New Test. Stud. 56, pp. 139-162. © Cambridge University Press, 2009
do0i:10.1017/50028688509990221

Ambiguity, Ancient Semantics, and Faith*

F. GERALD DOWNING

Centre for Biblical Studies, University of Manchester, and 33 Westhoughton Rd,
Adlington, Chorley, Lancashire, PR7 4EU, UK.

email: downing@hippdiog.demon.co.uk

While allowing for polysemy, scholars seem mostly averse to ambiguity, as in the
nieTig XpLotov debate; but, it would seem, without engaging with ancient semantic
theory. There the model of ‘naming’ and so of evoking an otherwise unspecified
mental impression, predominates. Meaning is taken to lie in the mind, not in the
word or words that are hoped to evoke it, as is also shown in ancient discussions of
metaphor, allegory, and paraphrase. Connotations of individual words are rarely dis-
tinguished, rarely if ever purged. We are not justified in expecting verbal precision
where our ancient authors will neither have attempted it nor will their hearers
have expected it; nor, indeed, do modern psycholinguists appear to find space for it.
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1. Ambiguity

It is hard to find a contemporary scholar actually approving sustained
ambiguity in the interpretation of ancient texts, especially in the 7ioTig
Xpiotov debate. However, just one, and that quite recently, comes to mind:
Robert Jewett, discussing ‘faith of or ‘faith in’ Christ at Rom 3.22, argues:

Both the subjective or [sic] objective theories as currently presented have loop-
holes... It may be that a simple association between ‘faith’ and ‘Jesus’...may
have been intended...and neither of the strict construals matches what the orig-
inal audience would have understood. I wonder whether the ambiguity may
have been intentional on Paul’s part, so as to encompass the variety of tene-
ment and house churches in Rome that may well have been using the
formula of TioTic Xploto¥ with a variety of connotations.*

* This essay is dedicated to Christopher F. Evans on the occasion of his one hundredth birthday,
albeit appearing after the event. I am grateful to the editor and to reviewers for constructive
comments received.
1 R. Jewett, Romans (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007) 277-8. In what follows ‘ambigu-
ity’ is used, as Jewett does here, for any imprecision, not just uncertainty between two mean-
ings (each possibly precise). 139
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However, Jewett cites no one in support of hearing two or even more senses
together, and on the whole, the guild of biblical scholars would appear to
dislike ambiguity, should it appear, or seem to, in the ancient texts, and especially
in the miotig Xp1oto¥ debate. It is ‘unfortunate’ (Morna Hooker), ‘dangerous’
(Paul Achtemeier), and needs to be ‘disambiguated’ (Barry Matlock): in each
instance the genitive is either objective or subjective, certainly not both.* There
is no enquiry into any possible relevance of ancient semantic theory and practice.

To be sure, in narrative (e.g. in the Fourth Gospel) ambiguity may regularly be
allowed as intentional and admissible; yet, once two clear senses of a lexeme are
recognised, confusion for discerning readers is happily dispelled.® Apart from
John, Lauri Thurén has discerned a persuasive ambiguity in 1 Peter’s combination
of exhortation and encouragement (‘become what you are’).* Mark D. Given has
argued (and cogently) for a deliberate employment of ambiguity by the Lukan
Paul of Acts 17, and by the authorial Paul of the Corinthian and Roman letters.
(In passing, Given glanced at what is the main theme of this paper, pervasive poly-
semity, rather than deliberate and even precise ‘two-sense’ ambiguity, but did not
pursue it.)° We return to Given below.

Todd Still might seem recently to have come fairly close to Jewett’s position, in
illustrating something of the semantic richness in Hebrews of wioTic, TioTe VM,
and meibw. Jesus is portrayed as one who ‘trusts’ God and acknowledges his
‘belief’ and ‘confidence’ in God, as well as being himself ‘trustworthy’, ‘firm’,
‘reliable’. The terms are ‘polyvalent’, they display ‘lexical flexibility’, although
most often the specific ‘valence’ ‘trustworthy’ is stronger. Thus the overall drift
of the argument remains in favour of one or other sense at a time.® Earlier,
Richard Hays urged that both distinct ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ senses of

2 M. D. Hooker, ‘TIIZTIZ XPIZTOY”’, NTS 35.3 (1989) 341-2, citing 321; P. J. Achtemeier, ‘Faith
in or of Jesus Christ’, Pauline Theology IV: Looking Back, Looking Forward (ed. E. E. Johnson
and D. M. May; Atlanta: Scholars, 1997) 82-92, citing 92; B. Matlock, ‘The Rhetoric of TioTig in
Paul: Galatians 2.16, 3.22, Romans 3.22, and Philippians 3.9’, JSNT 30 (2007) 173-203, citing
173, 174, 200.

3 A. T. Lincoln, The Gospel According to St. John (BNTC; London: T. & T. Clark, 2005) 19-50.
C. M. Conway, ‘Speaking through Ambiguity: Minor Characters in the Fourth Gospel’, Bib
Int 10 (2002) 324-41, argues cogently for deliberate and sustained ambiguity in elements of
John's narrative; if also, now Raimo Hakola, ‘The Burden of Ambiguity: Nicodemus and the
Social Identity of the Johannine Christians’ NTS 55 (2009) 438-55.

4 Lauri Thurén, Argument and Theology in 1 Peter: The Origins of Christian Paraenesis (JSNTSup
114; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1995).

5 Mark D. Given, Paul’s True Rhetoric: Ambiguity, Cunning and Deception in Greece and Rome
(ESEC 7; Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 2001); and 68 n. 123. I am grateful to a reviewer for a note of
this book.

6 Todd D. Still, ‘Christos as Pistos: The Faith(fulness) of Jesus in the Epistle to the Hebrews’, CBQ
69 (2007) 746-55; cf. also Michael F. Bird and Michael R. Whitenton, ‘The faithfulness of Jesus
Christ in Hippolytus’ De Christo et Antichristo: Overlooking the Patristic Evidence in the wictig
Xp1otob Debate’, NTS 55 (2009) 552-62.
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niotig Xploto be taken as intended at Gal 3.14. Just at this point Hays came
close to proposing the flexibility of language that, it is here to be argued, obtained
in general in the world of the NT: uses of ‘faithfulness’ throughout Paul, he
insisted, are themselves ‘analogically related’, ‘not [all] identical’. Paul
Achtemeier, for one, has remained highly sceptical.”

Obviously scholars have long been aware of verbal polyvalence, or polysemity:
our dictionaries number on occasion half-a-dozen or more distinguishable senses
for lexemes, although, and oddly, ‘polysemous’ itself seems to be taken as
unquestionably ‘monosemous’: users of such terms as ‘polyvalence’ assume
they can only designate distinct ‘senses’ (‘semes’ or, better, ‘uses’) as discrimi-
nated, as enumeratable, in the lexicons.® That usages may merge, unbounded,
may flow into one another, implicate one another, seems mostly not to be con-
sidered; or if considered, is rejected (‘polysemiophobia’).® One further recent
partial exception has been K. F. Ulrichs’s cogent syntactical argument that in
Paul’s use of miotic Xp1otov, both objective and subjective valences evoke one
another, complementing each other, as occurs in analogous constructions.*’
However, he dismisses previous discussions of the wide semantic field of wiot-
words as problematic, and that still without reference to ancient semantics as
such.' It seems it can simply be assumed that Paul would have made distinct
senses clear: ‘ein genitivus subjectivus eingefiirt, erklart oder jedenfalls gekenn-
zeichnet hitte werden miissen’.**

More widely yet, a preference for distinct senses seems generally prevalent in
literate circles today, readily found in a standard modern textbook on language.
Any ‘crude’ enumeration of senses will certainly be rejected, and more nuanced
terms such as ‘facets’ and ‘micro-senses’ will be introduced. But there still

7 R. B. Hays, ‘TIIZTIX and Pauline Theology’, Pauline Theology 1V (ed. Johnson and May) 35-
60, citing 59, strongly supported, more recently, by David J. Southall, Rediscovering
Righteousness in Romans: Personified dikaiosuné within Metaphoric and Narratorial Settings
(WUNT 2/240; Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008); Achtemeier, ‘Faith in or of Jesus Christ’, 92.

8 ‘Polyvalence’ (better, ‘multivalence’) may even more strongly suggest distinct ‘valences’, if the
metaphor from atomic physics is pressed.

9 D. Geeraerts, ‘Polysemization and Humboldt's Principle’, La Polysémie: Lexicographie et
Cognition (ed. R. Jongen; Louvain-la-Neuve: Cabay, 1985) 29-50; R. B. Matlock,
‘Detheologizing the IIIETIXE XPIXTOY Debate: Cautionary Remarks from a Lexical
Semantic Perspective’, NovT 42 (2000) 1-23, argues against an ‘amoebic sort of sense that
could ooze’, p. 5.

10 K. F. Ulrichs, Christusglaube. Studien zum Syntagma pistis Christou und zum paulinischen
Verstindnis von Glaube und Rechtfertigung (WUNT 2/227; Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007)
19-23. I am grateful to a reviewer for this reference.

11 Ulrichs, Christusglaube, 23-5, 45-52.

12 Ulrichs, Christusglaube, 104; cf. 107, ‘hitte Paulus diesen nicht deutlich(er) markieren
miissen?’; 168, ‘die (den Paulus nicht kennenden und dem Paulus unbekannten)
Adressaten diese kaum hiétte erschlieflen konnen’.
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seems to remain the ‘modernist’ expectation that the context will make these
specific facets clear and distinct.*

A problem that as a result confronts this present discussion is the reader’s
likely tacit assumption that phrases such as ‘the idea of...” or ‘a meaning of...’
necessarily imply that some precise and definable sense is in question; yet
these are the only terms available with which to counter that very assumption.
The reader is asked to be patient with ‘scare quotes’ when such terms as
‘meaning’ and ‘idea’ are used. Our use of ‘ambiguous’ is itself also imprecise.
Its etymology may suggest (as indicated above) an expression with two distinct
senses, or an expression that is simply unclear, in practice polysemous: the
latter, however, is the more likely, according to my dictionaries.

The topic mainly to be discussed here is whether our widespread contempor-
ary expectation of and insistence on clarity in the use of words is justified—is at all
justified—in our interpretation of texts from the ancient Graeco-Roman world,
bearing in mind available contrary indications in ancient commonplaces on
words and ideas, on translation, metaphor, and allegory. It is certainly striking
that in none of the discussion among NT scholars noted so far does there seem
to be any suggestion that a consideration of ancient understanding(s) of seman-
tics might be relevant or can and has been shown not to be. Nor does any such
possibility appear to have been considered over the years in a number of mono-
graphs on biblical semantics: not in those by James Barr, Anders Nygren, nor
Arthur Gibson; nor, indeed, more recently by Anthony Thiselton, nor by
others.'* Two very recent titles that might seem to suggest concern with these
issues also fail to engage with ancient theory.*®

Scholars today are accustomed to consulting elaborate dictionaries, monolin-
gual and bilingual, where different spellings and senses (or uses) of lexemes are,
as just noted, carefully discriminated, even enumerated for us.'® Such lexicons

13 E.g.,, A. Cruse, Meaning in Language: An Introduction to Semantics and Pragmatics (Oxford:
Oxford University, 2nd ed. 2004) 104-21, referring to 112, 117-18.

14 J. Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language (Oxford: Oxford University, 1961); A. Nygren,
Meaning and Method: Prolegomena to a Scientific Philosophy of Religion and a Scientific
Theology (London: Epworth, 1972); A. C. Thiselton, ‘Semantics and New Testament
Interpretation’, New Testament Interpretation (ed. I. H. Marshall; Exeter: Paternoster, 1979)
75-104; A. Gibson, Biblical Semantic Logic (Oxford: Blackwell, 1981); J. P. Louw, Semantics
of New Testament Greek (Philadelphia: Fortress; Chico, CA: Scholars, 1982); K. Vanhoozer,
Is There a Meaning in this Text? The Bible, the Reader and the Morality of Literary
Knowledge (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998); 1. Boxall, New Testament Interpretation
(London: SCM, 2007).

15 C. Helmer, ed., The Multivalence of Biblical Texts and their Theological Meanings (SBLSymS
37; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2006); P. Spitaler, ‘AtokpivecBot in Mt. 21:21, Mk
11:23, Acts 10:20, Rom. 4:20, 14:23, Jas 1:6 and Jude 22: The “Semantic Shift” That Went
Unnoticed by Patristic Authors’, NovT 49 (2007) 1-39.

16 Cf. Matlock, ‘Detheologizing’, 5-13; and Ulrichs, Christusglaube, 23-5.
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only began to appear in Europe in the eighteenth century.'” In the ancient
Graeco-Roman world individuals compiled word-lists, be it of difficult words in
Homer, with suggested current equivalents, or of synonyms and homophones
in contemporary use, and speculated on etymologies. But none of even such
simple tools as these were in wide circulation.'® This already constitutes a very
significant difference between authors and hearers/readers then and those of
us engaged in literary and kindred scholarship today.

There were occasional attempts to distinguish between the denotations of a
general term such as ‘C®ov’, so a human might be defined as a ‘rational
animal’ ({®ov Aoywdv, Aristotle, Chrysippus) or a ‘featherless biped animal’
(Eaov dimovv dmtepov, ascribed to Plato).'® Cicero or Quintilian may explain
(with examples) what terms such as ‘paraphrase’ amount to (see further
below). They may discuss the limitations presented to a translator by the overlap-
ping usages of Greek and of Latin words.*® An individual word in either language
is taken to ‘name’ various things or activities, as will be discussed shortly. But
there seems to have been no general attempt to distinguish and define
(let alone then exclude) possible or apparent connotations of individual words
in ordinary discourse—possible senses of ‘human’, for instance.**

It is important to recognise that in the ancient Graeco-Roman world only
Aristotle earlier seems to have been seriously concerned in general with possible
ambiguities that may indeed occur in individual words spoken, heard, written,
read. At Topica 1.15.1-30 (106a), for instance, Aristotle distinguishes uses of
dwkoimg and also of Vylevdg, with the latter anticipating (or prompting?) my dic-
tionary: ‘denoting health, conducive to health, preserving health’ (compare
Poetics 25.22-23, 1461a). But nowhere in his Rhetoric does this sort of analysis
recur; nor does it seem to be taken up by later rhetoricians who cite him.
In Topica 1.15, Aristotle then notes that 60 can be used as ‘sharp’ is in
modern English, in quite different senses in respective contexts of knives and of
music. In each context there is now, no suggestion of ambiguity. In fact, he
himself at Poetics 25 discusses similar instances in terms of metaphor, the transfer
of names (to which, as said, we turn in a moment).**

17 R. L. Collison, A History of Foreign Language Dictionaries (London: Deutsch, 1982) Chapter o,
‘Emulation and Achievement’, 100-110, citing Jean Baptiste de La Curne de Sainte-Palaye,
who ‘allowed for a far greater amount of information about each word than any dictionary
had so far supplied’, p. 101; cf. also, J. Green, Chasing the Sun: Dictionary-makers and the
Dictionaries They Made (London: Cape, 1996) 39-54 and 210-34, esp. 217 and 224.

18 Collinson, History, 25-44.

19 Diogenes Laertius Lives 6.40.

20 E.g., Quintilian Inst. 5.10, in discussion with Cicero and Caecilius; see further below.

21 Nor is any hard denotation/connotation disjunction here implied.

22 On Aristotle, J. Pinborg, ‘Classical Antiquity: Greece’, Current Trends in Linguistics, 13:
Historiography of Linguistics (ed. T. A. Sebeok; The Hague: Mouton, 1975) 69-126, here

https://doi.org/10.1017/50028688509990221 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0028688509990221

144 F. GERALD DOWNING

For Aristotle and for later writers audtBoAio, ambiguitas, is to be mainly dis-
cerned in a lexeme such as OY enunciated with rough or smooth breathing, or a
faulty construction, or uncertain breaks between words that leave the performer
and/or the hearers unsure, or allow for puns: but ambiguity is not at all said to
be found in individual words in contexts seen as normal. In context, different
applications are usually assumed to be unmisleading.**

Otherwise, it seems that none but the Stoics as a school took deliberate pains
to coin or to define their terms so as to obviate particular ambiguities, and they did
that for their own distinct philosophical purposes. Roughly speaking, to live
rightly you had to have and articulate comprehensively correct impressions of
things.** Critics, including the present author, have discerned Stoic influence
among early Christian writers; but there is no sign of the latter adopting an exten-
sive Stoic technical vocabulary, essential to any comprehensive assimilation.
Otherwise, only Galen, in the second century CE, as an individual philosophically
minded physician sought precise clinical terminology.*®

Philo does suggest that contemporary sophists ‘wear out the ears of any audi-
ence they happen to have with disquisitions on minutiae, unravelling phrases that
are ambiguous and can bear two meanings (t0.g SUTAGG Kol dpotorovg AeEe g
avomtocowv) .28 It is to this kind of practice that Mark Given draws attention,
explaining how the divergent readings of modern commentators may well rep-
resent kinds of double sense that Luke and Paul could have deliberately deployed,
with a Socratic transformative irony.>” However, this is still to discern distinct
senses in words such as 3g1G180(UOVEGTEPOVG, BLYVOOUVTES, VIepldwv, and
teA0c: and that may seem not to go far enough.

For there is no indication that such sophistry (or sophistic anti-sophistry)
involved a pervasive attention to individual word usage, nor that such as Philo

referring to 76 and 98; C. Atherton, The Stoics on Ambiguity (Cambridge: Cambridge
University, 1993) 99-103.

23 Aristotle Top. 1.15.20-21; Poet. 25.18-21 (1461a); Rhet. 2.24.3; Demetrius On Style 4.196; Ad
Herrenium 2.16; Quintilian Inst. 6.3.59-65; 7.9.1-18; Theon Progymnasmata 81-82, 100.15
(cf. Diogenes Laertius Lives 2.118, 6.3).

24 E.g. Epictetus Diss. 1.7.1 and Diogenes Laertius Lives 7.62; and cf. Atherton, The Stoics on
Ambiguity, passim, but esp. 59-64, 92-94, 175-91; and the classifications in Galen On
Linguistic Sophisms [Gabler, 12.10-14.5] and Theon Progymnasmata 81.25-82.30, in Aelius
Theon, Progymnasmata (ed. and trans. M. Patillon and G. Bolognesi; Paris: Belles Lettres,
1997).

25 Cf. R. J. Hankinson, ‘Usage and Abusage: Galen on Language’, Language (ed. S. Everson;
Companions to Ancient Thought 3; Oxford: Oxford University, 1994) 166-87.

26 Philo De agr. 136, LCL; cf. Dio Discourse 4.36-38; Quintilian Inst. 6.9.4; 8.20-24.

27 Given, Paul’s True Rhetoric. Given's ancient references are mainly to Plato and Aristotle, but
he also engages with recent discussions of discernible Socratic motifs in Acts and in Paul, and I
have adduced the first-century CE passages in the previous note in support.
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or Quintilian were drawn in response to pre-empt what they took sophists to be
doing for display. Rather did authors (including writers) rely on ordinary words
in discursive context to evoke without any ‘disambiguation’ the sort of response
sought, as did Stoics themselves for much of the time.>® Only in passing does
Quintilian tell us ‘in the opinion of certain philosophers, there is not a single
word which does not signal many things’ (nullum videatur esse verbum quod
non plura significet).>® Chrysippus, according to Aulus Gellius, took it that
‘every word is by nature ambiguous, since from the same [word] two or even
more things can be understood’ (duo vel plura accipi possunt).>°

Quintilian gives the suggestion no further attention. And ancient practice
suggests that no such general concern arose. Thus when Plato’s Socrates dis-
cusses topics such as piety, or naming, or knowledge, eros, temperance, manli-
ness, friendship, there seems to be a clear conviction that the discussion is
worthwhile, it has a topic, and positions are articulated: but no ‘definition’ of indi-
vidual terms, their possible nuances, connotations, emerges. A present-day com-
mentator on Plato concludes, ‘To learn the truth we have to go behind words
altogether’. ‘Each thing is to be understood through a full, lively awareness of
its similarities and differences in relation to other things’.** A first-century Bce
Platonist offered a very similar observation:

Speaking with multiple voices is characteristic of Plato, and even the subject of
the felos is expressed by him in several ways. He uses a variety of expressions
because of his lofty eloquence, but he is contributing to a single concordant
item of doctrine. That doctrine is that we should live in accordance with
virtue. (TO 8e moAvowvov 100 IMAdtwvoc. Eipnton 8¢ xoi to mepl 100
TEAOVG 0UT® TOAAO DG Kot v pev moyidiay thg dpdosmg €xet o 0
AOYOV Kol peyodnyopov, eig 8€ todtd Kol GUUP®VOV TOD SOYUOTOG
ovvtelel. Tovto §'€oti 10 kot dpetv Nv.)**

We find much the same in writing in and around the first century. All our
authors have read or heard others evoking ‘the idea’ each wishes to evoke in each
one’s own way: shorter, longer, better illustrated, more elegantly expressed, more

28 One may compare Musonius and Epictetus in their practice; cf. Atherton, The Stoics on
Ambiguity, 457; Pinborg, ‘Classical Antiquity: Greece’, 98.

29 Quintilian Inst. 7.9.1

30 Aulus Gellius noct. att. 11.12.1, as presented in Atherton, The Stoics, 298-301, suggesting
Gvouo as Chrysippus’s likely original; see further below, and cf. Given, Paul’s True Rhetoric,
68 n. 123; but, as noted, he does not pursue this line.

31 J. M. Cooper, ‘Cratylus’, Plato: Complete Works (ed. J. M. Cooper and D. S. Hutchinson;
Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett, 1997) 101-2, citing 101; and in ‘Sophist’, 235-6, citing 236.

32 Eudorus in Stobaeus (ed. C. Wachsmuth and O. Hense), Anthologium (Berlin: Weidmannos,
1884) 49-50, cited and translated by G. H. van Kooten, Paul’s Anthropology in Context, the
Image of God, Assimilation to God, and Tripartite Man in Ancient Judaism, Ancient
Philosophy and Early Christianity (WUNT 2/232; Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008) 146.
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or less persuasive, effective: the ‘same’ idea, or near enough for current purposes.
But each and every one of these is itself an evocation of, say, ‘the idea’ (‘the “ideal”
idea’) of tranquillity, which remains still undefined and undefinable, and with it
words such as tranquillitas or e00vuio. When Seneca discourses on tranquillity,
providence, constancy, anger, clemency; or Plutarch on education, tranquillity,
friendship, fortune, virtue and vice, marriage; or Dio of Prusa on kingship,
tyranny, virtue, usefulness, or faith (ITEPI ITIXTEQX), no word and no set of
words ‘encapsulates’ let alone itself defines ‘the idea’. It is always outside and
beyond the words; and, a fortiori, there is no attempt to discriminate—let alone
then to prioritise and exclude—various possible senses, connotations, of the
various individual terms deployed, nor does there seem to be on any other
topic.? (If exceptions there turn out to be to this present claimed absence of con-
notative definition and exclusion, they would assuredly seem to be rare.)

There certainly is no sign of any appetite for precise definitions in early
Christian writings. When Paul in 1 Corinthians 13 discourses on &ydmn he lists
a range of ideas the term brings to his mind; however, he does not, for instance,
bother to exclude the patriarchal, patronising usage available to the writer of Eph
5.33.> Indeed, we may usefully recall how many centuries it took for Christian
intellectuals to agree in stipulating distinct and exclusive uses for terms such as
ovolo and VOoTOoLG and even then not all were willing to accept the precisions.
Precision, and any exclusion of overtones, had to be argued for, if wanted; unar-
gued, they were presumably neither expected nor required. To read ancient
authors as though they ‘must’ have shared the concern evinced by some among
us for connotative precision risks making a category mistake, a mistake in the
genre of verbal articulation deployed.

It is to a more detailed discussion of ancient semantics, and the freedom that
they (unawares) may seem to have encouraged that we now turn.

2. Semantic Richness in Ancient Theory and Practice

What follows surveys some ancient authors’ discussions of how words are
held to work as ‘names’ (Ovouorto, nomina), ‘names’ that are expected to evoke in
hearers’ minds shared impressions of people and events and things, and shared
ideas, generalities, abstract concepts. Evidence will be offered to show that,

33 For a detailed example, F. G. Downing, ‘On Avoiding Bothersome Busyness: Q/Lk 12.22-31 in
its Graeco-Roman Context’, God with Everything: The Divine in the Discourse of the First
Christian Century (SWBA 2/2; Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2008) 91-114, discussing Seneca
and Plutarch and others on tranquillity.

34 At Rom 4.1-25, in his exegesis, Paul might just possibly be thought to be stipulatively defining
Loyilopon when deployed in the absence of overt reference to ‘work’ as specifically denoting
an act of grace.
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with the common acceptance of this model of ‘naming’, there is, as already noted,
little call for ‘disambiguation’, but considerable scope for creative imprecision.

In brief, and for example, ‘Diogenes’, ‘the Cynic’, ‘the Sinopean’, and ‘the phi-
losopher’ are all held readily to call to mind the same person (however differently
perceived by friend or foe); if others are also called Diogenes, an additional ‘name’
can readily distinguish them, still retaining, undefined, much they have in
common (they are Greek males born into Greek culture with its complex and
varied talk of Gods and of continuity between Gods and humans...).** And in a
similar way a ‘name’ or a short or lengthy sequence of ‘names’ can be expected
freely to evoke ‘the same’ but undefined thing or ‘the same’ idea (‘the same
“ideal” idea’), be it of friendship, virtue, kingship, variously expounded, in
hearers’ minds. There can also be a ‘transfer’ (ueto.0opd, translatio) of a name
or names from one person or thing or idea to another, expecting a similar evoca-
tion without precise definition. In practice, it will be argued, as already indicated,
that the corollary is a fluid semantic freedom and richness.>°

a. ‘Names’ ovouara, Nomina

This understanding of words as ‘names’ arises in all our ancient Greek and
Roman discussions of rhetoric, at least in discussions of metaphor, yet seems not
to be touched on in the (otherwise very thorough and useful) surveys of ancient
rhetoric that have appeared of late.?”

One of the briefest and most telling accounts available, however, is not in a dis-

cussion of rhetoric as such, but in a much-admired example of its practice, the
Olympikos of the eclectic Stoic (and occasional Cynic) Dio of Prusa:

The human race has left unuttered and undesignated no single thing that
reaches our sense perception, but straightway puts upon what the mind per-
ceives [t@® vondévti] the unmistakable seal of a name [copory1do OvOUOTOG),
and often several vocal signs for one item [TA£10VG GOVOG EVOG TPAYHOTOC]
so that when anyone gives utterance to any one of them, they convey an
impression not much less distinct than does the actual matter in question.

35 Encountering ‘polysemiophobia’ one is tempted to suspect a heritage of late mediaeval
nominalism in modern theological unease with connotations, suggesting the tacit assumption
that nothing in common should be taken to be indicated by a shared term other than the
sharing of the term itself.

36 The reader may work with a sense/reference dichotomy, where names have reference, not
sense. In this terminology, the ancient view is concerned with ‘the sense’ to which the
‘name’ (word) refers.

37 G. A. Kennedy, A New History of Classical Rhetoric (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University, 1994);
H. Lausberg, Handbook of Literary Rhetoric (ed. D. E. Orton and R. D. Anderson; Leiden/
Boston: Brill, 1998 [German original, Miinchen: Hiiber, 1960]); S. E. Porter, ed., Handbook
of Classical Rhetoric in the Hellenistic Period (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 1997); but see also F. G.
Downing, ‘Words and Meanings’, Doing Things with Words in the First Christian Century
(JSNTSup 200; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2000) 57-74.
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Very great indeed is the ability and power [€£ovoio kol dUvopic] of humans to
indicate [¢vdeifocOan] with words whatever occurs [0 TopocTdy].?®

In Greek this model for the way words may be taken to work goes back, we gather,
to before Plato, and is happily taken up by him and by Aristotle after him, and by
their successors.?® Plato is able to make a distinction between noun and verb, sig-
nificantly (re-)using dvopo. for subject (or noun), with pfiuo for predicate (or
verb). Aristotle introduces further distinctions (for sentences and connectors),
and yet more distinctions follow over the centuries.*’

There are also discussions, as in Plato’s Cratylus, as to whether words originate
naturally, perhaps by resemblances of sounds (what we still term onomatapoia);
or whether, as most agreed, they are, or are for the most part, arbitrary. There are
also discussions of homonyms and homophones, as already noted. However, the
unquestioned model remains the same throughout. I quote Jan Pinborg’s
conclusions:

The semantic conception involved in [Aristotle’s] definitions and their context
is rather primitive. The written symbols are arbitrary signs of the spoken
symbols, which are in turn arbitrary signs of the mental concepts which in
turn are natural ‘likenesses’ of the things themselves. This conception presup-
poses a theory of natural ‘forms’ according to which the forms embodied in the
things and giving them their nature is grasped directly by the intellect.**

To quote Aristotle himself, as an example of the common view,

Words spoken are symbols or signs of affections or impressions [raOnudtwv
oVupolra] in the soul; written words are the signs of words spoken. As in
writing, so also is speech not the same for all peoples. But the mental affections
themselves, of which these words are primarily signs, are the same for all

38 Dio Chrysostom Discourse 12.65 (LCL, lightly adapted); cf. 12.28, and brief comment in H.-J.
Klauck and B. Bébler, Dion von Prusa, Olympischer Rede (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche
Buchgesellschaft, 2000) 146 n. 323; and cf. S. Inowlocki, “Neither Adding nor Omitting
Anything”: Josephus’ Promise not to Modify the Scriptures in Greek and Latin Context’, JJS
56 (2005) 48-65.

39 See, e.g., D. Bostock, ‘Plato on Understanding Language’, in Language (ed. Everson) 10-27;
and D. Charles, ‘Aristotle on Names and their Signification’, in Language (ed. Everson)
37-73, and other articles in Evason, ed. Language; and Pinborg, ‘Classical Antiquity:
Greece’, 69-126.

40 Pinborg, ‘Classical Antiquity: Greece’, 71-7, citing Plato Soph. 2624, and Aristotle Int. 1-2 but
cf. also Rhet. 3.2.5; and cf. Bostock, ‘Plato’, and Charles, ‘Aristotle’; but also Quintilian Inst.
1.4.18-20.

41 Pinborg, ‘Classical Antiquity: Greece’, 76. More recently J. Barnes has noted, ‘no ancient text
hints at an answer’ as to how ‘names and the like signify’ e kd, and can himself only ‘guess’:
in D. M. Schenkefeld and J. Barnes, ‘Language’, The Cambridge History of Ancient Philosophy
(ed. K. Algra et al.; Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2005) 177-225, citing 208.
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[to0th oo, as are also the objects of which these affections are represen-
tations or likenesses, images, copies [Opoldpota)].**

Significant is the clear conviction that all humans will share the same mental
impressions. As already discussed, Aristotle and his contemporaries and their suc-
cessors were aware of ambiguity in practice, and others’ actions, including ‘inap-
propriate’ verbal responses, would show whether words had failed to evoke near
enough ‘the same’ impression. To ensure success, to allow words their full ‘power
to evoke’, speakers (and writers) might use a lot of words, of expansions and para-
phrases (and gesture, body-language), to ensure that the intended response was
effectively evoked. But ‘meaning’ is in the mind, not in individual words; and quite
different sets of words may be expected to evoke ‘the meaning’ intended but not
otherwise defined. Failure leads to more discourse; not in most instances, it
seems, to individual words’ uses being discriminated.

It is worth comparing the passage from Dio with Paul in 1 Cor 14.8-11, for its
similar terminology (including awareness of other languages), for its treatment of
ambiguity, and for its stress at the end on the ‘power” (tnv dVvouy) of the word.
It is the word’s ‘power’ to evoke that is at issue, not its ‘meaning’ (pace modern
English translators):

...if the trumpet sound is uncertain [¢.6nAov], who will prepare for battle? In the
same way, if what you say in tongues produces no clear utterance [gVonuov
AOYov], how can anyone tell what has been spoken [t0 AoAovuevov]? You
will be talking into the air. There happen to be any number of sound-
systems [YEvn d@vav] in our world, and nowhere are such lacking. If I do
not perceive the force of the sound [tnv dOvoy thg dmvig), I shall be a bar-
barian babbler to the speaker and the speaker to me.

Later, for instance, among the Stoics, dvopa comes to be confined in some
contexts to proper nouns, denoting named individuals or named things.
However, the model remains the same, as one may see, for instance, in Philo:

Who does not know that every language, and Greek especially, abounds in
terms [Ovouditwv], and that the same thought [todtOV €vOOunuo] can be
put in many shapes [oxnuoticon moAAo®G] more or less freely
[uetadpilovta kKot mapodpalovtayl, suiting the expression to the occasion?*?

42 Aristotle Int. 1.4-8, in H. P. Cooke and H. Tredennick, ed. and trans., Aristotle: Categories,
On Interpretation, Prior Analytics (LCL; Cambridge, MA: Harvard University; London:
Heinemann, 1905) adapted.

43 Philo Mos. 2.38, F. H. Colson, ed. and trans. (LCL; Cambridge MA/London: Harvard University
/Heinemann, 1935) adapted, using Colson’s alternative rendering. The ‘idea’ of each and
every thing can potentially be evoked by name; only God can not: God permits address, but
remains incomprehensible, inconceivable, and so (alone) not in a proper sense ‘nameable’
at all: De mut. nom. 7-15.
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What for present purposes is most significant is the Stoic insistence that what
an assertion asserts, T0 Aek10V, is something ‘immaterial, objective, and some-
thing which others can grasp’.** A word in common use, and used recognisably,
may be hoped, expected to evoke an appropriate notion in any (Greek) hearer’s
mind.*® For most purposes, even among Stoics, there is no need for prior or
further definition of individual words, for any restrictions or qualifications to
their sense. In practice, speakers in the ancient Mediterranean world, as
already noted, learned to use all kinds of amplification and paraphrase in attempt-
ing to persuade others to see things nearly enough as the speaker expected. But
such amplification, to which we shall return, did not usually include any
pruning of semantic riches; if anything, it amounted to further enrichment. Of
course, if you were sure you had something quite new and different to say, you
would have to define some of your terms, as the Stoics did for their philosophical
reflections, and as Galen later did for clinical reasons; but for ordinary purposes
both, like everyone else, relied on ordinary language to work as well as they
took it for granted it must. Yet, as all the modern authors on ancient semantics
cited so far agree, there is in fact no such facility in words to evoke a precise
common thought, idea, impression in all users of the language in question. The
‘naming’ model is ‘primitive’ (Pinborg) and unsustainable (Wittgenstein).*®
‘Woman’, ‘father’, ‘dog’, ‘freedom’, can be shown to evoke very different ideas
and mental images in varying contexts among current speakers of the language.
It is worth quoting a later writer, Augustine (criticised by Wittgenstein), for his
awareness of this openness:

To be sure, all of us readers try to discern and grasp what the author wished
[quod voluit ille quem legimus]. [Yet] what harm is there to me if these words
can be understood in different ways, so long as these ways are true? [express
divine truth]...even if it is not what the author meant [etiamsi non hoc sensit
ille]?... So, when one says, ‘Moses’ thought is mine’, and another, ‘not at all,
it’s mine’, I think it more faithful [religiosius] to say, ‘Why one more than the
other, if both are true? Or if someone sees a third or a fourth, or some truth
quite different in these words [si quid omnino aliud verum quispiam in his
verbis videt] why may it not be trusted that Moses saw them all [illa omnia
vidisse credatur]?’*”

Moses can be taken to intend to evoke ‘an idea’ or a plurality of ideas, but
neither is ‘in’, nor expected to be ‘in’ the words; words only evoke ideas.

44 A. A.Long, ‘Language and Thought in Stoicism’, Problems in Stoicism (ed. A. A. Long; London:
Athlone, 1971) 75-113, citing 85; also quoted by Pinborg, ‘Classical Antiquity: Greece’, 79.

45 Cf. also Diogenes Laertius Lives 7.60-61.

46 L. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (Oxford: Blackwell, 1953) 1-13 et passim.

47 Augustine Conf. 12.18.27 and 12.31.42; from M. Skutella (Teubner), in A. Solignac et al., Les
Confessions VIII-XIII (Brussels: Desclée de Brouwer, 1962).
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Neither author nor reader is reprimanded for, nor defended against, any charge of
verbal imprecision. There seems to be no thought of engaging in a more precise
definition of the terms deployed.

b. Metaphor and Allegory

Ancient talk of metaphor and allegory emphasises the practical impreci-
sion and semantic freedom the ‘naming’ model encouraged. In discussing
uetopopd, translatio, Quintilian in effect summarises some of the foregoing
and prompts further reflection. He explains that petopopd, translatio

adds to the copiousness of language by the interchange of words and by bor-
rowing, and finally succeeds in accomplishing the supremely difficult task of
providing a name (nomen) for everything. A noun (nomen [sic]) or verb
(verbum) is transferred from the place to which it properly belongs to
another where either a proper one (proprium) is lacking or the transferred is
better than the proper one. We do this either because it is necessary or
because it is more indicative (significantius), or more acceptable (melius).*®

Obviously, Quintilian, too, took the model of ‘naming’ for granted. Although he
could use nomen to distinguish subject from predicate (verbum), ‘metaphor’
was still in both cases the provision of a new ‘name’ (and the examples that
follow include proper nouns and verbs). Just as ‘Cynic’ may be substituted for
Diogenes to make the reference clear (my example), so crops may be said to
thirst. Significantly, another ‘name’ may do as well or better; but no fresh defi-
nition, no clarifying precision is called for.

That is not to suggest that ancient authors lacked concern for clarity, lucidity,
or effective persuasion and detailed agreement in practice. What is being argued
is that the desired clarity was not sought by defining the nuances of even the key
terms deployed. ‘Clarity involves the employment of current words, and words
bound together’, avers Demetrius.*® Only, in agreement with Quintilian, and
very significantly: ‘Some things are, however, expressed with greater clearness
and precision by means of metaphors’.>°

This ‘transference of names’ model itself goes back at least to Aristotle (Poetics
and Rhetoric), and appears in Cicero, and in the Ad Herrenium.®' And it does
warrant more reflection than it seems to have received, not least among exegetes
of the Judaeo-Christian Scriptures. Janet Martin Soskice, a few years back, argued
persuasively that ‘metaphor is that figure of speech whereby we speak about one

48 Quintilian Inst. 8.6.4-6.

49 Demetrius On Style 4.191-92; Theon Progymnasmata 70.20-30, 101.1-9; Quintilian Inst. 1.5.1,
71, 8.2.14-15, 22,

50 Demetrius On Style 2.82, LCL.

51 Aristotle Poet. 21-22 and Rhet. 3.2.6-7, 3.3.3 (of ones of which he disapproves), and 3.10.7;
Cicero, e.g., Orator 24.80-92; 27.92-93; Ad Herrenium 4.34.
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thing in terms suggestive of another’, and as such it is open and ‘irreducible’ (and
many have seemed persuaded).’ In a more recent general survey of metaphor
Katrin Kohl affirms, ‘Deutlich wird vor allem ihre Kraft, unser Denken, unsere
Emotionen, unsere imaginativen Fihigkeiten und unsere Sprache produktiv inter-
agieren zu lassen, sowie auch ihr Potenzial, unsere innersten Gefiihlen und aben-
teuerlichsten Vorstellungen eine Struktur und einen kommunizierbaren Sinn zu
verleihen’.>® Much recent research in combined psycholinguistics and philosophy
of language including pragmatics further confirms such conclusions, and strongly
suggests that the use of language with this sort of freedom has been ‘hard wired’ in
human brains for many millennia more than the two that separate us from the
first century CE.>* That is how we for the most part make words work (allow
words to work); it is only in some areas of scholarship that verbal precision is
sought—or imposed. (On the issue of psycholinguistics, see further the final para-
graphs of this essay.)

However, and just because the ancients were convinced that their words could
name and rename and so evoke appropriate ideas in others’ minds, they will have
been particularly free, within the limits of ‘good Greek’ or ‘correct Latin’, to elab-
orate and innovate expansively.>® And we have therefore no warrant for reduction
in our interpretation of them. For the model of transferred naming used to explain
what we still call ‘metaphor’ is logically symmetrical, reversible. If names are seen
as exchangeable, and the transferred one likely as evocative as (or better than) the
common one, there is nothing ‘in’ a name that affords precision; precision (if any)
lies in the ineffable AekTOV evoked.

And then, of course, if we, per contra, take it there is no such Aektdv or ‘form’,
there is nothing precise to be named, renamed, evoked, we now have to accept

52 J. M. Soskice, Metaphor and Religious Language (Oxford: Clarendon, 1985) 15 and 93-6;
compare the more recent discussion in B. Kuschnerus, Die Gemeinde als Brief Christi. Die
kommunikative Funktion der Metapher bei Paulus am Beispiel von 2 Kor 2-5 (FRLANT 197;
Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2000). Although both Quintilian and Aristotle on the
‘transfer of names’ are cited by Kuschnerus (16, 21, 28), the wider implications of ‘naming’
are neglected.

53 Katrin Kohl, Metapher (Sammlung Metzler B. 352; Stuttgart: J. B. Metzler, 2007) 119-20.
Extensive attention is accorded to Cicero, Quintilian, and Aristotle. Although noting in
Quintilian the idea of words as ‘naming’, unfortunately this is overlooked in the discussion
of Aristotle (108-11), where dvopo is rendered by ‘Wort’, just as it is, conventionally, by
‘word’ in modernising English translations, and, arguably, the full force of Aristotle’s
account is therefore also missed.

54 On ‘hard-wiring’, P. Carruthers, ‘Thinking in Language: Evolution and a Modularist
Possibility’, Language and Thought: Interdisciplinary Themes (ed. P. Carruthers and J.
Boucher; Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1998) 94-119; and cf. Mind and Language 21/3
(June 2006), the whole issue devoted to metaphor and psycholinguistics.

55 Cf. Quintilian Inst. 1.5.1-17; and 8 Pr. 13-33; Plutarch Quomodo adolescens, Mor. 22F-25B;
Philo Congr. 15, 148; Lucian Mistaken Critic 11-12; Teacher of Rhetoric 16-17.
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that in practice ancient verbal communication was as open and imprecise as post-
modernists have of late argued all language is, but was perhaps even freer because
unworried by fears of verbal imprecision.’® (Inappropriate some words might be
judged to be; that some might be imprecise in normal, non-sophistic use, seems
to have been of no general concern.)

Further reinforcement for this argument is afforded by discussions of allegory.
After a brief note on catachresis, the use of a term that is quite unexpected, albeit
pleasing or otherwise appropriate, Cicero says: ‘When there is a continuous
stream of metaphors, a quite distinct style of speech is produced, and so the
Greeks give it the term &AAnyopia. They are right as to the name, but from the
point of view of classification Aristotle does better in calling it all metaphors’.>”

The author of Ad Herrenium uses the Latin term permutatio for allegory, but in
much the same way explains, ‘It operates through a comparison when a number
of metaphors originating in a similarity in the mode of expression are set together,
as follows: “For when dogs act the part of wolves, to what guardians, pray, are we
to entrust our herds of cattle?” ’>® Quintilian offers a kindred account, but judges
the device often tedious, even no better than a riddle.>®

Stoics and others had long-sought indications in Homer and Hesiod of how
the world is. Allegory in Philo works rather differently, but shares the same under-
lying sense for how words work. So ‘pruning’ (Lev 19.23) can be taken horticultu-
rally, and then as betokening God’s generous creative care; but also for ridding
ourselves of self-conceit, or doing away with pretence; various possible punctua-
tions suggest yet further possibilities, and Philo interprets the two that most
appeal to him: teaching that purifies, or eternal self-evident truth.®

Much the same account of the way words work appears to be articulated in
1QH" 9.27-31. Here ‘the mysteries’ to which words refer rest not in them but in
the divine mind.®* Much the same is implied in Rabbinic midrash.®*

56 Irefer to Jacques Derrida’s concern over endlessly ‘deferred meaning’, which I would counter
with Wittgenstein’s confident pointer to the fact that language actually works because it is
open; J. Derrida, L’écriture et la différence (Paris: Seuil, 1967); and, Of Grammatology
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University, 1974); Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations.

57 Cicero Orator 27.94, LCL lightly adapted.

58 Ad Herrenium 4.24.46.

59 Quintilian Inst. 8.6.4, 44-57

60 Philo Virt. 155-60; Leg. 1.52; Plant. 104-116; cf. A. A. Long, ‘Allegory in Philo and Etymology in
Stoicism’, StudPhilAnn 9 (1997) 192-210; cf. Cicero Nat. D. 1.36-41; 2.59-72; Plutarch Iside et
Osiride, Mor. 363D, 367C; Diogenes Laertius Lives 7.147, 187.

61 As translated by C. Newsom, The Self as Symbolic Space: Constructing Identity and Community
at Qumran (STD] 52; Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2004) 227.

62 See J. Neusner, What is Midrash? (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987); P. S. Alexander, ‘Midrash and
Gospels’, Synoptic Studies (ed. C. M. Tuckett Sheffield; Sheffield Academic, 1984) 1-18; and cf.
Downing, ‘Words and Meanings’, 61-9.
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However, all these examples are drawn from ancient academic discussions
and from highly literate and educated authors. It is worth giving the argument
a base in common and widespread practice.

c. Paraphrase, Précis, Elaboration, and Amplification

A practical expression of the ‘naming’ model is to be found in the impor-
tant part that paraphrasing played in learning to read and write. Children learned
to retell ‘the same’ story from varying points of view, for various purposes, in
varying styles, freely, first orally then in writing, as we are told by Quintilian,
and by Theon and others.

Pupils should learn to recount Aesop’s fables, the natural successors of the fairy
stories of the nursery, in simple and restrained language and subsequently to
set down this version in writing with the same simplicity of style: they should
begin by analysing each verse, then giving its meaning in different language,
and finally proceed to a freer paraphrase in which they will be permitted
now to abridge and now to embellish the original so far as this may preserve
the poet’s sense (tum paraphrasi audacius vertere, qua et breviare quaedam
et exornare salvo modo poetae sensu permittitur).®®

The practice and theory together encourage and warrant the use of metaphor
(transferring a name from one idea to another), and so also of allegory. There is
no sign of instruction on defining your terms.

To repeat, this is not to suggest that the choice of words was a matter of indif-
ference or simply one of style and elegance. Speakers would have been able to tell
from verbal and wider feedback whether ‘the idea’ (simple or complex) intended
had been evoked, and had learned to paraphrase with great care. In recent jargon,
speakers cared about the ‘pragmatics’ of utterance, their ‘illocutionary force’ and
‘perlocutionary effect(s)’.®* This ancient practice was not all that different from
that of some postmodernists: you discoursed at length, with paraphrases,
examples, illustrations, positive and negative comparisons, but in the hope of

63 Quintilian Inst. 1.9.2, LCL, lightly adapted; cf. 2.4.1215; Theon Progymnasmata 3.12 (Walz
p- 175, 1-10); cf. B. L. Mack, ‘Elaboration of the Chreia in the Hellenistic School’, B. L.
Mack and V. K. Robbins, Patterns of Persuasion in the Gospels (Sunoma, CA: Polebridge,
1989) 31-68, and especially 33-41, on Theon. There is a fine example in Philostatus Lives of
the Sophists 572, where a rhetor (Alexander) is said to have recast a whole speech ‘with differ-
ent words and different rhythms’ and without any apparent repetition (cited in van Kooten,
Paul’s Anthropology, 332).

64 See, of course, J. L. Austin, How to do Things with Words (Oxford: Clarendon, 1962); and, e.g.,
P.J. Hartin and J. H. Petzer eds., Text and Interpretation: New Approaches in the Criticism of the
New Testament (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 1991); R. Carston, Thoughts and Utterances: The
Pragmatics of Explicit Communication (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002); F. G. Downing, ‘Words as
Deeds and Deeds as Words’, Doing Things with Words, 41-56; Cruse, Meaning in Language,
313-94.
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attaining an effective resonance and evocation of ‘the idea’ you trusted was
somehow ‘out there’ to be evoked. You could make the evocation, the reception
of the idea more vivid, more effective, with all sorts of elaboration, just because
you could be sure that ‘it’ itself could well be evoked intact.

d. The ‘Intentional Fallacy’?

It might seem that ‘ideas in the mind’ land us back with a version of what
was termed last century ‘the intentional fallacy’: the romantic impression that
meaning indeed lay inexpressibly in the mind of the author or artist.”® The
ancient conviction that ‘meaning’ was ‘out there’, in what the Stoics termed 10
Aextov, ready to be evoked in people’s minds, is not the same, but it is equally
fallacious, as the commentators cited agree. However, two counters are available.
The first is an increased (or renewed) current interest in genre, Gattung.®® A choice
of genre is not a matter of some inner intent. And what it is hoped has been shown
in the foregoing is that there is from the ancient Graeco-Roman world no sign of a
genre of fine lexical precision, and no sub-genre constituting overtly distinguished
connotations for individual terms. To read a first-century Mediterranean docu-
ment as though it deployed any such sub-genre is a category mistake, a serious
anachronism. Secondly, we are not left with translation and interpretation as
purely arbitrary, words meaning just anything in a Quinean or Derridean way.®’
Recent studies in pragmatics show that overt (not hidden) ‘intention’ is inescap-
ably integral to meaning, and ensures that some interpretations are more persua-
sive than others, even though the pragmatics of ancient communication
evidenced in texts rather than as originally performed are, of course, harder to
discern than are current ones. However, the pragmatics of ancient rhetoric was
discursive. It shows no sign of normally relying, let alone normally insisting on
fine distinctions of meaning.

What is ruled out, then, it is here argued, is any hard precision, any clear lines
between possible connotations of particular words, the kinds of ‘nice’ distinctions
desired in some theological or ideological discourse. In interpreting sympathetically

65 See, e.g., W. Charlton, Aesthetics (London: Hutchinson, 1970) 109-11, referring to W. K.
Wimsatt and M. C. Beardsley.

66 Significant markers would be H. D. Betz, Galatians (Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979);
K. Berger, Formgeschichte des Neuen Testaments (Heidelberg: Quelle & Meyer, 1984) with his
more recent Formen und Gattungen im Neuen Testament (UTB 2532; Tiibingen: Francke,
2004); on earlier discussions, D. Dortmeyer, The New Testament among the Writings of
Antiquity  (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1998; German original Darmstadt:
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1993) 19-25.

67 W. V. O Quine, From a Logical Point of View (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University, 1953); and
Word and Object (Cambridge MA: MIT, 1960), argued for the possibility of systematically
coherent but distinct interpretations as a real possibility; from a different starting point,
]. Derrida, L’écriture et la différence, and Of Grammatology, again.
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our ancient texts it will, rather and almost inevitably, be a matter of discerning
family resemblances among uses of particular lexemes.*®

For an important illustration of the implications of the foregoing we return to the
‘family’ of terms with which we began: Faith, belief, faithfulness, trust, trustworthiness.

3. Faith, Belief, Faithfulness, Trust, Trustworthiness...

The semantic richness of mioTig and cognate terms (including meibw) is
widely acknowledged, and the wealth of usage is already made clear in the stan-
dard dictionaries, whether Liddell and Scott (with Jones and Mackenzie), Bauer
(Arndt Gingrich Danker: BAGD), or TDNT (R. Bultmann).®®

I begin with one specialised context for the use of nictig, one for which I can
find no obvious foregrounded instance in Paul, but an example of which nonethe-
less helps to set the scene. The lexeme was used by Plato (and by others before
him), and again by Aristotle, and then by their rhetorician successors, of endea-
vours to persuade in court; the conventional but unhelpful translation is
‘proof’.”® This usage remains in (UK) English legal jargon in the phrase ‘proofs
of evidence’; but the usual modern use of ‘proof’ for a convincingly successful
demonstration, ‘evidence sufficing or helping to establish’ as fact (OED) is
rather different from an attempt to convince. It is for an attempt to convince, to
persuade hearers to trust evidence presented and/or interpreted, that Aristotle
uses the term:

Rhetoric may be defined as the ability to discover possible means of persuasion
(mBovov)... As for ‘persuasions’ (tiotelg), some we do not have to construct
[evidence from free or forced testimony, contracts, etc.], others we do, by our
own [argumentative] efforts... There are three kinds of these. The first
depends on the moral character of the speaker, the second on putting the
hearer into a certain frame of mind, the third upon the speech itself, in so far
as it demonstrates a conclusion, or at least seems to (810 700 deikvuvaL T
oaiveoBot dekvovor). The orator persuades by moral character when his
speech is delivered in such a manner as to render him worthy of confidence
(worthy of trust, é&10miotov); for we feel confidence (we trust, TiGTEVOUEV)
in a greater degree and more readily in persons of worth.”

68 On ‘family resemblance’, Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 32e.

69 R.Bultmann, Tiote Vo etc., TDNT 6.174-228, in particular illustrates amply the semantic rich-
ness, while insisting that numerous distinct meanings (suiting his own Lutheran take on
Martin Heidegger's existentialism) are nonetheless discernible. On semantic richness, see
again Still, ‘Christos as Pistos’.

70 Much is made of this usage by J. L. Kinneavy, Greek Rhetorical Origins of Christian Faith: An

Inquiry (Oxford: Oxford University, 1987).

Aristotle Rhet. 1.2.2-4 (1355b-1356a) LCL, adapted; ‘in so far as it demonstrates, or at least

seems to’ substantiates my point that ‘proof’, absolute, is not an appropriate contemporary

[

7

translation.
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To believe in someone and so in what they argue is, unsurprisingly, to trust them
as trustworthy, be persuaded, convinced that she or he is faithful, and respond
trustingly. Thus the passive and middle of te10 (cf. T1OavOV, above), ‘being per-
suaded’, ‘being convinced’, is tantamount to believing; indeed the pluperfect
passive can be used with the dative or with eig or €mri for trust, rely on (cf. Wis
3.9, quoted below).”” The ideas merge into one another.

This complex of belief in, of trust, of trustworthiness, and of persuasion by one
trusted, recurs in Ad Herennium, and in Cicero.”® Again, in the first century CE,
Quintilian notes, ‘All these forms of argument the Greeks name TicTe1g, a term
that, though properly we may render it fides (warrant), is better translated by pro-
batio (proving, testing)’.” And he, too, insists, that to persuade and gain trust a
man must at least appear trustworthy:

Finally, 100¢ in all its forms requires the speaker to be a man of good character
and courtesy. It is most important that he should himself possess or be believed
to possess those virtues for whose possession it is his duty to commend his
client, while the excellence of his own character will make his own pleading
all the more trustworthy and will be of service to his cases (Sic proderit pluri-
mum causis, quibus ex sua bonitate faciet fidem).”

Philo is in agreement, as is clear in his appraisal of Abraham:

Itis stated that he ‘trusted in God’ (€icte voe 1@ Oe®). Now that is a little thing
if measured in words, but a very great thing if made good in action. For in what
else should one trust? High office, fame, honours, abundant wealth, noble birth,
senses, strength, bodily beauty?... [All are] precarious. Faith in God, then, is the
one sure and infallible good...in him who is the cause of all things and can do all
things yet only wills the best... [Such active faith/faithfulness means you] press
onward to God by visions of virtue, walking upon a path which is safe and
unshaken... God, marvelling at Abraham’s faith in him, repaid him with faith-
fulness (Thg TPOG CLOTOV TGTEMG OYGUEVOG... TOTV GvTIddmoY 0OTd) by
confirming with an oath the gifts which he had promised.”

It is noteworthy that Liddell and Scott find far fewer instances of ‘believer’ for
T1o70¢ than do BAGD. One such in the latter is Wis 3.9, clearly a mistaken

72 For Paul’s usage, often making explicit the trustworthy persuader who has convinced, see Rom
8.38 (God, Christ, 8.33-34), 14.14 (the Lord Jesus), 15.14; 2 Cor 1.9 (God, implicit), 2.3 (his
addressees themselves), 5.11 (the Lord to back the attempt to persuade), 10.7; Gal 1.10, not
by ordinary human means; 5.8, human, not God, 5.10, the Lord; Phil 1.6, God (implicit),
1.14, Paul’'s example, 1.25, his sense of divine mission, 2.24, the Lord, 3.3-4, Christ, not
humans; 2 Thess 3.4, the Lord.

73 Ad Herennium 1.4.8; 1.10.18; Cicero Orator 1.19.87; 2.27.116-118.

74 Quintilian Inst. 5.10.8, again.

75 Quintilian Inst. 6.2.18; cf. all of 6.2.8-19.

76 Philo Abr. 268-73, LCL, present writer’s emphasis.
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choice, but itself significant: ‘Those who have put their trust in him [God] (ot
neno00teg €n’ a0t®) will understand that he is true, and the faithful will
attend upon him in love’ (0l TLGTOL £V GYOMN TPOGUEVOVGY CrVT®). What is at
stake in context, especially in Wis 2.10-20, is trust in the trustworthy God, a
trust lived out faithfully in love: and to lose the latter strand, faithful living, here
picked out by miotdg, is to misrepresent the text.”

Precisely the same, really rather obvious logic is clear in earlier Jewish tra-
dition. The temple furnishers are trusted because they are trustworthy (2 Kgs
12.15). There are no grounds for trust in untrustworthy Pharaoh king of Egypt
(2 Kgs 18.21). To proclaim your trust in God is to proclaim his trustworthiness,
or at least to attempt to reawaken it (e.g. Pss 25 [24]; 88 [89]).”® Although it is poss-
ible to imagine someone loyally trusting someone known to be untrustworthy, by
and large trust is elicited by trustworthiness, and implies it.”®

Paul’s usage includes at various points at least the range just outlined. He
certainly deploys mot0¢ of the faithfulness, trustworthiness of God (1 Cor 1.9,
10.13; 2 Cor 1.18; 1 Thess 5.24; of Christ, 2 Thess 3.3). Paul hopes that he
himself will be found trustworthy by God (1 Cor 4.2-3) just as he has himself
found Timothy faithful, and hopes that Timothy will remind the hearers of
Paul’s own faithful way of life (1 Cor 4.17 with 4.2): and clearly, in context, this
faithfulness constitutes a life of lived faith, lived trust. The manner of Paul’s
lived trust in God as enabler of growth (1 Cor 3.6), ensurer of life (1 Cor 3.22),
granter of just commendation (1 Cor 4.5), sustainer in hardship (1 Cor 4.8-13),
power in pastoral care (1 Cor 4.20), all display the trustworthiness Paul hopes
will ultimately be acknowledged by God (cf. also 1 Cor 7.25). His faith, belief,
trust, and his faithfulness and trustworthiness cannot be separated.

When Paul speaks of ‘faithful Abraham’ (Gal 3.9), perhaps H. D. Betz and
others are right to prefer ‘Abraham the believer’, despite noting that ‘faithful
Abraham’ is a commonplace, for here it clearly is ‘active faith’ that is in focus.®

77 Much the same, a lived trust in the trustworthy, is true of other passages from Hellenistic
Jewish and early Christian writings cited in BAGD, such as Sir 1.14, Ps 100.6, Herm. Man.
11. On the other hand, at John 20.27, belief and trust are indeed the focus of ‘un yivov
dmiotog GALe Totdg even though ‘my Lord and my God’ then constitutes a commitment
to renewed faithfulness (cf. John 11.16).

78 Itis intriguing to find that the LXX in the Psalms prefers €éAni{o for o2, where English trans-
lators prefer ‘trust’ etc. God inspires (or should inspire) hopeful confidence, not just faithful
commitment.

79 Although the LXX does not support the AV translation of Job 13.15, ‘Though he slay me, yet
will I trust in him’, it was so interpreted before the AV, as in m. Sot. 5.5. However, this is expli-
citly exceptional: trust normally presupposes trustworthiness.

80 H. D. Betz, Galatians (Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979) 143; cf. R. N. Longenecker,
Galatians (WBC; Dallas, TX: Word, 1990) 116. J. D. G. Dunn, The Epistle to the Galatians
(BNTC; Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1993) 167, allows ‘faithful’ while evincing some surprise
at Paul’s ‘boldness’.
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But it is perhaps also worth noting for comparison that in Matthew’s version of
Jesus’ parable, the ‘unfaithful’ slave is the one who distrusted his master (Matt
25.21-26; cf. Luke 19.17-21). Trust and faithful obedience run together. A first-
century hearer with any awareness of Abraham in Jewish tradition would most
likely understand that faithful Abraham was being commended by Paul, here,
for making explicit the trust in God implicit in his (Abraham’s) unfailing faithful-
ness. In faithfully trusting God’s promise Abraham displays a crucial aspect of his
faithfulness, with still no payment due: thus Totdg as ‘faithful’ in no way contra-
dicts the trust/grace nexus that Paul will clarify later in Romans.

But the gospel parable may prompt consideration of yet another strand in this
rich (and unbounded) semantic field. The slave owner entrusted responsibilities
to all three slaves: that is, he trusted them. Paul is convinced that God trusts him:
that is, God believes in Paul (1 Cor 7.25). God has ‘entrusted’ a ministry to Paul (1
Cor 9.17; 1 Thess 2.4), as he had earlier entrusted his oracles to the Jewish people
(Rom 3.2).°" But, of course, the same is said in other words much more widely.
God entrusts gifts to us, entrusts others’ burdens to us, entrusts love for one
another to us. God’s faith in us is an integral part of his faithfulness, his entrusting
to us responsibilities and gifts meant for sharing. (And that may, on reflection,
seem rather obvious; it is much easier to trust when trusted, hard in common
experience to trust one who does not trust you.)

Clearly, at 1 Cor 7.12-13, we are obliged to translate Gmiot0og as ‘unbeliever’,
for here no ‘unfaithful’ outcomes of unbelief are at stake; and perhaps at 2 Cor
6.14 Paul also talks of believer and unbeliever (as commentators seem to
prefer), even though it would afford more consistency with the former passage
if separation were here ordered for unfaithful behaviour (cf. 1 Cor 5.6), not for
the ‘unbelief’ that earlier (1 Cor 7.12-13) was said to constitute no reason for
parting. Further, ‘unbelief’ cannot be foremost in mind at Rom 3.3, where
human é&miotio is contrasted with the miotig, the faithfulness of God. At Rom
4.1-25, Paul insists that faithful Abraham’s faithful trust in God’s trustworthiness
gratuitously met with ‘justification’ by God. To clear every use he made of wioTic,
mote VO of overtones of faithfulness, faithful trust lived out in faithful behaviour,
would have been nigh on impossible. The terms in ancient use were too rich, the
ideas they would evoke too readily elicited together. It is not appropriate for us to
impoverish in Paul’s writing something his text sees fit to retain in its ordinary
richness.

It may well be argued that in Pauline usage at least TioTig ‘names’ specific
inner-Christian issues and attitudes not covered in more general usage; but that
would not mean that for insiders the term was clear of its common connotations.
There is no sign (for instance, in Romans) that earlier hearers had forced Paul to

81 On ‘entrust’ and ‘trusting’, being trusted, trustworthiness, see Dio Chrysostom On Trust,
Discourse 73.
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include clear contextual discriminations of this or any other often-recurring set of
terms. No such demand figures among the ‘objections’ he tries to forestall.®>

In his article noted earlier, Barry Matlock examines four passages in which a
duplication of mwiotig has suggested to some a deliberate attempt by Paul to
include the distinct ‘objective’ and distinct ‘subjective’ sense alongside one
another: both our faith in Christ and Christ’s faith[fullness], respectively.
Matlock may well convince others (as he has persuaded the present writer) that
it is indeed our ‘trust’ or ‘believing’ that are to the fore in these passages. But
Matlock also hopes to have helped to ‘disambiguate’ the usage.®* However,
what it is hoped has been shown here is that in Paul’s world, trust in someone
was itself founded in, and displayed and presupposed belief in their trustworthi-
ness (as well as, most likely, their willingness to trust you): faith in Jesus would
necessarily imply (unless explicitly denied) at the least a trust in his faithfulness.
Ancient expectations of words have them carry much of their semantic baggage
with them, whatever part of their range appears in context to be foregrounded;
that is, unless some elements of their range have been specifically discarded.

Taking into account ancient understandings of how language works, and
noting ancient usage of the key vocabulary, and failing any explicit exclusions
from the semantic field of miotig, the faithfulness of the one trusted is inevitably
also there, in the picture, albeit in softer focus.

4. General Exegetical Conclusion

What all this does mean is that we can never justifiably assume that an
author in this Greek and Roman culture has intended his or her individual
words themselves to contain a precise ‘meaning’, let alone a clear and readily
shareable distinct meaning. ‘Names’ are just not expected to function like that.
They contain nothing; rather may they summon up, evoke ideas. Ideas of such
topics as ‘faith’ or ‘virtue’ or ‘justice’ or ‘freedom’ or ‘law’, it is hoped, are coherent
and shared or shareable to some worthwhile degree, but can only be named and
more or less elaborately evoked, not in any other way conveyed.** And then no
author can be claimed to have used a disambiguated connotation of a lexeme

82 Given, Paul’s True Rhetoric, 162-73, sketches possible alternative ‘readings’ of Romans,
Jewish-Christian and Marcionite. Paul shows no awareness of any likelihood of having to
face such analytic ‘deconstruction’. Given’s Paul, I suggest, could have slipped between
usages because neither his hearers nor he expected verbal precision.

83 Matlock, ‘Rhetoric of mioTis'.

84 Particularly noteworthy, on ‘freedom’ is W. Coppins’s recent The Interpretation of Freedom in
the Letters of Paul—with Special Reference to the ‘German’ Tradition (WUNT 2/261; Tiibingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 2009), arguing that Paul evinces for us no coherent ‘concept’ of freedom
(although he may provoke us to articulations for which we have then to accept our own
responsibility).
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unless or until she or he has made that disambiguation fully explicit. And such
disambiguation seems very unlikely in terms of what the ancients said about
words and metaphor and translation. If you could trust that a common, even
complex idea was already ‘out there’ to be evoked by one among perhaps
many common names or sequences of names for it, there was no need to
define further the names themselves; indeed, their rich ability in common
usage to evoke varied impressions might well be part of, even integral to their
power to evoke the particular idea(s) assumed to be on call.

Words, phrases, sentences, paragraphs, spoken and heard, written and read
worked then (as they work now), but only by being free to flex and adapt in
shared use in life lived together, free to adapt, and not ossified, hardened,
made brittle. Sequences of words in our Christian scriptures where we in
English (by petagopd, translatio) use ‘faith’, ‘believing’, ‘trust’ words, as with
many other such clusters (‘love’, ‘justify’, ‘kingdom’, ‘knowledge’), should be
allowed much the same free semantic wealth and varying emphasis as their
Greek counterparts enjoyed in the passages we study.

This is, again, not to suggest that the ancients’ brains worked differently. It is
very unlikely that any major genetic change has occurred over just two millennia.
The human language function then was surely just as complex as it is today, as
complex as is taken for granted in current debates over psycholinguistics.®®
Rather would it seem likely that ‘[hJumans behave like jugglers when they use
the mental lexicon, in that they have to deal with semantic, syntactic and phono-
logical information at the same time’.*® In current discussion there seems to be no
suggestion that in the midst of this juggling, between initial inchoate thought and
final articulation, there is included a process of checking the range of connota-
tions of each word—or even each leading word—and then preparing to ensure
a context (itself also comprehensively scrutinised) that should implicitly preclude
every undesired or potentially distracting sense for each term judged important.
For sure, we are able to monitor and explicitly to correct our speech just prior
to utterance, or soon after; and our writing more readily still, especially with
the help of computers.?” But there seems to be no empirical evidence for any
prior weeding-out of nuances of words as a part of natural language production,
today, or, a fortiori, back then. Granted, some scholarly communicators today do
monitor some or most of their own and others’ written and some at least of their

85 This is to allow that ‘language’ includes more than words and sequences of words spoken/
heard, written/read . For a wide survey of the field, R. Dietrich, Psycholinguistik. 2. actualisierte
und erweitere Auflage (Sammlung Metzler 342; Weimar: J. B. Metzler, 2007); or D. Crystal, How
Language Works (London: Penguin, 2005).

86 Jean Aitcheson, Words in the Mind: An Introduction to the Mental Lexicon (Oxford: Blackwell,
2003) 215.

87 Dietrich, Psycholinguistik, esp. 2.2, ‘Das mentale Lexikon’, 29-55, and 4.3.5-8, 182-208, on the
mental lexicon and self-monitoring and self-correction.
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own oral performance and explicitly adjust it to match the norms discerned and
announced by lexicographic colleagues—and then try to impose these or other
such distinctions on the writings of forbears innocent of any such nicety.?®
That, it has been argued, is a mistake. Rather do words, then as today, work pre-
cisely because their connotations allow them to be used in many settings, and to
seem to speakers and hearers to sit comfortably and ‘at home’ where the speaker
has settled them, with the context likely foregrounding some connotation(s), but
mostly without that speaker feeling any need or desire either to purge or to impov-
erish the utterance by explicitly exiling others.®®

88 This paper has focused attention on the Graeco-Roman period. It belatedly occurs to me that a
very similar understanding of how words work is evinced in Hebrew (and other) ‘poetic par-
allelism’: see, e.g., Adele Berlin, The Dynamics of Biblical Parallelism. Revised and Expanded
(Grand Rapids MI and Cambridge, UK; and Dearborn MI: Eerdmans and Dove Booksellers,
2008), especially 96-102, ‘Disambiguation and Ambiguity’. Relevant to the main thrust of
this paper is also Jane Heath, ‘Absent presences of Paul and Christ: Enargeia in 1
Thessalonians 1-3’, JSNT 32.1 (2009), 3-38: ‘Paul formulates things vaguely and suggestively
rather than precisely’ (7), to evoke an image, a sense of presence expected to be clear and
vivid.

89 In 1971 Christopher Evans posed the factual-and-evaluative question, ‘What kind of certainty
does it [Christianity] have and what kind of ambiguity?’ and left the question open. Perhaps
this present essay may contribute something towards at least keeping the issue open; C. F.
Evans, concluding the title Chapter 2, in his Is ‘Holy Scripture’ Christian? (London: SCM,
1971) 21-36, citing 36.
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