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Dale Martin’s recent essay entitled, “Teleology, Epistemology, and Universal Vision in Paul,”
makes the claim that in Christ, gentiles are no longer really1 viewed as gentiles; rather they are
viewed by Paul as part of Israel.2 These assertions intrigued me since my work focuses on the
way previous social identities continue in Christ, and if Martin’s claim is accurate, a
fundamental premise of my approach to Paul is called into question.3 So, with Martin’s
statements in view, this paper seeks to offer some initial “soundings,” concerning a way to
construct a response to his claims with regard to the following: First, does Paul view gentiles in
Christ as still gentiles? Second, does Paul view gentiles in Christ as part of Israel?
There are two concepts that shape my argument concerning the continuation of gentile
identity in Christ: (1) In his letters, Paul invents gentile4 identity, by this I mean he is a figure of
bicultural mediation between emerging local and translocal identities (1 Cor 9:20-21); (2) This
gentile identity is similar to what some classicists5 refer to as a microidentity within the Roman
empire, as seen in Tacitus’ Germania 38-39, “where Tacitus figured his Germani as just one
variety of barbarian; they included the Suebi, themselves represented as some sort of supertribe, which in turn included nested within it groups such as the Semnones, who were
themselves divided into one hundred pagi.”6
How do these apply to Paul and the continuation of gentile identity? These
microidentities were nested within a series of macroidentities. As a taxonomic device, the
shared macroidentity was the first site for the formation of microidentities. So, in this
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configuration, Paul is seen as a mediator between at least two shared macroidentities: social
identification with Judaism through its scriptures;7 and Roman imperial ideology.8 These two
contexts interpenetrate, but do not fuse, with local knowledge within the Christ-movement to
produce localized expressions of being in Christ. These localidentities continue to be elaborated
upon and negotiated, resulting in, what Woolf calls “layers of accretion”9 in which unique
constructions result that are quite distinct from other communities, who might share similar
ideological and ritual space.
I. Does Paul view the Gentiles in Christ as Still Gentiles?
Martin contends that: (1) Paul was not interested in forming a new people. (2) Paul was not
interested in forming a new religion. (3) Paul does not use ethnē to refer to non-Jews once they
are in Christ. Thus, he was not interested in forming a new (read as “third”) ethnicity.10 (4) Paul
envisions these former gentiles as part of Israel, i.e., the faithful remnant during Paul’s time. Let
me begin by saying that I am not disputing that Paul might be understood to use language in
the way Martin claims (or at least allowing for the possibility of polysemy); however, if a
universalistic discourse is present, it does not negate the possibility that a discourse of
difference and distinction may also be evident. So, I am in general agreement with Martin that
Paul was not interested in forming a new people, nor was he interested in forming a new
religion. I have my reservations about Martin’s construal of gentiles and their relationship to
Israel, though his understanding of God’s ultimate faithfulness to Israel appears on target. 11 My
primary concern is his claim that Paul does not, in the main, envision the continuation of gentile
identity in Christ; rather, gentiles become descendants of Abraham grafted into the nation of
Israel.12 My research focuses on 1 Corinthians, and since Martin builds his argument on 1
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Corinthians, I will limit most of my comments to the significance of previous gentile identities
and their transformation in that letter.13
5:1 – “…Not heard of among the gentiles.”
Martin claims that Paul rarely uses the term e1qnh to refer to his readers, i.e., those non-Jews
already within the Christ-movement. Moreover, this term refers, in the main, to those outside
of the Christ-movement; so much so, that contemporary translations render toi=j e1qnesin in 5:1
as, “‘pagans’ in order to preclude reference to the Corinthian recipients of the letter.”14 Martin
is correct that toi=j e1qnesin has an outgroup orientation to it in 5:1, but Paul’s point is that the
“sexual immortality” tolerated within the Christ-movement results in the community, at least
rhetorically, being described in similar terms here. Paul uses e1qnoj as outgroup language in
order to categorize gentiles in Christ who are not identifying with their in Christ identity. Paul
finds in the use of e1qnoj a key group identifier that reminds the Christ-followers of both their
pre-turning life, and the transformation that should be evident within the community. Thus,
translating toi=j e1qnesin as “pagans in order to preclude reference to the Corinthian recipients
of the letter,” seems unwarranted because Paul continued to understand these gentiles who
were following Christ as “ex-gentiles in one sense, but still gentiles in another,” in this way Paul
may be described as “inventing the gentile.”15 What I mean by that is that being in Christ,
rather than replacing existing identities, ‘intersects’ these in a transforming process to produce
microidentities that are negotiated in the intercultural communication between Israel’s
symbolic universe, Roman imperial ideology, and local knowledge.16 By thinking about gentile
identity through the heuristic devices of multiple identities, identity hierarchies, and
intersectionality, we can discern the way Paul mediated between differing social
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identifications.17 What we see in his use of various group identifiers is evidence of intersecting
identities that combine to form localized expressions of being in Christ, a transformation that is
not a new identity, as much as one that emerges within existing categories.18 So, Martin’s
approach with its focus only on e1qnh could be expanded to include Paul’s other identity
descriptors that intersect with his use of gentile, in order to discern how he viewed the
continuation of non-Jewish identity in Christ. I will look at two: 3Ellhn and a0krobusti/a.
e1qnoj and 3Ellhn
Martin claims that Paul only uses e1qnh to describe those outside the Christ-movement. He
rightly qualifies his statement with the term, “rarely.”19 Given the fragmentary nature of the
Pauline epistolary discourse and the semantic overlap20 between e1qnh and 3Ellhn, it may be
that this analysis must be nuanced.21 First Corinthians 1:22-24 is quite instructive for the way
Paul views ethnicity.22 For example, Paul relies on a social comparison that has its basis in a
particularistic understanding of ethnic identity, described in 1:22–24 as two different
approaches to wisdom and power.23 In a stereotypical fashion in 1:22 he writes, “Jews
('Ioudai=oi) ask for signs” and “Greeks ( 3Ellhnej) search for wisdom.” In 1:23 the message of
“Christ-crucified” is described as a “stumbling block (ska/ndalon) to Jews” and “foolishness to
the gentiles (e1qnesin).” Notice that Paul has shifted from 3Ellhnej in 1:22 to e1qnesin in 1:23 but
returns again to 3Ellhsin in 1:24. For Paul, the terms to describe Greek identity and gentile
identity are interchangeable;24 however, the same does not apply to 'Ioudai=oi; it is more
rhetorically stable in 1:22–24. Paul’s argument here relies on an already existing social
comparison for its effectiveness. He is redeploying relevant ethnic categories for his broader
rhetorical purpose which is to emphasize the importance of transformed cognitive processes 25
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in understanding as plausible that which was previously rejected as foolish, “Christ crucified”
(Xristo\n e)staurwme/non). In 1:24, Paul returns to what he had argued was the foundation for
the Corinthians’ identity, their “calling” (1 Cor 1:1–2, 9), which is further defined in the context
of an ethnic comparison and classification, “both Jew and Greek ( 3Ellhsin).” Paul then
reorients the community to the centrality of Christ and argues that Christ is both “God’s power
(du/namin)” and “God’s wisdom (sofi/an).”26
Ernest Best asked the following questions concerning 1:24 but never developed an
answer to his query: “Is there in v. 24 a separation between Christ as power and Christ as
wisdom comparable to the division in v. 22 where the Jews ask for signs and the Greeks seek
wisdom? Or do Jews and Greeks find in Christ both wisdom and power? Do Jews and Greeks
find the same thing in Christ?”27 I would suggest that Jews and non-Jews do not find the same
thing in Christ.28 Gentile social identity is not obsolete for those in Christ but constitutes a
viable microidentity, though that does not mean that it is thereby inscribed as the one
dominant, monolithic, sanctioned identity that erases difference.29 Stated more fully: (a) Jews
and gentiles relate to Christ in somewhat different ways, (b) non-Jewish identity remains a
salient subordinate category, and (c) this is only one possible microidentity, alongside Jewish
identity, which has continuing significance within the larger community.30 It should be expected
that differing ethnic groups will experience being in Christ in differing ways. Thus, there is no
reason on a priori grounds to suggest that Paul is melding the experiences of Jews and nonJews into one undifferentiated discourse in 1:24. Rather, Paul expects differing experiences in
Christ and, furthermore, discourages any attempt to downplay the fundamental continuing
significance of one’s social identity.
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e1qnoj and a0krobusti/a
Though references to gentiles in Christ are rare, Paul uses another term that is marked for
ethnic identity.31 In Gal 2:7-8, Paul connects his gospel for the uncircumcised (th=j
a0krobusti/aj), with his apostleship to the gentiles (ta/ e1qnh).32 Notice in these verses
a0krobusti/a and e1qnoj describe the same target group. Thus, Paul could use either term as a
non-Jewish social identity marker. More importantly, “uncircumcised” and “circumcised” serve
to differentiate the two groups. If that differentiation is evident elsewhere in Paul, then it
would support the contention that Paul expects gentile identity to continue in Christ. In 1 Cor
7:18, Paul writes, “Was anyone called who is uncircumcised (a0krobusti/a|)? He should not get
circumcised?” Paul’s instruction for these uncircumcised Christ-followers is not to seek to
change their ethnic identification now that they are in Christ.33
In 7:18-20, Paul teaches that calling continues to serve as that which re-orients social
life. In this context, ethnic identity is not opposed with reference to circumcision and
uncircumcision, but it is reprioritized. This occurs as Paul teaches the community to stay in the
social situation they were in when they began to follow Christ. He does not call the community
to discontinue all the practices associated with their ethnic identity; rather he reminds them
that what is foremost is “keeping the commandments of God” (7:19).34 Thus, for Jewish Christfollowers, they are to remain torah-observant, while non-Jewish Christ-followers follow purity
regulations designed for “sojourners” who lived among Israel (Gen 9:1-17; Lev 17-26; Jub 7:2021; Sibylline Oracles 4:24-35; Acts 15:19-20).35 Since, Paul’s rule is that those who embody an
“uncircumcised” (a0krobusti/a) social identity are to remain that way, it seems unlikely that
Paul could be described, as Davros labeled Doctor Who, as “the destroyer of worlds.”36
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However, even if I expand Martin’s lexical focus to include 3Ellhn and a0krobusti/a — it does
not negate the fact that Paul describes the Christ-followers in Corinth as “former gentiles” in 1
Cor 12:2.37
1 Cor 12:2 – “…former gentiles”
The syntax and grammar of 12:2 is terse and complex, and interpreters offer various additions
for omitted constituents to make sense of the verse.38 It is clear, however, that Paul is pointing
to past social identifications of some of his hearers, which he characterizes as “when you were
gentiles” (o3te e1qnh h]te). While e1qnh here refers to a least an aspect of the previous life of those
within the Christ-movement, it does not follow that Paul no longer considers them to be
gentiles in Christ based on this use of e1qnh.39 What we see in 12:2 is Paul inventing the gentile
as a microidentity that describes the pre-turning life and the transformation that should be
evident within the e0kklhsi/a.
Paul starts by describing two intersecting identities by calling the Corinthian Christfollowers “brothers,” but then he appears to distance himself from his audience by calling them
“former gentiles.”40 The focus here is not ontology but rather one node within their identity
hierarchy, namely its uninformedness, or lack of local knowledge. Thus, Paul is not seen as
negating gentile identity; rather he is saying this is what previously uninformed people do, i.e.,
they engage in devotion to their native gods. Paul has just told them, in 12:1, that he does not
want them to be uniformed concerning pneumatiko/j,41 and he draws on the uniformed
epistemic situation of their pre-turning life,42 here with regard to being led to mute idols (12:2),
as a way to illustrate that those who have the spirit’s agency will walk in a manner that
indicates Jesus’ lordship within their community (12:3).43
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Though outside of Rom 11:13 and 15:27 there are few constructions that
unambiguously describe those in Christ as gentiles, Martin’s argument may be challenged on
the broader hermeneutical level because oneness in Christ is linked to the concept of gentiles in
Christ. In 1 Cor 12:12-13, Paul describes the oneness of the body of Christ, in the context of
intersecting social identifications (Jew or Greek, slave or free). Kartzow brings up an often
overlooked point, “Every person belongs to more than one category.”44 The central question
remains: What is the relationship between these various identities mentioned in 12:13? Paul
could just as likely be arguing that “although all are one ‘in Christ Jesus,’ they are separate,
different, and unequal in all other areas of life.”45 In this configuration, Paul is not the destroyer
of worlds but rather one who seeks to reprioritize the significance of existing social identities
under the lordship of Christ. What does this oneness that Paul envisions look like in practice?
Would oneness in Christ require changing one’s ethnic identification when engaged in table
fellowship? Or, would Paul expect difference to continue in those settings? In 11:19, Paul sees
the continuation of difference to be vital for the establishment of the community. Earlier, in
chapter 10, Paul provides a framework in which difference would continue; vv. 25-28 allow for
significant freedom with regard to ethnic eating practices, while vv. 31-32 offer ‘othercentered’ guidance with regard to these practices.46
A brief word should be given regarding 10:32, and the supposed three groups that are in
view.47 Paul encourages the community not to offend Jews or Greeks; normally this is
understood as those not in Christ; then Paul tells them not to offend those within the e0kklhsi/a.
This verse is then used to substantiate the claim that there are three entities in Paul’s identity
framework: Jews, Greeks, and the e0kklhsi/a. However, if one takes the final kai/ in the
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construction assensively, the verse is then rendered, “Give no offence to Jews and Greeks, even
to those belonging to the e0kklhsi/a.” In that case, Paul is describing those within the e0kklhsi/a
in the context of their continuing ethnic identities.48 This provides evidence of a place where
Paul uses an ethnic identifier to describe those within the Christ-movement. I have been
arguing that Paul finds in the use of e1qnoj a key group identifier that reminds the Christfollowers of both their pre-turning life, and the transformation that should be evident within
the community, but are these former gentiles transformed into Israel as Martin claims?
II. Does Paul view the Gentiles in Christ as Part of Israel?
Martin offers four pieces of evidence for a positive answer to this question.49
A. Jewish Group Identifiers such as Brothers and Holy ones are used by Paul
Martin contends that the use of brother language, a term that Jews used to describe one
another, is an indication that Paul views these former gentiles as now part of Israel. The term
a)delfoi/ is a key group identifier in 1 Corinthians.50 Here it is part of a stereotypical Pauline
structure designed to indicate his understanding of the relationship between Paul and the
recipients of his letters, rather than an indicator that they are now regarded as Jews.51 While, I
agree in part with Martin that Paul’s usage of this term has a basis in Israel’s scriptures, this is
because they worship the one God of historic Israel.52 They worship him as gentiles rather than
becoming part of Israel; otherwise God remains only the God of Israel and not the God of the
nations (Rom 3:28-29; 1 Cor 8:5-6).53
Martin points out that “holy ones” is a term used by Jews to describe one another.54
While, Martin is accurate in that, the inference he draws from this is not warranted. Rather
than using “holy ones” as an indication of the erasure of gentile identity within the e0kklhsi/a,
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Paul’s discourse may point to an inclusive ritual transformation of gentile identity. In this
reading, gentile identity is transformed in Christ, by God, through God’s spirit who has made
the community holy (1:2). This ritual transformation overcomes the separation between God,
Israel, and the nations and is further described as a “calling” that does not erase difference
(7:18). In 6:11, Paul describes those who will not inherit God’s empire and reminds them that
some within the Christ-movement used to engage in ritually impure activities,55 but they have
been “washed,” “sanctified,” and “justified.” Thus, their identity as a member of the “nations”
has been transformed but not obliterated. They are distinguished from other “gentiles” who
still serve their native gods; rather now, they are God’s temple and are dedicated to God’s
service, to whom they belong (3:16, 23).
B. Christ-following Gentiles are now Children of Abraham
Martin’s assertion that Paul views gentiles in Christ as no longer gentiles is supported by the
contention, based on Gal 3:7-8 and Rom 4:16-17, that these gentiles are now children of
Abraham. Abraham, however, is absent from 1 Corinthians, but since he is central to Paul’s
argument in Romans and Galatians, he should be addressed.56 First, Martin concludes that
being a child of Abraham can only refer to those who are Jewish.57 While it is obviously accurate
to see Abraham (along with Isaac and Jacob) as the father(s) of the Jewish people, Paul also
emphasizes Abraham’s role as the founding father of the nations.58 Second, Paul, when
addressing gentiles, only refers to Abraham and does not include Isaac and Jacob. Gentiles in
Christ “descend from Abraham alone,” while Israel descends from the fathers: Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob (Rom 9:5; 15:8).59 Third, Paul’s apocalyptic worldview provides the basis for his view
that gentiles in Christ are part of Abraham’s lineage (cf. Gal 3:8; Gen 12:3).60 Part of Paul’s
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priestly end of the age mission is to present the gentiles, who have been made holy by the
spirit, as “an offering acceptable to God” (Rom 15:16). In that mission gentiles are not to
become Jews, rather they are to relate to God as gentiles.61
Gentiles continue to relate to God as gentiles because as gentiles they have a role to
play in the redemption of Israel. Though there is a negative tradition with regard to the future
of gentiles, there is also an eschatological vision that sees a positive future for gentiles in the
redemption of Israel.62 These are the eschatological pilgrimage texts, e.g., Zech. 8:23, which
describes the nations coming with the Jews to worship God.63 They participate in this event on
their own terms as gentiles, rather than as Israel. Paul may be described as one who sees those
to whom he writes, not as Israel, but as former gentiles who are still gentiles. 64
C. In 10:1, Gentile Christ-followers are Included in Israel by use of “our fathers”
Martin thinks the presence of “our fathers”65 in 10:1 indicates that Paul viewed gentiles in
Christ as Israel.66 Is this view warranted?67 First, this passage needs to be set in the context of
the letter.68 In 1:22-24, Paul distinguishes between Jew and gentile identity, and so there is no
reason to assume that he diverts from that here. In 7:17-24, Paul laid out his rule with regard to
the continuation of both the circumcision and uncircumcision callings. Then later in 12:13, Paul
states by the use of the “Jew” and “Greek” pairing the way in which both ethnicities continue to
be relevant in Christ.69 Thus, 10:1 must be seen in Paul’s overall ecclesiology in which Jews
remain Jews and gentiles remain gentiles. Second, the presence of “our fathers” in 10:1 should
be interpreted in a manner similar to the term a)delfoi/. Paul understood these gentile Christfollowers to be worshiping the God of historic Israel. Furthermore, Paul viewed gentiles as
grafted into God’s family while at the same time remaining distinct from the natural branches.70
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To conclude that by the use of “our fathers,” Paul seeks to indicate that these gentiles are now
Israel seems to go beyond Paul’s claim in 10:1.
D. “Israel According to Flesh” in 10:18 implies a True Israel of which includes Gentiles
The primary issue is the claim that the limiter “according to the flesh”(kata\ sa/rka) implies an
Israel “according to the spirit,” the true Israel. Furthermore, for Martin, this true Israel is made
up of both: historic Israel and former gentiles, now in Christ.71 By this move, he avoids the
supersession evident in other views,72 but it is at the expense of gentile identity,73 and a
redefinition of Israel’s identity that appears foreign to Paul, especially in light of his rule in
7:17.74 First, Paul focuses the attention of his readers on the ritual life of a group described as
“Israel according to the flesh.”75 This refers to historic Israel, and the phrase “according to the
flesh” may be understood as ethically neutral, as in Rom 1:3.76 In chapter 10, Paul recounts a
series of “past punishments of Israel as a warning” to his gentile audience, he is not arguing for
the existence of a spiritual Israel, or the erasure of gentile identity in this context.77 Actually,
the phrase “Israel according to the flesh” is a way to distance Paul’s gentile auditors from
historic Israel, i.e., you are not this group.78 Second, the inference concerning “Israel according
to the spirit,” a phrase Paul never uses, occurs when Rom 9:8 and Gal 6:16 are read into the
present context.79 The phrase “Israel according to the flesh” does not require a hypothetical
correlate “Israel according to the spirit.” For Paul, Israel signifies his kin according to the flesh,
those for whom the covenant and blessings continue. This is the group with whom the gentiles
will rejoice (Rom 9:3-4; 11:29; 15:10).80
III. Conclusion
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Dale Martin is correct in arguing that Paul did not set out to found a new religion, a new people,
or a new ethnicity. However, in arguing for the last point, he ends up with a process in which
there is really no continuing gentile identity in Christ. He rightly confirms Israel, but he does it in
a way that all of life for gentiles is left as part of the old age. What is needed is an approach to
Paul that allows for previous identities to continue while maintaining the fundamental
significance of oneness in Christ. Paul finds in the use of e1qnoj a key group identifier that
reminds the Christ-followers of both their pre-turning life, and the transformation that should
be evident within the community.
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