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Among today’s panelists, I am fairly certain that I encountered Mark Nanos’s work the 
latest. Whereas some of us organized an early review panel of Mark’s Romans book at 
SBL nearly three decades ago—1997 specifically—I first encountered Mark’s work 
exactly ten years ago as a wide-eyed PhD student trying to figure out what this 
overwhelming Society of Biblical Literature annual meeting was all about in 2015. As 
such, I can speak perhaps to the impact of Mark’s work on a second generation of 
scholars. 

Both encounters at that Atlanta meeting left an impression. The first was at a 
review session of the just published Fortress volume, Paul within Judaism: restoring the 
first-century context to the apostle, edited by Mark Nanos and today’s chair, Magnus 
Zetterholm. It was a medium sized room, and it was packed—standing room only—with 
interested faces peering in from outside the door. I was there because this idea of Paul 
within Judaism promised to decenter the Paul I knew and allow me to re-encounter an 
ancient writer who sometimes feels so familiar. The discussion was animated and 
engaging and I left with questions that eventually led to my 2023 ZNW article grappling 
with the method questions that “within Judaism” raises and that the panel reviewers 
said needed answering. 

The second impression was the following day at a session titled “For Paul, Do 
Jews Have to Become Christians to be Saved?,” this time in one of those huge rooms 
seemingly meant for a keynote or presidential address and which can make even a large 
audience seem small, though for this session’s popularity the room did not dwarf the 
audience, with many drawn especially because of the session’s relevance—and for 
some the radical suggestions—for Christian theology and Jewish-Christian relations. I 
left that SBL with the impression that this area of scholarship was both a meaningful 
way to re-encounter what eventually became the foundational texts of later Christianity, 
and an awareness of its popularity. My impression of Mark’s presentations specifically—
I was too new to venture to meet him in person that year—was refreshing—someone 
raising meaningful questions and framing all of it as possibilities for further reflection 
and refinement through continuing conversation in collaboration with session 
participants and detractors. This type of posture of mutual discovery, when possible, I 
still see as some of the best of the ethics of biblical scholarship and made we want to 
stay engaged with Mark’s work and the subfield that he had a large role in jump starting. 

Today I want to reflect specifically on Mark’s Romans book, The Mystery of 
Romans, since my current project at the University of Vienna is likewise on social 
questions related to Paul’s letter to the Roman Christ-followers. This book, as most of us 
know, made an immediate splash, receiving the 1996 National Jewish Book Award for 
Jewish-Christian Relations, becoming the focal point of sessions at the SNTS and SBL 
meetings in 1997 and CBA in 1998 and evoking reactions among its reviewers ranging 
from enthusiastic endorsement (especially those in ecumenical or theological 
publications),i to cautious optimism (Neil Elliot),ii to regret that the argument is not fully 
convincing (e.g., James Dunn),iii to ohense at the argument—at least partly because it 



does not mention Jesus enough (Jerome Murphy-O’Conner).iv Yet all—with the exception 
of Murphy-O’Conner—expressed appreciation for the volume, and its importance for the 
future study of Paul,v with AJ Levine noting, for example, that part of its ability to open 
new possibilities is that it was written outside the typical academic track of PhD 
dissertation, etc.vi I can say, from my own perspective, Mark, I am so glad you took the 
time to write this first book, and that you decided to continue working on Paul for the 
past thirty years. It and your work have been a continual source of ideas that have 
challenged my thinking. 

Today I want to focus specifically on Romans 13:1–7—Paul’s instructions to obey 
“authorities”—whom Mark argued were synagogue authorities and not Roman 
authorities.vii Reviews described this as the most “innovative” and “questionable” 
aspect of the book. The basic criticisms in subsequent literature where, first, that the 
terms for the authorities and their taxes fit a Roman administrative context too neatly 
and are mostly unattested in synagogue or other association settings, and, second, that 
describing synagogue discipline with the metaphor of sword was unlikely and 
inexplicably violent.viii These critiques have been persuasive enough that the most recent 
treatments of Romans that situate themselves in the tradition of Pauline scholarship 
prompted by Mark’s work and acknowledging their indebtedness to it do not mention his 
argument in their treatments of Romans 13:1–7. I am thinking of the 2023 commentary 
by William Campbell and the 2018 published dissertation of Jacob Mortensen.ix I, 
however, was intrigued, and wanted to double check the plausibility of the reading, 
since I wanted it to be true. While the use of the titles and taxes within the Roman 
administration have been well researched,x the use of “sword” as metaphor had not, 
with responses to Nanos’ reading limiting themselves to the term’s use in the 
Septuagint, Josephus, and examples listed in standard Greek dictionaries. So, I looked 
through the approximately 400 occurrences of μαχαιρα—Paul’s term translated “sword” 
in Rom 7:4—in the TLG database from around 200 BCE to 200 CE. 

The majority of these occurrences of μάχαιρα refer to either a physical sword () or 
as a way of dying violently, sometimes grouped with other means (famines, 
earthquakes). To my disappointment I found no examples where sword symbolized 
being even only injured by a sword—rather than killed—much less disciplined in some 
less violent way. In the few examples where it is used as a metaphor for something other 
than death, it indicates cruelty,xi angerxii and occasionally speech that may be 
destructive like a swordxiii or (positively) speech that quickly separates silly ideas from 
true ones like a well sharpened sword.xiv To add to my disappointment, I found that the 
earliest reception history of Rom 13:1–7 also assumes a Roman administrative context,xv 
though interestingly Origen notes that Heracleon—incorrectly according to Origen—
applies Paul’s phrase “one who does not bear the sword in vain” to Moses, specifically 
because of his role as lawgiver.xvi This provides some ancient precedent for Mark’s 
association of the sword with discipline based on the practical authority of Torah. Still, in 
the end, I am forced to also find Paul’s instructions to refer to Roman state actors and 
that Paul dangerously attributes to them divine sanction in his ehorts to convince the 
Roman Christ-adherents not to rebel. While this does not mean that Paul’s Christ-
groups and/or those Christ-groups in Rome are separate from the synagogue, it does 
mean, in my evaluation, that Rom 13:1–7 does not demonstrate their participation. 

What, then, to do with Paul’s instructions? Mark framed his treatment of Romans 
13:1–7 as an alternative to the “tragic results of the traditional interpretation,” noting 
specifically its use for rationalizing Christian support for the Nazi regime.xvii To the 



existing literature on the harmful reception history of Paul’s instructions, I can add its 
use among early, pre-Baur arguments about the addressees of Romans, when at least 
five studies between 1800 and 1835 see these instructions not to rebel against the 
authorities as addressing a specifically Jewish tendency for societial unrest, part of a 
wider Judeophobic tendency in historical critical scholarship.xviii Mark’s attempt, then, 
can be grouped with a variety of other attempts to develop less dangerous readings of 
Paul’s apparent divine sanction of authoritarian state violence against vulnerable 
persons. These attempts include treating it as a later addition to Paul’s real letter, 
despite no manuscript evidence;xix arguments that Paul is talking about cosmic powers 
working through earthly actors, and so not transferable to other authoritarian regimes,xx 
and, most recently, arguments that Paul is writing with a “hidden transcript” in which 
seemingly positive statements about authoritarian regimes cloak hidden critiques.xxi In 
this context, Mark’s reading appears to be as plausible and more contextually 
embedded than all but possibly the latter, even as each has gotten significantly more 
traction than his. However, the implausibility of each of these attempts, combined with 
the voluminous literature attempting to reconcile Paul’s statements with the experience 
of persons living under authoritarian and often oppressive regimes suggests that maybe 
Paul’s statements, when attributed authority, may be about as dangerous as they have 
traditionally been understood to be and we are better oh starting by acknowledging this.  

For those of us concerned about the possible uses of Paul’s instructions about 
governing authorities today,xxii especially in the face of increasing authoritarianism in 
many parts of our world, what if we focus not on making Paul’s instructions more 
palatable for today, but position Paul among other attempts at self- or in-group survival 
in the context of possible state persecution. In first-century Rome we could think about 
Roman prohibitions of collegia and related associations, attested as close to Paul as the 
time of Augustus and again during the Flavian period, especially because of their 
potential for societal unrest.xxiii In such a context ohicial action against collegia would at 
the least be a plausible threat in the 50s CE. A likely explanation for the prevalence of 
what we call associations in Rome and throughout the empire despite state action 
against them is that they only risked prohibition when they attracted ohicial attention.xxiv 
In such a context, not submitting to the Roman authorities risked unwanted attention 
and a possible ban or closer state surveillance by being labeled a collegium. The 
concern might be only heightened by the discovery that Paul promoted a “kingdom of 
God” easily imagined as a competitor to Rome. 

In this context, Paul’s instructions and his reasoning that the authorities are 
actually just in their use of the sword because they are placed there by the Jewish God—
problematic when universalized—can be seen as a coping strategy of interpretive 
denial.xxv Such coping strategies, according to social psychology, explain the threat of 
oppression as something other than oppression—in the Roman case as a part of the 
cosmic order ruled by the Jewish God—and so alleviate the psychological stress of 
oppression. While recent literature emphasizes that such strategies perpetuate unjust 
social orders by promoting accommodation rather than social action, it also notes that 
such strategies are common in contexts where persons lack a belief in the possibility of 
social change.xxvi Paul, then, and his addressees insofar as they adopted his 
instructions, can be paralleled with other groups and their strategies for coping among 
the threat—or reality—of majority culture discrimination and oppression, often with 
state backing. In the recent literature I list examples of (1) the Ahmadiyah Islamic 
reformist movement in Indonesia attributing their precarious situation among 



Indonesia’s increasingly conservative Islam to fundamentalist Islamic influences from 
outside of Indonesia, especially Saudia Arabia and Pakistan, in order to retain an image 
of Indonesia as inherently tolerant.xxvii  

(2) Israeli Palestinians on the set of Israeli drama series Fauda protecting their 
precarious place in the Israeli society and job market by alternatively adopting western 
secular forms of dress and behavior as a form a Jewish Israeli mimicry and 
simultaneously playing into stereotypes of traditional Palestinian culture as survival 
strategies, and so reinforcing Israeli Jewish perceptions of diherence both on the set and 
in the stereotypical roles they play in the show.xxviii 

Or, to take a historical example, among Christ-adherents facing Roman 
oppression in Asia-minor in the early second century, reinterpreting suhering as 
necessary to prompt cosmic action and as accumulating rewards in the celestial 
realm.xxix Similar coping strategies can be documented among Jewish communities in 
European cities at many times over the past millennium. 

If we position Paul and the Roman Christ-groups among these types of groups, it 
does not make the implications of Paul’s strategy less problematic when universalized, 
but it does allow problematic instructions to be contextualized as not uncommon parts 
of coping and retaining agency in situations outside of one’s control. 

In conclusion, even ultimately unpersuasive readings—such as the authorities in 
Rom 13 as synagogue leaders—are an important part of our shared knowledge projectxxx 
that we might call academic biblical studies as they force us to rethink tacit 
assumptions. I see Mark’s work as an enduring contribution to this rethinking, driven 
especially by persons asking questions from positionalities that may begin from outside 
the dominant discourse of New Testament studies and hopefully end up incorporated 
into the shared discourse, as the within Judaism approach has been. These 
positionalities are continuing to expand, I think, especially as we listen to more and 
more diversity of voices especially from majority world scholars working from outside 
the major centers of knowledge production in North America and western Europe. There 
is lots of room for progress in the historical reconsideration of the earliest Christ 
movement by listening to more and more voices, and Mark’s contributions are an 
especially influential example of this. 
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