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Preface
What was the earliest Christian interaction with Greco-Roman philosophy
like? And how early did it begin? The story has often been told of the engagement with Middle Platonism of the Greek and Latin church fathers up until Origen. Over the last few decades, however, attempts have been made to take the role
of philosophy in early Christianity further back into the first century. Here the
potential role of Stoicism has also been variously explored. Faced with this new
scholarly situation, the three editors of this volume decided that the time was ripe
for an investigation into the earliest Christianity and its relationship to Stoicism.
The volume that has come out of this venture is exploratory in nature. In
no way did we attempt to cover the whole field. The possible interaction of Stoicism and Platonism in early Christian texts is also not a primary concern in
this volume. However, we wanted the volume to address the following question
head-on: To what extent are distinctly Stoic ideas useful for illuminating the
meaning of Christian texts from the first and second centuries? We suggest that
early Christians—the authors of New Testament writings, those of noncanonical early Christian writings, and some early apologists—adopted philosophical
ideas in the first and second centuries, and that it was specifically Stoicism that
influenced their views, often to a degree greater than Middle Platonism. In this
way, an entirely new light can be thrown on the relationship between philosophy
and religion at the birth of Christianity.
The essays are arranged in a roughly chronological order. After an introductory chapter by Troels Engberg-Pedersen that sets the scene, there is, first, a series
of essays on New Testament authors and Stoicism by Runar M. Thorsteinsson (Romans), Niko Huttunen (Paul and the law), Stanley K. Stowers (Gospel of Matthew),
Harold W. Attridge (Gospel of John), Gitte Buch-Hansen (Gospel of John), and
J. Albert Harrill (2 Peter). Then follow essays by John T. Fitzgerald (Christians and
Stoics on slavery) and Nicola Denzey (Stoics, Justin, and martyrdom). Finally, the
presence of Stoic ideas in other early Christian evidence from the second century
is explored by Esther de Boer (Gospel of Mary), Ismo Dunderberg (Valentinianism), Takashi Onuki (Apocryphon of John), and Tuomas Rasimus (Sethianism and
Stoicizing Platonism).
It remains to thank everybody involved in bringing off this project, which
began during conversations at the Society of Biblical Literature annual meeting in
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Washington, D.C., in November 2006. In particular, we would like to thank each
of the contributors, who not only accepted our invitation to participate but also
delivered what we were after. We would also like to thank Hendrickson Publishers, which has been uncommonly forthcoming in the preparation of this project.
Finally, we wish to express our gratitude to Margot Stout Whiting, who has helped
improve the English of several non-English-speaking contributors. It is our hope
that this volume will help to strengthen a field of study where so much more remains to be done.
Just before the publication of this volume, the editors heard of Esther de Boer’s
premature and tragic death on July 6, 2010. We are grateful to be able to publish
her essay here in her memory.
Tuomas Rasimus
Troels Engberg-Pedersen
Ismo Dunderberg
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1
Setting the Scene: Stoicism and
Platonism in the Transitional
Period in Ancient Philosophy
Troels Engberg-Pedersen
University of Copenhagen
The centuries immediately following the end of the Hellenistic age remain a murky
area in the history of philosophy. While a great deal of work has been done in recent
years to rehabilitate Hellenistic thought itself from the generally negative assessment
of the nineteenth century, the thesis that later philosophy traces a decline into “eclecticism” . . . retains a programmatic hold over studies of the period. Three centuries of
intellectual activity are held to mark out a kind of philosophical no man’s land between
the earlier systems from which they are taken to derive their material, and the glories
of “Neoplatonism” to which they look forward.

Thus George Boys-Stones began his intriguing book from 2001, Post-Hellenistic
Philosophy, subtitled A Study of Its Development from the Stoics to Origen.1 The period that he identified in this way was roughly 100 b.c.e.–200 c.e. This was also
the period in which Greco-Roman philosophy began to make a serious impact on
Jewish and early Christian thinking, as is documented by the essays in this book.
In this introductory essay I will present some of the main features of this period,
focusing on the interaction between the various philosophical schools and trying
to understand the precise character of that interaction. Since at the beginning of
the period Stoicism was the leading philosophical school but had been displaced
as such at the end of the period by Platonism, I will also focus on trying to understand the development that resulted in this change. Traditionally, the period has
been studied—at least by scholars interested in Platonism and its impact on Jewish and early Christian thinking—under the rubric “Middle Platonism.”2 Scholars
have identified two forms of Stoicism in it: so-called Middle Stoicism for the hundred years running approximately from 150 b.c.e. to 50 b.c.e. and so-called Late
1
2

Boys-Stones 2001, v.
The classic treatment is Dillon 1996b.
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Stoicism or Neostoicism for the two first centuries c.e.3 However, for the purposes
of understanding both the interaction between Stoicism and Platonism (and in
principle other philosophies) in the whole period and also the relationship of either with early Jewish and Christian thought, it is preferable to identify the period,
as is proposed here, as the “Transitional Period” of ancient philosophy.4

1. Basic Changes During the Transitional Period
A number of momentous events directly relevant to the development of
philosophy took place during the Transitional Period in the political and more
broadly cultural fields of the ancient world.5 While philosophy previously had
been something of a Greek specialty focused on Athens, the Romans now began
to make their presence felt. In Greece itself, the first representative of Middle Stoicism, Panaetius of Rhodes (ca. 185–109 b.c.e.), who had stayed in Rome in the
140s, maintained close contacts with high-level Romans when he became head
of the Stoic school in Athens from 129 until his death. Even more importantly,
as a result of the so-called First Mithradatic War (89–85), in which Athens had
sided with King Mithradates of Pontus in Asia Minor against the Romans, the four
schools of philosophy that had been operating in Athens since the beginning of
the Hellenistic period were closed down by the Romans after Sulla had captured
the city in the year 86. Philosophy now became homeless and had to go into exile.
Even before that, however, the second main representative of Middle Stoicism,
Posidonius of Apamea (ca. 135–51), who had studied with Panaetius at Athens,
founded his own school of Stoicism in Rhodes. Posidonius, too, had close contacts
with high-level Romans. In short, Athens was no longer the center of philosophy.
In Rome itself, the new superpower made itself felt in several ways in relation
to philosophy. Around 50 b.c.e., Cicero wrote philosophical treatises on the main
topics in philosophy—epistemology, physics and theology, ethics—in which he set
forth the main positions adopted by the three schools that were recognized as the
most important ones at the end of the Hellenistic period: Stoicism, Epicureanism,
and the skeptical “New Academy” (which had developed the nondogmatic side
of Plato’s philosophy), though also with some input from the Peripatetic school
derived from Aristotle.6 Two editorial undertakings had immense influence on
the further development of philosophy. Sometime around the mid-first century
b.c.e. in Rome, Andronicus of Rhodes produced an edition of Aristotle’s works,
For excellent overviews, see Sedley 2003 and Gill 2003, respectively.
Compare at least the title of Berchman 1984, From Philo to Origen: Middle Platonism
in Transition.
5
Since it is not my aim in what follows to discuss each individual person or event that
is mentioned, I have refrained from giving detailed references for the underlying evidence.
Many of those references may be found in, for instance, André 1987; Gill 2003; Sedley 2003.
6
The most important among these treatises are Academica (epistemology), De Finibus
Bonorum et Malorum (ethics), Tusculan Disputations (moral psychology), and De Natura
Deorum (ontology and theology).
3

4
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including the so-called esoteric ones, which are those that have come down to
us and that were to make a huge impact on philosophizing in the centuries to
come. About seventy-five years later, the court astrologer of the emperor Tiberius
in Rome, Tiberius Claudius Thrasyllus (who notably came from Alexandria), produced what was probably a new edition of Plato’s writings, in which he apparently
introduced the division of the dialogues into tetralogies that is still in use.
Back in the first century b.c.e., Alexandria in Egypt had come into its own as a
place where dogmatic, nonskeptical Platonism began to develop into Middle Platonism. Eudorus of Alexandria, who flourished around 25 b.c.e., “seems to have
turned the very Stoicized Platonism of [the dogmatic apostate from the nondogmatic Platonic New Academy] Antiochus of Ascalon in a more transcendental
direction, under the influence of Neopythagoreanism.”7 This statement made by
an authority on Middle Platonism, John Dillon, points to our theme: the relationship between Stoicism in the Transitional Period and a newly conceived Platonism, which eventually led to the final victory of Platonism over Stoicism both
in Neoplatonism (third century) and in Christian thought that is contemporary
with Neoplatonism. Witnesses to this victory are two more, later and Christian
Alexandrians: Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150–215 c.e.) and the great Origen
(184/185–254/255 c.e.). But into this development we should also fit yet another
Alexandrian (on whom Clement drew heavily): the Jewish Platonist Philo of Alexandria, back around the birth of Christ (ca. 20 b.c.e.–45 c.e.), who played an
important, if somewhat enigmatic, role in the development of Middle Platonism.8
Dillon’s comment also points to the elusive role played at the beginning of this
whole development by the “new Academician turned Stoic” Antiochus of Ascalon
(ca. 130–69/68 b.c.e.), who had studied in Athens with the last representative of
the New Academy, Philo of Larissa (159/158–84/83 b.c.e.), had then founded his
own school in the same city, but also maintained extensive contacts with highlevel Romans in whose company he even visited Alexandria. We will come back
later to Antiochus, who is a characteristic representative at an early stage of the
change in the relationship between Stoicism and Platonism that we will consider.
What we have, then, is a move away from Athens as the philosophical center to
Rhodes, Alexandria, and Rome; a summary by Cicero in Rome around 50 b.c.e. of
Hellenistic philosophy as it more or less appeared before the developments that inaugurated the Transitional Period (though Cicero does make relatively much of the novelties introduced by Antiochus of Ascalon);9 developments in Alexandria throughout
the first century b.c.e. that contributed to creating the form of Platonism known by
modern scholars as Middle Platonism (and here we may specifically note the extensive amount of Platonism to be found in the Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria);
and finally, the fact of major editorial undertakings in Rome of the writings of AristoDillon 1996a.
John Dillon’s perceptive discussion of Philo (Dillon 1996b, 139–83) shows the extent to
which Philo was influenced by Alexandrian Platonism. His influence on later Platonists seems
to have been negligible, however, until one reaches the Christian Clement of Alexandria.
9
This comes out very clearly in the excellent overview of Antiochus in Dillon 1996b,
52–106.
7

8
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tle and of Plato. Even as described in these broadly cultural terms, philosophy looked
very different in the first century b.c.e. compared to previous centuries.
The changes in the social practices of doing philosophy that took place during the first century b.c.e. and were quite often in one way or another connected
with the presence of the Romans laid the ground for a period that runs to the end of
the second century c.e. During this period, the development in philosophy gradually changed the overall philosophical landscape rather drastically. Both Epicureanism and Stoicism were still around during the whole period, the latter in the
form of Late Stoicism or Neostoicism as represented by, among others, the Roman
philosopher and statesman Seneca (ca. 1–65 c.e.); the Roman knight (who wrote in
Greek) Musonius Rufus (ca. 30–100); the Roman (but originally Greek) slave (who
also taught in Greek) Epictetus (ca. 50–120); and finally the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius (121–180), who also wrote in Greek. But alongside these two schools,
Aristotelianism (the Peripatetics) came into its own as a very important intellectual
presence in philosophy, as is witnessed by the extensive amount of commentaries
that began to be written on Aristotle’s texts—for instance, by the great Alexander of
Aphrodisias (ca. 200 c.e.). Similarly, Platonism in the new form that it had achieved
during the first century b.c.e. eventually became the reigning type of philosophy,
which would then also, from the latter half of the second century onwards, exercise
a profound influence on Christian theologians such as the Christian Alexandrians
noted earlier. This is the period of a number of main representatives of Middle Platonism: Plutarch (ca. 50–120) and a number of figures from the second century c.e.
such as Albinus (ca. 150), Alcinous (second century), Apuleius (ca. 125–170), Atticus (ca. 150–200), and Numenius (second century). At a specific point in time at
the end of the Transitional Period, in 178 c.e., the emperor Marcus Aurelius sealed
the intervening development by setting up four new chairs of philosophy in Athens,
which thereby reasserted—if not in actual fact, at least in appearance—the role it
had had until the Romans closed the schools in 86 b.c.e. Where Cicero had focused
on three philosophies—Epicureanism, Stoicism, and the skeptical New Academy
(though also with some input from specifically Aristotelian philosophy)—Marcus
Aurelius now installed chairs for the four philosophies that were henceforth to be
the four philosophies of the ancient world: Epicureanism, Stoicism, Aristotelianism, and dogmatic Platonism. However, and most importantly, by this time both
Epicureanism and Stoicism were for all intents and purposes basically extinct, only
to be rediscovered at a far later period in the history of European thought, after the
Renaissance. The two philosophies that were alive and influential were Aristotelianism and Platonism, with the latter being the leading force.

2. The Problem
With this brief overview in place, we may raise the question of a deeper understanding of some of the changes noted above. One thing particularly striking
about the Transitional Period is that almost all philosophers within the period to
some degree adopted ideas from philosophies other than their own. In the conTuomas Rasimus, Troels Engberg-Pedersen and Ismo Dunderberg, Stoicism in Early Christianity
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2010. Used by permission.

_Rasimus_Stoicism_BB_djm.indd 18

9/29/10 3:29 PM

Setting the Scene: Stoicism and Platonism in the Transitional Period in Ancient Philosophy

5

text of the present book and the overall change from Stoicism to Platonism as the
leading force, we will focus particularly on these two schools. What we find is that
many philosophers who were basically Stoics, and who saw themselves as such,
also drew on ideas that had a specifically Platonic pedigree. Conversely, many philosophers who were basically Platonists, and who saw themselves as such, also
drew on ideas that had a specifically Stoic pedigree. Traditionally, as Boys-Stones
noted in the quotation with which we began, this phenomenon has been identified
as a matter of “eclecticism.” More recently, however, this category has been called
seriously into question.10 As John Dillon concludes his analysis of the phenomenon, “Eclecticism has for too long been used as a term of contempt in the area of
later Greek philosophy. As such, let us have done with it.”11 But then, how should
we understand the fact itself of the existence of various types of blending of philosophies in our period? For of course, the fact itself does not go away by calling
into question our way of categorizing it.
This question becomes even more serious when one notes that the very same
philosophers who in this or the other area engaged in a blending exercise also
quite often had very strong opinions about the inadequacy of the philosophy as
a whole from which they nevertheless drew certain ideas. At least, while there is
a certain openness toward input from Plato, as we will see, in certain Stoics during our period (beginning with Panaetius and extending from him over Posidonius and Seneca to Marcus Aurelius), the Platonists, on their side, wrote explicitly
against Stoicism while also adopting Stoic ideas in a number of places. How is that
apparent paradox to be understood and explained? Can we find a way of understanding the character of philosophy itself in our period that will also explain and
dissolve the paradox?
Before addressing this question, we should note that the question is directly
relevant to the issue being discussed in the present book. It is well known, and
we have already noted the fact, that from a certain point in time onward, namely,
toward the end of the second century c.e., the kind of philosophy that influenced
Christian thought was basically that of Platonism. Before that, however, the situation was far less clear-cut. In early Christian texts from the New Testament and
well into the second century, one may in fact find traces of Platonism. But one may
also find traces of Stoicism. Indeed, some (including the writer of these pages)
have argued that at least in the thought of the apostle Paul the Stoic component
is far more extensive than normally admitted.12 But then, since no early Christian
writer was either a Platonist or a Stoic per se (rather, they had their own worldview,
focused on Christ), how should one understand this adoption of either Platonic
or Stoic ideas? And indeed, how may one and the same Christian writer adopt
both Platonic and Stoic ideas if that is in fact the case? In order to answer these
questions we must obtain a better grasp of the interaction between Platonism and
Stoicism during our period in philosophy proper, outside the Christian context.
The classic discussion is Dillon and Long 1988.
Dillon 1988, 125.
12
See Engberg-Pedersen 2000.
10
11
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3. Attempts at a Solution
Important steps have been taken in recent scholarship to find a solution to the
apparent paradox of the copresence of, for instance, Platonism and Stoicism in philosophers who saw themselves as belonging to one of the two schools only and were
even highly critical of the school from which they did incorporate certain ideas.
In his excellent overview of “Les écoles philosophiques aux deux premiers siècles de l’Empire,” Jean-Marie André spoke of a “cultural integration” of the philosophical schools into society in the way their dogmatic positions had become part
of “the encyclopedia of antiquity.”13 That explains Marcus Aurelius’s installation
of the four chairs of philosophy at the end of our period, but hardly the blending
exercise that also took place throughout the period. More recently, in an epilogue
to the Cambridge History of Hellenistic Philosophy, Michael Frede focused, in a
manner that I have basically adopted above, on the change in the role of Athens
at the beginning of our period, which saw what David Sedley has also called “the
great philosophical exodus from Athens” around 86 b.c.e.14 When the Athenian
schools went out of existence, says Frede, there was no longer any “scholarch to
define the philosophical position of the school. It was no longer relatively clear
what the position of a school was on a particular question at a particular time.”15
“This vagueness and indefiniteness about what it is to belong to a certain school
must have reinforced greatly the process by which the founders of a school turned
into authorities and their writings became authoritative texts that to some extent
defined the school.”16 The importance of Frede’s emphasis on the turn toward “authoritative texts” as a characteristic feature of our period can hardly be overstated.
But again, while it certainly adds to one’s understanding of the ossification of the
four philosophical schools with their four authoritative founding fathers, the turn
does not, of course, explain the blending exercise that gave rise to the old characterization of our period as one of eclecticism.
In a more recent study, David Sedley, who has long been working on the character of philosophy itself in the Hellenistic period, has developed Frede’s picture
further by speaking of a “new pattern of philosophical teaching” arising from the
demise of the Athenian schools, a pattern that involved “the scholarly study of
school texts” as a way of “recovering, understanding, and living the wisdom of the
ancients.”17 But Sedley also suggests a way of understanding the other side of the
paradox in his remarks about the main representatives of Middle Stoicism, Panaetius and Posidonius. Although these two philosophers, Sedley argues, belonged
“firmly within the main current of Stoic debate” (i.e., they were Stoics), they also
“made regular use of early Peripatetic as well as Platonist writings,”18 thereby bringAndré 1987, 75.
Sedley 2003, 27.
15
Frede 2005, 792.
16
Ibid., 793 (my italics).
17
Sedley 2003, 29. Sedley’s earlier work that I hinted at is Sedley 1989.
18
Ibid., 24.
13
14
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ing about a “pooling of philosophical resources among what could be seen as
three branches of the Platonist tradition: early Platonism, Aristotelianism, and
Stoicism.”19 Sedley also speaks of this strategy as being one of “syncretism,” but
what he actually shows is that such syncretism should be understood not as an act
of blending or bringing ideas together in a great melting pot, but in a rather more
specific manner as a strategy of “reclaiming” or “absorbing” ideas from a philosophy other than one’s own into one’s own philosophy. The syncretism does not erase
the differences between any two philosophies. Nor does it in any way imply that a
given philosopher is no longer either a Stoic or a Platonist (or again, a Christian).
On the contrary, it is precisely while being either this or that that one may also
“reclaim” or “absorb” foreign ideas into one’s own philosophy.
If Panaetius and Posidonius are in this way an example of Stoics who also
“syncretized” certain Platonic ideas into their own Stoicism, Sedley shows how
Posidonius’s contemporary Antiochus of Ascalon, whom I mentioned earlier, fits
the opposite bill of being a Platonist who incorporated a huge amount of Stoicism
into what he himself took to be the authentic form of Platonism. Antiochus’s case
is intriguing in a number of ways.20 His position constituted a break with the skeptical New Academy of his teacher Philo of Larissa, a break that Antiochus marked
by speaking of his own position as articulating that of the “Old Academy.” In itself, that move is perhaps not so surprising, since epistemological and ontological
skepticism surely does not cover everything to be found in Plato. What is more
surprising is that, apparently, Antiochus took over from the Stoics a number of
ideas in physics that the Stoics themselves had articulated in direct opposition to
Aristotelianism and Platonism. When Antiochus insisted, on the basis of his contention that “the doctrines of the Stoics were present already in Plato,”21 that talk
of an immaterial substance (like the Platonic ideas) was “unintelligible,” and that
he saw “no possibility . . . of anything immaterial, transcendent or external to the
material universe,”22 then certainly he was taking up a basically Stoic position. But
how he could also claim that this particular Stoic doctrine was already present in
Plato remains a mystery.
It is a very instructive mystery, however. For it shows how far it was apparently possible to go in the direction of reclaiming alien material for one’s own
philosophy as long as one was able to convince oneself that one remained loyal to
the founder of that philosophy—in the present case, Plato.
We should conclude that the paradox identified here—philosophers who both
emphasized the differences between the various main types of philosophy and also
produced philosophies of their own that look like an amalgam of several types—
can be resolved when one sees the whole set of operations as part of a strategy of
creating a philosophical identity of one’s own. That identity was defined by the
founding father with whom one identified. But it also allowed one to bring in
Ibid., 22.
A probing account is Barnes 1989.
21
The quotation is from Sextus Empiricus. See Dillon 1996b, 59n3.
22
The quotation is from Cicero, De Finibus. See Dillon 1996b, 84.

19

20
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extraneous ideas that might fill in gaps in the thought of the founding father or develop it further in any direction that seemed called for, as long as one might claim
(rightly or wrongly) that those ideas in fact belonged to the founding father himself. This is the operation of “reclaiming” or “absorbing” extraneous ideas into the
thought system of one’s own preferred philosophy as defined by its relation to its
postulated founding father. Instead of speaking of “eclecticism” (as if philosophers
just picked up a little from here and there as they saw fit and with no systematic
concerns), and instead of speaking of “syncretism” (as if philosophers sought to
meld together different philosophies into a single blend), we should speak of the
underlying philosophical strategy during the Transitional Period as being one of
“absorption” into one’s own preferred philosophy of alien ideas that one claimed
to be actually one’s own. This was true of the Stoics Panaetius and Posidonius
at the beginning of the period and of the Platonist Antiochus of Ascalon at the
same time. And it remained true throughout the period. Seneca, the Stoic, was not
averse to absorbing Platonic ideas into his Stoicism.23 Epictetus, the Stoic, made an
Aristotelian concept, prohairesis, the fulcrum of his Stoicism.24 Plutarch, although
an avowed Platonist and anti-Stoic, absorbed a number of Stoic ideas that he saw
as actually belonging to his own Platonism.25

4. Implications
The proposed solution to the initial paradox has an important implication for
the proper way of understanding the mix of philosophies to be found in almost
all philosophers of the Transitional Period. This implication also shows why it was
not in fact quite wrong to speak of “eclecticism” and “syncretism” in the first place.
We may give two examples of the implication that pertain directly to the role of
Greco-Roman philosophy within early Jewish and early Christian thought.
The implication I have in mind is this: If the proposed solution given above is
on the right track, then it becomes understandable why a philosopher who considers himself a Stoic may absorb into his own thinking elements from Platonic
thought without necessarily understanding those elements in the exact Platonic way;
conversely, a Platonist may absorb into his own thinking elements from Stoicism
without necessarily understanding those elements in the exact Stoic way. For what
mattered most was the underlying, basic allegiance. If that was to Stoicism, then
elements that might be taken over from Platonism might well be reinterpreted in
accordance with one’s basic allegiance, and vice versa. In short, elements from alien
philosophies that were absorbed into one’s own need not be understood in exactly
the way they were understood as part of the philosophy from which they were taken.
This, I would argue, is what we find in the Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria and in the Christian apostle Paul of Tarsus. Philo was a Platonist but also,
For this, see below.
On Epictetus, Long 2002 is already a classic.
25
The classic treatment is Babut 1969.
23
24
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of course, a Jew. However, in his account of the so-called sublunar world (and
also in many other places) he also took over (“absorbed”) Stoic ideas into his own
philosophy. For instance, the central Stoic notion of the material πνεῦμα (“spirit”)
that pervades everything in the world and holds it together and directs it underlies much of Philo’s description of the sublunar world. To a certain extent, Philo
was also able to take over the specifically Stoic claim that the πνεῦμα was in fact a
material entity.26 In spite of this, however, Philo stayed with the basic worldview
that he had adopted from Plato, to the effect that the material world was only one
half of the cosmos, with the other half consisting of what was immaterial and accessible only through thought. Seen from a Stoic point of view, however, such a
combination was meaningless.27 But Philo probably did not care, precisely because
his basic perspective was and remained that of a Platonist.
The converse situation is to be found, I believe, in Paul’s thought. I have
argued elsewhere that his account of the resurrection in 1 Cor 15 presupposes
a basically Stoic understanding of the πνεῦμα that will eventually transform
human bodies of flesh and blood into “pneumatic bodies”—that is, into material
bodies that are now made up by πνεῦμα instead of flesh and blood.28 On such
an understanding, Paul, whose general worldview was evidently very different
from a Stoic one because it was focused on Christ, nevertheless had “absorbed”
a great deal of the fundamental Stoic worldview into his own. Apparently, it
helped him to articulate something that he needed to articulate as part of his
own “philosophy.”
However, in 2 Cor 4:16–5:5 Paul also speaks of the relationship between the
human presence on earth and in heaven in terms that appear to have strongly
Platonic connotations—for instance, when he contrasts “what can be seen” with
“what cannot be seen” (4:18). I have argued, though, that he in fact maintains the
basically Stoic picture throughout this passage, but also that one can understand
the rhetorical purpose of bringing in a bit of “Platonism.”29 Here, then (if I am
right), it is the basically Stoic material perspective that stays in place. The absorption of a bit of “Platonism,” which would in itself trade on the difference between
the material world and an immaterial one, does not take over the full Platonic
meaning of the incorporated material.
In the light of these two examples, one can easily understand why scholars have spoken of “eclecticism” and “syncretism.” If looked at in the abstract or
from the perspective of philosophical systems as independent, abstract entities,
one does find signs that something has been “chosen” here, something else there,
or that ideas from different systems have to some extent “grown together” in a
given philosopher. I have argued here for a better understanding, however, which
The classic treatment of Philo on the πνεῦμα is Leisegang 1919.
“Plato and his successors had tended to assign ontological primacy to the intelligible
over the sensible. In making corporeality the hallmark of existence . . . the Stoics are in a
way reverting to popular ontology. The philosophical grounds for this reversion . . . are
extremely powerful” (Long and Sedley 1987, 1:163).
28
See Engberg-Pedersen 2009; 2010, ch. 1.
29
See Engberg-Pedersen 2010, ch. 2.
26
27
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emphasizes the individual identity of the given thinker and his allegiance to this
or the other authority in the past as what defines his own position. As part of that
position, there is plenty of room for reclaiming or absorbing ideas from other
systems into one’s own. Still, it is the preferred position that governs how much of
the alien position is incorporated into one’s own. Understood in this way, the practice of the thinkers that constitute the Transitional Period in ancient philosophy
reflects genuine creativity rather than the opposite: an attempt to incorporate the
best from other philosophies into one’s own.

5. From Stoicism to Platonism
The picture that I have developed of the exact character of the interaction
of different philosophies—in particular, Stoicism and Platonism—during the
Transitional Period only constitutes one half of what needs to be said here about
the period. The other half concerns the change in what constituted the reigning
philosophy during the period. To begin with, it was Stoicism. At the end, it was
Platonism. How is that change to be understood and explained? And how does
it impinge on the interaction of early Jewish and early Christian writings with
Greco-Roman philosophy?
The facts themselves are not so controversial. The Middle Stoics Panaetius
and Posidonius had remained Stoics while also opening up, to a greater or lesser
degree, to incorporating ideas derived from Plato into their own Stoic position.
Antiochus of Ascalon, on the other side of the divide, had developed his own Platonic position in a dogmatic direction by bringing in substantial parts of Stoicism
that fitted his dogmatic intentions. Both positions show that at the beginning of
the Transitional Period it was Stoicism that had the upper hand.
If we then move forward in time to Neostoicism, what we find is basically an
attitude comparable to that of Panaetius and Posidonius. In Seneca’s writings, for
instance, there is a certain interest in Platonic ideas. In two of his letters he discusses basic Platonic ontological categories (Ep. 58) and compares the Stoic with
the Platonic and Aristotelian understanding of causality or cause (Ep. 65). However, Seneca’s attitude toward these alien ideas probably is conciliatory rather than
negative.30 In another letter, Seneca recounts a lovely dream he has had of life after
death, when he will have left behind the “heavy and earthly prison” in which he
is at present detained (Ep. 102.22). Throughout his description Seneca conveys an
atmosphere that seems genuinely “Platonizing.” Apparently, however, Seneca did
not see any strong contrast here with his self-professed Stoicism.
Similarly, although Epictetus appears to have had little interest in ideas derived from a Platonizing metaphysics, his attitude toward the human body, that
worthless “flesh” (σαρκίδιον), fits a Platonizing sensibility well. In addition, he
clearly drew on Plato’s account of Socrates, who was a main paradigm of true
30
This is argued in Sedley 2005. In an unpublished article, George Boys-Stones has
argued for the contrary view.
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wisdom for Epictetus.31 Finally, Marcus Aurelius shows an openness to a Platonizing sensibility with regard to the human body that he probably had learned directly from Epictetus. Neither philosopher, however, betrayed his fundamental
allegiance to Stoicism.32
Thus, we find in both Middle- and Neostoicism an openness to certain sides of
Platonism that these philosophers felt able to absorb into their own Stoicism without compromising their own philosophy, but admittedly also without taking those
Platonic ideas in the full and exact Platonic way. In this, all of them fit easily into
the picture developed above of “absorption of what is alien.” Also, if I am right that
in certain respects the worldview of the apostle Paul was basically a Stoic one, then
his use of Platonic-sounding ideas in 2 Cor 4–5 fits very easily into the same picture.
In addition, we may note that none of the Middle- or Neostoics went directly out of
their way to attack the alien philosophy from which they did take over certain ideas.
The situation is quite different when we look at the Platonists in the same period. They did take over ideas from Stoicism, but they also attacked Stoicism on a
number of points. From this side a war was being waged about which philosophy
should be the reigning one. By noting some of the specific points in Stoicism that
the Platonists would regularly attack, we may perhaps also come to understand
better the driving force behind the overall change from Stoicism to Platonism during the period.
A good example is another Jewish, quasi-philosophical writing (in addition,
i.e., to Philo of Alexandria), Wisdom of Solomon, which has much to say about
what was at stake.33 This treatise, which may be dated around 30 b.c.e. and located in Alexandria, starts out describing its main theme, Lady Wisdom herself,
in terms that derive from the Stoic doctrine of the πνεῦμα. Gradually, however,
more Platonicizing terms begin to creep in. And eventually it is (almost) explicitly stated that this is because a Stoicizing account cannot do justice to the character of God that this Jewish writer favors. This suggests, as was already indicated
in the quotation above from John Dillon on one of the founders of Middle Platonism, Eudorus of Alexandria, that one point of contention of the Platonists
vis-à-vis the Stoics was the Stoic material conception of God. Or to put it in more
positive terms, the Platonists were after some form of “transcendence” in the picture of God that they did not find clearly enough in Stoicism. Here, Platonism,
with its distinction between material and immaterial parts of the world, did much
better.
Exactly the same move can be found in the other Alexandrian Jew, Philo.
Moreover, just as the author of Wisdom of Solomon had done, Philo went out of
his way explicitly to attack the Stoics for their materialistic conception of God.34
That, then, was one point of attack in the war against Stoicism waged by Platonists: the materialist understanding of God, which did not fit their sense of
This is a main point in Long 2002.
On Marcus Aurelius, see Engberg-Pedersen 1998; Gill 2007.
33
See the analysis in Engberg-Pedersen 2010, ch. 1.
34
See ibid.
31
32
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God’s “transcendence.” However, was that not just a Jewish specialty? Did other,
non-Jewish (and non-Christian) thinkers have the same complaint? They did. Plutarch is a case in point. In Plutarch, too, a sense of the “transcendence” of the
divine is very strong.35
Plutarch also provides evidence of another Platonist complaint against the
Stoics, which turns on the issue of freedom and determinism. The Stoics were famous for being determinists. They also strove valiantly to retain enough freedom
in the field of human action for the traditional moral system to make sense. The
Platonists, however, were unimpressed, and here, too, they felt that the fundamental dualism of Platonism was better able to account for human freedom than the
monistic materialism of the Stoics.
One could go on like this. Moreover, one should go on in this way were one
to articulate a full and comprehensive understanding of why Stoicism lost out in
the battle waged against it by Platonists (and Aristotelians, too).36 What one would
then gain is a sense of the fundamental philosophical issues that were at stake in
the development of philosophy from the beginning of the Transitional Period to
its end, no matter whether one would also end up being more convinced by the
Stoics or by their attackers.
That whole project cannot be properly engaged in here. What matters for the
profile of the present book is rather the point that for a considerable part of the
Transitional Period—say, up until the time of Plutarch—it was Stoicism rather
than Platonism that was the reigning Greco-Roman philosophy, a fact that also accounts for all the attacks on Stoicism found throughout the period. This point is of
rather great importance when one considers the earliest Christian writings from
the two first centuries c.e. For it means that if a Christian writer felt the need to
articulate and buttress his own message in philosophical terms, then for the author
of the earliest among such Christian writings it would be more natural to look to
Stoicism as the best vehicle. By contrast, for an author of later Christian writings,
though still pre-200 c.e., it would gradually become more and more natural to
look to Platonism for input to help articulate one’s own message. Still, even then,
as we saw, there would be ample room for “absorbing” Stoic ideas into one’s basically Platonic framework.

6. Conclusion
This sets the scene for the essays contained in this book. We have seen that
within the field of Greco-Roman philosophy itself the Transitional Period was
characterized by a flexible relationship between the different schools that allowed
philosophers to have an identity of their own, as defined by their allegiance to an
authoritative founding father, at the same time as it also made it possible for them
to absorb alien material from other philosophies into their own. We have also
35
36

See the discussion in Dillon 1996b, 199–225.
An excellent example of this is Alexander of Aphrodisias, De fato.
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seen that the same pattern immediately fits the way in which Jewish or Christian
writers (themselves of a more or less philosophical bent) might make use of material drawn from Greco-Roman philosophy. In addition, we have seen that within
this comprehensive pattern there was an actual, though only gradually developing, change from a stage when the reigning philosophy was Stoicism to a stage
when Platonism had conquered that position. It is within this subtle and flexible
picture of philosophy in the Transitional Period as a whole that the explorations
presented in the essays of this book should be seen. They address the potential role
of Stoicism in Christian writings that belong both to the earlier period of the New
Testament and also to the later period of the second century. It seems fair to say, in
light of the overall picture of the whole period presented here, that this issue has
been unduly neglected for far too long.
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