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The Lord's Supper was understood as a memorial of Christ's sacrificial death on
the basis of a tradition handed down to the Corinthians by Paul, who reminded them of its
real significance based on Jesus' Last Supper with his disciples. Paul makes it clear that
the Corinthians are not maintaining the Christian tradition associated with the Lord's
Supper. The main focus in 1 Corinthians 11 is behaviour that calls for correction. The
problem is that socio-cultural customs prevailed over Christian distinctives at the Meal.
The Corinthians behaved in accordance with the social norms of the Graeco-Roman
society. In I Corinthians 11: 17-26 Paul highlights and summarizes directives to regulate
A careful exegesis of these verses provides a basis for the
explanation of the whole of chapter 11.
The examination of previous works in chapters 2 and 3 indicates that scholars
disagree on the influence of mystery religious meals and social meals in the Graecothe church's practice.

Roman world on the Lord's Supper. However, the social customs in the church
demonstrate that the Corinthian practice of the Lord's Supper was in tune with the
common practice of the Graeco-Roman society. For instance, the eranos meal (a common
social meal in the Hellenistic world) at Corinth was a "potluck dinner. "
Chapter 4 attempts to reconstruct aspects of the social setting that affected
Corinthian attitudes. For both the weak and the strong Christians, eating meat sacrificed to
idols created problems (I Cor. 8,10).

A gluttony and drunkenness on the part of the
richer and socially more powerful members created tension between groups. Paul
attempted to correct the problem and promote social integration rather than divisiveness.
The exegesis in chapters 5 and 6 suggests that the Lord's Supper as a rite was not
intended to be a personal or social meal only for a special group, but a meal for the benefit
and fellowship of the whole church. As it has been proposed in this thesis, the tension at
the Lord's Supper in the Corinthian Church was mainly caused by the difficulty of some of
the members' adapting to their new social and religious community.
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CHAPTER

INTRODUCTION

I

TO AND OVERVIEW

OF THIS

STUDY

1.1 Statement of the Problem

The apostle Paul establisheda Christian Church in Corinth (I Cor. 3:6,10;
4: 15; Acts 18) during the secondmissionaryjourney to Greece(Acts 18:11,18). As
leader and founder Paul kept a continuing associationwith the church community
there, and wrote at least four letters to the Corinthians. Paul's epistleswere written
to solve problems and to encourage the church members in their faith. 1 In I
Corinthians Paul refers to a specific form of idolatry which he apparently had
discussedin a previousletter. Another issuewas the conflict causedby gluttony and
drunkenness.As chapterthree of this thesissuggests,gluttony was characteristicof
the symposia,especially at the eranos dinner party. In Paul's view thesegluttony
and drunkennesswere the main causesof factionsin the church.

The apostleprobably had two groupsin mind, thosewho had their own meal
and those who had nothing. In other words, as in the common practice of the
eranos,or "potluck dinner" (a socialcustominstitutedin classicalGreecethroughthe
Roman Empire), the participants brought their own food-basket. The ones who
arrived late often had neither time nor money to preparesufficiently for themselves.
This conductwas not a problem for the wealthy Gentile Christiansat Corinth. Inthe
Gentile social context, this wascommonbehaviour.
IA. Chapple, "Local Leadershipin the PaulineChurches: T'heologicaland Social Factors
in Its Development" (Ph. D. diss., Durham University, 1994), Iff.
I

In addition, there were the problems of temple banquets and food sold in the
marketplace (macellum).

These practices were a regular part of life in the Graeco-

Roman city of Corinth. The eating of meat offered to idols (cultic meals) was
evidently so common, no one gave it a second thought. Thus, the problem in chapter
8 to show the background of the Gentile Christians of Corinth who had been
participating in such banquets and buying meat sacrificed to idols. Paul deals with
this problem directly in chapters 8 and 10, and indirectly in chapter 9. Related to the
above issues arc the following questions: (a) What was the Corinthian attitude
towards participation in table fellowship with pagans and the use of meat offered to
idols? (b) Did Paul approve or disapprove of such attitudes? (c) What was Paul's
answer to their question regarding CISWX60UTO

Another piece of information can be obtained from Paul's explanation of the

unique situation of the church at Corinth. His first epistle indicatesthat the practice
of the Lord's Supper,togetherwith the worship activities, correspondsto the same
practice of sacred meals, especially the eranos normally held in Graeco-Roman
2
societies. Further, the existenceof aip(GEK and aXtapara among the church
members(I Cor. 1:10; 11:18) was only one causeof the many problems Paul had
with the Corinthians. It is possible,therefore,that someof the divisions in Corinth
arosefrom divisions amonghouseholdgatherings.

2Frequendy, the patterns of Jewish religious associationsare assumedto have had the
greatest influence on early Christian socio-religious structures. However, a warning must be
considered against the tendency to find single socio-cultural explanations for the various
organizationsof Christian groupsthroughout the Graeco-Romanworld.

2

This dissertationaddressesthe problem that arosefrom their not having been
adequatelyresocialisedinto the traditions of their newly adoptedChristian religion.
It seemsclear that some membersstill participated in religious meals in the pagan
temples(1 Cor. 8: 10; 10:20-21). Many were invited to mealswhere the food served
had beenoffered to the idols (I Cor. 10: 27-32). Consequently,it is no surprisethat
Graeco-Romansocial practiceswith regard to Greek erajjOS,
3 within the context of
religious societies, had a considerable impact on the structure, customs, and
decorum of the Lord's meal eatenat Corinth. It may be significant to put forward
the thesis that these conflicts have a social background.4

Consequently,

understandingsocial distinctions and practicesis an essentialpart of understanding
the Corinthian letter.

The apostle evidently regarded the eating of idol food and participating in a
banquet in a pagan temple as a much more serious problem than he had dealt with
before. This matter strikes at the heart of both the Lord's Supper and the gospel
tradition handed down to the Corinthian Church by Paul. These issues, as well as
additional ones, will be studied as part of the whole picture of the Lord's Supper in 1
Corinthians 11.

3Peter Lampe, "The Corinthians Eucharistic Dinner Party: Exegesis
of a Cultural
Context (I Cor. 11: 17-34), " Affirmation 4 (1991): 1-3. "Eranos can be translated as 'potluck
dinner, ' although 'potluck' has a narrow definition as a meal where all the food brought by the
participants is shared on a common table. " Further discussion regarding the eranos meal will
appear in chapters 2 and 5 of this thesis,
4Especially

significant here is the information we can obtain from I Cor. II on the
conflict at the Lord's Supper. In this chapter, Paul is silent regarding theological issues. It seems
clear that the problem is of a social nature.

3

1.2 The Significance of the Problem

This study is significant, first of all, as a contribution to the understanding of
several specific conflicts which arose in Paul's church community at Corinth. It also
explores the internal social dynamics and the relationship between Paul and the
church members as they dealt with those problems. This research has to consider
both the character of this particular congregation and the socio- theological issue
involved in the Lord's Supper.

I Corinthians 8,10, and II clearly show that there was disagreement and
factiousness

(aXt'ava)

among the church members because of

gluttony,

drunkenness, and the lack of tolerance in understanding one another's social and
religious differences. These difficulties within the Corinthian congregation had led
to animosity among church members, especially in regard to participation in the
Lord's Supper. Thus, this investigation is significant as a study of the social,
theological, and cultural conflict within the Christian Church and of Paul's way of
dealing with such difficulties.

This research is significant

for understanding

the apostle's particular

approach to socio-cthical problems, and especially Paul's response to the Corinthian
dilemma

regarding

the Lord's Supper. The discussion

is basically

about

interpersonal behaviour between the church members. It is important for this study
to know the way Paul deals with those specif ic problems at Corinth.

4

1.3 General

Introduction

to this Study

The problem of the influence of sacred and social meals in the GraecoRoman world on the Lord's Supper has not been the focus of an in-depth study.
For instance, D. E. Smith's dissertation deals only with the social meal in the
Graeco-Roman world, but does not touch on sacred meals in Graeco-Roman pagan
religion. W. L. Willis, on the other hand, studied the pagan mystery religion meals,
but does not consider social meals in the Graeco-Roman world. 5 Besides the

superficial treatmentsin severalcommentarieson social issues,there is only one
series of seminal essayson the social aspect of the Lord's Supper.6 Although
Smith's and Willis' dissertations consider many problems found in the present
investigations
distinct
important
differences
the
three
there
make
are
which
study,
and useful.

Furthermore, some of the social customs and problems (discussed in
chapters 2 and 5) in the Corinthian assembly were quite similar to the ones in
Graeco-Roman culture. For example, in the Corinthian Church there were problems
of divisions and factions, similar to those of the ancient symposia and the erallos.
These factions stemmed from competition over status issues such as place of honor,
in
differences
food
Additionally,
the
well
as
as
or
quality
of
and
wine.
and portion
food, location, and posture, the length of time one had to eat were important. The
5D. E. Smith, "Social Obligation in the Context of Com un-d Meals: A Study of the
0
Christian Meal in I Corinthians in Comparison with Graeco-Roman Communal Meals" ('Ib. D.
diss., Harvard, 1980); W. L. Willis, Idol Meat in Corinth (Chico: Scholars Press, 1985).
6Gerd Theissen, The Social Selling
of Pauline Christianity, trans. I H. Schfitz
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982).

5

wealthy Corinthians, after a seriesof exercisesat the bath, arrived first at the meal,
while the poor working classcame later. This would explain Paul's suggestionto
wait for one another(I Cor. 11: 33,34).

Another important point typical of the eranos meal is the conduct of the host
and sometimes the guests. The wealthy ones did not have any problem with their
consciences when they began eating before the others arrived. Nobody at a GraecoRoman dinner party would ask the latecomers whether they had already eaten.
Thus, the way the Gentile Christians behaved at Corinth did not correspond to the
spirit of selflessness exemplified in Christ.

According to the Graeco-Roman"potluck" custom,eachmemberbrought his
or her own food, but some came early and began to eat before the others arrived.
This correspondsto the pattern found in the Christian eranosmeal at Corinth. The
Corinthian Gentile Christians simply continued to behaveas a part of the GraecoRoman society.

In his monograph, The Social Setting of Christianily, Theissen studies the
"Social World of Early Christianity." In four essayshe considersPaul's exchange
of letters with the Corinthians. Theseessayscontaina coherentexegeticalstudy and
give a point-by-point exposition of Theissen's innovative, yet generally accepted,
way of interpreting the social context of the New Testament. He adds that
"Exegetical attention has largely concentratedon the theological dimensionsof the
dissension in Corinth. 117 But more than merely a theological controversy, this
7TIieissen, 18f

6

conflict has a social background and becomes clearer when we connect its social
conditions with the theological issues in I Cor. 11: l7ff.

idols.

The next section of this dissertation

tackles the problem

Barrett

subject

most pressing

rightly
problems

out that "The

points

in the literary

of the life of Paul, to say nothing
eating
Corinth.

EISWX6@UTaoccupied
The

question

Supper

at the same time.

rEI8WXOO-UTa, yet
anything

Paul

for eating food sacrificed

the church

It seems

in vv. 25ff.

of the

and the historical

study

he tells

issues. "8 The problem

theological

part of a letter written

is whether

rebukes

is one that raises several

study of I Corinthians

of important

to Paul by the Christian
in what

is consistent

since

the congregation

Paul
that

Church

he says when

to idols and participating

contradictory

to

of meat sacrificed

at
he

in the Lord's

is against

they

of

are free

eating
to eat

sold in the macellwn.

Much of the exegetical work which has been done on I Cor. 11:17-26
focuses on the theological dimension (especially vv. 23-25). We will attempt,
however, to link an exegesisof the theological and sociological issues.Very little
involved
in the practiceof the
has
been
devoted
the
to
sociological
problems
attention
Lord's Supperin the Hellenistic Corinthian Church. Even the commentarieson the
interests,
because
larger
Barrett,
Conzelmann,
Fee),
(such
their
of
as
and
epistle
have not thoroughly exploredthe importantrole of the.social background.

8C. K. Barrett, Essays on Paul (London: SPCK, 1982), 35-40. Barrett says that Dr.
Ehrhardt acceptsHans Lietzmann's argument that all or almost all the meat that was sold in the
macellum was cl6wX66wrov, sacrificed to idols in nearby temples. This argument is not
completely acceptablebecauseH. I Cadbury, in his article published in the Journal of Biblical
Uterature, "The Macelltun of Corinth," shows that "the meat may have beensold on the hoof or
slaughteredin the macellum.aswell as sold alreadybutcheredor sacrificedin a temple."

7

W. Marxsen tries to show in his book (The Beginnings of Chrislology), that

the Christological nature of the Lord's Supper is basedupon what "happensafter
Easter and in light of Easter."

For Marxsen, the words of interpretation

(Deuteworte) and the proclamationare part of what he'callsthe implicit Christology.
He showslittle interestin the social aspectof the controversy,but rather emphasizes
the theological issues.Concerning the Christological nature of the Lord's Supper,
agreementand difference with Marxsen'swork will be evident in the discussionsof
particular issues. However, it is not my intention to follow the same kind of
argumentproposedby Marxsen,but ratherto makea critical analysisof his work.

G. Wainwright has commented that most books on Eucharistic theology treat

only three main aspects: The presenceof the Lord at the sacrament,the cross in
relation to the sacrificial natureof the sacrament,and the effects on the individual of
participating in the communion.9 Furthermore,he is concernedwith an elementthat
has been neglected in previous works: The eschatological nature of the Lord's
Supper.

1.4 The Limits

of the Study:

Materials

to be Considered

A. The Purpose of This Section

The purposeof this section is to establishthe passagesto be consideredin
the study of the Pauline account of the Lord's Supper and determine the reasons for

focusing on them: I Cor. 11:17-26; 1 Cor. 10:14-22; and I Cor. 8: 1-13. Having
9G. Wainwright, Eucharisl and Eschalology (London: Epworth Press,1978),64-68.

8

examined the characteristics which make it reasonable to study these passages
together, we will look briefly at some other passagesthat could have been included
in this group, but for various reasons will not be considered.

B. I Corinthians

11: 17-26

The first passageis Paul's accountof the Lord's Supperin 1 Cor. 11:17-26.
The particularcharacteristicsof the Paulineaccountof the Last Supperhave madeit a
focus of attention for many generationsof scholars.10 Many different aspectsof the
passageas well as its relation to the Gospelshave been noted. My focus is on the
conflict and socio-theological tension in Corinth and the social significance of the
Lord's Supper.

Paul begins by criticising the congregation in which the different parties,
probably the same groups he has criticised at the beginning of this letter, broke the
BCLITVOV).
spirit of unity, especially when they partook of the Lord's meal (KUPIaKO'V
What went wrong in the church at Corinth? Why did some members remain hungry
while others were well fed and got drunk (I. Cor. 11:21)? As it has been mentioned
before, the Christian Church at Corinth celebr-atedthe Eucharistic meal as a "potluck
dinner" (eranos ). This eranos custom was the normal practice of the GraecoRoman dinner party of the first century C. E. 11 We have here a Graeco-Roman
cultural and social custom that seems to explain the church members' behaviour.
Gentile Christians celebrated their Eucharistic meal according to the eranos custom,
I OEduardSchweizer,The Lord's SupperAccording to the New Testament,trans. J.M.
Davis (Philadelphia: FortressPress,1967),iiiff.
I ILampe, 3.

9

each of them bringing his or her own food. Some of the rich memberscame first
and startedeating before the latecomersdid. This behaviourwas considerednormal
in Graeco-Roman society, but caused many problems for the ekklesia at Corinth.

The apostlealso calls them (the Christiansat Corinth) OXL'GpaTa
(factions), a
term which bringsattentionto the leadersof the partieswho were guilty of deliberate
challengesto the Eucharisticteaching(extremelack of concernfor others and social
favouritism) which Paul had previously (I Cor. 11:23) handeddown to the church.
Paul charged them not to eat the Lord's Supper when they came together as a
church, "becausebrotherly fellowship was absent.1112Social differences seem to
have beenone of the root causesof the disorderlinessof the Lord's Supper in the
Corinthian Church.

In the Corinthian Church, groups rather than individuals, were involved in
the social tension. The distinction was between the haves and the have-nots. 13 The
behaviour of the haves, according to Paul, was destroying and humiliating those of
lesser means (lCor.

11:22). Furthermore, the situation was even worse when the

early arrivers ate without waiting for the rest. Paul instructed them to cat at home
becausetheir behaviour was totally contradictory to the spirit of the Lord's Supper (I
Cor. 11:23).

12A. J. B. lEggins, The Lord's Supper in the New Testament (London: SCM Press,
1964), 70ff.
13Abraham J. Malherbe, Social Aspects of Early Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1983), 81ff.
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The Corinthian Church members needed to be reminded of the solemn nature
destroyed
danger
being
breaking
bread,
in
Eucharistic
the
of
of
was
great
which
of
by the selfish behaviour of some of the church members. They must remember
above all that the Lord's Supper commemorated the death of the Lord until He
should come again (I Cor. 11:26). Paul's aim for the Corinthian Church was social
integration within the community's celebration of the Lord's Supper.

C. I Corinthians

10: 14-22

In 1 Cor. 10: 14-22, Paul starts by warning the Corinthians

against

is
found
first in chapter
issue
Although
the
meat
of
eating
sacrificial
E18wXoXaTPW'_
8, it seems to have been raised by the congregation in a letter written to Paul. This
passage differs from 1 Cor. 10: 1- 13, both in content and emphasis. Paul no longer
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Grammatically,
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what precedes in I Cor. 10.14 Paul's warning in 10: 14 is in the imperative:
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Paul
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TýT
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(ýEVYETE
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based on the Old Testament, that idolatry is "a locus of the demonic. 1115

14WalterBauer,A Greek-English
Lexiconof the NewTestament
and OtherEarly
W. F. Arndt,F. W. Gingrich,andF. Danker(Chicago:
Revision,
ChristianLiterature,Second
is not usedvery
Universityof ChicagoPress,1979), 198. Theyobserve
thatthiscontraction
often.
ISGordonD. Fee,TheFirst Epistleto theCorinthians(GrandRapids:Eerdmans,
KOL YW VCCX / KOL VW VdT
1987),463. Me
word groupis obviouslythe key both to the
in vv. 16-18(theLord'stable;theJewishsacrificialmeals)andto the
examples
presuppositional
description
of thepaganmealsin vv.20-2L"
II

The answergiven by Paul in thesepassagesto the problem Of E18W),
oXaTPta
is closely related to Kotvwvia. In one instance Of,KOLVWVL'a,
Paul points to the
Lord's Supper by quoting an early Christian tradition. One must ask about prePauline traditions and the Pauline interpretation of the Christian meal. How does
Paul understandthe Lord's Supper, and what is the importance of referring to it
here? One should ask also about the Pauline description of the pagan and Jewish
meals. How significant are thesemeals in his argument? What was the problem
16
Severalquestionsare relevant
it
here?
how
does
Paul
this
address
with
meal and
to this study: What harm could there be in attendingthesefeasts? Does Paul think
that food sacrificed to idols is anything or that an idol is anything? (I Cor. 10:19).
Paul's responseseemsto be inconsistent. "No, but what the heathensacrifice, they
sacrifice to demonsand not to God; I do not want you to be partnerswith demons."
Paul is in no doubt as to the existenceand bad influence of these powers;17 to
participatein their worship andcultic mealsis to lay oneselfopen to their control.

Furthermore, how is it possible to have Kotvwvia both with Christ and with
demons? To eat at the table of demons (pagan gods) is to make a laughing-stock of
the Lord's Supper. Higgins rightly comments that the Lord has a table and a cup,
and by participating at his table believers enter into close communion with the
Lord. 18
16SvereAalen. 'Das Abendmahl als Opfermahl in Neuen Testament," NovT 6 (1963):
128-143. He saysthat one must differentiate three main topics in dealing with pagan meals: (1)
Paul's understandingof pagancult meals,(2) Paid's theological explanation of such meals, and
(3) the parallels betweensuchmealsand the Christian meal.
17Rom.8:38; 1 Cor. 2:8; Gal. 4:9; Eph. 6: 11f; Col. 2:8.
181-figgins,68.
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D. 1 Corinthians

The major

issue that begins with

question of the legitimacy
admonition

8: 1-13

8: 1 and continues

of eating "idol food, "19 is presumably

through

11: 1, the

connected to the

in 1 Cor. 5: 10-11 against associating with "idol aters. '120 If this is the

case, eating "meat sacrificed to the pagan idols" refers to a specific form of idolatry
which

the apostle mentioned

Corinthians,

in his former

lettcr. 21 It seems probable

in their letter to Paul, had not taken into consideration

that the

Paul's earlier

admonition.

Some significant questions arise in the study of I Corinthians 8: 1-13: (1)
What happened in the Corinthian Church regarding the eating of food offered to
idols? (2) How did this problem affect the congregation at Corinth? (3) What was
the message sent to Paul about this in their letter to him? (4) What was Paul's
response and what advice did he give them? (5) What relationship does chapter 8
have to the discussion in chapters 9 and 10? Answers to these questions must be
taken from implications in I Corinthians 8-10. However, Fee points out that not
22
is
in
The classical
the
the
everyone
agreement regarding
nature of
problem.
answer is that Paul is replying to an internal conflict in Corinth between the "weak"
19J. Murphy-O'Connor,
St. Paul's Corinth (Wilinington:
161f. Gk. c[UX6eUTa (lit. "things sacrificed to idols").

Michael Glazier,

1987).

20The term
appears in I Cor. 5: 10,10: 7. and as a final warning in I
4E16WX0XCtTp(cct
dv6 TflT C[8WX0XaTP(aT.
Cor. 10: 14: 04EIJ*YETC
2 Ij. C. Hurd, Jr., The Origins
of I Corinthians
22Fee, 358-360.
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(London:

S.P.C. K., 1965), 115-149.

and the "strong" membersover the inquiry about food sacrificed to idols and sold in
the temple market. For the "strong," eating suchfood doesnot posc any problem (I
Cor. 8:7-13); some, perhaps,even attendedthe cultic meals at the temples (I Cor.
8: 10,11; 10:14-22). Hence, the conflict in perception and consciousnesswith
regardto idol and idol meal alsoneedsto be understoodas a sociological problem.

On the other hand, for the "weak" eating meat sacrificed to idols is a matter
of conscience. The basic problem, then, is food sold in the market. Paul answers
by first addressingthe "strong" and mentioning the stumbling block principle (I
Cor. 8: 1-13; cf. I Cor. 10:30-11: 1). In I Cor. 10:23-29, Paul seems to be
encouraging the "weak" to be open-minded. In chapter 9, Paul gives his own
example of giving up his freedom for the sake of others. As an aside, Paul also
prohibits the attendanceat pagantemplesin I Cor. 10:14-22.This passage,like the
previous two, is introduced by several problems in the Corinthian Church. In
contrast to what Hurd23has said, the Corinthians wrote a letter to Paul asking his
adviceand guidanceon the matterof idol food.

The problem was brought to Paul's attention becauseof the behaviourof the
46strong.
" It thus appearsthat Paul was dealingwith more than a single point of view
at Corinth. Further, scholarshave long rccognisedthe presenceof more than one
group ("weak" and "strong") and the social problem betweenthe rich (strong) and
the poor (weak) in the Christian Churchat Corinth.

23Hurd, 147. He arguesthat, first, "the Corinthians were primarily voicing an objection
to the subject to Paul, and were not asking for guidance from him; " second, 'The Corinthian's
objections stem from a single point of view at Corinth opposedin somedegreeto Paul's. There
was not a'weak' or'scandalized' secondparty."
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1.5 Other

Texts Relevant

to This Thesis

One might wonder whether other passagesin the Corpus Paulinum should
also be included in this group. Certainly, other Pauline texts are seldom mentioned
in the samefrequencyas the three we have looked at. One important passagewhich
deservescomment is 1 Cor. 5:6-8. This text containsa very relevant allusion to the
Eucharist. As the Jews before the Passoverfeast remove all tracesof leaven from
their homes,Paul tells the believersof the Corinthian Church to removefrom among
them the leavenof evil. Like the Israelites,the Corinthiansare to clear away all the
impurities of their former paganlife. It hasbeensuggestedthat the useof Passover
24
terminology in this text is due to the nearnessof the Passover.

Other texts which deal with the subject of sacrificial meat (such as Acts 15,

21 and Rev. 2) will not be studied, but will occasionally be mentioned. The
Christian breaking of breadin Acts will also be marginally studied. Passagessuch
as Romans 14 and 15, however, will be consideredwheneverthat discussionhelps
us to clarify I Corinthians 8,10 and 11. We will not deal with Jewish food
regulationsper se. Indeed,not evenall the issuesraisedin I Corinthiansitself can be
studied, although thesewill be taken into considerationinsofar as they impinge on
the study of chapters8,10 and 11.

2411ggins,68-70.
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CHAPTER 2

SACRED

MEALS

POSSIBLE

IN THE GRAECO-ROMAN

INFLUENCE

ON THE

PAULINE

WORLD

LORD'S

AND THEIR

SUPPER

Many claims have been made by scholars early this century that the
Hellenistic paganreligions influencedthe primitive Christian Church'spructiceof the
Lord's Supper. Besidesintroducing those claims, this chapter overviews the four
main mystery religionsl and the influence of mystery religions in Paul's
background, and gives a brief introduction on Jewish meals, the Christian sacred
meal, and the allegedsimilarities betweenthe Lord's Supperand paganmeals.

2.1 Introduction

The investigation of sacredmeals in the mystery religions has occupied a
significant place in Graeco-Romanand early Christianity studies. Other than
Judaismand Christianity, the most persuasivereligions in the Graeco-Romanworld
were the "mystery religions. " The relationship between Christianity and the
mysteries is a highly controversial issue. There are two sides to the investigation:
(1) the point of contention,and (2) a descriptionof the evidenceto be considered.

It is the general view that Christianity borrowed religious terminology and
concepts from the Hellenistic world.

A dominant movement in advancing such

presuppositionswas the ReligionsgeschichilicheSclutle.2 This theory was deduced
IThese pagan religions are named mystery religions because of their use of secret
ceremoniesthat were thought to bring their initiates such benefits as "salvation."
2Ronald H. Nash, The Gospel
and the Greeks (Richardson: Probe Books, 1992), 115-199.
Allegations like these were often encountered in scholarly publications from around 1890 to 1930
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from noting the use of Hellenistic Jewish terms such as 6ayyýXtov,

OWTAP,and

6Rý&Ei, a, and others such as, TrXTIpwVa
(a neutral term until Pauline literature),
3
6T61TTW,
(used
"secret"),
simply as
VIUCTIJPLOV
wccXtyyEvEafa, and kpOaTE16W.
Furthermore, some authors have defended the idea that Paul, thus Christianity, was
deeply affected by mystery religions. Even G. H. C. MacGregor and A. C. Purdy,
strong defenders of an early Christian syncretism, find little substance in this line of
argument. They point out that,

They are in vocabulary and outward form rather than essential
thought and content. The Mysteriesand Christianity, being products
of the same age, were almost certain to use the same forms of
expression. But there is no greater fallacy than to assume that
because Christianity took over, or developed independently, a
number of terms and rites familiar also to the Mysteries, the thought
and experiencesymbolizedin themare equally comparableto, and do
4
transcend,
the
not entirely
pagananalogy.
Martin Hengel,a critic of syncretism,arguesthat the languageof the mystery
religions were usedindependentlyof the practiceof the religions. Hengel concludes
that the influenceof the mysteryreligionsin the New Testamentdoesnot meandirect
dependenceon their terminology. 5 Expressing his.uncertainty about presumed
linguistic parallelism betweenPaul and the mystery cults, A. D. Nock wrote, "It is
not clear that Paul's linguistic practice points to first-hand knowledge of the
mysteries, still less to the reading of theological literature about them."6 It may
appear that Paul usedwords common to the followers of mystery religions, but as
and the 1940s onward. 'The two most influential members of this school were German New
TestamentscholarWilhelm Boussetand Germanclassicistand historian Richard Reitzenstein."
3A. D. Nock, 'The Vocabulary of the New Testament," JBL 52 (1933): 131-139.
4G. H. C. MacGregor and A. C. Purdy, Jew and Greek. Tutors Unto Christ (London:
Nicholson &Watson, 1937), 236.
5Martin Hengel, The Son of God, trans.J. Bowden (London: SCM Press, 1976). 28.
6A. D. Nock, Early Gentile Christianity and Its Hellenistic Background (New York:
Harper & Row, 1964), 183.
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Ralph P. Martin points out, "he gave this languagea content of his own.'17 It is
clear that nothing about the vocabulary of the New Testament in general, or the
writings of Paul in particular, focusesus to conclude that any signs of a mystery
influence appearin the languageof the New Testament. In view of the scarceand
frequently ambiguous evidence, scholars have arrived at divergent conclusions.
Theseevidenceswere alreadyraisedearlier by Albert Schweitzer,and he arguedthat
it was only from the early secondcentury onwards that we find mysteries in wide
currency in the Roman Empire; therefore, only then was the Greek influence felt
transforming a universalcult into what is known as mystery religionS.8

There are some scholarswho believe that outside influence came to bear
upon primitive Christianity only minimally. Bruce M. Metzger, however, observes
that some "are disposed to believe not only that the amount of influence was
relatively large but also that it madeitself felt in the formulation of centraland crucial
doctrines and rites of the church."9 Besides,it would be a mistake to think that the
mystery religions were the only demonstrationof the religious spirit in the orient or
the eastern part of the Roman Empire.10 The wide divergence of views is due,
7Ralph P. Martin, New Teslanient Foundations, 2
vols. (Exeter: The Paternoster Press,
1978), 11,39. He further adds that, "At decisive points the Christian gospel stands diametrically
opposed to the claims and procedures of the Hellenistic mysteries. "
8A]bert Schweitzer, Paul
(U)ndon: Adamand
and His Interprelers, trans. W. Montgomery
a,
Charles Black, 1912), 191f. This much, however, is certain: "Paul cannot have known the
in the form in which they are known to us, because in this fully developed form
mystery-religions
r,
they did not yet exist. "
913ruce M. Metzger, "Considerations
of Methodology
Religions and Early Christianity, " HTR 48 (1955): 1-20.

in the Study of the Mystery

IONash, 115. "Each recion
the Mediterranean world seems to have produced its own
of
e
mystery religion. Out of Greece came the cults of Demeter and Dionysus, as well as their later
developments, the Eleusinian and Orphic mystery relic ions. Asia Mi nor (more speci f ic al ly, the
.;
region known as Phrygia) gave birth to the cult of Cybele and Attis. Ile cult of Isis and Osiris
Oater Serapis) originated in Egypt, while Syria and Palestine saw the rise of the cult of Adonis.
a,
Finally, Persia (Iran) was a leading early locale for the cult of Mithras. "
a,
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perhapsin part, to differences in scholars' methodsof interpreting the data and the
way scholarsinterpret it. 11

In ancient times, especially during the Hellenistic period, mystery religions
held cultic meals. Regardlessof the difficulty of resolving the meaning of these
mystery meals, some scholars (HeitmUller, Reitzenstein, Bousset, Bultmann, and
others) believe that thesemealsare very important.They enlightenour understanding
of the meals that appearin the New Testament. For instance,it has beensuggested
that Paul in I Corinthians 11 draws a parallel betweenthe Lord's Supper, which he
says unites Christians to Christ, and thesemeals. However, we need to dig below
the surface evidence and ask the most elementary questions. First, what did the
pagancustomsmean? And second,what did sacredmealsin the different mystery
cults mean?

It is likely

that early Christians understood the Lord's Supper as a

perpetuation of an ancient cultic idea rather than a mystery-religion rite. However, it
has been argued that the facts about the sacramental meals in the mystery religions
are both meagre and hard to explain. 12 It is not an eating and drinking of the body
and blood of Christ that Paul mentions in 1 Corinthians 11; he always speaks only of
eating and drinking the bread and the cup. The apostle assumes that this eating and
drinking, somehow or other, maintains a communion with the body and blood of the
Lord (1 Cor 10: 16,17).

Indeed, neither Paul nor the early Christian communities

111. Howard Marshall, Last Supper and Lord's Supper (Exeter: The Paternoster Press,
1980). 27. Pagan meals are unlikely to have influenced the practice of Jesus himself. Although we
must never forget that the Jews were a minority group in their own land and were surrounded by
pagan religions, there is nothing that would suggest that Jesus himself was influenced by anything
other than Judaism. But the situation could well have been different once the church moved out
into the pagan world and its members began to include former pagans.
12H. A. A. Kennedy, St. Paul and the Mystery Religions (London: Hodder and Stoughton,
1913), 256ff.
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under his influence, held that the body and blood of the Lord was partaken of at the
Supper.

In this chapter, we will consider the possibleinfluence of the sacredmeals
on the Lord's Supper. The single question is how influential the mystery religions
really were upon the cultic forms of the early Christian church at Corinth. The
dialogue between the apostle Paul and his Corinthian inquirers involves normal
practices of Hellenistic social life (especially the Greek eranos and meals which
usually followed a sacrifice). In ancienttimes thesemealswere customarily part of a
sacrifice in the temple to the gods. Before one can understand the Corinthians'
dialogue with Paul, it is necessaryto understandthe practices in the social and
cultural circumstances echoed in I Corinthians 8,10 and 11 regarding the
relationshipof sacrificeand dining, to the Lord's meal.

A. The Sacrificial

Meal

The Hellenistic-Romanworld practisedbloodlessand animal sacrificesover
a period of many years. David Gill observesthat bloodless offerings of various
kinds of food are a common feature of Greek sacrifice at all periods. The Greeks
thought of them as gifts for the gods.13 The act of deposition of food also had an
important role in the majority of bloody sacrifices(such as the thusia). In contrast,
the god and the worshippersboth participatedin the food offered on the altar. The
Greekscalled this kind of offering to the god trapezoinata.14 The sacrifice and the
1313avid Gill, "rrapezoinata: A Neglected Aspect of Greek Sacrifice, " HTR 67 (1974):
a
117-137. 'The gift was delivered by simply putting it in a place, usually a shrine, where the god
was present to receive it. This form of consecration has been given the appropriate technical name
of 'deposition, ' to distinguish it from other methods of consecrating food-offcrings to the gods such
as burning them or simply throwing them away."
141bid., 118-117.
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banquet are complementary
god's portion

parts of one ceremony.

An animal was slaughtered, the

was burned on the altar, and the worshippers

ate the rest.

Portions

were also set apart for the deity and for the priest or priestess. The rest of the meat
was distributed

precincts. 15 A portion

temple's

in the festival, being cooked and eaten in the

to those participating

was also assigned to the god and set aside (not

bumt) on a special table.

The practice of such meals in the Graeco-Roman

world raises the difficult

question of the meaning of both the sacrifice and the meal itself.
the Homeric

poems,

furthermore,

primitive

sacrifice
sacrificial

deity. 16 From this viewpoint,
significant.

was essentially

for

propitiation

objects were believed

The fact is that in
of the deity;

to be charged with the

the idea of the cultic meal would surely become very

To eat together with the deity was taken as a kind of communion,

the god was thought to be present at the meal, this meal was considered

and if

a sacred

meal. 17

The Dionysuscult tradition held that in eatingthe sacredmeal the worshipper
was participating with the gods. The Thracian version of this cult held the same
18
Attempts have been made to discover a sacramental importance in the
view.
Dionysiac-Orphiccults, but Albrecht Dieterich suggeststhat our understandingof the
evidenceis altogetherdeficient. There are occasionalhints of the idea that the victim
15J. P. Kane, 'Me Mithraic Ctdt Meal and Its Greek and Roman Environment, " ed. J. R.
Flinnells (Mithraic Studies 11: Manchestcr 1975), 327.
16Lewis R. Farnell, "Sacrificial
(1904): 308,312-313.

Commuiiion in Greek Religion, " Tile Hibberl Journal, 2

17Herbert J. Rose, "Sacred Meals, " The Oxford Classical Dictionary,
(Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1949), 546.
18Farnell, 313.
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ed. M. Cay, et al.

was identified with the god himself. 19 Some believe that by the period of the later
Roman Empire this primitive idea was giving way to a higher concept. Whether this
magical understanding was held in the time of Paul is questionable. Kennedy and
Cumont favour the view that the worshippers just shared the meal with the god. The
old worshipper did not question the difference between the magical and the spiritual
significance of the sacrificial meal.20
It was therefore quite natural that the common meal, in which union
with the powers was sought, should develop into a banquet at which
the powers were honoured guests, or into a sumptuous meal given
entirely to them and not even shared by the devotees. Thus would
easily arise the concept of sending food to them; the only known
method was to sublimate it into smoke which would obviously go up
to the deities and satisfy their wants. Thus can we understand the
very name given by ancient Greeks to these powers, theoi, which by
many scholars is derived from the root 1hu (smoke); lhuein would
mean to make smoke and t1woi would be receivers of smoke.21

Despite the fact that the Graeco-Roman
interpret,

sacrificial

ritual is often difficult

There are several

most of the time a meal was not part of the ceremony.

ways in which sharing food with the deity was accomplished
each of which presents its own problem of interpretation.

in the sacrificial

ritual that many of

the terms for sacrifice also imply a feast as well. 1122The relationship

"when
EUTLCOVTOS'

offering

a sacrifice

and feasting. "

rite,

D. E. Smith keenly points

out that "the banquet is such an inherent part of Greek sacrificial

Not'a with a meal can be seen in this phrase from Plato:

to

of the term

OIJ(JL'aVITOIOUVEVOUKat
Although

there are some

19Albrecht Dieterich, Eine Mithrasliturgie, reimprinted ed., (Stuttart: B. G. Teubner,
1966), 105. Seealso Kennedy, 257.
201bid., 201.
21Royden K. Yerkes, Sacrifice in Greek and Roman Religions and Early Judaism
(London: Adain and CharlesBlack, 1953),24.
22Smith, "Social Obligation in the Context of ConumunalMeals, 74-100. For instance,
"the term 06ELY,which originally designateda sacrifice by fire, cameto standin a general sensefor
besidesthe burning, the libation (airivBEtv ). the
the sacrificial rite as a whole, thus including.
a
slaughter (aýdCELY),and the feast (iUT(a). 06FLY,however, could not be substituted for any of
theseterins except iUT(a. "
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modifications noted, the sacrifices had a fairly standard form from pre-Homeric
times,.23

According to R. K. Yerkes in the Greek 1husia three things took place:
,

1. The preparation (lustration, barley grains ceremony, prayers,
casting the hair from the animal in the fire, slaying and flaying the
victim, procession).

2. The thusia proper(burning of the god's portion, libation, eating of
the splagclma).
3. The feast (roasting the victim, the banquet libation, music and
dancing).24

From the description given by Yerkes, it is clear that the communal meals
were a major aspect of Greek sacrifice. In Homer's time and even before, the meal
25
The
have
been
least
the
the
to
offering upon
altar.
at
as important as
seems
sacrifice made to the gods was good for both the worshipper and the god, since the
detailed
from
Before
flesh
turning
to
the
the
a
more
sacrifice.
worshipper received
study of the pagan sacramental cultic meals, we will consider briefly the significance
of pagan and Christian cultic meals.

23PIato Symp 174c. In the context, a sacrifice ritual in the Homeric period is being
described, but the terminology is clearly appropriate to Plato's own time.
0
24yerk-es. 99-102.
25Homer Odyssey 24: 212ff. See also W. L. Willis, Idol Meat in Corinth (Chico:
Scholars Press, 1985), 9. For instance, the returning Odysseus tells his servant: "Do you now go
"
for
dinner
best
In the present
house,
the
the
the
well-built
and
swine.
straightway
slay
of
within
1-1
study, when classical sources are quoted, the texts and translations are taken from the Loeb series
unless otherwise indicated.
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B. The Significance of the Cultic Meals

The exact meaning of the pagancultic meals for those who participated is
very important and yet very difficult to determine. In the mysteryreligion cults there
were sacred meals, but our curiosity as to their significance receives no
satisfaction. 26 A great deal of what is known of cultic meals comes from
archaeologicalremainsand althoughthesedo witnessto the existenceof such sacred
meals, they give limited information on the significance of the meals. The
widespread referencesin literary remains also give information that can only be
understoodby implication. The result is that major contentionsexist amongscholars
about the proper way of interpreting the data. According to G. H. R. Horsley, in
spite of the fact of disagreementearlier in the century, there is now a feeling of
agreementthat thesefeastshad a basicallyreligious character.27

One common element between these cults and the Lord's Supper is the
fellowship meal, which is thought to bring unity among the participants. The
existenceof cultic mealsin ancienttimes andin the times extendingbeyond thoseof
the New Testamentis undeniable. On someoccasionsthe gods were consideredto
be the hosts, as it is shown in several of the Oxyrhynchus Papyri. "The exegete
requestsyou to dine in the (temple of) Demetertoday, which is the 9th, beginning at
the 7th hour (I p.m.). "28 A comparable invitation to dine "at the table of lord
Serapis"is found in at least threeother papyri.29
26Nock, Early Gentile, 74.
27G. H. R. Horsley, New Docutnenis Illustrating
Macquarie University, 1981), 6.

Early Christianity,

vol. 5 (Macquarie:

28oxyrhynchus

Papyri 1485 in Bernard P. Grenfell and A. S. Hunt, eds., The
Oxyrhynchus Papyri (London: Egypt Exploration Fund, 1898-1916), 12.
29oxyrhynchus

Papyri 110,523,1484, and 1755. Ibid., 1,177: 111.260. XII. 244, XIV,
180. It is not clear in papyrus 1755 whether Apion is inviting. the person to his own home or to
the temple itself. Ilese papyri date from the second or third century A. D.
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The Jewish historian Josephus also mentions a cunning plot by the priests of
Isis to entice Pauline to attend the temple and dine with the god Anubis and share his
bed. 30 There are references in other texts to the idea that the deity was considered
the guest at the meal.

The Iovis Epulum became a big meal in which

the

worshippers were serving the god with food and invited the Capitoline Trinity to
31
in
in
it.
These
importance
the
texts
the
cultic
meal
pagan
of
participate
show
worship. Every sacrifice was followed by a meal.32 The New Testament mentions
not only wedding feasts and social gatherings for dinner, but pagan cultic meals as
well.

Paul, in his letter to the Corinthian congregation, obviously mentions a cultic
meal when he offers some ethical advice in regard to the foods eaten "at the table in
an idol's temple" (1 Cor 8: 10-13; cf. I Cor 10:21,27-30).

In these instances, of

course, the cultic meals were not used as a metaphor, but the meal was a crucial
33
had
Corinthian
to
the
consider. From the context
church members
problem which
(I Cor. 10:27) it seemsclear that some of the Corinthian church members often were
invited to such social meals by the pagans who were used to eating meat sacrificed to
idols as a custom in their banquets.

In the beginning

both of the Christian sacraments (baptism and the Lord's

Supper) were considered to be primarily

dona data, namely blessings conveyed to

30JosephusAnt XVIll. iii. 4 (65-80).
31 Sarnuel Angus, The Mystery Religions and Christianity:
Background of Early Christianity (London: John Murray, 1925), 128.

A Study in the Religious

32H. Lietzmann, An die Korinther, enl. ed. W. G. Kfimmel (17fibingen: J. C. B. Mohr
[Paul Siebeck], 1949), 49.

33Chan-Me Kim, "Ile PapyrusInvitaiion, " JBL 94 (1975): 391ff.
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those who by nature were unfit to participate in the new order inaugurated by the
personand work of JesusChriSt.34 By contrast,paganrites conveyedtheir benefits
ex opere operato by "the liberating or creating of an immortal element in the
individual with a view to the hereafter,but with no effective changeof the moral self
for the purposesof living. 1135In early Christianity, the Lord's Supper, like the rite
of baptism, was understoodasa sacramentin the senseof the mystery religions.36

Nevertheless,in the searchfor parallels between the pagan meals and the
Christian meal, various scholars (even before Bultmann), notably Dieterich and
Hcitmiiller. 37have gatheredevidencefrom the most primitive phasesof religion to
portray the idea of communion with the god through feeding upon him. They went
so far as to claim that they found parallelsbetweenthe Aztecsof Mexico and the old
Egyptianswhoserites were preservedin the textsfrom the pyramids.

In contrast,to establishthe efficacy of their theoriesit would be necessaryto
show first, that this view survived in the Hellenistic world of early Christianity and,
second, that it is a part of Paul's concept of the Lord's Supper. It is certainly far
more plausible to say that any influence which these cults exerted on the early
Christian church came not from their hidden ceremoniesand beliefs but from their
public rites and affirmations and from those aspectsof their ideology which had
34Metzgger,
Off.
35A.D. Nock,"Mystery,
" Encyclopedia
X1,(1937):174.
of theSocialSciences
36R. Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, 2 vols., trans. K. Grobel (London:
SCM Press, 1978), 148f. He points out that "the idea of communion brought about by the
sacramental meal is in itself not a specific idea of the mysteries, but is widespread in primitive and
classic cults. But in the mysteries it plays a special role; in them it is communion with a once
dead and risen deity, in whose fate the partaker receives a share through the sacramental meal, as we
L
know from the mysteries of Attis and Nfithra. Paul himself shows
the sacrament of die Lord's
Supper stands in this context in the history of religions. "
0
37W. Heitmijller,
also Kennedy, 257-259.

Taufe und Abendinahl bei Paulus (Leipzig: Teubner, 1917), 40. See
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become part of the common practice of the Graeco-Romanworld. 38 It seemsso
easy to find common conceptionshere, in view of the fact that in both casescultic
meals and ceremonial cleansing had a sacramental value. But, on a closer
examination,the similarity is of a very generalcharacter.

C. The "Table of the Lord" or "Table of Demons"

The expressions TpaiwýT6 Kuptou and TpaikCil!g Bat[tov(WVare used in I
Cor 10:21. The issue of eating food sacrificed to idols is the basic dilemma to which
Paul is responding throughout 1 Cor. 8: 10 and 10: 1-22. The common explanation is
that Paul is responding to an internal conflict in Corinth between the "weak" and the
"strong" over the issue of food sold in the marketplace. 39 One of the problems is
Paul's inconsistency in discussing the subject of 4EI5(0Xd01UTCL
Also C. K. Barrett
wonders about the way Paul approached the topic of food offered to idols and food
sold in the marketplace.40

Attending the pagantemplesis the real issue,and this is supportedby the fact
that the eating of cultic-mealswas a customarypart of the worship of idols in ancient
38A. J. M. Wedderburn, Baptism and Resurrection (TUbingen: J. C. B. Mohr [Paul
Siebeck-],1987), 158-160.
39Gordon Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdinans, 1987),
(lit. "things sacrificed to the idols"). "This word comes from Hellenistic
358. Gk. Et8WX60UTCC
Judaism; in 10:28 Paul uses the expression LEP66UTaNacred food'). What was sacrificed became
part of the meal in the pagan temples and shrines; what was left over from the 'god's table' was
often sold in the market place. Jews were absolutely forbidden to eat such food. See in. Abod. Zar.
23: "Flesh that is enterinea in into an idol is permitted, but what comes forth is forbidden. "
40C. K. Barrett,

Essays on Paul (London:
SPCK, 1982), 40. The discussion raises a
"in addition to linguistic and exegetical cruces there are the questions, first,
number of problems:
why chapter 9 should intrude between the two treatments of the subject in chapters 8 and 10, and,
secondly, whether Paul is consistent in what he says in the various places where the eating of
CtSWX60UTQ is discussed. The subject is one that raises several of the most pressing problems in
the literary study of I Corindiians
important theological issues. "
a,

and the historical
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study of the life of Paul, to say nothing

of

times. This was true not only for the nations adjacent to Israel,41 but for Israel
itself.42 In Paul's time at Corinth, such cultic meals were still the usual practice at
severalkinds of statefestivalsand private meals.43

Paul presumably uses those terms to denote the table of the god found in
pagan temples. The use of the term table was a standard phrase for Greek sacrifice,
but has not received adequate attention in studies of Paul's teachings in I
Corinthians. 44 In the Graeco-Roman sacrificial system, the meat for the sacrifice
was divided into three parts: The preparation, the sacrifice proper, and the feast.4-5
The meat of the sacrifices supposedly was divided into three main portions: The one
burned before the god, one apportioned to the worshippers, and one placed on the
"table of the god, " which was tended by cultic ministrants, but also eaten by the
worshippers. 46

The importance of these meals has been debated, but they most likely
included a combination of sacred and social factors. The deities were thought to be
present since the meals were dedicated and sacrificed to their honour; nevertheless,
the meals were also social events for the participantS.47 The majority of the Gentiles
41For instance, the Canaanites,
see Judg. 9.27; for the Egyptian idolatry
practices, see Exod. 32: 6; for Moab, see Nurn. 25: 1-2; and for Babylon, Dan. 5: 1-5.

and other

42Loci classici are: Deut. 14:22-26; Exod. 24: 11; 1 Sam. 9: 13; 1 Kgs. 1:25; and Hos.

8: 13
43Fee,The First Epistle, 360-362.
44,kViIIi s' Ido I Mea1,1 S.
45yerkes, 99-100.
46Gill, 117-119.
47Horsley, New Documents, 8.
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who became Christians at Corinth had attended such meals all their lives; this was
like a restaurant in ancient times.48

As mentioned before, the portion of the sacrifice which was placed on the
"table of the god" was different from what was put on the altar. It is possible to
draw a much fuller portrait of thesetablesand their operation from sacredlaws and
cult inscriptions. The food on the tableof the god was treatedin the samemanneras
the portions offered for the sacrifices. The table was caredfor by someof the cultic
personnelsuch as the epinoletai, the priests, the archon, and the inesogeioi.49 In
many circumstancesthe priestsin chargeobtainedthis portion dedicatedto the god in
addition to their own share. The origin of the conceptof the table of the god is not
clear. This idea came from an awarenessthat the deity actually received a meagre
portion of the thusia, and so was granted an additional portion at the following
50
sacredmeal.

The cult table would have been a probable source for meat sold in the
51
marketplace. Like the pagans,some Gentile Christians saw nothing wrong in
buying and eating meat at the pagan market place or by an invitation of a pagan
neighbour. But we cannotthink that Paul hadchangedhis habitsof a lifetime, nor is
48Arnold Ehrhardt, The Framework of the New Testament Stories (Manchester:
ManchesterUniversity Press, 1964),279. He also mentions the casewhen a Christian was invited
to participate in such a meal, which was the common practice in thosedays. "The Christian guest
was encouragedto eat it without any fear of defilement; but how was he to return the hospitality
received? He could not, of course,purchasesacrificial meat; but was thereany other than sacrificial
meat on offer in ancient Greek and Romantowns? Were thereany secularbutchers? H. Lietzmarm
answeredit quite unconditionally, 'that the slaughtering of all animals was seen as a sacrifice' in
New Testamenttimes. By and large this answeris correct."
49Gill, 126.
"ýIbid_ 135.
51A. D. Nock, Essays on Religion
and the Ancient World (Oxford: Clarendon Press.
1972), 597.
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there reason to assume that, as a Christian, he thought in a completely new way
about idolatry.

If Paul no longer lived in harmony with the "strictest sect of our

52
Pharisee,
"
beliefs.
does
his
Jewish
he
this
that
as
a
all
religion
gave up
not mean
The dilemmas between the apostle Paul and the Corinthian
involved "sacrificial

Church members

meat" (E18WXO6UTOv)
and "eating at the table of demons"

(TpavECaL Satpov(wv).

But Paul does not merely want them to avoid being

partakers of the TpaUEC-nSatpovi'wx He says, "You cannot drink the cup of the
Lord and the cup of the demons; you cannot share at the table of the Lord and the
table of demons" (10: 21). This echoes the language of vv. 16b-17 where the "focus
is on the straight dimension of the table. "53

Some of the Corinthians may have considered the pagan cultic meals as
social celebrations, nonworshipful occasions,but Paul insists that their choice is
very distinct between the Lord's table or the demon's table. Furthermore, such
eating is simply incompatible with Christianity. The main concept in the mystery
religion meal and especially the sacrificial meal, is more than an occasionof tablefellowship over which the deity leadsor to which the god is summoned. Apparently
Paul's view is that the Lord's Supper involves more than mere symbols. There
seemsto be somesort of real spiritual communionwith Christ. To participateat the
table for the Christian meal was to havefellowship with Christ and his body (10:1617).54 Cultic meal participants,on the contrary, becamepartnerswith demons,an
intolerablematterfor Paul.

52Baffett, Essayon Paul, 5 1.
53Fee,The First Epistle, 472-474.
Once Again: An Interpretation of I Corinuans 8-10," Bib
-54(-jordonFee, "Et'6wX60UTQ
61 (1980): 172-197.
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2.2 Pagan Sacred Meals in the Graeco-Roman World

In imperial times there were many mystery cults. Some scholars have
suggestedthat the view of a sacramentalmcal was advancedin thesemystery cults.
A. D. Nock, who is quite suspiciousof the sacramentalinterpretation, seems to
55
This study will
idea
the
the
cults.
accept
of a sacramentalconceptionin
mystery
only consider the four most important mystery cults to ascertainany influence they
may have had on the Lord's Meal: The mysterycults at Eleusis,Dionysus, Mithras,
and Isis-Serapis.

A. The Mystery Cult At Eleusis

Eleusis is near Corinth and Athens. Eleusinian worship is mostly
agricultural. The Eleusiam mysteries involve two goddesses,Demeter the grain
goddess and her daughter Persephone. According to Euripides, the followers
celebrated the autumn festival becauseKore came back from the netherworld of
Demeter. Telesterion, the Hall of Initiation was the site where the hierophant
revealedholy secrets.Demetergavegrain and Kore gavehappinessafter life to their
followers. Euripides shows also how identical Cybele and Kore Dionysus were to
Demeter and Kore in danceand ecstasy.56 Even Plato, who was not generally in
favour of such cults, had only words of respect for the Eleusinian mysteries
(Demeter, Kore-Persephone)which were among the most highly regardedcults of
ancient times. Their influence extended far beyond Eleusis and Athens. E.
Fergusonobservesthat "Eleusinian mysteriesare central to this unit becausethey
were the most famous of the Greek mysteries and appear to have exercised a
55Nock, Early Gentile, 74-75.
56Euripides Bacc. 58.
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formative influence on the mysteriesof the easterncults. The rites had originally
been the property of one family at Eleusis and then became open to the town's
had
Eleusis
initiate
The
to say was, according
"57
the
at
countersignwhich
citizens.
to Clement, "I have fasted, I have drunk the Kykeon (a kind of porridge made with
I
the
I
from
box,
the
I
have
(the
put
act,
the
taken
performed
secretobject)
milk),
thing in the basket and out of the basket into the box. 1158The meaning of the
drinking of the Kykeon is unknown. It seemsit was an acquisition of the fruits of
the earth in honour of the deity who providedthem.

George Mylonas objects to the rendition of the translation of Hesiod's
A-qw) such as
6 6a(W 4EVEKEV
ITOX'UITOTVLa

Homeric Hymn to Zeus (&taVE"

Evelyn White's, "so the great queen Deo received it to observe the sacrament" or
Allen and Sikes', "to observe the rite. "59 Every year the Eleusinian mysteries
to
included
festival
considered
rites
often
as
other
as
well
a
meal
which
a
celebrated
be sacramental in character. Finally, after an entire year of probation, the initiate
included
level,
highest
the right to view the secret
the
to
which
gained admission
contents of a sacred ark.

There are many interpretations of theseevents, and the exact answersto
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57E. Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 200.
58CIement Protr

ii. 16,18.

59Geor

Press,
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(Princeton:
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1961), 224-226. He believes that the drinking of the Kykeon was an act of religious memory, but
implied no sacramental or mystical significance.
601bid., 238-241.
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61
residentS. From what is known, the rites at Eleusis were essentially something
observed. There is no stresson either sacrifices or meals, although surely both
events occurred. Furthermore, in the Eleusinian mysteries there was no "tablefellowship-62 nor was the rite continually repeated. We may observethat there is
not enoughproof to usethe Eleusiniancultic mealas the patternof the Lord's meal.

B. The Mystery Cult of Dionysus

Dionysus was the god of wine and of animal life. The Dionysiac cults were
entirely new mysteries of Greek origin that extended widely in the HellenisticRoman world.

In general,the statecontrolled their practiceand their associations.

The feast was not restricted to any specific locality. The cults were widespreadin
Asia Minor and the Greek islands,but also were found in Egypt and Italy. In order
to have communion with their god the worshippersof Dionysus (called Bacchants)
drank wine until they becamecompletely intoxicated. Another aspectof their rites
was the feastof raw flesh. By eating their god, who was apparentlyembodiedin the
animal they had torn apart, they thought they reacheda state of divine possession
that madethem divine as well. G. E. Mylonas clearly observesthat:
The divine union, the contactwith the divinity, marked the beginning
of a new life for the initiate. He becamea superior human being.
God's own, who, thereafter,lived a dynamic, a Dionysian life. And
since Dionysus was not only the Lord of Life but also of Death, the
devoteebelieved that his union with God would continue even after
death, that even immortality was within his grasp, since his patron
God had attainedit, that thejoy and exaltation he experiencedduring
his initiation was but a foretasteof the bliss to be experiencedboth in
his life and after death.63
61Willis, Idol Meat, 32.
62Metzger, 14.
63G. E. Mylonas, "Mystery Religions
of Greece, " in Ancient Religions, ed. Ver."'ilius T.
A Fern (New York: PhilosopWcal Library, 1950), 176.
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This evidence has been used to prove that there was a meal in which the god
himself, incarnated in a wild animal (normally a bull), was eaten. Willis rightly
observes that "even here, one must remain cautious and not assume what has been
hypothesized is thereby proven. "64 The primitive allusions to the Dionysiac: cults
are different.

The classic account of Dionysiac religion however is Euripides'

tragedy, the Bacclwe ("Bacchant Women"). Euripides' play conveys the abhorrence
with which much of respectable society viewed these seemingly barbaric practices,
but it also conveys the compelling appeal of this religion, especially for women--its
promise of blessed happiness, of contact with elemental forces, of ecstasy, of
possession by the godS.65

The unique characteristic and meaning of the so-called oinophagia (the meal
of raw flesh) of the primitive

Dionysiac rite is hotly debated, especially

the

significance of the term oinophagia. The orgiastic worship of Dionysus viewed in
the Bacchae has a basis in genuine cultic practices.66 In the worship of Dionysus,
the so-called oinophagia was a rite in which live, wild animals were torn to pieces
and eaten raw--doubtlessly a sacramental meal in which one sought to become one
67
believed
It is known that
the
to
with
god who was
appear as a wild animal.
because of its savagery and its ecstatic rites, this form of the cult of Dionysus was
rejected in Greece, but was nevertheless successful in some circles. L. R. Farnell
concludes about the oinopliagia :
64Willis, Idol Meal, 23f.
65Euripides Bacchae 64-168. Seealso David G. Rice and J. E. Stambaugh,Sourcesfor
0
the Study of Greek Religion (Chico: ScholarsPress,1979). 195-197. "It portrays the power of the
secretrites in which the devout dancedin Dionysus' honour, often in winter or mountain heights,
and tore animalsapart in order to consumedie raw flesh and blood."
66E.R. Dodds, TheGreeksand the Irrational (Boston: Bacon Press,1957),27 1.
67Helmut Koester, History, Culture, and Religion of the Hellenistic Age (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1982), 181.
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The inward significanceof this strangereligious act is still a matter of
controversy. The explanation here adopted, that in its primary
meaning it is an ecstatic sacramental act of communion, seems
incontrovertible,but may not be a completeaccountof it.68
The fundamentalassumptionbehind the sacramentalinterpretations of the
onwphagia is that in the feastthe devoteesingest their gods. W. K. Guthrie explains
this assumptionaboutthe oinophagia well:
This primitive
(which rests "on the possibility
of
communion
obliterating the line between the human and the divine, whether for a
long period or for a brief moment of ecstasy, blending the two natures
in one") was achieved by consuming the flesh and blood of the god in
his animal form, a culmination which we have seen referred to by
EuripideS. 69

Clearly in the sacramentalinterpretationof the Dionysiaconiopliagia, Guthrie
However,
believed
devotees
the
themselves
to
that
the
consumed
gods.
argues
also
others have interpreted the data from Euripides and the Dionysiac rite quite
differently. G. S. Kirk, commentingon Dodds' views says,I wonder whether he
has not gone too far in implying that, becausemany of the details of Dionysus'
worship seem to be based on observation, the general picture (in Euripides) is
Kirk
accuratenot necessarilyfor the late fifth century but for the archaic past.11,70
by
in
is
he
line
75
Bacchae:
"Blessed
disputes
Dodds'
the
translation
who,
of
rightly
happy favour knowing the sacramentsof the gods, leadsthe life of holy service and
is inwardly a memberof God's company."71
68L. R. Famell, The Cults of the Greek States (Oxford:

Clarendon Press, 1909), vol. 5,

177

69W. K. Gutluie, The Greeksand their Gods (Boston: BeaconHouse, 1950),49.
70G. S. Kirk, TheBacchaeof Euripides (EnglewoodCliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1970), 7.
711bid., 34. It seems that we find an agreement between Dodds and Kirk. They assume
the "sacramental" nature of the Christian cultic meal. However, this is not necessarily present in I
Corinthians 10. Kirk also mentions that "Taking part in the devouring of raw flesh... among a
band of ecstatic women on Mount Cithaeron was really very unlike a Christian communion or
mass.... The very word "sacrament" is surely incorrect, unless it can be clearly shown that in
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There is agreementbetweenKirk and Dodds (and other scholars) that, in
somemanner,the Dionysiac religion, seenin the Bacchaeincluded the eating of the
raw flesh of a wild animal. What is debatableis the allegedsacramentalmeaningof
that eating. However, accordingto Willis, Dodds holds the view that the Dionysiac:
cult is sacramentalin character, and Kirk's argument is along the same lineS.72
Furthermore, nowherein all the sourcesdoesthe conceptionappearthat the devout
partook of the flesh of the god for their own benefit.73

Arguments can be madeboth for and againsta sacramentalinterpretation of
the omophagia, especially if one counts on explanations taken from plausible or
alleged similarities in other cultures. According to Kane, however, Inscriptions of
Dionysiac societiesin more than 150cities of Asia Minor, the Aegean islands, etc.,
74 Even if a sacmmental
in the Graeco-Romanperiod, nevermentiontheoinop1wgia.
eating of the raw flesh of an animal formed part of the Dionysiac religion before
Euripides, it was uncommonand declineduntil it was only a memory in Paul's time.
One problem with interpretingmost cults in the Hellenistic period, and especiallythe
Dionysiac cult, is that the data comesfrom various placesand times, and allowance
must be made for thesedivergences.75 The following exampleswill illustrate the
variety of ways in which the cult of Dionysusworked.

eating a piece of goat the bacchantsthought they were eating the god himself, or a symbol of him,
rather than assimilating a bit of raw Nature."
72Willis, Idol Meat, 23-33.
73W. F. Otto. Dionysus: Myth and Cult (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1965),
132-134.
74Kane,336.
75Willis' Idol Meat, 30.
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Plutarch's description of an example of the worship of Dionysus includes the
similar processions of Osiris and Dionysus, featuring wearing skins, carrying
76
wands, and giving ecstatic shoutS. Pausanias mentions that at Pellene, Dionysus
was called "torch" and worshipped in a festival called the Feast (ýOPT-rý
of Torches,
77
bowls
torch-light
throughout
the
town.
celebrated with a
parade and
of wine set
Besides the discussion against a sacramental meal behind the Dionysiac oinophagia,
it is significant to see some implications of the domestication of Dionysism which
expose its social nature, at least in the Graeco and Roman Imperial times. 78

Athenaeusdescribesthe Dionysus guild as having meetingsthat essentially
involved eating barley cakes and broth. On special occasions, when cattle were
sacrificed, children shareda meal with their fathers and the family slaveS.79 Based
on the data, it seemsprudent to conclude that for several centuries before Paul's
time, the Dionysuscult did not involve sacramentalmeals. Attempts have beenmade
to find sacramentalimportancein the Dionysiaccult, but evenour knowledgeof the
hard evidence (basedon art monumentsin Italy and inscriptions from Asia Minor
and the Aegean isleS)80is for the most part inadequate for constructing such a
theory.

76plutarch Is.
el Os 364E.
77Pausanias 7.27.3.
78Willis, Idol Meat, 3 1. Another description of Athenaeus
quotes Eratosthenes's Arsinoe
which describes a Dionysiac cult in Alexandria. "Arsinoe stopped a man carrying a flagon and olive
branches and asked what the holiday celebrated. She was told it was called "Flagon-Bearing" which
included a common meal at which each man brought his own flagon from home. "
79Athenaeus 4.149c.
8()Kane, 337ff.
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C. The Mystery

Cult of Mithras

Mithraism was easily the most important of all the mystery religions. 81
Presumablythe strongestcompetitor of Christianity in the first and secondcenturies
was the mystery cult of Mithras. Franz Cumont, the pioneer of Mithraic studies,
associated Roman Mithraism in liturgy and theology primarily to an Iranian
82
context. Mithraism found its way in to Roman civilization in the first century
B. C.E. during the Mithradatic wars in Asia Minor (88-63 B.C.E.). In the early
second century, when the armies of Trajan invaded Mesopotamia, they came in
contact with Mithraism in Parthia.83 Roman soldiers learned of the worship of
Mithras during military expeditionsto what are today Ir-aqand Iran. The conversion
of some of the soldiers to Mithraism helped spread the religion throughout the
Roman empire.84
810n Mithraism, see Hans D. Betz, "The Mithras Inscriptions
of Santa Prisca and the
New Testament, " NT 10 (1968): 52-80; U. Bianchi, Mysteria Mithrae (Leiden: Brill, 1979); S.
Brandon, "Mithraism and Its Challenge to Christianity, " Hibberl Journal 53 (1955): 107-114; L.
Campbell, Mi1hraic Iconography and Ideology (Leiden: Brill, 1968); J. Fer,,),,
uson, "More about
Mithras, " Hibbert Journal 53 (1955): 319-326; R. L. Gordon, "Mithraism and Roman Society, "
Religion 2 (1972): 92-121; G. Halsberghe, The Cult of Sol Inviclus (Leiden: Brill, 1972); A. C.
Nock, "The Genius of Mithraism, " Journal of Religious Studies 27 (1937): 108-113; M. Meyer,
The Mithras Liturgy (Missoula: Scholars Press, 1976); Michael P. Speidel, Mithras:
Orion,
Greek Hero and Roman Army God (Leiden: Brill, 1980); J. Toynbee. "Still More About Mithras. "
Hibbert Journal 54 (1956): 109-114.

129.

82 Franz Cununont, The Mysteries of Mi1hra (Chicago: Open Court Publishing, 1903),
a,

83Merrill C. Tenney, New Testameni Times (London: Inter-Varsity Fellowship, 1965),
120. Through the returning veterans and the Oriental travelers and businessmen who visited the
a,
West it became a popular faith, particularly in the army.
84Nash, 144.

Attempts to reconstruct the beliefs and practices of Mithraism face
enormous challenges. Nash observes that the information available about Nfithra's religion is
scanty. He also adds that "we do know that Nfithraism, like its mystery competitors, had a basic
myth. Mthra was supposedly born when he emerged from a rock; he was carrying a knife and torch
and wearing a Phrygian cap. He battled first with the sun and then with a primeval bull, thought to
be the first act of creation. Mthra slew the bull, which then became the ground of life for the
human race."
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Mithraism, along with the other mystery religions, appearsto have involved
religious meal similar to the Lord's Supper. Metzger saysthat "before the initiate
there were set a piece of breadand a cup of water, over which the priest uttered a
ritual formula. Here where the resemblanceexistedthe Church Fatherstook note of
it, ascribing it to the ingenuity of demons."85 The devoteesof the Mithraic cult
believedthe power of the deity was obtainedby the act of his worshipperseating his
embodiment in a sacredmeal. Cumont believesthat the relief (Konjica, 4th cent.)
which he mentions shows a re-enacting of Mithras slaying the bull. From this
slaying meat was obtained and used in the communal meal and the sacred
86
the
communion of
mystae.

Vermaseren, another scholar writing on Mithraic studies, agrees with
Cumont's sacramentalistexplanationof a meal following a ritual slaying of a bull.
He says,
They firmly believed that by eating the bull's flesh and drinking its
blood they would be born again just as life itself had once been
created anew from the bull's blood. This food and drink were
supposed...to bring salvationto the soul which would in fime achieve
rebirth and eternallight.87

He admits that the meal can be consideredan event which occursmerely on a
divine level betweenthe deities,Sol and Mithras. However the faithful, accordingto
certain texts, copied the examplesof their god during the ceremony.88Clearly, meals
85Metzger, 15. It is fair to urge that if other parallels exist between [lie Christian
sacramentsand paganrites, Christian writers would notice them and give the sameexplanation.
86Cumont, 155-160. He assignsto the Nfithraic ceremony the virtues attributed to the
haomajuice by the Avestian texts.
87j. M. Vermaseren,Mithras, The Secret God (New York: Bames and Noble, 1963),
103.
88Ibid., 99.
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were a standard feature of the cult of Mithras; what is questionable, however, is their
meaning.

Laeuchli and Kane argue that there was no real taurobolium in Mithraic
worship during the Christian era. Kane points out that three kinds of meals took
place in Mithraism. One wasan initiation meal; the secondwas a cultic re-enactment
of the myth without a religious eating of the deity; the third was similar to those
common in the Greek and Romanreligions and social life. 89 An artistic description
of a sacrificial act of animalsin the Aventine Mthraeum representsthe latter form of
meal.90

Besidesthe problem of interpretingthe archaeologicaland artistic evidenceof
Mithraism, the main difficulty is the internal developmentin the Mithraic cults. We
can find three different consecutive forms of Mithraism:

(1) the pre-Helicnic

Mazdeanreligion before it went to the west; (2) the developmentof Mithraism in
Asia Minor and under the influence of the cult of Cybele; and ( 3) Mithraism in the
Roman Empire.91 Possiblythe most significant argumentagainstan early Christian
dependenceon Mithraism is the fact that the timing is all wrong. The beginning of
Mithraism occurred after the close of the New Testamentcanon, too late for it to
have any influenced in the developmentof the early Christian church.92 However,
G. Widengrenclaimed that from an excavationat Dura (Europos)is a Mithraeum that
points to the possibleexistenceof a Mithraic cult before the end of the first century
89Willis, Idol Meal, 36.
90Kane, 350.
91Sarnuel Laeuchli, "Urban Nfithraism, " BA 33 (1968): 76.
92Cumont, 87ff.; Schweitzer, 192.
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Widengren suggested A. D. 80-85 as the dates.93 But Widengren's

A. D.

suggested dating has been rejected. According to other scholars, including
Vermaseren,excavation reports suggestthat the Dura Mithraeum that Widengren
dated so early should be datedmuch later, in A. D. 168.94Even Widengren himself
admittedthat the evidenceis unclear.95

While it seems true that all mystery religions, and especially Mithraism,
appear to have had something that looked like the Christian

mcal,

such

approximation establishes sacramcntalism96in neither Mithraism nor Christianity. In
addition, Mithraism was mainly a military cult. Therefore, one must be doubtful
about suggestions that it attracted nonmilitary people like the primitive Christians. It
seems likely that Mithraic cultic meals cannot be assumed as a model for the Lord's
Supper.

D. The Mystery

Cult of Isis and Serapis

The three most significant mystery religions of the Graeco-Roman era were
the cults of Isis, Cybele, and Mithra.

Egyptian gods and cults were the most

important oriental religions in the Greek world, and during the first and second
centuries of the Christian era they were the most common and widespread of the
non-Greek gods. Isis and Osiris were ancient Egyptian deities. In the Hellenistic
93GeorgeWidengren,"Mithraic Mysteriesin the Graeco-Roman
World With Special
Regardtol7heirIranianBackground, "Acadenda Nazionaledei Lincei (1966), 452.
94M.

J. Vermaseren, Corpus Inscriptionum
Religionis
Mithriacae
et Monumentorum
(1956). 57. In his book on the cult of Mithra, Vermaseren observes that "no Mithraic
monument
can be dated earlier than the end of the first century A. D., and even the more extensive
investigations
at Pompeii, buried beneath the ashes of Vesuvius in A. D. 79, have not so far
produced a single image of the god. "
95Widengren,
96Willis,

452ff.

Idol Meal,

37.
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period, under the Ptolemies,the nameof the god Osiris was changedto Serapis,to
make an identity between this Egyptian name and the supreme god who was
97
by
Egyptians
Greeks.
the
the
as well as
worshipped
Serapis (Lat. Sarapis) replaced Osiris in the Greek world. Ferguson points
out that Osorapis'name derived from, a combination of Osiris with Apis, the bull
god worshipped at Memphis. Ptolemy I instituted the cult at Alexandria and added
Hellenistic characteristics. 99 Recent scholars see the Egyptian cult, which spread
from its known temple (the Serapeum in Alexandria), as a focal point of Ptolemy's
Hellenistic-Egyptian Empire. 99

Nevertheless,the influence of the cult from Egypt on the environment of
primitive Christianity should not be overestimated.As Giinther Wagner says,there
is no guaranteefor supposingthat the Isis-Serapiscult spreadout so extensively as
to have exert such a powerful influence on the Gentile Christian communities that
Christian baptismand the Lord's Supperwould indispensablyhave beenunderstood
by the Greeks and Romansin the sameway as the mystery religion. 100However,
remarkablearcheologicaldiscoverieshaveestablishedthat this Egyptian cult strongly
97Eduard Lolise, The New TestamentEnvironment, trans. J. Bowden (London: SCM
Press,1976), 236-239. The deity Serapiswasequatedwith Zeus,the father of gods and of men,and
was veneratedas a saviour and deliverer, who gives aid to all men. "Isis standsbeside him as the
divine mother, who cameto be so highly regardedthat shegradually surpassedthe importanceof the
god, was glorified as the noble essenceof all deities, and was worshipped as the one goddess,who
encompassesall. "
98Ferguson,Backgrounds, 211-213.
991bid.,211. "rimotheus, an official of Eleusis,played a major role in the introduction of
the Serapis cult. Serapis was portrayed with the features of Zeus, only with a milder and more
kindly appearance(similar to Asclepius), and is often acclaimed on inscriptions as one Zeus
Serapis. "
100Gfinther Wagner, Pauline Bapfisin and the Pagan Mysteries, trans. J. P. Smith
0
(London: Oliver& Boyd, 1967),89-135.
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influenced the city of Corinth. The Egyptian gods in this period were transformed
into mysteries.101

The cults of Isis and Serapisare uniquely pictured among the Hellenistic
mystery religions. Lucius in Apuleius' Metamorphoses,especially in the caseof
Isis, reveals an account of liturgy from a mystery cult in which two meals were
102
be
to
mentioned
regardedas sacramentalmeals. Also connectedwith the Serapis
cult is the hymn by Aelius Aristides which appearsto explain the specialimportance
of his cult meals.103

In addition to the report by Aristides and the account from Apuleius, there
have been found in Egypt someoriginal invitations to meals involving Serapis. In
the Greek invitations, on papyri found in Egypt, the majority are from the
Oxyrhynchus papyri.104

A close look at these invitations shows that they begin with the verb iPWT4or
KaWt followed by the name of the host, the occasion and place of the meal, and its
time (normally "tomorrow, the 9th hour"). The invitations are composed of eight
structural elements: "(1) an invitation-verb,

3rd
in
the
pers.
or
V
KaWtv,
4EPWT4!

indic. act.; (2) the invited guest in the acc. of the pers. pron. ai; (3) the identity of
IOIS. Smith, 'Me Egyptian Cults at Corinth, " HTR 70 (1977): 201-231.
102ApulciusMetamorphoses11.
103W. Dindorf, ed., "Hymn to Serapis.- 27 Aristides (Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1964).
93-97.
104Chan-flie Kim, 392-395, points out that as the chronological list shows, the twentyfive invitations were all written some time between the late first and the fourth centuries A. D. The
earliest instance, POxy 2592, was written, according to the editors, in the late first or the second
century. And the latest one, POxy 1487, is from the fourth century. Iliese invitations were clearly
sent out to invite people to banquets that celebrated common human affairs such as weddings,
religious festivities, and birthdays. The occasion of the feast is always clearly stated in the letters
of invitation.
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(5) the
the host; (4) the purpose of the invitation in the aor. infin. SELTFYýGat;
occasionof the feast;(6) the place;(7) the date-,and (8) the time."105 All the twentyfive invitations mentionedby Kim (excluding five of them) are built on this clearly
structuredpattern.

The persons who were invited to any particular Vine would not have
comprised a large group.

N. Bookidis points out that in the archaeological

excavations of the sanctuary of Demeter-Kore at Acrocorinth in Greece, some 40
dining-rooms were discovered by the end of the 1973 season.106 On the other hand,
the notion of a kline in a banquet meal comes from Greek practices rather than
Egyptian ones. In the Greek world it was always the norm to recline at banquets,
although perhaps not at common family meals (as several vase paintings show). It
seems to be beyond question that the Greek practice gave rise to the Vine associated
with the cult of Serapis.107

The particular casesinvolving invitations to the kline of Serapisare worthy
of study, especially becauseof the relationship to 1 Corinthians 8,10 and 11. They
1051bid.,393. Thecompletetext of a typicalinvitationis asfollows:

1) Invitation-verb:
2) The invited guest:

EpWT4
Ue

3) Thehost:
4) Tle purpose:
5) Tle occasion:
6) Theplace:
7) Thedate:
8) The time:

XccLp4pwv
ScLittfiuaL
EtT KXEL'VTIV TOO Kup(ou IQPdIFLSOT
&
T4 lapair 641
Q6PLOV,

ýTLT

iUTLV

Lt

&W6apaT 0

106N. Bookadis, "Demeter-Kore at Acrocorinth, " Hesperia 43 (1974): 267. She reports
that "several are 5xc. 4.5m. square, could accommodate seven diners, and that cooking facilities in the
" In a report (Hesperia 38 [1969]: 297-3 10), Bookadis mentions
rooms themselves were lacking.
0
several of these dining-rooms in more detail. For instance, room 13 could accornmodate nine or ten
banqucters at one fime on a continuous couch (. 80 - 90cm. wide, 55 m. high); while room 6 had
.
.
identical remains around two walls (pl. 78b).

1071-lorsley,New Documents, 8-10. 'Mis is not a matter to occasion surprise. For
despite the name of the god, it was a thinly-veiled Greek cult which Ptolemy I introduced in his
Helleviistic-EgyptianEmpire."
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Papyri"
"Oxyrhynchus
here;
the
translations
the
texts
are
of
plus
are reproduced
from Grenfell and Hunt:109
P. Oxy. 110

'EPWT4

Kijpfolu lapawtBoT
TITV9

BEUWýaat d<

GE XatpllllWV
EIGTIV

LE,

&ITO'

iV

Tý
(,)PCL!g

lWTrct(j
0

KX4Et'vylv

au'ptov,

Chaeremonrequestsyour companyat dinner
in
Sarapeum
lord
Sarapis
the
the
the
table
of
at
tomorrow, the 15th,at 9 o'clock.
P. Oxy.

523

'EPWT4

rITOXEV(a(OU)
5ELITVhCj(CtL)
oE'AVTW'VLO(S)
69
ITaP'
abT6L
KXrLt'V71V TOý KUPICOU lapalnSosiV ToIT
lapaiTtW(VOT)
KXau&(t'oij)
Tt
L!g d1TO'
wpas.

Antonius, son of Ptolemaeus,invites you to dine
with him at the tableof the lord Sarapisin the house
of ClaudiusSarapionon the 16th at 9 o'clock.
P. Oxy.

1484

Elig (K)XEL'"V
aE'AiToXw'vto! g 8ctlwýoat
ýITEP VEXOKOlUpt'WV T6V
TOý KVpl'OlU lapaTrtBoT
MEX46V]
iV TCJ E)[Ohlpiy

'EPWT4

I

Apollonius requestsyou to dine at the table of the
lord Sarapis on the occasion of the coming of age of
his brothers in the temple of Thoeris.
P. Oxy.

1755

'AiTt'w
SEtiTvýaat EV TQ OÜKQ TOU
CFE
Y.apalTEtolu EIS' KXEMJV TOÜ KUPLO1USapalitSog
Tb ly äU0 wpag 0

'EPWTý

Apion invites you to dine in the houseof Sarapisat
the tableof the lord Sarapison the 13that 9 o'clock.
P. Oxy.

2791

'EpwTý
crtom
PIOV

GE Alo-YEvy)ý SEIWAaat

TfW
4Ttg

OmyaTpoisý

au-rou

Ev

Elg

TQ

ITPWTOYEVEL'-

2:apawEL'y

au-

maX(ýväwo' Opag il

Diogenes invites you to dinner for the first birthday of
his daughter in the Sarapeum tomorrow which is
Pachon (? or 16) from the eighth hour onward.
108Grenfell and Hunt. Those papyri wWch mention Serapis clearly are: P. Oxy. 110,
523,1484,1775,2791.
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Several important characteristics are apparent in these invitations. Obviously,
for
is
but
lapdutSog
the locations
the KXEL'VIJV
a
place,
an
event,
TOO KUPt'OU
not
differ. 109 In the majority of casesthe place is the temple of Serapis (see for instance
P. Oxy. 110,1755,2721).

But in other cases the house of the host is mentioned

(see P. Oslo. 157 and P. Oxy. 523), or the father of the host (P. Yale 85), or even,
Willis says, the temple of another god (Thoeris, P. Oxy 1484; P. Colon 2525). In
similar cases, the occasions mentioned for the meals are different, but do not specify
the time of the dinner. In two instances the occasion is given: A coming of age
celebration (see P. Oxy. 1484) and especially the occasion of a birthday party (P.
Oxy. 279 1). 110 These appear to be personal invitations from the wealthy Sarapiasts
to their friends. It is obvious that the occasion is not an initiation but to a social
event. It is probable that these dinners were familiar celebrations, and to assume that
they refer to a sacramental cultic meal is questionable.

The significant question of this study of sacramcntalism (in relationship to
these Hellenized Egyptian cults)

is what value these meals had for those who

offered them and to those who were present. Some scholars have regarded these
invitations

as examples of a cult worship, and not infrequently

a sacramental

meal. 111 The comments by outsiders on the meals of the devotees of Serapis, while
clearly pejorative, describe them as pre-eminently social matters. Juvenal says that
the Egyptian religious celebrations were characterized by continual feasting for a
109J.G. Nfilne,"T'heKline of Serapis:
'Journal of EgyptianArchaeology11(1925):
6-9.
1IOWillis, Idol Meal, 42.
11IHelmut Engelman, The Delian Aretalogy of Serapis (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1975), 43.
He adds: "All ancient mystic religions have provisions for such feasts, cf. the Dionysiac
UTtOC(SET,the communion of the Nlithraic devotees, the agape (love feasts) of the early
Christians."
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112
Likewise Philo observes that the sacrificing associations (Kaaoi) of
week.
Egypt, even though called (jUvoBotand KXLVaL,
were in actuality based only on
strong drink, carousing, and wantonness.113

Tertullian also contrasts the humble decorum of meals by Christians with the
lavishness of the devotees of Serapis. He says that the clouds of smoke from their
celebrations drew the fire department.114The evidence from Aristides and Apuleius
is that the meals (invitations) mentioned in the Oxyrhynchus Papyri most likely were
mainly social occasions and not sacramcntal. 115 But, Horsley stresses the fact that
"although it was a matter of some disagreement earlier in the century, there is now a
clear consensus that these banquets had a fundamental religious character. "116
However, according to the evidence of the invitations it is evident they were not
merely for religious banquets, but also occasions that celebrated such important
occasions as weddings, birthdays, and any other kind of social gatherings.

112juvenalSatires 15.40. He
accusesthe Egyptians of practicing cannibalism. However,
if Juvenalhad known of a sacramentaleating of Serapisor Isis as a
that
conversely, "one might
say
4,
Cý
doctrine of the cult, he might well have turned this to propagandaadvantagge.
"
113philo Flacc 17 (136).
114TertullianPraescrHaer. 40.
115Nfilne,JEA 8. Milne saysthat we regard the "KV"
of Serapis"as a dining club. He
concludes: wrhereis nothing strangein a dining-club meeting alternatively in public institutions or
in private houses: it would be natural for a memberto use it for the purposeof celebrating family
events; and... guests might be invited to it by members." He uses the term "secular" in order to
explain thesemeals.
116Horsley,New Documents, 6. He says: "Serapiswas consideredas being
present for
the dinner. Ilie most clear cut evidence for this is provided by Koenen's text, republished as P.
K61n 57-LC. This invitation is unique to the set: only here is the god himself the host who bids
the guestsattend.We know almost nothing about what occurredat thesebanquets,in addition to the
meal." Willis' recent findings cannot be ignored: "cult meals... were generally regarded
fundamentally as occasionsfor social associationand conviviality. " SeeW. L. Willis, Idol Meal,
17-64. He concludesthat idol meat was neither a sacramentalact designed to establish unity with
the god containedin the meal, nor a communalact viewed as a meal sharedbetweenworshipper and
deity. Rather,the meal was a social act which, although acknowledgingthe presenceand importance
of the deity, focusedon the horizontal, social relationship betweenthe participants.
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To analyse these specific argumentscritically is beyond the scope of this
study, so we shall restrict ourselvesto a few generalremarks in the hope that some
day the question of Paul and the pagan mystery religions will be treated
comprehensively.117Although the early Christiansunderstoodthe Lord's Supperas
a sacramentalrite (paganscelebratedtheir cultic mealsas a guaranteeof immortality
for each of the partakers),others understoodthe common meal as a messianicfeast
in expectationof the coming of the Lord. One must take note of such differencesto
understandthe Hellenistic paganreligions "asa history-of-religion phenomenon."118
Nevertheless,it is well known that paganmystery religions (as a history-of-religion
phenomenon)were not elaboratedin Paul's time. But the elaboratedform, which
119
have
D.
been
from
A.
third
to
trace,
the
centuries
scholars
secondand
able
comes

It requires a fertile imagination to discover any important parallels between
either version of the Isis cult and the Christian understandingof the Lord's Supper.
We may say that the parallelismsfound are merecoincidental. In any case,we have
to treat this evidencewith caution. Indeed,it is most likely that even in the mystery
religions, cultic meals (sacred),especially in the mystery cult of Isis and Serapis,
were not consideredas sacramentaloccasions.120

I 17Toour knowledge, still the most complete studies in English which treated Paul and
pagan mystery religions are by H. A. A. Kennedy, Paul and the Mysiery-Religions, 1913; J. G.
Machen, The Origin of Paul's Religion, 1921; T. Wilson, St. Paul and Paganism, 1927; and S.
Angus, The Mystery Religions and Christianity, 1925.
I 18Koester,199.
119Kennedy.St. Paul, 70. Furthermore,there appearto be good argumentsfor finding an
early date in tracing "Gnosticism", but "there is the almost Completesilence of Christian writers to
the end of the secondcentury on the questionof the mysteries." Seealso W. D. Davies, Paul and
Rabbinic Judaism (London: S.P.C.K. 1970),90.
120Willis, Idol Meal, 47.
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E. Mystery-Religions

as Part of Paul's Environment

In the previous sections we have sought to analyse the assumption that
Christianity was for Paul a mystery religion and that many of his religious views
were part of or allied to the mystery cults of paganism. The relation of the mysteryreligions to Paul's environment requires further consideration. Throughout the
sphere where Paul moved in his missionary operations he was in contact with many
converts to Christianity who had been initiated into pagan religions.

This is one

reason for Paul's choice of Corinth as the base for his missionary work in Greece.
Oscar Broneer further adds that "he would have come to the Isthmus for the
occasion, and this gave him the opportunity to become familiar at first hand with the
pagan rites that formed an integral part of the festival. 11121Nevertheless, assuming
also that Paul from his youth had been in contact with pagan religions, 122he could
most likely

have known the cults as they were in their status nascendi. In other

words, Paul did not know the Hellenistic mystery religions in the form in which
they are known to us, becausein this fully developed form they did not yet exist. 123
Martin Hengel points out that,

More recent investigations of the most important oriental mystery
religions in the Greek-speakingEast, the Isis cult, by F. Dunand...
and L. Vidman..., say what has long been known, making it more
preciseby an abundanceof evidence,with all the clarity that could be
desired,and one can only hopethat in the end it will also come to the
notice of New Testamentexegesis,so that the worn-out cliches which
supposecrudedependenceof earliestChristianity betweenAD 30 and
AD 50 on the "mysteries" may give way to a more pertinent and
informed verdict: The great wave of the oriental mystery religions
only beginsin the time of the empire, aboveall in the secondcentury,
as we havestressedmany times already. The struggleand at the same
1210scarBroneer,"Paul and the PaganCults at Isthmia," HTR 64 (1971): 169-187.
C,
122Ibid., 187.
123Schweitzer, Paul, 192.
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time the first beginningsof a synthesisof the most powerful oriental
cults also begin in this century.124
Cumont insists again and again that Paul somehow was in contact with
mystery cults, and he gives special emphasis to the view that Paul had had some
point of contact with Mithra religion. 125 However, Mithraism, like the cult of Attis,
was not popular in the Greek world; it did not seem to have made much impact in
any part of the Roman Empire until well after Paul's death.126

It seemed inevitable that Paul should become familiar, at least from the
outside, with religious ideas and terminology which were current in these influential
cults. Certain important terms like TýXEIO!
9, TIVEU[taTIK69,OWTTIpia,and others,
were in the air. However, these words meant one thing, no doubt, for a Christian
and quite a different thing for a pagan. These are not strange words; they belonged
to the common language of religion and to the normal stock of metaphors. It seems
that there was a deliberate avoidance of them as having associations which were
deprecated. 127 Surely, there is no indication of an appropriation

of mystery

124Hengel, The Son of God, 27. "In the second century AD, Christianity was already
widespread and established; it was a strong competitor, but hardly the object of syncretistic
bitter struggles with
alienation any longer. At this period syncretistic gnosticism was engaged
in
Zý
eal
Christianity. We can hardly draw conclusions about the early period from it, and cannot therefore
simply transpose the conditions depicted by Apuleius or even by the Christian fathers from the
second century, like Justin, Clement of Alexandria and Tcrtullian, to the time between AD 30 and
AD 50 which is of particular interest to us. Moreover, we know virtually nothing about the extent
of the mystery cults in Syria in the first half of die first century BC. There is no indication that
they were particularly widespread there at this early period or that they had a strong religious
el
el
influence. On die contrary, we should reckon rather that there is strong Christian influence on the
later evidence of mysteries from the third and fourth centuries AD. "
12SCuinont, 10.
126John F. McConnell, "'nie Eucharist and the Mystery Religious, " CBQ 10 (1948): 2941. "Both literary and archaeological evidence is said to be forthcoming to prove that there was a
Mithraic sacramental banquet. " But on the contrary, he says: "No source as much as hints that the
banquet commemorates a passion of Nfithra; there is not the smallest indication that the bread and
water were believed either to contain or to convey the substance of the god. "

127Nock, Vocabulary of the New Testament,133.
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religions terminology. Indeed,Paul doescontrastthe God of the Christians and the
Christian Ayrios with rival claimants to the hearts of his contemporaries, but he
contraststhem as totally different.
Paul's literary style is the key to understandinghis attitude to the world. He
was surroundedwith the terms of the LXX and Jewish apologetics, and memories
of the sermonswhich he listened to at Tarsus as a boy. 128 When Paul speaksof
pagansacrificesin I Corinthianshe is clearly interpreting them purely in the light of
his own religious views. Furthermore,with regard to the apostle himself, scholars
are coming to recogniseonceagainthat Paul's prevailing mind set was influenced by
rabbinical customs and that his newly found Christian religion ran in patterns
previously formed at Gamaliel'sfeet.129

On the other hand, K. Lake went so far as to claim that under Paul's
influence Christianity

was transformed into a mystery religion. 130 W. Bousset

strongly argues that Paul was converted to Christianity from a Gentile Church, and
that his religion is the cult of the risen Lord whom he sees modeled after the deities
of contemporary mystefies. 131 Richard Reitzenstein believes that the clue to the
understanding of Paul is found in the latter view. 132 But these theories imply that
Paul had turned his back upon his Jewish background and virtually accepted the
tenets of the Hellenistic mystery religions. These theories are unconvincing for three
main reasons: (1) The roots to which appeal has been made are of a late date, and
1281bid., 347.
129Metz,,
7. A good example of this change of emphasis in Patiline
er,
,,,

studies is found in

W. D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism (London: S.P.K., 1962).

130K. Lake, Earlier Epistles of St. Paul (London: Livington, 1914), 215.
13IW. Bousset, Kyrios Chrislos (G8ttingen:

Vanderhoeck & Ruprecht, 1921), 92-96.

132R.Reitzenstein, Hellenistic Mystery Religions (Pittsburgh Theological Monographs,
No. 15, Pittsburgh: Pickwick Press, 1978), 113.
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our lack of knowledge of the actual nature of the ceremonies performed in the
is
There
(2)
Christian
the
makes
precarious.
mysteries
any comparison with
practice
almost complete silence of Christian writers up to the end of the second century on
the question of the mysteries. (3) Certain elements are lacking in the mysteries that
are fundamental to Paul's view of dying and rising with Chfist. 133

At any rate, the current argumentamong scholarshas turned in favour of a
Jewish-oriented

Paul, due to a number of factors: (1) the unconvincing

nature of the

lists of terms coincident between Paul and the mysteries; (2) the lack of demonstrated
contacts between Paul and Hellenistic
implication

paganism; (3) the obvious

and correlative

that the determinative concepts in Pauline thought can be better explained

134
background.
Thus, while not denying all Hellenistic
basis
his
Jewish
the
on
of
influence, it seems most likely that his theology was mainly derived from his Jewish
heritage. 135

2.3 Other

Backgrounds

A. Introduction:

from

Hellenistic

Jewish

Sources

A Note on Jewish Meals

The Christian meals are usually related, in the first place, to the Jewish
in
by
large
like
in
fact,
Jewish
However,
the
those
were
practices
and
meal
meals.

rest of the Hellenistic-Jewishworld. When Jewspartook of a meal in relationship to
133W. D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism (London:
134Devon

S.P.C. K., 1962), 89-9 1.

Christianity
H. Wiens, "Mystery Concepts in Primitive
mid in Its
Enviromnent. " In Aufsteig und Niedergang der rdinischen Welt 2.23.2. Edited by H. Temporini
and W. Haase (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1980), 1263.
135Davies, 91.
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a sacred celebration, their meal was almost identical in its form to that of the Jewish
formal meal.136 Bahr describes the Passover meal liturgy:
What is the order of the meal? The guests enter [the house] and sit on
benches, and on chairs until all have entered. They all enter and they
[servants] give them water for their hands. Each one washes one
hand. They [servants] mix for them the cup; each one says the
benediction himself. They [servants] bring them the appetizers; each
one says the benediction for himself. They [guests] go up (to the
dining room) for their hands; although they have [already] washed
one hand, they [now] wash both hands. They [servants] mix for
them the cup; although they have said a benediction over the first
[cup] they say a benediction [also] over the second. They [servants]
bring them the dessert; although they said a benediction over the first
one, they [now] say a benediction over the second, and one says the
benediction for all of them. He who comes after the third course has
137
to
enter.
no right

Obviously the usual order of a Jewish meal (like Passover)has become a
standardin liturgy, with the order of events,the washing of hands,prayers,cups of
138
from
derived
in
Judaism
the
meal
wine, and courses,
.

Indeed, even the literary form in which the Passover liturgy is stated can be

139
from
in
derive
in
large
literary
Judaism.
There was a rule for
to
part
models
seen
the Passovercelebration. Even a poor man in Israel does not eat until he reclines.
And they do not give him lessthan four cupsof wine, even if it must come from the
charity plate.140This rule makesclear social equity at the meal, so that the wealthy
cannot lord it over the poor, in the words of Timon. 141This is strikingly like the
136Smith, Social Obligation,

(1970):

178.

137Gordon J. Bahr, The Seder of Passover and the Eucharistic Words, " Nov Test 12
182.

138S. Stein, 'The Influence
of Symposia Literature on the Literary Form of the Pesah
Haggadah, " JJS 8 (1957): 13-44.
139Smith, Social Obligalion,

179.

14OBahr, 183.

141plUtQuaesl. conv 616 E-F.
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social ethics related to a meal in other contexts. It shows that in Judaism, as in
paganism, the meal can have a symbolic sense.

The debate regarding whether the Lord's Supper is a haburah or kiddush
meal is not yet settled. At the beginning of this century, Lietzmann made popular the
view that the Lord's Supper was a haburah meal. This was a special kind of meal
among Pharisaic friends and it had a religious overtone. Furthermore, some groups
of friends got together to obtain ritual holiness, to do some charities, and to partake
in common meals. 142 Even though it seems that this kind of meal gives a good
pattern for the Last Supper, it must be said concerning this suggestion that here again
we have an ad hoc conjecture for which there is absolutely no evidence. 143 It thus
appears that there is not enough proof to suggest that the Jewish haburah144 meal
had some characteristic features like the Lord's Supper.

Another suggestion has been made by G. H. Box. He proposed that the
Lord's Supper practices are not identical to the Paschal Meal itself, but to the
kiddush meal or Sabbath-kiddushto sanctify the holy day before the Passover. He
argued that there is a striking similarity betweenthe real, customary action of the
kiddush meal and the Lord's recordeddeedswith the breadand wine. 145However,
even if we acceptBox's theory, the problem hasnot beensolved, for kiddush comes
142Hans Lietzmann,

Mass and Lord's

Supper (Leiden:

E. I Brill.

1979), 165-17 1.

143j. Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus, trans. N. Perrin (London: SCM Press,
1966), 30. He further comnients that "every meal had religious solemnity because ofthe grace that
was always said, irrespective of whether it was taken alone or in company, or of whether it was a
mere snack or a formal meal with which wine was taken. "

1441.Howard Marshall, Last Supper and Lord's Supper(Exeter: The Paternoster Press,
1980), 20.
145G.H. Box, "ne Jewish Antecedentsof die Eucharist," JTS 3 (1901-2): 358-360. He
said, I venture to suggest, then, that the real Jewish antecedentof the Lord's Supper was die
weekly Kiddush."
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directly

before the real celebration

of the day.

Burkitt

Sabbath is done on what we call Friday eveningl not twenty-four
Furthermore,

Mark's

says: "... Ka

ATOipaaaV

668EKa.
ýtýxoov

Kai

explicit

wording

hours earlier. "146

on the matter has to be considered.

T6 1Td(jXa. Kat

60(ag

dVaKEtj1EVWV a1U'T6V Kal

for

says that "Kiddush

Mark

)FEVOVEVW EPXETat JXETa TWV

ýGOWVTWV

...

Kai

ýVvijaaVTES'

It seems that the narrator is giving the details Of TO' TidaXa (Mk 14: 16......

18,26).

Some scholars have maintained that the Lord's Supper, and especially the
Last Supper, can be identified with the Sabbath-kiddush ceremony. The Sabbath-

kiddush ceremony arose in the late Tannaitic period or perhaps early Amoraic.
Consequently,it does belong to Jesus'time.147

The assumption, however, that the Lord's Supper was a kiddush meal is
improbable because the kiddush meal did not exist as anything other than the
Friday
before
Sabbath
Jewish
the
evening;whereas,as mentioned
on
meal
common
in
Jaubert's
Thursday
(except
Supper
Lord's
took
the
evening
place
on
above,
theory of a Tuesday eveningmeal)148as a commemorationof the JewishPassover.

146F. C. Burkitt, " The Last Supper and the Paschal Meal, " JTS 17 (1916-1917): 294.
147Jeremias, The Eucharistic, 28-30, says that 'Mere has been a strong tendency to accept
this identification because today at the Sabbath-kiddush the blessing of the wine is followed by the
breaking of bread which begins the meal. But this combination of blessing the wine and breaking
of bread arose only in the late Tannaitic, or perhaps early Amoraic period as we saw, as a
back
does
in
It
development
Babylon.
Friday
to the
the
not
go
service
of
of
a
evening
consequence
time of Jesus. Above all, however, the sanctification of the Sabbath took place on Friday after
four
Last
Supper,
the
to
the
testimony
gospels, was
of
all
unanimous
whereas
according
sunset,
held on T'hursday evening. " He also mentions the name of scholars such as F. Spitta, P. Drews, J.
Foxley, G. H. Box, P. Batiffol, and R. Otto who are the ones who identified the Last Supper as it
kiddush meal.
148A. Jaubert, La date de la CMe (Calendrier biblique et liturgie chritienne (EtB), Paris,
1957), 188ff.
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B. Story of Joseph and Asenath

In the story of Joseph and Asenath (also called "Aseneth"), some writers

have seena hint of the origins of the Lord's Supper,or at least a possible influence
149
in
it.
Christian
The story comesto us in a Greek version, yet it is
the
on
practice
normally consideredto be Jewish in origin. Josephand Asenath is a love story in
which the author has put a midrashic interpretationof Gen. 41:45,50-52 and 46:20
into the form of a Hellenistic romance.150It describeshow JosephmeetsAsenathin
Egypt. She is the daughterof the Egyptian priest Pentephres(Potiphar). We are
told about her conversionfrom paganismto Judaismand her marriageto Joseph.

According to J. H. Charlesworth, "This haggadic midrash on Genesis 41: 45
consists of twenty-nine chapters that contain inter alia polemics against retribution
for wrong doers and idol worshippers, and propaganda for the Jewish religion. "151
The story, in all probability, is Jewish and stems from
Jewish community.

sources in the Egyptian

It has even been argued that the original text was in Hebrew,

the Greek text being a translation. But it is quite certain that Joseph and Asenath was
written in Greek. The presupposed text

of the Old Testament

is that of the

Septuagint, and the language and style are also Septuagintal throughout. There are
no grounds at all for regarding the Greek as a translation of either a Hebrew or an
Aramaic original. 152 However, the consensus of the majority of scholars (such as
149Marshall,

26-28.

150E. Scharer, revs. & eds. G. Venues, F. Nfillar and M. Goodman, The History of the
Jewish People in the Age of Jesus Christ (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1986), 546.

(Chico:

151J. H. Charlesworth, The Pseudepigrapha and Modern Research with a Supplement
Scholars Press, 1981), 137.

152H. F. D. Sparks, ed., The Apocryphal Old Testamem(Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1984), 470. Marshall rightly observesthat 'This is the story of Josephand Asenath, which has
beenhandeddown in a Greek version and is usually thought to be of Jewishorigin. "
el
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E. Schfirer, J. H. Charlesworth, M. Black, M. Philonenko, and others) is that

Josephand Asenathprobably come from a Jewishbackground.

It is difficult to say anything definite regarding the time of its origin. There is

no clear evidenceof a Christian interpolation,and revisionsof the text are few when
considering the composition and nature of this writing. The structure of the story of

Josephand Asenathfalls into two main parts:
Part I (chs. 1-21) is suspended between two allusions to the Story of
Joseph (Gen. 37-50). Chapter 1: 1 echoes Genesis 41: 46 to tell that
Pharaoh sent Joseph around Egypt to gather up the corn of the seven
years of plenty, followed in 1:2 by a remark about Joseph's arrival in
Heliopolis. Chapter 21: 9 notes the birth of Ephraim and Manasseh in
accordance with Genesis 41: 50-52. The narrative proper opens with
an exposition in 1:3-2: 12; it corresponds to the page announcing the
cast of characters and the scene of action that we usually see prefixed
today to a play or detective story. Part I is rounded off by a hymn in
21: 10-21 in which Aseneth recounts what happened to her. This
consists of a combination of two different plots: the love story
engaging Asenath and Joseph, in chapters 3-9 and 19-21, and the
conversion story, which involves Asenath and the heavenly man in
chapters 10-18, overlapping the love theme in 8f and 19. Part 11(chs.
22-29) opens in 22: If. with a summary of Genesis 41: 53f. and 45: 2646: 7; 47: 27: Jacob and his kin come to Egypt and settle in Goshen.
Joseph and Asenath go to visit them (ch. 22 is an exposition). 153

The most important topic is the conversionof Asenathto the Jewish religion.
The original natureof the romancemay be understoodallegorically. Asenath is the
representationof the community of the believers, not just of the proselytes, but
perhapsof thosewho havebeenconvertedfrom within Judaismto becomemembers
of the true community (or mystery community) of God. Joseph represents the
celestial messenger.154 Bread, cup, and oil (ointment) are symbols of the

&Todd,

153J.H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (London: Darton Longman
1985), 180-182.
1-54Koester. 265.
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sacramentsof the genuinecommunity which understandsits sacramentalfood as the
breadfrom heaven(manna).

Many of the studies that draw on the story of Joseph and Asenath to explain
New Testament theology are concerned with conversion.
where the story is most informative

It seems likely that this is

to N. T. studies. However,

our main concern is

how terms like a'PTO!
EbXoy-qpývov, Oavaat'ag,
9, E1U'XOY7jVEVO!
9, C(0ý9, ITOT11PLOV,
d4)Oapat'aig in JA 8.5 and elsewhere could help us to
and Xp1cf1ja EU-XOYTjVEVOV
understand

the origins of the Lord's Supper.

G. D. Kilpatrick

observed that the

cultic meal which he had discovered in Joseph and Asenath was not connected to the
Lord's Supper, although these two meals show a characteristic

model:

The blessing

155
bread
The
Lord's Supper and the
the
meal.
and
and wine as a sacred
partaking of
meal of Joseph and Asenath developed
practice which is unfortunately
although
influence,

Kilpatrick
its Christian

thought

separately

from an ancient Jewish meal

not elsewhere affirmed.

C. Burchard observes that

that "the meal of JosAs has undergone

parallel bears the stamp of our Lord himself.

mystery
This older

Jewish meal ought to be considered as a real alternative to the background

of Jesus'

Last Supper. "156 Perhaps this is why few scholars, if any, have subscribed
Kilpatrick's

to

ideas
his
if
they
of
about JA.
views even
approved

155G. D. Kilpatrick, 'The Last Supper, " Exp. T. 64 (1952-3): 4-8. He calls attention to a
most important, but almost wholly neglected apocryphon, the Prayer of Asenath (Joseph and
Asenath = JA).

156C. Burchard, 'The Importance of Joseph and Asenath for the Study of the New
Testament," NTS 33 (1987): 102-134. On the contrary, Jeremias had advocated that the Last
Supper of Jesus comes from the Jewish Passover meal. He further says that "Kilpatrick's
if
be
is
does
it
if
JosAs
Furthermore,
that
an
argued
not attesta cultic meal.
might
suggestion void
alternative background for Jesus' Last Supperis needed,we have analogies which are closer both
geographically and conceptually than the hypothetical model of the meal of an Egyptian Jewish
mystery group."
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the few who have adopted Kilpatrick's

Among

that XCilpatrick ignores the relationship
meal, especially

ideas, Karl G. Kuhn says

between the passages in JA and the Essenes'

as these meals are portrayed in the Qumran texts. In his opinion,

JA refers to the cultic meal of the Therapeutae.

Since the Therapeutae were linked to

the Essenes, the meal of the Essenes (known

from Qumran texts and Josephus),

clearly had a deep religious

significance,

although the passages do not say what it

was. 157

Kilpatrick stressesthe text of JA whereit is said that the Jewswere separated
from the pagans by eating
EV'XOYIIIIEVOV

aPTOV

6XOYEj4VOV

(wA!g and drinking

60avautag and being anointed XPL'OVaTL

In his prayer JosephasksGod
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that Asenath(ýaYETW

6XOY'9[tEVW

6PTOV

(Wflig

TFOTýPtOV

6(ýOaPO(aS'.
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TFLVýTw

(jou. At that time, the angel, the archistrategos,visits Ascnath

and promisesthat by acceptingthe Jewishbeliefsshewould be allowed to participate
in the blessed bread, wine, and anointing. Finally, Asenath is called VaKapfa
'E(ýCLYES' a'PTOV
because

CWýg
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that
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concurs
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piece of Hellenistic Jewish religious propagandafrom a mystery community in
Egypt.158There is uncertainty,however,about whetherthe sentencesquoted are an
JA
Last
He
help
for
Supper.
thinks
that
the
the
is
understanding
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immediate
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157Karl
Stendahl (London:

G. Kuhn,

Supper and the Communal
SCM Press, 1952), 74-76.

158J. Jerentias,

-rhe

"Me

Lord's

Last Supper, " Exp. T. 1952-3:
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91-93.

Meal at Qurnran, " ed. Krister

of the propaganda used with solemn phrases borrowed

from Hellenistic

159
syncretism.

The five passages from Joseph and Asenath mentioned are: ".
a
good
..
bearing man who
...
immortality

...

eats the blessed bread of life and drinks the blessed cup of

(85). Joseph prays to God for Asenath that she may be blessed,
."

11... and let her eat your bread of life and drink of your cup of blessing.
(8a).
.. ."
The Archangel Michael says to Asenath: "From today on you will be created anew,
and you shall eat the blessed bread of life and drink the cup filled with immortality. .
(155). The Archangel Michael blessesAsenath after her miraculous partaking of
. ."
a heavenly honeycomb: "Behold, you have eaten the bread of life and drunk the cup
of immortality. .. ." (156).

Asenath says to Joseph, "Today the angel came to me

160
bread
life
drank
blessed
I
I
(195).
the
the
of
cup"
and gave me
and ate and

Thesefive texts demonstratethat the expression"to eat the blessedbreadof
life and to drink the blessedcup of immortality" is a technical formula, especially
since the passageitself doesnot require suchterminology. The meal in JA showsits
deeperimportanceby the useof the interpreting genitive constructions"the breadof
life" and "the cup of immortali ty."I 61

Furthermore, the differences between the Last Supper (especially in I Cor.
11) and the meal in JA are too great for either to be the source of the other.
However, these two meals exhibit a common model: The blessing and the partaking
1591bid., 91. "Kilpatrick is inclined to assume that JA gives us evidence for the existence
of a Jewish religious meal (not mentioned elsewhere) similar to the Last Supper; but it is difficult
to imagine that such a religious rite existed without having left a trace anywhere else."
16OSparks, 480-482.
161Kuhn, The Lord's Supper, 76.
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of bread and wine as a sacramental meal. For instance, the common meal of the

Essenesat Qumran and the feast of the Therapeutaehad a religious character, but
Rabbinic Judaism gives no account of them. Similarly, the bread and wine is
preceded by a blessing in JA, and the Lord's Supper, and the meal of the
Essenes.162

If the story of JA is of Jewishbackgroundand reflects Jewish customs,then
one might conclude that it has a common pattern with the Lord's Supper (the
blessing and the partaking of bread and wine as a religious meal). However,
B urchardtried to demonstratethat thereare more thanjust common patternsbetween
JA and 1 Cor 10-11.163

We can compare the way JA 16 relates the blessed bread, cup, and ointment
with Asenath's manna-eating; it must not be overlooked that the Supper was
in
JA,
bread,
institution
Cor.
(I
10:
11),
the
case
of
cup,
whereas
as
an
established
and ointment represent the manna.164 On the other hand, it must not be ignored that
Paul's style is "typological" interpretation. The nature of Paul's argument suggests
162MIpatrick, 6
16313urchard, 121-122. For instance he says that "If one reads I Cor. 10-11 with JosAs in
PpCopaand irVcUP(XTLK6;
1 Tr6pa in 10.3 f., meaning
mind, what strikes one first is 11V4EUVCCTLK6V
the manna and the water. nEUj1CCTLK6V
points to their supernatural origin, but above all to their
effect. They imparted spiritual gifts, perhaps not so much the Spirit as supernatural qualities which
had spirit for their substratum. This is reminiscent of JosAs 16: 14: the manna which Aseneth ate
Oust once to be sure) was iffWDva Ms% Moreover Paul regards the manna and the water as the
prototype of what in his day is the Lord's Supper ("for the rock was Christ, " v.4). " He mentions
another example where he sees a similar view in JA with I Cor 10: 1-5: 'It seems to me that the
characteristics of die Exodus generation in I Cor. 10: 1-5 are not too far from the characteristics of
in JosAs 8: -7: faith and pneumatic nourishment as opposed to idolatry and the
the 64ECrUE04T
fathers
idol
food.
Furthermore,
them
to
the
apostle
our
as
employs
present
of
consumption
converts much as JosAs does to illustrate the conversion of Asenath. mother of Proselytes; and
both are concerned to tell their respective readers what they have got and ought to preserve, albeit
with a different emphasis. Paul warns against apostasy, JosAs extols the benefits of true religion. "
See his article for further details and other parallels.
1641bid., 122.
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that the Corinthians were aware of the evidence of the OT passages: Ex. 13:21, the
pillar of cloud and fire; Ex. 14:21f., the sea; Ex. 16:4,14-18, the manna; Ex. 32: 6,
the apostasy. Paul says in 1 Cor 10:6 that "These things", the ones described in
10: 1-5, took place as examples [TUTFOLI
for the followers of Christ. Paul describes
Israel's miraculous experience, the bread and drinking of water from the rock, as a
form of spiritual eating; without doubt it is a type of the Lord's Supper165 which is
not clear in JA. Before we conclude this section of our investigation, it must be
mentioned that the specific period of time and origin of the story of A

remain

unclear; 166there is not enough information to merit its use as an explanation of the
Lord's Supper.

The result of this study suggeststhat JA is irrelevant to the origin of the
Lord's Supper. Indeed, it is going too far to assume-that these examples from JA
refer to the Christian Eucharist (especially the Lord's Supper in 1 Corinthians 10 and
11) and that they are Christian interpolations. 167 As far as can be known, almost all
past and recent scholars168who have studied JA from this standpoint have come to a
similar conclusion.

C. Philo and the Therapeutae

The Therapeutaeare differentiated from the Essenesin that the latter are an
active community,

but the Therapeutae

represent the contemplative

life.

Philo

165Fee,I Corinthians, 446.
166Marshall,27.
16'7Kuhn, The Lord's Supper, 74.

168Jeremias,91 and The Eucharistic Words of Jesus, trans. N. Perrin (London: SCM
Press, 1966), 33; A Black, The Scrolls and Christian Origins (London: Thomas Nelson and
Sons, 1961), 105f. Seealso 1. Howard Marshall, 27.
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observed that they did not have any profession or any practice of sharing houses or

clothes,nor did they get togetherexcepton very specialoccasions.A very distinctive
characteristic was that while the Esseneswere an exclusive male community
(brotherhood) the Therapeutaeadmitted women into their communities.169 M.
Delcor also observesthat,
Les Thdrapeutes sont apparent6s par leur genre de vie m8me aux
Essdniens. Cela est habituellement reconnu par les s*ialistes.
Mais
certains, non sans quelque exag6ration, vont plus loin. Vermes, entre
autres, estime que les Ess6niens reprdsentaient la branche active,
tandis que les Thdrapeutes dtaient la branche contemplative du meme
mouvement religieux (43). Quoi qu'il en soit du lien qui unissait
exactement les Essdniens aux Thdrapeutes, nous trouvons dans le De
vita contemplativa la preuve qu'ils concevaient leurs repas sacr6s en
170
des
quelque sorte comme
sacrifices.

According to Philo'sDe Vita Contemplativa,theseEgyptian Therapeutaehad
their settlement at the Mareotic Lake. 171Although they did not belong to the Essene

community proper, and were an order by themselves, they surely had a close
connectionto the Essenes.They were an Egyptian offshoot of the PalestinianOrder
169Plülo De Vita Contemplativa

IX

,

104-168.

170M. Delcor, "Repas Cultuels Ess6niensetM6rapeutes. TIdaseset Haburoth," RQ 23
(1968): 409. "En voici quelques indices: I. - Ils se r6unissent pour leurs repas sacr6s v&US de
blanc, cest-b-dire, commenousFavonsd6jAdit, dansdesvetementsqui les faisaient ressemblerA des
pretres en train d'officer (66). Leur repas,comme tons les repasjuifs, 6tait pr&Zdd d'une pri&e
(67). 2.- Lors du banquetcommun quil les rassembletoutes les sept semaines,ils s'abstiennentde
vin et ne boivent cejour-IA que de I'eau trds limpide. Philon rapprochecet usagede celui pratiqud
par les pretresen train de sacrifier: "La droite raison,6crit-il, commeaux pretre dansleurs sacrifices,
commandeA eux ausside vivre sansboire de vin" (73-74) (44). Massebiaua bien saisi la port6e de
ce rite quand il &-rit que "le banquetdesTli6rapeutes6tait consid6r6 par eux commedes sacrifices"
(45). 3- Un autre indice non moins significafif est le fait que lesllidrapeutes mangeaientdu pain
lev6 assaisorindd'un sel mM d'hyssope,par respectpour la table sacr& qui se trouve au Temple.
Celle-ci en effect porte despains et du sel sansautresassaisonnements(46), mais le pain est sans
levain et le sel est pur. "11convenaint, poursuit Philon. que les mets les plus simples et les plus
purs fussent attribuds A la classesup6rieuredespretres,en r6compensede leur minist&e, et que, si
d'autres partageaientleur z6le, ils s'abstinssentde ces mets, afin que ceux qui leur sont supdrieurs
aient ce privifte" ( 82-83).
171PhiloDeVita Conlemplativa 125.
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of the Essenes;in this way their cultic meal, and thereby also the meal in Joseph and
Asenath, is related to that of the Essenes.172

The names Therapeutae and Therapeutrides are derived from @EpanEuw,
in
the sense of either cure or healing. Philo said that they believed the soul can be
cured. The sickness of the soul consists of those problems which are inflicted by the
passions and vices. The name, as derivable from a root meaning "to worship, "
means that the Therapeutae were taught by nature and sacred laws to worship the
self-existent God. 173

The Sabbath was the one day on which members of the community
assembled for worship. The ITPEOPUTaTosamong the Therapeutae gave a discourse
on the Sabbath. The sermon was not a rhetorical or philosophical one, but it was a
thoughts. Every
careful and exact expression of the meaning of the ITPEOOUTaTOSJ
seventh Sabbath was specially honoured; on Friday at sunset, the community wore
white garments to both the common worship service and the fellowship meal. 174
Besides the Qumran cultic meal, this is "the only other description we possess of a
sectarian meal of the period.... and in this case, there is no doubt that it is a Jewish
sacred meal. 11175

They sat in order of seniority at their sacred meal, which concurs with the
report in 1 QSa. This meal, however, was one of leavened bread and water only.
The menu did not include meat. Philo related that,

172Kuhn, The Lorsd's Supper, 76.
173Philo De Vita Contemplafiva 115.
174Lohse, 88.
175BIack, The Scrolls,

106.
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The table too is kept pure from the flesh of animals;the food laid on is
loaves of bread with salt as a seasoning,sometimesalso flavoured
from
for
hyssop,
daintier
Abstinence
the
as
a
relish
with
appetites.
wine is enjoined by right reasonas for the priest when sacrificing, so
to thesefor their lifetime (IX 74).
The young men bring in the tables mentioned a little above on
..
which is set the truly purified meal of leavened bread seasoned with
salt mixed with hyssop, out of reverence for the holy table enshrined
in the sacred vestibule of the temple on which lie loaves and salt
without condiments, the loaves unleavened and the salt unmixed. For
it was meant that the simplest and purest food should be assigned to
(IX. 82). 176
the highest caste, namely the priests
...

The ascetic life of the Therapeutaeappearsto be similar to that of the old
Rechabite ascetics,especially in their abstention from drinking wine and in their
abstentionfrom eating meat. The similarity which Philo draws betweenthe "tables"
of the Therapeutaeand the tableof the show-breadin the Temple revealsthat though
the Therapeutae were a lay community, their sacred meal had the same cultic
character as the offering of the show-breadby the priests in Jerusalem'sTemple.
The breadwas consecratedbread,the table was considereda sacredtable, but, since
the Therapeutaewere laymen and belongedto a low rank, their bread was leavened
bread. 177 In describing the meal in this manner, Philo reveals its origin and
character in his comparison. The close similarity between the sacred meal of the
Therapeutae,consisting of leavenedbread and plain water only, and the priests'
participation in the Bread of the Presence or show-bread, supports such an
interpretationof the ori gins of the sacredmeal.178
176PhiloDe Vita Contemplativa 159-165.
177BIack, The Scrolls,

108.

178Ibid., 169. 'It is highly significant that of the three passages which have survived and
which describe such a meal, one portrays it as a Messianic Banquet, another as participation in the
meal of the Shew-bread. It may be that such a meal was eaten in anticipation of the corning of the
Prince of David's line (or Nasi'). and of his participation in the sacred meal of Ezekiel XLIV: 3.
The meals of the Thcrapeutae may have had a similar messianic significance. " He further adds, 'It
seems more probable that a sacred meal of this type lies behind the daily 'breaking of bread' in the
Primitive Christian community in Acts than a meal such as that of the Passover. " Ukewise, the
parallel that one can see with such a meal to the Lord's Supper is not clear, though the Messianic
element in the T'herapeutae sacred meal may be compared with Paul's view of the eschatological
banquet in I Cor. 11:26.
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Another point worth mentioning concernsthe striking parallel, as well as
differences, betweenDe Vita Contemplativaand the information on the Essenesin
Philo and Josephus. These three primary sources agree that both groups had
communal meals (although the Therapeutae meal may have been held on the Sabbath
and special days). They rejected slavery, practised restriction in eating, abstained
from marriage, chose to develop high virtues, and showed respect and reverence for
the Law of Moses.179

There are further similarities in Philo's respective descriptions. The
Therapeutaeand Essenesdid not live in cities, detesteddoing business,got together
in a community centre for worship and meals, celebrated the Sabbath, and
interpreted the Bible in an allegorical way. Each member of the community had a
summerand a winter robe, and the youngermemberswere respectfuland devotedto
their elders.180 Other characteristicsof Philo's Therapeutaewere attributed to the
Essenesby Josephus. He claimed that in both communities young people were
presentat the meetings. They useda white robe when entering the sacredrefectory
to participate in the sacred meal consisting of bread and one other course. Both
groups recited their usual morning prayers facing the rising sun, they possessed
bodily
healing.
Bible,
than
the
and
practised
and
spiritual
writings
other
sacred
Furthermore, complete silence was peculiar to both'groups while attending their
181
defended
Both
Therapeutae
Essenes
themselves
and
againstrobbers.
worship.

179Schiirer, 593-595.
180%lo De Vita Contemplativa 153-155.
181Josephus Ant XV 10,4 (37 1); XVii
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13,3 (346); B. 1 13,5 (78).

On the other hand, there are several peculiarities of the Therapeutae that are

theseinclude abstention from
without parallel in the descriptions of the Essenes-,
eatingmeatand drinking wine at their main feastand the vigil connectedwith it. The
Esseneswere Palestinianswhile the Therapeutaelived in Egypt; the latter'scommon
life was on a smaller scalethan that of the Esscnes.They did not allow women, but
the Therapeutaedid allow old or virgin women. The Therapeutaedid not own
182
is
hint
there
and
property,
no
regardingany sourceof subsistence. Thisiswhere
somescholarsconsiderPhilo's portrait of the Therapeutaeinaccurate.

If the Therapeutaedid not have possessions,money, nor slaves,and did not
work, how did they subsist? The limitations of this study do not allow us to
consider this question-, however, the evidence of the ancient sources (Philo,
Josephus) and from the Dead Sea discoveries supports the assumption that the
Therapeutaewere membersof an Egyptian community branch of the Palestinian
Essenemovementand that they participatedin communalsacredmeals.
2.4 The Christian Sacred Meal

A. Alleged Similarities

Between Paul's Lord's Supper and Pagan

Meals

In the previous section it has been discussed that the Lord's Supper, as
taught by Paul in I Corinthians, is alleged to have been borrowed consciously, or
more probably, unconsciously from one of the mysteries or sacramental ideas
common to some Pagan religions.

The most primitive

account of a Christian

communal meal is found in the Epistle to the Corinthians where issues of theological
and social ethics within the community also appear important in the discussion. That
182Schfirer, 596.
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there are parallels betweenthe mysteriesand the Christian rites (sacramentalrites
such as baptism and the Lord's Supper)has beenobservedsince the early centuries
of the Church when both Christians and non-Christians commented upon some
similarities.

Smith observes,however, that almost all the popular information falls into
this kind of error. They build out of the various fragmentsof information a kind of
universal mystery religion which never truly existed, least of all in Paul'sepoch-183
1 Cor. 11:17-34 is the most illuminating passageregardingcommunal meals. The
Lord's Supper (KUptaKO'V
Mtrvov 11:20) is celebratedin the Christian assembly
("When you come together in an assembly;" auvEpXovcvwvutt6v ýv ýKKMIO(q
11:18). Paul quotesthe tradition of the eucharisticwords of Jesusin 11:23-25; the
"Lord's Supper" includes the Eucharist.184

Since the problem addressesthe fact that some are not getting enough food to
eat, while others are clearly getting plenty to eat and drink (11: 21), the meal partaken
of by the Corinthians must have been intended to be the social evening meal of the
congregation. Indeed, the tradition Paul mentions in 11:23-25 gives us important
information about the form of the meal. It began with. a consecration of bread to the
Lord by means of the opening blessing. The bread ritual also marked the beginning
of the Wtuvov proper, which of course is the term for a formal evening meal. The
cup ceremony took place after the gdrrvov ( tlUa TO' BEtuv?pat 11:25).

The drinking of the Kykeon in the rites at Eleusis, which most of the time
has beenconsideredto be the prototype of Paul'steachingabout the Lord's Supper,
183Snýth,Social Obligation, 192-194.
1841bid,180.
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is as opposite as possible from the Christian Communion.185 The common cup
ceremony has been adaptedand reinterpretedaccording to the self-identity of the
Christian community. 186But the question ariscs, is there a sumposion following
this ceremony? The sumposionwould usually be the time for entertainmentand/or
conversation as well as cating and drinking. Smith suggeststhat the subject of I
Cor. 12 and 14 is proper "conversation" or oral instruction at the Christian
congregation.187The location of chapters 12-14 in 1 Corinthians is immediately
after the narration of the Mnvov proper, which could draw a logical connection of
the activities describedin the two sections.188

The passagesseemto describeeventstaking place at the sameassembly. A
comparison of verses 11:20 "when you come together for a meeting" ... to eat
ý71 TO' aýT6
(CFIJV4EPXOIIEV(OV
VV6V
23,
)
14:
"if then the
ýayCtv
with
...
...
whole church comestogether for a meetingand all speakin tongues... CE&v ou'v
OUVWD

h

&KXTIO(a

O'XTj 6TL

T6

aýTO'

9
KCA 7FaVT4E!

XaMjotv yWaaats.. .)

suggeststhat the entire meeting takes place at the table and the portion next to the
meal proper correspondsto thesumposion part of a formal banquet.189
18SMetzger,14. 'The latter was the privilege of the TLEActot,or fully initiated, but the
drinking of the Kykeon was a preliminary ceremony, prescribed for the candidate prior to his
initiation. Furthermore,in the Eleusinian rite therewas no table-fellowship, nor was the ceremony
"
confinually repeated.
186j. Jeremias,

Words of Jesus, trans. Norman Perrin (London:
SCM
The Eucharistic
Press, 1966), 8. This cup is identified with the "cup of blessing (T6 ITOTAPLOV Tft
CU,XoY(cCT)"
Jewish ceremony
in I Cor. 10: 16. If this term is to be connected with a traditional
at the
by Jeremias,
it seems that the adaptation
of the
of a meal as claimed
conclusion
bet wvov/uupiY6crtov format had already begun with Judaism.

187Smith,Social Obligation, 181.
188GiintherBomkamm, 'ýOnthe Understandingof Worship," Early Christian Experience
(New York: Harper. 1969), 2.
189Jeremias, The Eucharistic.
48-49. Ibe physical setting at Corinth is difficult to
define. On the one hand, the participants during the worship portion were sitting rather than
reclining (K(X0fl0r0QL,14:30) whereas the posture at the pagan meals in the temple was reclining
8: 10) and the posture at virtually all the meals of Jesus with his disciples
(KCXTCLKIEEOOQL,
mentioned in the gospels was reclining. " Ilie Corinthian Christians evidently met in a home and
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Paul also discusses in 11: 17-34 "schisms"
gatherings.

Although

J. Munck

describes

11: 18) at the meal

(ox(avaTa,
as "Die

Corinth

Gerneinde

ohne

Parteien, "190 it is clear that the church at Corinth was split. The problem is in each
member taking a private dinner (15toy Winvoy
hungry while others are drunk"

11: 21). The result is that "some are

(6s' VEV TrEtVqt, 019 BE VEWEt 11: 21), " implying

that there is an inequity in the distribution

of the food.

Paul addressed this problem

with an argument that begins by quoting the original tradition of the meal (11: 23-25).
He provides an interpretation
advice:

"Therefore,

of the tradition (11: 26-32) that leads to his concluding

my brethren,

when you come together

( WOTE, &GEX(ýOt VOU, OUVEPXOVEOLEl!ý

another"

to eat, wait for one

TO' O)CLYCtV a*XX'Q'XO'US'

iKUX, Eo6c, 11: 33).

Since the instructions by Paul in 11:33 specified eating together, then the
issue was the ZtStov Wtuvov
traditional

as a meal separated from the Lord's meal.

way of interpreting the term 16tov Sttuvov

One

has derived from the

translation of upoXavNvEtv to mean "to eat beforehand. " This connects well with
11:33, and it seems to suggest that some were simply starting to eat before the others
arrived for the meal. Consequently, Paul's instructions at 11:33 simply specified that
everyone cat together, the broader implication is the concern for the status system in
191
in
Christian
Corinth.
On the other hand, Gerd Theissen's
the
community at
effect
view of the wealthy meeting before the others in order to enjoy a fine meal, and then
ate togetherall in oneplace. In Lucian'ssymposium,whenan uninvited guestarrived late for
hewasoffereda placeto sit. He refused,however,on the
whomtherewasno roomon thecouches,
groundsthatsucha posturewaswomanishandweak,insteadhereclinedon thefloor (13).
190J.Munck, Paulus und die Heilsgeschichte(Aarhus: Copenhagen,1954). English
translation,Paul and the Salvationof Mankind,trans.F. Clarke (London: SCM Press,1959),
162-166.
191Smith,SocialObligation,193.
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continuing to enjoy their own separatemenu after the others arrive, does not seem
192
to
the
context.
appropriate
Yet it appearsthat the private meal was connectedwith a questionof status.
Paul has identified the question of status as a problem at the communal meal
because, in effect, it makes two meals and creates divisions (schisms). Such
schismsstrike at the very natureof the communalmeal. Hence,the apostlebuilds an
argumenton the basisof the sacredtradition, and comesto what may appearto be a
rather simple conclusion (11:33-34). However, it is not mundane to Paul-,it is
essentialto the meal.193In addition, such a selfish attitude is against the nature of
the meal and the fellowship (brotherhood) that should exist among the Christian
believersat Corinth.

It has beenpointed out that there were such associationsof initiates, which
formed an integral part of Paul's environment as he worked in great centres of
population like Antioch, Ephesus,Corinth, and Rome. It is meaningful that in the
Imperial era Dionysus was constantly associatedwith cult-guilds, either as chief
deity or in combination with others. Isiac guilds were already notorious in first
century Rome.194 However, Heinrici has tried to establish specified similarities
between pagan religious guilds (brotherhoods) and early Christian communities,
such as thoseat Corinth. He draws severalremarkableparallels and some genuine
points of contact,but we do not haveenoughinformation regardingthe organisation
of either pagan or primitive Christian societies to be able to conclude that the
192GerdTheissen,The SocialSettingof PaulineChristianity,trans.J. H. Schfitz
(Edinburgh:T. & T. Clark,1982),155-172.
193flansvon Soden,"Sakramentund Ethik bei Paulus," Marburger TheologischeStudien,
vol. 1 (1931): 31-40.
194Kennedy,St. Paul, 74-78.
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Christian congregation at Corinth was nothing more than a transformed pagan
195
(guild).
religious association

On the contrary, the case may be different when we turn to the sacrificial

meals of paganism, meals which had their counterpart in the practice of mystery
brotherhoods. Perhapsthe main goal of these was, as F. Curnont suggests,the
keeping of communion among the brethren.196 This would, of course, rest on the
evidence of their common fellowship with their god. Yet the single question still
remains: How was that fellowship (brotherhood)supposedto be established? It is
not easy to answer this question with certainty. It is probable, but by no means
certain, that in an early stageof society the participants of the sacrificial animal
thought they were thereby sharing the very life of their god, either as incarriatedin
the sacrifice or somehowunited with it. 197It seemsimpossible, therefore, to bring
forward any convincing proof of the conception of eating the deity from GraecoRomanreligions contemporarywith Paul.

2.5 Summary

This short study has sought to consider the most important and widespread
of the Hellenistic-Roman mystery religions and the Hellenistic Jewish meals. In the
previous chapter, we tried to assessthe assumption that Christianity was for Paul a
mystery religion, and that many of Paul's ideas were closely related to the mystery
cults of paganism. Evidence has been adduced to demonstrate that throughout Paul's
1951bid.,
80.
196F. Cumont, Oriental Religions in Roman Paganism(Chicago: Open Court
Publishing,1911),64.
197Kennedy,St. Paul, 258-259. He adds: '13ut as least as probable an explanation is the
notion that the god himself is presentand shareswith his worshippersin the sacrificial meal."
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missionary journeys he probably was in touch with many who were formerly

initiated into pagan mysteriesand becameChristians later on. The data related to
sacramentalmealsin the Hellenistic mystery religions are scantand usually difficult
to explain198(although Horsley recently arguedthat there is now a clear consensus
that thesebanquetshad a fundamentallyreligious character).199

Furthermore,it hasbeenobservedthat the meal of Serapiswas held in the
temple of Serapisand in private homesas well. Therefore, we cannot discount the
possibility that Paul'sadvice, especiallyin 1 Cor. 10:27-30, has to do with a cultic
200
Despite the wide acceptancewhich this
meal and not simply a social meal.
hypothesishasreceived,many critical sourceswarn againstsuch assumptions.
Thesepaganmealscan be divided into three types. First, some membersof
a cult society ate together for fellowship. The meal, perhaps,commemorated the
dead founder in whose honour they gathered.201 Nevertheless, as mentioned
before, Hans Lietzmann has argued that the Christian view of participating in the
202 Jeremias
Lord's Supper in memory of Jesus came from this pagan CUStOM.
criticized Lietzmann's view and said that the terminology used in the Hellenistic
paganmeal is different.203The paganmealswere held not to celebratethe deathbut
the birthday of the personhonoured. Paganmealswere becomingmore secularthan
198 lbid, 257-279.
199Horsley, New Documents, 6.
20OKim, 396.
20INock. Early Gentile. 72.
202Hans Lietzmann, Mass and the Lord's Supper (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1976). 182. He
formulated his view more precisely and said: "'This do in remembrance of me. ' Ile Lord's Supper
assumes the character of a 'meal of remembrance' for one departed, and thereby ranks distinctly as a
type of the religious meals that were customary everywhere in the Graeco-Roman world. "
203Jeremias, The Eucharistic,

238-243.
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religious around the first century. Consequently,it is unlikely that the Hellenistic
paganmealsgive the origin of the notion of rememberingJesus.

Secondly,

there were meals at which

a god or goddess was thought

to

204
he
Paul
language
be
The
to
that
the
when
of
over
preside
meal.
used may
similar
talks of participating
10: 21).

in the table of the Lord or in the table of demons (I Cor.

It seems probable that the common

"table of God, " has influenced

Greek usage, which

mentioned

the

the Pauline wording, 205 especially if the phrase had

already been used in the Septuagint for the Jewish worship place.

It is most likely

that Paul's reference to Exodus 32: 6 in I Cor. 10: 7 is a parallel

between the idol

206
idol
Israel
in
desert
the
the
worship.
worship of
and
pagan

The main difference between the Jewish and pagan meals is that in the
Jewish meal the worshippers believed they ate in the presenceof God, but in the
pagan meal the worshippersbelieved they were sharing the meal with the deity or
even consumingthe god, dependingon how the evidenceis interpreted.

The last type of meal mentioned by Nock is the eating of the raw flesh of a
bull by devotees of Dionysus. The bull was considered a representation of the deity,
207
himself.
Attempts have been made to
the
that
the
partakers were eating
god
so
find a sacramental importance in the Dionysus cult, but even scholars like Dieterich
204Nock,Early Gentile, 73.
205L. Goppelt, TDNT, vol. 8 (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 1970), 213-215.
2()6Marshall, 28. He points out that "What we are dealing with here is a type of pagan
meal which is also attested in the Old Testament, the holding of a meal after a sacrifice in which
the worshippers eat the animal previously offered on the altar and thus have fellowship with the
god. Paid's citation of Exodus 32: 6 in I Corinthians 10:7 shows that he recognized the parallel
between the idolatrous worship of the golden calf and pagan cults. "
207NOck, Early Gentile, 73-74.
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208
is
that
the
evidence
altogether
acknowledge
unsatisfactory. It is probablethat the
ideaof eating and drinking in someother cults had the samemeaning,but there is so
little information regardingthesecults that it is difficult to draw any solid conclusion
about the presenceof theseideas.

In any case, we have not found in I Corinthians 10 and 11 anything to
suggest that this notion played a special part in the Lord's Supper. According to
John 6: 53-56, when Jesus talks of eating his flesh and drinking his blood, the idea is
obviously expressed in a metaphorical and spiritual language rather than in a literal
209
sense.

Therefore,it appearsthat the sharingof mealswas a normal religious practice
in the pagan mystery religions, Judaism and Christianity, and there are some
parallelsin all thesemeals. Yet the similarities are not as closeas they appearat first
to be. Although the Lord's Supperwas not derived from the mealsof the Hellenistic
cults and mysteries,it would not havegrown in the mannerit did without Hellenistic
influence.210It seemsthat Klauck's view hasto be taken affirmatively to a certain
degree. But, at the sametime, Paul did not dependpurely on one or anothermystery
religion in order to develop his own thoughtson the Lord's Supper. Even among
the Hellenistic Jewishmeals(apart from the JewishPassover)the similarities are too
superficial to draw a solid conclusionon the matter. However, Wcdderburn insists
that the matterregardingthe mysteryreligionsdeservesmore careful treatmentthan it
has rcceived.211
208Dieterich,250-256,and Kennedy,257-259.
209NImhall, 29.
21OKlauck,163-165.
21lWedderburn.158_163
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So, it appearsthat the scholarly disputesover Paul and his relationship to
Hellenistic mystery religions and their influence on the Lord's Meal are destinedto
in
differed
indefinitely.
The
importance
the
the
motif
communion
of
continue
Christian and pagan meals. The weekly memorial meal of the death and resurrection
of Jesus and the special note of thanksgiving

(Eucharist)

in the prayer of

consecration of the bread and the wine provide no counterparts to pagan practices.
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CHAPTER 3

SOCIAL

MEALS

IN THE GRAECO-ROMAN

WORLD

After consideringeachof the four major paganmystery religion mealsin the
;M0
Graeco-Roman world, it seems clear that the ceremonies of the sacred meals in the
the same as in the eranos meal at Corinth. The practices,
pagan
religions
are
not
0
structures, and the motif of the pagan meals had some differences from the practices
of the early Christian Church at Corinth. The next step is to study the social meal
and its different customs in the Graeco-Roman world.

3.1 Introduction

We have mentioned some aspects of the social Graeco-Roman meal custom
which throw light on parts of Paul's discussion of the Lord's Supper.,

The

practices of the meals in the entire Mediterranean world seem to have become
standardised in some details during0 the Graeco-Roman times and beyond (ca. 200
B. C. E. to 200 C. E. ). 2 Although some differences occurred, all these meals
0
essentially adapted the same standard practices to suit specific functions. Certainly,
the influence of these cultures had an impact on the practices of the meal at Corinth.

I In this chapter and the previous
one, sc, -eral particular objectives which correspond to
the various aspects of the problem have been set forth. The first objective was to understand the
influence of the sacred meals (especially the mystery religion meals discussed already in chapter
two) in the Graeco-Roman world. Another objective of the study is to consider the social meals in
order to understand the social-cultural context of the Gentile Christian meal at Corinth. Thus, it is
necessary to know what happened in a typical Graeco-Roman dinner party.

2D. E. Smith, "Meal Custom," ABD
648-655.
vol -4 (New York: Doubleday, 1991-1),
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Generally, in the Graeco-Romansociety a formal meal indicated an assemblyof a
group of friends and family for a celebration that meant more than to satisfy the
appetite. It was a social occasion, and the social meal was understood in the
Graeco-Romanperiod as "Communal meal.'ý3

Four types of communal or formal meals in the Graeco-Roman society are

(2)
Greek
DeipnonlsvMPOsium;
(1)
to
this
the
particularly significant
study:
meal:
the Romanmeal: CenalConvivium;(3) the Graeco-RomanEranos meal, and (4) the
Christian Eranos meal. Also important is the social stratification and rank in the
Graeco-Romansociety.

3.2 The Greek Meal:

Deipnon

Symposium

The symposion custom became very popular and was considered in classical
times a social event, particularly in the Graeco-Roman time. The fundamental
structure of the symposion appears to be unchanged from the time of Homer. The
symposion was both a private and public celebration.

Generally, the symposion

was set in the context of the big meal of the day, the Greek &tnvov (or as we will
discuss later, the Roman cena), which normally began around the ninth or tenth
hour of the day.4 It is interesting to notice that in Homer's time, it was often eaten
about the middle of the day. The other two meals of the day would be the a'1PICTOV,
5
breakfast),
(probably
66pnoc,
the
the
the
meal
night.
and
morning
or
meal of
3D. E. Smith, "Social Obligation
in the Context of Communal
Christian
Meal in I Corinthians
in Comparison
with Graeco-Roman
HarNard, 1980), 3.

Meals: A Study of the
Meals, " (Th. D. diss.,

4D. E. Aune, "Septem Sapicntium Convivium, "
ed. Hans Dieter Betz SCHNT4 (Leiden:
E. J. Brill, 1978), 71.

5Homer, Od y. 9.311,15.76,19.321.
'
consideredas the morning meal.
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In some instances, the Mtrvov

meal was

These and other changesin the structure of the meal in the classical time
showeda fundamental change in the total aspect of the different meals. If a man
reclined at a meal, he took the postureof the social high class,a posturecommonly
taken by the aristocratic class.6 The Greek Winvov normally took place shortly
before sundown, or sometimes even after sundown. In the Greek symposion
(5evrrvov),36 or more guestsattendedthe meal, while in the Romanconvivium 6,
9, or sometimes 12 guestsparticipated in the meal. Plutarch also mentioned that
coucheswere shared,and some rich people built large dinning-rooms that had the
capacity to hold thirty couchesor probably even more.7 It was a common practice
not to serve wine with the meal, but to save it for the TTOTo<
after the 56nvov
8
proper. Clearly, in both the tradition and the practice, the symposion was
consideredas a social expression of Greek religion. It was the normal custom to
issue invitations to the banquets. To get together with friends or business or
religious associates,one would invite them to his home for a meal.9 Banquetswere
also held on significant family occasions, such as birthdays, weddings, and
funerals. Invitations to the banquetusually specifiedthe hour, but the most probable
time was a little before sunset. The host expectedthe gueststo arrive on time, but
latecomerswere quite common. Similar situationshappenedat Corinth, wheresome
6plutarch,Quaest.conv.8.6. Seealsothediscussion
of recliningbelowin part3.3of
thischapter.
71bid, 5.6.
8Lucian, Symp. 14f.
9D. E Smith and Hat E. Taussing, Many Tables: The Eurharist in the New Testantent
Trinity Press International, 1990), 28. "Various kinds of
and Liturgy Today (Philadelphia:
organized clubs also met for communal meals, and sometimes seem to have been organized almost
exclusively for the purpose of providing banquets for their members from a common purse. We
know of various kinds of such clubs, especially from inscriptions which provide records of their
official business and often define the rules for their banquets. One type of club could be called a
trade guild, since it was made up of individuals who had the same occupation. Their purpose,
however, was to provide a social outlet rather than a political lobby. "
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members came earlier and others arrived late for the Lord's Supper. Plato
host of the banquet,startedthe banquetwithout one of
the
commentedthat Agathon,
e)
his guests,who arrived late, though the latecomerwas warmly welcomed when the
meal was almost finished.10

As the guests arrived, certain customs often were observed before the
banquetstarted. A servant met the participantat the door and led him to the dinning,
room. Then, other servantswould remove his shoesand wash his feet, after which
he would be ready to take his place on the couch.II

Normally, the guesttook his

his social status."These positionsbecameespeciallywell defined
to
placeaccording
0
in the Romanperiod." 12

Thus, the useof this practice,promoteda consciousnessof the social rank of
the guest invited into the banquet. Lucian describes a banquet at which women were
invited, and a latecomer guest was welcomed to sit, since all the reclining positions
0
were taken by the other guests. He refused, on the ground that sitting at a banquet
was 'womanish and weak' (YUVaIK6tOV Kat [taXOdKOv). Rather he decided to
13
floor
his
high
the
recline on
as a sign of
social
Status.
0

However, for the classical Greek era, the correlation of positions and status
is more difficult.

The position

most honoured

was the first

place (17PC3TOC),

apparently to the right of the host. The positions around the room to the right were
given to the guests according to their rank, with the last position being the lowest.
IOPIato, Symp. 175C-D.
I libib, 175A.
12Smith,Social Obligation, 8.
13Lucian, Symp. 13.
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These places were commoniy0assigned by the owner of the house to the Ouests
according to their social status.14 There were some instanceswhere two or three
people shared the same couch.15 While the social status of the guests was
Smith
the
there
participants.
assumed,
was also a senseof social equality among
it
"equal,
"
is
is
by
it
the
term
that
since
not always clear what meant
points out
did not indispensably rule out the traditional pre-requisitesof one's status.16

Plutarch's observation is especially instructive. He pointed out that, "in the

inherent
for
is
the
as
an
argued
meal
accompanyingconversation,such equality at
aspect of banquet 'friendship'." According to this line of argument, the diners
form
in
leave
behind
divisive
the
a
should
social rankinasof outer societyand effect
door
dining
the
the
they
of
entered
new society with new social rules when
chamber."17 Plutarch suggestedthat when the membersparticipated in the meal,
they should agreeto sit wherever they wished, without worrying about their social
rank.

In addition to differencesin food, location, and posture,Smith observesthat
time
of
one
anotherdivision is mentionedin I Corinthians: Distinctions in the length
0
had to eat. The well-to-do were the main offendersin eatinga private meal,because
they could begin earlier than the others. They had more time in the evening,

14PIato, Symp. 177D-E. Generally, the host assigned the places. Phaedrus occupied
first place at the table (IIP(;)TOI; KaTaxclaaat), others followed to the right (ýTti 6rt1q), and
Socrates spoke as one who, occupied the lower position at the end of the table (6 uaTaTOc
KaTaKCiGOal).

15W. S. Ferguson,"The Attic Orgeones," HTR 37 (1944): 80. Especially the reference
to casesof 3,4, or even 5 sharing a couch on some vasepaintings.
16Smith

and Taussing,

34.

17PIutarch,Table Talk 616C-F.
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whereasthe working classwould arrive late to the meeting.18 Paul admonishedthe
Corinthians to wait for one another(I Cor. 11:33). It is interesting to notice that in
one matter Pliny's suggested solution can be compared with Paul's: In the
his eating habits to those
communal meal, one of the social high
class
should
adjust
0
Cý
appropriate to one of a lower social class. Martial's criticism is with the idea to
elevatethoseof the lower classto the samelevel as the onesin the high socialclass:
Since I am askedto dinner, no longer, as before, a purchasedguest,
why is not the samedinner servedto me as to you? You take oysters
fattened in the Lucrine lake, I suck a mussel through a hole in the
shell; you get mushrooms,I take hog funguses; you tackle turbot,
but I brill. Golden with fat, a turtledove gorges you with bloated
rump; there is set before me a magpie that hasdied in its cage. Why
do I dine without you although, Ponticus, I am dining with you?
The dole has gone: let us have the benefit of that; let us eat the same
fare. 19
In another passage, Martial expressed himself more bitterly, even cursing
4t.
Cý
his host who flaunted before all the other guests his social superiority. Differences

in honor according to the place the personshould sit naturally causedfurther social
20
offenses.

It was customary for the household slaves to serve the food on the table.
Trays were also placed on the tables. Tables were arranged one to a couch or group

of couches,so as Lucian mentioned in many cases,diners might partake from the
same table. A characteristic arrangement is the one provided by the dining room of

18Smith, Social Obligation, 189. Smith describes the typical
afternoon schedule for a
member of the upper class: Exercise, bathing, perfuming, and attiring oneself for dinner. In the
summer, the Romans preceded this regimen with a siesta.

19Martial, Epigranunata, 111,60.
201bid, 1,20. Seealso Gerd Theissen,The Social Selling Pauline Chrislianity, trans.
of
J. H. SchUtz(Philadelphia: FortressPress, 19812),162.
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the Asklepeion at Corinth, which dates from the 4th century B. C. E. 21

For

the wall with an opening
along
instance, there were nine couches of stone arranged
Cý
eý
Vý
for the doorway.

It seems that the couches were of a size to accommodate one

for
Obviously
time.
the
tables
cleaningin the
more
practical
person at a
portable
were
floor between the courses and after the completion of the meal.22

Another characteristic element was the menu of the meals. It consistedof
bread,a variety of vegetables,and fish or meat if the meal was especiallyluxurious.
Cý
There was a variety of bread since it was consideredpart of the main course.The
be lettuce, beans,onions, leeks, herbs, or olives. Fish might be
vegetables
might
Cý
In
C
preparedin a variety of ways. Meat was Cý
generally available to the public only at
23
for
In
fact,
the
the
all
made.
meat
specialcelebrationswheneversacrifices were
Greek table came from the temple where meat was sacrificed to the idols.
Frequently, according to Athenaeus,meat from sacrificial animals seemsto have
C,
beenpreferredfor the &i. Trvov proper.24

An elaborateseriesof eventsmarkedthe end of the main meal (the MT[vov)
and the beginning of the secondpart of the meal (the symposion). The tables were
removed (a'LPEIVTaC Tp&reCar,) and one of the servant swept the floor. Hand
Washing before and after the meals was a common part of Graeco-Roman meal
hand,
is
"water
This
Athenaeus
the
that
over
an
allusion
also
mentioned,
customs.

21Carl Roebuck, Corinth XIV: The Avklepieion
and Lerna (Princeton: The Amcricun
School of Classical Studies at Athens, 1951), 51-57.
221bid, 54.
23Athenacus 7.281-330.
6oov (relish) par excellence.

On the different kinds of fish, it was generally considered the

24Athenacus, Deipn. 4.140,173;

11.459; 12.534.
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tables brought in. "25
Cý

The brinoincyof the tables to the meals refers to the servino of
V.
5
C, C5

the food. After the meal was finished the tables were removed, and the TIOTOr,
or
There was a libation of unmixed wine offered to "the good
symposion itself began.
C,
Cý
JCEjV).26 According to
demon" (ayaGofi 6ai[tovoc) and a paean was sung (Trata V1
V
Cý
Smith, the order of these events probably were different. 277It is understandable that
the libation and the removal of the tables usually distinguished the transition from the
eating to the drinking0 part of the meal.

The wine ceremonies were different from place to place. However, the first
libation was given with unmixed wine and was dedicated to the "Good gods." But
most of the time this libation took place immediately after the main meal rather than
during the meal. 28 The symposion was begun with three libations to: (1) the
Olympian gods generally, (2) the heroes, and (3) Zeus Soter; after the first libation a
29
in
honor
intoxication).
Dionysos
(the
and
song
of
god of wine
Cýwas sung
Cý

Furthermore, the main cup from the bowl of mixed wine was offered to
Zeus- Saviour. Another common practice called for three bowls to be mixed at
once. The first cup from eachof thesebowls was then offered to the Olympians,the
2-51
bid, 14.641d.
26H. BlUmmer, The Home Life
of the Anrient Greeks (New York: Harper & Row,
1966), 212-213. While the basic structure of the symposion remained the same through Plutarch's
time, the many specific gods invoked and honoured exhibits wide variety in the sources.
Dionysos, ho%vevcr, was commonly honoured at symposia because of the intimate association
Myth and Cult
with wine, intoxication, and ecstasy. See also W. F. Otto, Dionysus:
(Bloomington, 1965), 143ff.
27Smith, Social Obligalion,

13.

28Karl Kircher, Die
sacrale Bedeutung des IVeines (RVV 9.2; Giessen: A. TOpelmann,
1910), 16-17. He mentioned two diffcrents customs, the cup to Hygieia was not considered a
libation.
29BIUmmcr, The Home Life, 213ff.
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30
When
Heroes,
Zeus-Saviour.
last
the wine was
to
the
the
to
and
second
one
(aya@oO
into
6at liovoc, Aiý<
the
the
the
cup,
name
was
mentioned
poured
of
god
0
). The symposiarch
CFGJTfiP0I;

would then pronounce the name of the god once again

and pour a portion of wine into the fire or onto the floor.
and pass the cup around for each participant

He would drink from it

to drink from the cup, mentioning

the

31
in
likewise.
did
the
the
them
name of
god
gertitive as all of

Next, a song of victory
t:l

The specific nature of the hymn at the
was sung.
0

end of the meal is not known, but the religious element is clear. Plato also pointed
out that the guests sang a hymn of victory to the god: "after this, it seems, when
Socrates had taken his place and had dined with the rest, they made libation and sang
a chant to the god and so forth, as custom bids, till they betook them to drinking"32
It is interesting to see here a close parallel with the Jewish and Christian benediction.
In its basic nature, the custom is quite similar to the Graeco-Roman custom which,
of course, involved a different god and a different motive.

The second or final event of the meal was the servino of the dessert
0
(TPa'YTJVCTa). A variety

of fruits and salty nuts were served, which made the

people thirsty and prepared them for the enjoyment of the drinking section. This
part of the meal was known as the symposion or poros (the drinking party). It was
the time left aside for serious consumption of wine. 33

3OSchol.
ýýPVWMV,

'TbV

Pind,
6ý

Isthm

6C-ljT4[POV

6.10.
ýP(ýWV,

Tbv
T6V

PýV

'Yap

6ý

Tpl'TOV

l7p(7JTOV
AXZý4

KpaTýpa

A169

'OXUPTliOU

CYWTýPOI;.

31W. W. Tam, "The Hcllcnistic Rulcr-Cult and the Dacmon,"JHS48 (19218):210-213.
32FIato, Symposium 176A.

33W. A. Bcckcr, Charicles: Illustrating of the Private life
of the Anrient Greeks,8th cd.
(London: Longman Prcss, 1889),333-347.
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The entertainment might include music, art, dance, and philosophical
conversation. In the classical Greek period it was difficult to imagine a meal without
drinking. Normally,
Zý'

the Greeks finished their meal with some drinking and
C)

conversation which was the basic element of a symposium.

The philosophical

tradition of the symposium was contained in a motif in which one of the main
diversions of the meal was the philosophical
assembly of philosophers.

conversation appropriate to an

The meals in the philosophical schools often were

accompanied by philosophical conversation.-4

In the symposia a philosopher was considered a poor guest if he did not
Z5
speak in a rhetorical way. 3:5 Those who thought themselves as sophists were
normally invited to banquets. Athenaeus called this kind of person a "dinner-chasing
sophiSt.1136This philosophical tradition was developed on the precedent constituted
in Plato's Symposium:
Since it has been resolved, then, said Eryximachus, that we are to
drink only so as each desires, with no constraint on any, I next
in just now be dismissed: lether
propose that the flute-girl
who
came
In
pipe to herself or, if she likes, to the women-folk within, but let us
seek our entertainment today in conversation. 37

34Dennis E. Smith, "Meals
and Morality in Paul and His World, " SBLSP (1981), 321.
"Plato mentioned the storv that the deiprion portion is passed over briefly, while the philosophical
dialogue which takes place during the symposium is described in detail. This discussion takes
place, as noted above, as the substitute for the scheduled entertainment. The subject discussed is
Fpt,)4;or'Love, 'and the discussion proceeds jovially, with asides and other references to the setting
interspersed within. Thus Plato provided a literary form in which a certain type of topic and a
certain type of discussion %vcreconsidered more appropriate to the sympoosiumsetting. "
35Stcphcn M. Pogoloff, Logos
and Sophia:
(Atlanta: Scholars Prcss, 1992), 2671Y.

36Athcnacus,Deipnon 1.4.
37PIato, S.
yfnp 176E.
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The Rhetorical Situation of I Corinthians

This philosophical tradition becameone of the most important elementsof
the symposium and was also used in Jewish and Christian communities.

Early

Christianity took in the conversation form fairly quickly, but was very slow in
39
Christian
Early
fact,
in
literary
In
the
the
adoptingVV
symposion as a
genre.
literature, there are no examples of the literary genre of the symposion. This made
Z5
Early Christianity independent of such influence.

Besides the philosophical

conversation,

party

dramatic
and
games
rý

presentation became also part of the banquet. However, the overstatement of the
vase painters and satirists should not be taken as the norm for the sympoSiUM.39
Plato and other writers emphasised that the purpose of a symposium was notjust for
drinking without control, but where decency and refinement was the ideal
eating
and
C,
40
norm.

3.3 The Roman Meal:

Cena or Convivium

In general, the meal practices of the Romans were quite similar to those of

the Greeks. Both commonly ate three times a day. Normally, however, the
41
The
in
day
the
the
the
their
majority of
eveninc,.
people would eat
main meal of
0

first meal of the morning was called ientaculum which was regularly taken at the
r5
0

38Aunc, "Septem Sapicntium, " 69.
39SMith, Social Obligation,

22.

4()Athenacus, Deipnon 5.186a.
41jeroMe

Carcopino,

263-276-, J. P. V. D. Balsdon,

Dail

life

in Ancient Rome (Nc%%,Haven: Yale University,
1940),
-v
Life and Leisure in Ancieni Rome (Ne,. %,York:
Mcgraw-Hill,

1969), 19-54.
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It
day.
fourth
hour
hours
the
third
the
was considered
the
of
or
or
morning
of
early
42
&KpLiTLaýta.
Greek
light
light
but
not as Cý than the
meal called
a very 0 meal,

A characteristic morning breakfast might have bread with salt and a variety of
dried fruit, olives, cheese, or eggs.43 The common drink of the mornina meal
V
glass of milk or mulsum, a drink which was made of wine mixed with
could be a 0
44
honey.
pure

The meal of the middle of the day was called prandium which was eaten
around the sixth hour. Like the Greeks, the Roman considered this midday meal the
most important meal of the day and it was called the cena. The custom was changed
and this meal became the evening meal, taking the place of the vesperna, and the
45
Subsequently, the cena
day
the
the
the
was called
meal at
middle of
prandium.
followed this midday meal just three hours later, so the prandium

meal was

considered a light meal. This meal normally consisted of what they called reliquies
or leftovers from the meal eaten the day before.46

The example from Seneca could be considered illustrative of one of the most
be characterized by: "dry bread, " and no "need of a table,
sober meals, and might
Cý
no need to wash my hands afterwards. "47 Guests might be invited too, but this was
not the common practice. It was a familiar type of meal.
42pliny, Ep. 3.5.10.
43Seneca, Ep. 82.
44W. A. Beckcr, Gallus (London: Longman's, Grecn, 1915), 451-504.
45Martial, Epig. 4.8.4.
46Becker, Gallus, 454-455.
47Scncca, Ep. 83.6.
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During the summer time, the prandium

by
the siesta or
succeeded
was

days
In
day.
hour
the
the
taken
the
winter
of
around
meridiatio which was
seventh
48
The
the
taken
prandium meal.
after
were cooler, and shorter, so no siesta was
inerenda was a less common term; it seems synonymous with the prandium meal.
Isidorus commented that there was not time for the merenda between the prandium
49
the
meal and
cena.

It was very common for the Roman aristocrats to exercise and take a bath

after the siesta. This was to stimulate the appetitefor the cena,the main meal of the
day. Regularly,
it startedaround the ninth hour and finished at dark, lasting two or
C,
three hours. In the summertime, the ninth hour began around 2:31 to 3: 46 and the
C)
sunset was not until about 7: 30. The ninth hour in winter was around 1:20 to 2: 13,
since the days were shorter, and a meal could also last until dark at about 4:30. -50 A
typical meal in the evening would commonly finish with a time of relaxation,
includingC, a drink and conversation.

As with the Greeks, according to Pliny, a distinction must be made between
the familiar meal at home and the formal meal taken with a friend or one's club or
family
they
special celebration. When the family ate together,
might
use
a
special
Zý
tý
room for the meal at home. However, a formal supper would be taken in the dining
room of the house. On this special occasion the host invited the r)
guests for the
48J. P. V. D. Balsdon, Life
and Leisure in Ancieni Rome (New York: McGraw-Hill,
1969), 25-26. Exceptionally busy men may have not taken the siesta after the prandium meal; for
instance, Cicero claimed never to have taken a siesta as long as he was actively engaged in politics
or at the bar with the friends.
491sidorus, Orig. XX. 2,12.
-5OBalsdon,Life and Leisure, 19,33-34.
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enjoyment of fine food and good wine. The invitations to such meal would usually
be extended in advance because the host family paid a quota for the participants and
bought enough food for everybody. 51
In

The banquetsize varied from three to nine guestsaccordingto the occasion.
The ideal size of the room was large enough in order to accommodate all the guests
Plutarch's opinion was the same.52 If the available space was too

comfortably.

banquet.
it
insult
for
the
the
to
the
participants
of
guests, was considered an
small
The proper custom was that even if the host had plenty of space, the meeting should
C)
be kept to the smallest size possible. 53 Plutarch commented on the matter and
concluded:
If both space and the provisions are ample, we must still avoid great
number, because they in themselves interfere with sociability and
conversation. It is worse to take away the pleasure of conversation at
People who bring together too
table than to run out of wine....
many guests to one place do prevent general conversation; they allow
into
for
few
the
to
guests
separate
only a
enjoy each other's society,
groups of two or three in oder to meet and converse, completely
unconscious of those whose place on the couches is remote and not
looking their way becausethey are separated from them by practically
the length of a race course. ... So it is a mistake for the wealthy to
build showy dining rooms that hold thirty couches or more. Such
0 for
banquets (5[RKTOV
magnificence makes
unsociable and unfriendly
fair
is
8-elTivov)
Xov
the
a
manager
of
needed more
where
Kdl 6'ýx.
than a toastmaster. 54

Martial's
This
is
Pliny,
Ep.
Martial,
Epig.
11.52.2.
1.15.1.,
of
an
example
see
also
-51
informal invitation: "if you have no better appointment,come."
52plutarch, Quaest.
conv. 5.5.

531bid,678E-F. Plutarch pointed out that: "For the size of a party also is fight, so long
as it easily remains one party. If it gets too large, so that the guestscan no longer talk to each
other or enjoy the hospitality togetheror even know one another, then it ceasesto be a party at alI
(Kdt
"/Ap
O'UV170(YiOU
tlý)ICOOC;
iKav6v ýGTIV, 6XPt 06 (Y1UJ11T6oiOV ýOýXCt VýVCIV. ýdV 6
ý71CPP4XI3
Wto4ppocyývair,

5t&

10, ýTO(;,
(ý4:
pqb, ý yv6pigov

[ITIKET1
oýý

TIP004YOf)OV
oupTT6ai6v

kaUT(ý

ttTJSý

ClUpiitiý,;

CiVaL

Tali,;

&YTO. "

-541bid,679130C. A piece of advice was also given by him: "the rest of us can protect
ourselves against the risk of gathering too large a crowd by entertaining frequently in small
groups.. of thrcc or four guests at a time. "
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Obviously, the solution was to entertain regularly a small company of
0
it
Thus,
to
ideal
lose
its
banquet
preferable
was
the
purpose.
would not
guests,so
invite a group of threeor four gueststo the meal.

Martial observed that the Roman cena consisted of three different main
intended
dishes
to whet the
The
that
were
meals.
gustatio or promulsis consistedof
were
which
vegetables
certain
as
well
as
appetite.This meal normally included eggs
Cý
Zý
thought to help the dioestion.-"-" The drink used on this occasion was what they
00
Roman
The
honey.
meal was called the
main
with
mulsum,
a
wine
mixed
called
ferculd or courses. It was divided in three parts: The prinza, altera, andtertia cena.
Specifically, the altera cena was customarily the main meal or what they called the
56
caput cenae.

The third meal was the dessertor mensaesecundae (second tables). It
consistedof different kinds of nuts, fruits, and sweet cakes or bellaria which had
becomepopular during the Romantime. Similar to the Greek symposion,this part
of the meal was named the comissatioor convivium, which was consideredas the
havedrinking
time for drinking and amusement.Moreover, the Roman meal might
C,
banquet,while the convivium was reservedespecially
the
and entertainmentduring
ID
for the dialogue.57 The Romanaristocratsbecamenotoriousfor their intemperance.
0
There were laws againstdrunkennessand gluttony.-58Though theseexcesseswere
1>
"Martial,

Epig. 13.14.

561bid, 10.31.
5713ecker,Gallus, 495-504.
58PIiny, Ep. 3.5.13. He mentioned that -in
summer he rose from dinner while it was
still light, in winter as soon as darkness fell, as if some law compelled him. " In winter the meal
could last until dark-, up to 2 to 3 hours. See the further discussion by J. P. Balsdon, 19.
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behaviour
in
Roman
the
at the
they
proper
common
period,
were not considered
table.

3.4 The Graeco-Roman

Eranos Meal

The fundamental pattern of the fellowship meal in ancient times was widely
followed in different settings and cultural backgrounds. Thus Greeks, Romans,
Jews, and probably Christians, followed the same pattern for a fon-nal meal whether
it was a family meal, philosophical gathering, club meeting or a sacred meal.-59
V.:
Cý
11)
'

Private meals were of two major kinds, those for which the cost was shared
among the participants (eranos), and those free to the guests.60 The family and
different
meals
invitational meals belongC,to the latter t,
of
group while the religious
el
clubs or association belong to the former group. The symposion as well as the
eranos meal were very popular social customs in classical times, especially among
the Greeks, and RomanS.61 The main practices and rules of etiquette in the
Corinthian Church appear to be similar to the customs of the surrounding GraecoRoman culture. However, there is one important aspect of the meal at Corinth that
has not adequately been treated, the Graeco-Roman eranos meal.62 Therefore, a
study of the eranos meal is in order. It will provide the proper background for the
interpretation of the social meal in the church at Corinth.

59Smith, "Meals
and Morality, " 319.
6OAune, "Septem Sapientium, " 72.
6lPlutarch Sept,
sap. conv 150 D.
62pctcr Lampe, "Das Korinthische Herrcnmahl im Schnittpunkt hel lenisti
sch-r6m i sCher
Mah1praxis und Paulinischer Theologia (I Kor 11: 17-34), " Z-NW 82 (1991): 192. See also
Lampe, "The Eucharist: ldentifýving with Christ on the Cross," Int 48 (1994): 36-49.
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The Greek term eranos can be translated as "potluck dinner" or "picnic, "
G.
H.
in
be
the
term
the
sense.
ample
can
understood a more
although
meaning of
Liddell's Greek Enolish Lexicon defined the term as:

"meal to which each

back
Homer's
be
his
"63
The
to
traced
eranos practice can
contributed
share, picnic.
days. The visitors either contributed with money or food in baskes.64 According to
Aristophanes, the invitation was to "Come at once to dinner, and bring, your pitcher
and your supper chest. "65 The entertainer normally provided wreaths, perfumes,
and sweets, while the visitors, especially the wealthy, sometimes contributed their
fish,
kinds
Packed
host.
in
home
the
the
several
own meal, which was prepared
of
of meat, and cooked goods were prepared for the eranos

meal. For instance,

Xenophon describes how the partakers at a potluck dinner brought opson:
0
Whenever some of those who came together for dinner brought more
In
D
meat and fish (opson ) than others, Socrates would tell the waiter
either to put the small contributions into the common stock or to
portion them out equally among the diners. So the ones who brought
a lot felt obliged not only to take their share of the pool, but to pool
their own supplies in return; and so they put their own food also into
the common stock. Thus they got no more that those who brought
Cý
Cl
little with them.66

Xenophon's description of the eranos ("potluck dinner") shows a problem
similar to the problem in the Corinthian Church. Paul as well as Socrates tried to
protect the eranos meal from such abuses,it was not allowed that some should eat a
lot while others remained hungry. Graeco-Roman clubs of all types often had

63H. G. Liddell
and R. S. Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon, 9th edition, revised by H. S.
Jones (Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1940), 680.
64Homer, Odyssey 1.226-27.

See also Lampe, "Das Korinthischc Herrenmahl, " 1902-

203
6-r'Aristophanes, Aclwrnenses 1085-1149.
66Xenophon, Memorabilia 3.14.1.
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specially
with
almost
potluck dinners, and sometimes seem to had been organised
V
the idea of providing banquets for their members from a common purpose. Literary
business
their
the
and often
official
and archeological sources contain
records of
describe rules for their eranos mea.107

In order to understand the social-cultural

Gentile
Christian
the
of
context

meal at Corinth, it is necessary to know what happened in a typical Graeco-Roman
eranos. Habitually,

68
hour
day.
in
bath
the
the
the afternoon at
of
eighth
a
was taken
0

Commonly, at the ninth hour the participants met for the meal in the host's house.69
Participants reclined at the so-called "First Tables" and various servings were given.
Next was the symposium at the "Second Tables. "70 The following chart outlines a
typical Graeco-Roman eranos meal.
The Graeco-Roman Dinner Party
(Dinner + Symposium/Eranos)
Dinner
"First
at
-

Tables"

Break
Start of the "Second Tables"
invocation
house
the
sacrifice,
of
-a
gods and of the geniuses of
the host and of the emperor
Tables
-Second
(often with cruestswho had newly arrived)
Zý,
67Franz

Poland,

Geschichle

des griechischen

Vereinsenswesens

(Leipzig:

Tcubncr,

1909), 156-166.
68Martial

Epigraminata

11.52,10.48;

Plato S-vinpositan

174 A.

69Cicero, Ad Familiares 9.26.1. The eighth
or ninth hour is mentioned also in:
Oxyr/j.Mchia Papyri 110,2678 (3rd century C. E.), 2791 (2nd century C. E. ).
70For

more details on Graeco-Roman dinner party (eranos), see D. E. Smith, Social
Obligalion 5-32; Peter Lampe, Affirmation 4 (1991): 1-15; S. M. Pogoloff, Logos and Sophia
237ff; D. E. Aune, "Septem sapientium convivium, " in Plutarch's Ethical Ivrilings And Early
Christian literature, ed. Hans Dieter Betz, SCHNT 4 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1978), 51-105.
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for
the good spirit of
toast
-a
t:
the house, the tables

are removed
first wine jug is mixed,
the
C,
libation, singing
in Cý

drinking,
conversation
4n
music, singing,
entertainment
rý
tn
in a loose sequence

The significance of the eranos meal is described by Athenaeus. Together
0
C,
with the dinners (56mva), in private and social associations such as the orgeones
by
food
basket
brought
the
the
together
and thiasoi, the participants M,
and share
gather 1ý
C,
diners:

KaXelTal
ýPaVUTTai

5'

0

KC&

(ýaCFOC

KM

01

(YUVI'OVTCC

the same dinner may be called eranos
and the members who come together eranistai
or

K&I

or thiasos,
thiasolai). 71

al)TOC
Kal
E'paVO(;
OWM; ýUft (and

Graeco-Roman clubs normally provided or assigned
rý
their members to bringC,
food to the eranos

meals. Similar to the symposion, the eranos meal was a

drinking party and often resulted in intoxication. 72 According to Aune, this was the
reason eranos was prohibited in Sparta and Crete; elsewhere the person in charge
tried to stop the meal on time in order to avoid such behaviour. 73 To an educated
person such as Plutarch, the danger of disorder (OiTaela)was a constant threat to the
eranos meal (qu. conv. 615E, 618C). Gluttony (as it happened in many symposia)
74
to
the
was also another form of self-gratification
peculiar
eranos meal.
0

71Athenacus,

Altic Orgeones 362E. The standard article on the subjcct is W. S.
Ferguson, "The Attic Orgeones", HTR (1944): 62-146.
72Lucian Symp, 17
and Athenacus Deipn. 2.36.
7-'AAune,"Septem Sapientium, " 73.
74Lucian Par. 5
and Athenacus Deipn 5.178; 12.527.
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food for themselves
brought
Plutarch also described a meal at which guests
eý
tn'
destruction
in
disorganised
the
that
this
of
and
meal
eranos
and complains
resulted a
the real fellowship.
fellowship

He adds that "where each guest has his own private portion,

perishes. "75 It seems clear that according to this data, some of the

participants brought their own meal and ate it on their own schedule. Another
food
different
to
in
Graeco-Roman
types
to
the
of
meals was serve
common practice
different guests according to their social status. This difference in food was not so
t:1
z:1
76
Juvenal
distinction.
but
intended
the
to
to
social
reinforce
save money,
much
describes an eranos meal where a patron practices such unfair serving:
You're given a wine that even a poultice would not take... but your
host drinks vintage
t:.
wine, bottled when consuls wore longCI hair and
beards. You're served bread you can scarley break, a hard lump of
dough already spread with mold, impervious to teeth and sure to
flour,
fine
But
loaf
snow-white and
out
of
crack yourjaws.
a
made
soft as gauze, is served your host.
Look at that mammoth lobster, with garnish of asparagus, being
served your host ... For you a shrimp is served in state--one shrimp
0C. on a tiny plate.
afloat on one half of one egg
Look, that half-eaten hare he'll give us now, or from the haunch of
eý
boar some bits; we'll get what's left of the capon soon. So all of you
77
bread
held
in
tight,
untasted, and wait.
sit silence, ready, with
C,

Given such practice, it would have been common behaviour for the wealthier
to have for themselves the best food without considering the welfare of the poor.
Regardless of the arrangement, there was a ranking assigned to the position and
0
Zý
rý
Cý
Often Plutarch stressesthe point that there should be
social status of the gueStSý78
rý
75PIutarch Table Talk 644C.
76JuvcnaI Satires 5.156-170. "You may perhaps suppose that Virro grudges the expense,
not a bit of it! His object is to give you pain. For %,.
-hat comedy, what mime, is so amusing as a
disappointed belly? His one object, let me tell you, is to compel you to pour out your wrath in
In treating you thus, the great man
tears, and to keep gnashing your molars against each other....
shows his wisdom. "
77ju%-cnalSatires 5.152-155, and Fpigrams 3.60; 4.85.
78Lucian S.
Vinp. 9.
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"79
thought that the
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in,

"'n' t'(j6TTjg Toig
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in age
Cý
and outlook.
meal should change
0

Exclusiveness

There
fellowship
is
in
idea
the
was a time when
mind.
of
real
exist
when
not
should
both slaves and masters found themselves at the same eranos meal.

Plutarch's ethical meal discussions are revelant to the study of the eranos
meal, for he follows second century C. E. philosophical and popular ethics, and also
he gives a rich discussion of meals. He shows people from different social status
in
is
friendly
friendship
in
The
terminology
common
sharing
a
meal
a
atmosphere.
Cý
Vý
L"
the language
Cý
Cý
of social ethics among0 the Greek. He mentions that when a guest

comes
ýIOVOV,

"o

to a meal
aW

Kai

Yap
XOY(OV

CFýV&1771/0g

OýK

OZýOU KCI

KO1VWVO1g 71KC1 Kai

O'1VOU Kai

Uffl&ag

Kai

TPaY%(dT(OV

(ýtxOýPOGUVIJI;

C1

in
it
just
does
"80
When
his
a
CFTJ9.
a guest
eats
meal and
not share
ýEýVOMVTCXEUTO;
friendly

manner, he just eats the meal with his stomach, not with the mind. If the

meal is conducted according to the principle
eranos

meal (to make of the participants

of friendship,
friends

the real concept of the

rather

than enemies)81

is

demonstrated. The eranos meal is understood to create a special relationship among
meal participants.

The Greek eranos meals of the Graeco-Roman era, while having a basic
Cý
formal structure, were characterised by a numerous of elements that were the same
in the Mediterranean world. The
or standard in most of the cultures and groups
0
symposia of religious Ofacot and especially the 4"Epavot
meal appear to be the closest
and
one to the practice of the early Christian cultic associations which held religious
0
79plutarch

qu. conv. 613F.

8(ý bid, 660B.
81PIato Leg 2.67IC-72A.
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3.5 The Christian

Eranos

Meal at Corinth

from
different
the
Corinthians
other
Christian
The
the
not
were
of
assemblies

they
They
in
and
when
to
meal
together
an
eranos
their
eat
got
world.
social groups
held their meals, they normally followed the examples and rules of the GraecoRoman society. These meals were mostly celebratedin private houses,82and this
in
the
Corinth.
Furthermore,
the
world,
ancient
the
the
meal
at
eranos
caseof
was
for
friends,
house
in
his
host
associates,and
that
a meal
a personwould
custom was
in
banquets
On
family.
the
public
were
celebrated
the
a special occasion
also
buildings which were connectedto the temple complexes.-'-3For this reason,Paul
freedom
Corinthians
be
their
they
the
the
to
exercised
way
careful about
advised
while eating in an idol's temple or any public buildingInrelated to a pagantemple (I
Corinthian 8: 9,10).

Another serious situation the Christians at Corinth confronted was that eating0

idol meat was socially and culturally acceptedin the Graeco-Romanworld. So, it
in the Greek eranos meal, the meat
such
as
was common that in any gathering
C)
Cý
84
The participants to the
banquet.
idol
the
to
the
was
main courseof
sacrificed an
banquetsalso attendedsocial events(such as weddings, birthdays, and funerals) in
82Jcromc Murphy-O'Connor,
St. Paul's Corinth (Wilmington: Michael Glazier, Inc,.
1983), 153ff. "Christianity in the Ist cent. A. D., and long afterwards, did not have he status of a
recognized religion, so there was no question of a public meeting-place, such as the Jewish
synagogue. Hence, use had to be made of the only facilities available, namcly, the dwellings of
families that had become Christian. "
83Smith

and Taussig, 23.

84pcter Lampe, "The Corinthian Eucharistic
Context (I Cor. H: 17-34), " Affinnation 4 (1991): 6.
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Dinner Partv:

Exegesis of a Cultural

the temple. Paul's referenceis in regardto an invitation from an unbeliever (I Cor.
10:27-28). But, someof them did participate in public banquetsand private social
mealswith their friends and associates. Some of them held membership in pagan
Cý
Cor.
(I
because
had
business
their
previous partners
clubs, probably
still
some
with
8-10).

Their behaviour is understandable once we remember the Graeco-Roman
social distinction and what happened in the eranos meal. Some clubs had specific
rules of behaviour at the meals:

(1) injunctions againstquarreling and fighting, (2) injunctions against
0
rý
Z!,
Cý
Cý
taking the assignedplace of another,(3) injunctions againstspeaking
fomenting
out of turn or without permission, (4) injunctions against
00
factions, (5) injunctions against accusing a fellow member before a
ID
11)
public court, (6) specificationsfor trials within the club for inter-club
disputes,(7) specificationsfor worship activitieS.85
Also remarkablein theserules is that they refer to secular(social) conduct in
the meals, although the last point is related to worship services, possibly at the
en
temple. All the above factors, plus the ones mentioned in the other sections, such as
quality

tý
and portion of food, leisurely versus late dining,
and seatingC positions,

worked together to reflect and reinforce social status. Consequently,people with
to be perceivedasasteios,urbanus,or sophos,
ambition were constantly competing
2n.
and the main environmentfor suchcompetition was the eranos meal or s.vmposlon.
Pogoloff points out that "this is strongly reflected in svMPosia literature, prolifically
t:1
C.
"
.
produced after the model provided by Plato's and Xenophon's SYmposia.1186It is
highly probable that the social problems Paul confronted in the eranos meal at

8-''Smith, Meals and MoralitY,

323.

86Pogoloff, Logos and Sophia, 257.
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Corinth were a distinctive sign of a community with typical problems found in the
ZD

Graeco-Romansociety.

It is clear that rivalries, quarrels, and abusive behaviour were not allowed at
any club meetingCýor banquet. However, many conflicts arose because of the
individualist behaviour of some of the hosts and the guests as well. It is possible
0
that rich Christians did not suffer from a guilty conscience in this whole matter. It is
highly probable also that some Gentile Christians thought of themselves as helping
In
V
Cý
the poorer members by providing food for the banquet.87 As it was normal in the
rý'
Greek eranos meal, the host provided most of the food and the house for the meal,
while wealthy guests contributed to the potluck dinners. For this reason some of the
hosts felt justified in their behaviour.

Consequently, Paul's goal in I Cor. 11: 17ff was to settle the problem of the
v
"private meal" by restricting the eating to private homes. At their own homes they
In
Cý
could eat and behave the way they wanted. At the Lord's Supper they should
behave according to the rules of the congregation. Paul also criticised the "early
beginning" (TrpoXaýtpdvEt)of any eranos meal. No "potluck dinner" should take
the blessing of the
place before the Eucharist meal (I Cor. 11:21), which began
with
C,
tl
bread. The wealthy Corinthian had to wait for the other (I Cor. 11:33) before
that the eranos meal should
participating0 in their erarws meal. Thus Paul suggested
00
follow this order:
for
-Waiting'M, one another
bread
the
of
-Blessing
Eucharist
dinner
(Eranos
that
potluck
nourishes
everybody
-A
followed
by
Cor.
26-32.88
I
14:
the
worship
activities
of
-Drinkina,Cý

87Theissen, 77te Social Selling,

162ff.

88Lampe, "The Cofinthian, " 7ff.
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It seemslooical that the earliest celebrationsof the Christian meal consisted
bread
breaking
the
of
with
of a completeeranos meal or one which normally started
and finished with the sharing of the cup. However, some scholars such as
Schweizerand Conzelmannaroue that by Paul's time the act of breaking the bread
may have been moved to the end of the meal and linked with the sharing of the
89
A
fellowship
In
Christian
had
two
the
eranos meal
parts:
other words,
cup.
meal
followed by the sacramentalactions. It is highly probable also that such a change
C)
had alreadybeenin effect.90

Nevertheless, Theissen and Fee argue that there is not enough proof to
demonstratewhether the breaking of the bread had been moved to the end of the
Cý
Christian meal, and that the only thing we can be sureof is that commemorativeacts
91
17
According
in
to
v.
the
meal.
were practised accordancewith
eranoscommunal
Paul did not criticise the sequenceof the eranos meal, but he is very critical of the
mannerin which they celebratedit.

On the one hand, G. Theissen and H. J. Klauck92 commented that Paul
wantedjust bread and wine to be servedat the Lord's Supper. Further the apostle
did not want the Christians at Corinth to have an eranos complete meal, a
89E. Schweizer, The Lord's Sul)per according to the New Testament (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1982), 5. Hans Conzclmann, I Corinthians (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1875),
194 n. 18.
90Nigel Watson, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (London: Epworth Press, 1992),
116. "One can imagine such a change being made to enable those members of the community who
could not count on getting to its gathering on time, the slaves and poor freedmen and women, to
participate in the most significant part of the occasion. Something that favours this reconstruction
is the fact that when he describes the way in which latecomers arc being deprived (if that is indeed
the problem ... )" mentioned by Paul in I Cor. 11:21.
91Theissen, The Social Setting, 152f and Fee, 541 n.52.
921bid., 145-168 and Hans-Josef Klauck, Herreninahl
und Hellenistischer kult (Miinster:
Aschendorff, sche Verlagsbuchandlung GmbH & Co., 1986), 294,371.
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On
blessing
breaking
between
bread
dinner
the
the
the
the
cup.
of
of
and
nourishing
have
hungry
bread
be
if
just
hand,
Paul
he
to
the
and
would
antisocial
wanted
other
wine during the eranos meal; meanwhile the wealthy Christian at Corinth would
have their own meal at home, and not share with the hungry ones.93 But Paul
wanted (according to I Cor. 11: 33) the Corinthians to have an eranos meal. He
just did not want them to eat at home, but also during the Eucharist meal at the
Cor.
(6cluvov,
I
Greek
"dinner"
is
interesting
It
term
to
that
the
notice
church.
C,
11:20,25) that Paul used to identify the Eucharist meal not only means a piece of
dry bread, but it also included several kinds of food eaten along with the bread:
0
"fish or meat, sometimes also vegetables (opson). "94 Obviously, Paul in verse 33
0
exhorted the Christians at Corinth to wait for one another, in order to partake in the
eranos meal.

Therefore, if all the Christians members waited before they participated in the
eranos meal, then this means that all their food for the potluck would be shared in a
common plate. Otherwise, the waiting for the eranos meal would be meaningless
for those who remained hungry. Paul's pastoral and practical advice aimed to solve
the selfish behaviour of the eranos meal at Corinth. According to Xenophon: An
eranos meal only is a communal meal once the food brought by the participants is
shared with all in the community of believers. 9", Consequently, only when they
shared the food did they enter into real fellowship with one another.

9-kampe, "Thc Corinthian, " 8.
941bid, 9.

9-'5Xenophon,S-vinposimn2.1.
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3.6 Social Stratification

Society
Rank
in
Graeco-Roman
and

In the Graeco-Romanworld, thosewho partook in a meal were consciousof
their differing C. social position.

For instance, in a formal meal, as it has been

discussedbefore, the act of reclining indicated the social status. It was a common
rn
tradition to recline at a meal attended by free citizens with no women, children, and
from
96
The
beginning
the practice of reclining,rý which was not original
of
slaves.
el
Cý
Cý
the Greeks or the Romans, has been ascribed mainly with the posture as the
97
The
in
banquet
times.
recliningCýcustom was adopted
of
ancient
common rule
any
as a symbol of high social class among the Greeks and the Romans as well.

The use of the reclining custom was promoted as an awareness of social
C,
the aspects of this practice changed in the first century
although
some
of
ranking,
00C,
C. E. Women were not permitted to recline, the disgrace of social position was still
linked with the reclining custom. We have mentioned the incident of Lucian's
find
late
did
banquet,
a place to
and
not
explanation of a
when a guest arrived
"
"womanish
he
because
he
to
weak.
and
as
sitting
sit,
considered
recline,
refused
(ývmposion, 13). The symbol found in early Greek iconography98 showed that
whenever an aristocrat was with his wife or children the whole family were shown
sitting rather than reclining.

According to Jerome Murphy-O'Connor,

it was essential for the host to

distribute his guests into two groups: The first group was invited into the triclinium
Cý
C,
Cl

in
Obviously,
the
the oneswho went to the
the
others
outside
atrium.
while
stayed
96Smith

and Taussig, 32f.

97Jean-Maric

Dentzcr,

"Aux

origines

de l'iconographic

215-258.
981bid, 246.
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du banquct couchd, " RA (1971):

triclinium

were his closest friends, and probably were members of the same social

in
The
the atrium where conditions were
took
their
group
places
other rý
class.
99
in
first
So,
those
the
group went to the triclinium
inferior.

where they were able

to recline according to the social custom. In the last period of the Roman republic,
The early practice was
Z5
the custom of recliningIn for a meal appears to have changed.
for wealthy women to be seated at a formal meal; by the first century C. E., they
seemed to have been reclinino.Cý

book, K. E. Corley explains the
In a sionificant
C'

evidencesasfollows:
Just as women were moving into public roles and gaining rights
previously denied them under a more restrictive Greek social code,
Roman women were attending public meals. From Hellenistic
CE
BCE
throu
the
we
second
century
sourcesof
second century
'gh
can conveniently chart thesefluctuations in Greco-Romansociety by
Greco-Roman
in
the
the
women.
of
analyzing changes
meal etiquette
The presenceof women in public mealsduring the Romanperiod has
beenidentified as a sign of the shift in the statusof women during the
Roman period.
Petronius also described the Roman cultural superiority over the Greek
the admission of women to a dinner party:
custom regarding
Cý
rý
On the other hand, many actions are seemly according to our code
which the Greeks look upon as shameful. For instance, what Roman
would hesitate to take his wife to a dinner party? What matron does
not frequent the front rooms of her dwelling and show herself in
is
for
it
is
in
Greece;
But
different
there
not
a woman
public?
very
admitted to a dinner party, unless relatives only are present, and she
keeps to the more retired part of the house called "the woman's
apartment. "101

99Murphy-O'Connor,

St. Paul, 158-159.

100'Kathleen E. Corley, Private Women Public Meals (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1993), 2479. "As Roman matrons would have been free to accompany their husbands to public banquets, and
in particular would have been allowed in religious meal settings, the inclusion of %%-omcn
in
Christian meals would have been noteworthy but not unique. "

lOlPetronius, Vatvricon 67-69.
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At the turn of the secondcentury C.E. the incorporation of women into the
banquetshad beenmore acceptableat Greek dinner parties. The questionof whether
102
Lucian
is
However,
to
comments that
women were allowed recline not clear.
feast and in the philosophical meal, though
women were presentat both a wedding
en
C)
Graeco10-3
fundamental
in
lowest
Whenever
this
the
the
table.
couch at
seated
Roman social custom was adopted in a different context, the normal ethical ideas
104
it.
accompanied

The guest invited for a meal was expected to be served. The host was
IM
had
The
to
servants who
normally
supposed provide good service.
wealthy people
did all the work for them. This was a sign of high social status. Plato mentioned
In
0
that in Agathon's banquet whenever a guest arrived for the meal, he ordered his
10-5
Commonly the host provided all of the
his
to
take
needs.
servants
care of
there were
who
reclined,
class
servants for the banquet. Even amongC)the high
Z5
distinctions of rank. It was seen by the seating order, that the rich were seated in
eý
different couches around the tables. The Greeks and RomansIO6assioned the guests
to their couches according to their high social status.
Zý'
Z5
102Coricy, Private Women, 25ff. She rightly points out that, "Women, if matrons, "-ere
expected to be present for certain portions of the meal, such as the 56TTvov, but they were also to
be somewhat circumscribed by those with more idealistic views. Such social criticism attempted to
limit %%,
omen's practice and restrict their dining companions. Therefore, women dining or rcclining
with those outside of their immediate family would still elicit a degree of' social criticism e%-cn
during the Roman period. " See also K. E. Corley, "Were the Women around Jesus Really
Prostitutes? Women in the Context of Greco-Roman Meals, " SBL (Atlanta: Scholars Press,
1989), 487-521.
103Lucian, Symp. 8. "On the right as you enter, the women occupied the whole couch,
as there %%-ere
a good many of them, %vith the bride among them, very scrupulously veiled and
hedged in by the women. Toward the back door come the rest of the company according to the
esteem in which each was held. Opposite the women, the first was Eucritus. ..
104Smith, Meals and Morality,

323.

105PIato, Sýyinp 175A, 213B.
106PIutarch, Quaest.
conv. 1.3.
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In addition, the issue of social status became a problem that had to be
resolved at almost every banquet by the host assigning the positions on the table
107
The
inconvenience.
in
jealousies
to
the
to
and
social rank
order
according
avoid
if
did
be
insulted
they
that
not receive the
was
some
subsequent problem
would
recognition they felt they deserved. Similarly, the church at Corinth confronted
almost the same predicament

"Who
the
this
asked,
apostle
was why
and

distinguished you? " (Tic GE 51dKPIViýt;). He may have been responding to their
demands to "regularly distinguish in this way. " 108 In I Cor. 11:29 Paul used the
to stress the fact that it is the whole body, the
same Corinthian claims and language
z:1 Cý
body of Jesus Christ, not the social exaltation of the person. Paul's main concern
here as elsewhere in the letter is to remove obstacles to unity among the members of
C,
the Corinthian congregation.
C

Besides the assignment of a good place at the table, there were other means
C.,
In
to indicate the social position of a guest. It was customary that a special guest
would
CP
Vý

honoured
best
food.
For
instance,
big
to
the
guest
an
a
portion
was
assigned
receive
0
Cý
Cý
of the community. So, Smith and Taussig's observation is relevant when they say
that, "to honor a person's social rank was consideredappropriateand was defended
it was a sign of the 'good order' that should
to
the
that
according
ethical
argument
In
r-I
CI
109
food
by
banquet.
"
But
lower
of
when a guest
received
a
portion
characterisea
C)
host consideredthat guest to be of a lower social
the
the host, this was a sign
that
t5
0

1071bid, 1.2.
108Pogoloff, Logos and Sophia, 246ff.
109Smith and Taussig, 33. "Various clubs and social organizations utilized this custom to
designate rank within the group. Thus club officers %vouldbe designated places at table and special
portions in the distribution of the mcal. "
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Roman
in
have
been
This
the
to
society;
accepted
seems
practice
commonly
status.
but it was also condemned by many of the conscientious people of the time. 110
Paul also condemned such practice too. Take for example what happened in
Corinth.
Church
Christian
Gentile
Christian
the
at
the early
community, especially
Some of the Corinthian Christians were eating without taking cognizance of their
C' Cý
tý
brothers and sisters.

Many of the problems faced by the Graeco-Roman people

had parallels in the Corinthian community.

3.7 Summary

The study of the different social settings in which the Graeco-Roman meal
0
occurred demonstrates a consistent model of the social context connected with it.
This same model lies behind Paul's social-ethical instruction to the Christians at
Corinth (I Cor. 10-14). Some complex banquet and social traditions in the GraecoRoman society explain why different early Christian groups, especially the Christian
community at Corinth got together for the eranos or symposia meal. The similarity
of some customs in this pagan society influenced early Christianity through the new
basic
The
As
it
has
been
discussed,
together.
they
converts.
usually ate a meal
"social.
"
"sacred"
the
or
models were present whether
meal was considered

II OPliny, Ep. 2.6.
IIIR.

MacMullcn, Roman Social Relations 50 B. C. to A. D. 248 (New Haven: Yale
University, 1974), 73. "Probably some people saw Christian gatherings as meetings of some sort
of association or collegium, especially in view of the fact that early Christianity had no temples, no
priests, and no sacrifices. Furthermore, just like a Christian meeting, an association meeting could
involve a variety of people from up and down the social strata. It could involve a wealthy patron,
male or female, a group of artisans both freeborn and freed, and even some slaves, who perhaps had
taken up a trade or started a business using their peculinin, money of their own. "
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The Greek deipnon or sYmposium was a communal meal which had
religious and social meaning as well. As we pointed out before, it started with the
food
to a god and finished with libations and the singing of a hymn. In
offering of
this Greek meal, sacfificial meat was preferred for the 56Twov. The KUPWK611
&-iTrvov mentioned by Paul in I Cor. 11:20; 10: 14-22, in all probability had the
same characteristics as that of the Greeks but to a different god. 112 However, we
believe that according to the information presented in this study (see further details
in chapter six of this thesis), in many aspects the Christian meal is closer to the
Greek eranos meal than to the Greek deipnon or symposium.

Like the Greek host and some guests in the syl nposia the Roman aristocrats
,
eý
were quite individualistic

and anxious to be recognised at the banquets. The

Romans'attitude to the meal was common practice in the society of the time. They
usually ate their meals first without waiting for the latecomers. They got drunk and
made the host and guests sometimes feel embarrassed because of their uncontrolled
behaviour. A similar situation happened at Corinth.

Paul was offended by the

excessive individualism and lack of decorum in the eranos meal. There was no
respect for the sacred meaning of the Lord's meal. Aune rightly observes that "the
disorder at Corinth

seems fairly

representative

of the real nature of such

113
"
However, for this reason Paul advised them to Oo home and forbade
occasions.
them to continue humiliating people (I Cor. 11:20-22).
M

The whole structure of the Christian gathering appears to have been
rý
C,

influenced by the Greek eranos meal. The wealthy Corinthiansate early; the same
happened in the Greek eranos meal. The dinner at the first table (see chart in
II 2pogoloff, Logos
and Sophia, 238.

113Aune,"Scptum Sapientium," 75-78.
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2:1 of the cup; they finished with a
chaptersix of this study) concludedwith the blessing

ceremony involving wine. In essence we cannot deny the close resemblance of the
Greek eranos meal to the Christian eranos meal, though the Greeks made sacrifice
In
to a different god.
C,

The Christian eranos meal was not just a nourishing meal but its main
tý
purpose was to unite the whole body of the believers.

Paul's social and ethical

the meal. But
concern was to lead them to understand the eschatolooical
purpose
of
0
for some of the Corinthians the social aspect of the meal was more important to them
than caring and sharing for others. This practice was common in the Graeco-Roman
Z:I
tý
society. But by sharing the meal with one another, Christians are led to care for
others, and in this way they proclaimed Christ's death.
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CHAPTER 4

THE SOCIAL SETTING IN THE CORINTHIAN

CHURCH

After looking into the social meals in the Graeco-Roman world, the study of
the social setting of the city and the early Christian church at Corinth is in order. To
set the context for our examination of I Cor. 8,10, and 11, we must begin with
several matters of prolegomena. To be specific, we must answer two questions: (1)
Why is the social setting of the Corinthian church so important? (2) How does the
social setting of the church at Corinth contribute to our understanding of the complex
social issues in the Lord's Supper?

4.1 Introduction

to Sociology and the Study of Early

Christianity

Interest in the social stratification of ancient societies, especially in early
Christianity is not new. The topic was widely consideredat the beginning of the
twentieth century but abandonedin the period betweenthe first and secondWorld
Wars. Lohmeyer and the so-called Chicago school were the exceptions, because
they kept working with the topic. In 1921, Lohmeyer published a little book in
German (Soziale Fragen im Urchristentum) that surveys the economic and social
conditions of the Graeco-Romanworld and the early church. S. JacksonCaseand
S. Matthews, both of Chicago, were the main exponents of the socio-historical
approach that became the mark of distinction of the Chicago School.1 Case
I Abraham J. Malherbe,Social Aspectsof Early Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1983), 1-28. See also further details in W. G. Kfimmel's article. He says that "Interesse in der
sozialen Wirklichkeit des frühen Christentums ist natürlich nichts Neues, stellt R. Scroggs zu
Beginn eines Berichts über die gegenwärtige Lage der soziologischen Erforschung des Neuen
Testamentsmit Recht fest und verweist auf die Arbeiten von A. Deissmann,E. Lohmeyer. C. J.
Cadoux und der sog. Chicago-Schule;aber ebensokann G. Theissenmit Recht die Feststellung,
dass man in meinem Forschungsberichtüber die neutestamentlicheWissenschaft im 20. Jh. von
1970, vergeblich nach dem Stichwort Soziologie oder Sozialgeschichtesuchenwird, als zweifellos
zeittreffend bezeichnen." W. G. Kümmel, "Das Urchristentum, " TRu 50 (1985), 327. D. J.
110

clarified the ideas, values, and common practises of the early Christians simply as
responsesto "needs" that were manifest in the society of those days.

In contrast, not everyone welcomes the renewed attempts to describe the
Most scholars, especially theologians, have

social history of early Christianity.

warned that the sociological explanation of religious phenomena is inevitably
reductioniSt. 2 Sociology of early Christianity is not interested in reductionistically
be
it
dynamic.
Instead,
being
Christianity
the
true
to
should
of
a social
confining
seen as an attempt to protect against a reductionism from the other extreme, a
limitation of the true being of Christianity to an "inner spiritual" or "objective3
logical
cognitive"
order.

W. A. Meeks takes up the challenge and argues that those who limit
legitimate interpretation of theological readings of the canonical text are practising an
example of another kind of reductionism.

The assertion that all texts are really

about theological ideals hides much confusion, including the following: (1) It fails
to distinguish the differences among distinct contexts of meaning and among
different uses of the text in question. (2) Theological reductionism hides what
religion is, prohibiting clarity and preventing criticism. (3) The theological critics
seem frequently to refer to a reduction of language's meaning to its "ostensive,
locutionary force, its manifest intention. "4
Harrington. "Sociological Conceptsand the Early Church: A Decadeof Research," TS 41 (1980),
181.
2W. A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983),
2.
3Robin Scroggs, "The Sociological Interpretation of the New Testament: The Present
State of Research," NTS 26 (1980): 164.
4Meeks,

4-5. The truth of the matter is that there are tensions on both
the text. Tidball
rightly
sides, and both claim that they have the right methods to interpret
interpretation
of
comments that "the root of the tensions which exist between a sociological
behaviour and a theological
interpretation
of the same behaviour usually lies in the imperialist
The first

Urban,

III

However, as with any other scholarly field and method of interpretation of
the text, there are benefits to be obtained and pitfalls to be avoided.5 The use of
these sociological principles and methodologiesin the interpretation of the early
Christian church will help us to distinguish their social environment. Consequently,
contrary to the worries of many, one may use sociological methods today without
endorsing the scientism which typified, for instance, the early psychologist who
reduced the apostle Paul to the completion of his own incompetenceoften on the
he
imperial
is
being
is,
discipline
That
when
claims that
sociologist
which
each
makes.
a
claims
his explanation of behaviour is the total explanation of that behaviour. Or to put it another way, he
is a reductionist in that he says that his version of reality is the only valid explanation and
ultimately all explanations are reducedor boil down to nothing but his own. Similarly Christians
may claim that the problems in society are causedby sin and that is all there is to it. Such a claim,
however, would be equally imperialist or reductionist." Derek Tidball, An Introduction to the
Sociology of the New Testament(Exeter: The PaternosterPress,1983), 17.
513avidA. Black & David S. Dockery, New TestamentCriticism & Interpretation (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1991). "Sociological Criticism, " by M. Robert Mulholland,
Jr., 304-306. There are severalweaknessesand strengthsin the field of Sociological Criticism: (1)
One of the primary weaknessesof any behavioral methology applied to the Scriptures is the almost
overpowering tendencyto view the realities of spiritual experiencefrom within a human-centered
frame of reference. (2) Another potential weaknessin Sociological Criticism is to apply to the
world of the New Testamentsociological paradigmsdevelopedin the present world whose social,
Roman
if
dynamics
to
the
totally
alien
world of
not
cultural
radically,
are
political, economic, and
the first century. (3) Another weakness,as noted above in reference to the work of Malina, is to
fit
in
Procrustian
to
trims
the
that
evidence
manner
employ sociological models and/or methods a
the parametersof the model/method,often casting asideevidencewhose presenceis crucial for an
accurateunderstandingof the text. (4) Perhapsthe most subtle weaknessin Sociological Criticism,
implicit in all that hasbeensaid, is the tendencytoward sociologicalreductionism." However, there
are several good points that can be considered as strengths of Sociological Criticism: (1) 'ýOne
between
help
distinguish
Criticism
is
its
Sociological
to
our own
us
ability
strength of
sociological matrix and that of the New Testament.(2) Another important strength is Sociological
Criticism's insights into the essentially sociological dimension of language. (3) Perhaps the
life.
human
focus
incarnational
is
its
Sociological
Criticism
the
reality
of
upon
greateststrength of
(4) Sociological Criticism can be an effective meansof radical encounterwith God by enabling us
to enter into the life-matrix of the community of faith, understandthe reality of God's incarnation
in that particular sociological milieu, and open ourselvesand our community of faith to the same
kind of relationship with God in our own life-matrix. "
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6 SoCiology, then,
basis of virtually fundamentalist interpretation of the NT teXtS.
helps to explain certain typical features and not particular exampleS.7
Furthermore, today the interest in studying the social reality of early

Christianity is alive again. This is not to say that all is easy for sociologists of the
New Testament. There are seriousproblemsthat they must deal with: the problem
8
This
data,
the
the
the
of
reductionism.
problem
problem
of
and
of methodology,
life
issues,
but
does
the
these
of the ordinary
common
considers
not address
study
Christiansof the first century (especiallythe Corinthian congregation).To establish
the social level of any community there are some measurablecriteria: economic
9
class, status,and power.

4.2 Social Status of the Early Christians

The Apostle Paul sent several letters to the church at Corinth in the early 50s

of the first century C.E. In one epistle he provided a general view of what
Paul
"Now
Corinthian
background
the
the
says;
congregation.
of
social
constituted
human
From
God
brothers,
the
you.
called
when
remember what you were, my
God
high
few
social
standing.
or
of
of you were wise or powerful
point of view
in
the
order to shamethe wise, and
nonsense
considers
world
purposelychosewhat
he chosewhat the world considersweak in order to shamethe powerful. He chose
6Thomas F. Best, "Me Sociological Study of the New Testament: Promise and Peril of a
New Discipline, " SJT36 (1983): 190.
7Gerd Theissen, Sociology of Early Palestinian
Christianity,
trans. J. Bowden
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978), 97. He says that "we can explain why there was widespread
became
but
in
Palestine
that
time,
one
man
a criminal, another a
not
why
at
rootlessness
social
holy man, the third an emigrant and the fourth an ascetic. Sociological explanations only apply to
typical features and not to individual instances."
8Scroggs,

166.

9P. F. EsIer, Community and Gospel in Luke-Acts: The Social and Political Motivations
of Lucan Theology (Cambridge:CambridgeUniversity Press,1987), 172.
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in
down
is
looks
despises
thinks
the
order to
on
and
and
nothing,
what
world
destroy what the world thinks is important " (I Cor. 1:26-28).

Some scholarsinterpret Paul's statementto the Corinthians as a description
of the social constituency of earliest Christianity and, therefore, some use it to
support their argumentthat Christiansin the early church belongedto a lower social
class. This questionable assumption has not been accepted by the majority of
scholars.

A century later the Christian writer and apologist Minucius Felix said: "That
many of us are called poor is not our disgrace, but our glory. "10 Contemporary
with Minucius was the pagan Celsuswho describedChristians as follows: "Their
injunctions are like this: Let no one educated,no one wise, no one sensible draw
near. For these abilities are thought by us to be evils. By the fact that they
themselvesadmit that these people are worthy of their God, they show that they
want and are able to convince only the foolish, dishonourable,and stupid, and only
I
little
"I
Even in Celsus's remarks and exaggerated
slaves, women and
children.
tone, he is recognizing that the apostle Paul implies that there were at least some
Christiansof wisdom, power, and high social standingin the early Christian church.
This issuewill be consideredfurther in the next main section.

100clavius 36. See also J. G. Gager, Kingdom and Community: The Social World of
Early Christianity (Englewood: Prentice-Hall, 1975), 94.
I l0rigen, Contra Celsum trans. H. Chadwick (Cambridge: Ilie University Press, 1965),
158.
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A. The Older

Viewpoint

Regarding

the Christian

Social Status

Severalopinions have beenexpressedon the problem of the social level of
Christianity.
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implications

for understanding not only the vocabulary and grammar but also the social setting of
the New Testament. 12 The language of the New Testament and the Koine language
found in the papyri from Egypt have some similarities.

In other words, the two

literary
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belong
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to
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same
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for
"folk"
is
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this
what
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lower social status. 13 So, his justification

character
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in the vulgar level of literary culture and the language the writers used (Koine).
Bengt

Holmberg

says that
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was general,

But

but not
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12Meeks,The First Urban, 51-73. He adds,"He had a genius for popularizing the results
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East
NEddle
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own and others' research,and
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a
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belonged
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some difficulty in situating Paid himself."
13"Ohne sie [die Volkstümlichkeit des Urchristentumsl zu kennen und stark zu
historisch
des
Evangeliums
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der
Werbekraft
können
Erfolg
nicht verstehen.
wir
unterstreichen,
Die Nfission des Paulus war Handwerkermission,nicht Nfission eines Studierten." «WasKautsky
instinkiv gesehen hat, ist richtig: der enge Zusammenhang des Urchristentums mit den
volkstümlichen Schichten." A. Deissmann,Licht vom Osten. Das Neue Testamentund die neu
entdeckten Texte der Hellenistisch-Römischen Welt (4. Aufl., Tübingen, 1923), 329,405.
'
Deissmann,
Lightftom the Ancient East (London: Hodder & Stoughton,
English version, A.
1927).
1413engt Holmberg,
Fortress Press,
(Minneapolis:
Sociology and The New Tesianient
1990). 29. He further adds: "At one extreme one could find a Marxist like Karl Kautsky, describing
the first Christians as originally a proletarian and revolutionary
movement among the lower classes,
destruction
for
intense
by
hate,
of
work,
and
egalitarianism,
wild
class
contempt
characterized
The leading elite were radically poor, spirit filled 'apostles and prophets. ' Only
family life.
and as a consequence of spreading into a non-Jewish
received a few educated and socially higher placed converts. "
gradually
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environnient,

the new movement

At the other end we have Ernst Troeltsch'sdescription of the social classof
the early Christians.15 Using Harnack's argument, Troeltsch considers the social
standingof the early Christians to have beenfairly low. Most of them belongedto
the urban areas, but from the lowest classof society. Part of these groups would
have beenartisans,houseslaves,freedmenand free workers, but not belonging to
any real social class.16 J. G. Gager rightly points out that even such classicistsas
A. D. Nock, A. H. M. Jonesand E. R. Dodds agreethat the social subdivision of
early Christianity hasagain come into focus. Among this limited circle, something
approachinga consensushasemergedon two aspectsof the social question: (1) that
for more than two hundredyearsChristianity was fundamentallya movementamong
the poor groupsin the Empire; and (2), that its appealamongthesegroupsdepended
17
ideological
considerations.
on social as much as

A contemporary variant of the old consensusis presentedby Gager in his
pioneering book on sociological interpretationof the New Testament,Kingdom and
Community (1975). Gager posits that the early Christians did not actually exist at
the absolutebottom level of the social class,nor did they come exclusively from the
aristocratic group or the middle classes.Inside thesesocial stratifications the early
Christians belonged to a group that fell far from their relative expectations.18
15ErnstTroeltsch, Die Soziallehrender Chrisilichen Kirchen und Gruppen (in Gesammelte
Schriften 1, Tfibingcn, 1912), 15-17. E.T., The Social Teaching of the Christian Churches trans.
0. Wyon (2 vols.; 1931; New York, 1960), says that "For the understanding of the whole
fundamental direction of Christianity in relation to the social problem it is decisive to realize that
the preaching of Jesusand the creation of the new religious community was not the creation of a
social movement, which means that it did not evolve from or adapt to any class struggle, and
actuaRyneverrelatesdirectly to the socialupheavalsof ancientsociety."
16Ibid., 22-25.
17Gager.96.
181bid.,106-108.
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Holmberg

criticizes

disadvantaged,

Gager's use of terms like

outsiders, disprivileged,

"disinherited,

deprived,

dispossessed" as if they were all

exchangeable terms. They are not. Being an "outsider" and being "dispossessed"
refer to two different kinds of alienation, one social and the other economic.
According to Holmberg through this lack of precision in his analytical language
Gager is able to mix two sets of ideas when describing the first Christians, although
they need not have anything to do with each other. 19
It seems that Gager places the early believers in sociological world outside
the normal standards of society. They were not at the bottom of the social level nor
high nor middle class but deprived of their expectations. This criterion used by
Gager is useless because it does not measure the social level of the individual or
group in the early church. The next section will deal with a more up-to-date view
that has shown that the social class of early Christians may be higher than some
scholars, especially Deissmann, had supposed.

B. The Newer Viewpoint Regarding the Christian Social Status

More than thirty yearsago E. A. Judge,in his small book The Social Pattern
of the Christian Group in the First Century, challenged the consensus. Judge
observesthat the commonnotion is that the Christian groupswere constituted from
the lower orders of society; if this meant to imply that they did not draw upon the
upper ordersof the Roman ranking system,the observationis correct, and pointless.
Although the original Christians came from the Aramaic community in Palestine,
19Holmbcrg,
Sociology,35. "Onerefersto economic
level("class.
" "dispossessed"),
the
fromestablished
otherrefersto interiorfeelingsof alienation
society.Healignshimselfwith and
whohaveonlythefirst setof criteriain mind,butguardshimselfby constant
quotesfromscholars
' whichis experienced
by peopleof somemeans.
to a 'relativedeprivation.
especially
reference
by anyperson,at whateverlevel of society.
Relativedeprivationcanactuallybe experienced
it is useless
Consequently
asacriterionfor indicating
anysociallevel."
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they flourished and their writings spreadamongJewishand Gentile believers living
20
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influence
Graeco-Roman
the
the
of
urban
societyand
under

Judge's studies not only represent a new interpretation
also show an improvement
times and milieus

in methodology.

of early Christianity.

of the evidence, but

Judge differentiated

The Aramaic-speaking,

around Jesus is not simply the same thing as Jewish Christianity

between separate
rural movement
in Jerusalem, not to

mention the groups we encounter ten years later in Syria or twenty-five
Corinth or Rome. 21 The impact of Judge's reinterpretation

years later in

has hardly been noticed

in
Testament
his
book
New
translated
and
was
published
scholars,
although
among
Germany in 1964.

His view about the socially combinedcharacterof the early Christian church
has received some support from scholars,such as Heinz Kreissig, Clarence L. Lee
and especiallyMartin Hengel,who pointsout that
What Pliny the Younger, as governor of Bithynia in Asia Minor,
wrote to the emperor Trajan, also applied to the communities founded
during the mission of the apostle to the Gentiles: "many
of
every
...
class ... are endangered now and will be endangered in the future"
(by the new "superstition":
multi enim ... omnis ordinis ...
vocantur in periculuM et vocabuntur). That is, there were members of
Christian communities in all strata of the populace, from slaves and
freedmen to the local aristocracy, the decurions, and in some
"The
circumstances even to the local nobility of the Senate. ..
majority of early Christians will have belonged to the'middle class'of
20E. A. Judge, The Social Pattern of the Christian Groups in the First Century (London:
'Me Tyndale Press, 1960), 52-54.
21Holmberg, Sociology, 39-42. He also comments: "Judge relates the data concerning
social level to social structures of the surrounding society, Palestinian, Greek, and Roman (class
system, patrons, and their clientele). He also evidences a clearer grasp of the complexity of the
issue as such: data are generally scarce. there exists no statistical material. and some of our
information only permits of indirect, vague conclusions. Furthermore, he points out that the data
that are more directly relevant, namely prosopographical information, may not have any high degree
of representation. "
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Jewish
from
'godfearers'
the
the
mission were
of
which
antiquity
recruited (cf. Acts 13:43,50; 16:14; 17:4,17; 18:7)."22
Evidence for this expansion is abundant in the second half of the second
century, especially as more educatedpeople becamemembersof the early church.
Hengel stressesthe fact that new membersof the "upper class" frequently came
into contactwith the church. Luke in Acts mentioneda list of prominent peoplewho
joined the early Christian church. The list of people included Joanna the wife of
Chusa, who was the financial administrator of Herod Antipas; the centurion
Cornelius; the Athenian assessor,Dionysius; Menahem, the friend of Herod
Antipas; SergiusPaulus,governorof Cyprus.To this list can be addedthe group of
"God-fearers" on whom the Gentile-Christian mission concentrated its attention;
maybe Luke himself came from this high-class society. According to Eusebius
(Hist. eccl. 5,21,1), in the time of Commodus(180-192), "Large numberseven of
those at Rome, highly distinguishedfor wealth and birth, were advancing towards
their own salvation with all their householdsand kindred."23 Christianity moved
rapidly in all segmentsof society, and even some senators were persuaded to
become Christians. The church's move toward social universalism in fact had
alreadybeeninitiated by Paul.

The negativeopinion given by a critic like Celsusthat Christiansbelongedto
the lower and uneducated segment of society should not be taken at face value.

Obviously, this is a part of Celsus'anti-Christian propagandato set people of high
22Martin Hengel, Property and Riches in the Early Church trans. J. Bowden (London:
SCM Press, 1974), 36-39. The old dispute concerning whether the nephew of the emperor
Domitian, "Flavius Clemensand his wife, Flavia Domitilla, becauseof their Judaizing tendencies-thus Dio Cassius67,14. Flavius Clemens' niece of the samename,becauseof her conversion to
Chri stiani ty- -thus Eusebius, HE 3.18,4--were executed or exiled by the emperor, is still
unresolved. It shows that we must at least reckon with the possibility that in individual casesthe
Evidence for this increasesgreatly in the
of
society.
new faith quickly penetratedto the heights
ap
secondhalf of the secondcentury."
231bid., 64-65.
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East.
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from
the
the
alleged that the church
religion
against
new
social rank
"deliberatelyexcludededucatedpeoplebecausethe religion was attractiveonly to the
foolish, dishonourableand stupid, and only slaves, women, and little children. "24
However, during the past twenty years, several scholars have looked at the data
Cclsus
different
have
than
them
to
and
conclusions
and
some
of
come
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afresh
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Malherbe
that
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by
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forty
"25
A
than
ago
years
similar
view
was
more
expressed
emerging.
Filson when he said: "The apostolic church was more nearly a cross section of
society than we cmphasized."26 The evidencefrom the secondthrough the fourth
centuries is clear, and the triumph of Christianity in a hierarchically organized
27
be
Early
Christianity
from
down.
took
the
top
should
necessarily
place
society
viewed not as a proletarian group movement,but as a relatively small community,
largely composedof peopleof middle-classorigin.

R. M. Grant's explanation is not far from Heinz Kreissig's conclusion that
the early Christian church spreadin the first century of our era not so much among
"proletarians" or solitary handworkersof the smallestscale or small peasants,but
rather in the urban circles of well-situated artisans,merchants,and membersof the
liberal professions.28

24Holmberg, Sociology,

41.

25Malherbe, Social Aspects. 3 1.
26Floyd V. Filson, 'rhe

Significance of the Early House Churches, " JBL 39 (1939):

105-107.
27Robert M. Grant, Early Christianity
and Society (London:

W. Collins, 1978), 11.

28Heinz Kreissig, "Zur Sozialen Zusammensetzung der frühchristlichen
91-100.
erstenJahrhundertU. Z., "Eirene. StudiaGraecaetLatina6(1967):

120

Gemeinden im

Malherbe'scontribution to the new consensusin his book Social Aspectsof
Early Christianily is contrary to Deissmann'spresuppositions,especially in what he
believes was the relationship between social rank and literary culture. 29

Of course there are differences regarding the New Testament Greek language

literature level. The fact is that even at its simple level it is not as vulgar as many of
the nonliterary papyri were on which Deissmannbasedhis argument. Holmberg
saysthat another point to be consideredis that the associationbetween the literary
level of a document and the social level of its author (not to speakof its readers)is
30
forward.
not straight

If the high educational level in ancient times is somehow connected with
high
literary
level
that
of a
a
very
rank,
one
could
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wealth and social
document is an indirect proof of a higher social rank of the social community in
31
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literary
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Paul's
it
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It
that
very
well
own
style
obvious
which
that his personal educational level is higher than the one found, for instance, in the
Gospel of John and others. In summarizing the new viewpoint, we cannot measure
has
be
located
individual
level
A
to
along several
an
scale.
person
social
along
different variables like power, wealth, occupation, ethnic background, education,

32
family
connections.
and
29Malherbe, Social Aspecls, 13. Furthermore, we must be aware of the different
it
between
literature
"were
the
to
that
the
was
and
communities
which
possible
relationships
addressed.We must, for instance,resist the temptation to seeso much of early Christian literature
either as a community product or as reflecting the actual circumstancesof the communities with
which the writings are associated.We too frequently read of communities that virtually produced
one or another of the Gospels or for which they were produced. It is at least possible that some
documents were rescued from obscurity, not because they represented the viewpoint of
communities,but precisely becausethey challengedthem."
3014olmberg,Sociology, 55.
31Loveday Alexander, "Luke's Prefacein the Context of Greek Preface-Writing, " NT 18
(1986): 49.
32Meeks,The First Urban, 55.
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Gager's criticism of the new consensus is found in a couple of articles in
which he reviewed the work of several scholars like Robert Grant, A. J. Malherbe,
and Gerd Theissen. Gager disagrees with the picture drawn by Malherbe's focus on
the letter and the person of the apostle Paul alone, and believes that no weighty
conclusions could be taken from this as to the social stratification

of early

Christianity as a whole. Gager distances himself a little bit from his own position
and the old viewpoint. He pointed out of the "presentations of early Christianity as
exclusively proletarian, a movement of slaves, labourers, and outcasts of various
sorts ... that it may be seriously doubted that such a view ever existed apart from a
few romantics and early Marxists.
"33 It is fair to say that the new consensus
.. .
has not really been shaken by Gager's own criticism, although he reluctantly has to
acknowledge the evidence presented by the scholars.

BesidesGager, Georg Schollgen has expresseda sharp critique of Meeks'
book. Schbllgen'sbasic argumentis that we know almost nothing about the social
realities of the ancientcities and of the Christianchurch on which to baseany strong
conclusions. He concludesthat
So berechtigt die Fragenach der Sozialstruktur der frühchristlichen
Gemeindenexegetischwie theologischist, so notwendig scheint mir
das Eingeständnis, dass sie angesichts der Unergiebigkeit des
Materials nach dem gegenwärtigen Stand der Exegese nicht
zureichend beantwortet werden kann. Dies gilt im übrigen für die
gesamte vorkonstantinische Zeit. Selbst die Gemeinden von
33John G. Gager, "Social Description
and Sociological Explanation, " Religious Sludy
Review 5, (1979): 174-180. Holmberg comments, "in his 1982 article. however, Gager seems to
draw nearer to his original position again. The early Christians may not have been poverty-stricken
slaves, but they were among the disinherited of the Roman social order. " Holmberg, p. 61.
"Recent times have seen a rather lively debate about the social status of the early Christians and
about what it meant to be among the disinherited in the Roman world. One side of the debate,
represented by T'heissen and myself, holds that most of the members of Christian communities
came from the lower classes. Ile other side, represented by E. A. Judge, Abraham Malherbe,
Robert Grant, holds that 'the triumph of Christianity took place from the top down. "
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Karthago, Rom und Alexandrien in der ersten Hälfte des 3. Jh., die
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In an article published in 1982, Meeks clearly states his view and says that
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ignoresthe multi-dimensionalityof stratification,and misleading,becauseit assumes
that there was somethingin the ancientGreekcity correspondingto the middle class
in modem industrial society.37

34Georg Schöllgen, "Was wissen wir über die Sozialstruktur der paulinischen
Gemeinden?" NTS 34 (1988): 78.
351bid., 72-74.

36Holmberg, Sociology, 67-69.
37W. A. meeks, "The Social Context of Pauline Theology, " Int 37 (1982): 266-277. He
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In conclusion, it could be said that neither the older consensusnor the new
consensushas producedsufficient evidenceto prove that the early Christians were
poor, middle-class, or high-class. The evidence is too inadequateto allow a full
description of the social history or full description of the social level of the first
Christians. The romantic picture of the proletarianorigins hasbeenrejectedbecause
early Christianity is seen to be spread throughout more social levels than are
classifiable into a single social rank. Each Christian congregationhas to be studied
in the context of its contemporarysociety. Both groupsof scholarsattempt to show
how the New Testament social world and its messagerelated to the reality of
everydaysocial life of the early Christianchurchand its community.38

4.3. Social Stratification

of the Corinthian

Community

and Church

The knowledge of the social level of the first Christians is interesting not

only in itself, but it usually holds the clue to understandingproblemsin the primitive
church. It appearsthat no other church in the early days of Christianity experiences
as many difficulties, both moral and social, as the church at Corinth. This is evident
because the sources focus on the Corinthian church to the exclusion of other
Christian groups. In order to understandsomeof theseproblems we will deal with
the social structure of the city of Corinth, the evidence of the social status of the
Corinthian congregation,and finally the missionand social statusof Paul.

A. Social Structure

of the City of Corinth

The city of Corinth was one of the more important cities of Greecefrom the
eighth to the second centuries B. C. E. Its strategic location at the isthmus connecting
381bid, 269-271.
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the Peloponnesusto mainland Greecegaveit tremendouspolitical and commercial
power. After its total destructionin 146 B.C.E, Julius CaesarrefoundedCorinth as
a Roman colony in 44 B.C.E. It was the capital of Achaia which included all of
southern Greece. Paul visited Corinth around 50 C.E. and by that time it was a
major city once again.39 Caesar settled mostly freedmen but not exclusively
EITOIXOUS'

ITEP(ýaVTO!

g

TOO

&1r1E)%EUOEPLKOO

YCVOUS'

ITXEL'OTOUT,

"sending people

for the most part who belongedto the freedmenclass." Veteranswere probably also
amongthe colonists. In any event the settlerswere Romancitizens, from any of the
Roman colonies.40
The style of governmentwas that of a typical Romancolony, with annually
elected duoviri and aediles. The depth of this "romanization, " however, should not
be exaggerated. 41 It is especially important to notice that the refounded city of
Corinth--its constitution, buildings, families or cults--was not an old city. During
this time many families were moving up socially; it may be that their grandfathers
and great- grandfathers were slaves. Such a city was very receptive to new ideas.
Paul's choice of Corinth as a testing ground for the new religion proved to be a
happy one. Being a relatively new city it could be expected to be more receptive to
novel religious beliefs than a place like Athens with her unbroken cultural history of
many hundreds of years. Perhaps even more important are the many visitors who
came to this great cosmopolitan city on the isthmus. Some of Paul's most faithful
39Stambaugh
andBalch, 157.
4OStrabo,VIII, 6,23. Seealso Gerd Theissen.The Social Setting of Pauline Christianity,
trans. J. H. Schfitz (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1982). 99. Under these circumstancesthe Roman
element was powerful, even if we can find there some Greek slaves, for instance, among the
freedmen. He says: 'Ibus it is certainly no accidentthat eight of the seventeensurviving namesof
Corinthian Christians are Latin: Aquila, Fortunatus, Gaius, Lucius, Priscilla,, Quartus, Titius
Justus,and Tertius," even though someof them haveJewish background (Aquila and Priscilla, for
instance).
41Meeks, The First Urban, 47.
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in missionary work were, like the apostle himself, foreigners in the Clty. 42

followers
Therefore,

it is not by chance that he had little success in the tradition-conscious

Athens;

but according

Corinth.

In a relatively

to Acts 18, he won many people to the Christian

faith in

new city the desire for a new cultural and social identity

is

more likely to be expected than in an already established cultural centre.

Among the archaeological records of gods worshipped at Corinth, the
goddessAphrodite was worshippedwith great devotion. There are also indications
that membersof many religious groups, here as elsewhere,met to eat a common
cultic meal. Note Paul's argument with the local Christians (I Corinthians 8 -11).
Devoteesof Dionysus met in subterraneandining rooms, with six couchescut into
the rock around a rock-hewn table. Comparabledining rooms, found in the rock at
the sanctuaryof Asclepius, could accommodateeleven personswith small tables in
front of them. Outdoor meals servedin tentswere major elementsof the ritual at the
sanctuaryoffering to Demeterand Core.43

Not only were the citizens of Corinth on the rise socially, but also the city
had experienced a rapid economic revival. The resumption by Corinth of the
Isthmian gameswas an indicator of this economic upturn. The gamesinvolved the
is the pilgrim
participation of many people. Dio Chrysostom saysthat the OEwpOv
festival secondto the merchantcelebration,signifying the close associationbetween
the gamesand commercialactivity.44

420scar Broneer, "Corinth: Centreof St. Paul's Nfission'aryWork, " Biblical Archaeologist
14 (1951): 78-96.
43Stambaughand Balch, 158-159.
44Dio Oraliones 37.8.
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There are four basic factors in Corinth's
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alloy,
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(2) A second factor
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mentioned.
must

(4)

Finally,

province

governmental
of Achaia

had its

capital at Corinth. 46 This was a factor that brought many people to the city.

It is

understandable that in such an aspiring city as Corinth there were more opportunities
to become wealthy.

It thus appears that the Christian believers in Corinth came from

several social classes, and in all probability
because of the church's

faced special difficulties

of integration

inner social structure.

B. Evidence of the Social Status of the Corinthian

Church

The conversion to Christianity made an important impact on many
individuals both in termsof the individual's self-perceptionand the social context of
the new religion. The Christian movementexperiencedcertain transitions in the
generationfollowing Jesus'death and resurrection.The most important transition
was from a Jewishcommunity of believersto a Gentile one, and from a rural setting
to an urban context. The record of Acts shows the transition from a Jewish
community to a Gentile movement.We can seealso the early opposition betweenthe
Greek-speakingJews and more traditional ones (Acts 6: 1). In general, the gospel
45St.
rabo,VIII, 6,20. SeealsoG.Theissen,101.
46Meeks,
TheFirst Urban,47.
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in
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inside
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Christianity
social
status
of
a
reform
movement
cultural
Judaismto becominga Hellenistic movementbasedin the urbancities of the GraecoRoman world. 47

According

to Acts 18: 17, some Jewish leaders were receptive to the

Christian message, as were such wealthy people as Priscilla and Aquila. The most
influential

church members, especially

the missionaries

like Paul and his

companions and main patrons, came from a high social class of Hellenistic Judaism.
Gentile Christians also came from the high levels of their societies. Wealthy men
and women served as partners, and in many instances the whole household followed
its master and mistress into Christianity. Christianity was a multicultural and socioeconomic phenomenon which indeed attracted also the slaves and poor people of the
first-century society (Acts 11: l4ff; 16:15; 18:18).

C. S. Hill

comments

that the Christian

problems than any other group or community

church at Corinth

gave Paul more

with which he was closely associated.

Hill further adds that in spite of the scant record in Acts 18: 1-7, we possibly know
more about the social composition of the Christian community

in Corinth than in any

other city of this period. 48 This infor-mation is based on the two epistles from the
Apostle

Paul to

Corinth.

Paul described

the social

status of the Corinthian

congregation

when he wrote that there were not "many" of the wise, the noble, or

the powerful

in the church at Corinth (1 Cor. 1:26), suggesting that there were not

many

Corinthian

Church members who belonged to high socio-economic

levels.

47Stambaughand Balch, 52-55.
48C. S. Hill,
'7he Sociology of the New Testament Church to A. D. 62: An
Examination of the Early New Testament Church in Relation to Its Contemporary Social Setting. "
(unpublished Ph.D. Thesis, Nottingham University, 1972), 175.
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Yet the congregation included the city treasurer of Corinth and a certain person by
the name of Gaius whose wealth and house were sufficient to provide hospitality for
Paul and the whole church. 49

Paul's assertionhas beentaken at face value by many, who refuse to permit
any qualification of his rhetorical debate at the beginning of his epistle to the
Corinthians,and who hold to the generalpresuppositionthat early Christianity was a
lower-class movement. Derek Tidball mentions two well-known classic Marxists
like Frederick Engelsand Karl Kautsky.50
The expressions "wise" and "powerful" are linked to previously stated ideas
about wisdom and foolishness, power and weakness. But noble birth (6yEllets-)
brings into play something entirely new, a specific sociological category which Paul
especially emphasizes. When repeating the idea in vv. 27-28 he not only contrasts
"noble birth" with "lower born, " but sharpens the contrast between 6yEvCts- and
dycvý by two further designations: Ta ýtovEkvilpoEva ("despised") and T& V11
OVTa("things that are not"')"51 It may be that Paul has a social factor in mind and

probably wants the first two categoriesto be understoodsociologically as well. The
term SuvaTOI9
makesclear the political aspect,but Eu'yEvW'
emphasizesthe social.
In the group are the educated,the influential, and people of distinguished family
4911owardC. Kee. Christian Origins in Sociological Perspective (London: SCM Press,
1980), 97.
5ODerekTidball. An Introduction to the Sociology
of the New Testament (Exeter: Ile
PaternosterPress, 1983), 91. This position was further developed by other influential Marxist
writers, most notably Karl Kautsky. "He cites as evidence for his views both I Cor. 1:26 and
Jerome who said that Christianity recruited not from the Lyceum or the Academy but from the
lowest rabble. In fact, Kautsky claims, it was a common joke in the Roman Empire that
Christians could convert only the simple minded" and also adds that "the history of early
Christianity has notable points of resemblancewith the modem working classmovement. Like the
latter, Christianity was originally a movementof oppressedpeople; it first appearedas the religion
of slaves and emancipatedslaves,of poor people deprived of all rights, of people subjugated or
dispersedby Rome."
5ITlieissen, The Social Selling, 70,71.
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of poverty.

Along the same line, Philo mentions references to the strong, powerful, and
understanding in a similar way when he writes:
Are not private citizens continually becoming officials, and officials
private citizens, rich men becoming poor men and poor men, men of
ample means, nobodies becoming celebrated, obscure people
becoming distinguished, weak men (6(jOcv6tT) strong (luxupol),
insignificant men powerful (SuvaTOL), foolish men wise men of
53
(OUVETOL),
witless men sound reasoners?
understanding

It is the contention that this statementby Philo, especially the languagein I
Cor. 1:26-29 is sociologically significant. The causes for the sociological
interpretation associatedwith I Cor. 1:26 sincePatristic times are now apparent. In
addition, W. Wuellner arguesthat the grammaticalconsiderationsare presentedin
two further argumentswhich confirmed the grammaticalrevision and the elimination
of any sociological implications of I Cor. 1:26-29. But in verses26-28 there not
form
indication
Christians
Corinthian
trace
that
the
part of the
any
even a
of
54
proletariancircles.

The evidencefrom the New Testamentand the Patristic sourcesis the basic
source of information about the social level of early Christianity. If Wuellner's
argument is correct, why did Paul devote a substantial part of this epistle to an
exchangewith the wisdom group? For instance,in 1 Cor. 4: 10, Paul saysthat "for
Christ's sakewe are fools-,but you are wise in union with Christ! We are weak, but
521-lansConzelmann, I Corinthians trans. J. W. Leitch (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1975), 50.
53 Philo, De somniis 155.
54W. Wuellner, "Tbe Sociological Implications
of I Corinthians 1:26-28 Reconsidered, "
Studia Evangelica 43 (1973): 666-672.
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you are strong! We are despised,but you are honourcd!" In a modified way, we
once again find the three groups: the wise, the powerful, and the honoured. Once
again we have terms of sociological importance. In. 1 Cor. 1:26ff., Paul does not
seek to diminish the social level of someof his church membersbut simply objects
to their wealthy self-perception. Perhapsthose wealthy members represented a
55
dominant
but
the
they
congregation
minority within
minority.
apparentlywere a

Another point worthy of mention is the four criteria used by some of the
scholars to identify the social status of the early church: (1) to have a civil or
religious office in the city, (2) to havea "house." (3) to have beenof service to the
church or Paul, and (4) to travel (for the church). The last two criteria are not
sufficient in themselvesto indicatehigh status.56 This prosopographicaldescription
shows that a large section of the most active and influential members of the
Corinthian congregation,which we considertypical of the Hellenistic churchesin
general,most likely belongedto the small portion of Christiansat Corinth with high
social standing. In addition, a closer analysisof the problem of the Lord's Supper
(I Corinthians 11) and the relationshipbetweenthe "strong" and the "weak" clarifies
the picture.

The issue of the social divisions is evident when Paul comments on the
Corinthians' behaviour.An examinationof divisions within the membershipof the
Corinthian church confirms the suppositionof an internal problem betweensocial
classes.It is obvious that the Lord's Supper revealed social differences, a split
between the "haves" and the "have-nots."57 The exact situation of the meal is not
5-%leissen, The Social Setting, 73.
56Holmberg, Sociology, 45. Seealso Gerd 71cissen's detailed
study of his four criteria
on pages73-96.
571beissen,The Social Setting, 96.
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Christian church membersof whatever social strata to share in a simple meal of
breadand wine. The main difficulty camewhen, in addition to that, the hostswould
invite their own social equals to a superior meal before the poorer class members
came to participate in the meal. Paul's objection is directed to those groups whose
memberswere presumablyof the high social strata.-58

The Corinthian church was not homogeneous,but included a fairly wealthy
and high-class minority in its membership. The wealthy and more educatedof the
memberswere perhapsthe leadersand hostsfor their fellow believers. As part of
the different factions within the church,they were clearly a dominant minority.59

In spite of being a dominant minority they represent the high social class in
the church who appear to be very active. For this reason we need not cast doubt on
Paul's statement that "not many" at the Corinthian church belonged to a high social
level. We may conclude that it is probable that the most active and important
members of the church belonged to the ob TroXXotao(ýo't, SUMTOtfand6yEv6g.

C. Social Context of Paul's Ministry

and Mission

The social status of the apostle Paul, like that of the early Christian church,
has been more recently under review. Deissmann is especially interested in "the
58Tidball,

101. Meeks also observes that "there is a good reason to suspect that the
strong' in Corinth belong to the wealthier and socially better placed minority of the Christian
group (compare I Cor. 1:26). Perhaps, as many modem scholars have argued, 'the strong'
Christians had developed some complex ideology, an early form of Gnosticism, for example, or
some mystical interpretation of baptism and spirit-possession, but we do not have to imagine
anything so elaborate in order to understand the argument of these three chapters. " Wayne Meeks,
The Moral World of the First Christians (London: SPCK, 1987), 133.

59Holmberg, Sociology, 45-47.
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traceswhich hint at the social classto which Paul belonged." Deissmannidentifies
three: Paul'strade,his citizenship,and his educationor cultural background.On the
basisof Paul's citizenship and languageone would have to assign Paul to the high
social class. Deissmann'sviewpoint is not new. Many centuries earlier, church
fathers like John Chrysostom, Gregory of Nyssa,and Theodoret had expressedan
identical view concerning Paul's social class.60

Nevertheless, Deissmann's
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has
them
views.
still
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scholars;
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For instance, W. Ramsay did not look to Paul's trade but to his Roman
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37;
He
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16:
22:
25-29).
(cf.
that
would
citizenship
said
citizenship
"placed Paul amid the aristocracyof any provincial town. Paul'sRoman citizenship,
Ramsay explained, was proof that his family was one of distinction and at least
moderatewealth."61 Paul'sciviras Romana hasbeenchallengedby W. Stegemann
62
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The subject of Paul's Roman citizenship is troublesome, though not quite
such an inaccessible

as Stegemann

suggests.

The topic

is discussed

at some length

6ORonald F. Hock, "Paul's Tent Making and the Problem of His Social Class, " JBL 97
(1978): 555-564.
61W. Ramsay, St. Paul the Traveler and the Roman Citizen (New York:
1896), 31.

Putman's Sons,

62Wolfgang Stegemann, "War der Apostel Paulus ein römischer Bürger?" ZNW 78
(1987): 200.
63Gillian Clark, "Tbe Social Statusof Paul." Expository Times96 (1984-85): 110-111.

64Tidbafl, 92.
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by Sherwin-White, who commentsthat the dilemma of establishingcitizenship was
probably not nearly so hard for the first-century Roman as we think since the
majority of the peoplestayedin the sameplace from one generationto the next and
family origins would be public knowledge. The exceptions were soldiers, who
were issuedwith a small metal certificate, a diploma, and merchantswho probably
carried a small wooden diptych. The general belief is that most Romans citizens
carried somekind of documentshowing the registrationof their placeof birth.65

Among the fundamental evidences about Paul's life belongs his own
testimony. Paul's own remark: " 'Eyw 6,E Kai yEycvv-qvat" (civis Romanus) is
probably no more than a straightforward answer to Claudius Lysias' statement
'Eyw

roXXoý

KE4)aXafOUTTIV TrOXtTEtaV TaU"V

4KTijadj1TjV"(Acts

16:37;

22: 25-28). " So, according to Acts 22:3, Paul is reported to have said that he was
bom in Tarsus. The city of Tarsus was the capital of the Roman province of Cilicia.
It is most likely that his birth in Tarsus and his Roman citizenship (civitas Romana),
which presupposesa relatively high social level, may have given him an appreciation
of the Roman Empire. 66 The question of the origin and social status of Paul's
relatives is closely linked with his. The assumption for Paul's father's being granted
Roman citizenship is not very clear. It may be that his father or grandfather had
performed some special service for the emperor or other high official, perhaps in
relationship with their tent-making business.

There are some apparent difficulties in assuming that the apostle was a citizen
of the city in which he was born. Paul describes himself as a Jew and "from Tarsus
in Cilicia.

(Acts 21:37-39). The question is how we
a
citizen
of
no
ordinary
city"
..

65MI1,195.
66SeyoonVim, The Origin of Paul's Gospel (Grand Rapids: Ecrdmans,1981), 38.
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privileges, but not full citizenship,67and that in this caseas in the Septuagint,polites
and Tarseusrefer only to Paul'splaceof birth; but of course,it is difficult to obtain
real clarity in this inquiry.

Therefore such views could be mere speculation. What is clear is that
Paul's status as a civis Romanus gives him certain rights and privileges
common citizens of the empire might expect.
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this is the reason why Paul gave a proud answer to his opponents,
aristocrats in the Christian community

the arrogant

at Corinth, when he said: "'EXEIJOEpoT Yap

WV iK lTaVTWV 1T&GLVkvaUTO'V ESouXwaa" (I Cor. 9: 19). This testimony

from

Paul's lips is one of the most clear evidences we have concerning his personal social
status.
67N4artinHengel, "The Pre-Christian Paul" in The Jews Among Pagans and Christians,
edited by Judith Lieu, John North, and TessaRajak, (New York: Routledge, Chapman and Hall,
Inc., 1992). 30. He further commentsthat "there is no reasonfor doubting Luke's information that
the apostle had Roman citizenship. The reasonsbrought forward against this are not convincing.
Thus Paul may have been flogged three times (2 Corinthians 11:25) becausehe deliberately kept
quiet about his citizenship in order to follow Christ in his suffering. We must also take into
account the possibility that the city magistratesmay not have felt themselvesconstrained by his
claim to privilege. That Paul never mentionsit doesnot meananything, since he keeps quiet about
almost all private matters. Had he beena mereperegrinus Paul would have been condemnedin
Judaeawithout much fuss and would not have been sent to the imperial court in Rome." Nor does
the statementthat Paul never mentions his full three-part Roman name mean anything, "since this
usagewas not always customaryin Greek-speakingcircles and went against the custom of Judaism
and of early Christianity."
68Tidball, 93.
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The argument among scholars regarding the nature of Paul's trade has
usually also raised the related question of when Paul learned the skills of tentmaking. Scholarsanswerthis questionby saying that the apostlePaul learned it as
part of his Jewish background and some say that Paul learned the trade from his
father. Some scholars,however, say that Paul did not learn a trade until later, until
he was a student of Gamaliel (Acts 22:3), providing as their warrant the later
rabbinic ideal of combining study and teachingof Torah with the practiceof a trade:
"Excellent is the study of Torah together with worldly occupation."69 This is the
communis opinio of several scholars. G. Bornkamm says that "with Paul,
theological training in Judaismwas combined with the learning and practice of an
occupation. "70 F. F. Bruce statesthat "many rabbis practised a trade....

Paul

scrupulouslymaintainedthis tradition asa Chfistian preacher."71 On the other hand,
the idea that Paul'sfather trainedhim, therebyfollowing Jewishpractice, should not
be taken to mean that the practice was followed only in Jewish tradition. In the
Graeco-Romansociety the custom was also that the father taught his son a manual
trade,ascan be seenfrom the generalizationsof Plato and other writers.72
69 Ronald F. Hock, The Social Context
of Paul's Ministry (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1980), 22. He adds that "however widely and confidently expressed this view, it is open to question
at three points. First, the history of Paul being educated by Gamaliel, known only from Acts 22: 3.
is open to question for a variety of reasons, chief among them the incongruity of a persecuting Paul
having been the student of so tolerant a teacher as Garnaliel (cf. 5: 34). Second, even if we grant
Paul's education under Gamaliel, this fact does not require that Paul's education was done with a
professional goal in mind, which the rabbinic ideal of combining trade and Torah has in view.
Third, even if Paul were a professional student, the ideal of combining Torah and trade is difficult to
establish much earlier than the middle of the second century A. D., that is, long after Paul. "

70 G. Bornkamm. Paul (New York: Harper & Row, 1971), 12.
71 F. F. Bruce, Paul: Apostle of the Heart Set Free (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans. 1977),
108.
72PIato Protag 328 A. For the early empire: Dio Oral 4.47; 7.111; 71.4,
and Lucian Abd
22. See also R. F. Hock, 23. Among the latter we may note the well-known case of Socrates
learning the trade from his father Sophroniscus and the lesser-known case of Tryphon, a weaver
from Oxyrhynchus and a contemporary of Paul, who also learned the trade from his father and in
turn taught one of his sons.
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The Acts of the Apostles tells us that Paul's mission started with the Jews
and then the Gentiles. More exactly, he went to the "God-fearers. " They were
Jewish
Gentiles (the 04EOOVEVOL
OEov)
with
who sympathized
or 1ý000UVEVOL
TO'V
beliefs and the moral practices of Judaism. They did not fully convert to Judaism or
become circumcised.

Luke says that, during Paul's mission at Corinth, he was

I
declared,
"From
by
local
on
the
now
synagogue rulers and members and
rejected
will go to the Gentiles" (Acts 18:6). Between Paul's first and second missionary
journeys he consciously changed his strategy. On the first trip he used the Jewish
synagogue as a platform for his mission, and as a result, he encountered opposition.
On his second and third journeys he created an alternative platform for his preaching
ministry. He used his social status as a civis Romanus and often got sufficient help
from wealthy patrons to support his mission. 73

Paul's ministries (preaching and teaching) took place in the Graeco-Roman
society where itinerant
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schools of the time. 75
73 E. A. Judge, "Early Christians as a Scholastic Community, " Journal of Religious
History 1 (1960-61): 127. In this article Judge tries to compare Paul with other contemporaries.
Although the detailed research is helpful, the attempt to present the early Christians as a scholastic
community is not altogether convincing.

74E. E. Ellis, Pauline Theology: Ministry and Society (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989),
147.
75Abraham I Malberbe, Paul
and the Popular Philosophers Mnneapolis; Fortress Press,
1989), 68. During the last hundred years, New Testament scholars have shown that many aspects
of Paul's life and letters are illuminated when they are examined in the light of Graeco-Roman
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These similarities between Paul and the popular philosophers of his day have
been stressed to the point that some see him as a type of Hellenistic philosopher.
Stowers has challenged Judge's categorizing of Paul as a professional "sophist, "
who belonged to the social class of touring lecturers. He stresses the fact that Judge
went so far in comparing Paul with the Cynics as to compare him with the eminent
ones as Aelius Aristides and Dio Chrysostom. However, he points out that even if
there are some similarities between a Cynic outlook and Paul's preaching and
teaching, the Cynic marketplace approach was not well suited to someone who has
in mind the formation of permanent community. 76

On the other hand, Malherbc agrees with the view that there arc some
similarities, but he wants to stressthe function in which Paul adaptedwhat he had
learnedfrom the moral philosophers.That function, he says,is mainly pastoral,and
Paul's adoption and adaptation of the philosophical tradition show his awareness
and understandingof the philosophicalpastoralsystemof his day.77

A further indication of Paul'shigh-classstatusis the way he moved freely in
the highest social circles in the provinces of the empire. His ability to speak
Aramaic and Greek enabledhim to be an effective evangelistin both the Jewish and
the Graeco-Roman worlds. His fluency with the Hebrew language sometimes
culture. 'rbere can no longer be any doubt that Paul was familiar with the teaching. methods of
operation, and style of argumentationof the philosophersof the period. all of which he adoptedand
adaptedto his own purposes.This is not to argue that he was a technical philosopher; neither were
his philosophical contemporaries.The philosopherswith whom Paul should be comparedwere not
metaphysicianswho specializedin systematizingabstractions,but, like Paul, were preachersand
teacherswho saw their main goal to be the reformation of the lives of people encountered in a
variety of contexts,ranging from the imperial court and the salonsof the rich to the streetcomers."
76 Stanley K. Stowers, "Social Status, Public Speaking and Private Teaching: The
Circumstancesof Paul's PreachingActivity, " NT 24 (1984): 69.
77Malherbe,Paul 68.
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caused the hostility of the leaders in Jerusalem, according to Acts. At the same time
his knowledge of Greek helped him to gain a hearing among the philosophers of
Athens as in Acts 17. Paul would hardly have been invited to speak in the council
of the Areopagus if he had been ignorant of the Greek language and its culture. A
final aspect of Paul's life and social status is to be found by looking at his social
attitudes. Paul's position regarding secular authority and the powers vested in the
state and other established institutions is highly conservative but very common of a
typical member of the social high class. He believed that all existing authorities,
whether good or bad, were instituted by God (Rom. 13:1-7). 78

Paul did not make any attempt to changethe existing social structure of his
society (I Cor. 7: 17-23). For Paul, the slaveswere to give complete obedienceto
their earthly masters(Col. 3:22), while the mastershad to do their own duty and be
just and fair to their slaves(Col. 4: 1). Therefore, Paul took a typical attitude of a
high-classpersonbut also was willing to condescendto the lower social classesfor
the sake of the gospel. Having examinedthe social context of Paul's ministry, we
can now examine the social significanceof the housechurcheswhere some of these
housesservedas the baseof his ministry.

4.4 Social

Significance

of the House Churches

The study of the significance of the household concept in the New Testament

is a relevant one. A misunderstandingof this conceptwould meanthat a good deal
of the New Testament socio-historical and theological problems would remain
obscured, and especially the householdissue in the Corinthian church. Filson is
among the first to give attentionto the subject.The New Testamentchurch would be
78all,

198.
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better understood if more attention were paid to the actual physical environment
under which the first Christians lived, in particular, the significance and function of
the house church. 79 Most of the early Christians met in Graeco-Roman households.
The record of the book of Acts gives the house church a prominent place in the
narrative of early Christianity. Voluntary and apologetic sermons were preached in
public, but the life of the church was in houses. 80

Since the beginning of the church, Christian gatheringsin homesserved as
the base of the movement. The first centres of Christian worship were houses
owned by church members. In the first century C.E. and for a long time afterwards,
Christianity was not recognizedas a religion, so there was no such thing as a public
meeting place, like the synagogue. Therefore, the early Christians had to use the
only facilities available, namely, the houses of some of the believers.81 The
gathering of Christians in homes goes back to the very beginning of the church.
Luke's record in Acts mentionssuchgatheringsin the early church (Acts 1:13; 2:46;
5:42; 12:12; etc.). As the church movedoutsidePalestine,the samepattern is found
in other citieS.82

79filson, 'Early House Churches," 105-106.
8OStambaughand Balch, 139.
81j. Murphy-O'Connor, St. Paul's Corinth (Wilmington: Michael Glazier, Inc., 1982).
153-155. The archaeological excavation at Corinth has brought to light relevant information
regarding the size and style of some houses of the Roman period. One of the mosaic floors
discovered is dated to the late Ist century C.E. Some of the housesdiscovered reveal that their
owners were upper-classwealthy people.
82Filson, 106. finds that "outside of Jerusalem,
no temple served as a partial centre of
attention for the Christians. Whenever the synagogue was closed to Christian propaganda--and this
seems to have occurred early in the development of Paul's work in the cities he visited--the house
church dominated the situation. Only rarely could a public assembly hall be obtained (Acts 19:9).
With the exception of such limited use as could be made of the market place and other public areas
of the city, the regular setting for both Christian meetings and evangelistic preaching was found in
the homes of believers. "
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Other passagesrefer to the conversionof completehouseholds(Acts 11:14;
16:15,31-34; 18:8). In the majority of the casesthe entire households were
converted, including the husband, wives, and the slaves; in some instances, the
conversion of the headof the family did not meanthe conversionof the slaves(cf.
Onesimusin Philemon 10), althoughit could usually be assumedthat when the head
ýO
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Christian,
the
the
well.
as
of
a
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Luke
Peter
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1
18;
14:
(Rom
that
chance
slavesand servantsare named01KETat
16:13). Nor is it accidentalthat they are referredto besidewives and children in the
84
lists.
Wives,
in
Haustafeln,
such
no
role
while
other
relatives
play
so-called
children, and slaves are clearly mentioned in passagessuch as Col. 3: 18ff; Eph.
5.22ff. It also appearsthat in I Tim. 3: 12 the mention of the householdscould
include the slavesas part of the entire Haustafeln.

The Lucan and Pauline terms are especially significant
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businesses, or were normally

well-traveled,

and in all likelihood

were of high social

83Stambaughand Balch, 139.
84TIieissen, The Social Setting, 86. He mentions also that '1he centurion is
4EýOrEOhg.
.
(YýV WCCVTI
TO ON% all'TOO(Acts 10:2). He relates his vision to "two of his slaves and a
devout soldier from among thosethat waited on him" (Acts 10:7). Luke surely doesn't want to say
that the slaveswere not themselvesdevout, although the soldier belongs to the God-fearers--asif the
centurion would entrust his vision to slaveswho were unbelievers. Rather, the predicate cbucohc
is neededonly for the soldier, sincethe slaveswerealreadycharacterizedin 10:2 asGod-fearing."
85Meeks,TheFirst Urban, 75.
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background and lived in the genteel surroundings exemplified by the homes in
Pompeii and Ephesus. They were the ones who provided the congregation with a
place for worship but also, like the patronsof the clubs (brotherhoods),becamethe
benefactors (upooTaTaL) and leaders (auvpyotf, SLaKoVOL,
) in the
ot d&EX4ýot
86
local housechurcheS.

According to Paul, Priscilla andAquila madetheir homea centreof Christian
fellowship and teaching (I Cor. 16: 19; Rom. 16:5). Romans 16 indicates that each
Christian congregation or group had its own place of. worship. Paul's comment in
Romans 16 indicates that there were various Christian congregations in the capital
city. Banks says that there is no reference, (probably due to the size of the city), that
Christians ever met as a whole in one place.87 The church at Rome met in private
residences, assuming that chapter 16 was part of the letter to that city. 88 However,
some scholars (such as P. Lampe, K. P. Donfried, C. E. B. Cranfield) argue that
Romans 16 was added to a copy of the letter that was addressed to Ephesus.

Furthermore, there were some congregations or groups formed in
householdswhere their leaderswere not Christians,such as the ones mentioned in
Rom. 16:10,11,14,15, not to mention thefamilia Caesaris.89 It seemsthat Paul
knew of at least three such house churches in Rome (Rom. 16:5,14,15),

and there

86EIlis, Pauline Theology 142.
87Robert Banks, Paul's Idea of Community (Exeter: The Paternoster Press, 1980), 39.

881bid.,146. 'In that chapter four or five Christian congregationsmay be distinguished.
The assemblyin the home of Priscilla and Aquila and 'the saints' with Philologus and Julia were
probably congregationsmeeting in those residences. The 'brothers' with Hermas may refer to a
house used both for Christian workers and for congregationalmeetings. Those from Aristobulus
and from Narcissus were, like the believers from Caesar's house (Phil. 4: 22) and the Roman
synagoguesof the Augustesiansand the Agrippesians, probably congregations centering on the
freedmenand slavesof thosetwo householdsand meetingthere."
89Meeks,The First Urban, 76.
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may have beenmore than one congregationin Thessalonica(I Thess.5:27) and also
in Laodicea(Col. 4: 15). Despitethe fact that they may have formed separatehouse
churches, such congregationswere not viewed as b6ing separatechurches.90As
was mentioned previously, in I Corinthians II they do not have separate
communion services.

The house churches as places of worship helped the congregation to a certain
extent to have some privacy, a degree of intimacy and stability of place. However, it
also created the potential environment for factions among the members. The house
church context also set the stage for some conflicts in the allocation of authority
among the church members. It is not surprising, then, that in many instances ethical
and moral exhortation is addressed to households. This especially applied in the
Corinthian congregation where many problems arose because of the internal sociotheological tensions and divisions among the members. Christians of a certain
doctrinal tendency clustered together. Christians from the same social background
would also tend to group together. In each of these groups were found feelings of
pride and prestige. Such a divided church inevitably became an open setting for any
kind of doctrinal and social differences.91 It is probable that here we could discover
the sources of the tensions that are found in Paul's account of the eucharistic liturgy
in the Corinthian church (I Cor. 11: 17-34).

Paul censures the wealthy members for not eating the Lord's Supper in
reality. He says that "when you meet together, it is not the Lord's Supper (KuptaKo'v
9OMalherbe,
SocialAspects,70.
91Filson. 110. Another situation which probably had developedin the house
church is the
problem of the four-sided party strife at Corinth. "Me only reasonablesupposition is that the
Apollos partisans,for example,found eachother's companyand ideascongenial, and thereforemet
together, and that the other groups likewise had not only their own party slogans, but also their
separateplacesof assembly."
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Setnvov) that you eat. For in eating, each one goes ahead with his own meal ( 't8tov
MiTvov), and one is hungry and another is drunk. What! Do you not have houses to
have
drink
in?
do
despise
humiliate
Or
God
those
the
who
you
of
and
eat and
church
nothing? " (ICor. I 1:20ff). It thus appears that an excessive gluttony and other social
problems caused the divisions (atXfaVaTa, lCor. 11: 18) and factions (alp&ELS-,
lCor. 11: 19) mentioned by Paul. Furthermore, it is in this a context that we could
find the dilemma among the "strong" and the "weak" arguing over the question of
eating meat offered to idols (1 Corinthians 8,10).

4.5 The Social Dilemma

of the "Strong"

and the "Weak"

in

the

Church at Corinth

Several of the social difficulties

within the Corinthian

church can be

understood in the light of evidence that people from different social backgrounds had
difficulty

relating to each other even after they became Christians. They realized

that as far as God was concerned, such differences were not important (I Cor. 7: 22;
Col. 3: 4), but in practice their mutual acceptance still had to be learned the hard
differences
how
look
Corinthians
A
1
these
social
exhibited
shows
closer
at
way.
themselves in the church in Corinth. The problems and divisions in the First Epistle
may well have been due to an interpretation of socio-cultural distinctions among the
Corinthian congregation. 92

92Derek Tidball, An Introduction to the Sociology of the New Testament (Exeter: T*he
Paternoster Press, 1983). 99-100. "Paul was not arguing that the social distinctions should be
between
by
biological
differences
Christians
the sexes
than
the
any
more
abandoned
completely
disappeared when people became Christians. But he was arguing that the church was an alternative
from
different
the normal society and enjoyed entirely new
principles
which
operated
on
society
relationships. Within the church there must be acceptance and respect for people whatever their class
background and the acknowledgement that God may use some prominently within the church who
would not normally have risen to positions of leadership. In a word, the prominent members of the
Church at Corinth needed to repent of their snobbery and treat the ordinary members with more
seriousness. "
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The different

social ranks of the church members in Corinth,

were partly

responsible for the conflicts between the "strong" and the "weak" Christians over the
question Of El6WX001UTa,food sacrificed

to idols (I Cor. 8: 10). 93 To question the

legitimacy

grounds of the conflict

of seeking for the theological

the sociological
theological
Corinth,

conflict

analysis.

Furthermore,

such an analysis

does not exclude

does not reduce

a

to social factors. 94 In his analysis of the strong and the weak in

Theissen does not identify

the weak as either Jews or Gentiles. Paul saw

the dilemma as a general one, and the socio-economic
whole picture of the conflict.

factors help us to grasp the

Paul makes a contrast between the strong and the

weak in 1 Cor. 1:26ff and relates that contrast to the social stratification

of the

Christian church at Corinth. 95

It seems probable, therefore, that the weak Christians could be found on the
lower social level rather than in a particular national group, and the apostle appears
to identify himself with them in his dialogue over their difficulties.

It is noteworthy

to mention that the diet of the majority of the people (including the church members
in Corinth) did not include meat. It is likely, then, that the problem of eating meat
sold in the market place (I Cor. 10:25ff) "was to them purely theoretical" because
they did not have enough money to afford

what the wealthy members of the

community and church could afford on an almost daily basis. Nevertheless, that is
not the main problem, for Paul's concern was mostly with the eating of meat
sacrificed to idols in the pagan temples.96 It has been argued that all, or very nearly
93'Ibeissen, The Social Setting, 121.
94Malherbe, Social Aspects, 78. He insists, however, that as a
rule, "theological
convictions becomeoperative only when social groups bestow on them the power to govern their
conduct."
"Meissen, The Social Setting, 122-124.
96Malherbe, Social Aspects, 79.

145

meat offered presumably in
all, of the meat sold in the macellum was E18wX66uTov,
nearby temples.97

On the contrary, it seems that the argument that the meat sold in the
is not wholly convincing, but the observation that the
macellum was EIBWX60UTOV
macella and temples "most of the time have been contiguous is not on account of
any religious connection but becausepublic buildings are almost inevitably grouped
together in the middle of a city. "98 The presence also in one shop [in Pompeii] of
entire skeletons of sheep suggests that the meat may have been sold on the hoof or
slaughtered in the macellum as well as sold already butchered or sacrificed in a
temple. 99 Thus, it appears that the contention that in Paul's day practically all meat
came from the macellum cannot be accepted in toto because the data show the
contrary. 100 However, as a matter of fact the data show that there was in pagan
ceremony an open immolation. The animal was again divided into three parts: a
token part to be burned, a share for the priest, and a substantial amount left to the
magistrates. What they did not use, they sold to the shops and markets for resale to
the public. Such meat was eagerly bought by pagans. Aesop bought tongues of
sacrificial pigs in the butcher shop. Pliny indicates the purchaser knew what she or
he was buying. 101
97Ehrhardt, 280-282.
"Barrett,

47-48. "Iliat meat was to be had that was not 1cP66UTOVis confirmed by
Plutarch, Sympos. VIII 8,3, where it is said that the Pythagoreans w's PCEXLCFTCC
11tv kYE60VTO
T13Y LIEPOUTWY &1rQPX6PCV0LTdLT &otr, which seems to mean that the Pythagoreans, who
took flesh very sparingly, ate it only in the form Of 14EP60UTa.It is implied that olers, who did
not share the vegetarian principles of the Pythagoreans, would eat it when it had not been sacrificedis, that non-sacrificed meat was available. "
-that

991-1.
J. Cadbury, "The Macellum in Corinth,"JBL 53 (1934): 134-141.
10OConzelmann,I Corinthian, 176.
101Aesop, Life of Aesop 51 and Pliny, Letter to Trajan 10.96.10. See also Charles H.
Talbert, Reading Corinthians: A Literary and Theological Commentary on I and 2 Corinthians
(New York: Crossroad,1987), 56-58. This food was prohibited to Jews becauseit was connected
with idolatry, it was not slaughteredin the proper way, and tithe had not been paid on it. "So.
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In addition, it is also known that the only time that meatcameon the market
was after pagan festivals where it had been part of the victims sacrificed to the
gods.102 Nevertheless,some membersof the Corinthian church (the "strong")
argued that eating meat sacrificed in the pagantemplesdid not posea social-ethical
problem, whereasfor others(the "weak") it certainly did causesomeproblems.

It was the custom that in public festivals all citizens, regardless of their social
status, could eat meat. However, Theissen questions whether the citizens from the
low social class were able to attend those meals that contained meat offered to idols.
But the main questions of some of the new converts from the lower
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almost every day and therefore did not associate it with a cult because they did not
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" Could a Christian buy or eat such meat? This is the issue in I Cor. 8.10idols' (f18WX06UT6Y).
11:1.
102Murphy-O'Connor,

St. Paul, 161.

103Theissen, The Social Setting, 125-127.
1()4Meeks, The First Urban, 69.
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there is also a social dimension to the problem, to which the ideological factors
would have to be connected. 105 In his interpretation of I Cor. 1:26ff, the strong are
the socially powerful, who accept invitations to dinner where EISWX60UTa
would be
served (I Cor. 10:27) in a pagan temple, and have had some social or business
responsibilities with the community and the church. 106 Furthermore, an invitation
to a social gathering presented a dilemma to the weak, who didn't want to appear
impolite to the host family and his own family as well. 107

The strongjustified their behaviourby appealingto their "yYcoots.,
" because
idols do not exist, as Paul states. Some have found parallels between the "strong"
Christians and later Christians Gnostics, who also had a liberal attitude toward
eating meat sacrificed to idols. 108 However Pdtrement makes this observation:
"Gnosticism doesnot consist merely of the useof the word 'gnosis'; it is a teaching
that is concernedwith the relationsof God, man, and the world, and this teachingis
nowherefound, it seems,before Christianity."109 On the other hand,Wilson points
out that "the problem remainsthat for the earlieststageswe haveno clear knowledge
10-5Meissen, The Social Setting, 13 1.
106Meeks, The First Urban, 69.

107Murphy-O'Coanor,

St. Paul, 164. He comments that "it is easy to perceive the
dilemma that one of the weak would face if he receivedsuch an invitation to celebratethe marriage
of his pagan brother. He could not decline on the grounds that his new faith did not permit it,
becausethe strong were known to participate in such banquets. No matter how deeply rooted his
conviction that Christians could not sharein such meals there was no way he could make it either
comprehensibleor palatable to his family. To refuse could only appearas a gratuitous insult to a
family he still loved. If he cededto the legitimate desiresof his family, he would be going against
his conscience,and all becausethe strong participatedin suchoccasions."
108Walter Schmithals, Gnosticism in Corinth trans. by J. Steely (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1971), 230-232. Seealso U. Wilckens, Weisheit und Torheil BHTh, 26 (Tfibingen: J.C.B.
Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 1959.
109S. Pdtrement, 'Te Colloque de Messine et le proWme du gnosticisme," Revue de
Wtaphysique et de Morale 72 (1967): 37 1. A SeparateGod.- The Christian Origins of Gnosticism
(San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1984), 1-27. Seealso E. M. Yarnauchi, Pre-Gnosticism (London:
Tyndale Press, 1973), 16.
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of it, no documentationthat would allow us to traceits development.In regardto the
beginnings of this movement we are still in the main reduced to hypothesis."' 10
Furthermore, there is not a sequencebetween the Corinthian "yw5aig" and the
Christian Gnosticism of the second century, but neither can some similarities
between the two be ignored. In conclusion, the connectionsbetween the "gnosis"
problem in Corinth and Christian Gnosticism of the secondcentury are a matter of
debate,and with good reason. There is scarcelya direct association.' 11 However,
among the "strong" Christians who did not see anything wrong in eating meat
sacrificed to idols, the only analogieswithin Christianity come from Gnostic groups,
112
be
in
following
the
examples:
as may seen
Justin on Gnosticsin general:"But know that there are many who
profess their faith in Jesusand are consideredChristians, yet claim
thereis no harm in their eatingmeatsacrificedto idols" (Dialogus cuin
Tryphone 35,1). ". Of these some are called Marcionites, some
.
Valentinians,someBasilidiansand someSatumilians" (Dial. 35,6).
Irenaeuson the Valentinians: " For this reasonthe most perfect
forbidden....
freely
is
For
them
which
among
practice everything
they eat food that wasoffered to idols with indifference, and they are
the first to arrive at any festival party of the gentilesthat takesplacein
honor of the idols, while some of them do not even avoid the
murderousspectacleof fights with beastsand'single combats,which
are hateful to God and man. And some, who immoderately indulge
the desiresof the flesh, say that they are repaying to the flesh what
belongs to the flesh and to the spirit what belongs to the spirit"
(Adversushaereses 1,6,3).
Irenaeus on the followers of Basilides: "They despise things
sacrificed to idols and think nothing of them, but enjoy them without
any anxiety at all. They also enjoy the other (pagan) festivals and all
that can be called appetite" (Adv.haer.1,24,5;cf. Eusebius,Historia
ecclesiastica I V,7,7).
I 10R.Mcl.Wilson,'r-inosisat Corinth,
" in Paulwid Paulinism
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Origen on the Simonians: "Nowhere in the world are Simonians
following,
found,
larger
be
in
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to
to
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now
although
order win
freed his disciples from the peril of death, which the Christians are
taught to prefer, by instructing them to regard pagan worship as a
matterof indifference" (Contra CeLswnVI, 11).
Epiphanius on libertine Gnostics of a much later period: "And
whatever we eat, be it meat, vegetables,bread or anything else, we
are doing a kindnessto createdthings by collecting the soul from all
things and transmitting it with ourselvesto the heavenly world. For
this reasonthey eatevery kind of meatand say they do so that we may
show mercy to our kind" (Panarion XXXVI, 9,2).
It cannot be argued on the assumptionof theseexamples that eating meat
offered to idols was the normal custom in all the Gnostic groups.There were some
of theseGnostics who practisedasceticism.To eat meat sacrificed to idols was not
the typical habit, but one of the customsof the Gnostics.113It seemsmost likely
that there was a Gnostic element in the Corinthian church which appealed to and
believed in the intellectual level, soteriology based on knowledge and selfconsciousnessand social power within the church and the community and their
opennessto the pagan world. 114However, theseexamplesdo not prove that some
of the Corinthians practisedwhat the Gnosticsof the secondor even third century
practised.

Paul was informed of the conflict between the strong and the weak
Christians in a letter that appearedobviously written from the viewpoint of the
strong (1 Cor. 8: 1), but he also receivedoral informatJon(I Cor. 1:11,11: 18). The
strong and the weak Christians together ate the Lord's Supper, and at those
fellowship meals their different social status was responsible for conflicts. It is
interesting to note that Paul addresseshis response exclusively to the strong
113Theissen, The Social Setting, 133.
114John W. Drane, Paul: Libertine or Legalist? (bmdon:
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SPCK, 1975), 105.

Christians,115and appealsto them to be careful to regulate their behaviour by "the
obligation of love" (Liebespflicht).116

On the whole case,the conflict betweenthe weak and the strong revealsthe
presenceamong the church membersat Corinth of personsof significantly different
by
"excessive
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individualism" on the part of some members (the "strong"), but in view of the
I Cor. 11:19) noted by
divisions (aXtfoVaTa,1 Cor. 11:18) and factions (alpgOELT,
Paul, Theissen observes that probably Paul has two groups in mind, those who
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The fellowship meal that the wealthy ate is contrasted with the Lord's Supper
(16tov Winvoy vs. KuptaKO'VWtTrvov). The misunderstanding, as Paul sees it, is
that the wealthy Christians continued to consider it as their own meal. Therefore,
Paul repeats to them once again the words of institution (1 Cor. 11:23ff) to confirm
that it should be considered as the Lord's

Supper, to be shared by all the

congregation. Although the fellowship meal was not a private meal, the participants
were guests in Gaius's house; and it is understandable that the custom, if not the
specific

rationale

for it, appears to have created the tension within

119
congregation.

115MWherbe, Social Aspects, 81.
116Ralph P. Martin, "Me Settin.g of 2 Corinthians, " TynB 13 (1986): 8.
11711eissen, The Social Setting, 123-125.
1181bid., 125.
119Malherbe, Social Aspects, 82.
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the

The wealthy membersmay have acted without any wrong motives. They
probably thought that they were doing a social service for the poor membersof the
church. Malherbe says, however,the conflict was rooted in the fact that the social
structureand the attendantbehaviourthat it broughtinto the church collided with the
traditional Christian concept of the nature of community. 120 Paul does not,
however, adopt a practical approachin addressinghimself to these conflicts. He
advises the wealthy members to eat at home, but their conduct in the table
fellowship, his main concern, is seenfrom a theological viewpoint. Paul does not
consistentlyagreewith the "strong's" position, even though he is in basic agreement
with their ideasabout idolatry.121

Paul's recommendation,basedon Liebespj7icht,that the membersfrom the
high social levels accommodatetheir conduct to the low classes,is designed to
reducethe tensionbetweenthem and keepthe unity of the church. It seemsclear that
122
In 1 Corinthians 9
is
to
an exclusively mental compromise unity not practical.
Paul introduceshimself as an exampleof the necessityto be willing to give up one's
own rights for the sakeof others. He has the right to earn his living through the
preaching of the good news but he gives up that right for the sake of the church
membersin Corinth to whom he ministers. Paul's view is that the gospel is a lifeand-death matter, and he is willing to give up his'right rather than become an
obstacle in the way of a person's acceptanceof the gospel. Paul's desire is to
becomeall things to all peoplein order to win them for Christ.123The behaviourof
1201bid.,
83.
121T'heissen,
TheSocialSetting,138.
122j.Murphy-O'Connor,
Becoming
HumanTogether:
ThePasioralAnthropology
of St.
Paul (Wilmington:MichaelGlazier,Inc.,1982),209.
123John
C. Brunt,'Rejected,
Ignored,
I'lie Fweof Paul'sApproach
to
or Misunderstood?
" NTS31 (1985):114.
theProblem
of FoodOfferedto Idolsin EarlyChristianity,
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the well-to-do is not just

offensive to the others' feelings, but it also involves

judgment (I Cor. 11:29-32). 124 This type of recommendation from Paul is given
with the desire that a greater social unity may come about whenever the church
members at Corinth celebrate together the Lord's Supper.

4.6 Summary

The social setting of early Christianity, especiallythe Hellenistic Corinthian
church, was neither a proletarian movementamong the poorer social classesnor a
movementamong the aristocratsof the Roman Empire, although someof the latter
were converted by Paul to Christianity. Nevertheless, early Christianity was a
movement which spread rapidly and grew in all segmentsof the society of the
Graeco-Romanworld.

Therefore, Paul's statementin I Cor. 1: 26-28 cannot be

used to support the assumption that early Christianity was a lower-class
phenomenon.Though the apostlePaul worked with his hands(I Cor 4: 12); yet this
does not put him in a lower social class. The social-statusterms that Paul usesto
describe his idea about work expressthe proper languageof a personof the upper
class.

The similarities between Paul and the philosophers of his day have been
stressed. Some see Paul as a type of "sophist" or Hellenistic philosopher. This
view has been challenged, since Paul's ministry of preaching and teaching was
different from the Cynic's approachin the marketplace,an approachnot well suited
to someonewho had in mind to build and nurture a permanentcommunity. Paul's
style befits a pastor more than a moral philosopher. His example reveals that he
wanted to show a Christ-like pattern for cultural and religious contact with the
124Malherbe,Social Aspects, 84.
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outside society. Paul'sapostolic ministry servesas an example,for he instructed the
Corinthian Church membersthat his modusoperandi was an imilatio Christi.125

It seems clear that Paul adopted and adapted some traditions

of the

philosopher and applied them to his pastoral system. One indication of Paul's social
status is the way he moved freely in the high circles in the Roman society. His
ability to speak Hebrew and Greek enabled him to be.an effective preacher in both
the Jewish and Graeco-Roman worlds.

Paul's attitude toward the secularsociety and institutions and power vested
in the statewas typical of a memberof the high social class.Paul wasat home in the
Greek society and was fluent in several languages,but he was also at home as a
civis Romanus in the Roman Empire. These aspects of his inheritance and
background,combinedwith his training in Judaism,madehim a gifted preacherand
teacherto the Gentileson behalf of Christ'sgospel.

The study of the importance of the housechurcheshas becomeone of the
fascinating subjectsin the investigationof early Christianity. As mentionedabove,
to fail to understandthe house church in the New Testament times is to close a
window through which students may see more clearly how the early church
functioned at the beginning (Acts 1:13; 2:46; 5:42; 12:12). The housechurch hasa
prominent placein the formation of early Christianity as the life of the church takes
126
in
houses.
It is in this context that we find the apostle Paul exhorting and
place
addressingthe housechurches,especially the Corinthian congregationwhere many
problemsarosebecauseof the socialand theologicalconflicts amongthe members.
12513ruce
W. Winter, "In Public and in Private," In One God, One Lord, eds. Andrew D.
Clarke and Bruce W. Winter (GrandRapids:Baker, 1992), 125-126.
126Stambaughand Balch, 139-140.
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Consequently, it is also in this social setting that the strong and the weak
argue over the question of the legitimacy
(lCorinthians

of eating meat sacrificed

to idols

8,10). It has been argued that the main motive which caused the

conflicts between the two parties (besides the socio-theological differences) was an
"excessive individualism" on the part of the strong Christians who take advantage of
their high social status over the poor weak members.127

It thus appearsthat the main problem in the tension betweenthe strong and
in
but
the
the
the
the weak is not E1BwX6NTa
weak
conscienceof
per se
problem of
a pluralistic society.128It is well known that the meat came from the inacelluln,
129
It seems
in
it
the
to
the
shop.
afterwards
sold
pagangodsand
where was offered
quite clear, then, that the weak Christians were worried about participating in the
paganfestivals eating suchmeat.

Paul knows about the conflicts betweenthe strong and the weak through a
letter that he received written supposedly from the standpoint of the strong
Christians.It seemsthat the conflicts happenednot when they participated together
in the Lord's Supper but during the preceding fellowship meal. Again, the main
issue is not that the poor were complaining becausethey could not eat meat, but
becauseof the way they were treated,becausethe strong Christiansusedto bring the
best portion of the food, whether it was meator not, for thosewho belongedto the
food
Christians
level;
the
the
when
and obviously
poor
arrived almost all
samesocial
was gone.
127Theissen, The Social Setting, 125-127. See also Winter, 143-148.
128Murphy-O'Connor,
129ralbert,

Becoming Human, 125-126.

56-60.
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Paul addresseshis responseparticularly to the strong,and appealsto them to
be considerate of their brothers. Paul's concern is with the behaviour of the strong
and he appeals to them for "the obligation of love" (Liebespflicht). Paul's desire is
that the unity of the church be kept, no matter what the social background of the
participates in the Lord's Supper.

156

CHAPTER

5

THE PROBLEM OF THE MEAT SACRIFICED TO IDOLS
AND PAUL'S TREATMENT

OF THE FELLOWSHIP

IN I CORINTHIANS

MEAL

10: 14-22

Having laid the necessaryfoundation, we may turn now to examine the impact
of thesepagansacredand social mealsin the Graeco-Romanworld and their influence
upon Paul and the Corinthians. To what extent had Paul encounteredand adaptedthis
social custom, and what can be known of its effect upon the city of Corinth? In
addition, our focus will be the issueof idolatry, eating of idol meat in a pagantemple,
and Paul'streatmentof the fellowship meal in I Cor. 10: 14-22.

5.1 Introduction

to the Problem In Corinth

The problem of Christians eating meat sacrificed to idols appears first in I
Corinthians 8. Scholars generally acknowledge that a sound interpretation of I
Corinthians 8-10 must investigate the real social issueand the situation in Corinth to
1
is
Paul
which
responding. PeterTomson hasobservedthat First Corinthians 8-10 is
essentialfor the right understandingof Paul'sconceptof the practical teaching on the
Law and idolatry. 2 In addition, Bruce Winter points out that primitive

Christianity

1G. Fee, " El SWX60UTQOnce Again: An Interpretation of I Corinthians 8- 10," Biblica 61
(1980): 179-197. points out that "Paul's answer to the Corinthians' stance On cIS&A66uTa, food
sacrificed to idols, has long posed difficulties for modern interpreters. The problems basically have to do
with 1) the relationship of the various parts of Paul's answer to one another, and 2) the nature of the
problem in Corinth and its relationship to the Corinthians' letter to Paul. "

2Peter J. Tomson, Paul and the Jewish Law (Nfinneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990), 187. We
agree with Tomson's interpretation when he says: "We have seen that the prohibition of idolatry is
firmly anchored in the Old Testamentand Jewish tradition. It representedone of the commandments
most vital to the existence of the Jews as a religious-ethnic community. The prohibition of food
sacrificed to idols was obviously included.This meantthat Christ-believing gentiles were forced to take
a stand vis-&-vis a cornerstoneof the Law of the Jews when confronted with the issue of idol food
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interacted with the Hellenistic social world and its religious pluralism in two main
3
involved
in
issues
in
The
are complex and require an
and
also
private.
public
spheres,
understanding of the social situation in Corinth. In answer to the Corinthians, the
apostle Paul, in a diatribe manner used in schools, cites "those in the know" (-yvCjCFtT)4
and then qualifies their proclamation in a running dialogue.

The traditional statement of the problem is in terms of the two parties, the
"weak" and the "strong" within the church, usually related to the divisions in 1 Cor.
1:12 and their letter to Paul asking his advice. Recent-commentaries(such as Fee,
Conzelmann, and Watson) still portray this kind of interpretation. The Corinthians
inquired in their letter to Paul whether it was right to eat the flesh of animals that had
beensacrificed to the paganidolS.5 The traditional interpretation is inadequate. In the
offering. Moreover, inasmuch as for Jews the prohibition against contact with idolatry included
communication with those eating sacrificial food, the attitude of non-Jewish believers would directly
affect Jewish-gentile relations, both within the Church and outside it. " Whether this interpretation is
right or not, the issue is at the very least a prominent one. Tomson is also right when he observesthat
"the modem assumption about Paul and the Law also predominatesin scholarship: halak/ja is hardly
taken into account as a positive sourcefor Paul. Although far-reachingjudgments are pronounced on
Paul's practical attitude towards Jewish Law, nowhere is a comparison made with the essential
materials: the halakha on idolatry. " It appearsaccording to Tomson that in First Corinthians halakha
was of significant value for Paul'spractical teachingon the issueof idolatry.
313ruceW. Winter, "In Public and in Private: Early Christians and Religious Pluralism, " eds..
B. W. Winter, and Andrew D. Clarke. One God, One Lord. Christianity in a World of Religious
Pluralism. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992). 125-148."In public evangelisticpreachingit was encountered
in Lystra and Athens and actually discussedwith the listeners (Acts 14 and 17). Some Christians
participated in the public cultic activities in Corinth (I Cor. 8: 10). Paul discussed appropriate
Christians' interactions in both public and private activities. Thesewere to govern the church's conduct
as it lived in the midst of a world which endorsedreligious pluralism (I Cor. 8- 10)." Seealso Winter's
article on the subject "Theological and Ethical Responsesto Religious Pluralism: I Cor. 8-10." TynB
41.2 (1990): 209-226.
4S. K. Stowers, "Paul on the Use and Abuse of Reason," Greeks, Romans, and Christians.
Stowers
253-286.
E.
Ferguson,
W.
Meeks
Fortress,
Balch,
A.
(Minneapolis:
1990),
D.
L.
and
eds.
observesthat the diatribe style is pedagogicalin origin, not a form of masspropagandaused by Cynic
preachers.Seealso A. D. Litfin, St. Paul's Theologyof Proclamation: An Investigation of I Cor. 1-4
in Light of Greco-RomanRhetoric (Cambridge:University Press,1994), 137-146.According to Li tfin
the significance point is that this style of teaching shows that Paul is working as a educator with
immature
Corinthians
these
treating
as
students.
and
pupils
5R. Kugelman, 'The First Letter to the Corinthians, " The Jerome Biblical Commentary
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 1968), 266.
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first place, the Corinthian epistle was a letter asking Paul's advice on a series of
9:
18:
11:
1
in
Cor.
1-13;
10:
1-23;
defence
Paul's
I
and
answer
and
appears
questions.
22, where in the response itself, Paul discusses three iinportant issues: (1) In I Cor.
8: 1-13 Paul is dealing basically with the eating of meat offered at the pagan temples.
(2) In I Cor. 10:23-11: 1 he deals with meat sold in the market place, and says that
In
1
Cor.
freely
(3)
be
conscience.
eaten
any
question
of
such meat may
without
9: 1-22, he offers a strong defence of his apostolic authority, with special emphasis on
his apostolic freedom. 6

Recently, most scholars have taken the view that Paul is concerned here
(Chapter8) with the problem of food sold in the paganshops,but Fee has argued that
this point of view is difficult to accept. For instance, I Cor. 8: 10 is the only verse in
the chapter that refers to participation in a sacredmeal in a temple. Furthermore, the
mannerof approachin chapter8 is much less tolerant than that of chapter 10:23-11: 1.
In chapter 8 the apostle discouragesthe eating of food sacrified to idols; in chapter
10:23-11:1 Paul seemsto encourageit, unlesssomeonepoints out that it has been
sacrified to the gods.Fee'sconclusionis that in both chapters8: 1-13 and 10:1-2 Paul is
7
issue,
legitimacy
the
addressingonly one
of eatingsacrificial meat.

However, Fee's view is open to seriousquestion.It is clear that Paul in chapter
8 doesnot discouragethe Corinthiansfrom eating,unlessdoing so could causedistress
to a weak brother. But, in I Cor. 10:18-22, Paul is speakingabout a practice that is
contrary to tradition given to them and at the sametime harmful, the act of partaking at
the table of demons,thus bringing the participant into partnershipwith demons.Since
6G. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans. 1987), 359.

71bid, 363 n.23. Fee is aware of this issue and its difficulty. "Me chief objection to this
reconstruction lies in the tension someseebetweenthis section,where he appealsto love, and 10:1422, where he forbids such behavior outright. How can he begin in this way if in fact he intends finally
to forbid it altogether? It should be noted, however, that becauseof 8: 10 this is a problem for all
interpreters.11
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in chapter 10 Paul is talking about the act of partaking in cultic meals, it would seem
logical that in the earlier chapter(chapter 8) he must be talking about something less
important, the eating of meatthat hasbeensacrificed to the idols in the pagantemple.8
Thus, obviously this practicedivided the Christiansat Corinth on the morality of eating
suchmeat.

Consequently,to get around the dilemma of the contradiction between I Cor.
8: 1-13and 1 Cor. 10:18-22,it is likely that Feehasto take the view in the latter chapter
9
bear
Paul
brings
different
the
to
on
original problem.
where
an argumentof a
order
But, we still have to deal with the difficulty that Paul beginsby explaining the practice
asnot damaging,if his intention is finally to condemnor prohibit it entirely.

Two questions arise: How do these three important issues relate to each
other? What were the Corinthians doing and what did they argue in their letter? It seems
that the best solution to all these data is to view 8: 10 and

10: 1-22 as the basic

does
problem to which Paul is responding throughout. This implies that CISOX60UTa
refer basically to the food sold in the market place, but not necessarily the eating of meat
offered at the cultic meals in the pagan temples. Therefore in 1 Corinthians 8 and 10
Paul deals with the problem of Christian participation in meals associated with pagan
sacrifice in Corinth.
8Jerome Murphy-O'Connor,

I Corinthians

(Wilmington:

Michael Glazier, 1979), 76-82

9Nigel Watson, The First Episik to the Corinthians (London: Epworth Press, 1992), 82-89.
But what about the difficulties which Feeconsidersto be inherentin the traditional view? He points out
that, "as for the alleged ma ked difference in tone between 8.1-13 and 10.23-11.1, this seems to be
rather a matter of emphasis.As Bruce N. Fisk, 'Eating Meat to Idols: Corinthian Behavior and Pauline
Responsein I Corinthians 8-10," TJ 10 (1989): 491T.puts it, in a detailed critique of Fee's position to
which my own is indebted, while the emphasesof the two passagesare different, the basic messageis
almost identical, Tlius: 8.1-13: Eat idol meat unlesssomeonewill be scandalized.10.23-11.1:Eat idol
meat unless someonewill be scandalized." Fisk's view is also open to objection. The emphasisof the
two passagesare different of course,but the messageis not identical. Whereasin I Cor. 8: 1-13 Paul
discouragesthe eating of the food in question,in I Cor. 10:18-22 the apostle in a senseencouragesit,
unlesssomeonepoints out that is sacrificedto the paganidols. Paid's main concernin I Cor. 8: 1-13 is
the problem of the meat sold in the macellum.
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Hence,the problem for the gentile Church'smemberat Corinth and elsewhere
in
how
live
to
a pagan society (pluralistic
was:

society) and not participated in

idolatry? 10 They would have to think twice if they were to avoid partial union in
Jewish society. In Paul's opinion the issue is not what kind of meat one eats. It is
rather, the social and ethical effects in certain contexts. 11 The present study will
investigate the meaning Of E1SWX06vTa,
the social interpretation of the cultic meals
offered in the temple, and Paul's reply to the Corinthians' correspondence.

5.2 Idolatry

In the Jewish and Christian Context

The term E'tBwXovand the other related terms

EIBWXOOUTOV
such as

eI8wXov and OVw), ElBwXaTpTW, and EI8wXoXaTPta are characteristic

(from

Pauline

expressions which appear especially in I Corinthians. EI6WX0XaTP(aappears twice in
Paul's letters; one of those occurrences is in I Corinthians. 12 Concerning the meaning
Of EI6WX06VT0Vit has been assumed that the term means "idol meat" wherever and

wheneverit may have beeneaten.Ben Witherington hasargued that the wrong use of
the meaningof this word hascauseddifficulties in the interpretationof 1 Corinthians810 and the so-calledApostolic Decreein Acts 15.13In I Cor. 10:19 it seemsclear that
1(ýTomson,Paul, 190. It seemsclear that the idolatry issue was a very difficult issue to
discussand to agreeupon it.
I lAfter I had nearly completedthis thesis,I cameacrossBen Witherington's assessmentof the
social situation (Conflict & Community in Corinth: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on I and 2
Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 187ff), which is essentially the same as mine. He
maintains that the main discussionis regarding the interpersonalbehaviour in certain contexts, not in
Corinthians were, Witherington says, behaving like most of the Greek or
regard to food per se. `17he
Roman citizens and other aristocrats by indulging in boasting and preening as part of their statusseekingbehaviour.Paul soughtto deflate suchattitudesand defusesuch activities by offering models of
accordand self-sacrifice.Paid'sexampleand modusoperandi was an imitatio Christi (I Cor. 11:1).
12H.Hiffiner, EDNT vol. I (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,1991), 386ff.
1313enWitherington, "Not So Idle 11ioughts About Eidolothuton" TynB 44.2 (1993): 240.
"I will argue below that CISOX60UTOPin all its Ist century occurrences means an animal in the
presence of an idol and eaten in the temple precincts. It does not refer to a sacrifice which has come
from the temple and is eaten elsewhere, for the Christian sources rather use the term 1cp60UTOV.In fact
in all the Ist century AD references the association of c[SwX66uToy specifically with temples and
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Paul is referring to sacrificial meat that is partakenin the pagan temple precincts. In
order to understandthe issueof idolatry (idol meat sacrificed in a pagan temple), it is
good to remember that until the fourth and fifth centuries pagan worship was still
practised in the Hellenistic world. There were temples everywhere; in theatres and
circuses the worship element was present, and the emperor's cult was one of them.
Both Jewsand Christianshad difficulty with thesepracticesand avoided being involved
in any pagancult. Certainly this was one of the main issueswhich Jews and Christians
issue
14
discussed
Corinthians
In
Paul
the
the
sucha religious setting
and
agreedupon.
of idolatry. In the early developmentof the conceptof sacrifice, the communal meal
was held not for the simple intention of satisfying the needfor food, but for the desire
15
deities.
It is interesting to
into
Power
the
the
of entering
union with
of
mysterious
notice that after they finished the sacrifice in the presenceof the god in the temple, the
whole ceremonywas endedby a cultic meal.

The issue of meat (food) sacrified to idols in I Cor. 8-10, is essential to
16
Jewish
LaW.
In
Paul's
the
theological
with
understanding
practical and
relationship
the Jewish Tora the prohibition of idolatry was conclusive. We can read it in the
beginning of the Ten Commandments (Exod. 20: 3-5). In the Old Testament we can
find these prohibitions repeated, especially in the covenant sections in Exodus 21-22
and 34 and in the book of Deuteronomy. 17 In addition, Brian Rosner argues that the
most powerful and personal reason for having "no other gods" before the Lord is the
" We
in onewayor another.
eatingseemsverylikely andis madeclearby thecontextof thesereferences
will arguethatWitheringtonhasthebetterof this argumentabouttheright meaningof this term.
14romson, Paul, 177-186.
15R. K. Yerkes, Sacrifice in Greek and Roman Religions and Early Judaism (London:
& C. Black, 1953), 26.
16romson, Paul, 151.

17Seealso Lev 19:4,26: 1; Deut 4: 15-20; 13:6-18; 17:2-7; 27: 15.
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Adam

fact that idol-worship provokes God's jealousy. 19The basic explanation given for these
prohibitions is that the Lord is "a jealous God" who cannot allow Israel to worship
other gods (Exod. 20: 5; 34: 14). The Torah command that it is necessary to avoid
deities
heathen
detest
"utterly
the
the
of
pagan
gods:
and
abhor"
completely
worship
(Deut. 7: 25).

The post-exilic Jewish law on idolatry and pagan relations was more severe.
The prohibition to marry gentilesalso includedto all non-Israelites.Furtherprohibitions
were introduced,as mentionedin the book of Jubilees:
Separateyourself from the nations, and eat not with them; and do not
perform deeds like theirs; and do not become.associatesof theirs,
becausetheir deedsare defiled, and all their ways are contaminated,and
despicable,and abominable; they slaughter their sacrifices to the dead
19
in
bow
down;
demons
tombs.
they
the
they
to
and
eat
and
In this passageidolauy, means"sacrifices to the dead," and causedgentiles to
be impure in all their ways. It was also prohibited for the Jews to eat idol meat while
book
halakha
laws
Tomson
the
the
that
the
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on
also
observing
of purity.
mentions
Jubileeis consideredby many Jewishscholarsvery restrictedon the issueof idolatry.20
The notion of impurity causedby idolatry was a major subject both in the early and,
1813rianRosner, "No Other Gods: The Jealousyof God and Religious Pluralism," eds., B. W.
Winter, and Andrew D. Clarke. One God, One Lord: Christianity in a World of Religious Pluralism.
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992), 149. Rosner observesalso that "the jealousy of God lies at the heart of
the Old Testament'sconflictual stancetowards other religions (and more to the point, other gods) and
has obvious relevanceto the subject of religious pluralism. It is therefore surprising that the notion of
God'sjealousy is conspicuousby its short treatment,if not its absence,from the literature on all sides
of the current debate."
19Jubilees, 22: 16f.

20Tomson, Paul, 153. For a detailed study of the subject see also the section on Tannac
Halakha, 154-176. "Correspondingly early post-exilic sourcesmention Jews, either in Palestine or in
the Diaspora, abstaining from wine, oil, bread and other food deriving from or preparedby gentiles.
likewise the idea of the impurity of gentile territory and dwellings must date back to somewhereearly
in the SecondTemple period." The difference betweenidolatry committed by Jews and the gentiles is
basic to Rabbinic halakha. There is a referencein the Nlishna that defines the exact way of punishment.
The majority opinioned that the right punishmentfor idolatry was stoning. Seeintroduction to Avoda
Zara in Albeck, Mishna 4,321-3.
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through various transformations,in the later halahka governing relations with pagans.
Since idolatry for the Jews was a seriousmatter, why Paul sendsan urgent warning:
Christians who participate in meals alongside gentiles engage in idolatrous act of
worshipping demons.Hence,the risk is to provoke God'sjealousy.

The idolatry issue presented a challenge not only for Jews but also to primitive
Christianity. Consequently it is no surprise that the early Church was unanimous in its
basic prohibition of meat sacrificed to idols. P. Gardener points out that the term
originated at the Apostolic Council, which is summarized in Acts 15.21It
EIBWX60UTOV
appearsto me that this assumption is a large mistake. Although, the Apostolic decree in
Acts 15 mentions food sacrificed to idols, this is not to say that the view originated in
Jerusalem. The issue was brought to Jerusalem from the Diaspora, especially from
Paul's churches. I Corinthians 8-10 provides further evidence that this issue was a
local one. For Paul, the well being of the local community came first. It is no accident
that in precisely those areasof action non-Jews were forbidden. The Gentile community
at Corinth was not an exception; food sacfif iced to the gods was part of the daily ritual.

Another important issuealong with the problemof idolatry is the local imperial
cult that was establishedin the founding in the Roman colony of Corinth. 22 Winter
raisestwo important questions:Do we haveany proof that a local or provincial imperial
cult had an impact on the theological beliefs of the Corinthian church? Does Paul's
answerto the issueproducedby the world of religious pluralism include the imperial
cult?23Thesetwo questionsare relevantto this thesis,but the limits of this study permit
21P. Gardner, The Gifts of God and the Authentication
of a Christian (PH. D. diss.,
CambridgeUniversity, 1981), 15.
22D. Engels, Roman Corinth: An Alternative Model for the Classical City Chicago:
University of Chicago Press,1990), 100.
2313ruceW. Winter, wMe AchaeanFederal Imperial Cult 11:The Corinthian Church," TynB
46.1 (1995), 171ff. For a detailed discussion of the imperial cult seeB. W. Winter's article "Acts and
Roman Religion, " eds. D. W. J. Gill and C. Gempf, The Book of Acts in Its Graeco-Roman Setting
(GrandRapid: Eerdmans,1994),93-103.
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only a brief discussionof them. According to E. Ferguson,contrary to the accepted
view of New Testamentscholars,emperor worship was subsequentlyneither rejected
by Tiberius, nor did it lie dormant until the reign of Domitian. 24 It also has been
suggestedthat someof the RomanCorinthian wealthy citizen showed devotion to the
imperial CUlt.25 Roman citizens worshipped the 'deified Julius Caesarand Rome. In
the province they also worshipped "Augustus and Rome,"26as was part of the custom
requiredin the whole Romanempire.

Given that this was the case,it appearsthat Paul initially discussesthe eating of
meatin the temple in connectionto paganbelief in the gods. Paul saysthat "for even if
there are so-called27gods, whether in heavenor on earth [(as indeed there are many
"gods" and many "lords")] yet for us there is but one God, the Father... and one
Lord, Jesus Christ.

. ."

(I Cor. 8: 5-6).

Paul cautions the Corinthians against

24E. Ferguson, Backgrounds
of Early Chrisfianiiy

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 163.

25Engels, Roman Corinih, 102.

26Dio Cassius,51.20.6-7. Dio
clearly mentions that "Caesar(Kai aap), meanwhile, besides
attending to the general business,gave permission for the dedication of sacred precincts in Ephesus
) to Rome and to Caesar,his father, whom he named the hero Julius
and in Nicaea (NtKaCq.
('IoQtov). Thesecites had at that time attainedchief place in Asia ('AaCq.) and in Bithynia (BtOuv(qc)
respectively. He commandedthat the Romansresident in thesecities should pay honour to these two
divinities; but he permitted the aliens, whom he styled Hellenes ('EXXTIvdT),to consecrateprecincts to
himself, the Asians to have theirs in Pergamum(MEpydp(Q)and the Bithynians theirs in Nicomedia
(NLKOPTISE(q).
This practice, beginning under him, has beencontinued under other emperors,not only
in the caseof the Hellenic nations but also in that of all the others, in so far as they are subject to the
Romans."
27Winter, "In Public and in Private," 143-145.The term 'so-called'
refeffed to gods (ot Ocol
ACYdPCVOL)
and indicated that the attributing of deityin heavenand on earth' which was made by the
non-Christians in Corinth was not true--the ascription was popular but erroneous. They had 'no
existencein the form their worshippersbelieve them have.'" Winter observesthat "in I Cor. 8- 10 Paul
discussedhow Christians should live in the world of religious pluralism. lEs teaching stood in contrast
to that of Rabbinic Judaism and its prime concern with maintaining personal ritual purity for the
adherents.Paul's teaching was also in contrast with the responseto religious pluralism by some of the
Corinthian Christians (I Cor. 8:7fl). Their actions, he argues.were not only self-centred but perilous
for their spiritual well-being (8:9-13,10: 4). His discussionwas not simply a proscription but in it he
also set out clear prescriptions for the church on how its memberswere to conduct themselvesin the
Christ-like way in their society."
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participating in the pagan celebrations, based on his view that God is against the
associationof his peoplein idolatry, including the cult to the emperor(I Cor. 10:Iff).

As we have seen in chapter two, the evidence for the practice of a meal in the
temple is found in the following

well-known

Oxyrhynchus papyrus: "Chaeremon

invites you to dinner at the Table of the Lord Serapis the name of the deity in the
Serapeum tomorrow the 15th at 9 o'clock. " R. P. Martin observes that Lietzmann
regards the Serapis meal as "a striking parallel" to the reference in 1 Cor. 10: 27.28
Such practice was common and part of the ritual of sharing the food in communion with
a deity. There was the notion of eating together when a god or goddess was thought to
preside. 29

However cautious A. D. Nock is on sacramentalmeals,he is trying to provide
someevidencein the mysteryreligions for the commonpracticeof thesereligious meals
held in the temple precincts. We found someimportant implications for someof those
religious meals.However, the sacramentalismcommonly acceptedearlier this century,
and still often understoodtoday, is not convincing and certainly cannot be acceptedas
typical of the mystery religions.30 It seemslikely that even in the mystery religions,
sacred meals were not considered sacramentaloccasions; in the earlier stages,the
communalunderstandingmay havebeenprominent. A fact that cannot be overlooked
28R. P. Martin, 'Meats Offered to Idols, " The New Bible Dictionary
Press, 1972). 554.

(London:

Inter-Varsity

29A. D. Nock, Early Gentile Christianity and Its Hellenistic Background (New York Harper
& Row, 1964), 57-69. mentions that 'rhe orator Aristides, writing in the second century of our era,
says in his speech 'Concerning Serapis' (viii . vol. i, p. 39 sq., Dindorf), 'Men have perfect communion
in sacrifices with this god alone in a peculiar degree, inviting him to their hearts and causing him to
preside over their feasts: ' two invitations to dinner 'at the couch of the Lord Serapis' (one of these adds
"in the Serapeum") have been found at Oxyrhynchus. A citizen of Bologna built a dinin -room for
Jupiter Dolichenus: This implies perhaps the god was supposed to be present at the common meal of a
cult society, as Zeus of Panamara may also have been at the communal banquet held in the course of
his mysteries. "

30 W. L. Willis, Idol Meat in Corinih (Chico: ScholarsPress, 1985), 47.
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is that cultic meals were normally considered essentially as occasions for social
gatherinel and conviviality like the eratws. As has beenmentioned,convertedpagans
would havenumeroussocial obligations, many of which might involve celebrationand
meals within or near a pagan temple or where the food served was sacrificed to the
idols.

It has been suggestedthat the idol temple referred to in I Cor. 8: 1 is the
32
found.
Greek
Demeter,
the
era were
where some small rooms of
sanctuary of
However, Winter observesthat the archaeologicalevidence points toward a different
conclusion.It is clear that therewasa breakbetweenactivities in the templeduring both
the Greektime when therewere small ceremonialdinnersamong, segregatedgroupsof
followers, and the Roman time.33 In any case,since I Corinthians 8: 10 does not give
any hint of a possibleincident or a feast in the sanctuaryof Demeter, this possibility is
questionable.In addition, R. S. Stroud points out that "conceivably, there was still
some kind of communal dining in the open air, but it seemsclear from the excavated
remainsthat in the Roman period small groups of segregatedworshippers no longer
assembledindoors for ritual dining as they had in Greek times."34It is not clear what
31 Bruce N. Fisk, "Eating Meat Offered to Idols: Corinthian Behavior and Pauline
Responsein I Corinthians 8-10," TJ 10 (1989), 62ff. Part of the problem was that lines between
religious and civic (social) ceremonywere not so clear, if drawn at all. As has been mentioned in
chapter two Willis' findings cannot be disregarded.Gill's findings support Willis' argument. He
points out that the earlier Greek writings suggestthat the god himself participated at the temple
meal, but later on, in the early centuries C. E. the focus was more horizontal, on the tablefellowship enjoyed by the human participants.The god is more in the back-ground,more spectator
at than a partaker in the sacral banquet. D. Gill, 'Trapezomata: A neglected Aspect of Greek
Sacrifice," HTR 67 (1974): 137.Thesefindings haveimportant implications for this study for they
suggestthat significant. consciousworship of deities during thesemeals was at times minimal or
non-existent.Indeed,the social aspectwasthe most significant part of the eranos Greek dinner.
32j. B. Salmon, Wealthy Corinth: A History of the City to 338 B.C. (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1984), 403.
3313ruceW. Winter, Seekthe Welfare of the City. Christians as Benefactors and Citizens
(GrandRapids: Eerdmans,1984), 170.
34R. S. Stroud, 'rhe Sanctuaryof Demeter on Acrocorinth in the Roman Period," ed., T. E.
Gregory, The Corinthians in the Roinan Period, Journal of RomanArchaeology Mono. Supp. 8 (Ann
Arbor: Cushing-Malloy, 1994), 69.
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Corinth
dining
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temple of
the
various
at
of
seemingly
we should make
Demeter and Kore. The most recent archaelogical. evidence cast doubts on the earlier
assumption that Paul's arguments in I Corinthians

10 were focused on these

buildingS. 35 Although these banquets were less common in the Roman period, the
custom to commemorate them never stopped completely because of their importance
and the connection with the local religious celebrations.

This kind of invitation to sacredmeals,whetherin the temple or in the houseof
a wealthy memberof the Corinthian church, seemedto be a common part of the social
life of the city of Corinth. Sincemealswere an important form of social communication
and the practicessurroundingthem were often socially determined,there is little doubt
lyý6
interpret
It is clear that the Corinthian
to
this
as whetherone
conflict sociological
church had a real social-ethical problem about food offered to idols.

For Paul and some

of the church members, the idea of communion

with an idol meant communion

the demons. This act was understood as idolatry.

In the Didache, "food regulations are

introduced

as follows

(6: 3): TrEpf BE Tf'6 PPW'04EWIF
"37 On the
0 BUYaGat PdOTaCFoV.

matters related to idolatry,
May

XaTpEt'a

1TPOCFEXE

with

no compromise

'YdP

EGTIV

was accepted:

&lTo' BE TOO EIBWXOOUTOU

OEOV VIEPKOV.38

35Earlier reports by Bookidis among others support the assumptionthat this is the place Paul
had in mind when he wrote I Corinthians 10. However, Bookidis'most recent work cast doubt on such
an assumption,and so the issue must be approachedwith caution. N. Bookidis and J. E. Fischer, "Tle
Sanctuaryof Demeter and Kore, " Hesperia 41 (1972): 283ff. It looks as if Willis has ignored some of
Bookidis' warnings. Ile dining facilities at the Demeter sanctuarynow seemmainly to be under the
level of the Roman floor.
36G. Theissen, The Social Setting of Pauline Christianity trans. J. H. Schijtz (Edinburgh:
T. & T. Clark, 1982). 122-123.
37Didache,6.3
382 Clement, 1.6,3: 1. and also seeJustin Martyr, Trypho, 34. According to Justin the
issueof idolatry is the touchstoneof orthodoxy. He commentedthat Gentile Christians (and it will
ý(YXQTOU
(X[StK((XY
KOLt
TLPWPCCCV
P4(Xpti;
apply to Jewish Christians as well) Trduav
OQVCCTOU 6110114(OUUL IFCPI TOO JITITE Ct'SWX6XCCTPýUCCL IA4TE 4EISOX60UTCL
ýccyctv. Trypho
answers (35) that he has found many who profess to be Chfistians ea&EtV TeCCLBWX60UTQKal
Xeyctv. Justin commented that these are those false Christians
IITIUY & T06TOUOXdTFTCUOQL
whose coming Jesus himself foretold.
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According to Charles H. Talbert the restriction of the idol food was a clear
matterto the Jews:
Such food was prohibited to Jewsbecauseit was tainted with idolatry, it
it.
in
been
fithe
had
the
paid
on
was not slaughtered
proper way, and
not
So, instead of calling this meat "sacrificed for sacred purposes"
(hierothuton),Jewstermedit "sacrificed to idols" (eidolothuton). Could
a Christian buy or eat such meat?This was issue(1) in I Con 8.39
in the Didache reveals that the author
The expression ITEpt Týg OPWOEWS'
believed that to eat food sacrificed to idols was to fall into the unforgivable sin of
idolatry. 40 The eating of meat sacrificed to idols, in the context of idol-demon food,
discusses
Fee
his
In
Sat[IOVL'WV.
a very
constitutes the actual KOLVWVOIU9
article,
T6V
crucial issue; he says that since eating the food in the temple surely means communion
with the demons, the question is whether E1SWXd01JTa
should carry another meaning in
chap 8. All who have written articles about idolatry in the N. T. assume that it refers to
idol meat sold in the market place.41 But Paul opposed participation in meals which
had been offered to idols, and eating meat which was sold in the market after cultic
ceremonies in the service of pagan gods.

N. T. Wright comments that this new Christian Sheina42is exactly what the
apostle needed at this point of his argument to reassert a proper "Christian"
39CharlesH. Talbert, ReadingCorinthians: A Literary and Theological Commentaryon I and
2 Corinthians (New York: Crossroad,1987),57.
40C. K. Barrett,

Essays on Paul

(London:

S. P. C. K., 1982), 43.

41Fee, 'V 6WX60UTcx,"l8l.

42N. T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and Law in Pauline Theology
(Minneapolis: FortressPress,1991), 129. "Paul, in other words, has glossed'God' with 'the father', and
9Lord'with'Jesus Christ'. adding in eachcasean explanatory phrase: 'God'is the Father, 'from whom
are all things and we to him', and the 'Lord' is Jesusthe Messiah.'through whom are all things and we
through him'. There can be no mistake: just as in Philippians 2 and Colossians 1, Paul has placed
Jesus within an explicit statement, drawn from the Old Testament's quarry of emphatically
monotheistic texts, of the doctrine that Israel'sGod is the one and only God, the creator of the world. "
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the reality of lesserspiritual beings(demons),becausesomeof them are malevolent.

5.3 Social Interpretation

of the Cultic

Meals and the "Parties"

at Corinth

A. Social Cultic Meals

It is well known that worship among Jews and Pagansin ancient times very
often involved eating a meal in the presenceof the deity. It is also important for this
study to find out what significance pagan-culticmealshad in order to understandwhy
someof the membersin the Corinthian Church wantedto relate socially in such cultic
meals. Thesemealshad a social characterin the majority of the cases;that is why some
of the memberswere willing to participate. We can understandwhy becausein I Cor.
8:4 they argue that the pagandeities were not really godS.44 Paul, in this instance,has
taken up their thesisjust as in v: 1, and discussesit in the sameway. There is evidence
that, in general, cultic meals were linked with several social festivities. At the usual
seasonof the festivity or at irregular but important times, like marriage, good fortune,
and especiallyat death,worshipperswould invite families or friends to join them at the
templesor shrinesto participatein worshipping the idols.45

For instance,Plutarchand Lucian placethe philosophicalfeastsin the context of
birthdaysand wedding ceremonies;the referencesfound indicate that such celebrations
46
were very common practices. There they would offer food to the gods; someof the
431bid., 120-131.
44Willis, Idol Meat. 48.
45Fee, "EL'SwX66UTa," 184.

46Plutarch, Table Talk 71713;Lucian, Symposium 5. "When an individual wished to get
together with his friend or businessesor religious associates,he would generally do so by inviting
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god.47 In the O.T. there are examples (Deut. 14:22-26 and other references)where
suchsacrificial mealsbefore God were enjoyed.This common practice was also found
among the Canaanitcs (Judg. 9: 27), Babylonians (Dan. 5: 1-4), and Egyptians,
including their severalrituals (Exod. 32:6).48 Socio-cultural customs, traditions and
in
have
been
different
significant
attitudes of
ethnic groups presumably would
influencing the behaviourshownby someof the membersof the Corinthian church.

The socio-economicfactor in Paul'sday affected the relationship between the
memberswho partook in some of the pagancultic meals and also participated in the
Lord's Supper. Paul himself suggeststhat we look for the weak among the lower
strata. It is hardly an accidentthat the first chaptersof the Corinthian letter alreadygive
voice to the distinction between strong and weak, connecting this with the social
structureof the Corinthian congregation.49 Paul saysthat among the Corinthians are
not many who are "wise or powerful or of high social standing" (I Cor. 1:26ff. ). It has
beenarguedthat peopleof differing perspectivesand social classeswere also involved
in another of the conflicts that perturbed Christians at Corinth: the issue of "meat
offered to idols," addressedin I Corinthians8-10. One can comparethe divisions in the
Corinthian Eucharistwith two situationsfamiliar to Romansociety.50As hasbeenseen
Banquets
themto his homefor a banquet.
werealsoheldon importantfamily occasions,
suchas
" SeealsoD. E.SmithandE.Taussig.
birthdays,
ManyTables:TheEucharist
weddings,
andfunerals.
TrinityPress
International.
in theNewTestament
1990).28.
andLiturgyToday(Philadelphia:
47M.H. Pope,Songof Songs(AB: Garden
City, 1977),210-229.
SeealsoTalbert,56-65.
48H.H. Rowley,Worshipin AncientIsrael:Its FormsandMeaning(London: S.P.C.K.,
1978),125-126.
49rheissen,
ne SocialSetting,124.
501bid,127.Seecomments
three,73-77.
onchapter

171

in chapterthree, the practice of the Graeco-Romaneranos setting explains clearly the
Christianeranos meal and the Corinthians'conduct.

It was common to have somespecial treatmentamong membersof clubs and
guilds. For instance, W. A. Meeks points out that "in collegia ...... officers were
sometimesassignedlarger quantitiesof food than ordinary members."51It appearsthat
somemembersin the church at Corinth saw the meetingsas somesort of associationor
collegium, especially in view of the fact that the primitive church had no temples, no
priests,and no sacrifices.Most clubs and guilds were more socially homogeneousthan
the Corinthian congregationseemsto havebeen,and thereforeconflicting expectations
might arise in the latter that would have no occasion in the former. Paul objects on
quite different grounds,but Theissenhas given good reasonfor looking for the origin
of the wrong behaviour in the social statusof such a stratified society. Indeed, in the
city of Corinth, social climbing wasa major preoccupation.

Meeks does not reject the idea, but undertakes to show that there is a "social
dimension of the conflict to which the ideological factor would have to be related. "52 It
seems clear that the whole perception of what it meant to eat meat would have been
different for people of different socio-economic
(including

members of the church at Corinth)

levels. According

to Theissen, the poor

rarely ate meat, the only occasion when

they ate and attended a cultic meal associated with the sacrifice made in the temple, was
in public celebrations

or in private homes. 53 Theissen's view has been challenged

recently by I J. Meggitt.

Additionally,

Meggitt

observes that the evidence

that the

51W. A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians (New Haven: Yale University Press,1983). 68.
521bid, 68-70.
53Theissen,The Social Setting, 128. Seealso J. K. Chow, Patronage and Power (Sheffield:
Sheffield Academic Press,1992), 145.
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lower-classate meat comes from what it is known about the popinae and ganeae.54
Although the quality of the meatwasquestionableS5
the fact is that Theissenoverlooked
the evidence.Whetheror not the quality of the meat was good, it was consumedby the
poor.

For someof the converts to Christianity, either Jewish Christians or Gentile
Christians,the whole issueof eatingmeatsacrificedto idols brought similar difficulties,
56
belonged
lower
to
those
to
the
especially
who
social classeS. Those who had been
pagansmust have found the issue perfectly natural becausethey were accustomedto
attendingthosepaganmealsand eatingmeatsacrificedto idols in pagantemples.

The fact is that the Corinthian social pretensionsare not unexpected. Far from
being a socially downcastcommunity, the Corinthiansare typical; they were dominated
by a socially arrogant segmentof the society of the big cities in the Roman Empire.57
The relationship between high social status and idolatry is not ignored by early
Christian paraenesis. Invitations to partake in sacrificial meals served basically as a
meansof communication. Families, associations,and cities came together on such
occasionsand in so doing expressedceremonially their common membership in the
community.58 Further, Lucian pointed out that private symposiacould be considereda
54J. J. Meggitt,

"Meat Consumption and Social conflict in Corinth, " JTS 45 (1994): 13839. 'Me meat from all these outlets tended to be in forms that have historically been associated with
the poor. sausages or blood puddings appear to have been common, as was tripe, and various off-cuts
that might appear unappetizing to the modem palate. "
55Aamiianus Marcellimis 28.4.34. "nauseam horridae carnis. "
56rheissen, The Social Selling,

128-143.

57E. A. Judge, The Social Pattern
of the Christian Group in the First Century (London:
Tyndale Press. 1960), 59-60.

The

58Theissen, The Social setting, 128. He
mentions the example of social aspect such as the
case of Aelius Aristides: 'Moreover. in sacrifices men maintain an especially close fellowship with
this god alone. They call him to the sanctuary and install him as both guest of honor and host, so that
while some divinities provide portions of their common meals, he is the sole provider of all common
meals, holding the rank of symposiarch for those who at any time are gathered about him. "
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family affair, such as weddings and funerals. It could be an invitation to a member's
home. It could also be an invitation scheduledby a member of a particular club or
59 Those who expressed
association commonly designated as Zpavot or 6(aGOL.
common membershipautomatically becamepart of that social group and participated
with them in the common meals. In summary,the restrictionson meat offered to idols
were barriers to communication which increased the problem of the relationship of
Christiansto the society of the ancientworld and especiallyto the society of which the
Corinthiancongregationwere members.

B. The "Parties" at Corinth

The letter from Corinth put this issue to Paul since there was a division of
opinion among the Corinthians themselves. Paul labels the two sides as "the strong"
and "the weak." The terms weak and strong used by Paul are often used in literature on
factionalism, because they make clear who has the political advantage and who does
60
not. According to Dionysius of Halicarnassus the whole intention of a concordant
61
body
is
to
political
make all members strong. As Plutarch says: "The Greek states
which were weak (400EVICLS)
would be preserved by mutual support when once they
had been bound as it were by the common interest (Tý KOLV@G'Ul1d)EPOVTL),
and that
just as the members of the body (Ta VEPTJTOO owpaTOT) have a common life and
"62 It was the common
breath because they cleave together in a common growth.
.. .

59Lucian,
Symp.8. Privatesymposiawereof twomajortypes,thosefor whichthecostwas
dividedamongtheparticipants,
andthoseto whichtheguestswerefreelyinvited.Ile Corinthian
asafreecommon
meal.
erawscouldbeclassified
60Aristid. Or. 24.14on Solon: "He wasmost of all proud of the fact that he brought the
so that theymight dwell in harmony
people(SApos)together(KaTccottat)with therich (ot SUMTO(),
(61rWT&V JIL4 *YVdV1D
than was
TAV 116XLY
ONQUW),neither side being stronger(I CFXdOvTcT)
"
UUP4ý4PCL).
expedientfor all in common(KOLVQ
is a source of
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62plutarch. Arat 24.5
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The specific counsel Paul gives in answer to the division between strong and
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It seemsclear that Paul is dealing with two
to
one anothcr.
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the
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problem
weak and
strong) on
opinions
opinions of
idols in Corinth. 64

Lake confidently

suggests that this matter of two groups is clear from I

Corinthians. H. D. Wendland says, "So teilt sie sich in zwei Gruppen, die 'Starken'
und die 'Schwachen. ' Diese Bezeichnungen

werden in Korinth

entstandene

Schlagworte sein. "65 The way Paul introduces the problem in 8: 1,1TEP't U T6V
indicates
issue
that
the
was one of those referred to the apostle
clearly
EIBWXOWTWV,
through the congregation (cf. 7: 1). As we mentioned before, it is generally agreed that
for
division
Corinthian
that
the
guidance
an
appeal
and
arose
church
a quarrel or
within
was made to Paul. This point is denied by J. C. Hurd, who maintains that the
Corinthians were not divided on this issue, and they were protesting as a unified block
Paul's effort to proscribe the eating of idol meat. 66 It is conceded that Hurd's
63Margaret M. NEtchell, Paul and the Rhetoric of Reconciliation
1991), 127.

(rdbingen:

I C. B. Mohr,

64K. Lake, The Earlier Epistles of St. Paul:: Their Motive and Origin (London: Rivingtons,
1914), 199-200. He pointed out that "apparently there were two opinions on the matter in Corinth:
One party maintained that an idol was nothing, and that therefore things offered to idols had no
importance: They thought that the whole matter was indifferent, and that Christian freedom justified
them in doing as they wished. Another party held the opposite opinion and thought that, cost what it
might, Christians ought to abstain absolutely from the contamination of things offered to idols. "
65H. D. Wendland, Die Briefe an die Korinther (Gdttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1962).
62.

66J. C. Hurd, Jr., The Origins of I Corinthians (London: S.P.C.K., 1965), 115-149. Hurd
his
but
force
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7,
importance
Cor.
Cor.
1-22,
I
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10:
the
the
aside
and puts
of
exaggerates
of
hypothesis,ashe himself acknowledges,leadsto "the somewhatstrangeconclusion" that "Paul devoted
the major part of his reply to vigorous disagreementwith them, and only at the close did he give them
permission to behave as in fact they had been behaving." It is not strange, therefore, that this
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No evidence contradicts the traditional viewpoint that there were

two groups within the Corinthian church. As we can see, one group (the strong) had no
doubts regarding the legitimacy of eating food offered to idols; the other (the weak) had
serious problems in dealing with the subject of idol-meat.

However, it has been argued that it was common practice among the Gnostics to
67
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that one can find out is that there were isolated elements of the genesis of the
development of what later was known as "Gnosticism. "68 However, the observation
justification
is
Cor.
8:
1)
"we
knowledge"
(1
Corinthians'
the
no
slogan
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of
for accepting the notion of Gnostic intruders or their followers within the Corinthian
69
issue
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Corinthians
is
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not gnosiS. Idol meat7Owas the
main
congregation.
SeeJ. Murphy-O'Connor,"Freedomor the Ghetto," RB85 (1978):
hypothesishasnot been accepted.
543ff.
67W. Schmithals,Gnosticism in Corinthians, trans.J. E. Steely (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1971). 223. Conzelmann argues that this so-called gnostic element in the church at Corinth is
"Gnosticismin stalu nascendi.The Corinthians could be describedasproto-Gnostics." H. Conzelmann,
I Corinthians (Philadelphia: FortressPress,1975), 15.
68N4urphy-O'Connor,"Freedom," 544. "Me former possessed'knowledge' the later (at
least in some sense)lacked 'knowledge.' 71liefirst group could be termed *Gnostic,' and many
commentatorsin fact use this designation.Even though it is justified etymologically, I prefer not
to use it becauseit is susceptibleof interpretationsthat are to say the least, misleading."
6914einz0. Guenther, "Gnosticism in Corinth? in Origins and Method ed. B. H. McLean
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993), 34f. "Gnosis-knowledgewas not a bone of contention
between Paul and the Corinthians. " Both parties took for granted that 'all Christians possess
knowledge." Baird point out that "since the enlighten claimed -yYraaLi;,they have sometimes been
identified as Gnostics.'Ilie yi, Cocrt
ý of the enlightened,however, demonstratessomefew elementsof
the kind of esoteric knowledge that is characteristic of gnosticism. Instead, according to I
is basedon a very clear understandingof the fundamental
Corinthians 8:6 the Corinthians YVr0CFt4;
Christian confession"of God ascreatorand JesusChrist asLord." Baird, 125.
70Sacredmeat (idol meat) is also meatoffered to pagandeities. Uter it was sold in public
meat shops across the city. Paul is not concernedwith the eating of such meat in private homes.
The real issueat question was whetherit should be consumedin public, in other words, in front of
everybody,at fellowship meetingsopen to all the church members.
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issue which concerned all the parties, and this issue dominates

the agenda.

Nevertheless, we can see that the libertines in Corinth are in a sense like those
(GnostiCS)71who were indifferent with respect to Paul's establishment of proper moral
It has been pointed
behaviour, such as complete abstinence from eating 4Et8WXO6UTa.
out that the whole case with regard to ElBwXdNTa was brought up by the Cephas
party. Although we cannot specify the religions of the Gentile converts, the fact is that
background
from
(lCor.
Corinth
Gentile
the
a
pagan
most of
church members at
were
12:2).

Archaeological evidence has been found in Corinth which attests to the presence
of a Jewish community. 72 Whether this Jewish community was influential

in the

Christian church at Corinth is questionable. Paul says nothing of the Apostolic Decree,
becauseto his mind it had no validity for purely Gentile-Christian communities. 73 This
argument is not convincing becausewhen the problem of the buying and eating of food
offered to idols entered the debate, he could not have ignored it. The different situation
from
Decree,
Paul
Corinthians
8-10,
Apostolic
is
by
I
the
arises
a
which
of
and
raised
context known for the apostle, since he was present in the debate.

In other words, the Apostolic Decree was not to be imposed on the Gentile
churches,but the agreementwas that the Gentiles should abstain from what has been
74
idols,
from
blood,
from
from
fornication.
is
These
to
sacrificed
what strangled,and
711use the word here in its generalsenseof those "who have knowledge," not to allude to the
second-centuryheresy.
72William A. McDonald, "Archeology and St. Paul's Journeys in Greek Lands, IIICorinth, " BA 5 (1942): 41.
73T. W. Manson, 'The Corinthian Correspondence,
" Studies in the Gospels and Epistles ed.
M. Black (Manchester: ManchesterUniversity Press,1962), 190-209.
74Acts 15:28f. 'The decision against imposing circumcision on Gentile Christians must
have given great satisfaction to the church of Antioch, especially to Paid. He was not likely to
change his practice or policy whichever way the verdict went, but his work would have been
renderedimmeasurablymore difficult if Jerusalemhad gone on record as insisting on circumcision.
No longer would it be possible for 'Irouble-mak-ers" to visit his churches and claim that the
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Christians
between
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the
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and
agreements
(Antioch, Corinth, and others) were intended to facilitate a good social relationship
between Jewish Christians and Christians who came from a pagan background.
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scholars
suggested
problem
why many
connected to outside attempts to introduce the Apostolic Decree into the Corinthian
Church. Nevertheless Paul is understood by some as being influenced by Hellenistic,
Gnostic elements in his thought. 76 On the contrary, we see Paul reacting to this
Corinthian YV6GLs-by appealing to the Corinthians' conscience. For the apostle Paul,
human thought processesare unreliable and lead us to conclusions that are likely to be
groundless. It is easy to assume that a learning experience in the past (perfect infinitive
in kyvwKEvaL)has led us to hold a valid position in the present.77 Paul reverses their
argument by telling them that a man should order himself, not according to his own
is
but
Paul
his
to
that
careful to make
conscience,
according
of
neighbour.
and
yvCoat5
clear that the principle of Christian freedom78 is not to be jeopardized.

Thatquestionwas
wasofficialpolicyin thechurchof Jerusalem.
circumcision
of Gentilebelievers
1986).
SeeF.F.Bruce,Paul:Apostle
nowclosed.
of theHeartSetFree(GrandRapids:Eerdmans,
184.
7513arrett,
Essayson Paul,54ff. In thenotesBarrettclarifiesthatwhenhe usestheterm
heis makingreference
"Gnostics"
to theonewhousesthewordtoooftenandnotto theuseof theterm
persc.
76J.Dupont,Gnosis:La Connaissance
dansles Epilresde S. Paul (Louvain:
Religieuse
Nauwelaerts,
1960),282-327.
77Talbert,
Reading
Corinthians,
57.
78W. F. Orr and J. A. Walther, I Corinihians (GardenCity, NY: Doubleday & Co., 1976),
255-256. Off statesthe point clearly that "a free Christian is not to be judged by the conscience of
another person; he must not allow his own conscienceto think that he is doing something evil by the
mere act of eating the food. In order not to damagethe other person'sconscience,he will refrain from
has happenedto
to eat this food as food nothing
eating; but in his own mind he knows he has the right
&P
lip
it, it has not beenchanged,it has no particular power. He must not, however, let anyone think that he
believes in idols-, nor must he do anything to establishtable fellowship with demons nothing to him,
but everlastingly fatal to the other person."

178

Paul's argument appears to be inconsistent. In chapters 8 and 10:23-11: 1 he
chooses in principle the argument of the "strong" who were inclined to see the food to
the idols as harmless and that it could, consequently, be eaten. But, on the other side,
the restriction on freedom is imposed not by the meat'79 but by the conscience of and
the bond with the "weak" brother. It is generally accepted that itaVTET YVC)GLV
E'XOPEV
(8: 1) was the slogan used by the "strong. "80 The strong adopt a weak position; they do
not need restriction against idolatry in order to protect their Christian faith, because they
know that the idols are not real, they are proud both of their yv(Baw and of the power
and freedom which this knowledge, the grace they have received as believers in Christ,
gives them. Dupont tries to demonstrate that the "weak" in Corinth were JewishChristians. 81 We do not agree with Dupont because 1 Cor. 8: 7 shows that they were
Gentilc-Christians and not Jewish-Christian as Dupont suggest. This also means that
they had participated in pagan cultic mealS.82Although we cannot precisely identify the
religions of the Gentile Christians, we can probably detect evidence of their previous
social and religious association (In I Cor. 12:2 Paul mentions the Corinthians' religious
According to C. K. Barrett, it is probable that
experience and says OTC ýOVTJT"ITE).
some of Paul's members, prior to becoming Christians, had experienced religious
ecstasy within the Hellenistic cults. 83

This is precisely why Paul reacted to this Corinthian yvc0atig,because they felt
free to eat everything, even the meat which came from the inacelluin. Further, those
79Conzelmann, I Corinthians, 137.
80J. Murphy-O'Connor,

"Freedom of the Ghetto, " Revue Biblique

(1978): 543-574.

8IDupont, Gnosis, 282-290.
82Baird, "One Against the Other, " 12 1.
83C. K. Barrett, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (IDUC;
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New York: Harper, 1968), 278.

with yv6atc claimed the itouof'04 (1 Cor. 8: 9) to continue their pagan custom, despite
their conversion to Christianity. What was this right that the Corinthians were claiming?
Some Christians were exercising what Paul terms "this right of yours" (h if ouaca
6g6v a'UT-q).Apparently, it was the right that enabled them to sit at meat in an idol
temple (1 Cor. 8: 9). The same right was also possessed by the "weaker" at Corinth
though they did not think it was right to exercise it. 85 While, Paul did not deny that
they possessed a degree of yv6atc, he cautioned them that their yv(5atc (freedom)
86
become
(YEMFOat),
could easily
a danger to other Christians.

The idea of this group at Corinth might be summedup as "knowledge is power
and power gives freedom and certain rights," but, Paul counters them with his own
logan: "Love builds up the ekkIesia and gives opportunity and power for service to
other." As Willis observes,for the apostlePaul freedom is not the first and main cry,
which then is crimped or limited by love. Rather,love is the main thing, and it indicates
how one's power ought to be used.87Paul does not understandfreedom as liberation
from obligations or from the controls of interpersonal relationship, which was the
common belief in some parts of Graeco-Romansociety. For Paul, freedom means
being free from sin, fear of death, and the law, in order to serve his Lord and his
88
people. The Christian's ýfowjfa will sometimesbe selfish and destructive to others,
8'*rhe Corinthian's rights were basedon: (1) pagangods have no spiritual reality (I Cor.
8:4-6 10:19-20); (2) food does not matter to God (I Cor. 8:8,10: 23-27,31); (3) partaking in
baptism and the Lord's Suppermantainedone safe from lapsesinto idolatry (I Cor. 10:2-14,2022).
85Winter, Seek the Welfare of the City, 170-171. "It could not be to cat meat in the idol
temple of Demeter or Asclepius, since attendanceat a meal there was not seenas a 'right'. Access to
activities in the temples of Demeter and Asclepius were open to everyone." Seealso B. W. Winter,
'Me AchacanFederal Imperial Cult 11:Ile Corinthian Church," TynB 46.1 (1995). 169-178.
86Fisk, "Eating Meat," 60.
"Willis,

Idol Meal, 98.

88Witherington, 196-197.
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but it need not involve idolatry. 89 It is most likely, therefore, that the weak were
Gentile-Christians whose mental conviction, that there was only one God, had not been

fully graspedemotionally.

In I Cor. 10: 1-22, on the other hand, Paul seems to be in favour of the weak

becauseit was dangerousto eat food offered to idols. Therefore, the strong were
admonished.Paul uses imperative languagein v. 14 to admonish all who are against
the tradition, especially in the practice of the Lord's Supper. He says: "At6uEp,
&yaWlITOL

1101J, (ýEIJYETE

and determined

61TO' Tfig

" The apostle Paul is very explicit
EI8tA)XoXaTpL'aS-.

to let the Corinthians

know

that they should

(ýEIJYEtV&1T6 TýIg

(18(jXoXaTPL'aT, for the sake of the weak brother and the Christian community.

5.4 Paul's

Ethical

Response

Paul's responseis complex; to understandit one must distinguish between his
attitude toward food offered to idols and his treatment of the problem. Paul does not
simply conclude that food offered to idols is right or wrong. 90 Besides this dilemma
mentioned above, the main difficulty in understanding Paul's response and the passage
itself is that this rather pragmatic rule, which is oriented toward responsibility between
persons, stands alongside an imperative prohibition of "idolatry" in I Cor. 10: 1-22,
backed by a biblical example (vss. 1-13) and by an illustration from the Lord's Supper
(vss. 16-22). 91 Paul's argument throughout the three chapters (I Corinthians 8,10 and
8917hispoint has been discussed by H.
Yon Soden, 'Sacrament and Ethics in Paul, " in The
Wrintings of St. Paul ed. W. Meeks (New York: W. W. Norton, 1972). 264., H. Conzelmann, I
Corinthians, 177. and I Brunt, 'Iove, " 25. Paul's change from d'8WX6eUTCC
(I Cor. 8: 1.4.7.10)
(I Cor. 10:7) and EL'SW
X(XTP(a (I Con 10: 14) is important. The former is
to fI 8WAOXC(TPTjO;
morally neutral; the latter are detestable.

90J. C. Brunt, 'Rejected, Ignored or NEsunderstood? Tle Fate Paul's Approach to the
of
Problem of Food Offered to Idols in Early Christianity," NTS 31 (1985): 113-124.
91Meeks.The First Urban, 98.
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11) seemsto reveal some kind of inconsistencyabout the eating of idol-meat and the
participation in the Eucharist meal. The questions arise, Did Paul's argument have
influence?Where doesPaul standconcerning the issueof "idolatry" in relationship to
the divisions of the Corinthianchurch?

I Corinthians is in itself a social reality; the evidence of communication between
Paul and the church community is obvioUS.92 Paul was informed by the congregation
of the socio-ethical issue, about idol-meat, and he begins the discussion making
reference to at least two Corinthian slogans that were included in their letter to him: I
Cor. 8: 1, "all of us have knowledge, " and 8: 3, "an idol has no real existence. " From
the starting point of the argument, Paul's own concern transcends the particular issue of
idol-meat and places the attention on the wider ethical question, the interpersonal
relationships that are involved in this situation. The "strong" appeal to their "YvCdow":
There is only one God; there are no idols and, therefore, "no meat offered to idols" is
dangerous (I Cor. 8Aff. ). Paul argues differently. He distinguishes cultic meals in an
official setting (8: 10) from meals in private houses (10: 25ff). To be sure, his opinion
about official cultic meals in a temple is not quite uniform, but the intention is clear.93
Paul's reply to the Corinthians implies that they had affirmed that they possessed
knowledge which, in a sense, justified the uninhibited consumption of idol-offered
meat. Paul insists, however, that the value of such knowledge is limited in that those
who possess it have an almost irresistible tendency to become puffed up with pride.
The feeling that the knowledge of God is precise and comprehensive may bring to some
members of the Corinthian congregation a sense of superiority that is breaking a basic
social element of human relationship in the community.

92'Meissen, The Social Selling. 137.
931bid, 122.
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On the contrary, the "weak" argue against eating idol food as a matter of
94
conscience. But, the question arises: Are the church members at Corinth converts
from the pagancults or from the Jewish religion? 95Paul seesthe weak as the ones
who, lacking yviGaw,becauseof their previouscustomsin paganism,regard the eating
of sacrificedmeatasa real and dangerousmatter (8:7).

Many attempts have been made to define these positions in terms of their
theologicalbeliefs or ideologies.Theissendoesnot dismissall theseefforts, but tries to
show that there is also a social dimension of the problem to which the ideological
factors would have to be connected. In his interpretation, the "strong" are the socially
powerful, also referred to in I Cor. 1:16f. It is probablethat some,after conversion to
Christianity, may still have had reasonsto accept invitations to dinner where meat
would be served (10:27), perhapsin the shrine of a pagan god [8: 10]. Some of the
wealthy church members, who would still have had some social or business
responsibilitiesthat were more important to their roles in the larger society than to their
associationamongpeopleof the lower class.

The whole perceptionof what it meant to eat meat would have beendifferent
for the membersof different economic levels. The poor people in fact rarely ate meat.
For the poor, moreover, the Christian community provided a more than adequate
substitutefor the sort of friendly association,including common meals, that one might
otherwise have sought in clubs, guilds, or cultic associations.96 On the whole,
94Fee, I Corinthians,

359ff.

95Murphy-O'Connor, "Freedom," 552. He comments that 'Me weak, therefore, are those
who 'up to now have beenaccustomedto idols, ' and who as a result of this conditioning seesuch meat
as having been really offered to an idol. Are they converts from paganismor from Judlism? It is a
question of a habitual attitude toward idols which remains up to the present moment (cf. 4: 13; 15:6).
The continuanceof this attitude is what makessome'weak.' It is not, therefore, a good thing in itself.
It is part of the baggageof one'spast which should have beenleft behind at conversion."
96Meissen, The Social Selling, 121-140.

183

Theissen's argument is extremely good in showing the conflict between the two groups
as evidence of the social-ethical

problem among the Corinthians.

He tries to

demonstrate that the "strong" are in a higher status than the "weak" and assumes that
they are consequently better integrated socially into the larger society in Corinth. The
idea of freedom of conscience (or rather "consciousness"), far from being Paul's
idolby
in
difficulties
the
the
the
of
eating
created
real problem
ethical
solution, was
meat in Corinth.

Apparently Paul does not have a concept of "conscience" already
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If we analyze the polemical situation, it seems that Paul picks up the
terminology of syneidesisfrom the enlightenedCorinthians who were eating the idolfrom
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Paul.
Probably,
the
term
this
comes
a
significant
word
meat.
paganworld not from Paul'sJewish background.98It is significant that here the term
"conscience" is to some extent consideredas attached to an assessmenton grounds
other than the quality of acts themselves. In some of the cases at Corinth, the
knowledge of the sourceof the meat used has brought pain, but actually, it is not the
eating of meat. C. A. Piercepoints out that "even in its negativeand limited function,
consciencedoes not so much indicate that an act committed is wrong, as that an act
'known'(by other meansand rightly or wrongly) to be wrong has beencommitted."99
But on the other hand, the Christian's behaviour is to be controlled by positive
considerationstoward his neighbour,and not negativeactions.
97R. A. Horsley, "Consciousness and Freedom Among the Corinthians:
CBQ 40 (1978): 574-589.
98Robert Jewett, Paul's Anthropological

I Corinthians 8- 10,"

Ternu (Leiden: J. B. Brill, 1971), 42 1ff.

99C. A. Pierce, Conscience in the New Testament (Chicago: Alec R. Allenson, Inc., 1955),
77. Vv. 24 and 33 sum up the decisive principle, 'Me answer, therefore, to the question 'why is my
liberty judged of another's conscience?'- -a question put into the controversialists' mouth by St. Paul-is that it is a duty incumbent on love to protect the brother from pain of conscience. Conscience in this
question is of course the same here as elsewhere in this passage: it is the pain consequent upon
his
little
has
been
by
into
led
(supposedly)
the
the
the
of
one
example
committing
wrong act,
which
more knowledgeable brother. "
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Is it harmless to eat of it? or is it beneficial for the edification of the church
community?

In chapter two we mentioned that some of the Corinthians may have

considered participation in pagan cultic meals as social celebrations, not worship
occasions. Consequently, these pagan cultic meals do not pose any problem of
conscience to them. In any case, some Christians at Corinth were familiar with these
meals connected with pagan temples and some of them did not see any problem in
100
in
those
participating
meals. This custom was part of their social background.

Paul arguesthat the very confidencethat one hasknowledge demonstratesthat
one has not madea proper adjustmentto knowledge, for one has failed to realize that
humanknowledge is only partial. Paul'sbasic criticism is of a position which he was
(I Cor. 8: 1-3;
preparedto uphold:'aya7r-qmust always take precedence over yvC001S.
13:2; 8:9,12ff. ), and my brother's conscience is always more important than my
101
love
by
builds
Paul
We
the
that
the
of
up
principle
whole community
can see
own.
ratherthan knowledge.In his reply to the dilemma posedby the freedom of conscience,
Paul insistson the real ethical questionat the interpersonallevel. The structureand the
substanceof Paul'sreply makesthe effect of one'sbehaviour on others the criterion of
ethics.

1001.Howard Marshall, "Lord's Supper" in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters eds. R. P.
Martin. G. Hawthorne and D. Reid (Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 2. "Christian converts could
well have been familiar with any of these types of meal and also with some of the practices of the
different mystery religions.... There was a complicated mix of religious practices in Corinth. Some
membersof the church were familiar with mealsassociatedwith pagantemplesand some believe that it
was right to continue to participate in these. It does not, of course, follow that they viewed what
happenedat these meals and the Lord's Supperin the sameway. Further, it is important to note that
the very strong explicit criticisms that Paul makesof the Corinthians church meal do not appearto be
connectedin any way with paganbeliefs or practicesthat had beencarried over into it. It may be that
the Corinthian Christians felt that participation in the meal of itself protected them from divine
judgment, but Paul's instruction to them is not about misunderstandingthe meal but about refraining
from idolatry."
10IBarrett, Essayson Paul, 56.
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Paul's argument in both in 8: 7,13, and in 10:23-24 and 32-33 rcfers to those

in
fellow
freedom
the
their
their
with
members
spiritual
new-found
who would exercise
community. In chap 9 he speaksfrom this context, especially since the argument
follows the same pattern of thesis and antithesis as in chap 8.102 In summary, Paul
presentshimself in chap. 9 as an exampleof the necessityto be willing to give up one's
focus
by
Thus,
for
Paul
the
treats
the
the
changing
of
others.
sake
question
own rights
to the issueof Christian love rather than simply giving an answerto the question. In so
doing he presentsthe principle, that love and respectfor otherstranscendsthe rightness
or wrongnessof the eating of the idol-meat, and participating in the communal meals
which were part of the common practice of the society in which the Corinthians were
living.

5.5 Paul's

Treatment

of the Fellowship

Meal:

1 Cor.

10: 14-22

As it hasbeenpointed out in this pericope,idolatry was a constantproblem in the
103
found.
be
Graeco-Roman
Primitive
Christianity
to
came
civilisation where
centres of
The reason for Paul's prohibition can be summarized in one main point: Paul was
against eating food offered to idols because he understood that the Lord's meal was a
fellowship with the Lord and with the believers.

The purpose of 10: 14,15 in the structure of 10: 14-21 is to introduce a reasoned

argument against Christian participation in pagan cultic meals. In I Cor. 8 Paul
responds to a defense of eating conveyed to him-from

the Corinthians. 104

Nevertheless,in 10:1-13 he makesknown his own discussion,basedon an explanation
102Schaiithals,Gnosticism, 228.
103 R. P. Martin, Eucharist Teaching in St. Paul's First Letter to the Corinthians (M. A.
Thesis,University of Manchester,1956), 32.
104Willis, Idol Meal, 182.

196

of Israel's history. Then in I Cor. 10: 14-21 Paul gives a second argument,
based upon the significance

this time

of sacred meals. These two arguments are grammatically

related by StOTIEP.

Paul uses this very strong inferential
to bring

very reason")

the previous

argument

stronger than StO and yap. "Wherefore"
his readers the conclusion
from temptation.

Bt6itEp "therefore"

AL01TEP is

to its sound conclusion.

or "therefore"

("for this

is not enough. Paul urges upon

that flows from verse 13. An idol cannot rescue the believer

Au contraire

idol worship

grossest of sins. The idol is faithless.
example of how Israel's idolatry

has always been contributory

God is faithful.

God's extraordinary

applications

to the

Paul shows in vv. 1-13 an

caused their destruction

"sacraments, "105 Paul makes spiritual
Pentateuch.

conjunction

in the desert, despite their

of several incidents

action for his people in the Exodus

from

the

time did not

prevent their destruction. Paul maintains that these events had a deeper meaning for the
church and their practice. They are types which happened to the Israelites as examples.
Thus confirmed,

the Christian members at Corinth may confront

the danger to which

Paul addressed himself. Fee points out that "here the rule is the apodictic (ýEýYCTC"106
Max Zerwick

says that the word means "flee, keep away. "107 Similar to Jewish belief,

Paul is sure that idolatry is impossible for a Christian believer. No amount of yv&yLig of
the nonexistence of an idol-god justifies participation
now concludes
forward

the argument

prohibition,

with a tender appeal,

in idol worship in any form. Paul
dcya"TOL'

voO, and a straight

(ýEIJYETE COTOTf19 E18wXoXaTpL'a!
9.108 Paul's admonition

is

105Fee,The First Epistle, 464.
106COnzelmann,
I Corinthians, 170.
107Max Zerwick, A Grammatical Analysis of the Greek New Testament vol. 2. trans. M.
Grosvenor(Rome: Biblical Institute Press,1979),517. The use with the accusativeand with club have
the same meaning. G. B. Winer in his grammar, mentions that the same verb in the infinitive
Ocdy4E
LYgoverns the accusative,as in I Cor. 6: 18.2 Tim. 2:22 in a figurative sense(to flee, to shun a
vice)"; but is once followed by air6, in I Cor. 10:14. This latter construction is very common in the
New Testament.
108Fee,The First Epistle, 464.
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clear: "they must not try to see how near they can go, but how far they can fly. Fugite
idolatriam: omnem ubique el totam. " This might have been hard saying for some of
them, especially after expecting a wide measure of liberty, so he softens it with
&-yarlITOL POU.109

Paul challenges the Corinthians to differentiate and give consideration to his
argument. Paul calls them "wise" though their behaviour indicates otherwise. Paul like
any good rhetorician

knows that he must rely on the power of persuasion.

Consequently, the only logical thing he can do is to exhort-, the Corinthians must
consider the situation and respond. He has warned them about the immorality that may
entrap idolaters. He will now consider the contradiction

of idol -association and

participation in the Lord's Supper.

Paul continues: "k

4)povtvoLc Xcyw." He is turning from an Old Testament

parallel-, he is now about to show them with a discussion based on their common
experience the force of which, as sensible men, they will readily recognise, as this
discussion is based on the parallel between the Christian Eucharist and an idol feast. 110
Now Paul is trying to show them that a sophisticated understanding of the nature of
idols is not enough. They have plenty of intelligence and can see whether an argument
is logical or not. It seems that the Corinthians made use of their common sense or
is
that
so
why Paul says to them KpL'vaTEUpCtd;d 0-qvt. The use of Wk
y6ms%

is

emphatic. Paul's change from Xýyw to (ý-qp should be marked in translation, although
109Tertullian,De Cor. 10., and seealso A. Robertsonand A. Plummer,A Critical and
ExegeticalCommentaryon the First Epistle of St. Paul to the Corinthians(Edinburgh: T. & T.
Clark, 1911), 211.
110F.F. Bruce,New CenturyBible.- I and 2 Corinthians(London: Marshall, Morgan&
Scott.1971). 94.
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Robertson says it may be made merely for variety: "Judge for yourself what I
declare."111Onceagain Paul appealsto the power of discernmentand goodjudgment.

In presenting the Lord's Supper as the norm, *Paul turns to the traditional
terminology

and the acknowledgment of the Lord's Supper as a communal act.

Conzelmann wonders, when Paul mentions the cup first, if he is then linking up with a
form of celebration of the Lord's Supper in which the cup was distributed first? Or has
he himself reversed the order for particular reasons as in the Didache? 112We can say
that his form of the celebration of the Lord's Supper depends on the tradition which
Paul
is
Therefore,
in
"ITOTýPIOV
the
not reversing
appears
expression
TýC eu'Xoytac-"
the order of the celebration, but is following the church's tradition. But it seems quite
possible that the expression has some similarities to the one found in Joseph and
Aseneth. The term for the cup of wine was a technical Jewish expression that came at
the end of a meal used as its formal close. 113 H. L. Strack says that the Jewish custom
at Passoverwas to bless the cup of wine three times and he explains:

Becherdes Segens.So heisst im Rabbinischeninsonderheitder Becher
Wein, über dem nach Schluss eines Mahles das Tischdankgebet
gesprochen wurde, s. Exkurs: Ein altjüdisches Gastmahl. Bei der
Passahfeierwar es vermutlich der 'dritte' Becher Wein, üben dem als
dem 'SegensBecher' jener DanksegennachTisch gesprochenworden
ist, s. Exkurs: Feier das Passahmahles-Überden 'Segensbecher'beim
Mahl der Gerechtenin der zukünftigenWelt. 114

The Lord's Supper was a meal in which the participants drink from a cup over
ýW
OID)
blessing
The
Jewish
blessing
(7D-1
was
pronounced.
cup of
which a
-2
Ir T:
V
corresponded to the cup of the interpretative saying (Mk. 14:23 par. Mt. 26: 27-, 1 Cor.
II IRobertson,

211.

112Conzelmann, I Corinthinas,

171.

113Barrett, Essays on Paul, 94.

114H. L. Strack and P. Billerbeck, Kommentar zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud und
Midrasch vol. 3 (Munich: D. H. Beck, 1926), 419.
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11:25; Lk. 22:20). At every meal when wine was drunk the prayer of thanksgiving was
saidover this cup after the main meal.115So, severalprayerswere offered as part of the
ritual of the Jewish Passover.

Paul's use of the sequence of cup-bread is unique in the New Testamentl 16
becausethe evidence from 11:23-25 makes clear that the normal sequence, bread-cup,
is the one which prevailed in the churches founded by Paul. It has been argued that the
order presented by Paul should not make us overlook the fact that for Paul "body is not
is
blood.
"
Christ"
In
Paul's
"body
the church;
the
the
of
of
simply
correlate
mind
therefore, Paul makes the reversal of bread and Cup.117

Paul's statement that the cup "Ob)ýL KOtvwv(a iOT'IV TOO atpaT04; TOO
XPLGToO"enlarges and describes, as Bruce says, "the dominical words of institution
(cf. 11:25) as his description of the bread which we break as a participation in the body
of Christ. . ." Bruce adds also that such participation amplifies and interprets the words
118
bread
institution
24).
Neither the blood nor the body has
(cf.
11:
the
spoken
over
of
a material sense in this interpretation by Paul. The "cup of blessing, " as we mentioned
before, was the technical term for the final benediction at the end of the meal. This was
the cup that Jesus Christ himself blessed at the Eucharist meal (cf. 11:25, "after the
meal') and described as "the new covenant in my blood, " (although in Mk-Mt the link
with Jeremiah 31 is not so clear). Goppelt observes that this expression can be
115Goppelt, TDNT 6,154.
116Fee,The First Epistle, 466ff.
117Conzelmann, I Corinthians, 172ff. He does not consider Lk 22: 17f. as evidence (as
othersdo; seeGordon Fee,n. 19) to the form of celebration.I'lie sequencethere is, cup bread,cup wine,
has come from a combination of the common (we should say the normal) course of the supper. He
addsthat "Paul is aiming at an interpretation of the community by meansof the Lord's Supper cf. the
step from Y. 16 to v. 17. This is the connection betweenthe Eucharist meal and Paul's concept of the
church which is a new elementthat he introducesto the Corinthian church to their understandingof the
Lord's Supperasa sacrament."
118Bruce,I and 2 Corinthians, 94.
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from
it
initially
Jesus;
that
the
associated with
saying
was
eschatological
understood as
the blessing of a cup (Lk. 22: 17a) is implied by the use of the term "fruit of the vine"
(Mk. 14:25). 119 We must understand that the interpretation of Kotwovia TOU o(ovaTOC
for
Paul.
kaTltv
have
the
central
significance
and
associated
words
a
TOO XPIGTOý

A

close analysis of the term shows that Paul never used Kotvwv(a in a secular sense but
120
faith
in
For
Paul
to
the
to
of
relation
always
a religious one.
Kotvwvt'aalways refers
Christ.

In the Lord's Supper Paul's concern is that the drinking of this cup is for the
believers a sharing (Kotvwvta) in the blood of Christ. The Christian communion
service, therefore, is unique in its importance since it setsforth in symbol the unique
sacrificeof the unique Son of God in his unique incarnation.

" the sharing of the
In a similar way, Paul speaks Of "TO'v aPTOV OV KXCOVEV,
bread. This expression he takes to mean sharing in the body of Christ. It is doubtful
that Paul here is talking about the physical aspect of the human body of the Lord. 121
Paul describes the human body of Christ in other terms: in Col. 1:22, he uses the word
flesh, whereas for him the term "the Body of Christ" refers to the church. Paul says that
in the Christian fellowship this is a communion with the body of Christ. So, we can
conclude that Kotvwvta means participation in the body and blood of Christ and thus
union with the exalted Christ. Paul is leading his readers to understand the real meaning
of being in communion with Christ.

OTE Ek

aPT09,

EV

(Ywvaol

iToWL'

iGAEV.

The use of

OTL,

"because," is

to be connected with verse 16. Paul brings together the notions Of apTOC/0(5VCL,
119Goppelt,153ff.
120Schattenmann,
NIDN77 1 (1971), 639-644.
121Barrett, Essayson Paul, 233.
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"bread/body"

because

in his mind

he has the thought

Conzelmann says that the sacred participation

of the body

of Christ.

in Christ's body makes us into the body

of Christ. 122 The eucharistic

Kotvwvf'a in the body of Christ is the sacrament of the

believers in unity, proclaiming

common membership in the one body. Further, George

Panikulam

points out that "those who ate from the altar became koinonoi

of the altar;

this is an allusion to the cultic unity of Israel. "123 It seems that the apostle is making a
comparison between vv. 17 and 18. However,

Paul's argument is from the fact that one

loaf was broken and shared and consequently

those who participate in the one loaf are,

not withstanding

their plurality,

one body. 124 Paul's intention

is to show that all who

participate in the one loaf have communion

follows
is
This
Christ.
what
with

other part of v. 17b: oi )rap TFaVTE4;&

TOO ivok

next in the

Paul's
apTOU PETEXOPEv.

main

idea, therefore, is not the unity of the body that this supper represents, but the loyalty of
the redeemed community

125
be
body
that
as
one.
united
as one
makes all

but
The meaningseemsto be that all havecommunion with the body (KoLvwvL'a),
the body is not divided. The emphasislies on the unity and the sharing of the one loaf.
Paul adds ol ravTo;, "all as one" "all the whole congregation." We agree when
Robertson describes Paul's feeling concerning the social viewpoint. Robertson
commentsthat it is remarkablehow the apostle Paul insists upon the social aspectof
both the sacraments;becausePaul says,"For in one Spirit were we all baptizedinto one
122Conzelmann, I Corinthians,

172.

123George Panik-ulam, Koinonia in the New Testament: A Dynamic Expression of Christian
Life. An Bib 85 (Roma: Biblical Institute Press, 1979), 28. He also comments that, "the interpretation
prevalent so far, which connected v. 18 with v. 19, can hardly stand with Paul's argumentation in the
context. Instead, connecting v. 18 to v. 17 makes better sense insofar as Paul gets a confirmation for his
understanding of the Lord's Supper in the Jewish world. " The Lord's Supper in its sacramental
meaning has more affinity to the Jewish meal than the mystery religious meals. 'lliough in the social
practice, the Lord's Supper (as has been discussed already in chapter six) at Corinth was not
significantly different from those in their culture, especially the eranos from the social custom of the
Graeco-Roman world.
12413arrett,The First Epistle, 234.
125Fee, The First Epistle, 469.
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body" (12: 13).126The Corinthians, in participating in the Lord's Supper, are having a
social fellowship with the Lord. They are edifying not just one segment of the church,
but the whole congregation becomesunited to form the body of Christ.

Having
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clear,
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practice

illustration
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points

"PXElTETE T6'v'IapaAX

the

citing

his main

made

to

part-128

of it. S. Aalcn

out that

Der Terminus viel mehr am Opfer bzw am Altar orientiet. Die Letztere
Möglichkeit
ist die 1 Kor. x: 18 vorliegender
(rOtVü)VOý 'rO,0
Ouataa-r,qptou). Der Unterschied zwischen Opfer und Altar ist jedoch in
diesem Zusammenhang nicht gross. Das Opfer wird besonders dann
hervorgehoben, wenn es um die Frage des Unterhaltes der Priester geht
(so 1 Kor. ix: 13), der Altar dagegen, wenn die religiöse Sicht betont
werden Soll. 129

Paul's emphasis when he says "sharers in the altar" is that the ones who
participate sharetogether in the food on the altar. In this meal they are bound together in
their everyday worship of God. By this analogy Paul is trying to say to the Corinthians
that when they partakeof the Eucharistic meal they become "partners" of the God of the
altar. Thus table fellowship was establishedwith God; the participants were established
as his people.
126Robertson

and Plummer, 215.

127COnzelmann.I Corinthians, 172.
12813arrett,Thefirst Epistle, 235.
129S.Aalen, "Das Abendmahl
137.
6
(1963):
"
NovT
im
Testament.
Neuen
Opfermahl
als
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According to Conzelmann Paul starts by assuming the reader already knows, as
indeed he now wishes to confirm, that the KOLVWviaTOOOluataOTTIP1,01J,
"partnership
in the altar, " of the "one" God rules out fellowship with evil spirits or demons. 130 In
other words, Paul wished to say to the Corinthian congregation, especially

the

"Libertine, " that he rules out partaking with demons and their table. In doing so Paul
has apparently involved himself in a certain inconsistency. Barrett seems not to agree
with the other scholars when he says neither of these writers seems to do full justice to
the facts in I Corinthians. That Paul found himself in some difficulty over the question
of sacrificial food is certainly true. 131Since Paul argues that there is sacred meaning in
the Lord's Supper and the sacrificial meals in ancient Israel, he must continue that
Christians should neither partake of nor participate in anything related to idolatrous
worship.

It seemslikely that it was not difficult for Paul as a converted Jew, trained in the
Rabbinical school of Jerusalem, to accept the substanceof the Jewish-Christian Decree
even though he never mentioned it. For Paul the whole issue is not that the food offered
to the demons changed into a demonic substanceor representeddemons. He is arguing
that sacrifices to demons are evidenceof yielding allegiance to them and entering into an
unholy KOLVWV(a
with them. Christians at Corinth must renounce this partnership,
becausethey are exclusive partners of God in Christ. The following verses are explicit
on the matter.

130Conzelmann,

I Corinthians, 173. He mentions Weiss's position on v. 19: 'The
conclusion drawn by the opponents is reflected in the obv, 'then' of the question. "
131Barrett, The First Epistle, 43ff. He
mentions the case of scholars like A. A. T. Ehrhardt,
T. W. Manson, and E. Molland. According
to Dr. Ehrhardt, Paid changed his attitude on the issue of
eating food offered to idols. He goes further and says, 'It is remarkable that only a short time
afterwards, namely after the visit of St. Peter to Corinth, St. Paul greatly changed his tune." He also
Saysthat Paul accepted the Apostolic Decree, in particular the prohibition of the eating of 4Et6WXdOUTQ.
However, most of the scholars do
not agree with Barrett's view.
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[Td ý0114,6atVOV(OL< KaL oý OEq
When Paul states, "etXX' 45TI,a 01601U(YLV
Wouatv, " he alludes to the L-XX in Deut. 32: 17, "SaLVOK'01C Kal Oý OEý, OE61C OLIC;
tUtuav.
" Robertson points out that "they sacrificed to demons (ShEdin) and to a
OUK
no-god, to gods whom they knew not. "132 Paul's argument does not suggest that idols
are real. But rather, the Corinthians

have to understand

in terms of OT

idolatry

Paul considers them (demons) as real beings (I Cor. 8: 5). 134

revclation. 133 However,

The term demon used by Paul had provided him and other Hellenistic

Jews with a

helpful way of expressing a truth which otherwise would not have been easy to put into
words. Because of the nature of the demons and their relation to pagan idols, Paul's
view differs from that of the "intelligent

people" of Corinth, who consider that idolhe
is
But,
difference.
that
why
make no

in table fellowship

offerings and participation

goes on and clearly says in v. 20b: oý 6ýXw 5ý ýAdC KOLVWVOýCT(5V 8atVOV(WV
'VIVEo6aLIn what sense does Paul regard those who participate in such sacrificial feasts
as partners with demons?

Paul thinks of feasts to the idols as explicitly

patronage of a pagan god, involving

under the

in some degree the acknowledgment

and even

worship of that deity. 135 So, Paul's point is simple: these pagan meals are in fact food
sacrificed to idols (demons) and, therefore, the worship of demons is involved.

This

is why

he says in v. 21: "oi)

W07-61011 &aLlioviwv.
drinking

" Drinking

a cup dedicated

K'Upiolu and Satpoviwv
The Christian

132Robertson

a cup dedicated

table

but the context

is divine-,

133Fee,Ae First Epistle, 47iff.
n. I Corinthians, 173.

13513ruce.I
and 2 Corinthians, 96.
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and at the same time

for Christians.

Note that both

makes clear what Paul means.

the pagan idol

and Plummer, 217.

134COnzelm,,

to the Lord

to demons must be unthinkable

are anarthrous,

communion

816vaoOc 1TOTTIPLOVK1UPiO1UITLVELV Kai

temple

is demonic.

It is

impossible to relate both to Christ and to demons. Conzelmann clearly points out that
"verse 21 expresseswith fundamental sharpnessthe impossibility of participating in the
pagan cult, and does so with special reference to participation in meals, drinking and
eating."136 The eucharistic formula used by Paul and handed down in the community
clearly shows us that it is thus impossible to drink both the cup of the Lord and the cup
of demons. The reference to the cup of demons is Paul's main argument for this
prohibition. The Christian should not share lordship with demons because in the
Christian observance this is a partnership of the body of Christ. As in the case of the
wine, this has been understood to mean some identity with the flesh of Christ, whether
actually or symbolically; and so the participant would gain his divine characteristic by a
kind of sacred "Christophagy. " This partnership with demons Christians must renounce
and be sole partners of God in Christ.

Paul is arguing here, not from pagan notions, but from the OT principle that
every sacrifice which is not offered to the living God is dedicated to demons.137 On the
basis of the Lord's Supper Paul warned the Corinthian

libertines concerning

participating in drinking of the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons; and he adds
what we can call a second warning:

"6

BijvaGOE TpaIDECTICKIJPL'OUVETEXELVKatI

TPaIT4CTjq6atvoviwv. " METýXELVis a verb of sharing. At the Lord's table we share
with others the symbols of the body and blood of Christ and, in a deeper sense, we
share Participation in the Body of Christ. To share in the table with the Lord and with
demons is also impossible for one who is
aware of being united with Christ. How then
can the Christians also share with pagans in a service that is dedicated to the worship of
Satan? The two unions arc
absolutely incompatible.
136COnzelmann,I Corinthians..

No basis for fellowship

between

175.

137GOppelt,157.In the light
of the Old TestamentoutcomesPaul appealsto the Corinthians
to escapefrom any kind of contact with the idols. "He setsabsoluteopposition betweenthe Lord's
Supperand idol meals.It is in this backgroundthat
we are expected.to understandPaul's development
of the Eucharistictheology." SeeG. Panikulam,An Bib 85 (1979): 29.
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them exists (cf. 2 Cor. 6: 14-18), because, Fee says, "those who eat at the Lord's table
are proclaiming his death until he comes (11: 26), they are thereby also bound to one
another through the death of the Lord that is thus celebrated. "138 What harm could
there be in attending these meals? 139 Verse 22 represents the turning point of Paul's
argument.

Paul adds a final warning-A

iTapaC-qXoOVEVT611 KUPLOV;9ý WXUPOTEPOL

aýTOO iCFVEv--arhetorical inquiry which expects an emphatic negative answer. "Are we
stronger than he? " The particle ý introduces the alternative, "Or (if you think that you
can't eat of Christ's

table and the table of demons) are we going to provoke

His

jealousy? "140 Fee is not the only one among the commentators accepting that "the
precise intent of this question is 'puzzling. '"141 Several of the commentators

take this

inquiry as an ironic, if not sarcastic, reference to "the strong" in the Corinthian church,
who possessed the "knowledge"

(I Cor. 8: 1).

According to Rosner this interpretation is improbable since the apostle Paul does
not use the word "strong" in I Corinthians as he does in Romans 14.142However, it
seemsclear that Paul labels the two groups of the controversy as "the strong" and also
"the wreak." In fact Paul's warning
mentions more than one group in Corinth, he asks,
are we iottow (not "are you, " [iOTE]) stronger than he? (I Con 10: 22). The warning is
to those Christians in Corinth who think they have yvi5mg and i4ouaf'a and become
138Fee, The First Epistle, 473.
139A. I B. Higgins, 77aeLord's Supper
in the New Testament (London: SCM Press, 1964).
70. He explains that "though
communion with Christ in the Eucharist may be secondary
chronologically to union with Christ by faith, it is questionable whether Paul recognized any inherent
Precedenceof the latter over the former
For he held the Eucharist to be essential to the church as
...
the command from the Lord himself. "
140RObertson
and Plummer, 218.
14'Fee, The First Epistle,
474.
142Rosner,'No Other Gods,"
149-159.
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indifferent to Paul's teaching in following the right way to celebrate the Lord's Supper.
Paul uses the word

IGXIUPOTEPOL

("stronger") not in an ironic way, but to describe a

groUp. 143

This word also describes the characteristic of the Corinthian attitude toward
Paul's counsel. We may conclude by saying that Paul has given them a practical plan
for Christian living in a pagan society. In verses 14-22 Paul also expressly condemns
the attendanceat pagan meals. Some things are constructive and others destructive, but
the tradition handed down from the Lord cannot be changed for pagan practices. Paul
had in mind the building up of the Body of Christ.

5.6 Summary

All of our difficulties in interpreting I Cor. 10: 14-20 seem to disappear when
one acknowledges that Paul is not arguing a fortiori

from the Jewish and pagan

viewpoint of Kotvwv(a to the Eucharist, but rather the contrary. The parallelism with
Israel's practice does not intend to build
KOtvwv(a as a doctrine, but to lead us to
understandbetter the example of avoiding idolatry (I Cor. 10:7). The people of Israel
had a Similar KOtvwvL'a the
of
altar becausethere is Christian KOLVwvt'a(fellowship),
just as manna is a "spiritual food" in
view of the Lord's Supper (v- 4). 144

The fellowship of the altar saved the faithful ones; those worshipping idols
perished. The usageof this pattern from the Old Testament argues against Christian
Participation in eating meat offered to idols, a frequent subject in 1 Corinthians 10.
The real KOtvwvfawith Christ
should avoid any confusion of the weak brothers united
143Conzelmann, I Corinthians, 174.

144JOhn
M. McDermott, 'rbe Biblical Doctrine of KOINQNIA,"BZ 19 (1975): 220.
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to Christ, if the strong brothers are also willing to recognise that the "little ones"145are
also members of the body of Christ.

Furthermore, Paul concludes his teaching on the basis of human interaction.
Paul is concerned with the well-being of the church's society and its members. We are
to consider other people's feelings, sensibilities, and beliefs so as not to cause them to
stumble or to offend them unnecessarily. Paul insists that his own life direction (modus
operandi ) is oriented to the advantage of the many. He delineated his principle of
adaptability in I Cor. 9: 22, "all things to all people," which has as its ultimate goal
God's salvation of his people through the preaching of the gospel.

145Pierce, 80ff. He
comments that "while it is perhaps not always easy to accept the
arguments of Thornton yet there can be little doubt that he is right in his contention that the weak are
the same people as Me lilde ones, those to
whom St. Paul elsewhere refers as babes. Ilese babes are
those who have not yet reached full
maturity in Christ; so that is not implausible to suggest further
that while the litile ones, the weak, are
sometimes those for whom the apostles are responsible, and
whom they scandalise at their peril, at other times it is the weakness of the apostles themselves which
is stressed."
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CHAPTER
PAUL'S

ACCOUNT

I CORINTHIANS

6

OF THE LAST

11: 17-26: THE SOCIAL

SUPPER IN
SIGNIFICANCE

OF THE MEAL

We begin this chapter with a warning. Drawing a comprehensive picture of the
Corinthian situation is beyond the scope of this thesis. The following section is
designatedinstead to highlight only those aspectsof the Corinthian situation we must
understand if we were to grasp Paul's argument throughout I Cor. 8-11, especially
the social and moral issuesin the Lord's Supper.

We must examine, albeit more briefly now, at least the remainder of our
literary unit, I Cor. 11: 17-26. If our treatment of I Cor. 8: 1-13, and 10: 14-22 is
sound, it may have some bearing upon the interpretation of the remainder of I Cor.
11. It will be useful, therefore, to trace the Apostle's view through the end. Our
primary goal will be to highlight those aspectsof Paul's argument which may gain a
deeper meaning in the light of what we have discovered in I Con 8: 1-13 and 10: 1422 in relationship with the Lord's Supper. We turn now to examine the details of 1
Cor. 11: 17-26.

6.1 Introduction

and Aim of This Chapter

As we concluded in the previous chapter, Paul was trying to show the
Corinthians the correct practice of the Lord's Supper as a united body with one
purpose in mind, to build up the body of Christ and to eradicate the divisive elements
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in the congregation at the Eucharistic Meal. However, there are those who argue that
Paul's tradition was a direct revelation to him; others observed that he was not just
correcting a sociological problem at Corinth, but he was concerned with the social
causesand consequencesof the bad behaviour in the church meal and also with the
theological meaning of what was happening at the Lord's Supper. Thus, part of
Paul's strategy is to show those wealthy Corinthians the logical consequencesof their
un-Christian behaviour, rather than just condemning them.

In this section our aim is to continue the discussion of the social abuses and
excessesof some of the Christians at Corinth, and the way they celebrated the Lord's
Supper. Paul is trying to correct the wrong behaviour of the Corinthians; he does not
provide a full exposition of his views of the Lord's Supper. Nonetheless, we learn a
great deal in I Cor. 8-11 (especially in I Cor. 11:17:26) about how the Lord's Supper
was celebratedat Corinth and about Paul's socio-ethical beliefs of the Supper.

6.2 The Lord's

Supper at Corinth

In I Cor. 11:20, Paul calls the meal that was professedly partaken by the
Corinthian church members "The Lord's Supper" (K1UPLaKO'V
Bejuvov), but the phrase
that became frequently used is "Eucharist" (6xapLOTia, which means "a giving of
thanks"). This term can be found in the Didache. Ignatius and Justin clearly indicate
that in the Didache the prayers were spoken at the celebration of the meal and then in
the whole sacramentalcelebration. In addition, Ignatius knows the name 'Agape' (Sm.
8:2, Rom. 7:3? dyaw&v, Sm. 7: I='hold the Agape')
which also occurs in Jd. 12.1
'Ignatius,Letterto the Synyrnaeans
8:2; 7:3. SeealsoR. Bultmann,Theologyof the New
Testamentvol. 1,trans.K. Grobel(London:SCMPress,1952). 144.
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From Paul's comments on the practice of the Lord's Supper in the church of Corinth,
we may have an idea that the supper was held continually at possibly weekly intervals,
and not merely as an annual recollection of the Lord's death during a Christian
Passover. In the church at Corinth there were two sections of the cultic service: a
collective meal, taken for the purpose of nourishment (cf. Didache x. 1: "after you are
filled".

), followed by a solemn service of the Eucharist meal. 2 Paul regarded the
-.
behaviour of the Corinthians in the Lord's Supper as a disorderly act that led to its
being mentioned in his letter. The problem in the church obviously arose from social
disagreementwithin the congregation.3 The Corinthians' behaviour seems to be quite
normal with the social standards of the day; although some church members were
acting according to the rule of the society, they were not acting according to the rule
and the standardsof the Christian community at large.4

It is also possible to deduce something about the social stratification
several of the conflicts found in the Pauline communities.
11: 17-34 make clear the divisions

from

Paul's rebukes in 1 Cor.

which appeared when the Corinthian

Christians

2 DidacheX. 1. See
also R. Martin, NBD 751.
109.31.

Howard Marshall, Last Supper and Lord's Supper (London: The Paternoster Press, 1980),

4G. Theissen, The Social Setting
of Pauline Christianity trans. I H. Schijtz (Edinburgh: T.
& T. Clark, 1982), 147. He
observes that "analysis of the social conditions surrounding human
behaviour presupposesthat this behaviour
will be described with the greatest precision, but in our case
a great deal remains unclear. Four questions require an answer. 1) Were there different groups at the
celebration of the Lord's Supper, or is it a matter of a conflict between the congregation and some of
its individual members? 2) Were there
various points at which the meal began, and what is the
sequenceof the various actions mentioned in I Cor. 11: l7ff? 3) Were there quantitati ve differences in
the portions served at the meal, or 4) qualitatively different
meals for different groups? To answer
these questions we must also draw on
6
texts
other contemporary
understand better what kinds of
behaviour were possible this time. "
at
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Meal and Its Social Context

The church at Corinth was composed of people from different social strata, the
wealthy and the poor, as well as slaves and former slaves. It was customary for
participants in the Lord's meal to bring from home their own food and drink. The
wealthy brought so much food and drink that they could indulge in gluttony and
drunkenness. The poor who came later, however, had little or nothing to bring, with
the result that some of them went hungry and could not enjoy a decent meal.7 This
conflict at the Lord's Supper is seen in Paul's comment: "It is not the Lord's Supper
5W. A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983),
He adds that these divisions about which Paul "hears" (v. 18)
may be connected in some way with
incipient factions reported by Chloe's
people (1: 10f.), but nothing that is said here hints that either
jealousy between followers of Apollos
and partisans of Paul or the "realized eschatology" of
Pneumatikoi is involved.
H. Conzelmann, I Corinthians (Phfladelphia; Fortress Press, 1975). 194.
7Marshall, Last Supper, 109.
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67.
the
the
the

that you eat. For in eatingeachone goesaheadwith his own meal" (I Cor. 11:20-21).
The allegationcould be takento signify that a distortedgluttony and drunkennessof the
groupsis the main causeof the conflict, as if eachindividual had eatenindependently
8
the
of
others. The Corinthians' meal eranos 9 had becomea social problem for the
Christian community: (1) The meal made beforehandapparently differed in quantity
and quality. (2) Somemembersbeganeating before the othersarrived and before the
Lord's Suppertook place. (3) Murphy-O'ConnorlOobservesthat the one who arrived
late found no room in the triclinium, which was the dining room where regularly only
twelve could recline for the meal.
8'Meissen, The Social Setting, 147.
91-Iomer,Odyssey 1.226-227. See also Aelius Aristides, 'Sarapis 34.20-28., and Lucian
Lexiphanes 6,9,13. The eranos practice existed since the time of Homer and also in the second
century C.E. The guestsbring either money or meals baskets."Aristophanes describes this custom
nicely (Acharnenses 1085-1149): Come at once to dinner," invites a messenger,and bring your
pitcher and your supper chest. The hosts provide wreaths, perfumes, and sweets, while the guests
bring their own food which will be cookedin the host's house.They pack fish, severalkinds of meat,
and baked goods in their food baskets before they leave home. Also Xenophon (Mem 3.14.1)
describes how the participants of a dinner party bring opson, e.g., fish and meat. from home.
"Whenever some of those who came together for dinner brought more meat and fish (opson) than
others, Socrateswould tell the waiter either to put the small contributions into the common stock or
to portion them out equally among the diners. So the oneswho brought a lot felt obliged not only to
take their shareof the pool, but to pool their own supplies in return; and so they put their own food
also into the common stock. Thus they got no more than those who brought little with them. . ."
Here we have a close parallel to the Corinthian problems. Seealso Peter Lampe'sAffirmation, 4. It
seemsthat the apostle Paul and Socratesare protecting the communal meal (eranos) practice from
suchabuse.This practice should not lead someto overeatwhile others stay hungry.
101 Murphy-O'Connor,
St. Paul's Corinth (Wilmington: Michael Glazier, 1983), 158159. The ones who arrived late had to sit in the atrium or in the peristyle. which was another
inconvenience for them. "Ibe mere fact that all could not be accommodated in the triclinium meant
that there had to be an overflow into the atrium. It became imperative for the host to divide his guests
into two categories, the first-class believers were invited into the triclinium while the rest stayed
outside. Even a slight knowledge of human nature indicates the criterion used. The host must have
been a member of the community and so he invited into the triclinium his closest friends among the
believers, who would have been of the same social class. The rest could take their places in the
atrium, where conditions were greatly inferior. ... The space available made such discrimination
unavoidable, but this would not diminish the resentment of those provided with second-class
facilities. "
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The problem with the spaceand discrimination against those provided with
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account of the Eucharist meal at Corinth (1 Cor. 11:17-34). Nevertheless, Paul's
statementthat "one is hungry while anotheris drunk" (v.21) tells us that such tensions
were presumably provoked by anotherpossiblefactor, clearly, the type and quality of
food offered. 11 These private meals have to be eaten at home according to Paul's
Lord's
Supper
in
He
1
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Lord's
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Nevertheless,in trying to be more specific, what behaviour is it that, in Paul's
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seems
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view,
22 in a list of rhetorical questions. This form, of course, is used when the speaker
wants the readersto draw conclusionsfor themselves;here he seemsto want them to
acknowledge certain unacceptable inferences from their own behaviour. Their
behaviour implies that they reject the congregation of God, becausethey humiliate
thosewho do have little. 13 Furthermore,if we add to the scenePaul's warning at the
Lord's
brothers,
11
("So
to
the
together
then,
cat
you
gather
my
when
end of chapter
I lPliny The Younger, Leiters 2:6. Ile practice to serve different types of food to different
I
following
Pliny
Roman
tells
the
the
experience:
custom.
of
guests
was
popular
categories
happenedto be dining with a man, though no particular friend of his, whose elegant economy, as he
called it, seemedto me sort of stingy extravagance.The best disheswere set in front of himself and a
into
had
He
food
few.
before
the
the
the
even
put
wine
company.
of
of
select
and cheapscraps
rest
tiny little flasks, divided into three categories,not with the idea of giving his guests the opportunity
of choosing,but to makeit impossible for them to refusewhat they were given. One lot was intended
for himself and for us, anotherfor his lesserfriends (all his friends aregraded),and the third for his and
our freedmen..- ."
121.Howard Marshall, "Lord's Supper" in DPL eds., R. P. Martin, G. Hawthorne and D.
Reid (DownersGrove: InterVarsity Press,1993), 1.
13 Meeks, The First Urban, 68. Tle Kaý here is epexegetic; that is, the second clause
explains the first.
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Supper, wait for one another" [v. 33]), then it becomes obvious that the neglected are
especially the poor and the slaves. Neither group could easily leave their work to attend
the evening meal; especially was this true of the slaves because they were not the
masters of their time. However, from the text we may assume still more about the
degeneration of this Corinthian celebration. The question arises: What have the
Corinthians made of the Lord's Supper? According to the common view point, the
Corinthians have abolished the concept of receiving the body of Christ. 14 For them the
blessed bread was no longer the body and they ate the Eucharistic meal as an ordinary
food.

P. Neuenzeitarguesthat "Würde die Brothandlung noch am Beginn der Feier
gestandenhaben, so hatten die später Kommenden nur an der Bechereucharistie
teilnehmen können. Einen solchen Ausschlussder Armen von der Broteucharistie
wUrde Paulus scharf tadeln."15 Neuenzeit'sargument is right becausethis bread,
Eucharist, did not come at the beginning of the ceremony, neither did it come after
someordinary meal. It cameafter the private supper(eranos meal) of which Paul did
not approve. An attempt to explain the whole social issuehas beenmade by Theissen.
He explains that when Paul says,in v. 21, "during the meal eachtakes his own food, "
it meansthat in the processof the actualfellowship meal, the wealthy were supposedto
give bread and wine away and keep some for themselves.Social distinctions were
reflected in the quantity of food consumed.16 It is also argued that there was a
separationin the kind of food broughtand eaten. The rich brought meat, fish, or other
14G. Bornkamm, Early Christian Experience
1969), 126.

trans. P. L. Hanuner (London:

15P. Neucnzeit, Das Herrenmahl (MUnchen: K6sel-Vcriag, 1960), 7 1.
16Meissen, The Social Setting, 153.
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SCM Press,

delicacies; 17however, Theissenthinks that they did not see the need to share these
bread
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the
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Such lack of concern for the needs of the poor seemed to distress Paul. 19 He

saysthat when the membersof the church of Corinth come together, they should not
but
they
the membersshould wait until they
as
arrived,
after
another
eating,
one
start
drastic
Paul
fellowship
In
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the
to
condemned
conclusion,
meal.
all arrived
becausethey despisethe church of God by makinga truly communal meal impossible.
This was the crisis that madehim appealto the original trudition of the Lord's meal.

6.4 Two Different

Types of Eucharist Meals?

In his famous work Mass and Lord's Supper (1926), Hans Lietzmann suggests

that there were two different types of meal celebrationsin the primitive church. One
type was linked with the early church in Jerusalem,which was a sequelto the meal that
Jesusand his disciples held together before his resurrection. They blessedthe bread,
drank from the cup, and the community believedJesuswould come again in the clouds
of heaven. Lietzmann linked the other type of meal with the one celebrated in the
Pauline churches, which was created at the Last Supper and was a solemn
17Marshall, "Lord's Supper, " 109. Several of Theissen's ideas were already expressed by
earlier authors, but he provides very comprehensive material and gives important background to the
whole social issue.
18'Ileissen, The Social Setting, 153-162.

19CharlesH. Talbert, Reading Corinthians: A Literary and Theological Commentary on I
and 2 Corinthians (New York: Crossroad,1987),74.
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that it was regarded as
of Jesus'death.

Furthermore, A. J. B. Higgins comments that Lietzmann exaggerates the
difference betweenthe two types of Eucharisticmeals:(1) He wanted to trace back to
New Testament times the antecedentsof the fourth-century Egyptian liturgy of
Sarapionand of the third-century Roman liturgy of Hippolytus, from which, in his
Eucharists.
The
descend.
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latter
liturgies
The
types
two
of
result was
view, all
Egyptian liturgy, dependenton the Didache, goesback ultimately to "the breaking of
bread"in Acts, which has no referenceto the deathof Christ and is unconnectedwith
the Last Supper. (2) The so-calledJerusalemtype is the continuation of the ordinary
22
Jesus.
fellowship
historical
disciples
had
the
the
which
sharedwith
mealsof

20Hans Lietzinann, Mass and Lord's Supper trans. D. H. G. Reeve (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1979), 204-208. Scholarslike 0. Cullmann, La Significalion de la Sainle-C'Medans le Christianisme
Primilif (1936). and E. Lohmeyer. JBL 56 (1937) also deal with the concept of the two fornis of the
meal, the Palestinian form of the earliest church and the Hellenistic-Pauline form. As we mentioned
before, Lohmeyer also distinguishes the two types. but believes that Paul has found both in the
earliestchurch.
2 IE. Lohmeyer,"Das Abendmalfl in der Urgerneinde," JBL 56 (1937): 217.
22A. J. B. fliggins,

The Lord's Supper in the New Testament (London:

56-63
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SCM Press, 1964),

If we consider Paul as the originator of the Pauline type of Eucharist which
leads to the Hippolytan liturgy (C. E. 215), he transformed the whole Eucharistic meal
to conform to a special revelation received from the risen Jesus who made known to
him the fundamental meaning of the Lord's Supper as a remembrance of his death. It
was a common assumption that Paul introduced these elements as a surprise addition (I
Cor. 11:23ff). The non-mention of the cup may not be significant.

The phrase "breaking of bread" may be "a sort of technical term for the whole
Eucharistic
institution
in
Even
"23
the
the
the
loto.
meal
of
of
accounts
meal, a pars pro
in I Cor. 11: 12; Mk. 14:22 and par., the mention of the formula "the breaking of the
bread" has no particular significance as an isolated act. 24The technical use of Kxetv
is
be
for
to
the
the
of
early
church
common meals
aPTOv and KXdGtigTOO aPTOU
construed as the account of a customary meal in terms of the opening action, the act of
breaking bread.

The breaking of bread in Acts is also different from Paul's type of the Lord's
Supper in being a communio sub una, but on this occasion just bread was broken, and
no wine was drunk.

There is no reference to the Eucharistic CUp.25 But the lack of

independent
in
Lukan
to
the
this
an
represents
reference
cup
narrative, which probably
23R. P. Martin, Worship in the Early Church (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981). 122
24j. Behm, TDNT 3:726-743.
25Lietzmann, 195ff. Water was, on many occasions, substituted for wine and there are some
references where bread alone was used in the communion. "Also in the Acts of Thomas we find
several examples of a communion using bread alone. The Acts of Peter also mentions the celebration
of the Eucharist with bread and water. Ile churches of the Marcionites are reported to have the same
usage; we hear of it too among the Encratites of Tatian and other sects."
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tradition,26no more indicatesa Eucharistwithout wine than its absencefrom the other
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Lietzmann's in two aspects. First, Cullmann does not see the direct origin of the
"breaking of bread" in Acts in the daily common meal of Jesus with his disciples.
Second, although Lietzmarm denies that there is any link between the Jerusalem type
and the Last Supper, Cullmann regards this as the common ongin of the two types of
Eucharists, if by implication in the case of the Jerusalem type. 27 The tensions in the
text which have led to these theories are still felt by some scholars.
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we
observed that
of
all,
mentioned
against
arguments can
in order to maintain Lietzmann's theory, we must show that Paul's understanding of
the Eucharistic meal was his own private revelation from God and came to him
independent of other Christians.

More recentlyX. Ldon-Dufour hasspokenof the double tradition not in terms
of the differencesof its content but on the basisof its literary form. He believes that
there was a "cultic" tradition on the Last Supper and a non-cultic or "testamentary"
tradition which belongedto the genreof the farewell discourse.29
261bid, 215-217.
270. Cullmann, Early Christian Worship trans. A. S. Todd and J. B. Torrance (London:
SCM Press, 1952). 17ff.
28Marshall, Last Supper, 131. Seeespecially scholarssuch as A. J. B. Higgins, The Lord's
Supper in the New Testament56-63, and E. Schweizer, The Lord's Supper According to the New
Testament 23-28.
29Xavier Ldon-Dufour, Sharing the Eucharistic Bread (New York: Paulist Press, 1987).
90ff. He also mentions that thereare two tendenciesin the cultic tradition: (1) "Paul and Luke mention
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The theory of a private revelationto the apostleis quite difficult to accept. It is
basedon a wrong understandingof 1 Cor. 11:23 and falls short of doing justice to the
It
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from
Jesus'
Last
has
been
the
is quite
of
account
gathered
evidencewhich
inconceivablethat Paul was the originator of this tradition, supposedlyknown only by
him. Second,this theory is basedon the assumption by Lohmeyer that the Lord's
Supper was characteristic of the Jerusalemtype and it was instituted in Jesus' Last
Supperas "Erinnerung" of his death. This joyful celebration of the Lord's presence
and his death as being unknown to Paul is not right-, in Paul's account, the joyful
coming of JesusChrist is the crux of his tradition and theology. Third, according to
Lietzmann, there is a difference betweenthe book of Acts and Paul in that there is no
referenceto wine in Acts. As was mentioned before, the non-appearanceof the cup
may not be significant, even though the common practice at Corinth and elsewhere
was to partakeof bread and wine during the Eucharistic meal and the agape (I Cor.
11:20).30
the commandof remembrance;they alone separatethe actions with the breadand the cup by die words
'after the supper'. In their presentationsof the tradition the statementsof Jesusare asymnietrical: for
'body/body' they have 'body/covenant.' Finally, their vocabulary has fewer semitisnis and seemsto
reflect a Hellenistic environment. Becauseof Paul's connectionswith Antioch I shall henceforth refer
to this tendency as the Antiochene tradition. (2) Mark and Matthew have in common a strict
parallelism betweenthe words 'this is my body.' Semitismsabound:in addition to the word 'blessing'
(culogesas),which I mentioned earlier, there is the expression'for the multitude' (hyper peri pollon,
lit. 'for the many'), which would have been unintelligible to a Greek. Ile tendency which both of
theserecessionsshareis clearerin Mark and can thereforebe called the Markan tradition; it originated
in Jerusalemor Caesarea.
"
301nthe letter of Jude,in v. 12, we becomeaware of still worse degeneratedpractices at the
table fellowship meals or agapes. It seems that somemembersof the early church. and especially at
Corinth, were against Paul's reform in their common practice of selfishnessand drunkennessin the
Eucharistic meal. Fuller observed that "the tradition Paul received from Antioch was that of the
Passoveragape-Eucharistof the Jerusalemchurch (note the separationof the breadfrom the cup by the
common meal--metadeiptiesat) combined with the daily meal and transformedinto a weekly rite. But
the separationof the breadfrom the cup was alreadyobsoleteat Corinth: throughout his discussion in
I Cor. 11, Paul clearly implies that at Corinth the common meal precededthe Eucharist proper." See
R. H. Fuller, 'Ile Double Origin of the Eucharist." BR 8 (1963): 7 1.

211

6. S Paul's Account

of the Last Supper

in 1 Cor 11: 17-26

The Christians at Corinth came together in order to celebrate the Lord's Supper

and to have fellowship and a nourishing meal. It is well-known that some ate a lot
and even got drunk, while others,however,went hungry. The Eucharistic tradition in
I Cor. 11:23-25 presentsthe following sequenceof events:(1) The Eucharistic bread
was blessedand broken. (2) The meal took place. (3) It finished with the blessing of
the cup and the drinking from it. In addition, in order to understandthe social-cultural
context of the Gentile Christian meal at Corinth, it is necessary to know what
happenedin a typical Graeco-Romandinner party (eranos ). A comparison of the
commonpracticeof both the Graeco-Romanand the Corinthian meal would allow us
to seesomesimilarities.31
The Graeco-Roman Dinner Party
(Dinner + Symposium/Eranos)

Eucharistic
The Corinthian
"Potluck Dinner" (Eranos)

Dinner
Tables"
"First
at
-

The
Corinthians
eat
richer
6'early" (I Cor. 11:21)

Break
Start of the "Second Tables"
common meal--metadeipnesai) combined with the daily meal and transformedinto a weekly rite. But
the separationof the breadfrom the cup was alreadyobsoleteat Corinth: throughout his discussion in
I Cor. 11, Paul clearly implies that at Corinth the common meal precededthe Eucharist proper." See
R. H. Fuller. "Ibe Double Origin of the Eucharist." BR 8 (1963): 7 1.
31Lampe, "The Corinthian Eucharistic, " 2-3. He observes that "Religious ceremonies
accompany even the regular, non-cultic dinner party. The dinner at "First Tables" starts with an
invocation of the gods. After the dinner there is a break; new guests can arrive. The house gods and
the geniuses of the host and the emperor are invoked and a sacrifice is given. People recline again and
cat and drink at the "Second Tables"; often not only sweet desserts and fruit but also spicy dishes,
seafood, and bread are served. The "Second Tables" end with a toast for the good spirit of the house.
The tables are removed, the floor is swept; in ajug, wine and water are mixed and a libation to a god
is poured out while people sing a religious song. Slaves pour the wine from the jug into the
participants' cups. Whenever the jug is empty. a new one is mixed, another libation is sacrificed, and
people continue drinking, conversing, and entertaining themselves. This can go on until dawn. "

212

house
invocation
the
of
sacrifice,
-a
gods and of the geniuses of
the host and of the emperor

Blessing
Breaking
the
and
of
Bread, invocation of Christ

Tables
-Second
(often with guests who had
newly arrived)

The
sacramental eucharistic
meal (some stay hungry)

for
toast
the good spirit of
-a
the house, the tables are removed
first
jug
is
the
wine
mixed,
libation, singing

Cup
Blessing
the
of
-

drinking,
conversation
music,singing, entertainment
in a loosesequence

drinking
Maybe the worship activities of
1 Cor. 12-14(espec.14:26-32):
singing, teaching, prophesying,
glossolalia(with translations);
no orderly sequence

Obviously, the religious factors were presentat a dinner party and it was not
new for the Gentile Christians at Corinth. It is most likely that they even had the
opportunity to compare their Eucharistic meal with elements of the social dinners in
the Graeco-Roman dinner parties. Both the First and the Second Tables were started
with the blessing and the breaking of the bread. The cup after the meal could be seen
in parallel to the mixing of the firstjug of wine. A formal shift was marked between
the meal and the eranos drinking party by the wine ceremony. Smith suggests that
the church members at Corinth substituted for this cup of blessing of the Lord's
Supper to mark this formal transition. 32 Both signal that all eating is finished now.
Both were accompanied by religious ceremony, either by a blessing or libation. 33
Hence, it

may be possible that

these are the first resemblances

that the Gentile

32D. E. Smith, "Meals and Morality in Paul and Ms World, " Society of Biblical Literature

1981 Seminar Papers, ed. K. H. Richards (Chico: Scholars, 1981), 323.
331bid, 325.
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Church members at Corinth could draw. Looking back at the Corinthian scenario,
they continued a Graeco-Roman meal custom by dividing the evening into First and
Second Tables, which led to problems in the Corinthian Church.

In addition, it

seems quite logical to stress the fact that often the Corinthian Christians simply
before
belonged
Graeco-Roman
being
they
to
the
which
society
a
part
of
continued
their conversion. Gradually, they realized that the church was a new socio-cultural
setting where new practices and habits needed to be developed in some areas,
especially the issues of status and divisions.

A. The Divisions at Corinth

Paul uses the expression, in verse 17, ToOTO Be irapayyýXX(A)v ObK iuatv6,
to reprove the congregation regarding the parties or cliques, presumably the same
groups as those that the apostle had dealt with earlier in his letter (in chs. 1-3). The
is a temporal adverb. It introduces Paul's next part in which
participle Trapa-yyChXwv
he points to bad practices in the observance of the Lord's Supper. There were groups
that had broken the spirit of unity in Christ. Their practice which they had been holding
regularly (present progressive retroactive tense in cruvipXeak) was doing more harm
than good. Apparently Paul had already anticipated this concern in his previous
reference to the table in 10: 17, where he reminded them that because they all eat of the
one loaf, they together constitute the one body of Christ. Their "divisions" at the table
denied the unity that their common partaking of the bread was intended to proclaiM. 34
Indeed, the reading is somewhat doubtful, as also is the meaning Of TOOTO.If T010JT0
34Fee, The First Epistle, 531. See also Talbert, Reading Corinthians. 74. Talbert points out
that "such divisions associated with the common meal would be viewed as tragic by Paul, who saw the
meal as the catalyst for Christian fellowship (I Cor. 10: 16-17). "
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scholars agree
an accidental
the most important thing in this verse is that Paul was reminding them that they had to
correct some practices, especially the lack of order and the division that attacked the
very nature of the Eucharistic meal. Paul's ideas in I Cor. 11: 17ff. do not simply
presuppose certain social relationships within the Corinthian community. Above all,
they express social intentions, the desire to improve interpersonal relationships. It is
for
issue
Paul's
the Corinthian
that
statements
suggestion
not accidental
a very concrete
37
behaviour.
Social disparity was clearly one of the main problems
congregation's
leading to the lack of order in the Lord's Supper at Corinth.
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in the Corinthian

Church,
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or eranos meals to produce oXL'aVaTa. Paul is not surprised by this
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SOKLVOL)were also to be considered

were the result of jealousies

over such honors as place, and portion or quality

and rivalries

of food and wine. Consequently,

35A. T. Robertson,A Grwnmar of the Greek New Testamentin Light of Historical Reseach.
4th edition. (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1934), 238. TOOTO
Cannotbe precisely defined. Weiss
6M,I bear," shows that Paul is referring
ascribesthe section to the older letter, on the ground that &KO
"divisions, " whereasin 1:lOff. (ýSqbi&q poL.I have been told")
to a first report about the UX(JIOCTa,
he is in possessionof further information.
36C. K. Barrett, The First Epistle to the Corinthians. HNTC. (New York: Harper & Row,
1968). 260. Barrett comments that the text translated wapayp(Awy obic ivaLyra is read by it G and
the majority of MSS, A C* and the Latin and Syriac have wapayytXXw
OOK iwau; y; B has
See also E. B.
06K iffCCLYGY;D* and a minuscule have wCCpQyy4(XXW
WCCPQyy4eXXWV
06K inaM3.
Allo, Saint Paul: Premiýre E,#ilre aux Corinihiens (Paris: I Gabalda et Cie., 1934). 269-270.

31'Meissen, The Social Setting, 163.
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but
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were upper class.
over the poor,
Juvenal also protested of the lot of the pauper; he means a lower class person who is
at the hand of the richest:

Is a man to sign his name before me, and recline on a couch above
mine, who hasbeenwafted to Rome by the wind which brings us our
damsonsand our figs?
Of all the woesof luckless poverty none is
...
harder to endure than this, that it exposesmen to ridicule. "Out you
go, for very shame," saysthe marshall; "out of the Knights stalls, all
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do
law.
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"
the sons of
the
whose
means
not
satisfy
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panders,born in any brothel, take their seats.40
It is more likely that Paul meant that the result of their practising the
Communion service as they had been doing was bad rather than good. In the remainder
of the chapter he points out the flaws in their observance and what they should do to

eliminatethe socialconflicts.

"ITP(5TOV
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Paul to say to the Corinthians v. 18:
This social tension
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he
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Hence
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outset" meaning that this sad situation of division had characterized the Corinthian
38StephenM. Pogoloff, Logos and Sophia: The Rhetorical Situation of I Corinthians
(Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1992). 254. He commentsthat "this last referenceto bringing shameor
dishonor upon those who "have not" is somewhatpuzzling if we imagine them to be poor, since
honor and shamewere normally much more a concernfor the upper class.But ot Ph ZXOVTV;need
not refer to the poor, since in literature about meals a common topos had developed in which the
"poor" who suffered at the hands of the rich were not actually poor, but upper class persons who
were not as rich as their hosts."
39plut. Quaesl. conv. 1.2
4OJuvenal. 3.81,152-156.
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believe that the Corinthians, during the first years of Paul's revival there, were so
plagued with division. The aXtfagaTathat make themselves manifest at the Eucharistic
meal are, in part at least, the result of the social or class differences among the wealthy
and the poor. It is possible to believe, according to Barrett that some Jewish Christians
may have insisted on kosher food, with the result of separating themselves from their
Gentile brothers and sisters.42 The above statement is difficult to accept because the
influence of Jewish Christians at Corinth was not felt. Although

this situation

introduced some difficult crises into the church, the whole congregation of believers
still came together in one assemblyý43The Corinthians still had common meals and
participated in the Lord's Supper.

Allo clearly explains that Paul usesthe phraselTPCOTOV
vey to cmphasisewhat
he calls Paul's "premier reproche." He further saysthat
Le premier reproche (ITPIZTOV
PEWconceme des divisions, contraires A
la charitd, qui se faisaient dans leurs assemblids, et dont Paul A eu vent
(meme si rien ne lui AW dcrit A; ce sujet). On pense naturellement
d'abord A un effet de ces disputes dont il 4 dtd parld au premier chaplitre,
lequel aurait pu We ddnoncd aussi par Ics gcns dc Chlod Peffct dc ccs
divisions serait apparu jusque dans le banquet eucharistique (20-22), et,
A plus forte raison, dans les rivalit6s entre "inspirds" (voir ch. xiv).
Paul dit, avec quelque ironie peut-etre, que "il le croit pour une part"; A
le croit, c'est qui' I connalt Ntat d'agitation des esprits, qu'il a d6crit
&s le commencement de son dplitre.44
41Robertson. A Grammar,

1152.

4213arrett, The First Epistle, 261.
43William Ellis, "Some Problems in the Corinthian Utters. " ABR 14 (1966): 34.
44AIlo, Saint Paul. 271.

217

Consequently,
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points:
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real
clear and
First, the earlier divisions were further described as quarrels and jealousy on the part of
the members of the church (I Cor. 1: 11; 3: 4), which are missing from this chapter,
in
Cor.
1:
12
I
Paul
Second,
21-22;
33-34).
find
(vv.
notes
social problems
where we
the names of four people involved in the dispute which took place; moreover, there is
Paul
in
feeling
in
dispute.
Third,
that
the
that
we
are
studying
passage
an anti-Paul
This
divisions
"
"When
there
together
among
you.
are
as
a
church,
you
come
says,
language implies that the divisions are especially related to their gatherings, not simply
to false allegiances to their leaders or to wisdom. 45 The situation in the church at
Corinth was a negation of a true Eucharist in a sense.The divisions among the church
members jeopardized the unity of the body of Christ, symbolized in the Euchanstic loaf
(10: 17); the excessive self-indulgence of some of the church members in the Lord's
Supper denied the principle from which it took its name and demonstrated that they
were entirely oblivious to the deeper significance of the common life in the body of
ChriSt. 46 Paul's instruction

begins with his "premier

reproche, " not that the

Corinthians are profaning a holy rite, but that they are dividing the holy community.

45Fee,The First Epistle, 537.
46Martin, Eucharist, 83. He argues that "Paul has already dealt with the dissensions within
He counters the other defects by
the church in his teaching on the one bread (10: 16,17).
recommending that the claims of hunger and thirst should be met at home (vvs. 22,34) and that the
common meal should be true to its name--a sharing of the common table, as the whole church gathers
at the same time (v. 33. ). The recommendation of verses 33-34, while not discrediting the Agape
altogether. was the first step in the process which eventually separated the Eucharistic or Cultic service
from a fellowship meal. "
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In the first four chaptersof the epistle, Paul demonstratedhow seriously he
divisions
inevitability
he
With
the
the
of
resignation
accepts
apparent
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in
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result
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practice
Corinthians were faithfully observing the ordinanceof the Lord's Supper as Paul had
taught them (1 Cor. 11:2), but they were ignoring the need for spiritual preparation
beforethey approachedthe Lord's table.

In v. 19 Paul states, "yap Kat atpEoEig iv

ý4-ty Elvat. " Paul, however,

factions
divisions
(axiapa`ra)
but
individual
Christians,
and
of
also
speaks not only of
(alpkaEts-).He apparently thinks not in terms of a string of individuals, but of groups.
He has already used the same term oXiaga in I Cor. 1: 10 to refer to such groupS.47
The meal serves as a boundary marker in the church gatherings at Corinth.

In other

divisions
for
identification
is
locus
both
Paul
that
the
the
within
of
a
states
meal
words,
the church and for their perpetuation. 48 So something about the Corinthians' meal
created social boundaries and brought alKa-Etc among the members which Paul did not
like. All these elements are considered in Paul's rebuke. The fact is that he raises the
issue for discussion and deals critically with it (I Cor. 11: 17,22).

4'ýIleissen, The Social Selting, 147.
48Stephen C. Barton, "Paul's Sense of Place: An Anthropological Approach to Community
Formation in Corinth. " NTS 32 (1986): 225-246. He says that Paul's comments are punctuated by
rhetorical questions and exclamations (11: 22), by solemn warnings (11: 27-29), and by ominous
promises (11: 34b). Paul obviously believes that the meals upon which he is commenting are
surrounded with danger to the participants: "For anyone who cats and drinks without discerning the
body cats and drinks judgement ( KPCPCC)
upon himself. Iliat is why many of you are weak and ill, and
some have died" (11: 29,30, cf. 32a). He also makes clear that ritual action is the only way both to
avoid the danger arising out of contact with the sacred (meal) and to appropriate its power for the
community and the world (11: 23-32).
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Paul introduces

an element of judgment

BOKL[IOL4)aVEPO'l 'YEVWVTat iv

WCtv. Paul introduces

the notion of testing by difficult

combining,

moralists as well, with the eschatological
one's true worth. 49 Therefore,

every member of the Corinthian

Communion,

in verses 28-32.

Each one as a
and herself

Paul was trying to wam them about their own behaviour

not fall in God's judgment.

to the church

edifying

with pagan

Church must meet the

not as a church or group member, must test himself

before eating and drinking.
that they might

so popular

notion that the Day of the Lord alone reveals

test (ol BOKtpot). The idea of testing is summarized
single individual,

element,

an eschatological

circumstances,

(K&O ol

"Iva

and self-examination:

in which

Divisions

could

be unavoidable,

they take place. The proper

if carried on in complete conformity

observance

to the social Christians

not
of the

rules that

regulate it, will correct this situation of division within the church. That the Corinthians
were not observing it properly is apparent from what follows.

B. The Social Private Meal

The struggleat the Lord's Supperis disclosedwhen in fact Paul saysin verse
20: "1uYEpXo[toEvwY oiulv uV6v

EIA

TO'

(XIU'TO' OA)K

EýOTIV

KuptaKOV

BEIITVOV

4oa-yCiv.
" What is happening?They assembletogether not to eat the Lord's Supper,
but to eat their own meal. The supper,as it was conductedin the church at Corinth,
did not bring honour and did not belong to the Lord, but to the church members. The
Greekadjectiveused(KuptaKOO which qualifies the term "supper" means "pertaining to
the Lord"

(KUPLOS')50

or "belonging to the Lord. " Paul is censuring and questioning

the

49Meek-s.The First Urbwt, 67.
5OBarrett,The First Epistle, 262. He commentsthat -Ilie Lord's Supper" is familiar, but
that the possessivecasefails to make clear the relation of the supper to the Lord. "In memory of the
Lord." "under the authority of the Lord, "and "in the presenceof the Lord," might all be used to help
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kind of celebration of the community meal which they called or described as the
"LA)rd'sSupper. " The Corinthians violated the nature of the Eucharistic meal by their
behaviour. So, for Paul it was no more possible for the Lord's Supper to be eaten in
an environment of social unfairness than it was for the same church members to
51
The Lord's
in
Lord
demons
21).
(10:
the
the
table
the
table
of
participate
and
of
Supper could be unsanctified by divisions as well as by idolatry. Before Paul describes
in detail (verses 23-26) what belongs properly in the Lord's meal, he points out in
further detail (verses 21-22) their evil practices.

Paul attacked the social discrimination

(11: 21,22)

because the wealthy began to eat without any consideration

that existed at Corinth
of the others; especially,

they did not wait for the arrival of the poor brethren, who usually came late from their
jobs. Besides, they ate and got drunk while others did not have the chance to eat
anything.

According

Corinthians,

to C. H. Talbert

"the purpose of the supper forgotten

customary social convention

and Athenaeus observe that gluttony

prevailed and divisions

by the

resulted. "52 Lucian

was another form of self-indulgence

typical of

many symposia. 53 That is why Paul says that instead of the Lord's Supper (KUpta6v
Minvoy),

"each proceeded with his private supper" (To' TESLovMiTvov),

and "one

out the rendering chosen here; in fact, the sensein which the Supper is "the Lord's" can only be
brought out through the ensuingparagraphas a whole.
5113ruce,I and 2 Corinthians, 110.
52Talbert, Reading Corinthians, 75. It is well-known that the meals of
other religious
communities of the periods had similar problems.For instance, "from a bacchic society of the second
century B.C., one finds regulations like, disruptive behavior at the meetings is not to be tolerated. If
anyonestartsa quarrel, he is to be excludeduntil a fine paid. From the regulations of the guild of Zeus
Hypistos of the first century B.C., one hears:'it shall not be permissible... to make factions.'"
53Lucian, Par. 5; Athenaeus, Deipn. 5.178; 12.527. Basically, a
symposion was a
drinking party and normally tendedto finish in intoxication.
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and another
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and it seemed that each person had eaten

was the root of the strife,

54
in
is
keep
Another
the problem
to
the
mind
others.
point we should
without regard
of the famine

in Corinth. 55 This situation

obviously

increased the tension

church. P. Garnscy observes that the market was controlled,

in the

and that the "have-nots"

had gained advantage from a reduction in the price of the grain. The non-slave workers
and artisans who have Corinthian
common

citizens

citizenship

who, in time of famine

56
These were
in
danger.
were most

were the most exposed. The slave and

freedman citizens connected to a household were, economically
than these citizens

whom

members of the congregation
the food for everybody.

speaking, more secure

57
So,
clearly,
ot VI'l EvXOVTE4;.

Paul called

the richest

were the hosts of the meeting and most likely

provided

This was in accordance with the practice of various ancient

followed
days.
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the
the
custom
of
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society
clubs and

The hostsin many casesprovided both large amountsand betterquality of food
lower
drinks
to
them
than
to
the
to
of
participants
and
ones who were socially equal
el*Meissen,The Social Selling, 147ff.
55BruceW. Winter, "Secular and Christian Responsesto Corinthian Famines," TynB 40
(1989): 100. He comments that "the important point to note is that food crises in Corinth were
days of the church in the traditional way of the East by the
the
the
alleviated during
period
of
early
a,
curator of the grain supply."
56P. Garnsey, Non-Slave Labour in Me Graeco,Roman World. (CPS Supp. 6; Cambridge
University Press. 1980), 44-45. In times of grain shortage it is clear that the slave had security
becauseof his place in the household.It is appropriate to think in terms of the secureand insecure.
latter was the group exposedto steeprises in the price of the grain, and thesewere the freedman
'17he
artisansand workers.
57Winter, "Secular and Christian," 101. He also comments that "the mechanism by which
Corinth assistedthe "have nots" in times of grain shortagemust have benefited that class mentioned
by Paul in his enigmatic commentsof I Corinthians 11:21,33-4. "
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"status-specific expectations and the norms of a community of love. "58 Paul's answer,
Theissen suggests, is an agreement which asks that the rich brothers have their own
food
for
in
Eucharist
home,
the
the
that
of
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meal
so
private meal at
to all the members can prevail. Plutarch always emphasized the view that there should
be equality among the guests, -q' 100TIliq T61K &YSpdat.59 Contrary to Plutarch's
is
difference
be
there
Athenaeus
the
there
thought
that
guests
as
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view,
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"a
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add
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calling
outlook
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interest and variety to the proceedings."60 However, it is in I Cor. 11: 22 that we find
two groups against each other: those who have no food, the ph ZXOVTET,and those
61
first
t5tov
describes
Euripides
bring
SCtjTVOV.
the
them:
their
who can
own meal,
group were identified as "those who have not" and it is this people which "save the
city, " a 'CEt roXEtc, by keeping the order which the state ordains. The second group,
the rich, were those whom he describes as useless and "always lusting after more. "62
In Paul's mind, in these gatherings the sacred element was far more important than the
large
is
destroyed
had
destroyed
both.
but
Corinthians
KotvwvL'a
the
when
a
social,
have
is
is
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It
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clear
we
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want
and
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group of members
another
here not a sacramental rite, but an ordinary meal taken in the church.

58Meeks.The First Urban, 158-163.
59PIutarch,qu. conv. 613F.
60Athenaeus, Deipn. 5.177. In some occasions, both the slaves and masters found
themselvesat the samesymposium.
61Theissen. The Social Selling, 148. This does not, however, absolutely exclude a more
"individualistie, interpretation which might rind support in the words 9X(XOTosand r6tov.
62Euripides.The Suppliant Women 238-244.
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Paul's ecclesiological
of a multiplicity

of individuals

the communitas

experienced

desire is presented in 1 Cor. 10: 16: The transformation
and different

backgrounds into a unity.

in baptism, in which separation of role and rank

replaced by the unity within the congregation
reigns,

is Paul's intention

in the Supper.

in
body
the
with
unity
of Christ.
synonymous

kV T6 ýayCtv

individuals'

are

as a whole in a new society where love
For Paul, unity

among

members

is

That is why group unity caused strong

group boundaries. 63 Thus, even if the expression
iTpoXaWvEL

In other words,

leads to the conclusion

'tBLOV
64CLlTVOV
9 yap To'
EKaOTO!
that Paul is addressing

certain

behaviour it is a form of behaviour which in the situation is restricted to a

certain group.

Those members of the church at Corinth who ate their own private meal may
have had a high social rank, not only becausethey differed from other Christians, but
because they could bring food for themselves. Their social position is also clear in
Paul's question: pil *y&p OIK(a!
g OU ('XETE69 T6 66iEtY Wit '"iVELV. Paul poses
the question, "Do you not have houses (OlKtag) to eat and drink in? " He addressed this
question to those that probably were the owners of the houses and, therefore, the heads
of the households. It seems quite logical to conclude that the divisions were among
households or members of households with the dominant part composed of the
wealthy household heads.64 Thus, we can see that social relations at Corinth would be
affected, that the church supper had become a centre of these household rivalries.
63Meeks, The First Urban, 159. Consequently, Paul uses traditional language from the
0
Supper ritual, which speaksof the bread as "Communion of the body of Christ" and the "cup of
blessing" as "Communion of the blood of Christ" to wam that any participation in pagan cultic meals
would be idolatry.
64Barton, 237. He explains that the rich distinguished themselvesfrom the poor by timing
of their meal--they ate first and without waiting for others to arrive (11:21,33); by its quantity and
quality (11:21); and by their refusal to share,since"each one goes aheadwith his own meal" (11:21).
By thesemeansalso. the rich sought to extend their influence in the church. Their eating practices
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But Paul's point, expressing outright condemnation, is that the wealthy should
for
if
homes
because
drink
they
their
their
wait
others
cannot
own meal at
eat and
(11:33), if they must satisfy their own appetite, they can at least maintain the church's
ordinary meal free from such malpractices as can only bring disgrace to the celebration.
Their behaviour, makes the church meal lose its character of a love-feast. Paul's
Kcýt
condemnation is clear and sound: A TAI9 &KXWL'a!9 TOO OEOOKaTaoýPOVICLTE,
The attitude of Paul is filled with such indignation
KaTatoOVETE TO1J'TJIT'lE'XOVTaT.
that he makes a series of rhetorical questions with the desire to reduce the "sated" to a
position of humiliation similar to that which they have been trying to reduce the poor
for
65
hardly
bring
The
the
anything
members of
church.
poor member, who can
himself, will, of course, feel ashamed when he seesthe food brought by his Christian
fellows. The wealthy member's attitude is not controlled by love, but rather by
selfishness.

It is by failure in Christian love that the Corinthians

profane the

sacramental aspect of the supper, not by liturgical error.

This congregation, which should be a congregation of brothers and sisters,
shows clearly that, in their meeting for worship, they portray a shamelessview of
66
social cleavage. What is happeningin the church is so notorious a repudiation of
some Christian standardsof conduct and practice that even the apostle was puzzled
about it. He says,TL E'tITwb[Ctv; their unbrotherly conduct in this regard could not
have any praise, but only obvious disapprobation from the apostle (iv TOI;Tý Ok
were a demonstrationof status , both to themselvesand to the others, and an attempt to dominate by
imposing shame(11:22).
65Fee.The First Epistle, 543.
66Bornkamm,Early Christian, 126ff.
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knatv(5). Paul attacks the system indirectly, yet at its very core. To be a genuine
Christian in participating in the Lord's table meansto be concernedwith the needsof
others; this goes along with Paul's own principles and is also part of the believer's
life. We can seethat the apostle'smain concern is the significance of the Lord's table
vis a vis their unity in Christ.67
In summary, to dine alone at church means to decline to join with the church in

this great expressionof common fellowship and Christian social life; and it, therefore,
manifests a contempt toward the sacrament.The fellowship meal should unite the
membersas ajoint family who gather together with a common purpose in mind, to
build the church in brotherly love, regardlessof the social status of the ones who
partake of the Lord's Meal. Paul now proceedsto explain to them how the Lord's
Supperwas introducedby Jesus,a model which they should follow.
6.6 Paul's Tradition

of the Last Supper

Paul makesit clear in verse23 that the tradition of the Lord's Supperinvolved
a historical memory, which immediately distinguishes the Lord's Supper from all
pagan memorial mcals. 68 Paul introduces the formula of the Last Supper in this way:
'Ey(j yap iTaPEXaPOV
&IT6 TOO K'UPL'O'U,
0 Kat, napESwKaibtCtv.The phrases he uses,
iTapa),avPdv,Etv and napa&Sovat, are considered similar in meaning to two wellýZf.
D R)"T -10n. This is a tradition that Paul has inherited
known rabbinical terms,
from his predecessors. I Jeremias argues that this is a notion of an old, established
67Fee,TheFirst Epistle,

-544.

68TheCorinthiansmayhaveseentheLord'sSupperas sucha funerarymeal.But the
it demonstrates
did at theLastSupperwasnotto institutea
traditionasPaulrecords
thatwhatJesus
funerary
rite.
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tradition

that Paul was reminding

apostle uses the same technical
9,0
-yap 16tiiv Z-v 1TpWTOL!
take into consideration
Lord's Eucharistic

the Corinthians

of, seen in I Cor. 15: 3. Here the

terms vapa&Bovat

Ka't vap&4ov).

and iTapaXaVodvEtv (napEBwKa

69 At this point the most important

is whether the apostle himself is claiming

word through a personal revelation,

issue to

to know about the

or through a tradition

handed

down to him from some members or leaders of the church at Jerusalem. In our earlier
discussion,

we found that the difference

between Paul and the Synoptic

Gospels

(especially Mark) focused on the question: In what way is Paul's account linked to that
of Mark? Clearly, both accounts have their similarities

and differences.

of the Last Supper in 1 Cor. 11: 23-26 is considered

the earliest written

Paul's account
account by

some, although not by Jeremias, who opts for Mark's account. It was, he says, written
in the early fifties;

however,

some scholarS70 argue that Mark's Gospel, which was

written later, has many Aramaic expressions and could be considered an older text than
Paul's version.

Lietzmarm

mentions

the fact of several independent

accounts,

but

coming from the same original source. 71

Paul begins the words of institution as "tradition" which the apostle has
received from the Lord and later communicated to the members of the church at
Corinth. "What doesparadosis mean here?"72 It is known that Paul introduces a
formula given to him beforehand,but which is common to the Corinthians and which
69JoachimJerernias,The Eucharistic Words of Jesus trans. Nonnan Perrin (London: SCM
Press,1966), 129.
?Offiggins, The Lord's Supper, 24. Seeespecially the fine discussion the Sernitisms in
of
Mark's narrative by I Jeremias, 118ff.
71LIetzmarm,Mass and Lord's Supper, 206-207.
72BOmkanun,Early Chrislian, 130.
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later he gave to them. H. Maccoby points out that Loisy and Lietzmann argued that
Paul was speaking,especially in this verse (v. 23), of a private or personalrevelation
73
dismissed.
been
However, Talbert observesthat "Paul usedthe
has
too
which
easily
technicalterms"to receive"and "to deliver" for learningand teachingthe oral traditions
(cf. 1 Cor. 15:3). He does not claim that the tradition to follow was given him
personallyby the earthly or the risen Christ."74 Several theories have been proposed
but no agreementhas been reachedamong scholars. For instance, one theory sees
Paul'sdeclaration, which was rejected by some scholarsand more recently reopened
by Maccoby (seenote 71), to meanthat Paul claims to receivehis version of the Lord's
Supperby direct personalrevelation,just as it occursin Gal. 1: 12: "1 did not receiveit
from any man, nor did anyone teach it to me. It was Jesus Christ himself who
revealedit to me." This is a referenceto Paul'sencounterwith the resurrectedLord on
the Damascusroad. The addition of the phrase&IT6 TOOKUpiouraises at least two
questions: Where did Paul hearabout this tradition? And when did he hear about the
Lord's tradition? We do not have to take this to mean that Paul received a special
divine revelation given in a private way to hiM.75 It seems probable that when Paul
says, "For I received from the Lord, " he is not claiming a direct personal revelation
73H. Maccoby, "Paul and Eucharist: ' NTS 37 (1991): 247-267. He comments that "the
argument, then, tums on the meaning of the two words nccpýXa$ov&ir6. It has been held by some
scholars that if direct revelation had been intended, the preposition wccpdwould have been more
suitable than the preposition dn6, which allegedly signifies a remote or ultimate source of
information. This contention has given rise to a whole literature, for and against. The upshot seems
to be that while iFccpdis more usual in a context of the direct imparting of information, &ub is also
quite frequently found in such a context (e.g. Matt. 11:29; Col. 1:7). The arguinent from the remote
&irb is thus inconclusive, and one cannot help feeling that it has beenpressedso hard for theological,
"
rather than strictly grammatical,reasons.
74'ralbert, ReadingCorinthians, 76.
75BOmkamm,Early Christian, 130.
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"&UO'TOOKupitou," though this idea is often assumed. It is more likely that a tradition
has been given to him, as from the Lord. 76

A second theory is proposed by Lietzmann: "Paul is the creator of the second
type of the Lord's Supper. " He explains that Paul received the revelation from the
Lord, that is, the prototype of the Eucharist, as a memorial of the death of the Lord.
However, it is unnecessary to look for parallels in the Hellenistic memorial meals of
the dead when we can find Jewish parallel sources which are available. The Supper
must be repeated in remembrance of Jesus. By emphasising Christ's atoning death,
the apostle becomes the true originator of a type of the Lord's Supper which is
different from the one he calls the Jerusalem type. 77 Kummel disagrees with
Lietzmann. He believes that Paul considers himself to be handing down the tradition,
unmodified by the church, which ultimately goes back to the historical Jesus. Higgins
points out that this point of view is accepted by the majority of scholars such as M.
Goguel, J. Weiss, A. Schweitzer, A Dibelius, F. L. Cirlot, E. Gaugler, Thdo Preiss,
R. Bultmann, and I Hdring. 78 More recently Marshall agrees with KUmmel's view
76Bultmann, Theology of 1heNew Testament,150. Another indication that Paul found the
liturgical words already in existenceis the fact that they speakof a "communion" with the (body and
the) blood of the Lord. Then, it cannothavebeenby direct revelation.
771-ietzinann, Mass
and Lord's Supper, 208. He emphasizes that "the liturgical words TOOTO
WOtCtTCCIS ThV iphV &VdPYTIULYcharacteristic of the Pauline text and omitted in Mark. formulate
the crucial revelation which exalted this new type of the Lord's Supper above the Jerusalem type. " As
has been discussed in a previous section in this same chapter, Lietzmann denies that there was any
connection between the Jerusalem type and the Last Supper. Furthermore, he considers Paul die creator
of the Pauline type of Eucharist. As argued before, we have to show that Paul's explanation of the
Lord's Meal was his own private revelation from God and came to him uniquely and independently of
other Christians. Recently, Smith also observes that "the proposal that the early Jesus tradition is
related to Cynic themes and motifs provides the best explanation for the context in which the table
fellowship texts developed. This need not suggest that Jesus was himself a Cynic or identified with
Cynic traditions. But it does suggest that certain early Christian communities utilized Cynic traditions
to characterize and idealize Jesus as a hero. " D. E. Smith. "The Historical Jesus at Table, " SBLSP
(1989), 485ff.
78FUggins, The Lord's Supper. 26.
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formal account. Paul reflects Rabbinic terminology as in the handing on of Rabbinic
tradition. 79 This notion of Jewish oral tradition, received (Impýx4ov) and handed on
has been challenged by Barrett. He says that we have to be careful in
(TrapESWKa),
emphasising the Jewish usage because both terms were used in the same sense in
by
Jewish
influenced
long
before
had
been
in
Greek
these
any
way
ancient
expressions
custom-P however, it is not correct, without more evidence, to perceive a full rabbinic
content in them.

Lohmeyer'sviewpoint can be categorizedas a third theory. He disagreeswith
Lietzmann's position in saying that the command, "Do this in remembranceof me,"
forms the crux of the new emphasison the essenceof the Lord's Supper which Paul
receivedas part of the tradition. But he considersthe languageof the account as unPauline.The phrase"remembrance"(&vdpv-notT),Lohmeyer says,is not used by Paul
in any other place.81

79Marshall, Last Supper, 32. Ile fact that Paul was quoting a tradition in this passage,I
Cor. 11:23-25, "is further evident from an examination of the wording, analysis has shown (hat the
vocabulary and style are not that of Paul himself, and, since there is not the slightest reason to
supposethat the words were added by somebody else after Paul had finished the letter, and indeed
everything points in die opposite direction, we can be quite certain that Paul is quoting a statement
which he had received from other Christians. This meansthat Paul's account was in existencewithin
sometwenty yearsof the deathof Jesus."
8013arrett,I Corinthians, 265. It is obvious that accountsof what Jesushad said and done
were handeddown from one to another in the early church, it is from such accountsthat the Gospels
developed. "To say this is itself to pass no judgment, whether favourable or unfavourable, on the
historical value of the gospels(or of such passagesas the present one), for traditions are sometimes
accurately. sometimesinaccurately and tendentiously, preserved,and there is little evidence that the
elaboratedtechniquesof Jewish tradition were applied to the very different material. handed down in
very different circles, by Christians."
81E. Lohmeyer, "Vom Urchristlichen Abendmahl," ThR 9 (1937): 168-227.

230

Finally, the last view or theory which is worthy of mention is 0. Cullmann's.
He cites some passages(for example, 1 Cor. 7: 10,25; 9: 14; 1 Thess. 4: 15) in
connectionwith the idea that "the Lord" takesthe placeof "tradition." I Cor. 11:23, "1
received(by tradition) from the Lord. " For Cullmann the Lord, in this passage,is not
only the historical Jesusas the chronological origin of the tradition, but the glorified
Lord who is behind the communicationof the tradition, who works in it. 82 Thus, the
from
direct
in
be
term &1TO'
to
a
revelation
TOOKupt'ou, a sense,can understood mean
the exalted Lord, without necessarilyconnoting of a vision or denying the possibility
of its being transmitted through human beings. Paul considers himself a link in a
chain of tradition (as he saysin I Cor. 15:3ff. ), yet he breaksthis traditional chain by
saying that he received the tradition (&116TOOKuptou).Another evidence that Paul
found the liturgical words already in existence is the fact that they speak of a
"communion" with the body and the blood of the Lord. Therefore, it seems clear that
Paul did not receive the Lord's Suppertradition by direct revelation as Maccoby and
othersclaim.

We come back to the question, Where did Paul hear about this tradition? We
know Paul received it from the Lord. The manner of revelation is debatable. Scholars
like Bornkamm and others express the view that Paul received the tradition when he
was in Antioch, before he began his mission. 83 On the contrary, when Paul says that
he gets it "from the Lord, " he is not claiming special divine revelation.

820. Cullmann, -Kyrios as Designation for the Oral Tradition Concerning Jesus:' SJT 3
(1950): 180-197.
83Bornkamm, Early Chrislian, 130. He mentions the
names of scholars who agree with the
hypothesis that Paul received the tradition of the Lord's Supper in Antioch (G. Kittel, A. Schlatter, J.
Jeremias, R. Bultmann, E. Klisemann, and W. G. Kiimmel). The formulae in I Cor. II and 15 which
he learned there may therefore have been known at the beginning of the forties in the Antioch
congregation.
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Rather, he is alluding to a tradition that was prevailing in the church. Clearly
Paul had heard about it before coming to the Corinthians.

We must consider three

possible places: Antioch, Damascus, and Jerusalem. Antioch and Damascus were
founded by Christians from Jerusalem; therefore, Jerusalem was the place where Paul
heard about the tradition. 84 But, even though the churches in Antioch and Damascus
were founded by Christians from Jerusalem, could it be that Paul's formula may go
back to Damascus instead85 (where he spent according to Acts 9: 19-31 several days
with the believers)? How long was he there? The Scripture does not say specifically;
the fact is that after his encounter with the exalted Lord, he stayed in Damascus before
he went to Jerusalem. The probabilities are that the apostle's knowledge of the tradition
goes back to Greek-speaking Christians in the Diaspora (so that Damascus seems most
likely), rather than in Jerusalem as is proposed by Marshall. They had translated it out
of the historical account of the Last Supper used by Hebrew or Aramaic-speak-ing
Christians living in Damascus. Thus, Paul's instruction of how the Eucharist meal was
celebrated probably goes back to the practice of the rite of the Lord's Supper in the
early church through the believers in Damascus. Jeremias' argument that Paul did not
receive the formula of the words of institution is correct, but that Paul used a formula
in use at Antioch, where he settled down years later after his conversion (according to
Acts 1 1:26J86 is not quite right.

84Marshall, Last Supper, 32.
85J. Hdring, The First Epistle of Saint Paul to the Corinthians
P. J. Allcock (London: Epworth, 1963), IOOff.
86Jeremias. The Eucharistic,

13 1.
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trans. A. W. Heathcote and

The view of earlier scholarship, that Paul is speaking of a direct revelation
about the tradition of the Lord's Supper, has been accepted once again by Maccoby.
He also says that the argument for the use of the two words napýX4ov diT6 has been
discussed to show that &no is not the correct word to use but napa.

First of all,

Maccoby agrees that the preposition napd is more usual in a context of transmitting
information, but &no is also very frequently used and found in such contexts (e. g.
Matt. 11:29; Col. 1:7). He further adds that Jeremias argues that the preposition &Wo
does not indicate the source of Paul's account, rather the use of the verb 1TaPaXaJ1f1dvW.
This verb is similar in meaning to the Hebrew verb

which normally refers to

transmission as part of a process of tradition. So, he says that when "Paul indicates
sufficiently

that his account of the institution of the Eucharist is derived from the

tradition of the church, not from a personal vision, " it is debatable. In order to refute
ý:
he
the argument,
quotes the use of the verb If! ) in the Rabbinic literature and quotes
the opening of the Mishnah tractate Abol: "Moses received (ý2(D) the Torah from
Sinai. " For Maccoby this argument is enough to prove that the verb

refers to the

transmission of tradition, but also mentions the first step in that process, the receiving
of the tradition from God himself. Thus, he concludes by saying that when Paul says,
"I received (zapcXa$ov) it from the Lord, " Paul possibly considers himself as starting
a process of tradition, not from other human beings, but rather from the exalted Lord
himself. 87

A second view stressed by Maccoby is that Jesus is the initiator of the tradition
instituted by himself; Paul was not present at the Last Supper, so he was not a witness
of Jesus'actions and words at the Last Supper. The witnesses did not receive it, they
97Maccoby. 'Taul
and Eucharist, " 247-248.
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was not present at the Last Supper, to say that he received an account of it 'from' the
heavenly Jesus."88 In spite of Maccoby's argument, it makes much more sense to say
that even though Paul was not present at the Last Supper and not a witness of the
actions and words of Jesus, he may well have attributed the tradition he received to the
Lord himself and at the same time interpreted it. As a result he may have even changed
some aspects of the tradition which did not affect its practice.

Paul was quoting

technical terms from his own Jewish heritage. Furthermore we are not to understand
from Paul's version of the Last Supper that he is quoting the ipsissinla verba of Jesus,
but we are to find there the precipitate of those words percolated through the mind of a
Rabbi trained at the feet of Gamaliel. 89

This explanation of Paul's account of the tradition of the Last Supper makes it
possible for us to comprehend why it is, as has usually been pointed out, that the basic
meaning of the Markan and Pauline accounts is similar, although the forms are
different.

The Pauline account (quoting Davies) of Jesus' Last Supper tradition is "a

Rabbinization of the tradition. "90 In summary, Paul can put the revelation received on
the Damascus road, and the church tradition, 91on the same level because in both cases
the revelation and the tradition came from the same Lord who is the originator of both.

88Ibid., 248.
89W. D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism (London:

SPCK, 1962), 249.

9OIEggins, The Lord's Supper, 27,
especially the saying of the cup.
910. Cullmann, The Early Church ed. A. I B. 11iggins (London:
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SCM Press, 1956). 95.

A. The Saying over the Bread

The formula by Paul in v. 24 liou iCFTLVTO a6pa-with

the possessive

pronoun at the beginning--is a strong evidence that Paul received the church tradition in
the Greek language.92 Paul's introduction of the phrase "which is for you" possibly is
a secondary Hellenization that cannot be retranslated back to the original Aramaic. It is
93
his
body.
in
Lord
"Haggadistic
the
the
about
a
addition"
explanation of
saying of
One of the two words is joined to the saying on the bread and the other to that on the
cup; both are alterations of an original tradition.

However, it has been pointed out that neither the Gospel of Mark, Matthew,
nor the shorter Lukan text have the adjective clause "which is for you", the longer
Lukan text (22: 19) has it in expanded form, "which is given for you" and follows it, as
Paul's account does, with the command: TOýTO ITOLdTE 69 TT'IV iAI1V AVaVTICFIV.
In the biblical sense memorial (remembrance) is more than a mental exercise;

it

suggests a realization of what is to be remembered. 94 There is, therefore, a deep
intellectual truth in Paul's communication of the words of the institution of the Lord's
Supper. He brings together the words, "Do this in remembrance of me, " with Jesus'
description of the bread as his "body, " and the words, "Do this, as often as you drink
it, in remembrance of me, " to Jesus' reference to the cup as "the new covenant in my
blood. " These same words of Paul's account are added in some versions to Luke's
92Martin,

Eucharist, 87.

931-liggins, The Lord's Supper, 28. He ascribes it to the
apostle, who is explaining the
meaning he himself would attach to the cultic practice of the breaking of the bread in the church. Paul
is not conscious, however, of adding anything more to the traditional saying of Jesus, but is making
dear what he holds to be its essential meaning.
9413ruce,I and 2 Corinthians,

110.
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The command to repeat the rite is found (aside from the addition in Luke) only
in Paul, especially when he mentions both the bread and the wine.

It probably did not

Jeremias considers the

belong to the earliest form of the account of the Last Supper.
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It looks as though the earliest tradition described such a command by the Lord
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the Pauline account is reasonably prior to the Lukan one. We have been concerned with
the problem of seeing Paul's Elig avaVvilatv within the context of the Passover meal.
This points to the views of Dalman and Davies, contra Jeremias, that the verb 'IDt
95J.J. Petuchowski,"Do T'hisin Remembrance
of Me (I Cor. 11:24)." JBL 76 (1957):
293-298.He quotesDavies,whofeelsthat"Christhasbeensubstitutedfor 'the day thou camestforth
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96Jeremias,
TheEucharistic,160.
97Fee,TheFirst Epistle,552. Seealsothediscussions
by Jeremias.168, andBarrett, 267.
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(which the Lord instituted) was, accordingto the apostle,a -IDt by which the disciples
were to rememberJesusand his redemptive act rather than a prayer that they may
98
him.
The significanceof the rite is explained by the words Eig T71VEVýV
remember
dwap"aiv, "in memorial of me"; the term &vdVv-qatT,"remembrance" (memorial)
expressesmuch more than a mere celebration; it meansa sacramentalpresencein the
Lord's rite. It seemsthat this expressionis found in the Greek memorial feast for the
dead.99Paul concludesthat the way they celebratedthe rite, it does not have to do
with a rebuilding of the continual table fellowship of Jesusand his disciples, but with a
reproductionof the Lord's Supper.Unlike Lietzmann, Jcremiasholds that there is no
evidencefor the wordsEl!g &vd[ivTjatvin Greek remembrancefeasts,but that they are
found in the Old Testamentand Judaism.

One example given is from the testament of Epicurus, who made preparation
for a yearly celebration

"in memory

(CIS' TýV vvýv-qv) of us (i. e., Vý) and

Metrodorus. "100 The earliest tradition of the church did not include this kind of
tradition but we owe much to Hellenistic custom even though it is true that the pagan
memorial meals seem to have been less frequent than the Christian.

98Petuchowsk-i,295. But J. Jeremias,basing himself
on other usesof mi in Jewish liturgy
as well as on the eucharisticprayersof the Didache, makesthe phrasemean"that God may remember
me." "Mat meansthe Eucharistis an &VdPVnaLTof the Kyrios, not becauseit reminds the church of
the event of the Passion,but becauseit proclaims the beginning of the time of salvation, and prays for
the inception of the consummation."
99Uetzmann,Mass and Lord's Supper, 148.
IOOJeremias,The Eucharistic, 161ff. In particular, it is said the feast the Passoverthat
of
of
it should be celebrated lezikkaron (Ex. 12:14; cf. 13:9. Deut. 16:3; Job. 49: 15). and at the festival
Kiddush, the one spoken by Jesusat the Passovermeal, God is praised as He "who has given to His
peopleIsrael festal seasonsforjoy and lezikkaron"--asindeed the entire feast of the Passoveris a feast
of remembrance,and the Passovermeal a meal of remembrance.
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Differences among Christians and pagans are not surprising because, for
instance, Epicurus was not believed, as Jesus was, to have risen from the dead. 101
Therefore, the Christian meal also brought to mind an act of deliverance; it was closely
linked with a more significant Person, and the memorial was surely his memorial.
Jesus gave himself on behalf of his people; so, when they share in eating a piece of
bread in a meal, they eat and drink in his memory.

B. The Saying over the Cup

The saying over the cup, as it appearsin Paul's account (6GaIJTWSKa'L T6
III
710"PLOV IIETa TO Utitvýaat),

becomes plain, with minor modification,

in the

longer Lukan account (Lk. 22: 20: KaL T6 ITOTIJPLOV
(j'oaUTWTVETa TO' SCLITvýOat).
The saying of the cup is placed where not only Paul/Luke differ from the one of
Mark/Matthew, but also where, in the second part, Paul and the Gospel of Luke differ
from each other. As we see with the saying over the bread, both formulas in the
tradition start with the word "this" and, in both cases, Jesus identifies the cup with his
blood in a covenantal terminology.

However, there is no agreement among the

scholars as to which tradition represents the more ancient form. 102

There is a differencein meaningand terminology betweenthe sayings:"This is
my blood of the covenant" (Mk. 14:24), and "This cup is the new covenant in my

blood." (I Cor. 11:25). Each of the expressionspresupposesthat the shedding of the
1()IBaffett, The First Epistle, 267. There is another
parallel in Lucian's account (de Syria
Dea 6) of the feasts in "memory of the passion (JAVhIITITOO udkoe% cf. Justin, Trypho 41) of
Adonis. Pagan memorial feasts, however, may not have contributed the whole content of the clause,
or provide a sufficient interpretation of it.

102Fee,The First Epistle, 554ff.
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blood of the Lord Jesus Christ marks the beginning of a new covenant between God
and humans.

In Paul's account the ascription is made directly

to the covenant

(SLaNmj), in this case the "new covenant" which is mentioned in Jer. 31: 31. Mark's
103
iMpliCitly.
In
to
the
the
old covenant explicitly and
new covenant
version refers
both formulas, the idea is almost the same. It is that the wine of the cup means Jesus'
blood poured out in death, which ratified the new covenant.

In the Markan version BM0401, "covenant" is an explanation of allia, "blood";
but in Paul's it is the contrary: alva is an explanation of Sta6ýK4104The reference to
blood contains the notion of sacrifice.

The blood of Jesus Christ plays a very

important role in Paul's own soteriology, but a traditional role. The term appears only
in Rom. 3: 24ff. and in one further passage where the same tradition is mentioned,
Rom. 5:9. The cup is the sign and pledge of a share in the new covenant, and so in the
kingdom. The formula in the Gospel of Mark is the end of a liturgical tendency to
make the saying equal with that about the bread, and to take it up to Exod. 24: 8 (LXX:
166 -ro' alpa -rf-6 StaNK76). 105In other words, Jesus said, "This is my blood, " but
he spoke of the covenant in his own blood.

The word "blood"

in Mark is the

equivalent of the body. Though they are not exact parallels the correlative of blood is
supposed to be flesh-, and besides, Jesus had already mentioned his blood in speaking
of his body.
1031bib., 555. In contrast to the Gospels of Mark and Luke, Paul's account of the cup
saying has no allusion to Isa. 53 ("which is poured out for many'), which has already appearedin the
bread saying. In the Gospels the tie to Isaiah suggests the additional theological motif of the
forgiveness of sins, made explicit in Matthew's account. But in Paul that motif is not tied to the
blood as such, but to Christ's death,as pointed is in verse26.
104Conzelmnnn.I Corinihians, 199.
105Behm,TDNT 3 (1965), 730.
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The question is: How could the wine in Mark's gospel have beencalled "his
blood" by the Lord, and then be mentioned as "the fruit of the vine"? The answer is
that the latter comes from historical tradition; the Gospel of Mark is indebted to the
106Concerning the argument by Lecnhardt, that the
former by liturgical CUStOM.
Pauline form of the word of institution over the cup is more reliable than that in the
Gospel of Mark, Behm says that the fact that it is the only occurrence of Katvh
StaOýK-Q
(new covenant) in the teachingof the Lord cannot be taken as an argument
againstits validity, and that this is the very saying of Jesuswhich explains the main
ideaof the covenantin Paul.107But perhapsthe oppositeis true; Paul'sconceptof the
covenantis very important as is reflectedin his own thought throughout severalof his
epistles (see Rom. 9:4; 11:27; 2 Cor. 3:6ff; Gal. 3: 15ff; 4:24ff and Eph. 2: 12). This
hasplayed its part in the formation of his own versionof the cup saying.

Second, the thought that the genuine correlative of blood is not body, but flesh,
and that Jesus himself did not say "this is my blood, " would not be relevant, as
presumably "body" stands for "flesh" in this saying. Therefore, the phrase "this is my
blood" would have as strong a claim of being authentic as the phrase "this is my
body, " and the addition to it of the words "of the covenant" is under the influence of
Exod. 24: 8. The Pauline and the Markan formulas of the words of Jesus about his
blood are independent. The third point is related to Leenhardt's reference to the two
different descriptions of the wine (Mk. 14:24,25) as against the validity of "this is my
blood. " It is possible that the Lukan version is more precise in preserving the Lord's
106F.J. Leenhardt,Le Sacreynent
de la SainteCMe (NeuchAtel-Paris,
1948). 51ff.
107Behm, TDNT 2 (1965), 137.

240

tradition by putting the sayingabout the fruit of the vine at the outsetof the meal, when
Luke mentions a cup before the saying of the bread and the cup "after the supper,"
though the laUcr is doubtlcss a harmonizing addition.

When the participants all drink of the cup of blessing in the meal, it becomes
part of the covenant through the covenant blood of Jesus. To drink the cup is to enter
into the covenant by means of Christ's blood; consequently, the believer becomes a
covenant partner with God. The Lord enters at the same time into the covenant, and a
is
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order the repetition of the Lord's Supper does not have just a sacrificial association, but
a more exact Jewish origin. In the command "Do this, as often as you drink it, in
remembrance of me," the critical word is etvdvvqats-;in biblical usage this is a liturgical
term with a Godward reference. The word &vap"ai. T on each occasion of its use in
the LXX has a particularly Godward reference. The four instances of the use of the
word "memorial" in the Greek Old Testament, together with Heb. 10:3, are said to
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108D. Jones, "&VdV"aLT

in the LXX and the Interpretation of I Cor. 11:25, " JTS 6 (1955):
183-191. He points out that D. Stone has the same view and uses some examples to explain the use
of the word &YdpYTj(Yts. He mentions five occurrences of the term in the LXX; the first two (Lev,
23: 243; Num. 10: 10) are said clearly to denote a sacrificial memorial before God. Tle fifth (Wisd.
16:6) denotes "a memento to man." The dii rd and fourth (Ps. 38: 1 [Lxx 37: 1] and 70: 1 CLXX 69: 11)
are obscure. but "the probability is very strong that a memorial before God is denoted. " The
conclusion is that "on the whole it may be said that the word 'memorial' naturally suggests, without
actually necessitating, the sense of a sacrificial memorial before God; and that in the case of the
institution of the Eucharist the probability of a sacrificial meaning is greatly strengthened by the use
of the word 'covenant'just before and by the sacrificial surroundings when our Lord spoke. "
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The repeatedcommandafter the institution of the saying of the cup, "Do this,
as often as you drink it, in remembranceof me," is unique to Paul, being absentfrom
even the longer Lukan text. The longer Lukan version possibly combines an
independent short tradition with the tradition reproduced by Paul here.109
Furthermore,the double commandis absentfrom the Gospelof Mark. It surely means
that this "command for repetition" was unknown to Mark; it is hard to understandwhy
Mark would have omitted it; perhapsit had fallen out from the tradition. Hggins goes
further and asks: "Does the injunction to repeat what was done at the Last Supper
belong to a tradition utilized by Paul, or is it his own creation?"110 It was Paul who
interpreted the Lord's Supper at Corinth as a continuation of the fellowship meal of
Jesusand his disciples as a commemorationof his death.Lietzmann points out that in
effect the Lord's Supperassumesthe characterof a meal of memory influenced by the
sacredmeals in the Graeco-Romanperiod.111 Thus, the passageindicates that the
Supperof the Lord involves a body of believers who participate in the meal as his
followers and who receive the cup as an indication of conscious participation in the
benefits of the new covenant with the Lord. Paul recalls the exact words of the
institution to make the emphasisthat as often as they eat this meal and drink from the
cup, it is in the Lord's remembrance.

109Bruce, I and 2 Corinthians, 113. For a fuller discussion, see E. E. Ellis. The Gospel
According to Luke 1966, and Jeremias, 11Off.
I 1011iggins,The Lord's Supper, 35.
1111letzmann,Mass and Lord's Supper, 182.
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C. The Proclamation

and the Parousia

The celebration (in the Primitive Church) was a thanksgiving meal which
looked forward to the return of Christ. This partaking of the bread and wine is for
Paul a proclaiming of the death and resurrectionof the Lord "until he comes." Paul
further assumes,in agreementwith the early Christian Church's idea, that eating and
drinking in the EucharistMeal in fellowship with Christ is an anticipation of the table
fellowship with the Lord at the Messianicbanquet.It is along this line that Paul calls
the celebrationa drinking of the cup of the Lord and eating at the table of the Lord (I
Cor. 10:21).112 As Schweitzersays,"It is the death that is preachedat the table, not
the dying of Jesusthat is re-enacted. And this emphasishas obvious links with the
Passoverliturgy. "113 Thus, this eschatologicalmotif and proclamation is what Paul
hasin mind, when the breadis brokenand the cup is shared.

Furthermore, the Corinthian church members did not have a "duty" of
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described by the use of the verb "proclaim. " The proclamation is done when the
believers gather together, and partake of the elements. According to the Lord's
command. Before the birth of Jesus,prophets proclaimed his coming, and angels
112Schweitzer, Paul, 267.

113RalphP. Martin, Worship in the Early Church (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975). 127. In that
Passoverliturgy, "the tale of deliverance is to be retold; and as it is recounted, each individual Israelite
relives the experienceand makeshis nation's history and destiny his very own. At the table, the story of the
greaterredemptionis reportedas often as we cat the breadand drink the cup.... It confronts us as we sit at
the table with all that the deathof the Son of God meantthen and meansnow."
114L6on-Dufour,Sharing, 224ff.
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proclaimed

his glorious advent. Jesus Christ proclaimed

the kingdom,

God's

PaotXdfa. In his ministry he taught his disciples that he would rule by and from the
cross. At Jesus' last meal, the disciples were promised that only after the Parousia
would they eat together with the exalted Lord. 115

Even though Paul did not record exactly the words of Jesus in I Cor. 11:26
("For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death
until he comes"), they reveal that Paul's tradition of the Last Supper maintained its
eschatological character. The use of the word "for" indicates that Paul is now giving
the reason why he is repeating the tradition at this point in the argument. It is not
because the Corinthians have forgotten the words of the institution, nor because they
abandoned the practice of the Lord's Supper; it is because their own practice of the
Lord's Supper misrepresents its original charactcr. 116 Whether Jesus spoke the
words "This do in remembrance of me" (and whether we take the longer text of Luke
22 or Paul as the authority for them), the view was very clear in Jesus'mind; his desire
(as well as Paul's) was that the disciples go on doing it. 117 Thus, the focus of Paul's
concern was that the Corinthians practise what they have received from him as part of
the church tradition.

The Lord's Supper was supposed to be a proclamation

of

Christ's death until he comes again, rather than self-gratification of their own bodies.

Paul uses the verb KaTaYYEXXETE
and it could be indicative or imperative.
Since Paul uses the word yap, it is more likely to be indicative. Is Paul trying to say
115Barth,Rediscovering, 47.
116Fee,The First Epistle, 556ff.
117A.M. Hunter, Paul and His Predecessors(London: SMC Press, 1961). 63.
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that the Eucharisticaction is a proclamationof the deathof Jesus,or does he mean that
the proclamation is an explicit idea in it? 118 Becausethere is no such thing as a
liturgical rite without proclamation, we have to consider the latter. 119 When the
Christians held a common meal, they rememberedaloud the event that took place an
event upon which their existence was based. The command to repeat the story of
Jesus'death is to continue until he comes again. The Greek phraseaXpts' ov, used
with the aorist subjunctive and without the particle ay, regularly introduces the
eschatologicalidea.120

To celebratethe Lord's Supperis also to proclaim togetheras a community of
believers,but Paul saysonly aXpLoU*E-XOD.
The Lord's Supper will find its complete
fulfillment when the Lord himself will gathertogetherwith his peopleand will provide
the heavenly banquetin the company of God the Father. The expression "until he
comes"can meannothing but the looking forward to the future, to "the real" presence
of the Lord himself.121 Paul cites thesetraditional words of the institution to urge the
Corinthian church membersto mend their behaviour and to restore the unity of the
church in all aspectsof the social community life, not just when they partakeof their
eranosmeals.This rite centreson the celebrationof Jesus'death"for us." Indeed, the
Lord is regardedas living, and the believerslook forward to His return. Thus, Paul's
conceptioncoincides with that of the tradition (from the early Christian Church), the
118Talbert,Reading Corinthians, 78. Talbert points out that "the statedpurpose of the
meal
made it a public announcementof a certain cause. So a Christian meal held for the purpose of
focusing on the sacrifice of Christ as the seal of the new covenant becamea public proclamation of
his death."
119Conzelmann,I Corinthians, 201.
120Barrett,The First Epistle, 270.
121Uon-Dufour, Sharing, 225.
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Lord's Meal is not an anticipation of the banquet of the blessed, but an establishment
for the age of the church from the resurrection of Christ to his coming. 122

As

has been said, the final clause in 1 Cor. 11:26 specifies that this

proclamation via the Lord's Supper goes on "until he comes" (aXpt oO E-X611).
However, some commentators see in this merely the point at which observance of the
Lord's Supper terminates. 123 That is to say that the believers will no longer partake
of the Lord's meal when the parousia has occurred. On the other hand, this can be
understood as a purpose clause ("in order that he might come"); thus, the supper
124
his
God
Jesus.
God
to
promise and urges
reminds
of
send

It is difficult to think that Paul would refer to the parousia of the Lord as a
simple deadline. Most of the time, when Paul mentions the expectation of the Lord's
coming, he does so in connection with the triumph of God (I Cor. 15:24-28) or the life
of believers together with the parousia of the Lord (I Thess. 4: 14-18). An event of
such magnitude does not readily become a way of marking the end of a present
custom. Nevertheless, Paul is clear that the time of the parousia is a matter of God's
choosing (1 Thess. 5: 1-3), "not an event that can be hurried by means of human
action. "125 B. Gaventa raises the question: How are we to understand the phrase
"until he comes" if it is not a deadline or a way of urging God to hasten Jesus' return?
122COnzelmann, I Corinihian,

202.

123H. A. W. Meyer, Critical and Exegetical Handbook to the Epistles to the Corinthians
trans.rev. W. P. Dickson, 5th ed. (New York: Funk and Wagnals, 1890), 266.
124jeremias,The Eucharistic, 249-55.
12513everlyR. Gaventa, "You Proclaim the Lord's Death: I Corinthians 11:26 and Paul's
Understandingof Worship," RevErp 80 (1983): 383.
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Accordingly, to explain that Paul quotesthem correctly does not mean that he
also understands their views here correctly. C. K. Barrett points out that the
Corinthians were acting "as if the age to come were already consummated....

For

them there is no "not yet" to qualify the "already" of realized eschatology."126
However, E. Ellis rightly asks: Would Paul attack an eschatological view which he
himself seemsto adopt?127Three important questionscould be raised here: First, did
Paul misunderstandthe Corinthians?Second,did the Corinthiansdeny the resurrection
of Christ and the sacraments?And third, did the Corinthians believe they had already
been resurrected? From different sources(1 Cor. 1:11; 5: 1; 7: 1; 16:17) Paul had
become aware of serious problems within the church and of major differences of
viewpoints betweenhimself and certain factionsat Corinth. A very sensitiveand vital
problem was that of the resurrection.Furthermore,the topic that was discussedby the
church in Corinth unquestionablyhad to do with Paul's manifestoof the resurrection.
Obviously someof his readerswere inclined to doubt Paul'splacing the resurrectionat
the centre of his message. It is possible to gather from verse 12 that what was in
contention was not Christ's resurrection, but the resurrection of believers.128Some
126C. K. Barrett, The First Epistle to the Corinthians

(New York:

Harper & Row, 1968),

109.
127E.Earle Ellis, "Christ Crucified, " in Reconciliation and Hope ed. Robert Banks (Exeter:
The PaternosterPress,1974), 73-74. Ellis arguesthat error in I Cor. 15 "offers doubtful support for
an eschatologicalinterpretation of I Cor. 4:8, and also that it is unlikely that Paul would criticize the
Corinthians merely for appropriating an eschatological view that he himself has taught them." It
seemsto me that not necessarilydid Paul teachthem such a view, especially concerning the issue of
the resurrection of believers. Conzelmann rightly observesthat "Paul is not seeking to prove that
Christ is risen. He can take this belief for granted.What he intends to elaborateis rather the expression
'from the dead.'" Hans Conzelmann,I Corinthians (Philadelphia:FortressPress, 1975). 261.
128Ralph P. Nfartin, The Spirit and the Congregation: Studies in I Corinthians 12-15
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,1984), 93.
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members of the Corinthian church were saying that there was no resurrection of the
dead (I Cor. 15: 12).

However, as has been observed "implicitly

or explicitly,

consciously or

unconsciously, their proponents are saying that Paul misrepresents or misunderstands
the Corinthians. " 129The deniers of the resurrection mentioned in verse 12 were some
130
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aware of Paul's own eschatological emphasis.

On the other hand, it seemsthat "the Corinthians had misunderstood the
believing that eschatology had been
Christian eschatological message.
..
'realized'."131Even after eighteenmonths in one another'scompany, it seemspossible
that either the church membersand Paul could not understandone another, so that the
129A. j. M. Wedderburn, 'Fhe Problem of the Denial of the Resurrection in I Corinthians
VXV, " NovT 23 (1981): 230.
130Martin, The Spirit, 94. He commentsthat thesedeniers of the resurrection believe that
"with the coming of the spirit and their baptism to initiate them to a celestial life here and now they
"baptismalresurrection'(refeffed to in I Cor. 4:8) had given them
had enteredon a new existence.717heir
the fullness of God's life; there was no more to come. They denied the'eschatological proviso' that
Paul's teaching set to mark the boundary betweenthe 'already' of being savedand the 'not yet' of final
redemption at parousia and resurrection of the dead in a new bodily existence (a theme handled in
15:35ff. )." Martin believesthat the Corinthians embracedGnostic ideas,however, this is not the most
acceptedview among scholars.
131R. M. Grant, An Historical Introduction to the New Testament(London: SCM Press.
1963). 204.
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true messageabout the resurrection was not clear to the Corinthians. Probably, the
Corinthians,in emphasizinga realizedeschatology,felt that they were truly developing
Paul'sview on the resurrection.132One might also inquire how well Paul understood
their position when he wrote to the church membersat Corinth.133On the other hand,
Wedderburn argues that Paul misunderstandsthe Corinthians on the issue of the
134
bWy.
the
resurrectionof

One matter is clear, Paul did not waste time in getting to the centre of the
problem. It seems probable that some of the church members at Corinth were
syncretistic in their beliefs. It is further arguedby F. F. Bruce that they "thought that
the respectableGreek belief in the immortality of the soul. .. was perfectly adequate,
and that the resurrection of the body was an embarrassing Jewish handicap."135
However,this is not "realized eschatology"as it was understoodamong the deniersof
the resurrectionin the church at Corinth.136It seemsclear that some of the deniers of
132Anthony C. Thiselton, "Realized Eschatology at Corinth, " NTS 24 (1978): 512, further
comments that "the question for Paul, however, was not, as Ellis seemsto imply, whether realized
eschatology contains truth; it certainly does. The question was, rather. whether it representedthe
whole truth. Even if it can be argued (and it probably can) that the Corinthians were simply
underlining and developing Paul's own thought, this is not to say that any one aspectcan be pressed
and ruthlessly applied to the exclusion of other aspectswithout causing seriousdistortion. Paul is not
attackinga straightforward falsehood,but a distortion of the wholenessof truth."
133Evenif the apostle misunderstoodwhat the Corinthians believed, this misunderstanding
would be important as part of the background against which he put forth his own views on the
resuffection.
134Wedderburn,"Ile Problem of the Denial: ' 230. He conuncrits that "this is true, for
instance,of the suggestionthat although they denied the resurrectionof the body or flesh they looked
for a survival of the immortal soul beyond the grave. If that is the case then not only does Paul
seemingly misrepresent them but this argument really misses the point: he fails to argue that
disembodied survival is not an adequate hope. To that extent it is easier to say that he has
misunderstoodthem, but would a Hellenistic Jew like Paid not be all too familiar with this idea?"
135F.F. Bruce, I and 2 Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,1971). 144.
136Martin, The Spirit, 130. He further observes that "they claimed as Greek-thinking
individuals, that once their spirits were 'saved,' their bodies were irrelevant, and no evil could touch
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Neither did he make an attempt to deny the eschatological reality of the
Christian'ssituation. Furthermore,he brings into play the idea of a future resurrection,
just as earlier in the sameepistle he called attention to the future judgment and to a
future inheritanceof the kingdom (I Cor. 6:2,3,9.14).

Barrett points out that "only

the future providesthe argumentthat Paul needs."138The completeargumentof 1 Cor.
5 and 6 dependsnot just on the idea of corporatesolidarity with Christ, but also on the
139
destiny.
Christians must strive to live now and await the
view of eschatological
resurrectionwith judgment for deedsdonein the body.
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hidden body. Such a body lay beyond 'death'and simply continued to exist as a'spiritual body.' a term
(in v.44b) that as W. Schmithals and E. Schweizer remark, means for them a body composed of
pneuma,'spirit'--man's original possession.To this 'body' they already laid claim as'persons of the
Spirit' (14:37, pneumalikoi). " Tlus, this is the backgroundfrom where Paul addresseshis reply to the
issuesbeing raisedin the church at Corinth.
137GeraldL. Borchert, -rhe Resurrection: I Corinthians 15," RevExp80 (1983): 406. "Too
much is at stake,including the incarnation. Christ is still dead(15: 13,16) and there is no meaning to
the Christians proclamation--it is 'without any foundation' (kenos)and 'powerless'(mafaios)--if there
is no suchreality asa resurrectionfrom the dead(15: 14,17). " Moreover, if Christ has not been raised,
the situation involves more than poor logic.
13813affett,The First Epistle, 148.
139'Mselton, "Realized Eschatology," 517

250

However, the tendencyamongsomeof the membersof the Corinthian Church
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(1 Cor. 11:29-32). This is not to say that such deaths before the return were
interpretedin the early church (especially in the caseof the Corinthians) as meaning
in spite of their
that thosewho died early were refusedthe Messianic blessednessI40
belief in Christ.

The most interesting point, which is generally omitted, is that these groups
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This is why Paul refutes them by the argumentthat, if there is no resurrection of the
dead,Christ himself cannot haverisen.
I Cor. 15: 13: "But if there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ
iyýyEpTat). " I Cor. 15: 16: "For
has not been raised ( ob&E XPLGTO'T
if the dead are not raised, then Christ has not been raised.

Therefore, thesedeniersof the resurrectionwere not sceptics,142but they have
beencalled representativesof the "ultra-conservativeeschatologicalview"143that said
140AIbert Schweitzer, The Mysticism of Paul the Apostle trans. W. Montgomery
York: The Seabury Press, 1968), 92ff.
141Ibid.,

(New

93.

142Martin, The Spirit and the Congregation, 93.
143Schweitzer, The Mysticism, 93. According to them, "only those have anything to hope
for who are alive at the return of Jesus. They thus deny not only the resurrection to the Messianic
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there was no resurrection. Schweitzer's suggestion has been rejected. 144What solves
the problem of the dying among the believers at Corinth received in general we do not
know. However, when death was seen to be the rule, if the Christian hope was not to
fail, then Paul's eschatological view and solution was the one to take, that the dead in
Christ arise at his return.

With regard to those who feel that they have won the prize already, Paul
reminds them that the final victory has not yet been achieved. Indeed, the Lord's
Supper has a distinct reminder quality, for it looks forward to the parousia (axpt ou
ZXO-9,1Cor. 11:26). The Lord's Supper was instituted even before the death and
resurrection of Christ, which was the first of the last events. Paul also suggests not to
think of attempting to anticipate the final judgment. 145As a matter of fact, it is the
Lord's death, and the believer's share in it, which is central in the Lord's Supper (I
Cor. 11:26; 1 Cor. 1: 18-31 and 2 Cor. 1:9; 4: 8-12). Furthermore, the intention of
Paul's apology is not to argue for an eschatology which achieves a metaphysical unity
(such as was debated by the later Gnostics). 146 His main purpose is to provide those
"in Christ" with a sense of hope and security in their salvation, a sense of trust in the
coming Lord.

Kingdom, but that to eternal blessedness.Their position is the sameas that of the Psalmsof Solomon
and the eschatologyof the Prophets."
144W.D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism (London: S.P.C.K., 1970). 292. It is unlikely
in the first place that there should be Christians of such exceptional conservativeJewish views in the
Corinthian Church, "which was chiefly, though indeed not entirely, Gentile in character. Secondly,
them are other more plausible interpretationsof the anti-resun=tionists at Corinth."
14SMselton, "Realized Eschatology," 522.
14613orchert,
"Me Resurrection," 409.
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Finally, a further question is raised: Who were the Corinthians who denied
the resurrection? It is highly probable that they were people who had accepted
Paul'soriginal view and proclamation that Jesushad beenraised and they believed
it. But they had understoodthis in the senseof an exaltation to heaven,not a bodily
his
followers,
If
Jesus
through participation
were
raised,
so
were
also
resurrection.
in the sacraments.147 Against this non-somatic idea of the resurrection Paul set
forth his own view that the resurrection was both future and bodily, but not fleshly
(I Cor. 15:1-19).

What Paul is trying to say to the believersat Corinth is that when they gather
togetherto partakeof the Lord's Supper,they announcethe death of the Lord in its
eschatologicalmeaning. The celebrationitself demonstratesthe proclamationof his
parousia. The expression"hasta que 61vuelva" ("until he comes") does not merely
indicate a chronological event which limits a certain time, but also has a senseof
finality. For this reason, "aXpt oU'

means also "para que 61 vuelva.""8

This understandinaof the eschatolooical motif in verse 26 is important becauseit
allows us to seemore clearly the relationship betweenwhat happenedthe night of
the betrayaland the day of the final parousia.

147Schwcitzer, The Mvslicism,

95.

148Guillenno J. Garlatti, "La Eucaristfa Como Memoria
y Proclamaci(in de la Mucrte del
Sefior," RevistB 47 (1985): 1-25. He further adds: "Lo cual equivalc a afirmar que Ls cosas--con la
acci6n eucarfstica--han Ilegado a un punto tal que el Seilor debe venir porque, en cierta forma, ya sc
han consumado las rcalidadcs cscatol6gicas del fin dc los tiempos. F-sto es lo quc hacc que la
eucaristfa sea igualmcnte una verdadera actualizaci6n 'en prospcctiva' dc la parusfa de Cristo. "
Jeremias says also that in the New Testament the use of gXpi with subjuntive aorist without Iýv
introduces the perspective of the pursuit ofthe eschatological aim. Therefore, the expression ýXoq
is a "prospective subjunctive. " See I Jeremias, 316-317.
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The Lord's Supperhasvalue only by referenceto future realities which will be
Paul's
We
he
that
view of worship, then,
might
conclude
accomplishedwhen comes.
is consistentwith the position he takesthroughout the letter.149The celebration of the
Lord's Supperis not a time for rejoicing in one's salvation. Instead,the celebrationof
the Lord's Supper proclaims the death and resurrection of Jesus and awaits his
parousia.

However, Jeremiasinterpreted the expression Els- "v

ipiqv &vdVV-Qatv
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"damit Gott meiner gedenke." His viewpoint is that the Lord Jesus instituted the
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him, but to remind God that Jesusmay bring about the kingdom at the parousia.
Jeremiassayswhen Paul mentionsthe expression"you proclaim the Lord's death until
he comes," he found an elementof purposein the last clause. So, it meansthat Paul is
saying that "you proclaim the Lord's death until the goal is reachedwhen he comes"
("in order that he may come.") Furthermore,Jeremiasrelatesthis hopewith the prayer
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found nothing in his argument which tells us about a doctrine of the real presenceof
the Lord or a eucharistic sacrifice. Its emphasis is eschatological. Also, this
interpretationcan be consideredas basically Jewishand Palestinianin background;it
is then "very probablethat the commandgoesback to Jesushimself."151
149Gaventa,"You Proclaim: ' 385.
15OJeremias,
The Euchanslic, 115-118.
151K. H. Bartels and C. Brown, NIDN7T 3 (1975), 230-247. Iley say that even though
Jeremias' view has not been accepted, he can point to Did. 10:5f, for supporting testimony to prayer in
the early church for the eschatological remembrance of God, and to the OT for the idea of God
("Ms do") may be
remembering; his view does not rule out other interpretations. TOOTO WOLCITC
regarded as a summary of the procedure to be followed by participants in the Lord's Supper. Ilicy are
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Although Jeremias'thesis has not been widely accepted, perhaps the clause
"until he comes" contains some element of purpose; but the proclamation which is
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Therefore, "the action is to remind them of Jesus."152This is the interpretation
that arisesfrom the context.The next issuewill be the problem of how Jesus'disciples
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commandto repeatthe rite asa memorialof his death.

6.7 Christological

Nature of the Lord's Supper

Paul's Christological concept of the Lord's Supper is based upon the
Christology of the early Jewish Christian church. The early church worshipped Jesus
as the exalted Messiah and Lord. In the context of the Lord's Supper, the
Christological title "Kuptn" appears very often. The present tendency in New
TestamentChristology is to consider the title Kyrios from a Jewish perspectivemore
did,wheninstitutingtheSupperon theeveof his
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than in terms of the Hellenistic Kyrios background. Paul's view of the Lord's Supper
is built upon pre-Pauline Christian tradition. So far from being the creator of this
sacrament,he has preservedthe basic meaning of him who instituted it. However,
Marxsen's contention is contrary to this view. We will now proceed to study
Marxsen'sview and the Christological natureof the Lord's Supper.

A. Willi

Marxsen's Theory

In his book, The Beginning of Christology, Marxsen argues that the
interpretationof the meal then madeuseof conceptswhich were available in Judaism
and in the Hellenistic mystery cults. Therefore we cannot say that the Lord's Supper
is to be derived from the religious environmentof primitive Christianity, but it is true
that the meansof interpreting the Lord's Supperwere taken from there. This process
of making the meal explicit in meaningthrough interpreting certain of its featuresdid
not take placein a purely Jewish-Christiancontext, but rather in a Hellenistic-JewishChristian environment. For its interpretation of the bread as soma the celebrating
community took over analogies from the mystery cults. The motif of the kaine
diathekeoriginatesin Jewishconcepts.153

Marxsenraisestwo important questions:Wheredoes the Pauline formula come
from? And as we push back, do we get to the institution of the Lord's Supper by
Jesus?But the answergiven by Marxsen is questionable. In order to appreciatebetter
his argumentsand later to evaluatethem, we shouldquote him again in extenso.

153Willi Marxsen, The Beginnings of Christology trans. P. J. Achtemeier
and Lorenz
Nicting (Philadelphia: FortressPress,1979). 69-74.
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One must keep this problem very clearly in mind, and then, surely, one
will be able to come to terms with its solution. If one speaksabout an
institution of the Lord's Supper by Jesus,if one intends thereby to
affirm that Jesusdid institute the Lord's Supper, then this affirmation
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what it was that was instituted. If one cannot establishthe contents of
what was instituted, then his affirmation merely remains: Jesus
instituted a rite." Marxsen further commentsthat "the Pauline formula
begins with the phrase 'on the night when the Lord Jesus was
betrayed.' That phrase,however, does not really settle the historical
question. It fails to do so (even if we take for granted that the
institution took place on the night of the betrayal), becausewe are still
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Evidently, Marxsen's main problemsare, first, to question the historicity of the
Lord's Supperand second,he allegesthat it is extremely difficult to refer the contents
of the Pauline accountof the Lord's Supperback to Jesus. Thus, the idea that Jesus
instituted the Lord's Supperon the eve of his death posesso many problems that, we
(especially historians)must put a questionmark here. As has beenindicated Marxscn
is not the only one arguing along this line. For instance, Boussct proposed to offer
proof that Paul adapted both his ideas of mysticism and the sacramental views of
baptism and the Lord's Supper from Hellenistic influence.155 Bultmann (following
HeitmUllerand others)designatedthe accountof the Lord's Supperas an dfiologisclwr
Kullbericht, in other words the account of the Last Supper is unhistorical, and the
words of institution of the Lord's Supperwere a creationof the early church.

1-541bid,102ff.
155Bousset, Kurios, 29-33. Bousset forgets that the movement from which Christianity
grew up did not begin with the preaching of Jesus per se, but with the preaching of John die Baptist.
And the Baptist preached baptism.
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Furthermore, the issue of the historical aspect of the Lord's Supper as
consideredby Marxsen and the issue of how far we can trace it back to Jesusare
mattersof debate.The data show us that what Paul cited was not an interpretation of
what the church must do, but a description of what Jesusdid at a meal where he was
governedby the order of proceedingsat a Jewishmeal. The Lord's Supper was not a
Passovermealper se (especially in the caseof the church at Corinth), and it was not
boundby the ritual of the Passovermeal; the Christianscould well partakeof the bread
and wine when they gatheredtogether.156

Not many, if any, nowadays take the line suggestedat the beginning of the
twentiethcentury by JohannesWeiss,and others. Weiss believedthat Paul's language
reflected"the impressionreceivedby direct personalacquaintance,that Paul had most
probably seenand heardJesusin Jerusalemduring Holy Week and that it is a kind of
knowledgethat Paul was disparagingby contrastwith the new knowledge that he had
now received 'according to the spirit. 1-157 Whether Paul ever did see or hear the
historical Jesusbeforehis crucifixion is not the issuein question. The issueis whether
Paul's language in 1 Cor. 11:23,1 Cor. 15:3ff and 2 Cor. 5: 16 could give us any
referenceto such seeing or hearing of the historical and the risen Lord. Marxsen's
contentionis that we cannotgo back as far as the historical Jesus.

For Paul the knowledge of Christ the Lord "after the flesh" which he
deprecatesis much the samething asan interestin the historical Jesus. But one further
questionarises: When Paul speaksof his former knowledgeof Christ "after the flesh,"
156Marshall, Last Supper, I 11.
157JohannesWeiss, Paul and Jesus E. T. (New York: Meridian Books, 1909). 47f.
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does he mean his former idea of the Messiah which has been changed now that he has
come to recognise the Messiah in Jesus? More probably, he means that his former
knowledge of the Messiah was through Pharisaic eyes, worldly and inadequate. But
now he has learned to identify the Messiah with the historical Jesus, the crucified and
risen Lord. 158 It is this immediate acquaintance of Paul with the risen Lord (his
conversion and the Damascus road experience taught him that Jesus was Lord and
Messiah) that forms the foundation of Paul's gospel as the gospel tradition.

One example of this "gospel tradition" is the account in I Cor. 11: 23-25 of
Jesus' institution of the Lord's Supper "on the night when he was betrayed. "
However, N. Walter says that the argument is that "the quotation of the words of
institution of the Lord's Supper in I Cor. 11: 23-25 is no evidence that Paul was
familiar with the passionnarrative in the form known to us from the synoptic or in a
recoverable pre-Markan or even pre-Lukan version."159 On the other hand, the
accountof the institution of the Eucharistmeal did circulate asan independentpieceof
the tradition, but also it is confirmed by Paul in I Cor. 11: 23-25: "For I receivedfrom
the Lord what I also delivered to you." Thus, I Cor. 11: 23 saysthat the chain of the
tradition handeddown by Paul is the "tradition" which goesback to Jesus'intention
(vox Jesu).160
158F. F. Bruce, Paul: Apostle of the Heart Set Free (Grand Rapids: Ecrdmans. 1977), 98ff.
159Nikolaus Walter, "Paul in the Early Christian Jesus-tradition. " in Paul and Jesus
ed A. J.
M. Wedderbum (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1989), 62ff.
16OJeremias, The Eucharistic, 101. "Immediate
proof of this is provided by I Cor. 15: Iff.,
where Paul similarly reminds the Corinthians of an old-established tradition. the Kerygma, and in so
doing uses the same terms 'to deliver' and 'to receive' (v. 3, 'For I delivered
I also received').
what
...
For it can be established on linguistic grounds that the Kerygma here quoted (which runs from I Cor.
15:3b 'Christ' to v. 5 'twelve' as is shown, e.g. by the syntactical break between vv. 5 and 6) was not
formulated by Paul. Un-Pauline is (a) the phrase Wrip TliV &P(XPTLQYhpray, I Cor. 15:3 ('for our
sins'). In the Pauline epistles djIMPTCa ('sin') is to be found sixty-four times, including three
occasions in the Pastorals and five times in Old Testament quotations. "
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In this text, Paul reminds the Christians at Corinth of something he delivered
(the gospeltradition) to them when he formed their congregationpreviously. It seems
possible, then, that his account goes back to the same source as the institution narrative

of Mk. 14:22-25, although it hascome down along a separateline of transmission.161

Furthermore,Paul is a link in the chain of tradition, as is I Cor. 15: l3ff., yet
he saysthat he has receivedthe gospeltradition e0TO'
TOOKuptfou.By this phrasethe
apostlePaul meanshe receivedthe accountindependentlyof humanauthority. He does
not say that he received the gospel tradition in a vision. Paul was acquainted with it
in I Cor. 15:3
through the mediation of the eye-witnesses.162 The word vapEXa'6oY
surely refers to ordinary information obtained from eye-witnesses; therefore, it is
natural to find a similar usageof the same word in I Cor. 11:23. Thus, it is very
natural to interpret one text after the analogyof the other. Paul is obviously appealing
in I Cor. 15:3ff to the common tradition; possibly, therefore,he is also doing the same
in I Cor. 11:23ff. The accountof the institution of the Eucharistic meal is to be added
to thosetexts which havedefinite referencesto words of the historical Jesus.

16113ruce, Paul, 100. Paul's version was probably that which was current in the
communitieswherehe first enjoyed Christian fellowship. Sinceit related what "the Lord Jesusdid and
said, it was a tradition ultimately 'received from the Lord' and accordingly delivered by Paul to his
converts. The core of the narrative would have beenpreservedwith but little changebecauseit was
constantlyrepeatedin churchmeetingsas often asChristians 'ate this breadand drank the cup,'togedier
with the passion story as a whole: 'You proclaim the Lord's death,' says Paul (verse 26)." He also
commentsthat "Paul's narrative, even in its written form, is about ten yearsearlier than Mark's. even
so. Mark's may preservesomemore archaic features. Thus, Jesus' words in Mark 14:25, '1 shall not
drink again of the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new in the Kingdom of God, ' may be
paraphrasedorsummarizedin Paul's own words'until he comes'in I Corinthians 11:26."
162Conzelmann, I Corinthians,
196. "Yet it does not merely derive ultimately from the
Lord, but also constantly maintains in being passed from hand to hand, the immediacy of its origin. "
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The Lord's Supper and the passion story do not acquire firm outlines just
from their repetition in the celebration, but also from their repetition in the proclamation
of the gospel tradition.

Paul, in Gal. 3: 1, says that

"Jesus Christ was publicly

portrayed as crucified" when the good news was preached, and similarly on every such
occasion Christ was, according to Paul, preached as "raised from the dead" (I Cor.
15: 12).

The proclamation of the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ as part of the
tradition given by Paul along with the earliest apostlesseemsobvious from Paul's
summaryof the resurrectionaccount in I Cor. 15:3-11. Besides,the empty tomb of
Jesusand the resurrectionappearancesmark the transition from the historical Jesusto
the exalted Lord and Messiah. The tradition, as the gospel handed down by Paul,
linked whatevergulf we may find to separatethe one from the other.163It seemsclear
that the gospel tradition preachedby Paul was the samegospel tradition preachedby
the early Christian Church at Jerusalem.In previous pageswe discussedhow Marxsen
saw the problem of Christology in relation to the Lord's Supper. In the following
section,we will deal with Marxsen'sview about the Christological natureof the Lord's
Meal. For him the Eucharistic Meal is basedupon what happenedat Easterand in the
light of it, and he also arguesthat Jesusneverclaimedany Christological title.
B. The Lord's Supper and Its Christological Meaning

It has been the aim of the previous section to deal with the problem of Paul's
gospel tradition with special emphasison the tradition of the Lord's Supper. Paul's
conception of Jesus was that he is Lord and Messiah. Paul's Christological
163Bruce,Paul, 101.

261

The
Christian
is
built
Church's
Christology.
the
upon
early
early
understanding
Church worshipped Jesusas the glorified Lord and Messiah. Paul draws out the
implications of that earliest Christology, and he adds new dimensions and a new
understanding from his own personal experience and the debt he owed to
164 It seemsprobablethat when Paul sayshe went to Jerusalemto meet
predecessors.
the apostle Peter (Gal. 1:18), the object of his visit was to receive tradition from
Cephas.165 As is well-known, one rabbi could only receive tradition from another
equal to him, "so one apostle can only receive traditions of first hand from another
apostle."166 Paul did not go to Jerusalemuntil three yearsafter his conversion, but it
is likely that when he was in Damascushe had already becomeacquainted with the
apostolictraditions that camefrom Jerusalemas they were passed on in that area. On
the contrary, Bruce hasarguedconcerningthe tradition that "it was not in Damascusor
Antioch or any of the Hellenistic communities-,it was in Jerusalem,during his first visit
thereafter his conversion."167If Paul did not acquire this information until he went to
Jerusalem, what happened in Damascus where he had his first contact with the
Christian community? It is difficult to make an exact description of what traditions
Paul may havereceivedat Jerusalem,Damascus,or Antioch. But it was in Damascus
alongsideAnanias and other disciples that Paul spent his first days as a believer and
164Hunter,Paul 79.
165P.H. Menoud, "Revelation and Tradition: The Influence of Paul's Conversion," Inierp 7
(1953): 131ff. He argues that since Paul's revelation on the road to Damascus received the
Christological affirmation, he was bound to combine this revelation with the tradition about Jesusfor
which he had to refer to those who alone could give it to him. Menoud's interpretation is correct.
However. the connection betweenrevelation and tradition is closer still becauseboth go back to the
sameauthor, Jesusthe Lord.
1660scarCullmann, The Early Church, ed. A. J. B. Higgins (Philadelphia: The Westminster
Press, 1956). 65.
167F.F. Bruce, Paul and Jesus (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1974), 50.
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first enjoyed Christian fellowship and then, probably, he learnedof the Lord's Supper
tradition.168For Paul the glorified Lord was the Creatorof the Lord's Suppertradition
which he deliveredto the churchat Corinth.

Together with the problem mentioned above of the historical aspects of the
Lord's Supper, Marxsen is trying to show that the Christological

nature of the

Eucharistic Meal is based upon what happened at Easter and in light of Easter.
Christologically speaking, for Marxsen what happened before Easter does not have any
historical value because he argues that Jesus never claimed any Christological title. He
adds: "that Jesus' function was namely to call men to faith, to bring men into the
eschatological relationship,
qualifying

is expressed, more and more, as time goes on, by

or interpreting his person. " It was, therefore, faith which shaped the

Christological

tradition. 169 On the other hand the unique determination

of the

reconstructed textjust proposed is to ensure a solid basis in past history. But the basis
is not the last word; it is rather a point of departure and allows for the further impact of
a unique experience "Jesus who was dead is alive. " Easter colours the interpretation of
all past events.170

Indeed, Easter gives a new dimension to all past events. It was the historical
Jesus who, according to the eucharistic tradition received by Paul from the Lord,
broke the breadand passedthe cup around on the night he was betrayed. He said to
168F.
F.Bruce,ThePaulineCircle(GrandRapids:Eerdmans,
1985).15f.furtheradds:"But
fellowshipis liableto leavea distinctive
thefirst company
of peoplewithwhomoneenjoysChristian
impression.
It waswith themthatPaulfirst brokethememorial
breadandfirst shared
Biblestudyin
thelightof thecomingof Christ."
169Marxsen,
TheLord'sSupper.77.
170Uon-Dufour,
Sharing,176.
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his disciples: "This is my body which is for you, " and "This cup is the new covenant
in my blood. " Jesus also told them to repeat his actions and his words in remembrance
of him; in doing that, the disciples proclaim "the Lord's death until he comes" (I Cor.
11:23-26). It is not, therefore, the case that Paul drew his Christological conclusions
regarding the Christological meaning of the Lord's Supper from the Hellenistic ideas of
171
the
with
gods.
meal-fellowship

Paul interprets Jesus' words at the Last Supper about partaking of the bread
and wine as his body and blood as meaning that at the Lo rd's Supper the believer who
(union) with the body and blood of Christ. The idea of
partakes enters into KOLVWVta
the unity of Christians is linked with the Lord's Supper still more than with baptism.
In the celebration of the Lord's Supper the formula "the body of Christ" has the stamp
which made it such a peculiar Christian expression. The words of Jesus our Lord,
TOOTOVOO 6TtV

T6 a6va,

go back to the tradition of the early church (I Cor.

11:23 and the gospel tradition) and these words were laid down for all the churches. 172
The fact is that what happens in the Lord's Supper is asserted in the Christological
doctrine of the being-in-Christ.

To partake of the bread and the wine affects union

with the body of Christ in the same way that baptism does. According to Paul, this is
171AIbert Schweitzer, The Mysticism of Paul the Apostle. trans. W. Montgomery (New
York: Tle SeaberryPress,1968), 269. From the fact that in the Lord's Suppermeal-fellowship with
the coming Christ is effective, he takes it to be indisputable that the proper senseof the idol-feast
must be that by such eating fellowship with the demons,who were assumedto stand behind the idols,
was brought about. "And since he thus interprets the sacrificial feast on the analogy of the Lord's
Meal, he cannot regard the feasting at them as innocent, but is compelled to point out to the
Corinthians that they thereby come into close association with the demons, even though they may
supposethat they aremerely taking part in a friendly entertainment."
172L.Cerfaux, The Church in the Theologyof St. Paul, trans. G. Webb and A. Walker (New
York: Herderand Herder, 1959), 263.
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banquet, and from this conception

Paul interpreted
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Church's view of the "Lord's
with

Christ

at the Messianic

the words of Jesus at the meal

about the bread and wine as being his body and blood. 173 In other words, for Paul
the bread and wine in no way represent or mean the body and blood of Christ.

For

Paul no other material than the human body can substitute for the body of Christ. The
body is for Paul always and only a group of human bodies: the body of Christ, along
with the bodies of the believers who are "in Christ. " Paul explains the effect of the
Lord's Supper, like that of baptism,
Christ,

but also as the unity

12: 13). 174 Furthermore,

not just as koinonia

of the partakers

in the early Christian

with

(union)

one another

Church's

belief,

fellowship

with

Cor.

10: 17;

partaking

of the

(I

Lord's Supper establishes table- fel lowshi p with the Lord in the present and in the
Messianic

banquet in the future.

Corinthian

Church members, in unity which alone makes possible the future uniting

Paul also believes and teaches the same to the

with Christ at the Messianic banquet. 175

Accordingly, it hasbeenmentionedon severaloccasionsthat the Lord's Supper
modeledfrom Jesus'Last Supper was current in the early Christian Church since the
173Schweitzer, The Mysticism,

269ff.

174Mark-us Barth, Rediscovering the Lord's Supper (Adanta: John Knox Press. 1988). 34.
175Schweitzer, The Mysticism,

272.
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beginning. Assuming that the Christians were faithful in their practice of the Lord's
institution, such a Suppermust have had (1) a common meal and end in a eucharistic
its
forward
his
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looking
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disciples. If we believe that Paul's view of the Lord's Supper owed much to the prePaulineChristian tradition (I Cor. 11:23ff. ), then Paul's version of the Lord's Supper
tradition ought to have someof the above-mentionedcharacteristics.For instance,the
Lord's Supper in the church at Corinth was a common meal and it ended as a
Supper
Last
Jesus
the
is
the
at
which
sounded
note
eschatological
eucharistic meal;
found unmistakably in I Cor. 11:26. The central meaningof the Lord's Meal was, for
Paul, the presenceof the Lord with his believers.The phrasesused by Paul, "Lord's
Supper" and "Lord's Table," imply that at the Lord's Supper the unseenJesus(Lord)
is presentas host of the meal.176

On the other hand, Lietzmann attributes to Paul's Hellenistic views of the
This
bread
drinking
Christ
the
through
the
and
wine.
means
of
eating
and
union with
that the believersparticipatedin eating and drinking the breadand wine as the body
and blood of Christ. Lietzmann further adds, "the believerseat the body of the Lord
The
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the ceremonialprayer."177He overlooks the fact that most of the time Paul associates
176Hunter,
10
"Ilbereis muchthatis darkanddifficultin chapters
Paul, 77.Hefurthercomments,
but thereis enoughto showthatPaulreproduces
with essentialfidelity the
and11of I Corinthians;
institutionof theLord.Couldhehavedonesoif henotbeendeeplyindebted
to thepre-Pauline
eucharistic
fromtheearlyChristianChurch
" Evidently,PaultaughttheCorinthians
thetraditionhereceived
tradition?
tradition.
abouttheLord'sSupper
1771-ietzmann,
MassandLord'sSupper,
180ff.
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the pneuma with the spirit of man rather than with non-human matter. When Paul
speaksin I Cor. 10:3-4 of pneumatic food and pneumatic drink, which was granted to
the people of Israel in the wilderness, he does not mean food and drink with which the
for
by
been
food
drink
had
but
had
them
a miracle
provided
and
which
united,
spirit
from God. 178

Turning to the different meanings of body, we observe that in I Cor. 10: 16,
17 the term "blood of Christ" combined with the expression "body of Christ"
Lord's
Supper:
institution
in
less
the
than
the
the
of
account of
probably means no
Christ sacrificed, the crucified Lord, rather than a transcendent "body. "179 That is to
say, believers are ideally united with each other at the Lord's meal in a single,
harmonious body by virtue of what the Lord has done in giving his body and blood
on the cross. Paul calls Christians who "fail to discern the body" guilty regarding the
body and blood of the Lord; he does so in the context of the Eucharist institution
which he has quoted in I Cor. 11:24;

"TOOTO VOU iOTLV TO' 0(5pa TO' ýITEP

ýVC)v." It is by partaking of bread and wine in what is thus given that believers
become a united "body. "180

In the sameline of thought, perhaps,in I Corinthians 10, Eduard Schweizer
argues that Paul gives his interpretation in v. 17: "this participation occurs in the
Church's becoming the body of Christ." Probably Paul thinks of this body in a
178Schweitzer, The Mysticism,

270.

179Barth, Rediscovering, 35.
180C. F. D. Moule, The Origin of Christology
1977). 72.
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(Cambridge: Cambridge Uaiversity

Press,

"181 On the other hand, not to
Hellenistic way, "as consisting of spiritual substance.
attach believers to a body of Christ, merely to equate them sacramentally and
mystically, would fail to do justice to Paul's statementsthat the church is the body of
Christ and that individual Christiansmake up the specific organswhich form the whole
body. However, in a large sense,the ecclesiasticalbody is metaphorical in that the
equationof one memberwith the eye of the body, and anotherwith other memberscan
be understoodonly in a figurative way.182 The same criticisms can be applied to
Schweitzer'sidea that the elect come into corporeal union with the risen Christ. It is
183
body
difficult
the
this
theory
the
to
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and
understand
of
mystical
quite

Robert Jewett saysthat Schweitzer's view has beenrejected becauseit seems
for
Schweitzer
he
himself
However,
the
to
criticizes
strange
mind of modem man.
making believersinto supernaturalpersonsand for failure to seethat Paul always puts
the resurrectionof believers' bodies in the future.184The difference consists between
the risen and ascendedbody of the Lord and his body which representsthe church.
181Eduard Schweizer, The Lord's Supper According to the New Testament,trans. I M.
Davis (Philadelphia: FortressPress,1967), 36.
182RobertH. Gundry, Somain Biblical Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1976). 228. Cerfaux,acknowledgesthis in writing that the identification is "mystical" and "spiritual"
a,
as well as "real." `17heterms 'mystical' and 'spiritual' tend to take back what the term 'real' offers.
but they fil to cover up the difficulty in carrying through the 'real' with consistent literalness to the
end. We might just as well have the courageto say 'metaphorical."'
183Schweitzer, The Mysticism, 127.He says that 'l7he mystical Body of Christ is thus for
Paul not a pictorial expression, nor a conception which has arisen out of symbolical and ethical
reflections, but an actual entity. Only so can it be explained that not only can Christ suffer for the
Elect, but also the Elect for Christ and for one another. This reciprocity of relations is founded on the
fact that the existencesin question are physically interdependentin the samecorporeity, and the one
can passover into the other."
184Robert Jewett, Paul's Anihropological
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Terms (Leiden: E. J. Brill,

1971), 215.

This is contrary to Schweitzer's view, which leaves out all the ideas of mysticism. 185
He wants to bring together "what is usually differentiated as the glorified, the mystical
and the eucharistic body of Christ, along with the Christian's hope of the resurrection
and renewal of his own body. -186

It is insufficient to understand communion (Kotvwv(a) as a fellowship of
believers instituted by Christ, and that by Kotvwvl'ain the body and blood of Christ
Paul meansan important connectionwith Christ Himself as the Crucified Saviour.187
Therefore, there is a partaking of the body and blood of Christ, that is, of Christ
crucified for our sake (ýikp lup(5v).Furthermore, Kotvwvta is directed to objective
realitiesoutsidethe believer'sexperience.188

On the groundsof all that hasbeensaidabovewe are now able to form a clear
conceptionof the church as the body of Christ. It does not meanin the first place to
qualify its mutual unity and diversity, but to show its unity in and with Christ.
Christologically speaking,Paul's distinctive contribution to the understandingof the
Lord's Supper lies in his emphasis on the meal as an occasion of communion
(KoLvwvLa)and his interpretation of the bread-word, "This is my body," to include
Christ's body corporate.189
185JohnA. T. Robinson, The Body: A Study in Pauline Theology (Indiana: Wyndham Hall
Press,1988). 49ff.
186Gundry,Soma, 229.
187VincentTaylor, Jesusand His Sacrifice (London: S. P. C. K.. 1937), 211.
18gRalphP. Martin, "Communion," in The Illustrated Bible Dictionary J.D. Douglas,
ed-atlarge (Wheaton: Tyndale House Publishers, 1980). 307. "The noun is found to denote the corporate
Christian life with the thought that believerssharetogetherin certain objective realities."
18913ruce,
Paul, 284.
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6.8 Summary
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Paul'sclaims of dominical.continuity are well founded, but it does not prejudice the
interpretation of the tradition and the practice of the rite. It is not hard to see how
Paul's summary statement in verse 26 contributed to the cultic, sacramental
understandingof the breadand wine: "as often as" easily becomesa rite. Furthermore,
it appearsthat the gospel tradition preachedby Paul, in all probability, was the same
190
by
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Palestinian
the
tradition
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It is likely that the very structure of the Christian gathering at Corinth has been
influenced by the eranos (symposia) pattern. The BEIlTvov is clearly set at the
19OHunter,Paul, 80. Ile questionedcan be raised,Have we any reliable information on how those
who were in Christ before Paul saw the master?'Me early chaptersof Acts purport to give an account of
the first Jerusalem Christians, and of the manner which probably existed at first in Aramaic. For the
primitive church Jesusis a man of Nazareth approved of God by might works (Acts 2: 22). who after
crucifixion and resurrection has beenexalted to God's right hand as Lord and Christ (Acts 2:33ff) and has
pouredforth the promisedHoly Spirit (Acts 2:33)."
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they were obviously adaptable (especially the practice of the communal meal at
Corinth) to the structure of the Graeco-Roman eranos "potluck dinner" party.

The emphasis on Paul's eschatological message to the Christian Church at
Corinth is clear and the eschatological nature is not removed from the Lord's Supper
by Paul. 191On the contrary, Paul's emphasis is that he who is present (the Lord) and
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One who is to come. When the believers participate in the Lord's Supper, they look
backward to the crucifixion and forward to the return. But at the parousia of the Lord,
the Lord's Supper will come to an end, for the celebration of the absent Lord ceases
when the absent Lord comes back.

Then, insteadof their eatingand drinking in memory of the Master, he will eat
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the ongoing worship and social life of the church. Paul's emphasisshows how each
common meal is to becomea recollection and proclamation of the tradition of the
Gospel.

Finally, it is altogetherlikely that the early Christian Church worshippedJesus
as the exaltedLord and Messiahand that in this Christian confessionof Jesusas Lord
191Bomk-amm,
Early Christian, 152.
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we find the essentialelementsof all later Christology, including Paul's Christology.
"Jesus is Lord" was the messageof the early Christian Church and Paul's message as

well.
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CONCLUSION

The importance of cultic meals and dining occasions has already been
mentionedbriefly in chaptertwo. It is obvious that how one understandsthe common
mealsin connectionwith the sacrificein Paul'stime (Hellenistic society) plays a major
part in the interpretation of I Corinthians 8,10 and 11. At the beginning of this
century, scholarssuch as Lietzmann explained 1 Corinthians 11,10 (especially the
Lord's Supperin I Cor. 11:23-26 and I Cor. 10:14-21) by referenceto similarities in
pagancultic meals.

Some scholars such as Bornkamm, Misemann, Schmithals, and Jewett
interpret the Christian cultic meals not ascoming from the Hellenistic religions, but
rather as being influenced by Gnostic ideas. This Gnostic notion is not embracedby
the majority of scholars. We believe that there are some Gnostic elements that
probably can be called "pre-Gnostic." It is also well-known that what later developed
as "Gnosticism" at Corinth wasjust Gnosticismin stalu nascendi. Furthermore, it is
clear that the gnosis issuewas not the contention betweenPaul and the Christians at
Corinth.

Paul's thought and theology is revealed in the way he tackles the different
issuesand problems in the church at Corinth. That Paul's ideaswere closely related
to the mystery cults of paganismis difficult to prove. Even if Paul used their views
and terminology in order to free the church at Corinth of-theseideas,he usedvarious
meansof argumentationto fight thesepractices,even using someof their terminology
for the sakeof argument. Nevertheless,evidencehas been adducedto demonstrate
that throughout Paul'smissionaryjourneys, he probably was in touch with many who
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and Lake went so far as to arguethat underPaul'sinfluence the early Christian church
waschangedinto a mystery. Thesetheoriesclearly imply that Paul had rejectedwhat
he learnedin Judaism,and acceptedthe Hellenistic ideas.

On severalgrounds,the theoriesmentionedabove.have failed to convince: (1)
The data in relation to sacramentalmealsin the Hellenistic mystery-religions are both
scantand most of the time difficult to explain, and our lack of knowledgeof the actual
nature of the rituals performed in thesecults makesany comparison with Christian
practice uncertain. (2) There is no information from Christian writers regarding the
mysteriesat the end of the secondcentury. (3) That the Christian view of participating
in the Lord's Supperin memory of Jesuscame from the pagancustom of honouring
the deadis questionable. The paganmealswere held not to celebratethe death of the
person honoured, but to celebrate his birthday. Furthermore, these meals were
becoming more secular than religious around the first century. Consequently, it is
unlikely that the Hellenistic paganmealsgive the origin of the notion of remembering
Jesus. (4) It appearsthat the sharingof mealswas a common religious practice in the
paganmystery religions, Judaismand Christianity, and there are someparallels in all
thosemeals. Yet the similarities are not as close as they at first seem. Although the
Lord's Supperwas not derived from the mealsof the Hellenistic cults and mysteries,
it would not havegrown in the mannerit did without Hellenistic influence.

It seemsto me that this view has to be takenaffirmatively to a certain degree.
However, Paul did not dependpurely on one or anotherparticular mystery religion in
order to develop his own thoughts on the theology of the Lord's Supper. Even
among the Hellenistic Jewishmeals(apart from the Jewish Passover)the similarities
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customs, such as the way the Corinthian Christians celebrated the Lord's Supper,
reflect the commonpatternof the eratws meal in the Graeco-Romansociety.

After studying sacred meals in the Graeco-Roman world, we consider it
proper that social meals should be studied as well. When we study ancient meals
from the social perspective, it means that we no longer consider each meal as a
separateitem, but to someextent our purposeis to understandthem as indications of
a commonsocial tradition. The Graeco-Romansocial tradition was very influential in
the practiceof mealsin the early Christian church. Obviously, in somecasessuch as
the Corinthians, churchesadopted similar customsin the way they celebrated their
meal. The Greekeranos meal, for instance,is a classicexampleof the social practice
of the Christian eranos at Corinth. Somepractical patternsare shown in both meals.
Of course,the motivesand the main objectivesof thesemealswere different.

The social factors of the customs in the Graeco-Roman world give us
sufficient explanation for the phenomenon of communal meals in early Christian
communities (especially the Corinthian Church) and help to explain many of the social
practices. They, furthermore, provide the foundation for the development of the
beliefs and customs connected with their meals. So, it seems quite clear that the very
structure of the assemblies of the Christian church at Corinth has been influenced by
the eranos pattern. The Graeco-Roman social meal prov ided both the model and the
main ideology for the development of the Christian eranos meal at Corinth.

Chapter four shows that early Christianity, especially the Graeco-Roman
Corinthian Church, was neither a proletarian movement among the lower social
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through all segmentsof the society of the Graeco-Romanworld. Paul's words in I
Cor. 1:26-28 cannot be used to argue that early Christianity was a lower-class
phenomenon. However, terms like BuvaTOTmake clear the political aspect, and
6ye"T

emphasizesthe social aspect. In the Corinthian Church, we can see the
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Christiansand were membersof the Corinthian Church. It is our belief that Philo's
statementgives a clear picture of the social statusof some of the church members
mentionedin I Cor. 1:26-29 as socially significant.

Furthermore, four criteria indicate the Christians' social status: (1) holding
in
the city; (2) owning a "house"; (3) serving the church or
office
or
religious
civil
Paul; and (4) traveling (for the church).

Although the last two criteria are not

specifically sufficient in themselves to indicate social status, this prosopographical
description shows that a section of the most active and influential church members
belonged to the social high class. In spite of being a dominant

minority,

they

represent the high social class in the church who appear to be very active. For this
Corinthian
in
doubt
"not
Paul's
the
that
many"
reason we need not cast
on
statement
Church belonged to a high social level. We may conclude that it is probable that the
most active and important members of the church belonged to the "oý iToXXO'Lao(ýet,
" Consequently, a closer analysis of the problem of the Lord's
Svva-rmfand Eb-ycvLc.
Supper (1 Cor. 11) and the relationship between the "strong" and the "weak" clarifies
the whole picture.
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The study of the house churches is extremely significant, especially for a
fail
Lord's
Supper.
To
issues
to
the
to
the
of
of
some
related
correct understanding
understandthe house church of the New Testament is to close a window through
which we may seemore clearly how the primitive church functioned (Acts 1:13-,2:46;
5:42; 12:12). The housechurch has a prominent place in the formation of the early
Christianchurch,and the life of the church takesplacein houses. We strongly believe
that it is in this context that the apostlePaul was exhorting and addressingthe house
churches,especially the Christian church at Corinth where many problems arose
becauseof the social and theological conflicts among the members. As a result, it is
also in this social setting that the "strong" and the "weak" argue over the question of
the legitimacy of eatingmeatsacrificedto idols (1 Corinthians10 and 8).

The exegetical efforts in chapters five and six have shown that the whole issue
in I Cor. 10: 14-20 is caused by the "gluttony and drunkenness" on the part of the
strong Christians who take advantage of their high social status over the poor, weak
members. It thus appears that the main problem in the tension between the "strong"
and the "weak" is not dSWX60UTaper se, but the problem of the conscience of the
*weak. " It is well known that the meat came from the macellwn where it was offered
to the pagan gods and afterwards sold in the shops. Obviously, then, this is why
such practices posed many problems to the weak Christians (eating the meat and
participating in the pagan festivals as well). The real KOLVwvt'awith Christ should
avoid any disturbance of the weak brother united to Christ if the stronger brothers are
willing to recognise that the "little ones" are also members of the body of Christ. Paul
also concludes his teaching on the basis of human interaction. He is concerned with
the well-being of the church's society and its members. We are to consider other
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people's feelings, sensibilities, and beliefs so as not to causethem to stumble or to
offend them unnecessarily.

The present exegetical approach has shown that in 1 Cor. 11: 17-26 (in chapter
six of this thesis) the Lord's Supper is presented as the tradition which Paul received
from the Lord. The basic agreement with the Synoptic records is evidence that Paul's
claims of dominical continuity
interpretation

are well founded, but it does not prejudice the

of the tradition and the practice of the rite.

Furthermore,

Paul

considered the behaviour of the Corinthians in the Lord's Supper as a disorderly act
that led to its being mentioned in his letter. The problem in the church arose from
social and theological disagreement within the congregation.

Obviously, as it has

been discussed, the real problem was the fact that some Christians at Corinth had
difficulty with the issue of how they should live in a Christian society and at the same
time deal with former pagan customs and invitations. Several points may be made in
support of the above contention: (1) Paul compares the Lord's Supper with pagan
sacral meals with regard to their mutual implications for the partakers (1 Cor. 10: 1422). The force of the analogy is based on the actual similarities between the Lord's
Supper and other socio-religious meals. It may be possible that some Corinthian
Christians understood the Lord's meal in terms of the same conceptual framework
from their own perspective. (2) The main reason for which the Christians assembled
was to have dinner together (I Cor. 11:33:

JGTE.

..

01UVEPX6V4EV0t
CIC T6

Paul
Although
thinks that members ought to satisfy their appetites at home
40ayCtv).
(I Cor. 11:22,30), this does not mean the sacred meals were not real meals. The
important meaning of the sacred meal is emphasized in I Cor. 11:20-21, where Paul
stressesthe point that when the Christians get together, it is not the Lord's Supper that
they eat, it is their own Wtuvov. The apostle is offended by the behaviour (disorderly
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These were common problems of symposia, convivia or eranos dinner parties. The
disorder at Corinth seems fairly common to the real nature of such occasions. (3)
Paul's main concern in I Cor. 10-14 is the necessity of a better behaviour and
decorum in the Christian gatherings. Paul, like Plutarch, is concerned that these
gatherings exhibit such qualities as moderation, real Christian fellowship, order and
decorum. (4) Paul's comments that some are drunk seems to be a note of realism,
normal of Graeco-Roman symposia or eranos dinners. (5) We have also observed
that the MiTyov is clearly set at the beginning, and... concludes (vETa To' SE!TrVOV,
I Cor. 11:25) with a ceremony involving wine. This was also a common pattern in
the Graeco-Roman symposia or eranos dinner parties.

It could be debated whether in 1 Cor. 11:23 Paul interprets the tradition he
handed down to the Corinthians as a direct revelation from the Lord. When Paul says
that he gets it "from the Lord, " he is not claiming special divine revelation given to
him. We believe that Paul is alluding to a tradition that was prevailing in the early
church. He had heard about it before coming to the Corinthians. Where did Paul hear
about this tradition? The argument is that there are three possible places: Antioch,
Damascus, or Jerusalem.

It has been argued that the churches at Antioch

and

Damascus were founded by Christians from Jerusalem; therefore, Jerusalem was the
place where Paul heard about the tradition; this is debatable.

Furthermore,it is highly probablethat Damascus(although it was founded by
Christiansfrom the JerusalemChurch) was the place where the convertedSaul (Paul)
was received into the Christian community. Since he was baptized there, it is also
possiblethat he first cameto know about the Eucharisticmeal of the Christian church
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there. Thus, in tracing Paul's formula about the Last Supper back to the Primitive
Church, one can develop a senseof assurancein the historical value of Paul's Lord's
Supperaccount.

In contrast, the cult banquet was precisely that. The food had been offered to
the god. The believer's Supper, on the other hand, celebrates a sacrifice, or more
precisely, a death. It is eaten in memory of Jesus' death and in gratitude for its
benefits. Paul never uses the word sacrifice (Ouuifa)to refer to the Supper. It is not
eaten in a shrine or a temple before an image, but in a meeting, an kKKX-Quta.It is not
eaten by worshippers participating in a cult, but by believers getting together in one
another's homes. Therefore, whenever the believers met together as a community and
participated in eating and drinking the bread and wine, the Christians proclaimed the
death and resurrection of Jesusand looked forward to the Messianic feast.

Paul's emphasison eschatologyis clear, and the eschatological nature is not
removed from the Lord's Supper. In an unmistakably theological argument, Paul,
after learning that somechurch membersat Corinth were denying the resurrectionas
he had taught it to them, deals with the resurrectiontopic in a very lengthy manner.
He reviews the messageof the Gospel tradition and shows the Corinthians how
necessarythe resurrectionis to that preachingtradition. He also is reminding them of
what they should never have forgotten. "For what I receivedI passedon to you as of
first importance: that Christ died for our sins accordingto the Scriptures, that he was
buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he
appearedto Peter,and then to the Twelve" (I Cor. 15:3-5). So, what was in question
was not Christ's resurrection,but the resurrectionof the believers. Paul's messageto

280

first
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"Christ
the
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Corinthians
of
that
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those who have fallen asleep" (1 Cor. 15:20f).

Nevertheless, it was in the Church at Corinth that the dilemma of the state of
the dead evidently most forcibly appeared as one of the main issues, and the manner in
which the apostle dealt with it there shows his theological view on the resurrection.
Paul's emphasis is on the one present, the exalted Lord, who is the one to come.
When the believers partake of the Lord's Supper, they look backward

to the

Lord's
Lord,
forward
But
the
the
to
the
the
of
parousia
return.
at
crucifixion and
Supper will come to an end, for the celebration of the absent Lord ceases when the
absent Lord comes back.

Marxsen argues that the Christological explanation of the Lord's Supper by
Paul cannot be taken back to the historical Jesus. He further argues that the idea that
Jesus instituted the Lord's Supper on the eve of his death poses many problems.
Furthermore, Marxsen's contention is that we cannot go back to the historical Jesus in
order to trace the Lord's Supper tradition.

However, Paul makes himself clear when he says that the tradition, as in I
Cor. 15:3f, and 1 Cor. 11:23, is from the gospel tradition &ITO TOO Kuptou. Then, in
all probability, Paul's gospel tradition was the same tradition as that of the Palestinian
Urgemeinde. The early Christian church worshipped Jesus as the exalted Lord and
Messiah, and in this Christian confession of Jesus as Lord we find the essential
elements of all later Christology, including Paul's own Christological view.
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Marxsen's contention is not only with the historical aspect of the Lord's
Supper, but also that the Christogical nature of the Lord's Supper is based upon what
happened at Easter and in the light of Easter. In other words, what happened before
Easter does not have any historical value. It now appears that Paul's Christological
conception of the Lord's Supper is less ambiguous than it seemed at the beginning.

It should be recognised that Paul takes the early church's idea of the Lord's
Supper as an expectation of the table-fellowship

with the Lord at the Messianic

banquet, and from this conception Paul explains the word of Jesus at the meal about
eating and drinking

his body and blood.

Moreover, Paul speaks of the table

(Tpdirc(a) of the Lord and the table (TPd1TECa)
of demons. Though the idea of table
was an accepted designation for the sacrificial altar, there is a logical sense in which
the Supper of the Lord is a sacrificial meal, a memorial of the Lord's sacrificial death.

It may be concluded in this study that, the analysisof the social conflict in I
Corinthians should not be restricted to a single method of study. The new insights
gained from the sociological approach ought to be welcomed with enthusiasm.
Nevertheless,the idea that all the issuesarc socially representedis another way of
oversimplification, identical to the earlier theologicalway of oversimplification of the
problem.
As it has been suggested, the conflict at the Lord's Supper in the Corinthian
Church is primarily the problem of some of the members' difficulty

in adapting

themselves to their new social and religious community. They behaved as any normal
citizen of the society of the Graeco-Roman World. The socio-economic and cultural
issues are involved in the conflict, but the dilemma of the meat offered to the idols in
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the pagantemple is religious, and the issuein regardto the resurrectionof the dead is
esscntiallYtheological.
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