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1:2–4 and 16–17, how the ancient sources impact interpretation of those 
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 Chapter 1 

 
Introduction 

 
 

In the seventeenth chapter of the book of Acts, the author poses an intriguing 
question: what if Paul, the great evangelist and hero of his narrative, were to 
have met and conversed with the eminent philosophers of his day? ‘Luke’ 
contrives a scenario wherein Paul has occasion to stop over in Athens while 
he awaits the arrival of his colleagues. Never one to waste an opportunity, 
Paul frequents the synagogues and street corners proclaiming the gospel. 
Meanwhile he notices with distress that Athens is �	��
�"���, “covered in 
idols.” He also encounters other famous residents of the city, Stoic and Epicu-
rean philosophers. Upon hearing his message, they describe him and it vari-
ously. He is a �������$�� and a %&�"� �	����
"� �	�	�����, and the gospel 
a �	��' ���	�� and %��
(���� ���	 (17:18–20). They are obviously struggling to 
fit the square peg of the gospel into the round holes of phenomena more fa-
miliar to them. Surmising that Paul proclaims a foreign mystery cult, they ask: 
�������	 �)�	�* +���$���	 �,� �)�	� �
�	 �&��� �	��	 �-�	�. 

Luke humorously presents the philosophers as supercilious fad-chasers 
(17:21), but his characters in fact pose a serious question: if one were to ask 
the real Paul to elaborate what the gospel is in philosophical terms, how 
would he respond? The speech in Acts 17 lays out the gospel’s origins in the 
action of a benevolent, if unknown, God “who made the world and all things 
in it” (/ �����	� ��� �$���� �	0 ����	 �1 !� 	2�3, v. 24). He sketches the 
principles of philosophical piety which his audience would presumably like-
wise endorse, and then reaches the heart of the matter in vv. 30–31:  

30 ��4� �5� �,� ��$���� �6� ���
	� 7�����8� / ����, �1 ��� �	�	&���� ��:� ����;���� ����	� 
�	��	��� ���	���:�, 31 �	�$�� ������� <�&�	� !� = �&���� ��
���� �'� �#����&��� !� ���	��-
���? !� ����0 @ A�����, �
���� �	�	��8� �B��� ��	����	� 	2��� !� ����)�. 

30 Therefore God, after overlooking the times of ignorance, now commands humanity that all 
people everywhere must repent, 31 because he has fixed the day on which he is about to judge 
the universe with justice by a man whom he designated, furnishing proof to all by raising him 
from the dead. 

Luke’s Paul gives here a succinct summary of the gospel, a statement of the 
proclamation in a nutshell. He does not lay out the summary as a definition 
(the gospel is a, b, and c), but it could easily serve in lieu of a definition. He 
futhermore

 
uses

 
the

 
verb /�
(���

, 
which

 
regularly occurs

 
with the

 
meaning “to
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define.” Although the transition to vv. 30–31 may seem abrupt at first glance, 
it gathers previous parts of the speech through the concise repetition of key 
concepts.1 His speech up to this point has dealt with the primordial past and 
the present, but now it looks ahead to the day of the judgment which God will 
execute with the assistance of Christ. In vv. 30–31, ‘Paul’ also abbreviates 
narrative elements of the gospel (Jesus’ death, resurrection, and appointment) 
and eschatological ideas. If his audience were to have permitted him to con-
tinue his speech, he would presumably have unpacked this compression fur-
ther,2 but he collides with their skepticism regarding the possibility of resur-
rection (�����	��� ����)�, 17:32). Luke’s Paul therefore gives in vv. 30–31 a 
concise and content-rich statement of the gospel’s essence. As a part of the 
speech, the statement locates the gospel within a framework of philosophical 
piety, of worship properly rendered to a supramundane God, and merges this 
framework with the narrative of what God has done through Christ. 

Luke’s ‘what-if’ is in no way an idle question. It persists today in the con-
tinuing debates regarding the historical Paul’s education and engagement with 
his Greco-Roman polytheistic environment. In spite of the protestations in his 
correspondence with the Corinthians to have little interest in the orator’s ele-
gances of style or the philosopher’s lofty speculations and procedures (1 Cor 
1:18–2:5), Paul’s authentic letters recognizably draw from the vast fund of 
rhetorical techniques and philosophical methods of his day. He does not re-
gard himself, of course, as foremost an orator or a philosopher. His identity as 
��$������ with a God-given responsibility to proclaim the gospel puts him in 
an altogether different category. He nonetheless wields the tools available to 
him to achieve his objectives, and he can ‘switch hats’ with bewildering sud-
denness. For example, in 1 Corinthians 15 he starts by reprising his role as an 
instructor in basic traditions (his readers’ ����	"$�, as it were), then shifts 
to philosophical argumentation to defeat a proposition (�����	��� ����)� �2� 
�����) and to establish the kind of �)�	 that the resurrected dead will have,3 

                                                
1 C�$���� in v. 30 recalls God’s establishment of �������	�&���� �	����� in v. 26. D6� 

���
	� captures the blind groping after God in v. 27 (�# E�	 � ���	F����	� 	2��� �	0 �G���-
��). With ��$� ‘Paul’ concisely inserts his elaboration of the E�"���� ��$� in vv. 23–25, and 
with ����	� �	����� the universalism of vv. 28–29, especially &��� �,� 7��������� ����. In 
v. 31, we find similar compressions: again, God’s power to set times in ������� <�&�	�; �#-
����&�� as the boundaries of human habitation (�	�����:�, �	����
	�, v. 26); and the selection 
of a single person (!��
��&� �� !% H��� �B� ����� ����;�"�) and his appointment (/�
�	�, v. 
26). 

2 Luke may provide a signal that Paul has more to say with �� in the phrase �1 ��� �	�-
	&����, which might mean: “he now commands the following things….” He is able to men-
tion only the first because his audience interrupts him. On the other hand, �1 ��� may just 
mean “now” (so BDAG 681–82, s.v. ���, 2b). 

3 On philosophical argumentation in 1 Corinthians 15, see esp. Martin, Corinthian Body; 
Asher, Polarity and Change. 
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and along the way he discloses new “mysteries” as a prophet of the Parousia. 
He would not adopt these postures if he did not believe that they would work 
– in other words, that his addressees would regard the roles of transmitter of 
tradition, philosophical instructor, and prophet as both authoritative and famil-
iar. Paul is clearly building upon the kinds of activities in which he was en-
gaged when he was previously among the Corinthian Christians. 

In the case of his letter to the Romans, he has no personal history with the 
majority of his audience. This does not mean, however, that the Roman Chris-
tians have no preconceptions of him. The fact that he goes back over territory 
which he covers in other contexts (particularly in Galatians and 1 Corinthians) 
strongly implies that he needs to do so, that the Roman Christians have heard 
about these arguments (or perhaps even read excerpts of them) from those 
who view him with suspicion or hostility.4 His audience may thus have 
formed an unfavorable impression of him and his gospel. He must select his 
approach with great care if he will neutralize the residual negativity that may 
accompany his reputation, and make a new impression. The accomplishment 
of whatever goals he may have in writing to them – by no means a settled 
question among interpreters today – depends upon his audience’s willingness 
to credit his authority as ��$������, to accept the validity of his previous 
evangelistic labors, and most of all to regard him as worth listening to.5 He 
does not tell them of his call and commission (Gal 1:11–17), or of his accom-
plishments �$I �	0 ��I, !� ������� ����
"� �	0 �����"�, !� ������� ����-
�	��� (Rom 15:18–19). Instead, he sends his letter as we have it before us. 

Paul firmly indicates both the direction that the argument will go and the 
‘hat’ that he elects to wear in the introductory sections of the letter. He appro-
priates therein a genre which properly has its home in Greco-Roman philoso-
phy, but which enjoys widespread application in rhetorical contexts as well, 
namely definition (J���). At the beginning and end of his introduction (���-
�
����), he offers two distinct definitions of the gospel. He folds the first (1:2–
4) into the prescript. The second doubles as his thesis statement (��$�����, 
1:16–17), declaring in brief compass the entirety of the argument of Romans. 
In the present study I investigate these two definitions of the gospel: how Paul 
composes them, coordinates them, and deploys them in his argument. My the-
sis here has four components: (1) that vv. 2–4 and 16–17 comprise two coor-
dinated definitions of �� �2	&����, the former articulating what it is in terms 
of its content, and the latter what it does in terms of its function; (2) that Paul 

                                                
4 Romans 4 takes up the theme of Abraham’s faith from Gal 3:6–18, and Romans 14–15 

deal with the “weak” and the “strong,” topics that he discusses in 1 Corinthians 8–9. Romans 
2–3 also explain why the law cannot solve the problem of universal human culpability (cf. 
Gal 2:15–21). Also, the slander to which he refers in Rom 3:8 is more than rhetorical dress-
ing: such portrayals of him and his gospel represent the kinds of things he expects the Ro-
mans to have heard.  

5 So also Stuhlmacher, “Apostle Paul’s View of Righteousness,” 76–77. 
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achieves the brevity necessary for definition with the rhetorical figures of ���-
������ (synecdoche), �������� (omission), and ��� ������ (commonality); (3) 
that he deliberately invests vv. 16–17 with exploitable ambiguities in both the 
terminology and syntax; and (4) that his arguments proceed in part by ‘exeget-
ing the terms’ of his essential and functional definitions, recombining their 
elements and maximizing the lexical meanings of their component terms 
along with their cognates toward a demonstration of how the gospel is God’s 
���	��� at work in the cosmos. 

Scholars have occasionally noted that 1:2–4 and 16–17 are definitions,6 al-
though none has yet fully explored the implications that accompany this cor-
rect observation.7 Ancient authors discuss definition at length, specifying 
what it is and what it should do, in both philosophical and rhetorical theoreti-
cal contexts. These discussions have direct bearing upon the composition of 
Paul’s definitions of the gospel, so in chapter 2 I examine the theories of defi-
nition and study how orators use them in their speeches. One major conclu-

                                                
6 E.g., Jewett (Romans, 99) calls 1:2–4 a “confessional definition of the gospel,” but does 

not elaborate “definition” further. Similarly, vv. 16b and 17 each provide “a definition of the 
preceding contention about Paul not being ashamed of ‘the gospel’” (ibid., 136). Again, 
Jewett leaves this point undeveloped. Stuhlmacher (Romans, 22) remarkably describes Rom 
“1:1ff.” and 16–17 as a “twofold definition of the gospel”; see also idem, “Apostle Paul’s 
View of Righteousness,” 77–78. On Rom 1:16–17, Betz (“Christianity as Religion,” 212–15) 
offers a short but incisive discussion of “the definition of the gospel.” Note also that Betz 
approaches 12:1–2 as “two definitional statements,” the first “of religion as voluntary self-
sacrifice,” and the second of “the apostle’s concept of ethics” (ibid., 229–30; cf. idem, 
“Foundation of Christian Ethics”). Cf. Anderson (Ancient Rhetorical Theory, 216), who, on 
the basis of the ancient division of treatises into the categories of �&��� (“an argumentative 
treatment of the theme lacking the specifics of person and circumstances”) and 7�$����� (“an 
argumentative treatment of a specific case”), observes: “[I]t becomes clear that the theme of 
the letter to the Romans … is much more reminiscent of a �&��� than a 7�$�����. At that, it is 
much more reminiscent of a philosophical �&���, than a rhetorical �&��� (which tended to deal 
with matters of public policy).” 

7 Scholars also rarely consider these two passages in light of each other. According to 
Bornkamm (Paul, 248–49), 1:3–4 “reproduces the Christology of the early (Jewish Christian) 
church,” while 1:16–17 “is primitive Pauline and, unlike the purely Christological credo, is 
formulated in soteriological terms.” “Both formulations,” he continues, “are full and complete 
statements of the faith; they do not select from the gospel, the one the one thing and the other 
the other.” Regarding the relationship between them, Bornkamm discounts the notion that 
“Paul quoted the traditional formula only in order to prove his orthodoxy.” “The answer is not 
to be found in the (traditional) motif of Jesus as son of David …, but rather in the honorific 
title ‘Son of God’….” The soteriological event of the resurrection of Christ as God’s Son 
plays out in what Christians are called to be: not “Christs” but “sons” and “heirs”: “While 
these connections are not made explicit in Romans 1, as Paul understood it, 1:3 f. points for-
ward to 1:16 f., and conversely, 1:16 f. points back to the credo as Paul reinterpreted it.” Cf. 
also Fee (Pauline Christology, 240): “Verses 3–4 turn out to be one of the two places in the 
prooemium (1:1–17) where the gospel is given content.” He contrasts vv. 3–4 and 16–17 
based upon the christological emphasis of the former and the soteriological emphasis of the 
latter. 
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sion of this chapter is that definitions should be brief. In order to achieve the 
necessary brevity, authors have at their disposal another body of theoretical 
literature, which is devoted to techniques of condensing complex ideas into 
extremely concise statements. These tactics help authors to compress, and 
readers to decompress, definitions and other kinds of discourse that require 
brevity. Chapter 3 thus investigates methods of brevity, paying special atten-
tion to the rhetorical figures of ��������, ��������� and ��� ������, since Paul 
uses these figures to load his definitions of the gospel with implied content 
and multiple layers of meaning. In chapter 4, I analyze Rom 1:2–4, his first 
definition of the gospel, which declares what it is. It is that … 

… 2 K �������
�	�� ��1 �)� ���F��)� 	2��� !� �	F	:� L
	�� 3 ���0 ��� �M�� 	2��� ��� 
����&��� !� ��&��	��� �	�0� �	�1 ����	, 4 ��� /����&���� �M�� ���� !� ������� �	�1 �����	 
L�"����� !% ��	�����"� ����)�, N���� C������ ��� ���
�� <�)�.  

… 2 which he [God] pre-proclaimed through his prophets in holy scriptures 3 concerning his 
Son, who was born from the seed of David according to the flesh, 4 who was appointed Son 
of God in power according to his spirit of holiness from his resurrection from the dead, Jesus 
Christ our Lord. 

Research on these verses generally focuses upon their alleged inclusion of a 
‘pre-Pauline formula,’ a hymnic or confessional fragment that scholars sur-
mise Paul to have quoted or adapted. I argue instead that Paul composes them 
himself, using a literary form that often appears in hymns (the ‘mythological 
expanded epithet’), thereby imparting to his first definition a hymnic flavor. 
With the rhetorical figure of ���������, the definition gathers the entirety of 
scripture’s testimony regarding Christ, and compresses the gospel’s narrative 
content into a statement that describes him both temporally (his ���� and 
�&���) and anthropologically (his ���% and �����	). In chapter 5, I turn to 
Paul’s careful composition of his second definition (1:16–17), which specifies 
the function of the gospel: “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is God’s 
power for salvation for everyone who believes, for both the Jew first and the 
Greek” (�2 1� !�	�������	� �� �2	&����, ���	��� 1� ���� !���� �#� �"��-
�
	� �	��0 �3 ����������, N���	
I �� ��)��� �	0 O�����). The definition also 
includes in v. 17 an abbreviated proof explaining how it can be God’s ���	��� 
�#� �"���
	�: “For God’s justice is revealed in it from faith to faith, just as it 
has been written, ‘The just one will live from faith’” (���	������ 1� ���� !� 
	2�3 ����	������	� !� �
���"� �#� �
����, �	�8� &�	��	�, «/ �5 �
�	��� !� 
�
���"� (����	�»). Paul designs vv. 16–17 as a statement of the gospel’s cos-
mic function that makes sense in its context, that secures provisional en-
dorsement from his addressees, and that invites the exposition which he will 
deliver in subsequent chapters. He futhermore takes full advantage of the am-
biguities of meaning in some of the definition’s key terms, particularly 
���	���, �
����/���������, and ���	������. The ambiguity stands out especially 
in the difficult phrase !� �
���"� �#� �
����. Patristic readers of these verses 
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often perceive Paul to have omitted some words (i.e., to have deployed the 
figure of ��������), a helpful clue that I pursue at length. In chapter 6, I con-
clude the study with a brief examination of Paul’s exegesis of the terms of the 
definition which he accomplishes by bringing forward their different mean-
ings and recombining them to explore their implications.  

Luke’s ‘what-if,’ as projected in his narrative of Paul’s visit to Athens, 
remains a product of his imagination, a hypothetical placement of Paul into a 
scenario where he delivers a speech to an audience of philosophers, adopts a 
persona as one of their peers, and explains the gospel in terms that they would 
recognize. In creating this scene, however, Luke builds upon a foundation laid 
by the apostle himself. Paul appropriates a philosophical mode of discourse in 
the opening sections of his letter to the Romans, wherein he also establishes 
his P��� and previews his themes and procedures. In setting forth his defini-
tions of the gospel, he does not cast his addressees in the role of philosophers. 
But he certainly portrays them as more than capable of considering questions 
at a high intellectual level – as ��F�
, in other words, �����
 … �	�"�����, 
������"�&��� ����� [�6�] �;��"�, ��������� �	0 �������� �������:� (15:14). 
It would be utterly incorrect to reduce Romans to a philosophical monograph. 
Yet it nonetheless partakes of some of the features of such texts. The investi-
gation of how it does so in 1:1–17 and in its arguments that unpack elements 
of its two definitions of the gospel is my overall aim. 

Any research into even the smallest aspect of Paul’s letter to the Romans 
draws the student into protracted scholarly debates that, if he or she is not 
careful, can take over the project and distract from its proper objectives and 
scope. I must therefore operate on the basis of a set of assumptions: that the 
letter dates to the mid-to-late 50’s C.E. and was probably written at Corinth;8 
that it is unitary and has survived without major interpolations that textual 
critics have failed to detect;9 that its intended audience is the one that he spe-

                                                
8 Such is the conclusion of the vast majority of scholars who have considered the ques-

tion; see, e.g., Kümmel, Introduction, 311; Fitzmyer, Romans, 85–87; Jewett, Romans, 18–
22; Dunn, Romans, xliii–iv. 

9 Contra O’Neill, Paul’s Letter to the Romans, esp. his introduction, 11–22; also Walker, 
Interpolations. Schmithals’ thesis that Romans is a composite letter has won little acceptance 
(see Römerbrief, 29 for his breakdown of the letter). The main dispute pertains to Romans 16, 
regarding which see Manson, “St. Paul’s Letter to the Romans,” who concludes: “We must 
then suppose that Paul prepared a letter (Rom. 1–15) and sent it to Rome. At the same time a 
copy was prepared to be sent to Ephesus. It may be assumed that this Ephesian copy would 
include the personalia of Rom. 15:14–33; for these, though primarily intended for the Roman 
church, nevertheless, contained information about Paul’s plans which would be of interest to 
the Apostle’s friends in Ephesus. … Consequently all we have here in chapter 16 is an intro-
duction to Phoebe, who may be regarded as the bearer of the letter to Ephesus; the greetings 
to Paul’s friends in the province of Asia; and the exhortation of verses 17–20, which has 
points of contact with Paul’s address to the Ephesian elders at Miletus [Acts 20:17–30]” (13). 
Many of Manson’s points in this essay are persuasive, but I cannot understand why chapter 
16, if it indeed went to Ephesus but not Rome, lacks its own epistolary prescript – in other 
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cifically identifies, Rome;10 and that the ethnic composition of this audience is 
primarily Gentile.11 I also presuppose that historical criticism remains the op-
timal method of investigating questions of the kind that I have set forth.12 My 
application of the ancient sources regarding philosophy, rhetoric and epistolo-
graphy toward an accurate understanding of Paul’s compositional strategies is 
indeed a prominent feature of historical criticism as I practice it in this 
study.13 I deliberately avoid the debates regarding the genre, internal structure, 

                                                
words, why an editor would have wanted to obliterate a clear indication that Romans 16 be-
longs with the main letter but is addressed to Ephesus. When I weigh the plausibility of an 
excised prescript against the plausibility that he could have indeed known so many people at 
Rome (cf. ibid., 12–13), I incline toward the latter. See also Koester, Introduction, 2.143, and 
cf. the responses to Manson’s thesis by Donfried, “Short Note”; Gamble, Textual History, 36–
55; Wedderburn, Reasons for Romans, 12–18; Lampe, “The Roman Christians of Romans 
16” and From Paul to Valentinus, 153–83. 

10 Contra Jervell, “Letter to Jerusalem.” 
11 So, e.g., Munck, Paul and the Salvation of Mankind, 200–209; Nanos, Mystery of Ro-

mans, 75–84; Engberg-Pedersen, Paul and the Stoics, 185–86. Contra, e.g., Cranfield, Ro-
mans, 1.67–68; Campbell, Rhetoric of Righteousness, 14–19; Guerra, Romans and the Apolo-
getic Tradition, 22–42; Watson, Paul, Judaisim, and the Gentiles, 163–91. See Rom 1:5–6 (!� 
�B��� ��:� ������� … !� �Q� !��� �	0 7��:� �����
); 1:13 (R�	 ���1 �	���� ��) �	0 !� 7�:� �	�8� 
�	0 !� ��:� �����:� �������); and 11:13 (7�:� �5 �&" ��:� �������). In 7:1 (��;������� 1� �$-
��� �	�)) Paul does not need to be implying that he addresses Jews or Jewish Christians per 
se, since in other contexts in which he indisputably addresses Gentiles (e.g., Galatians 3–4) he 
still presumes a high level of familiarity with the scriptures. The mixed ethnic composition of 
the Roman congregations is a central component of the hypothesis that Paul sends his letter in 
order to intervene in a conflict (see esp. Donfried, “Short Note” and “False Presuppositions”; 
Minear, Obedience of Faith; Watson, “Two Roman Congregations” and Paul, Judaisim, and 
the Gentiles, 163–91, and throughout the interpretation of Romans in subsequent chapters; 
Jewett, Romans, 46–74; and many others). 

12 Loudly trumpeted announcements of the demise of historical criticism by advocates of 
‘postmodernist’ criticisms have evidently proven premature, as Aichele, Miscall and Walsh 
tacitly acknowledge in their recent article, “An Elephant in the Room.” Historical critical re-
search continues unabated across the broad spectrum of international scholarship on the New 
Testament and early Christian literature. 

13 All historically based rhetorical studies stand on the shoulders of Hans Dieter Betz and 
his 1979 Hermeneia commentary on Galatians, which reacquainted scholars with the ancient 
literature on this subject. Troy Martin has written a study, “Invention and Arrangement in 
Recent Pauline Rhetorical Studies” (presently unpublished), which exhaustively details this 
history of scholarship since 1979. The main complaints about Betz’s and his followers’ meth-
odology pertain to the limitation of ‘rhetorical criticism’ to ancient sources, and the setting 
aside of contemporary rhetorical theory; Margaret M. Mitchell has written succint responses 
to such complaints (Paul and the Rhetoric of Reconciliation, 6–8, with references to the sec-
ondary literature; also “Rhetorical and New Literary Criticism,” 620–26) which I can whole-
heartedly endorse, so I will not address the matter further here. Others object from a different 
angle. Anderson (Ancient Rhetorical Theory, 249–57) concludes that one cannot properly 
apply ancient rhetorical genres and ��%��-theory to the analysis of Paul’s letters, but he detects 
a rich usage of tropes and figures, which does not need to have derived from formal rhetorical 
education (which would somehow contaminate him, cf. ibid., 249–50), since “[t]he use of 
tropes and figures is … common to all literate societies (254). My research here, in which I 
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and purpose(s) of the letter, beyond the carefully limited remarks on this topic 
I offer above and in chapter 7 below. My conclusions certainly have an impact 
upon answers to these difficult questions, but would require full studies of 
their own to argue well, instead of the incomplete treatments necessitated by 
the scope of the present project. I thus strive to maintain a tight focus on de-
terminations of how Paul composes his definitions, what they mean and what 
he wants them to do in chapter 1, and how he deploys them elsewhere in his 
letter. These questions involve more than their share of intrusions into dis-
puted areas of research (particularly on �
���� and ���	������ ����) even as 
they demand engagement with areas of ancient literature that may be unfamil-
iar to some interpreters of the New Testament. With these caveats in place, I 
now turn to the ancient sources on definition and on brevity. 

                                                
interact at length with the ancient sources on style, should not be understood as supporting 
Anderson’s or similar conclusions (see, e.g., Porter, “Theoretical Justification” and “Ancient 
Rhetorical Analysis,” esp. the literature cited in the latter at 251, n. 2; cf. the review of Ander-
son’s book by Mitchell, CBQ 60 [1998]: 356–58). 



 

 
 
 

Chapter 2 

 
The Features and Functions of Definition 

in Ancient Philosophy and Rhetoric 
 
 

2.1 Introduction 
 

In this first stage of my study, I introduce the ancient literature regarding what 
a definition (J���, /����$�, /�
(���)1 is, and the kinds of things that philoso-
phers and orators thought it properly to do. Definition as we normally encoun-
ter it nowadays is a species of predicative statement (x is a, b, and c), recog-
nized mainly through the context in which it appears. To take the most obvi-
ous example, if one were to receive a page of alphabetized words followed by 
short, enumerated statements, one would instantly know the page to come 
from a dictionary and the statements to be definitions of the words. In ordi-
nary discourse, too, definition has a discernable tone and emphasis: with care-
ful precision it specifies the meaning of a term so that it may serve as a con-
ceptual anchor for working through a problem or for arguing a position.2 As 
the questions under consideration become more complicated, the need for ex-
plicitly articulated definitions becomes more acute, and as a result they can 
become increasingly technical and dependent upon a broader knowledge of 
the subject. This spectrum of lesser or greater specificity and technicality 
likewise exists in ancient definitions, as well as in the theoretical texts that 
discuss them. Definition indeed belongs among the main tools of Greco-
Roman philosophical investigation, so a great deal of thought went into estab-
lishing the principles which inform their composition and utilization. Some of 
these principles filter down into oratory and popular philosophy (by which I 
mean, texts on philosophical subjects directed to non-specialist audiences). 

                                                
1 Etymologically, J��� probably acquires the meaning “definition” in extension of its 

meanings “boundary” and “(de)limitation” (cf. the English word horizon). The sources use 
J��� and /����$� without any discernable difference in valence; I typically use the former 
throughout as a convenience. See also the new volume edited by David Charles, Definition in 
Greek Philosophy, which appeared last year (2010). 

2 Definitions also provide a context for humor or pointed observations about human be-
havior, e.g., “Insanity is the repetition of a failed action with the expectation of a different 
outcome.” 
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Sketching the outlines of these discussions as the background of Paul’s defini-
tions of the gospel is my objective in this chapter. 
 
 

2.2 The foundation: Plato’s Phaedrus 
 

Theoretical discussions of definition begin in earnest in classical Athens.3 
Plato portrays Socrates and his interlocutors on numerous occasions erecting 
and then demolishing definitions as part of his method of ������.4 Plato’s 
treatment of the principles of J��� in the Phaedrus comes to exert wide influ-
ence over subsequent theory, so this text furnishes the logical place to begin. 

The context is Socrates’ first speech on love (��"�).5 Earlier in the dia-
logue Phaedrus recites an oration by Lysias on this topic.6 Socrates subjects 
this speech to rigorous criticism, and then accepts a challenge from Phaedrus 

                                                
3 Presocratic philosophers also occasionally use definitions or quasi-definitional state-

ments. For example: “Anaximenes … said that boundless air is the origin, the thing from 
which the things that are coming into existence, that have come into existence, and that will 
come into existence, the gods and divinities, [all] come into existence, and the remainder are 
from the offspring of this element,” S�	%��&��� … �&�	 E������ �F� �'� ���'� �-�	�, !% �T �1 
��$���	 �	0 �1 ���$�	 �	0 �1 !�$���	 �	0 ���4� �	0 ��:	 ��&��	�, �1 �5 ����1 !� �)� ���-
��� ���$�"� (Kirk/Raven 144, § 141). The passage goes on to identify the �-��� of air, and to 
explain how it appears differently (i.e., as fire, wind, clouds, water, and earth) according to its 
density. Note the previous passage (ibid., § 140), describing the underlying nature, < 7��-
����&�� F���� (i.e., air) as �2� �$������ but rather U����&��. Cf. also these technical descrip-
tions of ����, L����
	 and �)�	: “They [Pythagoreans] say that it [the soul] is a kind of con-
cord: for also [they say] that concord is the combination and synthesis of things which are 
opposed; and that the body is compounded from things opposed,” L����
	� �� ���	 	2�'� �&-
����V �	0 1� �'� L����
	� ��B��� �	0 �������� !�	��
"� �-�	� �	0 �� �)�	 ����:��	� !% !�-
	��
"� (Kirk/Raven 346, § 451, s.v. Philolaus). See further Kirk/Raven 362–64, § 476 (Anax-
agoras on ����); 442–43, § 603 (Diogenes of Apollonia on ���). As far as I know, no testi-
mony survives regarding a Presocratic theoretical discussion on J���; cf., however, Diogenes 
of Apollonia, whose treatise had the following opening lines: “It seems to me a necessity that 
the one who begins any speech render the beginning indisputable and the exposition plain and 
stately,” �$�� �	���� ���$����� ����: ��� ���8� �-�	� �'� ���'� ��	�F��+������ �	�&����	�, 
�'� �5 H�����
	� L��6� �	0 ������ (Kirk/Raven 434, § 596). Plato evidently echoes this pas-
sage in the first speech on love in the Phaedrus discussed here. 

4 For an elaboration of this method and the place of definition within it, see Benson, 
“Priority of Definition.” 

5 Phaedr. 237a–241d. 
6 The speech of Lysias appears at 230e–234c. The thesis (according to Phaedrus’ sum-

mary) is that “favor is to be shown more to the man who is not in love than the one who is,” 
�&�� 1� U� �	����&�� �' !�)��� �B���� W ��"��� (227c). 
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to deliver a speech more to his own liking.7 His introduction (����
����) ex-
plains why a definition of ��"� should stand first in the order of business: 

���0 �	��$�, X �	:, �
	 ���' ��:� �&������ �	�)� +��������	�V �#�&�	� ��: ���0 �T Y� Z < +��-
��, W �	���� L�	������� �����. … ���\ !����' ��0 �	0 !��0 / �$�� ��$����	� �$���	 !�)��� W 
�' �B���� �#� F��
	� #�&��, ���0 ��"��� �Q$� �\ ���� �	0 ^� ���� ���	���, /����
_ �&����� J���, 
�#� ����� ���+�&������ �	0 ��	F&������ �'� ��&��� ���;���	, �`�� aF��
	� �`�� +��+�� �	�-
&���. 

In every situation, my boy, there is one starting point for those who are about to deliberate 
something well: one must know whatever topic the deliberation may be about, or complete 
error necessarily occurs. … But since there sits before you and me the subject of whether one 
should enter into friendship [�#� F��
	�] more with the one who loves [!�)���] than the one 
who does not, after assigning by agreement a definition regarding love – what sort of thing it 
is and what power it has – let us examine whether love causes benefit or injury by reviewing 
and referring to this. (Phaedr. 237c–d) 

Several important points emerge out of Socrates’ introductory statements 
here. First, a definition needs to declare what something is and what function 
it has (�Q$� �\ ���� �	0 ^� ���� ���	���): such is his basic J��� ��� J���. Second, 
it serves to secure agreement (/����
	) between interlocutors on the terms of 
a deliberation (+����) toward the avoidance of error. One may “review and 
refer to” it throughout the inquiry (���+�&������ �	0 ��	F&������) as some-
thing clearly articulated by the speaker and endorsed by the audience. Third, 
he identifies definition as a preliminary step, so he places his inquiry into the 
nature and function of ��"� in the ����
���� of his speech. Fourth, Socrates 
implicitly divides the investigative process into its constituent parts: the ques-
tion, the definition of concepts within the question, the proposition, and the 
argument. Socrates and Phaedrus have before them questions to consider. 
Should one prefer a suitor who is in love, or one who is not? Does love pro-
duce benefit or harm? Answers to these questions – the formulation of propo-
sitions and their verification in argument – require an answer to a prior ques-
tion: what is love? As Socrates looks back on his speech later in the dialogue, 
he identifies his method’s two foundational tasks: first, “to bring into a single 
idea widely dispersed phenomena by viewing them together, in order that by 
definining each item regarding which one wants at that point to teach, one 

                                                
7 Socrates puts some distance between himself and the perspectives expressed in his 

speech with a narrative prelude (237b): “So once upon a time there was a very beautiful boy, 
rather a lad, and for him there were very many lovers. Now a certain one of these men was 
wily, who – although he loved him no less than anyone else – had convinced the boy that he 
was not in love. And one time as he was pleading with him, he was addressing this very point, 
that he ought to favor the one who is not in love instead of the one who is, and he was speak-
ing as follows….” P� �G�" �' �	:�, �B���� �5 ����	�
����, ���	 �	�$�V ����I �5 P�	� !�	-
��	0 ���� �����
. �Q� �& ��� 	2�)� 	M����� P�, K� �2����� b���� !�)� !����
��� ��� �	:�	 U� 
�2� !�c�. �	
 ���� 	2��� 	#�)� ������� ����d 	2�$, U� �' !�)��� ��� ��� !�)���� �&�� �	�
-
(���	�, ���&� �� e��. 
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may make it clear” (�#� �
	� �� #�&	� �����)��	 E��� �1 ����	�f �����	�-
�&�	, R�	 g�	���� /��($����� �6��� ���f ���0 �T Y� ��0 ��������� !�&�?); and 
second, “to be able again to dissect things according to their kinds – according 
to the joints, where they have naturally occurred” (�� ����� �	�\ �`�� ���	��	� 
��	�&����� �	�\ E���	 = �&F���).8 Definition thus works constructively, by 
“assembly” (���	"�), while dissection works analytically, by division (��	
-
�����) and classification (�	�\ �`��). 

A quick overview of the remainder of the ����
���� of the speech will il-
lustrate how these two tasks of assembly and division coordinate in practice. 
Socrates first identifies a self-evident feature: “Surely then it is clear to every-
one that love is a kind of desire” (J�� �5� �,� �' !�����
	 ��� / ��"�, h�	��� 
�6���). “Desire” covers broader territory than “love” since all people (even �M 
�' !�)����) experience the former; the question rather hinges on who acts 
upon it. Socrates next explains two internal impulses, the innate desire for 
pleasures and an acquired opinion of what is best (< �5� ��F���� �,�	 !��-
���
	 <���)�, E��� �5 !�
������ �$%	, !F���&�� ��� �������).9 He then elabo-
rates the names which accompany these conditions: 

��%6� �5� �,� !�0 �� E������ �$I ������ �	0 ��	������ �3 ������ �"F������ i���	V !��-
���
	� �5 ��$"� H������� !�0 <���1� �	0 ��%���� !� <�:� �f ���f G+��� !�"�������. 

Indeed when the opinion guides by rationality to what is best and dominates, the name of this 
dominance is ‘temperance.’ But when desire irrationally draws us to pleasures and governs in 
us, the name ‘hybris’ is given to this governance. (Phaedr. 238a) 

Socrates is implementing the procedure of ��	
�����, dividing desire into two 
species, �"F������, in which it is dominated by rationality, and G+���, in 
which it irrationally dominates. One may easily see where he is driving: ��"� 
will become one of the sub-species of G+���. Before taking this step, however, 
he elaborates other phenomena at the same taxonomic level: 

G+��� �5 �' ����;����� – �������5� 1� �	0 �������&� – �	0 ����"� �)� #�&"� !�����'� ^ Y� 
���? ����&��, �'� 	7�6� !�"���
	� j���	($����� ��� �����	 �	�&���	�, �k�� ���1 �	�'� �k�d 

                                                
8 Phaedr. 265d–e. The Stranger links ��	
����� with ��	������' !������� at Soph. 253d–e. 
9 Phaedr. 237d–e: “But we know that furthermore even the ones who do not love desire 

the beautiful. On what basis then shall we differentiate the one who loves from the one who 
does not? It is necessary moreover to perceive that in each of us there are two types that gov-
ern and guide, which we follow wherever they guide: one, the desire for pleasures which is 
innate, and the other, an acquired opinion which aims at what is best. Sometimes these are of 
a single mind in us, but there are occasions when they quarrel. And sometimes one dominates 
us, but at other times the other.” J�� �\ 	, �	0 �' !�)���� !��������� �)� �	�)�, `����. �3 �' 
��� !�)��� �� �	0 �' ���������* ��: 	, ��6�	�, J�� <�)� !� H����I ��� ���& !���� #�&	 E������ 
�	0 E����, �Q� H�$���	 = Y� E����, < �5� ��F���� �,�	 !�����
	 <���)�, E��� �5 !�
������ 
�$%	, !F���&�� ��� �������. ����" �5 !� <�:� ���5 �5� /�����:���, ���� �5 J�� ��	���(����V �	0 
���5 �5� < H�&�	, E����� �5 < H�&�	 ��	��:. 
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!�	%
	� ����6��	�. ���0 �5� 1� !�"�'� ��	����	 ��� �$�� �� ��� ��
���� �	0 �)� E��"� 
!������)� !�����
	 	�����	�
	 �� �	0 ��� �����	 �	2��� ����� ������&��� �	�&%��	�V ���0 
�\ 	, �&�	� ���	�����	�	, ��� ������&��� �	��? E���	, �6��� �T ���%��	� �������	���V �	0 
�l��	 �' �1 ����"� ����F1 �	0 ����F)� !������)� j�$�	�	 �6� ��0 ���	��������� = �������� 
�	��:��	� ��$�����. 

But then hybris has many names, for it has many parts and forms. And of these forms, which-
ever one happens to become pre-eminent imparts its own moniker to the one who experiences 
it when he is called by name, with the result that he has acquired it as something neither beau-
tiful nor worth mentioning. For, in the case of food, when desire for it dominates the best rea-
soning and the other desires, it becomes gluttony and it will impart this name [glutton] to the 
very one experiencing it when he is called. And again, in the case of strong wines, when de-
sire plays the tyrant and guides the one who has acquired it, it is clear what sort of designation 
he will ultimately obtain. And indeed, with respect to the related names of these and related 
desires, when one perpetually dominates it is completely clear by which desire it is proper 
[for someone] to be called. (Phaedr. 238a–b) 

Socrates characterizes the types of hybristic desire as forces which compel 
anyone in their grip toward the reception of the name which they themselves 
carry, reducing people to mere unflattering labels. The identification of these 
species and their undesirable results together form an argument by analogy 
which Socrates then brings to a conclusion in his final definition: 

b� �\ g���	 ����	 �� ��$���� �`���	�, ������ �5� m�� F	���$�, ����5� �5 W �' ����5� ����"� 
�	F&������V < 1� E��� �$�� �$%�� !�0 �� j���� /��;��� ��	���	�	 !�����
	 ���� <���'� 
����:�	 �������, �	0 7�� 	, �)� H	��6� ����)� !������)� !�0 �"���"� ������ !��"�&�"� 
n"���:�	 �����	�	 �"f, ��\ 	2�6� �6� n;��� !�"���
	� �	+���	, ��"� !�����.  

The reason that all the above has been said is already fairly evident, but something said is 
more clear than something not said in its entirety. For the desire that conquers without reason 
an opinion that goes for what is right, which was guided toward the pleasure of beauty, and 
which furthermore was vigorously strengthened by desires akin to itself toward the beauty of 
bodies, which conquers by guiding, which takes its moniker from this very force, was called 
love. (Phaedr. 238b–c) 

Each clause of the definition gathers up and condenses concepts from the 
foregoing discussion: the doctrine of the two impulses (E��� �$�� !�����
	, 
and �$%	 !�0 �� j���� /��;�	); the dominance of desire over the reason 
(��	���	�	, ���� <���'� ����:�	 ������� and �����	�	 �"f); and Socrates’ 
interest in the transference of names (��\ 	2�6� �6� n;��� !�"���
	� �	+��-
�	, supposing that ��"� is derived from n;�����	� or n;���	�).10 Both the 
definition and the discussion building up to it exhibit an obvious slant toward 
Socrates’ proposition that one should prefer a suitor who is not in love. This 
bias clashes ironically with the claims made earlier about the necessity of ac-

                                                
10 Dionysius of Halicarnassus complains of the lack of brevity in this definition, of 

Plato’s “drawing out so large a roundabout statement when the subject is able to be encom-
passed in a few words,” �	0 ���	���� !������	� ���
F�	��� j�
��� ��:� j�$�	�� ���	�&��� 
������F�6�	� ����	��� (Dem. 7). 
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curate definitions, and paves the way for Socrates’ retraction of the speech as 
impious and his replacement of it later in the dialogue. Explicit references to 
the definition scarcely appear in the rest of the speech; instead, it works – par-
ticularly in its negativity – as the foundation upon which Socrates makes his 
case. How could love so defined not lead to the conclusion that it causes harm 
to the beloved, and that the handsome �	:� should thus prefer an uninfatuated 
suitor? Socrates relentlessly accents the damages an infatuated lover bestows 
upon the beloved, and omits a case in favor of his proposition altogether – 
hence Phaedrus’ protestation when he stops: “I thought [the speech] was only 
halfway through” (o��� � ������ 	2�$�).11 

Whereas in other contexts Plato has Socrates use definition in a less play-
ful manner, to place the definiendum on a taxonomic map of related phenom-
ena developed through lengthy dialogue,12 in the first speech on love in the 

                                                
11 Phaedr. 241d: “And yet I thought [the speech] was halfway through, and that it should 

speak equally regarding the one who is not in love, how it is necessary to show him more 
favor, stating moreover what good qualities he has. But why, Socrates, are you stopping 
now?” �	
��� o��� � ������ 	2�$�, �	0 !��:� �1 `�	 ���0 ��� �' !�)����, U� ��: !��
�I �	�
-
(���	� �B����, �&"� J�	 	, ���� �	��V ��� �5 ��, X p;��	���, �
 ����	���; 

12 E.g., Plato, Soph. 218b–c: “But you, in common with me, must now make an inquiry, 
beginning first (as it appears right to me) with the sophist, investigating and explaining with 
argument what sort of thing he is. For presently regarding this person you and I hold in com-
mon only the name, but the thing that we call upon [with the name] each of us may perhaps 
hold in our own minds privately. But it is always necessary that the matter itself have been 
agreed upon regarding every detail through arguments rather than the name alone without 
argument.” ����f �5 ���\ !��� ��� �������&�� �����&�I ��)���, U� !��0 F	
���	�, ��� ��� ��� 
��F�����, (������� �	0 !�F	�
(���� �$I �
 ���\ ����. ��� 1� �' �� �� ��8 ������ �&�� ��k-
���	 �$��� ������ ����f, �� �5 ���� !F\ @ �	������ H������� �	�\ Y� #�
_ �	�\ <�:� 	2��:� 
�������V ��: �5 ��0 �	���� �&�� �� ��B�	 	2�� �B���� ��1 �$"� W ��k���	 �$��� ���"��-
��6��	� �"�0� �$��. Definition as practiced by the Stranger in this dialogue first involves 
development of a taxonomic tree. A definition then moves from the top to the bottom of the 
tree, from the general to the specific, e.g. the art of fishing (221a–b): “Now then, regarding 
the fisherman’s art both you and I have together agreed upon not only the name, but we have 
also sufficiently obtained the statement regarding its very function. For, of the art as a whole, 
half was the acquisitive part; and of the acquisitive half was the part that subdues others; and 
of the subduing part half was the hunting part; and of the hunting part half was the part that 
pursues animals; and of the pursuing part half was the part that pursues water creatures; and 
of the water-creature part the division below that was the fishing part as a whole; of the fish-
ing part half was the striking part; and of the striking part, half was the part that uses fish-
hooks. Now of this part there is that part concerning the strike which draws [���' ��	-
��"�&��] upwards from below; the name, having taken its likeness from this very action, has 
now become ‘the fisherman’s art’ [���	��������], as it is known, which was sought by us.” 
��� E�	 �6� ���	�������6� �&�� �� �� ��8 ���"������	��� �2 �$��� ��k���	, ���1 �	0 ��� 
�$�� ���0 	2�� ��,��� �#��F	��� M�	�)�. �������� 1� �&���� �� �5� r���� �&��� �������� 
P�, �������� �5 ����"���$�, ����"����� �5 ��������$�, ��� �5 ���������� (I������$�, (I���-
����� �5 !���������$�, !����������� �5 �� ���"��� ��6�	 J��� L�������$�, L�������6� �5 
�������$�, ������6� �5 �����������$�V ������ �5 �� ���0 �'� ���"��� E�" ���'� ��	��"-
�&���, ��\ 	2�6� �6� ���%�"� �F����"�5� ��k���	, < ��� ���	�������' (�����:�	 !�
���� &-


