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FOREWORD

JOHN M. G. BARCLAY


PAUL LOVED CONVERSATION. His letters continue conversations that he had begun with the new believers in his churches. In the course of those letters he often constructs imaginary conversations with quick-fire questions and answers to get to the heart of an issue. And behind and beyond those letters we can imagine Paul’s innumerable conversations with people he encountered: colleagues, converts, Jews, Greeks, Romans, fellow travelers, fellow artisans, customers, shopkeepers, city magistrates, fellow prisoners, and many more besides. In the Acts of the Apostles, Luke pictures Paul in intense conversation wherever he went, sometimes with people who had received an extensive philosophical education. Of course, Paul was a Jew, but Judaism was not hermetically sealed: already for many centuries Jews had spoken Greek, read Greek, and thought in Greek, and even a Jewish Greek-language education would make pupils aware of the central topics and categories that shaped the late Hellenistic culture inhabited by everyone in Paul’s day. Paul had learned to be “all things to all people” (1 Cor 9:22), finding common ground for conversation, culturally adjusting to his context, and adapting his language for different audiences. His mind was unusually supple and versatile, not least to ensure that the “good news” he announced really came across as “good.”

The rich and diverse chapters in this volume create new and significant conversations for that extroverted and talkative apostle. We do not know how far Paul’s education extended into direct literary engagement with the giants of Greek and early Roman philosophy, but that is not the point. The conversations created here do not presuppose that Paul had read Aristotle, Cicero, Epictetus, or Seneca: comparison can work very well without a genetic link. The purpose of these chapters is not to prove that Paul knew this or that philosophical idea (though it is certainly possible that he did). The purpose, rather, is to put Paul into dialogue with other people in his cultural context who thought just as deeply about many of the topics that mattered greatly to him. Every comparison requires some points of similarity to make it worthwhile, some common ground to make the conversation interesting. But what often emerges at the same time is an awareness of difference, and to think carefully about such differences is to expose the underlying assumptions and deep cultural narratives at play beneath the surface of the conversation. Why does Paul think what he does about suffering, friendship, slavery, communal support, or gifts? When we put him alongside others who thought about the same topics and who came out with sometimes similar and sometimes startlingly different conclusions, we get a better grasp of what shapes Paul’s thought and why his mind works as it does. Just as we clarify our own ideas and understand our own assumptions better when we argue them through with someone else, so putting Paul into discussion with a variety of conversation partners helps bring to the surface things we had never realized before.

The authors of these chapters have all done firsthand, in-depth research on the topics they bring to our attention. At the same time, they wear their learning lightly, and draw us into their themes with a lightness of touch that makes these chapters easy to read. They, and the editors, are warmly to be thanked for leading us into this room full of such interesting and varied conversation. If, perhaps, one topic does not interest you greatly, I am sure another will. You will find yourself here introduced to authors and texts you may never have read; some, perhaps, you have not even heard about before. That is exciting, like travelling to a country you had never previously visited and getting your head around the different ways they think and speak. I hope one of the effects of this volume is to lead more students to venture out into the great world of ancient philosophical and religious thought, with its sea of fascinating texts and its scintillating range of ideas. Perhaps after this you will pick up a translation of Epictetus, or read one of Seneca’s letters or treatises, and see how engaging and interesting they are.

But at the same time, if you are anything like me, you will find here a lot of new insights on Paul that would never have occurred to you had you not seen Paul in this comparative perspective. Numerous times when reading these chapters I have found myself thinking, I had never thought of that, or I had never seen it that way before. Prepare to be surprised and intrigued, and from those reactions I hope you will be led to think more clearly, more deeply, and with greater comprehension about that incessant conversationalist, Paul, whose letters keep inviting us, across the centuries, to respond to his provocative discourse.






PREFACE


IN PAUL AND THE FAITHFULNESS OF GOD, N. T. Wright concludes that scholars need to pay more attention to Paul’s subtle relationship with philosophy and to get past the tired notion that the apostle’s interaction with philosophers was simply confrontational. While Paul’s theology certainly collides in some measure with any philosophy that does not line up with his gospel, according to Wright, the apostle still didn’t completely disregard or wholly reject the works of the philosophers—“as if one could throw all other books [but the Bible] away.” What is needed then, Wright infers, is for more scholars to track, plot, and assess “the many lines and levels of Paul’s engagement with his complex non-Jewish world.”1

Since Wright published this book in 2013, a spate of scholars have done just that, and our aim here is to introduce you to some of their work. Our hope is that the following chapters will help you understand Scripture and Paul’s theology better in order that your love for the Lord will abound in all knowledge and insight so that you may be better equipped to proclaim the gospel in our world today. Additionally, for those of you who plan on continuing in the academy, perhaps you will be inspired to join the endeavor to explore further (to track, plot, and assess) the apostle alongside the ancient giants of philosophy.

To help fulfill these goals, we have enlisted an international cast of diverse scholars to write about their comparative research on Paul and Greco-Roman philosophers for seminary and undergraduate students as well as interested laypeople. We have had so much fun with this project. This is especially due to our remarkable contributors and to our team at IVP Academic. Our patient and kind editor, Anna Gissing, deserves our sincere thanks. We are also grateful for our former students Adam Jones, Nick Quinn, and Nathaniel Crofutt, who provided substantial administrative support that helped us get this to print.

Finally, Dave would like to dedicate this book to his little princess, Hailey Aida Briones. He prays that she grows into a godly woman who exhibits the Christian virtues of faith, hope, and love. I would like to dedicate this book to my son, Aidan Paul “Cheetoh” Dodson. I see God’s fingerprints all over his life and pray that everything he touches will strike off something of the fire of divinity.

 

Joseph R. Dodson

Holy Cross Day

Denver
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    PAUL AND THE GIANTS
OF PHILOSOPHY


  


  AN INTRODUCTION


  DAVID E. BRIONES


  

    EVERYONE HAS A CONTEXT. We don’t exist in a vacuum. We all are necessarily shaped by the social, historical, political, religious, and philosophical factors at work in everyday life. Just think about how the 9/11 attack, the Boston Marathon bombing, and the Sandy Hook shooting have shaped the US as a nation. Though less horrific than these tragedies, philosophical ideas also have the power to mold us, whether we realize it or not. Consider how the individualism of Western society has misshapen the church. Individualistic philosophical ideas are like the billboards we pass on the freeway or hashtags we see on social media. “Be-YOU-tiful.” “My mind. My body. My choice.” “No Regrets.” “Think different.” “Image is everything.” These pithy sayings are subtle yet powerful messages that can be traced back to deeper religious or philosophical reflection (many of which are repackaged from the ancient world). They carry the power to form or distort the way you think, feel, and act. Ideas shape us, whether they come from a song, a book, a classroom, a YouTube video, or a pulpit. At times, ideas shape us subtly, without being detected. But most times, they require our permission. We choose whether ideas will shape our thinking and living. This is a major part of our contextualized life. It is, as it were, a dialogue or a confrontation with ideas. What do we accept? What do we reject? Why? And how then should we live?


    Paul’s life was contextualized too. Only his context was first-century Greco-Roman society, a world filled with religious and philosophical ideas disseminated by philosophical giants such as Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Seneca, and Epictetus. Although all these titans didn’t live during the first century AD, they left their mark on the ancient world. Their insights and explanations of humanity, life, death, community, and the divine were extended by their followers. Perhaps in contrast to our conception of modern philosophy, these ancient philosophers didn’t promote ivory tower ideas. Theirs was an on-the-ground approach to life. Their philosophies were taught and caught. You heard them proclaimed and saw them explained. They were as much a doctrine as a way of life. Their teachers and followers were like living billboards, the kind Paul passed on Greco-Roman roads. “Eat, Drink, and Be Merry!” “Everything Is Permissible.” “The Unexamined Life Is Not Worth Living.” “Carpe Diem.” This was the world in which Paul lived and ministered, learned and loved, taught and confronted. This was the place where he engaged with powerful ideas that shaped and misshaped people and where he sought out the minds, hearts, and lives of God’s followers, seeking to secure their allegiance to the only true philosophy, the gospel of Jesus Christ. Paul’s life and ministry was contextualized, and it is the Greco-Roman philosophical background that sets the stage for his dialogue with the giants of philosophy.


    Now, Paul didn’t really have a dialogue or discussion with any of the giants of philosophy discussed in this book. (Well, at least that we know of. There were letters purported to contain a correspondence between Paul and Seneca, but they have been falsified.) To be sure, Paul was aware of philosophical groups and their teachings, such as the Stoics and Epicureans (Acts 17:18-20), and he most likely had been exposed to other philosophical ideas based on parallels that one finds between his letters and the writings of the philosophers. But this can’t lead us to assume that Paul read the works of the philosophers or that he had regular discussions with them in the marketplace. Some scholars make too much of these parallels between Paul and the philosophers—so much so that their work has been labeled “parallelomania” because they list an enormous amount of common words, phrases, and concepts found in Paul and the philosophers and then draw unfounded conclusions. Instead of focusing on superficial parallels, in the following pages we prefer to establish a dialogue between Paul and the giants of philosophy.


    But what does it mean to put Paul in dialogue with these ancient philosophers when he never actually had a dialogue with them in the first place? It means that we create the dialogue. Each chapter in this book is like a host of a podcast who invites two very different guests to be interviewed. He or she will ask Paul and an ancient philosopher (or philosophers) questions on a specific topic in order to compare their perspectives. Similarly, our goal is to assess each side charitably yet critically, read their writings within their own philosophical or theological worldviews, and so create a dialogical comparison that sharpens or clarifies our understanding of what they taught and how they lived.


    You may be asking yourself, “Why would I want to compare Paul with non-Christian philosophers?” That’s a fair question. But a response is simple. Comparison brings clarity. In fact, we experience this comparative clarity all the time. When you ask your friends where they want to eat, you’ll usually have several options to compare before a choice is made. When you think about which school or seminary to attend, you’ll usually compare the pros and cons of each before making a final decision. We compare which route to take home, whether the interstate or the streets. Many other examples could be given.


    The point is that comparison brings clarity. And yet, that doesn’t mean comparison necessitates sameness. We don’t want to be parallelomaniacs, scholars who go overboard cataloguing hundreds of superficial similarities. These scholars often assume that verbal or conceptual parallels between Paul and the philosophers means each understood the word, phrase, or concept in the exact same way—that they meant the same thing when they used the same words. Obviously, that’s not true. Anyone knows that you can use the same word but import a different meaning. Just have a conversation with your British friend about your “pants” and find out. Like any dialogue, the parties involved will agree on some things but disagree on others. Their thoughts will both converge and diverge, especially when we’re dealing with two parties who have fundamental differences. Those who wish to ignore these fundamental differences assume that discovering parallels means we discover sameness. This is just bad historical work. It doesn’t take much effort to see that Christianity clearly differs from pagan philosophy. And yet, the opposite extreme is also wrong. Many scholars assume Christianity’s fundamental difference with ancient philosophers means they shouldn’t be compared at all. The approach of this book lands in the middle of these two pendulum swings.


    Comparison brings clarity, not absolute sameness or absolute difference. A comparison, for example, of Paul and Aristotle on the topic of ethics can’t assume they had identical conclusions or that they worked within the same theological/philosophical framework. But neither can one naively assume that there is no overlap or similarity. Good historical, theological, and philosophical work should account for sameness as well as difference, doing justice to both.


    This sort of critical juxtaposition helps sharpen our understanding of Paul and the philosophers. We realize that Epictetus’s philosophical ideas, on certain levels, resonate with Paul’s theology, and that Paul’s theological ideas, on certain levels, resonate with Epictetus’s philosophy. But these similar resonances can never be at the most fundamental level. Paul and Epictetus are not two peas in a pod. They neither believed in nor worshipped nor lived for the same God. Serious differences abound. But if we solely define them by their differences, then we’ll miss out on the unique questions that emerge when we make comparisons—questions that sharpen and refine our understanding of Paul.


    It’s easy to believe a truth claim in isolation. People do it all the time. But when a person with a very different perspective disagrees with you, it forces you to know what you believe, why you believe it, and why you don’t believe what they believe. The same can be said of comparisons. When a philosopher gives his perspective on the afterlife, and Paul gives an entirely different perspective, then we’re led to ask higher-level questions. What exactly leads Plato to affirm his distinct view of the afterlife? What prevents Paul from promoting the same view? How do their broader philosophical or theological commitments play a role in their arguments? Comparative studies compel us to search the Scriptures assiduously, to examine the philosopher(s) diligently as well as charitably, and to achieve an informed conclusion on the matter. And that process is priceless.


    We hope this volume gives you a glimpse into the comparative enterprise of Pauline studies. It has recently been a burgeoning enterprise among New Testament scholars. Several PhD dissertations have been published in the past ten to twenty years that compare Paul with another influential thinker in or around his first-century context. We just want to whet your appetite here. Each chapter is introductory rather than exhaustive. They will generally follow a dialogical pattern, comparing Paul with one or more giant of philosophy. Each perspective will be given before determining the points of similarity and difference. The goal will be to expose readers to the act of comparing, to illumine their understanding of Paul in his Greco-Roman philosophical context, and to introduce them to the distinct vantage point of non-Christian philosophers. At the end of each chapter, readers will find a list of primary and secondary sources. We encourage students to track down those sources for further study. Along with those sources, we have included discussion questions to provoke deeper engagement with the material covered. We hope that this initial foray into the comparative world of Pauline studies helps students see the value of comparing thought worlds, even if they’re worlds apart.


    While not every comparison in New Testament scholarship is helpful or insightful, our hope is that the many dialogues in this book will prove illuminating and beneficial. But the reader should note that they are intended to be a first word rather than the final word. Whether each chapter actually is an insightful first word on the matter will be up to the discretion of the reader, but that is at least our aim.


    Allow me, then, to introduce the philosophical giants we will bring into conversation with the apostle Paul. Imagine a coffee shop with a rectangular table where the discussion will take place. The four sides of the rectangle represent four schools of thought. These “schools” were not formally established institutions, but a group of like-minded philosophers with an agreed leader. They were essentially ancient cliques or, perhaps a better comparison, philosophy clubs. These schools regularly met at certain locations in ancient Athens, which determined the name of their school. The Stoics met on the porch, that is the Stoa (Stoicism), the Epicureans in the Garden (Epicureanism), the Academy just outside the city walls in or among a grove of olive trees (Academics), and the philosophers who were “given to walking about” in the Lyceum (Peripatetics). They all agreed that there is a single correct view of reality, that true ethics is based on it, and that true logic will reveal it. But besides generally agreeing on those foundational principles, they parted ways in their specific teachings on physics, logic, and ethics. These four schools (like cliques or clubs) have their own distinct personalities and philosophical ideas. Each person at the discussion table belongs to one of these schools: Stoicism (Aratus, Epictetus, Seneca), Epicureanism (Philodemus), the Academy (Plato, Cicero, Plutarch), and the Peripatetics (Aristotle). Soon, Paul will pull up a chair and strike up a discussion with these philosophers. But before that takes place, let’s survey who these philosophers are. We encourage you to reference this cast of characters as you make your way through the book.


    


      

        Descriptions of Philosophers


      


      

        

          

          

          

          

          

            

              	Aratus (ca. 310–240 BC)


              	A Greek didactic poet. He wrote a hexameter poem called Phenomena, which became very popular in the Greco-Roman world. Paul quotes him in Acts 17.


            


            

              	Aristotle (383–322 BC)


              	Studied under Plato. Founded a philosophical school called “Peripatetic.” One of the most influential philosophers among Christian theologians. His most relevant works are Nicomachean Ethics, Eudemian Ethics, Rhetoric, and Politics.


            


            

              	Cicero (106–43 BC)


              	A Roman politician who was a brilliant orator and well-educated in philosophy. Toward the end of his life, he penned a series of philosophical works focused on major topics in Greek philosophy. As an Academic skeptic, he argues both views on a matter but refrains from adopting either, which he considers the best option. Among his most important works are On Final Ends, On the Republic, Tusculan Disputation, and On Duties.


            


            

              	Epictetus (ca. AD 50–120)


              	Former slave turned Stoic philosopher. Studied under the Stoic Musonius Rufus. Arrian, his pupil, wrote down his teachings in four books (Discourses) and a handbook (Enchiridion). One of the most practically minded philosophers. He focuses primarily on ethics rather than theoretical argumentation.


            


            

              	Philodemus (ca. 110–40/35 BC)


              	An Epicurean philosopher. Many of his writings were excavated from a villa at Herculaneum that was destroyed by the well-known eruption of Mt. Vesuvius. Although fragmentary with stilted prose and therefore inaccessible to the armchair philosopher, his writings remain an important source of Epicurean views on a number of topics.


            


            

              	Plato (ca. 429–347 BC)


              	Studied under Socrates and taught Aristotle. Founded a school of philosophy in Athens called “the Academy.” He was the first philosopher to promote philosophical views in dialogue and dialectical forms. Along with Aristotle, Platonic philosophy would greatly influence the Christian theological tradition and the wider Western world.


            


            

              	Plutarch (ca. AD 45–120)


              	Wrote many philosophical works in addition to essays and a work on the lives of great Greeks and Romans. Promoted a standpoint called “Middle Platonism.” Although very critical of Stoicism and Epicureanism, his writings provide much insight on these two philosophical schools of thought.


            


            

              	Seneca (ca. 4 BC–AD 65) 


              	Stoic philosopher. Tutor to the emperor Nero, who eventually forced Seneca to commit suicide. Like Epictetus, Seneca was very much focused on the practical benefits of philosophy. He wrote several philosophical essays and letters that present Stoic moral theory in a more accessible manner than do most philosophers.
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    “WHAT DOES NOT KILL ME
MAKES ME STRONGER”


  


  PAUL AND EPICTETUS ON SUFFERING


  DOROTHEA H. BERTSCHMANN


  

    NOBODY LIKES SUFFERING. Hardship, illness, and loss are things we try our best to avoid, perhaps more so than ever in our developed Western societies, where a lot of energy is invested in the “pursuit of happiness.” But suffering will not go away. Are there ways to get at least something good out of it? Can suffering really make us stronger or make us better, like a bitter but wholesome medicine? In this chapter, I will look into the answers the apostle Paul and the Stoic Epictetus give to the question, “Can suffering be an instrument to turn us into more ethical people?”


    

      EPICTETUS


      Epictetus and his teaching. What is it that Epictetus’s eager students wanted to learn? It was the pursuit of happiness, eudaimonia—except “happiness” is a very different concept for a Stoic than for us. It is best translated as “human flourishing,” or becoming the best possible version of yourself. And this, in turn, happens when human beings live fully in accordance with their nature. But what is human nature? What singles out humans is that we are rational beings; we are able to live in a certain distance from the things happening to us; we can evaluate them and form a judgment. This is exactly what fascinates Epictetus. According to him, human beings are gifted with the rational faculty of prohairesis, literally, the faculty of “pre-choice,” which can be translated as “volition.” This faculty of prohairesis is like one big inner evaluation center. While our senses flood us constantly with external impressions, it is the job of the “rational” me to evaluate them properly and form true judgments.


      Though this sounds straightforward enough, it is actually a difficult task that demands our full attention and involves a life-long process of practicing. Let’s assume somebody offers you your dream job. Clearly this is a case for rejoicing. But no, says Epictetus, that amazing job is of no consequence for your happiness, rightly understood. There is no reason to decline the offer, but you should not rate it as something “good.” It has to be classified as “indifferent.” If you think that job is going to make you happy, you will strive and scramble for it and completely lose your inner peace. Worse, it is not in your power to get that job for sure. You are therefore placing your happiness in something outside of your control. This is the central problem.


      Epictetus teaches that all external things, whether jobs, houses, wealth, fame, health, or relationships with our loved ones must be seen as “indifferent,” and we must neither desire nor avoid them, because they are outside our control. Moreover, they do not affect the “real me” in the least bit, neither by our gaining them nor by our losing them. They do nothing for our happiness. Even your own body belongs to the externals, over which you have no control. So what does contribute to one’s happiness? According to Epictetus, being a virtuous person equals being a happy person. This does not mean, however, that you feel good about yourself after carrying heavy shopping bags for an old lady.


      When Epictetus speaks about ethical goodness he speaks about “virtues,” which in Greek simply means “excellence.” The person who realizes moral excellence, who is the best possible “me,” is truly flourishing and in that sense happy. At the most basic level, this means once again living in harmony with your human rational nature. It means that the prohairesis watches over the sensual impressions and the gut reactions that come with them: Somebody punched you? It does not matter. Somebody praised you? It does not matter. You won the lottery? Irrelevant. You lost your home? Of no consequence to your flourishing. In a further sense prohairesis means growing virtues, permanent ethical traits such as modesty, kindness, and patience. And this growth as a virtuous person is the only thing that matters. This is what nobody can take from you, no matter the circumstances. If you desire these good things, nobody can hinder you from achieving them. You are a completely free person. This is ultimately the payoff for the rational human being: you are in complete control over yourself. You live in harmony with nature and ultimately with God. You are calm, serene, fearless, and completely at peace.


      Epictetus and suffering. It is one thing to discipline your gut reaction after somebody offers you a job or asks you to marry them. It is quite another thing to remain calm and peaceful when your child or loved one is dying or when your colleague is a bully. But this is exactly what a person should aspire for, according to Epictetus. It is important to see that joyful events have to be scrutinized and judged by the prohairesis just as much as painful ones. But obviously the proverbial “Stoical attitude” is more impressive in dire circumstances. What does Epictetus make of what we call “suffering”? Does he see it as an instrument or as some kind of bitter medicine to help us become a stronger, better person?


      Epictetus was certainly familiar with all sorts of hardships. He experienced the powerlessness of slavery and even after gaining his freedom he lived a frugal life. He was familiar with the fickle nature of those in power, as he was himself banned from Rome by the emperor Domitian. He also often mentions the dangers of travelling. And he talks about the terrible punishments inflicted by those in authority as well as of the agony of a raging fever.


      There is one figure of thinking, which we find repeatedly in Epictetus, when he deals with suffering. This is the metaphor of the athlete. Epictetus often compares life to an athletic struggle, an agōn. Hardship and sufferings play the part of a fellow wrestler:


      

        It is difficulties that show what men are. Consequently, when a difficulty befalls, remember that God, like a physical trainer, has matched you with a rugged young man. What for? Someone says, So that you may become an Olympic victor; but that cannot be done without sweat. To my way of thinking no one has got a finer difficulty than the one which you have got, if only you are willing to make use of it as an athlete makes use of a young man to wrestle with. (Disc. 1.14.1-2)


      


      In this struggle the athletes sweat, roll in sawdust, keep strict diets, and endure painful massages (Disc. 3.5.3-5; 3.22.52). The active and strained language is striking and seems to be at odds with the Stoical calm. It sounds very much like the maxim “no pain, no gain.”


      But are sufferings needed to bring out the best in people? If we look closely again at the quote above, we see that this is not the case. The sweating, exercising, and fasting are not symbols for external hardships; they are metaphors for the life-long exercising of one’s rational judgment. It is not the painful loss or the fearful storm that brings out the best in me. Quite the contrary, they have the dangerous potential of bringing out the worst in me, making me react with spontaneous grief or fear, which betrays my true “rational me”! Hardships and awful circumstances have no meaning in and by themselves. But in order to get to this point, the aspiring Stoic has to exercise her prohairesis regularly. She must review and judge external impressions with the greatest discipline—a discipline not unlike that of an athlete who wants to win the Olympic Games. What is crucial is this mental exercise, which can feel like a strenuous effort and an arduous training. This mental struggle is, however, only one side of the coin, of which the other side is perfect calm:


      

        The man who exercises himself against such external impressions is the true athlete in training. Hold, unhappy man; be not swept along with your impressions! Great is the struggle, divine the task; the prize is a kingdom, freedom, serenity, peace. (Disc. 2.18.27-28)


      


      In a way, the aspiring philosopher has to come to the point of understanding that suffering is nothing at all. Epictetus very tellingly avoids the Greek word for suffering, paschein, which implies passivity and powerlessness. Instead, he chooses words that can be synonymous for hardship and circumstances. The true Stoic does not suffer; he does not let hardship get to him. What we call suffering is really just a particular circumstance, which can be used as an opportunity for growth, just as the athlete uses weights to grow muscles. But there is more to it than simply growing one’s “best me.”


      Epictetus often speaks about the “great day,” when the athletes will finally run into the arena, cheered on by the crowds, and show what they are made of. The well-trained philosopher is also “showing off” his virtuous muscles for the benefit of others. He is a living evidence for the rationality of human beings, and he is a living witness for the goodness of God, who made people exactly that way (cf. Disc. 3.24.114).


      For Epictetus, the ultimate contest is death, and the ultimate Stoic virtue is to be able to die without fear. His great champion in that respect is Socrates, who went to his death in complete calm. Exercising your rational judgments in daily hardship is to exercise for the time when you will be summoned to stay strong through dramatic hardship or death in order to witness to God. By learning how to live well you are practicing how to die well. Epictetus knows of no hope of an afterlife. But he insists that death is just as indifferent as getting or losing your dream job. It is, after all, just your body that is affected by it.


    


    

    

      PAUL


      Paul and suffering. Paul has a very different worldview from Epictetus. He does not preach the pursuit of happiness, understood as actualizing the true, rational “me,” but he preaches salvation for all who believe (Rom 1:16). This salvation rescues from sin and its consequences, and it establishes a person in a new context as being “in Christ.” In the power of the Spirit, such a person will not fail to flourish ethically as well. It has often been pointed out that Paul’s catalogues of good and bad attitudes can be easily compared to philosophical lists of virtues and vices (e.g., Gal 5:16-26). But how might Paul connect suffering and ethical goodness? In order to answer this question, we must first examine Paul’s attitude toward suffering in general.


      Paul has, broadly speaking, two ways to refer to suffering. One frequent instance is when he narrates his own sufferings in an apologetic context. This occurs most prominently in his letters to the Corinthians such as in 2 Corinthians 11:23-33, where Paul lists all sorts of troubles: imprisonment, floggings, beatings, shipwreck, dangerous journeys, thirst, hunger, lack of clothing (see also 1 Cor 4:9-13 and 2 Cor 6:4-10). Paul refers to very similar things as Epictetus, but unlike the Stoic philosopher, Paul claims that he has undergone all these sufferings in the service of Christ, either as direct persecution or as hardships related to his mission as the apostle to the Gentiles.


      In a paradoxical move Paul “boasts” in his sufferings and the weakness they caused him—not because he was man enough to endure them all, but because, for Paul, salvation is closely tied to the cross, and it is not surprising if the apostle of the crucified Lord carries “the death of Jesus” in his body (2 Cor 4:10, cf. Gal 6:17 and 2 Cor 1:5). Paul develops these thoughts under pressure to defend himself, but he strikes a much more nonpolemical and intimate note in other places. In fact, when Paul is at his weakest, God’s grace is most fully experienced, he says in 2 Corinthians 12:10: “For whenever I am weak, then I am strong.”1 Moreover, in his letter to the Philippians, Paul muses that he wants to know “the sharing of his sufferings” and become conformed to Christ’s death, surrounded by the power and hope of resurrection (Phil 3:10). Paul then accepts sufferings as an intrinsic part of his ministry and even as an apt expression of his message. If anything, affliction deepens his communion with Christ.


      But does this mean that suffering is good for something? Will suffering bring people closer to salvation?


      This brings us to the second category of Paul’s remarks on suffering, which deals with his converts. When Paul speaks about the sufferings the believers share with him, his tone is less polemical and more encouraging. He assures the Philippians, for instance, that they should understand suffering for Christ as a gift (Phil 1:29). Still, Paul is also tangibly nervous in places. He knows full well that suffering for the sake of the gospel can be unsettling and disturbing for his converts—after all they have responded to a message of salvation!


      In 1 Thessalonians, Paul urges the young church not to be “shaken by these persecutions” (1 Thess 3:3) because afflictions have always been part of the Christian experience right from the beginning (1 Thess 1:6). Suffering was predicted (1 Thess 3:4) and is the shared fate of Christians elsewhere (1 Thess 2:14). The word Paul frequently uses is thlipsis, which has the connotation of “pressure” and “closing in.” Paul knows that his young converts might well give in under the social and perhaps economic pressure they experience. He does not hail suffering as something good, but he sees it as an inevitable experience in a fallen and dark world. Although this present age is marked for destruction, it lashes out one last time against God’s elect. In Philippians 1:28 Paul writes, “for them [the unbelieving outsiders] this is evidence of their destruction, but of your salvation.” When Paul speaks like this he shares in a widespread apocalyptic worldview, which sees suffering as marking out the elect. Their sufferings, though intense, are just temporary (2 Cor 4:17), leading the way to a new quality of life, similar to the labor pains heralding a new life (1 Thess 5:3). Sufferings then, far from annulling the promise of salvation, are the sufferings of the righteous elect and will soon end.


      But could they actually be the instrument or the “medicine” that makes us stronger, better people? There is only one passage in Paul where he explicitly connects suffering with what Epictetus would view as virtues. To this we turn now.


      Suffering and virtues: Romans 5:3-5. Paul forms a kind of a chain in this passage, where the last element of a sentence is the first element of the next. This well-known rhetorical device in the first century makes for a very dense text. It reads as follows:


      

        We boast in our tribulations [thlipseis], knowing that tribulation works endurance, endurance character [literally, “approvedness”], character, hope. But hope does not bring to shame, because the love of God has been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit, which has been given to us. (author’s trans.)


      


      In Romans 5, Paul has begun to unfold how, in Christ, sin’s reign of death and condemnation is over so that peace with God and the “hope of sharing the glory of God” (Rom 5:2) abound instead. While human boasting was completely forbidden in earlier parts of Romans (e.g., Rom 3:27), believers now rightly boast in this hope. At this stage, Paul seems to anticipate a critical interlocutor saying: “Yeah, great. But what about suffering?” because he immediately adds the puzzling phrase about boasting in one’s sufferings.


      The reason for this is that sufferings (or “pressures,” the word is thlipseis again) produce patience, or rather endurance. The Greek word for endurance, hypomonē, can be translated as “remaining under.” The Roman believers show patience by remaining under their sufferings, despite the temptation to deny their faith and get rid of persecution and suffering, or more quietly to discard their faith out of disappointment. Paul does not tell us what tribulations he has in mind or how exactly they produce endurance. Endurance is most likely not something automatic, but involves human activity and effort. Paul here essentially says in an encouraging tone: “Let’s brag about those sufferings because they bring out the best in you, namely steadfast endurance.” Those who stand firm, in turn, will show themselves as “approved.” Paul might have metaphors of the fire in mind, which shows precious metal to be “true.” The word dokimazō, which means both “testing” and “approving,” is sometimes used in these contexts (cf. Prov 17:3; Heb 12:5-11; Jas 1:12; 1 Pet 1:7). But is this fire testing or also refining? The way Paul uses the word group elsewhere suggests that he has in view a test and its subsequent seal of approval rather than a process of refining (cf. Paul’s use of dokimazō in 2 Cor 8). Suffering is a “stress test,” if you like, which reveals whether you are genuine or not. And if you know that you are suffering as a genuine believer, then you have a good basis for hope. This is the hope of the righteous, who must endure tribulations, but will eventually be vindicated and rewarded. (Paul has a similar worldview to that of Jewish martyr theology.)


      Paul could leave it here. He has shown that the pressure of suffering is bound to bring out the best in the believers and subsequently assures them of their quality and rightful hope. But there is yet a much deeper reason for hope. And this reason is God’s love, which he has shown in Christ and which he has poured into the very hearts of believers. Immediately after our text Paul makes it clear that God proves his love for us in that while we were still sinners Christ died for us (Rom 5:8). God’s present love is firmly established in God’s past deeds. This is the basis for unfailing hope, which is more than a vague optimism. In the present, God’s love has been poured out into the hearts of believers, as God’s gift, together with his Spirit. God’s love literally reaches the innermost part of believers and becomes a part of them.


      So there is indeed something like a chain reaction, in which suffering brings out the best in believers, namely, endurance, which in turn shows them to be genuine and therefore to have a good claim to hope. But this chain reaction of human responses to sufferings is held within a much bigger picture of divine love. It is this love alone that makes the “hope of glory” an assured reality for believers. And it is this love that makes endurance a worthwhile project for them.


      We can see that Paul does not think that sufferings are God’s bitter but wholesome medicine prescribed to make the believers grow into stronger, better people. This is astonishing, because in Paul’s world there was a concept that made sense of suffering along these lines, namely that suffering was God’s fatherly discipline, meant to restrain and correct his children (Heb 12:3-11). But Paul does not go there. The sufferings that believers sigh and weep about are neither the penalty of a stern judge nor the benevolent discipline of a strict father. They are simply there, as part of a chaotic world, turned against God’s beloved. But though they are not good in themselves, God has already pulled them firmly under his salvific goal.


    


    

    

      CONCLUSION: PAUL AND EPICTETUS ON SUFFERING


      Sufferings are not needed for ethical growth, neither for Paul nor for Epictetus. Quite the contrary, painful and harsh circumstances might tempt you to become less than human. They can tempt you to leave behind the truth of who you really are. In Epictetus’s case, the deepest truth about the human condition is that human beings are rational and therefore equipped to be free. To counter this danger, Epictetus prescribes a very clear and life-long program of training your rational faculties. This can be an arduous and demanding task, but its reward is serenity, peace, and freedom. The goal is for me to realize that what we call suffering is really nothing, as far as my flourishing is concerned.


      In Paul’s case, the deepest truth about human beings in Christ is that they are loved by God and therefore resourced with undying hope. Paul is less systematic than Epictetus in his reflections on how to counter suffering. A measure of patient endurance and a subsequent increase of “provedness” and hope are part of the overall strategy. But this is held and empowered by the deepest reality of God’s love, which lends substance to hope. Sufferings are very real in Paul’s world, but they have lost their sting and power by being dwarfed by hope.


      Epictetus’s confidence is rooted in God’s gift of the prohairesis given to humanity. Paul’s confidence is rooted in God’s love, which in the past was revealed in the sending of God’s Son and which in the present is part of the believer’s innermost person through the gift of the Spirit. Epictetus teaches spiritual self-sufficiency sponsored by God; Paul speaks of the divine restructuring of the self in a relationship of love, trust, and hope.


      For both of these fascinating and deep thinkers, sufferings, though not a direct medicine, have the potential to activate one’s “true me.” What was out to warp and destroy your humanity eventually has to serve the goal of making you more human. No wonder both thinkers sound a note of ringing confidence: “Bring it on,” says Epictetus, “bring on any hardship, and the good person will turn it into gold” (Disc. 2.2.35; 3.20.12).


      And “this is the only contest into which the good man enters—namely, one that is concerned with the things that belong in the province of the moral purpose. How, then, can he help but be invincible?” (Disc. 3.6.7).


      Paul, on the other hand, asks rhetorically whether there is anything in the wide world, including death and life, for that matter, that might separate us from the love of God. The only fitting response is a high note of praise: “We are more than conquerors through him who loved us” (Rom 8:37).


    


    

    

      SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES


      

        

          Table 1.1. Similarities and differences


        


        

          

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	Epictetus


                	Paul


              


              

                	Sufferings are not needed for ethical growth.


                	Sufferings are not needed for ethical growth.


              


              

                	Sufferings can tempt a person to leave their rational judgment behind.


                	Sufferings, especially persecution, can tempt a Christian to become weary in their faith or even leave it.


              


              

                	For the aspiring philosopher, sufferings are an opportunity to exercise and strengthen one’s rational judgment.


                	Sufferings are an opportunity for “boasting,” because they will produce endurance and ultimately hope in the lives of believers.


              


              

                	This training can feel like arduous exercising at times but leads to complete calm.
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