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Contextualization as a Scholarly Art

Maren R. Niehoff

Besides discoveries of new texts, such as the Dead Sea Scrolls or the library of
Nag Hamadi, new contexts have played a pivotal role in humanities research.
Seminal discoveries have been made by introducing new hermeneutic frame-
works. Jean Astruc, for example, revolutionized Biblical studies in the eighteenth
century by applying the source-critical methods of Homeric scholarship to the
Book of Genesis.! Milman Parry, in turn, changed Homeric studies by comparing
its poetics to that of oral cultures, which he studied especially in the former
Yugoslavia.? The Code of Hammurabi was adduced by John Sampey to throw
completely new light on Biblical law.® Until today, the study of the New Testament
is characterized by lively debates about its proper context, namely Greco-Roman,
Jewish or a combination of both.*

In the case of Philo, contextualization is a particular art, as this author falls
between the departmental chairs of modern universities. As a Greek-speaking
Jew of Alexandria he was not canonized by any of the fields to which he con-
tributed, namely Jewish studies, Biblical studies, Classics, ancient philosophy,
ancient history as well as New Testament studies and early Christianity. No
firm disciplinary context exists for the interpretation of Philo. Much of Philo-
nic scholarship has consequently been invested in situating him in relation to
various disciplines. Classical philosophy has been a paramount reference point
and scholars have identified Stoic, Platonic or Skeptical ideas.® Another prevalent
context was the New Testament, especially the Gospels and Paul’s letters.® The
chosen framework typically directed scholars to specific texts or passages with-
in Philo’s vast ceuvre, which is unsurpassed in antiquity in its variety of genres.

The present collection of articles revisits the question of Philo’s contexts in
the wake of Maren Niehoft’s Philo of Alexandria. An Intellectual Biography (New
Haven, 2018), which has prompted lively discussions within Philonic studies and
beyond. This monograph analyzes all of Philo’s diverse writings and introduces

! Astruc 1753.

2 Parry 1987.

3 Sampey 1904a, 1904b.

4 The literature is too vast to be adequately represented here, see recent discussions by Sam-
pley 2016; Zetterholm 2020; Niehoff forthcoming.

> Brehier 1950; Reydam-Schils 1999; Weisser 2021; Dillon 1977; Runia 1986; Levy 2008, 2010.

6 Sterling 1999, 2003; Deines 2011; Cover 2015.
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the notion of his intellectual development, with an earlier Alexandrian and later
Roman context. Initially, Philo addressed the Jewish community of Alexandria
and offered systematic Bible commentary in the spirit of Alexandrian Platonism,
which tended towards strong transcendentalism. Following the pogrom in Al-
exandria in 38 CE, Philo went to Rome as the head of the Jewish embassy and en-
deavored to assert the civic rights of the Jews. The Intellectual Biography argues
for the first time that Philo’s diplomatic activity also had significant intellectual
implications. Like other diplomats in Rome, Philo used his time to build new
networks and even began to write for broader Roman audiences. His style be-
came more Stoic and this-worldly, being attuned to history, biography, law, pol-
itics and gender. In other words, Philo engaged not only with Classical Greek
philosophy, but also with a broad spectrum of contemporary discourses, in-
cluding a distinctly Roman form of philosophy.

The articles gathered here explore Philo’s various contexts in dialogue
with the insights that emerged from the Intellectual Biography. The collection
advances the field by experimenting with different hermeneutic frameworks
and examining their potential benefit in explaining Philo. Not surprisingly, the
first and largest section of the collection is devoted to Roman contexts and deals
with Philo in view of authors and historical figures active in the imperial cap-
ital. Moving beyond the Intellectual Biography, the essays investigate new aspects
of Philo’s participation in Roman discourses, including his engagement with
ideas advocated by Cicero, Valerius Maximus, and Musonius Rufus, as well as
his hitherto-overlooked Cynic tendencies. One essay furthermore treats Philo
as an exponent of Alexandrian Platonism in Roman networks and another as a
diplomat with close ties to the imperial administration, who may have noticed
the emergence of Christ-believers in the Jewish community of Rome. The second
section of this collection focuses on Philo in relation to the New Testament. Two
of the essays apply a triangular perspective, taking Philo as a benchmark for Ro-
manization, which illuminates New Testament texts such as Acts and the Letter
to the Hebrews. Two others respectively investigate Philo’s hagiographical style
of biography in view of the Gospel of Luke and his Platonically inspired Logos
theory in view of the Gospel of John. The third section places Philo in the con-
text of Greek literature and philosophy, one essay introducing ecocriticism in
relation to Roman politics and the other drawing attention to Philo as a unique
witness to inner Platonic debates which fully emerge in the second century ck.

The first section opens with an essay by Ludovica De Luca, entitled “Philo,
Cicero and Vitruvius: God as Architect in Rome.” De Luca revisits an icon of
Philonic scholarship, namely the famous section in Philo’s creation account
depicting the Jewish creator God as an architect. She reviews previous models
of contextualizing Opif. 17-20 in Platonic and Stoic philosophy and then offers
a new approach, namely to understand Philo in view of Cicero and Vitruvius,
the Roman architect, whose opinions were widely known and thus likely to have
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come to Philo’s attention. De Luca shows how the motif of the architect devel-
oped in Roman discourses, ranging from proper philosophical treatises, such as
Cicero’s On the Nature of the Gods, to Vitruvius’ On Architecture, which displays
especially close similarities with Philo. The motif of the architect thus emerges
as a prime locus to negotiate the various philosophical traditions, enabling Philo
to articulate his own innovative interpretation of the Jewish God for broader
Greco-Roman audiences.

Sergio Marin follows with the article “A Conscience on Trial. Reading Ios. 47-
48 Against a Roman Background.” He, too, initially reviews previous interpre-
tations of Philo’s notion of the conscience in Classical Greek contexts and then
proceeds to show that a particular passage in the Life of Joseph reveals a con-
spicuous congruence with the role played by conscientia in Latin sources. Philo’s
rhetorical embellishments of LXX Gen 39:7-20 ascribe to the conscience the
same forensic role in the exposure of Joseph’s hypothetical adultery, as Roman
authors like Cicero attribute to conscientia in the retelling of court scenes. This
becomes particularly evident in the physiognomic perspective that Philo adopts
to describe how the workings of Joseph’s conscience are manifested in the body.
Likewise, Philo’s dramatization of the encounter between Joseph and Potiphar
engages with the wider Roman tendency to recreate vivid narratives that make
use of visual cues and descriptions of physical appearance to induce the readers
to visualize the scene. Marin concludes that Philo was deeply aware of legal
practices and literary styles popular in Rome and prompts us to further inves-
tigate the connections between philosophy and law.

Rebecca Langlands contributes a chapter entitled “Philo’s Barbarian Virtue
and Roman Exemplary Ethics,” which analyzes Philo’s treatise Every Good Man
is Free in light of Cicero and Valerius Maximus. She offers a survey of the whole
treatise and stresses the importance of the exemplars alongside more theoretical
definitions of freedom. The style and educational approach of the former cor-
respond closely to the distinct tradition of Roman exemplarity. Langlands zooms
in on a cluster of exemplars, namely Calanus the Indian gymnosophist as well
as Zeno the Eleatic and Anaxarchus, who are all willing to die in their resistance
to tyrants. She points to parallel interpretations of this cluster in Cicero and
Valerius, highlighting that Philo is especially close to, but not identical with the
latter. This correspondence between two authors writing in different languages
in imperial Rome leads her to search for explanations, asking whether they in-
dependently used well-known anecdotes or directly depended upon each other.
She concludes that Philo was probably aware of Valerius Maximus’ work, just as
Plutarch was, and employed it for his specific purposes. Philo emerges as a par-
ticipant in the ongoing ethical practice of reinterpreting key precepts and ex-
amples, aligning Roman and Jewish ethical traditions.

Maren Niehoff also analyzes the Philonic treatise Every Good Man is Free in a
chapter called ““God is my Ruler, but no Mortal.” Philo’s Paradox of Freedom in
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First-Century Rome Amidst Demetrius, Seneca and Epictetus”. She analyzes the
Sophoclean saying quoted by Philo, and investigates the notion of man becoming
God’s deputy in the context of Cynic philosophy. According to Philo, man shares
Divine power and consequently enjoys freedom among men, thus assuming a
role suggested in a famous syllogism of Diogenes of Sinope, the founder of the
Cynic school. Moses is moreover interpreted in the same Cynic spirit as granting
man assimilation to God and friendship with Him. These Philonic views are fur-
ther investigated by comparison to three philosophers active in Rome, namely
Demetrius the Greek Cynic, Seneca, the Stoic philosopher writing in Latin, and
Epictetus, who arrived from the Greek East and taught Stoic philosophy in Rome.
While none of them mentions the Sophoclean saying, they all address the issues
Philo associates with it. Indeed, Philo emerges as an important link between
Demetrius, whose work is extant only in highly fragmentary form, and Seneca
and Epictetus. Philo’s testimony illuminates the different degrees to which Cynic
ideals were integrated in Roman discourses, especially among Roman Stoics, a
school known for its initial sympathy to Cynicism. Philo ultimately provides us
a hermeneutic key to appreciate the distinct nature of Roman Stoicism in com-
parison to its Classical predecessor. This context, Niehoff concludes, also has
potential implications for Paul’s notion of freedom in his Letter to the Romans.
Gretchen Reydams-Schils’ chapter “Philo and Musonius” further illuminates
the Roman context of Philo by introducing Musonius Rufus, a slightly later
Stoic philosopher, as a benchmark of Roman Stoicism likely to have been avail-
able to Philo during his embassy. Reydams-Schils focuses on test-cases connect-
ed to modes of sociability and stresses Stoic contributions in comparison to the
Cynic school, which shares numerous starting points of philosophical inquiry.
The examples chosen here concern marriage, assimilation to God, the figure of
Heracles and paideia, all being drawn from the Exposition and the treatise Every
Good Man is Free. Reydams-Schils thus adds to the previous two chapters a fur-
ther layer of inquiry into a particular Philonic treatise and freshly addresses the
question of cross-fertilization between Stoics and Cynics. While Niehoff draws
attention to the deep fascination of Roman Stoics with Cynic ideas and practices,
Reydams-Schils emphasizes the Stoic domestication of Cynic excesses. In this
scenario, too, Philo plays a significant philosophical role in first-century Rome.
Gregory Sterling’s chapter “Platonism between Alexandria and Rome: Philo
and Seneca” approaches the question of Philo’s Roman context from a slightly
different angle. Rather than envisioning his engagement with Roman discourses,
he interprets him as an Alexandrian Platonist, who visited Rome and may on
that occasion have transmitted some elements of his philosophical tradition.
This hypothesis is tested via a number of parallels between Philo and Seneca’s
exposition of Platonic ideas in Letters 58 and 65, which seem to draw not only on
the master himself, but also on his subsequent interpreters. Given that familiarity
with Philo has been made plausible in the cases of Plutarch, Celsus, Numenius
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and Plotinus, Sterling asks whether Seneca may also have drawn on his work
and, if so, how he became familiar with it. Following an analysis of the parallels
pertaining to metaphysics and causation, Sterling considers three major options:
that both authors developed the same views independently, that they drew in-
dependently from a common pool of traditions or, alternatively, that Seneca or
some of his friends heard Philo in Rome and adopted his views. Dismissing the
first option as improbable, Sterling concludes that the second and third are pos-
sible, the former being the most likely. The third option relies on the observation
that both authors similarly diverge from standard positions within the Platonic
tradition, and Sterling cautions that it should not be dismissed purely on the
grounds that Philo was Jewish and thus supposedly isolated.

The first section concludes with Mischa Meier’s article “Nero’s Persecution of
the Christians, the Jews and a Possible ‘Philonic’ Connection.” Meier revisits the
enigma of Nero’s persecution of the Christians, the historicity of which has been
altogether denied in some recent scholarship. In his view, the crux of the question
is whether Nero could have known that the people he persecuted were Christ-
believers, given that the term only appears in the second century ce. Rather than
completely dismissing Tacitus’ unique account of the events, Meier seeks to re-
construct different stages of Roman awareness of Christians as a separate group.
In this process the Jews played a central role, both as observers of debates taking
place within their communities and as victims of imperial policies restricting
them on account of various political conflicts. It would thus have been in their
interest to distance themselves from the Christ-believers, in order to safeguard
traditional Jewish worship and avoid the suspicion of the Roman administration.
Meyer concludes that even though Philo does not mention neither Jesus nor
his followers, he may nevertheless have noticed early developments and started
negotiations with the Roman administration, given the networks he developed
in Rome during his embassy.

The second section positions Philo in the context of New Testament writings,
exploring different methods of comparison. Loveday Alexander’s essay, “Sailing
to Caesar: Philo’s Embassy and Luke’s Paul in Rome,” argues that the widely
attested first-century practice that Josephus calls “sailing to Caesar” offers an
illuminating framework for understanding both Philo’s Embassy to Gaius and
Luke’s account of Paul’s trials and journey to Rome. Philo is not on trial, and
Paul is not an ambassador, but both experiences are shaped by the same agonis-
tic framework, and the same underlying realities of political life in the empire,
in which the emperor is regularly invoked as final court of appeal in disputes
between local civic communities and their governing elites. Reading Luke’s ac-
count of Paul’s trial in tandem with Philo brings out the differences in their
relative situations, but also many similarities, such as the importance of soliciting
favor from those who hold political power, the appeal to wider principles of jus-
tice, the political acumen needed to play off one power-broker against another, the
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dangerous tendency of public discourse to slide from precise charges to critique
of a whole way of life and, finally, the perilously thin boundary between embas-
sy and trial. Alexander offers a detailed literary analysis of passages from Philo,
Josephus and Luke to explore the dynamics between literature and politics in
the shared cultural milieu of the Roman empire. Avoiding one-directional mod-
els, she points to complex dynamics and intricate entanglements of apologetics,
historiography and construction of religious identity. Philo’s Legatio is used as a
central witness to such negotiations, which illuminates the literary and political
strategies of Acts.

Matthias Becker follows with a chapter entitled “Philo’s Lives and Luke’s
Gospel - Features of Hagiographical Discourse in Early Imperial-Era Biography.”
This essay highlights hagiographical aspects of ancient biographies, focusing on
Philo’s Lives of Moses and Abraham, on the one hand, and the Gospel of Luke,
on the other. Hagiographical discourse is defined by four features, namely a
focus on exceptional human individuals, who have a close relationship with
God, a combination of factual and fictional components, multiple program-
matic functions and, finally, overlaps with the concept of the “divine man.” These
categories are then applied to a close reading of Philonic and Lucan passages,
which emerge as engaging similar motifs and depicting their heroes as especially
endowed divine men. They love God and are loved by Him, they show special
compassion for God and obedience to Him, they leave their social environment
to embark on their spiritual journey, they enjoy divine providence and perform
miracles. Becker concludes by stressing that these features also characterize
pagan Greek biographies, such as those of Plutarch, and were part of the profile
of intellectuals in the imperial period.

Joan R. Taylor contributes an article called “Another Look at Logos Theology
in Philo and John,” which revisits an often-discussed issue from a new angle.
After surveying the initial reception history of Philo in Alexandria and beyond,
Taylor turns to the intellectual milieu of the Gospel of John, which she locates
in Ephesus, another mediterranean city with close ties to Alexandria. The con-
nection between Philo and John, she argues, is not one of direct dependence,
but of indirect engagement. Taking seriously early Patristic insights that the
Gospel of John counters the position of a certain Cerinthus, who was associated
with Egypt, Taylor reconstructs his views from fragments in Tertullian and
Hippolytus and argues that he represents a Logos theory close to that of Philo.
She stresses that it is impossible to know if Cerinthus - for all his “Egyptian”
education - used Philo primarily or whether Philo was simply one of many
authors of the Alexandrian school, who were read by Christian Jews in the city
of Ephesus and elsewhere. Regardless, Cerinthus can be understood better by
reference to Philo and thus Cerinthus represents a reception of Philo more
clearly than we see in the Gospel of John. The biggest Cerinthian innovation
pertains to Philo’s Logos, and the Powers, which always remain as transcendent
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as the Father. An enfleshed Power of any kind - let alone the Logos - is not found
in Philo. However, this concept was found in Cerinthus, apparently, who asserted
that the Power “Christ” arrived and dwelt in Jesus, the human being made by the
Maker, who exhibited goodness worthy enough to be accounted as his son. As
such, while the Gospel of John does not have Philo directly in view, it addresses
Philonic concepts as they were already adapted by Christian Jews in Ephesus,
namely by those who followed Cerinthus.

Philip Alexander concludes the second section with an essay on “Philo of Al-
exandria and Hebrews in the Context of the Roman Empire. Revisiting the Ques-
tion of their Relationship.” Alexander starts with a detailed survey of modern
research on the relationship between Philo and the author of Hebrews, showing
that generations of scholars have not been able to offer conclusive evidence, since
they focused on questions of direct dependence, which inevitably struggle in the
face of significant similarities and differences between the texts. Alexander pro-
poses instead a heuristic comparison of the two authors against the backdrop of
first century Rome. This triangular approach enables us to put them into dia-
logue with one another, without becoming entangled in questions of literary
dependence. The broad convergences of time, place, and idea would make that
comparison worthwhile in its own right, but Alexander further recommends
sharpening the comparison by exploiting the fact that both writers seem to be
addressing a Roman audience. The essay concludes with an initial study of ex-
emplarity as a text-case. Philo and Hebrews emerge as authors participating in
wider, typically Roman efforts to depict a gallery of exemplary forefathers as a
means of constructing identity. They even share some figures, such as Abraham,
but put them to different uses, Philo soliciting empathy for Judaism in Rome, He-
brews inviting Roman readers to own the Biblical tradition as part of their new
Christian identity.

The third section of this collection contextualizes Philo in Greek literature and
philosophy. Jason K6nig opens with an essay entitled “Human and Environment
in Philo’s Life of Moses and Flaccus,” which applies insights from postcolonial
ecocriticism in the study of Greek literature. While such studies have thus far
focused mostly on the Classical period, Konig investigates Philo as a Greek
author in the Roman empire, next to Plutarch and others. Philo’s deep fas-
cination with environmental themes, which departs from the Septuagintal Ex-
odus story and its theme of Divine providence, results in imagery that has its
best parallels in Greek and also Latin rhetoric and poetry. Some of the effects
achieved by Philo are relatively familiar within Philonic scholarship, such as, for
example, his portrayal of the naturalness of the Jewish religion, in contrast with
what he views as the unnatural character of the Egyptians’ relationship with the
world around them. Konig moves beyond these insights and shows how Philo’s
exploration of the environment also contributes to a negative representation
of imperial dominance. In the opening sections of the Life of Moses Philo em-
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phasizes the Jewish population’s vulnerability to the environment, alongside
attempts by the Egyptians to exercise control over the natural world. Those
images are then overturned later in the narrative, as the Egyptians are themselves
exposed to environmental harm through the plagues, while Moses increasingly
exercises a divinely sanctioned mastery over nature. The article concludes with
a comparison to similar patterns in Philo’s Flaccus, which highlights the con-
nections between environment, literature and politics in the Roman empire.
Philo thus helps us to see the sophistication of ancient debates, which has often
been overlooked in ecological investigations.

Volker Drecoll concludes the third section with an essay on “Philo and Severus
on the Unity of the Soul,” which analyzes Philo as an important witness to debates
within the Platonic school which are not attested elsewhere in the first century
CE, but fully emerge in the fragments of Severus, a second-century ce Alexan-
drian Platonist. Drecoll initially submits key-passages in the Allegorical Com-
mentary from Philo’s earlier, more Platonic period and his later Roman works,
showing that the tension between Plato’s references to the soul’s division and
unity features prominently in the former. Philo suggests for the first time a kind
of solution by claiming that only the rational and divinely inspired part of the
soul can truly be called soul or man’s self. Philo’s significance is then illuminated
by comparison to Severus, whose fragments are partly preserved by Eusebius
and the newly discovered treatise On Principles and Matter by Porphyry. Their
testimonies indicate that Severus polemicized against the position of Atticus, ac-
cording to whom opposite parts of the soul were held together. Severus, by con-
trast, argued that the soul cannot be considered as truly composite, because that
assumption would negate its immortality.
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