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Joseph R. Dodson, the author of Paul the Rabbi, Philosopher, is a New Testament scholar
and specialist in the Greco-Roman context. Dodson holds the Craig L. Blomberg Chair
of New Testament at Denver Seminary. His previous publications include Paul and Seneca
in Dialogue (2017) and Paul and the Giants of Philosophy (2019), both co-edited with
David E. Briones.!

The volume under review is an exegetical study in which the author compares Paul’s
thought with first-century Jewish texts (specifically the Wisdom of Solomon) and the
Stoic tradition represented by Seneca. The book comprises a Foreword and a Preface by
Lynn H. Cohick and Joseph R. Dodson, an Introduction, and two main parts. The first
part, entitled ‘Paul the Rabbi and Jewish Tradition” (pp. 8—84), focuses on a comparative
analysis of Paul and the Wisdom of Solomon, exploring themes such as death, sin, Satan,
creation, the Spirit, Isracl, and the problem of evil and suffering. The second part, ‘Paul the
Philosopher and the Stoic Tradition’ (pp. 85-169), examines Paul in relation to Seneca, ad-
dressing topics that include the metaphor of the cross, desire and homoeroticism, hypocrisy
and moral consistency, and eschatology. The monograph concludes with a brief Postscript
(pp- 170-172), an Appendix titled ‘Personification and Powers’ (pp. 173-177), and an
extensive bibliography (pp. 177-215).

The ‘Introduction: Paul, the Man of Twists and Turns’ (pp. 1-7) opens with a quo-
tation from Homer (Odyssea 1.1) describing Odysseus as polytropos — ahero of many
‘twists and turns’. The author argues that Paul bears a resemblance to Odysseus in his stra-
tegic and versatile engagement with both Jewish and Greco-Roman thought. Placing the
apostle in dialogue with the Wisdom of Solomon and Seneca allows Dodson to illuminate
the polytropic nature of his epistles.

Part I, entitled ‘Paul the Rabbi and the Jewish Tradition: Introducing Wisdom), begins
with a brief introduction to the Wisdom of Solomon and the diverse, apocalyptic Judaism

1 JR.Dodson — D.E.Briones (eds.), Paul and Seneca in Dialogue (Ancient Philosophy and Religion 2;
Leiden — Boston, MA: Brill 2017); J.R. Dodson — D.E. Briones (eds.), Paul and the Giants of Philosophy:
Reading the Apostle in Greco-Roman Context (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic 2019).
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of Paul’s era, which serves as the comparative framework for the Epistle to the Romans
(pp- 8-17). Chapter 1, ‘Death, Sin, and the Devil in Wisdom and Romans’ (pp. 17-32),
juxtaposes the figures of death and the devil in Wis 1-2 with those of death and sin in
Rom 5-7. Drawing upon the narrative context of Gen 3, both Paul and the author of the
Wisdom of Solomon assert the intrusion of death into the human cosmos. However, while
the author of Wisdom ‘shows the absurdity of a relationship with death by contrasting it
with God’s character and creation; Paul ‘secks to show the absurdity of a relationship with
sin because of the believers’ partnership with Christ’ (p. 31).

Chapter 2, “The Cosmic Avenger and the Groaning Mother in Wisdom and Romans’
(pp- 33-44), compares the imagery of God executing cosmic judgement upon the world
(Wis 5 and 18) with creation portrayed as a ‘groaning mother’ in Rom 8. Both the author
of the Wisdom of Solomon and Paul agree that the Creator ought to be discerned through
the grandeur and beauty of the created order. However, while the author of Wisdom
posits that creation suffers on account of its own sin, Paul argues that its suffering occurs
by divine allowance, the ultimate purpose of which is the transformation of the created
world. For the apostle, the suffering cosmos does not await God as a punitive judge, but
rather as a redeemer.

In Chapter 3, “The Rebuking and Interceding Spirit in Wisdom and Romans’
(pp- 45-56), the author juxtaposes the concept of the Spirit in the Wisdom of Solomon
(Wis 1 and 7) with that in Rom 8. In both texts, the Spirit is dispatched from on high — from
the divine throne (Wis 9:10-17) and by the Father (Rom 8:3) - and is intimately linked
with knowledge, wisdom, and righteousness. Dodson argues that Paul, in Rom 8:26-27,
draws upon the tradition preserved in the Wisdom of Solomon (Chapter 1). The apostle
distinguishes himself, however, in that the Spirit in Romans, rather than bringing the con-
demning thoughts before God, bears intercessory prayers to the divine presence.

Chapter 4, “The Perennial Problem of Israel in Wisdom and Romans’ (pp. 57-72), ad-
dresses the question of Israel and its relationship to the divine covenant. The Wisdom of
Solomon (18:20-25) describes the divine wrath kindled against Israel (cf. Num 16), yet it
empbhasises the aspect of testing rather than final judgement upon the chosen people. Con-
versely, Paul in Rom 3:19-20 accentuates the Law as bearing witness against a transgressing
Isracl. The Torah is also responsible for the proliferation of sin (Rom 5:20) and its domin-
ion over humanity (Rom 7:1-6). By depicting Isracl as stumbling and the Law as bringing
about sin and death, the apostle points toward the Messiah, in whom all humanity receives
the grace of unconditional salvation.

Finally, Chapter 5, ‘The Intractable Problem of Evil in Wisdom and Romans
(pp- 73-84), addresses the origin and presence of evil in the human cosmos. Neither the
Wisdom of Solomon nor Paul accounts for these realities through cosmic forces; rather,
they attribute them to human choices, sin, and the resultant reality of death. Both the
author of Wisdom and the apostle interpret suffering as necessary for attaining an eternal
inheritance. They emphasise its positive dimensions, the divine presence during times of
testing, and an orientation toward a future defined by redemption.
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This transitions seamlessly into Part II, ‘Paul the Philosopher and the Stoic Tradition:
Introducing Seneca, which explores the relationship between Paul and the philosophical
discourse of his time, as embodied by Seneca. The selection of Seneca is justified by both his
chronological proximity to the apostle and the extensive corpus of writings he left behind.
Although the lives of both Seneca and Paul were fraught with numerous adversities and
adversaries — culminating in their executions by imperial decree — these hardships did not
impede the dissemination of their thought.

In Chapter 6, ‘The “Crucifixions” of Seneca and Paul’ (pp. 91-104), Dodson com-
pares the motif of crucifixion in the writings of Seneca and Paul. In both figures, this motif
emerges within the context of polemics with opponents, engagement with fleshly passions,
the promotion of moral values, and as a shared experience with others. Seneca acknowl-
edges his own frailties and admits that he hangs upon the crossbeam, suffering from the rift
between his ideals and his actual life. He strives to liberate himself from the evil of this inner
division, whereas his critics actively crucify themselves through their own desires without
any thought of attaining freedom (Epistulae 19.3). In Galatians, Paul likewise confronts
detractors and accusations of being a ‘people-pleaser; a ‘second-rate apostle, and a ‘sup-
porter of sin’ By portraying himself as crucified with Christ (Gal 2:19) and bearing the
marks of the passion on his own body (Gal 6:11-17), he establishes his credentials as an
authentic apostle. While Seneca secks to descend from his cross in order to live in accord-
ance with nature, Paul has no intention of abandoning the cross. Instead, he perceives it as
the hallmark of the new creation, presenting it as a guiding light for all.

The motif of the cross reemerges in Chapter 7, ‘Crucified Heroes: Seneca’s Regulus
and Paul’s Christ’ (pp. 105-119). This section recounts the narrative of Regulus, a Roman
general crucified by the Carthaginians, who — through the very instrument of his igno-
minious death — triumphed, attained eternal glory, and demonstrated his virtues (Seneca,
Ep. 98.12). Similarly, Christ triumphed over all earthly powers upon the cross (Col 2:15),
imploring God not for vengeance, but for the reconciliation and salvation of his enemies.
Christ’s death transcends that of Regulus, culminating in the eschatological victory of life
and resurrection, thereby bringing universal peace and reconciliation to the world.

Chapter 8, ‘Roman Feasts and Homoerotic Activities in Epistle 95 and Romans 1’
(pp- 120-134), addresses the homosexual relations prevalent in the Greco-Roman world.
In Ep. 95 and Rom 1:26-27 respectively, Seneca and Paul critique the moral degradation
of men and women resulting from their pursuit of lust and homoerotic love. Both authors
appeal to tradition and divine laws, while also emphasising that the penalty for such im-
morality manifests as disease and abandonment to uncontrolled desires. The numerous
parallels between the two writers suggest that the pervasiveness and critique of homosexual
relations in the Greco-Roman milieu provide a highly plausible cultural context for Paul’s
discourse.

Chapter 9, “The Yonder Man and the Hypocrite in Epistle 59 and Romans’ (pp. 135-149),
addresses the critique of hypocrisy in the writings of Seneca and Paul. The Pauline critique
of the interlocutor in Rom 2:17-29, and more broadly across Rom 1-3, resonates with the
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critique of the ‘hypocritical moralist’ found in Seneca’s works (Ep. 77.16-18), particularly
in Ep. 59. Such individuals judge others while remaining blind to their own faults (in Sen-
eca’s view) and ultimately deprive themselves of divine grace (in Paul’s view). According
to the apostle, hypocrisy leads not only to public censure but to eschatological condemna-
tion. Paul, however, unlike Seneca, does not count himself among the hypocrites, but rather
among those who, having experienced divine grace, are capable of leading a new life.

The concluding Chapter 10, “The Curious Case of Apocalyptic Eschatology in Seneca
and Paul’ (pp. 150-169), focuses on ‘apocalyptic eschatology’ in Pauline thought, compar-
ing it with Seneca’s vision of the afterlife as presented in his Consolatio ad Marciam and
Consolatio ad Polybium, and Book 3 of his Natural Questions. At first glance, the escha-
tologies of Seneca and Paul differ substantially. Seneca describes death as an inescapable
reality, views the tears shed for the deceased as irrational, and depicts the happiness of the
dead as stemming from their participation in divine knowledge and their liberation from
suffering and passions. For Polybius, grieving the death of his brother, solace is to be found
in the Emperor. In the philosopher’s cosmic vision, the entire universe ultimately awaits
a catastrophic end — a conflagration — followed by a cyclical rebirth in the exact same form.

Paul, distancing himself from the Greco-Roman worldview, desires that Christians do
not grieve as the pagans do. Their hope rests in Christ, not the Emperor, and centres on
life with Him and the resurrection. The ultimate goal for believers is future glory and
resurrected life, rather than the intermediate state extolled by Seneca. Furthermore, while
Seneca’s conflagration implies that the reborn world will re-emerge with the very same
vices, Paul envisions a new world and a creation liberated from the cosmic powers of sin
and death. Creation will be liberated from decay and obtain the glorious freedom of God’s
sons and daughters; Christ will place all things at the Father’s feet, and God will become
all in all. Although both Seneca and Paul depict the processes of ultimate transformation
as imminent and urge vigilance, Paul maintains that this process has already been inaugu-
rated in Christ.

In the Postscript (pp. 170-172), the concept of a polytropic Paul reemerges:

the apostle is also a polytropic figure who not only brings the divine message to humanity but is also
able to adroitly twist and shift to faithfully interpret it to Gentiles, Romans, Greeks, and Jews. He is one
who can stand shoulder to shoulder or toe to toe with two of the most influential thinkers of his day:
the Jewish author of Wisdom and the Roman Stoic Seneca.

Paul the Rabbi Philosopher by Dodson constitutes an engaging and inspiring mono-
graph for anyone interested in the Greco-Roman context of Pauline thought. Written in
alucid and highly communicative style, the volume abounds in summaries that enable the
reader to navigate the author’s narrative with ease. The book features a remarkably clear ar-
gumentative structure: Dodson first presents Paul’s respective dialogue partner (the author
of the Book of Wisdom or Seneca), subsequently examines the Pauline texts, and ultimately
moves to the actual comparison — highlighting both convergences and divergences — before
offering a concise conclusion. It is highly commendable that the author carefully delineates
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the differences that define the original character of Paul’s thought. As Gregory E. Lamb
notes, such an approach remains all too rare, yet highly sought after, in comparative studies.?

Comparing Paul to the Book of Wisdom and to Seneca is, of course, a well-established
methodological approach.’ The latter has intrigued Christian authors since antiquity.
In this regard, Dodson does not offer fundamentally groundbreaking insights, save for
drawing attention to certain epistles of Seneca — such as Ep. 59 — which have hitherto suf-
fered from a relative lack of scholarly attention. Paul the Rabbi Philosopher sets itself the
challenging task of popularising and synthesising a vast area of Pauline studies. This en-
deavour demands an astute command of the subject matter, a proficient writing style, and
ajudicious selection of source material. The nature of the volume also explains the occa-
sional brevity or overly generic treatment of certain issues.

For instance, in Chapter 3, the Spirit in the Book of Wisdom is presented predomi-
nantly as ‘rebuking), whereas it is also intrinsically linked to the gift of life and immortality
(Wis 12:1) — a facet that draws it closer to Paul’s theology (Rom 8:9-11). Furthermore,
the Spirit is associated with prayer (Wis 7:7), described as holy and intelligent (Wis 7:22),
and deemed necessary for salvation (Wis 9:17). This conceptualisation forms a compelling
parallel with Rom 8:1-6, where the Spirit is depicted as liberating believers from the law of
sin and death (Rom 8:2), guiding them toward fulfilling God’s will (Rom 8:4), and possess-
ing a distinctive mindset (Rom 8:5-6). The Spirit in Rom 8 enables the knowledge of God
and a new life in Christ, thereby closely mirroring the Spirit of Wisdom in Wis 7:22-23.
Finally, despite the comprehensive bibliography concerning the Spirit, the Book of
Wisdom, and the Stoics, the omission of some key figures and contemporary studies is
somewhat noticeable.

Also intriguing is the category of ‘rabbi’ applied to Paul in the title of the book. This
choice stems from the desire to depict the apostle as deeply embedded within both the
Jewish and Greco-Roman traditions. In doing so, the author follows the call to present Paul
‘beyond the Hellenism and Judaism divide) as articulated, for instance, by Troels Engberg-
Pedersen. > Furthermore, Dodson introduces the Jewish tradition as a tertium comparatio-

> G.E.Lamb, Living and Dying Well in Philippians: A Comparative Analysis of Ancient Sources (Wissenschaftli-
che Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 2/624; Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck 2025).

3 JN.Sevenster, Paul and Seneca (Supplements to Novum Testamentum 4; Leiden: Brill 1961); P.A. Hartog,
“Not Even Among the Pagans’ (1 Cor 5:1): Paul and Seneca on Incest;” The New Testament and Early Chris-
tian Literature in Greco-Roman Context: Studies in Honor of David E. Aune (ed. ]. Fotopoulos) (Supplements
to Novum Testamentum 122; Leiden — Boston, MA: Brill 2006) 51-64; Dodson — Briones, Paul and Seneca
in Dialogue; ANV Muir, Paul and Seneca within the Ancient Consolation Tradition: A Comparison (Supple-
ments to Novum Testamentum 193; Leiden — Boston, MA: Brill 2024).

4 M.E.Isaacs, The Concept of Spirit: A Stucy of Pneuma in Hellenistic Judaism and Its Bearing on the New Testa-
ment (Heythrop Monographs 1; London: Heythrop College 1976); V. Rabens, The Holy Spirit and Ethics
in Paul: Transformation and Empowering for Religious-Ethical Life (Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum
Neuen Testament 2/283; Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck 2010); M. Kowalski, 7he Spirit in Romans 8: Paul, the Stoics,
and Jewish Authors in Dialogue (Lublin Theological Studies 3; Géttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 2024).

s T.Engberg-Pedersen (ed.), Paul beyond the Judaism/Hellenism Divide (Louisville, KY: Westminster John
Knox 2001).
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nis alongside the Stoics, thereby avoiding a one-sided comparative approach. The Book of
Wisdom serves as an excellent dialogue partner here; indeed, Paul appears closely aligned
with it, particularly in Rom 1. Concurrently, however, the Jewish tradition did not accept
this text into its biblical canon. Moreover, the Book of Wisdom is heavily permeated with
elements of Middle Platonism, and in its description of the Spirit (Wis 7:22-23) it closely
approaches Stoicism. Is it justified, then, to view it as a counterpart to Paul’s ‘rabbinic’ iden-
tity? After all, the apostle himself was not a rabbi, but a Pharisee. While the author clearly
employs the term ‘rabbi’ in the broad sense of a teacher, would it not be more appropriate —
adhering to the wisdom tradition - to refer to Paul as an heir of the Old Testament sages?

Regardless of these queries, Dodson has produced a volume that will bring much enjoy-
ment and inspiration to both lecturers and students alike, offering them a fresh impetus for
their own reflections and research on Paul and his Jewish and Greco-Roman milestones.
Above all, one can learn from the author the application of the comparative method. In his
hands, this methodology clucidates Paul’s language and rhetoric, his tropes, themes, and
figures, as well as the points of convergence and divergence between the apostle, Jewish
literature, and the Greco-Roman milieu. And it is precisely these differences that prove to
be the most fascinating.



