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Preface 

The seeds of this volume were sown in September 2011 at the Prestige 
FOKUS Lectures on Mission and Ethics held at the University of Pretoria in 
South Africa. These lectures take place twice a decade within the context of 
the Mission and Ethics research project of Prof. Jacobus (Kobus) Kok and 
have the aim of providing cutting-edge research for the benefit of academy, 
church, and society by bringing developed-world and developing-world 
scholars together in mutual learning experiences. The 2011 conference re-
volved around the dynamic relationship between mission and ethics in the 
New Testament and early Christianity, with a focus on sensitivity towards 
outsiders. Many thanks to University of Pretoria for the Staff Development 
Grant which helped make this conference possible. 

Earlier versions of the aforementioned conference papers were previously 
published with the South African journal HTS Teologiese Studies/Theolo-
gical Studies. We would like to thank Prof. Dr. Andries Van Aarde, editor-
in-chief of HTS, for permission to reuse, revise, and expand these articles in 
the present volume. Footnotes at the outset of the relevant chapters refer the 
reader to the corresponding journal article. 

We sincerely thank Prof. Dr. Jörg Frey and Dr. Henning Ziebritzki for 
accepting this book in the WUNT II series, as well as Prof. Dr. Tobias Nick-
las, who, as a co-editor of this volume, was instrumental in both encouraging 
the pursuit of publication in this prestigious series and presenting this project 
to the WUNT II editors. We are particularly grateful to Mohr Siebeck for 
agreeing to include not only a revised and expanded form of the handful of 
articles originally appearing in HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 
but also for patiently working with us as the volume tripled in size so as to 
include nearly twenty hitherto unpublished essays on important topics and 
texts not addressed at the 2011 Prestige FOKUS Lectures. These additional, 
peer-reviewed essays provided the opportunity to include analyses of both 
further New Testament texts and literature from the second century C.E. As 
a result, a significantly more comprehensive consideration of mission and 
ethics grew out of the project which was initiated in South Africa and came 
to fruition in this volume. 
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From the inception of this volume in Pretoria in 2011 to the final work 
including the contributions of scholars hailing from numerous countries and 
multiple continents it is our hope that the vision of global, collaborative 
scholarship is not only reflected but also furthered through this book. 
 
Pretoria, Regensburg, Mainz,  Jacobus Kok 
& Medellín, January 2014  Tobias Nicklas 
   Dieter T. Roth 

   Christopher M. Hays
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Introduction 

Sensitivity towards Outsiders and the Dynamic 
Relationship between Mission and Ethics/Ethos 

Jacobus (Kobus) Kok and Dieter T. Roth 
(University of Pretoria and Johannes Guttenberg-Universität Mainz) 

A. General Introduction and Conceptual Background 

In September 2011 the Prestige FOKUS Lectures1 on Mission and Ethics 
was held at the University of Pretoria in South Africa. The conference revol-
ved around the dynamic relationship between mission and ethics in the New 
Testament and early Christianity with a focus on sensitivity towards out-
siders. The research question centered on the role that identity (cf. Van der 
Watt 2006:v-vii), ethos,2 and implicit ethics3 played in the missionary di-
mension of the early church. This volume presents both published versions 
of papers presented at this conference and contributions by scholars from 
around the globe who were invited to contribute chapters on topics from 
within their own respective fields of specialization.  

1. Becoming Outsiders: ‘Converting’ to Christianity? 

Wayne Meeks (1993:18) once remarked that early Christianity was a ‘moral 
movement of converts’ who had turned to serve the living and true God (cf. 

                                                 
1 The Prestige FOKUS Lectures in New Testament Ethics take place twice a decade at 

the University of Pretoria within the context of the Mission and Ethics research project of 
Prof. Jacobus (Kobus) Kok. It is the aim of these lectures to provide cutting-edge research 
for the benefit of academy, church, and society by bringing developed world and develop-
ping world scholars together in mutual learning experiences.  

2 Wolter (2009:127) sees ethos as ‘[E]inen Kanon von institutionalisierten Handlungen, 
die innerhalb eines bestimmten sozialen Systems in Geltung stehen. Ihnen wird Verbind-
lichkeit zugeschrieben, weil allererst durch solche Handlungen eine bestimmte Gruppe als 
solche erkennbar und erfahrbar wird.’ The ethos of a group consists of an inclusive and 
exclusive ethos. The former is shared with the rest of the society while the latter serves to 
distinguish the group from outsiders.  

3 For the understanding of implicit ethics, see Horn and Zimmermann’s (2009) book on 
the subject.  
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1 Th 1:9). Such language could be taken to mean that earliest Christianity 
was a movement that consisted of converts who had radically changed their 
lives and who had turned from one or no religion towards ‘Christianity’ as 
a new religion or group.  

Michael Hogg (quoted by Trebilco 2013:2)4 argues that ‘Groups exist by 
virtue of there being outgroups’. A ‘conversion’ along the lines described 
above would have abruptly turned previous insiders into outsiders. In such 
a case one’s own family members could suddenly fall into the category of 
‘outsiders’. But was that the way early Christian identity construction took 
place?  

On one of my (J. Kok) recent academic tours to Turkey, our group had 
the opportunity to visit the ruins of (ancient) Ephesus. At the site where it is 
believed that John the apostle was buried, there is a baptismal font in the 
form of a cross. The tour guide explained to the group that early Christians 
would symbolically turn their back towards the direction of the temple of 
Artemis and their former life, walk down into the middle of the cross, be 
baptized, and then walk out of the baptismal font by climbing steps in the 
direction of the sun (east) into a new way of life. This typical example 
supports the idea that early Christian conversion represented a radical move 
from one religion to that of another. At first glance this idea seems plausible 
and unproblematic. There are, however, apart from the historical anachro-
nism in this example,5 some significant objections to this view, at least as it 
relates to earliest Christianity.  

First of all, this view of a radical ‘conversion’ presupposes that it is 
possible to speak of early Christ-followers as being ‘Christians’ and that 
they have ‘turned’ from one religion (for instance Judaism) to another reli-
gion, namely ‘Christianity’. It furthermore presupposes an essentialized 
view of Christianity as a fixed ‘religion’ at that time.6 What this view fails 
to address adequately is the fact that Christianity as a religion developed 
                                                 

4 This citation was originally accessed through the referenced conference paper of 
Trebilco. The paper does not indicate the source; however, the citation is from Hogg 
(2001:56). 

5 The Artemis temple was destroyed by the Goths in 262 C.E. and the baptismal font 
referred to above dates from much later. However, the splendor of the former temple was 
still known in the fifth century C.E. and continued to be presented in contrast to the 
Christian movement/cult. At the beginning of the fifth century (402 C.E.), Prudentius states 
that ‘the huntress maid resigned Ephesus to thee [Christ]’ (cf. Against Symmachus, II.495) 
(source: http://penelope.uchicago.edu/~grout/encyclopaedia_romana/greece/paganism/ar-
temis.html, accessed on 07 October 2013).  

6 One could even ask whether there has ever been one fixed ‘religion’ with reference to 
‘Christianity’? A related question is whether one should employ the word ‘religion’ to 
describe movements in antiquity, as it may be more accurate to speak of ‘cults’. In this 
regard, see Nongbri (2013) who provides a history of the concept ‘religion’ and argues that 
it is anachronistic to ‘insert the concept “religion” into ancient texts’ (Nongbri 2013:25).  
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slowly and over time and that the boundaries between insiders and outsiders 
were not fixed, but rather changed in different contexts.  

Recently some scholars have raised the question of whether it is even 
possible to speak of ‘Christianity’ as having been a self-contained (estab-
lished) ‘religion’ in Paul’s lifetime. Many scholars have pointed out that 
there is no indication that Jesus intended to establish a new religion. Indeed, 
Jesus himself was not a Christian but a Jew. The term ‘Christian’ (Χριστι-
ανός) is first used decades after the death of Jesus (Acts 11:26; 1 Pt 4:16; cf. 
Ignatius of Antioch in Mag. 4, 10.1). The term ‘Christianity’ (ὁ Χριστιανισ-
μός), to our knowledge, is first used by Ignatius of Antioch in the second 
century (cf. Mag 10.3 & Rom 3.3). Concerning Paul, Jörg Frey (2012:57–
96) has made a strong case that it is factually incorrect to refer to Paul as 
having converted from Judaism to Christianity (cf. also Stendahl 1976:7–
11).7 It is more accurate to see Paul as having stayed a Jew from the 
beginning until the end of his life and not to view him as having made a 
clean break with Judaism. To understand Paul we need to see him in the first 
place as a Jew, says Frey (Frey 2012:57). Judith Lieu (2004:1) and others, 
including Tobias Nicklas in the present volume (pp. 490–491; cf. Nicklas 
2014), state that it is simply anachronistic to speak of the earliest Christ-
followers as being ‘Christian’. Lieu (2004:1), referring to Polycarp of 
Smyrna (mid-second century; cf. Mart. Poly. 10.1; 12.1–2) who ‘seals his 
own death warrant’ by proclaiming that he is a ‘Christian’, asks: ‘At what 
point in the century or more since the death of Jesus and the earliest 
preaching of his followers did this become possible?’ In other words, how 
and when did the sense of being ‘a Christian’ emerge? Related to these 
questions, and against the background of the growing awareness of the 
Jewishness of Jesus and that of his first followers, one could very well ask 
‘When exactly did Christianity cease to be part of Judaism?’ (Lieu 2004:3). 
Or, rephrased in the language of our title, when were Christians labeled as 
being ‘outsiders’ and not part of the ‘us’ of Judaism and vice versa? In the 
time of Polycarp, such a ‘parting of the ways’ seems to have taken place 
already (cf. Dunn 1999; Boyarin 2004). However, much of that which we 
find in the New Testament still reflects a context in which a definitive 
differentiation has not yet taken place. In this sense, there are significant 
challenges in referring to the ‘parting of the ways’ without seriously taking 

                                                 
7 In 1963 Krister Stendahl delivered a famous essay in which he argued that Paul’s 

Damascus narrative should rather be seen as a story about a new calling within Judaism, 
and not as a conversion out of Judaism. This essay and several others were published in a 
collection of essays which appeared in 1976. The seminal article (1963) and consequent 
book (1976) gave new direction to the discussion regarding Paul’s relation to Judaism and 
the parting of the ways. Much of the modern perspective can be traced back to this seminal 
essay.  
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certain problematic realities into account. In the early stages, the Christian 
movement was still part of, and in a dialogical relationship with, Judaism. 
According to many, including Lieu (2004:3), it is very difficult to assign a 
date when the separation took place.8 One has to acknowledge that both the 
emergence of the movement that would later be known as ‘Christianity’ and 
the sense of being ‘a Christian’ was a gradual process of social construction 
that developed over an extended period of time. The implication of this 
perspective is that it is not correct to think of the Christian movement as 
having been a clearly defined, self-contained entity in its earliest decades. 
Furthermore, New Testament texts present interpreted and creative history; 
in other words, they are not merely historically descriptive, but are co-
creative and subjective representations of particular authors’ views at 
particular points in time. We, therefore, have ‘snapshots’ of ‘Christian’ 
identity and the ethos that should putatively flow from this identity. The 
texts in the New Testament, as well as those outside of the New Testament, 
point to the fact that there were, at least along some lines, different 
expressions of ‘Christianity’ among the earliest Christ-followers. Perhaps 
there is a certain sense in which one can speak of earliest ‘Christianities’ 
when discussing aspects of early Christian identity constructions and 
expressions. By implication some early ‘Christians’ would have labeled 
other ‘Christians’ as ‘outsiders’, a state of affairs which is attested in a 
number of New Testament epistles making reference to conflicts within 
‘Christian’ communities. It would appear, therefore, that from the very be-
ginning the movement was diverse in nature and that different groups defi-
ned their respective conceptions of identity and ethos in different ways (cf. 
Brakke 2010).9 Such differences naturally led to varying constructions and 
descriptions of the identity of ‘outsiders’.  

                                                 
8 A further point to consider is that recently some scholars have pointed out that the 

term ‘parting of the ways’ itself might be rather problematic. See, e.g., Becker & Yoshiko 
Reed (eds. 2007) as well as Nicklas (2014). 

9 Brakke (2010:7) refers to the work of the church historian Philip Rousseau, who uses 
the metaphor of a horse race to describe the tendency in scholarship to construct narratives 
concerning the victory of proto-orthodox Christianity over its rivals in the manner in which 
one describes the ‘long shot’ who eventually won when watching a replay of the race. 
One’s gaze is fixed upon the horse one knows to have won as that horse unexpectedly 
moves forward through the field. According to Brakke, this is a misguided way of looking 
at the history of Christianity. Brakke (2010:7) opines that when using the metaphor of a 
horse race to think of the development of early Christianity: ‘[W]e cannot really see the 
starting gate, but around the year 100 C.E., numerous independent Christian communities 
come into view, none with a fully convincing claim to exclusive authenticity as “true 
Christianity”. They jostle for position and argue with one another about which of them are 
the true Christians.’ Of course, Brakke recognizes that ‘in hindsight we can identify the 
“horse” that will emerge as the dominant orthodoxy by the end of the third century: it is 
represented by Irenaeus and other early Christians such as Justin Martyr,Clement of 
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II. The On-Going Construction of Early Christian Identity and Boundaries 

As a ‘new’ movement, early Christ-followers had to construct their identity 
and social boundaries. Group identity construction is a gradual process that 
is extended over time and space and one that is always in a dialogical 
relationship with others. In the process of identity formation, according to 
Social Identity Theory, stereotypical categories of insiders and outsiders are 
created in the process of group formation and maintenance.10 Part of cons-
tructing identity and a distinct sense of self entails the creation of inclusive 
and exclusive boundary markers. Inclusive boundary markers are shared 
with the rest of society and keep the group integrated with its Umwelt (Wol-
ter 2009:129). Exclusive boundary markers refer to the distinctive ethos of 
the group that distinguishes it from outsiders and strengthens group identity 
for insiders. Wolter’s (2009:129) comments, which relate to mission on the 
one hand and sensitivity towards outsiders on the other, are worth quoting 
here at some length: 

Insofern jede Gruppe aber auch darauf angewiesen ist, mit und innerhalb der Mehrheits-
gesellschaft zu existieren, müssen zu ihrem Handlungsrepertoire zumindest partiell auch 
Elemente eines inklusiven Ethos gehören. Das ethische Profil einer Gruppe wird darum 
immer durch das spezifische Mischungsverhältnis zwischen exclusiven und inklusiven 
Handlungen in ihrem Ethos bestimmt. Dabei besteht zwischen dem Ausmaß ihrer Integra-
tion in die Mehrheitsgesellschaft und dem jeweiligen Anteil von inklusiven und von 
exclusive Handlungen an ihrem Ethos ein unmittelbarer Zusammenhang: Je größer der An-
teil der inklusiven Handlungen an ihrem Ethos ist, desto integrierter ist sie, je größer der 
Anteil der exklusiven Handlungen ist, desto desintegrierter ist sie. 

Paul Trebilco (2013:1) convincingly argues that early Christ-followers had 
to wrestle with significant questions and concerns such as: ‘Deciding who 
was an outsider, defining and understanding “the outsider”, grappling with 
how to represent outsiders to “ourselves” and negotiating across group 
boundaries’. In these ways early Christ-followers were involved with the on-
going creation and definition of the boundaries of the movement and the 
creative negotiation of their identity in speech and in actions (ethos) (Tre-
bilco 2013:1).  

Early New Testament authors like Paul creatively expressed and guided 
the formation of the group’s identity by using kinship language (cf. 1 Th 1:4 
                                                 
Alexandria, Origen, Hippolytus of Rome, Tertullian (before he “became a Montanist”), 
and others. We call this form of Christianity “proto-orthodoxy”, because there is not yet 
an orthodoxy, but it will grow into it. We watch proto-orthodoxy as it competes with and 
overcomes its rivals, setting itself up as the horse that Constantine will ride, so to speak.’ 
The point, however, is that when recounting the history of early Christianity, we should 
embrace a view which “recognizes diversity and tries not to privilege the proto-orthodox 
horse, which is just one of several competitors in the race” (Brakke 2010:8). 

10 For more introductory information and background on social identity theory, see 
Nicholas (2008:267–271). 
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– ἀδελφοί) and the idea of ‘turning’ (ἐπεστρέφω) away from one orientation 
(ἀπò τῶν εἰδώλων) towards another (πρὸς τὸν θεόν), the latter being the ‘in-
group’ (cf. 1 Th 1:9). At first glance, the ‘turning’ of Christ-followers to 
form an alternative kinship family implies and denotes the movement from 
one orientation to another. In the ancient dyadic or group-oriented world, 
such a perspective may almost seem self-evident; yet, this is not such a 
simple matter. From what exactly did people ‘turn away’ and to what alter-
native did they ‘turn’ instead? How did that kind of ‘turning’ function practi-
cally in the lives of believers, and did it always result in a clean break? 

III. Sensitivity towards Outsiders from a ‘Dialogical Self’ Perspective  

An approach that may be helpful in terms of answering the questions raised 
above is to consider identity questions from the perspective of Dialogical 
Self Theory (cf. Hermans and Hermans-Konopka 2010:1–20). This theory 
suggests that people may concurrently hold a pluriformity of identities and 
socio-cultural loyalties within themselves. According to DST, the self is not 
fixed or monolithic, but rather polyphonic and extended over time and space 
while continually developing. Furthermore, the self is polyphonic in nature 
so that the ‘I’ is an attempt to integrate different identities in different con-
texts and times (cf. Lindegger & Alberts 2012:219–220).11 In other words, 
the ‘I’ is made up of several ‘I’-positions that are part of the extended and 
developing (dialogical) self. Furthermore, each ‘I’-position is ‘located in a 
particular spatial and temporal plane’ (Lindegger and Alberts 2012:220). 
Consequently, the self is ‘successively or even simultaneously located in 
different positions in an imaginal landscape and is able to move between 
these positions’ (Hermans and Kempen 1993:44, in Lindegger and Alberts 
2012:220). As such, the self has different roles and positions; we, for in-
stance, have roles as a husband, a father, an academic, etc. Sometimes these 
different roles or identities, and the ethos related to a particular identity, are 
in conflict with each other. This is true for individuals and for groups and 
may help us to think about the dynamic relationship between mission and 
ethos/ethics in a more nuanced way.  

In the contemporary context, the experience of the ‘Dialogical Self’ is 
clearly seen in South Africa where we are often reminded of the reality of 
multiple dialogical self positions. Many Black Africans who live and work 

                                                 
11 Lindegger and Alberts (2012:219–220) remark that ‘[T]he challenge for each person 

is the construction of an effective dialogue of these various voices or I-positions with each 
other and with the other people in each version of the story, as part of the construction and 
maintenance of the self. It is the dialogical quality which is the ultimate defining quality 
of the self. This interaction of the multiple voices, or I-positions, of self may find resolution 
in various forms, one being the harmonious dialogue of the various voices, and another 
being the privileging of some voices and the subordination of others’.  
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in the contemporary post-apartheid (i.e. after 1994) context reflect on the 
dialogical process going on in their own lives as they move between a post-
modern Western worldview in the corporate environment in which they 
work on a daily basis and that of the traditional African socio-cultural con-
text and worldview in which they often also have to function. The well-
known John Mbiti, as told by my (J. Kok’s) African colleague Elijah 
Mahlangu, once remarked that many Africans are ‘Christians by day, but 
traditionalists by night’. One of my former (African) Christian students, who 
is an executive in a large consulting firm in Pretoria, told me how he often 
has to take part in ‘pagan’ African rituals in the rural area of Natal where 
his father is a traditional African chief. When he goes home, he has to, in 
his words, ‘leave his Western thinking hat behind’ and ‘enculturate into his 
tribal African identity, putting on his African hat’ and ‘adopt’ the behavioral 
patterns of his tribe’s ethos. His cognitive ‘turn’ to Western education and 
philosophy is often in tension with his ‘traditional’ upbringing and the 
philosophy of his family and African culture. He is confronted with ‘nego-
tiating’ between the different social identities he has to embody – that of an 
accountant and being the son of a prominent African chief. The dialogical 
tension within him is only heightened when, desiring to avoid bringing 
shame on himself and his family by going against his father’s will, questions 
of the ‘fusion’ of traditional spirituality with traditional Christianity or 
perspectives on the struggle against apartheid are considered. Clearly there 
are considerable challenges for this young man as he negotiates between his 
different roles and identities.  

Perhaps this example provides an analogy for the dialogical tensions that 
the early Christ-followers may have faced and helps us to reflect on the 
manner in which early Christ-followers had to negotiate between their 
different identities and their relationship to ‘outsiders’. In such a negotia-
tion, the separation between ‘Christianity’ and previous socio-cultural 
identities may not have been as definitive and clear-cut as once thought.  

For instance, it is only natural to assume that some believers remained a 
part of the families and social structures in which they existed before they 
came to faith in Jesus. In other words, these early ‘Christians’ might have 
experienced the dialogical tension of being, e.g., a wife to a pagan man and 
at the same time being a Christ-follower who had become part of a new 
kinship family. At least in 1 Peter 3 this seems to have been the case. In our 
opinion, therefore, it is problematic to think of the earliest Christ-followers 
as having had an essentialized sense of self and that their conversion always 
included a radical and complete turning from one religion to another. In the 
example of 1 Peter 3 for instance, the ‘converted’ wives remained the wives 
of their pagan husbands and all that that entailed in a paternalistic society. 
These women probably did not instantly become strangers to their husbands 
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but still kept on doing what was expected of them as they engaged socially 
with friends and neighbors. The implicit reader of the New Testament texts, 
however, knows that there must have been a dialogical tension within these 
women as they had to negotiate the plurality of their old and new identities 
and reflect upon where to draw lines between those identities. 

Consequently, we could argue, in the case of 1 Peter, that these same 
women had to keep on showing hospitality to old pagan friends, although 
they might have felt that in some strange way they were no longer at home 
in these pagan contexts, precisely because of their new sense of self and 
their loyalty to the Christ-following movement. It is very interesting to note 
how the author of 1 Peter 3 constructs what may be considered to be a ‘third 
alternative’, incorporating both ethics and mission by encouraging the belie-
ving wives to be even more excellent in their (inclusive) conduct/social 
ethos so that they might win over their husbands. Here the missionary 
dimension embraces the third alternative through the vehicle of a commen-
dable and inclusive social ethos. In this example it is readily apparent how 
the missionary and ethical dimensions interrelate in a dynamic dialogical 
way. The same is apparent in 1 Corinthians 7, where Paul presupposes that 
some believers will still be intimately involved with family members who 
are still caught up in their pagan ways and are labelled οἱ ἄπιστοι (cf. 1 Cor 
7:12–15; see Trebilco 2013:5). It does not require much imagination to 
envision the tension with which these individuals were confronted. From 
one point of view their families are insiders, but from another point of view 
they have become outsiders.  

A further example is found in Colossians, where we see how the author 
tried to steer the readers away from a view that he found problematic, a view 
that he believed entailed a capitulation to empty deceit and human tradition 
and involved a grievous misunderstanding of Christology (cf. Col 1:15–20; 
2:8). The author was concerned about the possibility of welcoming the 
perspectives and influence of some people whom the Colossians considered 
‘insiders’, but who were, according to the author of Colossians, actually 
‘outsiders’. This shows us that the boundaries between insiders and outsiders 
were perhaps rather complicated, especially when considered with attention 
to Dialogical Self theory. Furthermore, we might ask whether the construc-
tion of the ‘other’ in some Christian literature actually reflects the reality 
that was experienced in everyday life (cf. the essay of Nicklas below, pp. 
490–504)? How did the process of ‘negotiation’ or dialogue between the 
different socio-cultural identities take place, and how did it change in 
different contexts?  

The New Testament documents date from different time periods and 
originated in different contexts. Significant events like the destruction of the 
temple would be expected to have influenced the construction of self and 
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others. In the space of a few decades former outsiders could become insiders 
and vice versa. It is, therefore, important to reflect on the way early Christian 
identity formation took place over an extended period of time as different 
Christ-following communities had to renegotiate their own identity, social 
boundaries, and their view of outsiders in different contexts.  

For this reason, in this book we speak of the dynamic, i.e., changing, 
relationship between mission and ethics and the way early Christ-followers 
constructed and reconstructed social and theological boundaries in their 
attempts to shape/direct the readers’ thought (and actions) regarding sensiti-
vity towards outsiders.12 Some books of the New Testament seem to have 
no explicit focus on or sensitivity towards outsiders. The question is why this 
is the case. Others, like 1 Corinthians (7:12–15; 14:22–25) and 1 Peter 3, 
demonstrate ‘a prominent degree of openness to these outsiders who are so 
labelled’ (Trebilco 2013:5). These New Testament authors do not speak of 
outsiders in a vilifying way that seeks to exclude social interaction, but en-
courages missional engagement with outsiders in an effort to ‘win them 
over’ (cf. Kok 2012:1–10). Paul, for instance, tends to ‘encourage social 
differentiation from these clearly labelled “outsiders” but without a 
corresponding social distance’ (Trebilco 2013:5). In fact, one could argue 
that Paul encourages the transcending of social boundaries – an ethos that 
reminds us of the manner in which Jesus is presented as engaging with 
outsiders (cf. Jn 4:1–42; Lk 15:1–2), an engagement which implies a mis-
sional motivation. Jesus deconstructed otherness and constructed sameness 
– he was engaged in ‘un-othering the other’ (Trebilco 2013:11). The cate-
gorical ‘other’, the sinners, labeled ‘outsiders’, suddenly became insiders in 
the presence of Jesus, who crossed multiple boundaries in his interaction 
with them. There are many examples of such behavior in the Gospels, one 
being Jesus’ interaction with the Samaritan woman at the well in John 4:1–
42. Jesus’ actions transcended social boundaries, transformed ‘profane 
space’ into holy space, and innovatively created a new framework and 
language – a third alternative – for determining who is ‘in’ and who is ‘out’ 
(cf. Trebilco 2013:11; Kok 2014).  

We see the same dynamics in Galatians 3:28, 1 Corinthians 12:13, and 
Colossians 3:11, where formerly exclusive social groups are addressed with 

                                                 
12 This title was inspired by Prof. Dr. Andrie Du Toit who delivered a paper with the 

same title at the September 2011 conference on mission and ethics in Pretoria. The topic 
resonated with many of us and eventually became an important lens through which we 
approached the issue of mission and ethics. At this conference Abraham Malherbe led us 
to consider the subject of sensitivity towards outsiders; in this respect his paper on the 
Thessalonian correspondence furthered his already well-known approach to Paul who was 
‘gentle as a nurse’. Further stimuli of this sort came from the comments of Cilliers Breyten-
bach, who mentioned early Christian grave inscriptions that accentuated the dimension of 
sensitivity to outsiders.  
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a new understanding concerning one’s identity (Col 3:10). The question, 
however, is the extent to which such views functioned in the real, day-to-
day lives of believers. On the other hand, there are many examples of ways 
in which early Christ-followers would create clear boundaries by linguis-
tically labeling outsiders in a pejorative manner, as in John 8:44, where the 
opponents are labeled ‘children of the devil’. We also find that Paul at times 
felt it necessary to create stronger social boundaries in an effort to strengthen 
the identity of the group, as Trebilco (2013:5) has illustrated by delineating 
the creative way that the term οἱ ἄπιστοι (‘unbelievers’) was used in contrast 
with οἱ πιστεύοντες (‘the believers’) (cf. 1 Cor 1:21; 14:22). The use of the 
terms οἱ ἄπιστοι and οἱ πιστεύοντες creates a sense of insiders and outsiders 
and attempts to establish some sort of distinct social boundary. In the light 
of such phenomena, we are obliged to acknowledge and try to explain the 
dynamic relationship between mission and ethics in early Christianity, as 
well as the sensitivity Christians displayed (and sometimes neglected) in 
relation to those they considered outsiders. Such inquiry has produced a 
fascinating and stimulating field of research, to which the present collection 
aims to make a significant and systematic contribution. 

 
  

B. Aim of the Volume 

One of the goals of this volume is to illustrate and explore the plurality of 
early Christian voices and the dynamic relationship between mission and 
ethics (inclusivity, exclusivity, and sensitivity to outsiders or the lack 
thereof). In our view there is an ebb and flow between inclusivity and exclu-
sivity, which inter alia needs to be investigated against the background of 
early Christianity’s rapidly changing religio-historical milieu.  

The authors who participated in the writing of this book were given the 
opportunity to address the research question with a methodology of their 
own choosing. For this very reason the book’s subtitle is ‘Exploring the 
Dynamic Relationship between Mission and Ethics’. The purpose is to create 
and explore new insights as well as to unpack and explain the ebb and flow 
of the dynamic, changing relationship between mission and ethics. Some 
chapters have done much to problematize our understanding of the dynamic 
relationship between mission and ethics and to illustrate that there is indeed 
a need to investigate these aspects in more depth.  

This book includes contributions from biblical scholars (both Old and 
New Testament), scholars of the early church, a missiologist (Niemandt), a 
South African practical theologian who also specializes in philosophy 
(Meylahn), as well as a Catholic moral theologian (Schlögel). 
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