The Corinthian Body (New Haven: Yale University Press, ), xiv.

 J. Williams, ‘Religion and Roman Coins’, A Companion to Roman Religion (ed. J. Rüpke;

Blackwell Companions to the Ancient World; Malden, MA: Blackwell, ) – (Fig. .).

 On the scene, see F. H. Hahn, ‘Performing the Sacred: Prayers and Hymns’, A Companion to

Roman Religion –; F. Graf, ‘The Power of the Word in the Graeco-Roman World’, La

Potenza della parola: destinatari, funzioni, bersagli. Atti del Convegno di studi, Siena, –

maggio  (ed. S. Beta; Fiesole (Florence): Cadmo, ) ; and J. A. Harrill, ‘Divine

Judgment against Ananias and Sapphira (Acts :–): A Stock Scene of Perjury and Death’,

JBL  () –. Breytenbach, ‘Salvation of the Reconciled’, insists that such reconcili-

ation language is ‘non-religious’ (i.e. not made towards deities), a logic separating the
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constructs the Alban war with Rome as a bellum civile between people of the same

ethnicity – ‘Trojan ancestry’ – ‘since Lavinium had been planted from Troy, Alba

from Lavinium, and from the line of the Alban kings had come the Romans’

(..–).

.. Analogous Ethnic Reasoning in Ephesians
The ecclesiology of Ephesians constructs τὰ ἔθνη along lines similar to

ethnic reasoning found in wider Greco-Roman culture. The author applied the

same kind of logic as the Athenian envoys and especially the Roman ambassadors

because their ethnic reasoning of kinship diplomacy helped him to remind his

invited Gentile readers that, despite their former alienation from God and

Israel’s πολιτεία, they have now been made one with Jews in the universal

ἐκκλησία produced by Paul’s Gospel and his ambassadorial work. The

author’s turn to categories of ethnicity might seem odd, but only if we think of

τὰ ἔθνη and οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι as merely religious categories (in the modern,

Protestant, sense of ‘unbelievers’ and ‘believers’) rather than as the ethnic cat-

egories they already are in the letter’s rhetorical situation. ‘Religion’ cannot jus-

tifiably be separated from ‘ethnicity’ in the letter’s ancient context.

The undisputed Pauline letters describe the unity of τὰ ἔθνη and οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι
into one new creation as an eschatological event distinctly in the future, at the

Parousia of Christ, the timing of which remains an on-going controversy in

Paul’s mission. Ephesians, however, depicts that unity as no longer a controversy,

but as an already achieved reality in the present. In ways analogous to Roman

kinship diplomacy, the letter thus exhorts the invited audience of τὰ ἔθνη not

to valorise their alleged ‘stranger’ (‘alien’) status but, rather, to remember and

so to celebrate their new heritage and bloodline:

religious and the political in antiquity that escapes me, especially in light of the sacrifices that

sealed such pacts; see Fitzgerald, ‘Paul and Paradigm Shifts’, –, –.

 On the binary opposition being essentially ethnic – Jew vs non-Jew; not Christians (in the eth-

nically generic sense of ‘believers’) vs non-Christians (in the ethnically generic sense of

‘unbelievers’) – see Dunning, ‘Strangers and Aliens’, –; and Lincoln, Ephesians, . On

ἔθνη having a geographic meaning rather than a ‘religious’ one in Roman discourse, see

W. A. Meeks, ‘From Jerusalem to Illyricum, Rome to Spain: The World of Paul’s Missionary

Imagination’, The Rise and Expansion of Christianity in the First Three Centuries of the

Common Era (ed. C. K. Rothschild and J. Schröter; WUNT ; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck,

) –. Additionally, οἰκεῖος (Eph .) is a technical term characterising the language

of kinship diplomacy; on this term, see Jones, Kinship Diplomacy, , , .

 I agree with a consensus of commentators who see no evidence in the letter for an actual occa-

sion or specific social situation, except perhaps a perceived need in the late first century to

make the Pauline tradition intelligible to circles of increasingly dominant Gentile congrega-

tions with little awareness of any Jewish heritage; see the excellent discussion in Pervo, The

Making of Paul, –.
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Remember, therefore, that you [pl.] were once Gentiles according to the flesh,
called the Foreskin by the so-called Circumcision that is wrought on the flesh,
and therefore at that time you used to be without Christ, being alienated from
the citizenship (πολιτεία) of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise,
having no hope and being godless in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you [pl.]
who were once far off have become near by the blood of Christ. (Eph .–)

Explicitly political diction exhorts the invited audience of the Gentiles to recall their

new place within the geography of a new humanity whose main feature is a recon-

ciled ‘peace’. Previously, the Gentiles were alienated from the commonwealth of

Israel, but now they are not. The term τὰ ἔθνη presupposes a Jewish vanishing

point: without οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι there can be no τὰ ἔθνη. This language of new human-

ity is thus mapped onto the universal ἐκκλησία as a ‘new’ (‘true’) Israel, with no

more of those pesky commandments, especially circumcision:

For he [Christ] is indeed our peace, who in his flesh made both of them [the
Foreskin and the Circumcision] into one and destroyed the dividing wall of
the fence, namely the hostility, having abolished the law with its command-
ments in decrees, so that he might create out of the two one new humanity
in himself, thus making peace, and might through the Cross reconcile both
to God in one body, having put the hostility to death in himself. And having
come, he proclaimed peace to you who were far away and peace to the ones
who were near; for through him we both have access in one Spirit to the
Father. (Eph .–)

Thoroughly emphasising the universal ἐκκλησία, the author looks back on the

church’s foundation – apostles and prophets (cf.  Cor .) – and on the disposal

of the converts’ identity as τὰ ἔθνη that was necessary to build this achieved unity

into an architectural wonder:

So then you are no longer strangers and sojourners but fellow citizens with the
holy ones and members of God’s household, built upon the foundation of the
apostles and [Christian] prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the keystone, in
whom the whole, framed-together edifice grows into a holy temple in the Lord,
in whom you also are being built together into God’s dwelling place in the
Spirit. (Eph .–)

The context of all this rhetoric is baptism, with its attendant moral exhortations,

which brings ‘near’ those who were once ‘far’. The address to the Gentiles as

those once ‘far away’ but now ‘near’ (Eph .) follows a technical terminology

about proselytes in ancient Jewish literature, which modern commentators

have noted since the nineteenth century. Exegetes often fret over the question

 In early scholarship, parallels were drawn only to Rabbinic literature; T. K. Abbott, A Critical

and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistles to the Ephesians and to the Colossians (ICC;

Edinburgh: T&T Clark, ) . Additional examples have now been found in the Qumran

Ethnic Fluidity in Ephesians 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0028688514000046 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0028688514000046


of whether or not the language originally ‘comes from’ the Old Testament. We

need to move beyond the limited hermeneutical framework of the ‘origins’ of

the language, however, to the more productive examination of its function in

the text. The language performs an act of injurious naming, what (following

Judith Butler) we would label as ‘hate speech’. It calls the very category

‘Gentile’ into existence, deploys ‘alien’ rhetoric to fill that sobriquet with meaning-

ful significance as a homogenous ‘other’ ethnicity, and then proclaims triumph-

antly that such ethnic identity is foreign, vile, ungodly, superfluous, and must

be discarded (Eph .). The perspective is what moderns would call ethnic cul-

tural stereotyping.

If the ethnic reasoning in Ephesians functions as hate speech, it also works in

tandem with repeated assurances of ‘love’ (Eph .; .; .). The double-edged

function of this discourse aims to map the invited audience as above that of Jew

and Gentile, as a new ethnicity in which baptism has already enthroned the

ἐκκλησία ‘in the heavenly places’ (.) as One New Humanity – different from

the historical Israel. This resocialisation into a heavenly Church based on love

does not mean the erasure of all difference, however. Nor does it mean that the

believers are already in the heavens (.). The final chapters of Ephesians

introduce the differences on earth that it will not erase, refashioning the myth

of Adamic unity in early Christian baptismal imagery into the ordinary hierarchy

of a household morality – away from ascetic teachings.

The morality tutors its audience in the practical wisdom of a ‘worthy life’ (Eph

.) after the didactic style of an ancient handbook: it promises comprehensive-

ness (.), employs direct imperatival expressions (.–, , ; ., , , –

), and offers a technē that replaces irrational instinct and childish vulnerability

writings and Hellenistic Jewish authors such as Philo (Virt. –). Sellin, Epheser, , –;

Lincoln, Ephesians, , –, , –; D. C. Smith, ‘Jewish and Greek Traditions in

Ephesians :–’ (PhD diss., Yale University, )  and passim; cf. E. Best, A Critical

and Exegetical Commentary on Ephesians (ICC; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, ) , who down-

plays the proselyte theme in favour of biblical (‘OT’) parallels.

 Dunning, ‘Strangers and Aliens’, –; J. Butler, Excitable Speech: A Politics of the

Performative (New York: Routledge, ) –, –.

 Ephesians thus develops commonplaces in ancient Jewish polemic against ‘Gentile’ culture

found in Paul’s undisputed letters; on this perspective in Romans, see S. K. Stowers, A

Rereading of Romans: Justice, Jews, and Gentiles (New Haven: Yale University Press, ),

–.

 Meeks, ‘In One Body’, : ‘The Spirit is only the “down payment on the inheritance” (Eph

:)’.

 Dunning, ‘Strangers and Aliens’, ; Meeks, ‘In One Body’, ; id., ‘Image of the Androgyne’,

–. For the baptismal imagery, see Eph .–. In this way, I agree with Nils Astrup Dahl’s

thesis that Ephesians was written to be a baptismal reminder (‘Anamnesis’, ST  () –;

id., ‘Concept of Baptism’, –).
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to alternative, ‘erroneous’, doctrines (.; ., –). The author infantilises

the audience in order to build it back up as a new people, teaching that a specific

‘way of life’ (περιπατεῖν) can and must serve as an ethnic line of demarcation

around the impermeable borders of the church. ‘This I say and testify in the

Lord’, the author states, ‘that you [pl.] no longer walk as the Gentiles walk in

their mental futility, being darkened in their thinking (διάνοια), alienated from

God’s life on account of the ignorance that is in them, on account of their hard-

ness of heart, those who having become callous gave themselves up to debauch-

ery towards every impure practice to the extreme’ (.–). This rhetoric repeats

ancient discursive constructions of ethnic flexibility by stressing the capacities of

paideia to change native identity.

In this way, the author of Ephesians participates in ideologies of kinship dip-

lomacy similar to those of the Romans, who insisted that their ethnicity was

neither Greek nor Italian (barbarian) but a tertium quid (i.e. Trojan). The rhetoric

of this transnational, ‘third’ ethnicity constructively used foreignness to distinguish

various sorts of religious power and authority through the attributes of ethnic

flexibility. Such differentiation is analogous to the larger rhetorical project of

Ephesians.

Precursors to this idea appear in Athenian assertions that Greek ethnicity is a

matter of παίδευσις (education, nurture) rather than φύσις (nature), a question

of διάνοια (mindset, character) rather than γένος (birth, descent). Later

Greek authors of the Second Sophistic – the context in which we ought to read

Ephesians – developed this ethnic sense of paideia at great length, especially to

fashion a common identity among aristocratic elites living under Roman rule.

As Aelius Aristides writes in his panegyric to Rome:

 Harrill, Slaves in the New Testament, –, –.

 See M. Beard, J. North, S. Price, Religions of Rome, vol. I: A History (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, ) –; E. S. Gruen, Culture and Identity in Republican Rome (Ithaca,

NY: Cornell University Press, ) –; and A. Erskine, Troy between Greece and Rome:

Local Tradition and Imperial Power (Oxford: Oxford University Press, ) –, –,

and passim.

 See Erich S. Gruen, ‘Greeks and Non-Greeks’, The Cambridge Companion to the Hellenistic

World (ed. Glenn R. Bugh; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ) ; Emma

Dench, Romulus’ Asylum: Roman Identities from the Age of Alexander to the Age of Hadrian

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, ) ; Suzanne Saïd, ‘The Discourse of Identity in

Greek Rhetoric from Isocrates to Aristides’, in Malkin, Ancient Perceptions of Greek

Ethnicity, ; Japp-Jan Flinterman, Power, Paideia and Pythagoreanism (Amsterdam: J. C.

Gieben, ) ; and Laura Nasrallah, ‘Mapping the World: Justin, Tatian, and Lucian, and

the Second Sophistic’, HTR  () –; among others.

 R. Preston, ‘Roman Questions, Greek Answers: Plutarch and the Construction of Identity’,

Being Greek under Rome: Cultural Identity, the Second Sophistic and the Development of

Empire (ed. S. Goldhill; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ) .
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You have caused the word ‘Roman’ to belong not to a city, but to be the name of
a common race (γένους ὄνομα κοινοῦ τινος), and this not one out of all the
races, but a balance (ἀντίρροπος) to all the remaining ones. You do not now
divide the race into Greeks and barbarians, nor have you made your distinction
a foolish one in the eyes of mankind, since you present a city more populous
than the whole Greek race, one might say.

The new, universal κοινὸς γένος of Roman ethnicity mediates (balances) the

world: it is a peacemaker. This theme of peacemaker, who abolishes former

laws and their ethnic divisions, appears also in Ephesians:

For he is indeed our peace, who in his flesh made both of them [the Foreskin
and the Circumcision] into one and destroyed the dividing wall of the fence,
namely the hostility, having abolished the law with its commandments in
decrees, so that he might create out of the two one new humanity in himself,
thus making peace, and might through the cross reconcile both to God in
one body, having put the hostility to death in himself. (Eph .–)

Ephesians thus praises Christ as Aristides praises Rome: each ruler is a celebrated

world benefactor who grants citizenships to foreigners.

Following this line of contextualisation, we find another parallel between

Ephesians and Roman discourse. The prime example of imperial benefaction

was the enfranchisement of soldiers into the Roman ethnos. The ideology of a

strong unit cohesion in the Roman army encouraged soldiers from the ‘manifold

peoples of the provinces’ (τὰ ἔθνη, in its specifically Roman geographic meaning)

to dispose of their native ethnicities and become Roman (Aristides, Regarding

Rome .), even to adopt Latin names. In the final analysis, therefore, I

 Aristides, Regarding Rome .; The Complete Works / P. Aelius Aristides, vol. II: Orations

XVII–LIII (trans. C. A. Behr; Leiden: E. J. Brill, ) ; commentary in J. H. Oliver, The

Ruling Power: A Study of the Roman Empire in the Second Century after Christ through the

Roman Oration of Aelius Aristides (TAPhS n.s. .; Philadelphia: American Philosophical

Society, ) , . Similar idea: Josephus, Against Apion .–; Strabo .. and

.. (see E. C. L. van der Vliet, ‘The Romans and Us: Strabo’s Geography and the

Construction of Ethnicity’, Mnemosyne, th ser.,  () –). Primary references illus-

trating this Roman discourse are surveyed also in T. L. Donaldson, ‘“Gentile Christianity” as

a Category in the Study of Christian Origins’, HTR  () –.

 Contextualising Ephesians in the genre of benefaction, Holland Hendrix (‘On the Form and

Ethos of Ephesians’, USQR  () –) explains its cumbersome style as following that

of dedicatory benefaction inscriptions, which have extremely long sentences and pile up

adjectives. See also Sellin, Epheser, –, following E. Faust, Pax Christi et Pax Caesaris

(NTOA; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, ) –. I disagree, though, with

Faust’s attempt to locate this benefaction language in the concrete context of an anti-imperial

subversion of the Roman peace of Flavian rule.

 Oliver, Ruling Power, . Provincial conscripts adopting Roman names: J. P. V. D. Balsdon,

Romans and Aliens (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, ) ; B. Doer, Die

römische Namengebung: Ein historische Versuch (; repr. New York: Arno Press, )
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argue that these discursive constructions of ethnic fluidity, proverbial for Roman

soldiers, offer the best interpretive context in which to read the battle language at

the end of Ephesians (.–) as well as the thoroughgoing imagery of strong unit

cohesion (σύσσωμος) in the entire epistle (e.g. .).

. Conclusion

The deuteropauline letter ‘to the Ephesians’ celebrates its most important

ecclesiological concept, that of the ‘body of Christ’, in the language of ethnicity

and racial difference. Such an odd vision of the church has long puzzled, and

has often embarrassed, many modern interpreters and especially those seeking

to make Ephesians relevant for the hope of unity that ecumenical movements

foster today. In order to neutralise this moral conundrum, commentators

have adopted the hermeneutics of avoidance and denial, by labelling ‘race’ a

modern concept foreign to the ancient context of biblical authors. On this

view, Ephesians allegedly declares the erasure of all ethnic difference in a univer-

sal church.

In contrast to that widespread line of interpretation, this essay has argued that

the ecclesiology of ‘one new humanity’ in Ephesians is an example of ethnic rea-

soning. The unity language in Ephesians participated in ancient discursive strat-

egies that constructed early Christian difference through Greco-Roman norms of

ethnic reasoning. Ephesians did so to contain Pauline traditions of baptism within

the prosaic ethic of an ordinary household economy, turning the mythical

language into a practical morality. This moral turn reacted against competing

post-Pauline traditions identifying baptism with the myth of the Adamic

‘Androgyne’, whose mystical reunification of opposites symbolised the actual

abolition of sexual difference and the rejection of family. The moralising ‘recon-

ciliation’ language of Ephesians reflects particularly Roman kinship diplomacy

whose celebratory rhetoric typically asserted a rediscovered συγγένεια
between previous foes that was unknown to earlier generations. Such diplomacy

understood the ritual power of sacrifice to rewrite bloodlines, and it exploited

Hellenistic traditions (particularly prevalent in Asia Minor) that mapped Rome

onto the Hellenistic East as neither Greek nor barbarian, but as a kind of mediat-

ing (transnational), third ethnicity.

. Unit cohesion: I. Haynes, ‘Introduction’, The Roman Army as a Community (ed. A.

Goldsworth and I. Haynes; Journal of Roman Archaeology Suppl. ; Portsmouth, RI:

Journal of Roman Archaeology, ) –. Meeks, ‘From Jerusalem’, , –.

 See Muddiman, Ephesians, .

 See Rader, Church and Racial Hostility, –.
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The ecclesiology of Ephesians thus constructs τὰ ἔθνη along the lines of ethnic
reasoning found elsewhere in Greco-Roman culture. This language of ethnic rec-

onciliation has both essentialist (fixed) and constructivist (fluid) properties. The

letter’s sharp dualism of insiders and outsiders (Eph .–), in which believers

are called up for battle defending the community’s holy borders (.–), exem-

plifies an ethnic fixity. Ethnic fluidity appears in the letter’s reminders to its invited

readers that their native identity has been transformed from its formerly ‘alien’

nature (.–) but requires the constant maintenance of household duty

codes (.–.). This apparently paradoxical oscillation between fixity and fluid-

ity becomes intelligible if we relocate the ecclesiology of Ephesians away from the

question of whether ethnicity is a fixed or mutable thing (the old primordialist/

constructivist debate) to analyses of ethnic reasoning as a discourse. This

interpretative approach brings a new understanding to the ecclesiology of

Ephesians: it is an instance of analogous cultural affirmations about the essential

fluidity and changeability of all ethnicity, which was common in classical culture

and quite familiar to ancient audiences.

 J . A L B ERT HARR I L L
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