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inary students. Despite its shortcomings, this book is a thorough (if 

ultimately failed) critique of religion and politics that is worth reading. 

Adam P. Groza 

Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary 

Social· Science Commentary on the Letters of Paul, By Bruce J. 

Malina and John J. Pilch. Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2006. 419 

pages. Softcover, $27.00. 

In this commentary, Malina and Pilch have undertaken the noble task of 

establishing the first-century Mediterranean socio-historical context of 

seven Pauline letters they have identified as "authentic" (1-3). Accord­

ing to the authors, Paul functions as a "change agent" who redefines the 

boundaries of Judaism in terms of the social norms of the Jesus-group, 

or the εκκλησία (20-21). As a result, Paul then serves as a messenger to 

Israelites who live in the Diaspora "among the nations" rather than as 

an apostle to the nations themselves (17-20). Paul's Jesus-groups oper­

ate within the Mediterranean patron-client system, whereby God func­

tions as their benevolent benefactor, and group cohesion is maintained 

by cultivating an "honor-shame" mentality based upon communal mo­

res and ethics. 

Malina and Pilch have rightly focused on determining the socio-his­
torical setting of the Pauline letters since they do indeed function as 
occasional documents which address specific groups with specific needs. 
To their credit, the authors have clearly stated their methodology and 
their presuppositions in the introduction and have abided by these prin­
ciples throughout the rest of the work (28-29). In the "reading scenar­
ios" at the end of the commentary, they also clearly define and 
categorize their terminology, thereby providing a helpful discussion for 
exegetes or students unfamiliar with social-scientific jargon (331-409). 

Despite this clear organizational structure and concise writing, the 
book's methodology does exhibit some fundamental flaws. For instance, 
the redefinition of the term εθνή as a designation for Israelites residing 
among non-Israelites proves problematic. First of all, the discussion of 
εθνή lacks proper research to show that it has the range to refer to Isra­
elites rather than non-Israelites/Gentiles in the context of Hebraic or 
even early Christian literature. More importantly, the primary sources 
cited never discuss εθνή specifically and incorporate only Greek and 
Latin synonyms into the discussion along with other works by ancient 
historians that broadly comment upon the process of Hellenization (17-
20). Second, Malina and Pilch themselves even use the term arbitrarily 
to mean both Israelite and non-Israelite depending upon the nature of 
their argument (197-98, 265). Above all, in this commentary the authors 
have succeeded only in proving t h a t ethnocentrism existed in the 
ancient Mediterranean world and not the fact that εθνή refers to Israel­
ites in the Diaspora. 

Another fundamental problem in their methodology arises when they 
attempt to classify all the occasional aspects of a particular letter into 
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rigid sociological categories which leave l i t t le room for dist inctiveness or 

diversity. To Malina a n d Pi lch, all Israel i tes seem t o fit i n t o two b r o a d 

ca tegor ies : t h o s e who p r a c t i c e J u d e a n c u s t o m s a n d t h o s e who do n o t 

(198). T h i s c a t e g o r i z a t i o n a p p e a r s t o oversimplify b o t h t h e s i m i l a r i t y 

and t h e diversity present w i t h i n Jewish groups such as evidenced a m o n g 

t h e S a d d u c e e s , P h a r i s e e s , E s s e n e s , a n d o t h e r s e c t s . M o r e o v e r , t h e 

a u t h o r s ' c l a s s i f i c a t i o n of I s r a e l i t e s i n t o J u d e a n s or H e l l e n i s t s a l so 

appears t o resurrect t h e d e b a t e concerning P a l e s t i n i a n versus Hellenis­

t ic J u d a i s m which has long been laid t o res t by M a r t i n Hengel . Never­

theless, Malina and Pi lch have reopened th i s d e b a t e pr imar i ly because it 

serves t h e i r p u r p o s e of redef ining ε θ ν ή , n o t because a n y new or m o r e 

convincing cu l tura l evidence has surfaced. 

Overa l l , t h e a p p r o a c h t a k e n b y t h i s c o m m e n t a r y ref lects t h e new 

t r e n d w i t h i n scholarship t o p a y closer a t t e n t i o n t o t h e sociological and 

psychological b a c k g r o u n d of biblical d o c u m e n t s . I n th i s work t h e reader 

does e n c o u n t e r some of t h e p r o b l e m s associated w i t h t h e social-scien­

tific a p p r o a c h , such as t h e use of m o d e r n social and psychological cate­

gories t o e x p l a i n f i r s t -century life a n d t h e a p p a r e n t need t o m i n i m i z e 

t h e d is t inct ions w i t h i n var ious f i rs t-century c u l t u r a l g roups . Moreover, 

t h e problems associated w i t h th i s methodology become most ev ident in 

t h i s c o m m e n t a r y w h e n t h e a u t h o r s a t t e m p t t o redefine ε θ ν ή w i t h o u t 

m u c h h i s tor ica l or l inguis t ic w a r r a n t a n d t h e n allow t h e i r new defini­

t i o n t o guide t h e i r exegesis. Despi te these methodological problems, one 

should read still read th i s c o m m e n t a r y t o gain a broader perspective of 

life in t h e a n c i e n t M e d i t e r r a n e a n world a n d t o keep a b r e a s t of c u r r e n t 

scholarly discussion in t h e New T e s t a m e n t field. 

Michael L. Neal 

Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary 

Three Views on Eastern Orthodoxy and Evangelicalism. Edited by 

James Stamoolis. Counterpoints. Edited by Stanley N. Gundry. Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 2004. 294 pages. Softcover, $17.99. 

T h e t o p i c of t h i s book is E a s t e r n O r t h o d o x y a n d evangel ical i sm. T h e 

q u e s t i o n e x p l o r e d — " A r e E a s t e r n O r t h o d o x y a n d evangel ical i sm com­

p a t i b l e ? " — i s answered from several p o i n t s of view. E a c h c h a p t e r con­

sists of a n essay addressing t h e quest ion, a n eva luat ion of t h a t essay by 

t h e o ther four c o n t r i b u t o r s , and a conclusion by t h e original author . 

Bradley Nassif writes c h a p t e r 1 from an O r t h o d o x perspective. H e has 

a n a p p r e c i a t i o n for evangelicalism and answers t h e quest ion, "Yes." I n 

o t h e r words, he m a k e s a case for compat ib i l i ty . H e clarifies t h a t one's 

answer d e p e n d s on one 's per spect ive . To answer t h e q u e s t i o n from a n 

evangelical perspect ive suggests m a y b e t h e t w o groups are compat ib le , 

b u t t o answer from t h e O r t h o d o x perspective leads t o a "carefully quali­

fied n o " (83). U l t i m a t e l y , N a s s i f ' s yes seems t o m e a n m a y b e , m a y b e 

even n o . Such a m b i g u i t y is a ma jor weakness of t h e b o o k n o t only in 

th i s c h a p t e r b u t t h r o u g h o u t . Wi th t h e except ion of Nassif, who identi­

fies four k e y a s p e c t s of evange l ica l i d e n t i t y , t h e c o n t r i b u t o r s fail t o 




