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Abstract

:

This article examines how the model of sect-cult development in antiquity helps us understand Paul’s discussion of Jewish traditions in the Letter to the Romans. In the traditional Augustinian–Lutheran scholarship, Romans has often been interpreted within the binary framework of Judaism and Christianity, as Paul showcasing one of the earliest examples of Christian opposition to Judaism. Based on the recent studies on Second Temple Judaism and the modified model of sect-cult reflecting the ancient context, I argue that Romans reveals internal conflicts between cultic and sectarian tendencies present among early churches of the first century C.E. The cultic tendency is reflected in Roman gentile believers’ assimilation of the Jewish tradition with the Greco–Roman virtue of self-mastery and their growing separation from Judaism. Paul, on the other hand, tries to establish the unity between believing gentiles and Israel as exhibiting his sectarian understanding of the gospel and the gentile mission. By placing Romans in the trajectory of sect-cult development of an early church, we stop reading it as a text that justifies the Christian antagonism to Judaism, but as a text that shows an early apostle’s passionate effort to create a unified people of God in the hope for the final salvation.
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1. Introduction


One of the problems that Paul addresses in his letter to the Romans is the act of passing judgment on others. In Rom 2:1, Paul says: “Therefore you have no excuse, O man, anyone who judges others, for in judging others you condemn yourself, since you, as a judge, are doing the same things”.1 Paul’s criticism is serious as he equates the act of judging with the sin of idolatry (1:18-32). According to Paul, judging others is the same as disregarding God, who is the sole judge of the world.



Concerning the identity of this “judge” in Rom 2:1, the traditional Augustinian–Lutheran interpretation has been that he is the Jew mentioned in Rom 2:17, who “rely on the law and boast in God” (ἐπαναπαύῃ νόμῳ καὶ καυχᾶσαι ἐν θεῷ; Oswald 1972, pp. 15–16).2 According to this view, Paul is criticizing his Jewish contemporaries who stood hypocritical and arrogant over gentile believers, boasting in their possession and practices of the law (Cranfield 1975, vol. 1, p. 175; Watson 1986, p. 113; Dunn 1988, pp. 77–92; Fitzmyer 1993, p. 297; Jewett 2007, pp. 241–42). Paul is also seen here as invalidating the law and rejecting Judaism in its essence, considering it to have been superseded by the faith in Jesus Christ. This interpretation was further supported by the scholarship that understood Pauline churches within the Weberian ‘church-sect’ typology, which saw Paul as establishing a religiosity that is distinctive from Judaism (Lüdemann 2010, pp. 213–18). Paul, in other words, succeeded in transforming the initially sectarian Jesus movement into a new ‘religion’ of the Roman World, beginning the history of the Christian ‘church’. In this interpretation, Romans becomes the locus where we find the early church’s opposition to Judaism and the text that provides the historical–theological ground for legitimatizing subsequent anti-Semitic discourses in the history of Christianity (Parkes [1934] 1969, p. 52; Radford Ruether 1984, pp. 103–4; Gaston 1979; Gager 1985, pp. 197–212).



In the last couple of decades, however, studies on Second Temple Judaism and Paul began to challenge the traditional understanding of Romans as Paul’s treatise on the antithesis of Jewish law and Christian faith. For instance, E. P. Sanders (1977), in his book Paul and Palestinian Judaism, revised the assumption that first-century Judaism was a legalistic religion lacking the genuine faith in God. Through his analysis of the literary corpus from the Second Temple and early rabbinic periods, Sanders argued that Jews thought that they could be justified only by God’s mercy and faithfulness, not by works of the law. For Jews, keeping the law was not to earn salvation through human works but to express their faithfulness to God and remain in the covenantal relationship. Based on Sanders’ observation, scholars could see that Paul’s idea of justification by faith in Romans is not standing in contrast to the Jewish tradition but is, in fact, in line with it (Stendahl 1963; Stowers 1994; Gager 2002; Eisenbaum 2009).3 In other words, Paul was not the ‘founder’ of the Christian ‘religion’ or ‘church’, but a Jew whose understanding of Jesus, gospel, and the gentile mission falls within the spectrum of ideas presented by other Jewish sects and groups of his time.



Studies on Romans also presented new ways of understanding the letter’s seemingly anti-Jewish elements. Stanley K. Stowers (1994), for instance, pointed out that Paul is not addressing an ethnic Jew in Rom 2:17 but a hypothetical interlocutor to refute an erroneous understanding of the law. Runar M. Thorsteinsson (2003) further argued that this interlocutor is a hypothetical gentile who wrongly understood the law. These studies show that we cannot simply assume Paul as criticizing Jews or Judaism in Romans. They also suggest that we should not read Romans as reflecting the tension between two religions—Christianity and Judaism—as the former being represented by a boastful, stereotypical Jew and the latter by Paul, who has detached himself from Judaism.4



In this paper, I analyze the problem reflected in Romans by utilizing the sociological model of ‘sect-cult’ presented by Stark and Bainbridge (1979), but especially the one modified by L. Michael White (1988) by reflecting the ancient usage of the terms ‘sect’ and ‘cult’. While many scholars adopted Weber-Troeltsch’s ‘church-sect’ typology to understand the origin of Christianity and the relationship between Judaism and early Jesus movements, not many have attempted reading Romans in consideration of the ‘sect-cult’ model. By locating the letter in the trajectory of ancient sect-cult development, we begin to see the coherence between Paul’s criticism of those who judge others and his extensive discussions of Jewish traditions in the letter.



Based on my analysis, I argue that the conflict we see in Romans is one that arose in the context where the Roman church was assimilating to the Greco–Roman cultural context and separating itself further from the Jewish root. This tendency was especially problematic for Paul, who, with his intrinsically sectarian understanding of the gospel, saw the danger of the gentile church drifting away from Judaism and becoming a separate entity. For Paul, who was looking forward to the salvation of “all Israel (Rom 11:26)” through Israel’s elect and the offering of gentiles, the Roman church’s cultic tendency towards separation from Judaism was particularly detrimental. In Romans, we see Paul’s endeavor to bring two parting communities together, the gentile churches and Israel, in the hope of the imminent eschaton.5




2. Paul’s Letters and the Model of Sect-Cult in the Ancient World


Sociological types of ‘church’ and ‘sect’ developed by (Weber 1922; Troeltsch 1912) have been used extensively in understanding different types of religious organizations and their developments.6 While many scholars further modified the Weberian ‘church-sect’ model and presented different definitions of the terms, ‘church’ is generally defined as an institutionalized organization that has priesthood and recruits its members from society through socialization. ‘Sect’, on the other hand, is defined as a small revitalizing group that exhibits a radical stance towards the state and society and recruits its members by voluntary conversion (Beaman 1990, pp. 19–20; Dawson 2009, p. 527).



This typology of ‘church-sect’ was adopted by the New Testament scholarship in analyzing the formation of early Christianity in the ancient Mediterranean world. By utilizing this model, scholars explained that Christianity originated not as a medieval and modern ‘church’-like ‘religion’ but as a ‘sect’, i.e., a Jewish renewal movement centered around the charismatic leader Jesus (Daniélou 1969; Frend 1984, p. 12; Esler 1987, pp. 30–45; Elliott 1990, p. 74; Meeks 1986, pp. 99–103). This Palestinian sectarian movement then was gradually institutionalized in the Roman empire, losing its original radical features and becoming a ‘religion’ that we now call Christianity (Bryant 1993).



This view, however, was not without problems. In the last couple of decades, scholars began to question the application of the binary Weberian model of ‘church-sect’ to Judaism and the Jesus movement. For instance, many pointed out that first-century Judaism was not a static, monolithic, and institutionalized entity functioning like a ‘church’ (Smith 1971; Aune 1976; Sanders 1977, pp. 12–88; Neusner 1984, pp. 35–44; Grabbe 1977; Holmberg 1990, p. 91; White 1988, pp. 10–14; Schäfer 1998). What we call ‘Judaism’ in the ancient Mediterranean world was a loose network of diverse groups and sectarian movements proposing different explications about Jewish identity. The Jesus movement was not the only ‘sect’ that rose against the petrified ‘church’ of Judaism but one among numerous Jewish groups that had a range of reformative ideas and practices (Blenkinsopp 1981; Horsley and Hanson 1985). Jewish sects, while they shared the general sectarian tendency, also greatly diverged in their degrees of tension with the dominant religio-social culture and in formulating the group’s boundaries.



Scholars also pointed out that the ‘church-sect’ typology does not take into account remarkably free movements of religious groups in the Greco–Roman world. Dynamic exchanges of ideas and practices resulted in varying mutations and developments of the original elements throughout different regions of the empire (Collar 2007, 2011, 2013; Price 2012; Woolf 2016, p. 480). A. D. Nock, for instance, in his study of religious conversion in the Greco–Roman antiquity, has shown that people had no qualms about accepting new religious ideas and practices in addition to their existing forms of piety (Nock 1933, pp. 1–16). When a particular religious body settled down in a place outside of its birthplace, it went through a process of assimilation to the hosting culture and separation from its root, often resulting in the loss of the group’s initial sectarian identity.



Here, the study of Stark and Bainbridge on ‘cult’ becomes useful.7 In their article “Of Churches, Sects, and Cults: Preliminary Concepts for a Theory of Religious Movements (Stark and Bainbridge 1979)”, they presented the three categories of ‘church’, ‘sect’, and ‘cult’ to understand religious movements. Furthering Benton Johnson (1963)’s stress on a group’s state of tension with its social environment, Stark and Bainbridge defined ‘church’ as a religious group that moves towards less tension with the socio-cultural context and ‘sect’ as a deviant, schismatic group that rejects its surrounding environment (p. 124). They, however, also observed that there exists another kind of religious movement that begins not by breaking off from existing religious bodies but independently through religious innovation or importation. They called this type a ‘cult’. A cult is deviant to its hosting culture like a sect, but as having no ties to a prior organization but presenting fundamentally different beliefs and practices, it is inherently alien to the society in question. One significant advantage of Stark and Bainbridge’s distinction of sect and cult is that we begin to see the different tendencies a particular group takes in a specific context. For instance, Stark and Bainbridge could state that “the Catholic Church in the United States is more sectlike than is the Catholic Church in Ireland (Stark and Bainbridge 1985, p. 124)”.



The study of Stark and Bainbridge was successfully taken into the field of early Christianity by White, who linked these sociological concepts with the categories used in Greco–Roman antiquity.8 In his article “Shifting Sectarian Boundaries in Early Christianity (White 1988)”, White points out that the terms ‘sect’ and ‘cult’ were used in the ancient world, and their uses overlap with the definitions proposed by Stark and Bainbridge. The term ‘sect’ corresponds to the Greek term αἵρεσις (hairesis; Latin secta), which referred to a particular school of thought or a group of shared beliefs and practices (Runia 1999, pp. 118–19; Rüpke 2007, p. 72). For instance, the first-century Jewish historian Josephus uses hairesis to describe Jewish groups such as Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes. ‘Cult’, on the other hand, corresponds to the Latin word cultus, which was used to refer to a sacred rite for a particular deity and especially a set of practices of foreign ethnic groups introduced to the Roman empire (White 2004, p. 129; Cf. Ando 2009, p. 6). Thus, foreign mysteries imported from Egypt and Anatolia, as well as the Jewish traditions, were considered as cultus.



Extending the study of Stark and Bainbridge with the notion of symbolic worldview (Berger and Luckmann 1966, pp. 95–98), White then defined ‘sect’ in the ancient Mediterranean world as “a separatist (or schismatic) revitalization movement that arises out of an established, religiously defined cultural system, with which it shares its symbolic worldview” and cult as “an integrative, often syncretistic, movement that is effectively imported (by mobilization or mutation) into another religiously defined cultural system, to which it seeks to synthesize a basically foreign (or novel) symbolic worldview (1990, p. 17)”. According to this redefinition of ‘sect’ and ‘cult’, the same religious movement can be both called and analyzed as a ‘sect’ and a ‘cult’ depending on the particular strategies a group takes in drawing and maintaining its boundary in a given socio-cultural context. White further observed that cult rhetoric tends to highlight the similarities with the dominant culture, whereas sect rhetoric shows the tendency of stressing the differences (pp. 19–20).



White’s modified definitions of ‘sect’ and ‘cult’ are particularly useful to analyze the different ways in which early Jesus-sects operated in different regions of the Roman empire. The Jesus movement, which originated as one among many Jewish groups in Palestine, spread throughout the empire by early missionary endeavors. In this process, the sect began to behave like a cult in the regions where Jewish beliefs and practices were inherently foreign, like the city of Rome. In forging its own distinctive identity as a cult, the group underwent both adaptations and conflicts with the existing culture, as well as gradual distinction and separation from its Palestinian Jewish root. This process also involved internal struggles concerning the particular ways of accommodation and separation, resulting in the development of various forms of Christianity in the ancient Mediterranean world (Bird 2002, pp. 225–46; Regev 2011, pp. 789–93).9



Paul’s letters also reflect tensions between sectarian and cultic tendencies that coexisted in early churches. The former tries to maintain the original sectarian worldview of a Palestinian Jewish movement—often represented by Paul—by stressing the distinctiveness of the church from the dominant Roman culture; while the latter tends to connect and assimilate to the hosting culture for survival and expansion, as exhibited in some gentile members’ thoughts and lifestyles (White 1988, p. 20; Cf. Mauss 1994, pp. ix–x). By reading Paul’s letters in the trajectory of ‘sect-cult’ development in some regions of the Roman empire, we stop understanding the conflicts and polemics over Jewish traditions present in Paul’s discussions as the indications of the binary opposition between Judaism and the nascent Christianity (Cf. Georgi 1995, p. 37). Instead, Paul’s letters reflect the tension between different ideas concerning the core of the group’s identity and how it draws and maintains its boundary in a given cultural context. The Jewish issues addressed in Romans can also be understood within the process of a particular Jewish sectarian worldview being challenged and adapted in an alien socio-cultural context of Rome (Cf. Nanos 1999, pp. 284–85).




3. Roman Church’s Cultic Tendency as Reflected in Romans


What are some of the characteristics that reflect the Roman church’s cultic tendency to assimilate more to the hosting culture and separate itself further from its Jewish root? As discussed earlier, the main object of Paul’s criticism in Romans is the person addressed in Rom 2:1-5 and 2:17-34. Paul’s critical dialogue with this interlocutor reveals the central tension present in the Roman church. Let us focus on Paul’s criticism of this character to understand the main problem Paul perceived of the Roman congregation.



3.1. Misunderstanding of the Jewish Tradition


There have been extensive debates concerning the precise identity of this interlocutor in Rom 2:1-5 and 2:17-29. In the traditional Augustinian–Lutheran scholarship, this person was generally assumed to be a typical Jew who represents the legalistic and arrogant Judaism of the first-century C.E. According to this view, Paul is criticizing the Jewish hypocrisy and boasting based on their possession of the law. In the last couple of decades, however, more scholars have begun to identify this interlocutor as a gentile who was misunderstanding the function of the law and the nature of salvation (Nanos 1999, pp. 283–84; Das 2007, 2012; Thiessen 2014, pp. 378–79). This shifted view lies on the observation that Paul is not addressing an actual historical figure in these passages but using the ancient philosophical rhetoric called speech-in-character (προσωποποιία; Stowers 1994, pp. 143–50). In this rhetoric, an orator or a writer sets up an imaginative interlocutor to refute erroneous ideas and introduce the correct understanding of a particular subject matter. Thus here, the interlocutor is not an actual Jew but a straw man that Paul is setting up to make an effective argument on the law and faith. On top of this understanding of Paul’s rhetoric, scholars also pointed out that Paul explicitly mentions gentiles as the implied audience of the letter (1:5; 11:13; Munck 1959, pp. 196–209; Stowers 1994, pp. 21–33; Engberg-Pedersen 2000, pp. 185–86). Paul’s argument on Jewish traditions thus should be understood as specially tailored for the gentile audience in Rome, especially for those who were misunderstanding the relationship between Jewish practices and the gospel. Moreover, as Thorsteinsson correctly points out, the phrase “to call yourself a Jew (σὺ Ἰουδαῖος ἐπονομάζῃ)” in 2:17 suggests that this person is not an ethnic Jew but a non-Jew who was misappropriating the title “Jew” without a proper understanding and practice of the law (Thorsteinsson 2003, pp. 195–98).



Claiming himself as a “Jew”, the main problem of this imaginative gentile interlocutor was his misunderstanding of salvation as something that he has already attained through the possession of the law, in particular, through the practice of circumcision (2:1-3, 25-29; 3:1; 4:11). Based on this false idea, he was not living a life of faith (2:21-29) but considered himself as standing at a superior position from others. As we will see more in-depth in the following discussion, for Paul, this gentile was exhibiting a complete misunderstanding of the law, faith, and salvation in the Jewish tradition, as well as the role of Jesus Christ. In his boasting and hypocrisy, the gentile also revealed that he has not yet separated himself from the wicked gentile world (1:18-32), but remaining in the same condition as other nonbelieving gentiles (2:1-3).10 While this person claims himself to be a “Jew” separated from the unfaithful world, he, in fact, is not (2:4-6).



Where is this misunderstanding coming from, and how does it reveal the cultic tendency present among the gentile believers in the Roman church? In his study of Romans, Stowers argues that the interlocutor’s erroneous understanding of the law and salvation is a result of mistaken assimilation of the Jewish tradition of law-justification with the Hellenistic ethic of self-mastery (ἐγκράτεια). According to Stowers, in the Greco–Roman world, controlling one’s body and passions was considered to be one of the most cardinal virtues of the society (Stowers 1994, pp. 42–56; Finn and Finn 2009, pp. 34–57).11 It was a quality particularly expected from those who were in the superior positions of ruling others. In the culture where the world’s goods were considered to be finite, however, self-mastery was also a limited commodity that should be fought for and gained through competition against others. Stowers argues that the Roman church also shared this pursuit of self-mastery prevalent in its broader cultural milieu. For instance, in describing the gentile status in Rom 1:18-32, Paul stresses the absence of self-control among gentiles explicitly by describing their state as being full of lusts (ἐπιθυμίαις; v.24), degrading of the body (ἀτιμάζεσθαι τὰ σώματα; v.24), and degrading passions (πάθη ἀτιμίας; v.26).12 Also in 7:7-8:8, Paul explains that a human being cannot control passions because of the weakness of the flesh, reflecting the aspiration of self-mastery prevalent among the gentiles in the Roman church.



Considering the cultural emphasis on self-mastery, as Stowers argues, it seems that some gentiles in the Roman church were developing the false idea that they could attain this virtue by keeping parts of the Jewish law.13 Even if we do not assume actual opponents of Paul influencing the Roman believers, we can safely assume that Paul perceived the danger of some gentiles being misguided by this wrong assimilation of the law-justification with the practices and attainment of self-control. This gentile misunderstanding is especially plausible when we consider the tendency among Hellenistic Jewish writers to present the law as the supreme path for cultivating self-mastery in the ancient world (Stowers 1994, pp. 57–65).14 We also see in Paul’s other letters repeated conflicts he had to face against Judaizing apostles and circumcised gentile converts, who were preaching the law on top of the faith in Christ (e.g., Gal 2:14; 5:2-6).



Paul, of course, here is not saying that the virtue of self-mastery itself is wrong or that believers cannot or should not attain it through their faith. The idea that believers could become one with self-control would have even helped the gospel to take root in the Roman environment as a point of assimilation. As Rodney Stark notes, one of the strategies that a new cult implements in a foreign environment is appealing to the needs of the people (Stark 1986, p. 219). In Paul’s letters, we indeed find that he often presented his gospel by connecting it to the virtue of self-mastery. For instance, in 1 Cor 9:24-27, Paul compares believers to athletes who strive to exercise self-control in everything (Stowers 1994, pp. 48–49; Cf. Garrison 1993). In Rom 6:1-14, he says that the acceptance of the redemption through Jesus’ death and resurrection enables a person to control passions and live “in newness of life (v.4)”.15 He urges the believers: “Therefore, do not let sin exercise dominion in your mortal bodies, to make you succumb to its lusts (v.12)”. In contrast, Paul accuses false preachers and members as “slaves of their own stomach (δουλεύουσιν ἀλλὰ τῇ ἑαυτῶν κοιλίᾳ; Rom 16:18)” or as those who serve their belly as their gods (ὧν ὁ θεὸς ἡ κοιλία; Phil 3:19). What worried Paul about the Roman believers was not their pursuit of self-mastery itself but their misunderstanding of the law as the means through which they could guarantee salvation. According to Paul, this idea seriously undermined God’s mercy that is central to human salvation. It also invalidated the role of Christ for gentile believers, who paid the due for their inexorable sins through his death and made them stand blameless in the starting point toward the final salvation at the time of judgment.




3.2. Growing Separation from the Jewish Root


Together with the erroneous assimilation of the law-salvation with the Greco–Roman idea of self-mastery, another tendency of the Roman church that Paul perceived to be problematic was its growing separation from its Jewish root. This tendency is seen in the idea that unbelieving Jews are now superseded by believing gentiles, one that Paul refutes thoroughly in Romans. After correcting the misconception of circumcision and salvation (2:1-29), Paul immediately turns to the question of the “advantage (τὸ περισσὸν)” of an ethnic Jew (3:1). With a hypothetical question and an answer, he asserts, quite strongly, that the privilege of Israel as the recipient of God’s oracle and faithfulness remains intact. In 3:3-4, he says: “If some were unfaithful, will their unfaithfulness nullify the faithfulness of God? Absolutely not (εἰ ἠπίστησάν τινες, μὴ ἡ ἀπιστία αὐτῶν τὴν πίστιν τοῦ θεοῦ καταργήσει; μὴ γένοιτο)!” According to Paul, while some Jews are showing their unfaithfulness at present in their rejection of Jesus and the gospel, God’s faithfulness upon them is never annulled, and Israel is not superseded (Oropeza 2007, p. 58).



Paul’s discussion in Rom 9-11 also reveals the gentiles’ wrong assumption about the fate of unbelieving Jews. Paul, up until Romans chapter 8, devotes his letter in presenting the correct ideas of the law and salvation, which is educating gentiles with the proper understanding of the Jewish tradition. Then, in Rom 9-11, he quickly dives into the subject of the Jewish unfaithfulness at present and gentiles’ judgment over Israel. After a lengthened explanation about the necessity of Jewish unfaithfulness in God’s plan for salvation (9:6-11:24), Paul expresses his firm conviction in God’s faithfulness and mercy that will save “all Israel” at the time of his judgment (11:25-36). Paul’s assertion of the miraculous salvation of all Jews indicates that some gentiles assumed unbelieving Jews’ destruction at the final judgment. Concerning the situation in the Roman church, Mark D. Nanos summarizes that gentile believers in Rome were developing an “inadequate grasp of the priority, privilege, and irrevocable place of Israel in the history of salvation (Nanos 1999, p. 290)”. This arrogance is reflected in Paul’s exhortation to the gentile audience: “They [unbelieving Jews] were broken off because of their unfaithfulness, but you [gentiles; 11:13] stand only through faithfulness. So do not become proud, but stand in awe (11:20)”. As assuming unbelieving Jews as having a fundamentally different status in salvation, gentile members were separating themselves further from the root of Judaism and building an independent identity.



Then, can we place the growing cultic tendency of gentile believers within the broader historical context of the churches in Rome? While space is limited for an in-depth analysis, we can ask whether there was any political change that has influenced the Roman community. In the churches of Rome, the tendency to assimilate to their cultural context would have existed from the very beginning when the groups were formed. The Roman administrative policies in the years preceding Paul’s letter to the Romans, however, seem to have accelerated this process as resulting in conflicts and divisions among the members of the Roman church. In 41 C.E., according to Dio Cassius, Claudius ordered Jews “not to hold meetings” while continuing their traditional Jewish lifestyle (Roman History 60.6.6; Jewett 2007, p. 18; Rutgers 1998, pp. 184–89; Williams 2004, pp. 38–39). Then later in 49 C.E., according to Suetonius, Claudius “expelled from Rome the Jews constantly making disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus (Claudius 25.4; Jewett 2007, p. 19; 1979, pp. 36–40, 100–3)”. Many scholars interpret this edict as reflecting struggles among Jews concerning Jesus (Johnson 2000, p. 91; Rock 2012, pp. 88–89). In this political context, some gentile members, consciously and unconsciously, were pressured to assimilate more to the Roman worldview to avoid unnecessary tension and distance themselves further from the Jewish tradition. When the edict was annulled after 54 C.E., and some Jewish believers returned to Rome (cf. Acts 18:3), the tension between gentile and Jewish members exacerbated (Rock 2012, pp. 89–90).16 Thus for Paul, addressing the growing breach between gentile and Jewish members and gentile believers’ separation from Judaism was of a direct importance (Cf. Beker 1986, p. 16). This internal tension was all the more problematic for Paul’s gentile ministry as a whole, which he considered to be consummating in the salvation of Jews and elect gentiles, the unified family of God.





4. Paul’s Effort of Establishing the Unity between the Roman Church and Israel: Stressing the Sectarian Identity of the Roman Church in the Gentile World


Then how is Paul preventing further separation of the gentile believers from the root of Israel? How is he establishing a unified identity of Jews and elect gentiles as the people of God? When we read Romans by using the model of sect-cult development in antiquity, we begin to see that Paul’s discussion of the Jewish tradition throughout the letter is not to distance the church from Judaism but to create a shared foundation upon which Jews and elect gentiles could stand together in the messianic era.



4.1. Law, Salvation, and the Fate of Unbelieving Jews


The first thing Paul is doing in Romans is correcting the mistaken assimilation of the law with the Greco–Roman practice of self-mastery. As discussed earlier, some believers, based on their knowledge of the law and circumcision, were misperceiving their present status as having already earned salvation that immunes them from God’s final judgment, as judging others and boasting about their status. To address this problem, Paul, throughout Romans, stresses the futuristic aspect of faith and salvation. In 1:16-17, which functions as the guiding statement of the whole letter, Paul cites Hab 2:4b to confirm faith as the ground upon which God justifies an individual, regardless of one’s ethnicity and former sins (Hultgren 2011, p. 45). In the Habakkuk intertext, Israel is unfaithful, and God seems to have abandoned Israel (2:2-4). Despite the prophet’s agonized outcry, God even uses the wicked gentile nation of Chaldeans to exacerbate the hopeless situation for Israel (1:5-2:1). Then finally, God intervenes as reminding the prophet of God’s faithfulness and the necessity of the Israelites remaining faithful to God’s promise of salvation. The central theme of Habakkuk is thus faithfulness, which denotes an individual’s faith in trusting God’s promise for saving Israel as well as God’s faithfulness in keeping his promise for Israel, which will be fulfilled shortly (Beker 1986, p. 15). Paul, with his use of Habakkuk, stresses the fact that salvation is inherently futuristic and that faith in Christ entails hope for the future vindication that God will save those who remain faithful until the end (Quarles 2003).



Besides 1:16-17, Paul repeatedly stresses this futuristic aspect of faith and salvation throughout Romans (Colijn 1990; Dailea 1990, pp. 26–27; Cf. Gal 5:5). In 2:1-16, for example, as criticizing those who boast over their saved status, Paul says that there is the future judgment which will come when God judges “the secrets of men (v.16)”. In 5:1-5, Paul says that while Paul notes that gentiles were justified by faith, what they can boast about is the hope in the future that relies solely on God’s faithfulness in keeping his promise. He says: “We boast in the hope (ἐπ᾿ ἐλπίδι) of the glory of God (v.2)”. In the continuing passage of 5:6-11, Paul further says that the present reconciliation with God will save them from the divine wrath at the time of judgment, which he also places in the future (σωθησόμεθα; v.9). According to Paul, perceiving salvation like a virtue that one can attain at the present time is a serious misunderstanding of faith and salvation in the scheme of God.



Based on the sound understanding of salvation, Paul then corrects the gentile believers’ wrong idea about the fate of unbelieving Jews. After discussing God’s impartial judgment upon Jews and Greeks (2:25-29), in 3:1-8, Paul addresses the issue of Israel’s unfaithfulness and its fate. In this passage, Paul, while acknowledging God’s wrath as a just due for the Jewish unfaithfulness, still trusts in God’s faithfulness in keeping his promise for Israel’s salvation (vv. 3-4). Later in chapters 9-11, Paul explains that the Jewish rejection of the Messiah is happening under God’s larger plan of hardening part of Israel for the sake of saving elect gentiles (e.g., 11:11-12, 25). He hopes for the salvation of “all Israel (11:26)” based on God’s mercy that was shown in his forgiveness of sinful gentiles (Hays 1989, pp. 160–63; Nanos 1999, p. 292; Oropeza 2007; Eastman 2010; Staples 2011; Krašovec 2014). Paul says in 11:25-26:


For I do not want you to be uninformed of this mystery, brethren, so that you may not be wise in your own estimation, that a hardening has come upon part of Israel, until the fullness of the nations has come in, and so all Israel shall be saved, as it is written: “There shall come forth out of Zion the deliverer, He shall turn away ungodliness from Jacob; and this is my covenant with them, when I take away their sins.







As we see in this statement, Paul in Romans is not in opposition to Judaism or unbelieving Jews. The correction of the mistaken idea about unbelieving Israel’s fate also serves to prevent the gentile believers from drawing a firm boundary between themselves and Israel.




4.2. Emphasis on the Jewish Root of the Church


The second strategy that Paul is using to imbue the sectarian identity to the Roman believers is reminding them of the Jewish root, which is the basis of their faith and salvation. As many scholars have observed, Romans is replete with Jewish themes. For instance, Paul makes an unexplained reference to Jesus’ messianic descent from David (1:3-4; 15:12; Nanos 1999, p. 289; Cf. Garlington 1991, p. 237). He also cites and alludes numerous scriptural passages as his argument proceeds in Romans (Evans 1993, p. 14). Paul’s extensive use of the Jewish tradition in Romans has two major functions. One is to criticize gentiles who think that they possess the core knowledge of the Jewish heritage and assimilates it with those ideas and practices of the Greco–Roman world. By interpreting numerous passages from the Hebrew scripture in light of the faith in Christ, Paul debunks the gentile ignorance and presents a correct understanding of the Jewish tradition. Another function is to remind the Roman audience of the fact that the message of salvation through faith is fully rooted in the Jewish tradition, which is promised to Israel and has been the way through which God justified human beings throughout the history of Israel (3:30-31; 4:1-25).



Not only the general use of the scripture but Paul’s use of particular analogies also reminds the audience of their inseparable connection to the Jewish tradition. For instance, in Rom 11:13-24, Paul adopts the analogy of an olive tree by identifying Israel as the rich root, unbelieving Jews as branches that were cut off temporarily, and believing gentiles as “wild olive branches (v.17)” that were grafted to the tree. Paul then warns the gentile believers not to boast over the Jews who were cut off due to their unfaithfulness and reminds them of the rich root of Judaism that is the foundation of their hope for salvation (Buell and Hodge 2004, pp. 249–50; Khobnya 2013; Gordon 2016). Also, in Rom 4:11, Paul presents Abraham as the “ancestor of all who believe without being circumcised (4:11)”, linking the gentile believers to the ancestral lineage of Judaism. Presentation of Abraham as the common ancestor of Jews and believing gentiles is connected to Paul’s use of “adoption” language in describing the gentile believers. In 8:12-17, Paul compares the transformed status of believing gentiles to “children” and “heirs” of God (Cf. Gal 4:7). Paul’s repeated use of familial language is inherently disrupting to the Roman social order centered around family and adoption since it symbolically detaches the gentile members from the Roman world and ties them to the Jewish root (Cf. Meeks 1986, p. 129; Buell and Hodge 2004, pp. 244–46; Lassen 1997).17




4.3. Reinstating the Sectarian Boundary


Finally, Paul directs his audience to draw the boundary not against Judaism, but the world. In Romans, we see that Paul emphasizes the sharp opposition between the lifestyles of the world and believers, as imbuing his audience with a robust sectarian spirit (White 1988, pp. 17–19; Cf. Wilson 1959, pp. 10–12; Stark and Bainbridge 1985, pp. 23, 49–60). As several scholars have noted, the decline narrative in 1:18-32 and the vice list in 2:21-22 describe the stereotypical gentile condition (Stowers 1994, pp. 83–125; Porter 1994; Martin 1995, p. 175; Thorsteinsson 2003, p. 212; Thiessen 2014, pp. 381–82). This negative depiction of the gentile world comes quite abruptly in the letter, immediately following Paul’s thanksgiving in 1:8-15 and confidence in his gospel in 1:16-17. The radical shift from a positive to negative emotion is rhetorically powerful in contrasting the worlds of believing and non-believing gentiles. Paul thus strongly urges his audience to separate from the gentile world by abandoning their arrogance over salvation, which makes them remain in the wicked gentile condition.



A similar effort of drawing the boundary against the Roman world is also seen in Rom 12. After forming the communal identity of gentile believers and Israel up to chapter 11, Paul from chapter 12 focuses on teaching the required lifestyle of believers, which distinguishes them from the world. In 12:1-2, Paul begins his exhortation concerning believers’ proper behaviors. He says:


Therefore I urge you, brethren, through the mercies of God to present your bodies as a sacrifice—living, sanctified, acceptable to God, your logical service. Do not be conformed to this age, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you discern what is the will of God, the good and acceptable and perfect.







Here, Paul makes it clear that the boundary should be drawn against “this age”, and believers need to become “perfect (τέλειον)”. Paul’s exhortation strikes the core of Jewish sectarian identity, which asserts that through their purity from the world, they play the role of the “elect” awaiting God’s ultimate salvation (Cf. Rom 8:33; 11:7).18 Based on his correction of the gentiles’ misunderstanding of the law in previous discussions, later in chapters 12-15, Paul explicitly lays out specific practices that fulfill the teachings of the law (13:8). Here, he also stresses the original Jewish sectarian worldview that the eschatological end is near (12:11-12) and the necessity of building a harmonious community of God that is ready for the day of judgment (15:5-6). According to Dieter Georgi, Paul in Romans is building “a renewed covenantal community” that grows out of the people of Israel, which is “not supposed to be an entirely different Israel, but a purified one, and thus, a restored Israel, the avant-garde of God’s future (Georgi 1995, p. 41)”.



For sure, Paul is not urging the Roman believers to dissociate from their context completely but allows room for assimilation and adaptation to the hosting culture. For instance, he encourages believers to become good citizens by maintaining social harmony with neighbors (12:14-21; Cf. 1 Cor 10:27) and obeying the secular authority (13:1-7). The boundary, however, is clear. They should correctly understand the gospel in the tradition of Judaism, should not judge unbelieving Jews to whom God has given his faithful promise for salvation, and should form a community of the elect which does not conform to the world.19



The stress on the unity between the gentile believers in Rome and Israel is directly connected to Paul’s plans of delivering the Jerusalem collection (15:15-21, 25-29) and accomplishing his final mission to Spain (15:23-24; Aus 1979). Paul’s delivery of the gentiles’ gift to the saints of Jerusalem is a symbolic acknowledgment of the irrevocably privileged place of Israel in the history of God’s salvation. For Paul, this collection also signifies the unity and fidelity between Israel and gentiles, who are now included in the chosen family (Nanos 1999, p. 290). It was also a demonstration of Paul’s identity as a Jewish “priest (λειτουργὸν; 15:16)” who offers the purified gentiles to God, as anticipating the imminent eschaton and God’s ultimate vindication of Israel. Finally, Paul wraps up his letter by asking the gentiles for supportive prayers for his missions (15:30-33).





5. Conclusions


In this paper, I argued that we need to read Romans not within the antithetical framework of Judaism–Christianity but as a text reflecting the conflicts between a cultic tendency represented by the gentile members in the Roman church and a Jewish sectarian tendency shown in Paul’s arguments. Based on Romans, we learn that some gentile members were assimilating the Jewish law as a means of attaining the Greco–Roman virtue of self-mastery. With this erroneous understanding, they were thinking that they have already attained salvation and were standing in a superior position compared to others. For Paul, this understanding of the law was seriously problematic because it misunderstands the Jewish tradition centered around faith, which is also in line with the gospel of Jesus Christ. Another problem was the assumption that gentile believers have now replaced Israel and that unbelieving Jews are destined for destruction. For Paul, this was also an incorrect understanding of God’s faithfulness and mercy that saved gentiles will save “all Israel” at the time of eschaton.



As seeing the danger of gentile believers being drifted away from the root of Judaism, Paul, throughout the letter, strives to reinstate the sectarian boundary and the symbolic unity with Israel. For this goal, he first corrects the gentile misunderstanding of law and salvation by stressing the futuristic aspect of salvation and God’s sovereignty in judging humanity. Paul also corrects the wrong idea about the fate of unbelieving Jews by elaborating on God’s faithfulness promised to Israel and the overarching divine plan for salvation. Paul also reminds his gentile audience of the Jewish root of their faith, while stressing the separateness of the church from the Roman world. Throughout these efforts, Paul tries to create a united community consisted of believing Jews and gentile, which functions as the group of elects in the time of eschaton, but in no way separated from Judaism.



Did Paul succeed? From the late first-century C.E., we begin to see more churches in different regions of the empire establishing their identities separated from contemporaneous Jewish groups. We also observe the emergence of Christian anti-Jewish polemics, which continued throughout the history of Christianity. In this sense, it might be argued that Paul, ultimately, have failed in uniting two separating groups together and setting up a model for later Jewish–Christian relations. Reflecting the history of opposition between Christians and Jews throughout centuries, however, Paul’s ardent appeal for unity in Romans seems to be more meaningful than ever.
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	1
	
Unless otherwise specified, all New Testament translations are my own.





	2
	
Augustine, On The Spirit and the Letter 14. For the chapter divisions of On The Spirit and the Letter, I follow (Schaff 1887).





	3
	
Sanders himself did not arrive at this conclusion but maintained the view that Paul, through his experience of the risen Christ, realized the invalidity of the law as the way of salvation in the messianic era (Sanders 1977, p. 552).





	4
	
For assuming the existence of some type of conflicts in the Roman church based on the letter, see (Gager 1985, pp. 230–31). Even if there was no particular conflict, it still is probable that Paul saw enough of the danger in the Roman church that could develop into a problematic situation.





	5
	
Scholars debate on the primary purpose of Romans, while not excluding the possibility of multiple interrelated goals being accomplished by the letter. For studies on different purposes of Romans, such as ambassadorial, apologetic, or protreptic, etc., see (Jewett 1982; Crafton 1990; Stuhlmacher 1991; Guerra 2005; Foster 2014).





	6
	
For studies on the critiques and developments of the ‘church-sect’ typology, see (Berger 1958; Swatos 1976; Johnson 1971; Chalcraft 2007, pp. 26–51).





	7
	
For sociological discussions on ‘cult’, see (Wilson 1967, pp. 27–28; Campbell 1978; Dawson 1997; Richardson 1993).





	8
	
While Stark also suggested to see Christianity as a cultic movement, he thought the shift of the Christian identity from a sect to cult has happened early when the belief in Jesus’ resurrection emerged (Stark 1986, pp. 223–24). I disagree with Stark because the belief in the resurrection was common among Jewish groups and not something religiously innovative in the first-century Jewish context. We also see continued sectarian aspects of Jesus movements in the gospels and Pauline letters. I agree with White that the diaspora settings pressured some Jesus-sects, including one of Paul, to behave like a cult (White 1988, pp. 17–18).





	9
	
We see a different trajectory for a Jesus-group that moved to upper Galilee, which stressed its sectarian identity as the true elect over against other Jewish groups of that region. One example is the Matthean community. See (Davies 1964; Kampen 1994; Georgi 1995, pp. 53–54).





	10
	
For the reading of Rom 1:18-32 as describing the typical gentile state, see (Stowers 1994, pp. 83–125).





	11
	
E.g., Plato, Laws 625E–626E; Galen, The Diagnosis and Cure of the Soul’s Passions 10.8.





	12
	
Scholars pointed out other “gentilizing” tendencies among the Roman gentile believers. See (Elliott 1990; Campbell 1992; Wright 1992, p. 251; Nanos 1996, pp. 75–84).





	13
	
I should admit that here both Stowers’ and my discussions of self-mastery is mainly concerned with male gentile believers in the Roman church. Self-mastery (or self-control) was considered to be a virtue exhibiting one’s masculinity and thus belonged to the realm of males (Wilson 2014, p. 369–71).
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E.g., Philo, On the Special Laws 4.55; Josephus, Jewish War 2.120-21.
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For more discussion, see (Wasserman 2008).
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For studies on the historical context of the Romans letter, see (Wiefel 1991; Longenecker 2011, pp. 43–45; Sanders 1993, pp. 129–51). Nanos further suggests the tensions between gentile and Jewish members as occurring within the synagogues in Rome (Nanos 1999, pp. 293–94).
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It is also noticeable that Paul never uses a term that rips the gentile believers out from the boundary of first-century Judaism and identifies them as a separate group, for instance the terms like “Christian”. He rather uses the typical Jewish sectarian terminologies such as “elect (Rom 8:33)”, “chosen (Rom 11:5; 16:13; Cf. 1 Thess 1:4)”, “holy ones (Rom 1:7; 15:25-26, 31; 16:2, 15; Cf. 1 Cor 1:2; 16:1; 2 Cor 1:1; 8:4; 9:1, 12; Phil 1:1)”, “the just (Rom 5:19)”, “the poor (Rom 15:26; Cf. Gal 2:10)”. (Georgi 1995, p. 40).
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For general features of a sect, see (Wilson 1961, pp. 1–2; Dawson 2009, p. 527). For other sectarian ideas and rituals used in Paul’s letters, see (Meeks 1983, pp. 84–107).
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For Paul’s other efforts to demarcate a firmer boundary of the Roman church from its cultural context, see (Rock 2012).
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