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Paul’s letter to the Philippians (around 62 CE) affords deep insight into the apos-
tle’s inner life. Nowhere else in his letters does he develop such intense thoughts 
about himself and his state of mind: as a prisoner who may soon confront his 
own execution, Paul is thrown back to his personal situation, oscillating between 
distress and hope. In these circumstances of extreme uncertainty, Paul surveys 
his inner life. The apostle reveals that survey without any restriction, as it seems, 
to his reading audience.

Paul’s construction of selfhood thus is bound to the concrete situation of an 
epistolary communication: as letter writer, he wishes to “speak” to his communi-
ty from a distance. Thus, when investigating how Paul, in the framework of his 
letter-writing, arrives at ideas about himself, I begin from the epistolary setting. 
I hope to show how the apostle uses epistolary techniques of “self-writing” and 
hereby progressively develops the shape of his “self.”

1. The Epistolary Self as Representing Paul’s Parousia

According to ancient epistolary theory,1 letter-writing serves the basic function 
of making the letter-writer present among his addressees. The epistolary author 
seeks to shape personal parousia among his reading audience. He aims to appear 
to these readers, in other words, as if he were physically present.

What applies to ancient epistolography in general can be seen in Paul’s and 
Cicero’s letter- writing in particular. I begin with a close look at the extensive 
Ciceronian letter corpus (see below 1.1) and then turn to Paul and his letter to 
the Philippians. Cicero’s letters to his family and his friends2 shed light on how 
Paul seeks to mediate his personal presence to his audience in Philippi (see below 
1.2).3 It is through Cicero’s correspondence that we better understand how Paul, 

1  See on ancient epistolary theory: Malherbe 1988. See lately on the state of research: 
Fögen 2018: 43–79.

2  On Cicero’s letter collections and the impact on ancient epistolography see lately: White 
2018: 7–21; Sogno 2014: 201–22.

3  On comparisons of Cicero and Paul’s letter writing, however, mostly from the perspective 
of compilation, see: Klauck 2003: 317–37; Schmeller 2004: 181–208. On literary compar-
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particularly in his letter to the Philippian community, shapes personal parousia. 
In this missive to a community to which he must have felt warmly attached (see, 
e. g., Phil 4:15 ff.)4, the apostle exposes his innermost thoughts. It is there that 
Paul comes to fashion his epistolary self.

1.1 The Parousia Motif in Cicero’s Epistolography (Quint. 1.1; ad fam. 14.4)

More than a century ago, Hermann Peter identified how Cicero’s letters func-
tion as a “halved dialogue” (“halbiertes Gespräch”).5 In such dialogue, different 
aspects of epistolary parousia come to light. Peter demonstrated a direct relation-
ship between the tone with which Cicero addressed his audience and the level of 
intimacy he felt with it:6 the closer Cicero felt towards his addressees, the great-
er latitude he allowed himself with respect to the expression of his personality. 
The letters to his brother Quintus, his friend Atticus, and close family members 
(Quint.; ad fam.; Att.) project a strong personal tone.

A letter Cicero pens to Quintus vividly conveys the idea of epistolary parousia. 
Here, Cicero writes how he “hears” his brother speaking while reading his letter, 
and how he “speaks” with him while writing to him (sed ego quia, cum tua lego, 
te audire, et quia, cum ad te scribe, tecum loqui videor […]: Quint. 1. 1. 45). Thus, 
we witness the writer and the addressee “talking,” that is, quasi adesse. Even the 
length of the letter, according to Cicero, reflects the relationship of the communi-
cation partners (ibid.). Hence, in the very first lines, we read of the longing (de-
siderium) that this letter-writer and letter-recipient have for each other (1.1.1).

In letters of friendship and administration, the parousia-motif is the most 
constitutive epistolary goal – not least for the sake of providing either govern-
ance and admonition or consolatio when the writer and addressee are separated 
from each other (see ad fam. 4.13.1).7 In his letters from exile, Cicero provides 
further evidence of the importance of parousia via letter writing, particularly in 
family relations. Let us consider, for example, Letter 6 (ad fam. 14.4), written 
from Brundisium on April 29th in the year 58 BCE, and addressed to his wife Ter-
entia and his children Tullia and Marcus. This letter demonstrates distinctly how 
epistolary parousia is a concept of construing Cicero’s persona from a distance.

First, Cicero describes his current emotional state and his desire to see his 
addressees:8 When “I write to you at home or read your letters I am so over-

ison of Cicero and Paul’s letters, see in regard to specific motifs such as tears: Becker 2012a: 
11–26; Becker 2012b: 361–78.

4  Some scholars thus have put Philippians in terms of its letter-type close to either a “letter 
of friendship” or a “family letter.” On the current state of the research, see Holloway 2017: 32 f.

5  Peter 1901: 39 f.
6  Ibid.: esp. 38–40.
7  See Thraede 1979; Thraede 1968: esp. 47–52.
8  Translation according to: Cicero 2001: 58–63.
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come with tears […]” ([…] cum aut scribe ad vos aut vestras lego, conficior lacri-
mis […]: 14.4.1). “I want to see you, dear heart, as soon as I can, and to die in 
your arms […]” ([…] cupio videre et in tuo complexu emori […]: ibid.). Cicero 
then refers to his travel activities and plans (14.4.2) and complains about his cir-
cumstances – emphasizing, however, that as long as he had Terentia he “shall not 
feel […] utterly lost” (si te habebo, non mihi videbor plane perisse: 14.4.3). Again, 
this section is marked by Cicero’s strong emotional expression: “I cannot write 
any more. Grief clogs my pen” (non queo plura iam scribere; impedit maeror: 
14.4.3).

In the next paragraph (14.4.4), Cicero conveys his concern about the familia 
at home. In 14.4.5, Cicero refers to the request for hope which he received from 
his wife Terentia, and eagerly awaits further correspondence from her. Cicero re-
sponds to Terentia’s request by encouraging her: “For the rest, dearest Terentia, 
bear up with all the dignity you can muster” (Quod reliquum est, sustenta te, mea 
Terentia, ut potes honestissime: 14.4.6). What follows is a retrospective on Cice-
ro’s life: an autobiographical narrative with an apologetic function. I shall quote 
the passage in full here:
It has been a good life, a great career. The good in me, nothing bad, has brought me down 
([…] non vitium nostrum sed virtus nostra nos adflixit […]). I have done nothing wrong 
([…] peccatum est nullum […]), except that when I lost the good things of life; I did not 
lose life itself. But if it was more for our children’s happiness that I should live, let us bear 
what remains, intolerable though it be. And yet, while I tell you to be strong, I cannot tell 
myself (14.4.6).

In this passage, Cicero defends his choices by pointing to the enduring responsi-
bility he has assumed for his family. He frames his narrative on the basis of virtue 
(virtus), and combines it with advice for his readers and himself. We will see later 
how Paul, in his letter to the Philippians, gauges his current situation (1:21 ff.) 
and assesses his life course (3:4bff.) in quite similar terms. Near the end of this 
letter, Cicero mentions a certain Clodius Philhetaerus whom he will “send back” 
(14.4.6). The sending back and forth of collaborators plays an important role in 
Paul’s letter-writing as well (see, e. g., Phil 2:28). Cicero closes his letter by bid-
ding his wife to take care of her health and expressing his love for her and their 
children (ibid.).

We find no epistolary propositio or specific subject taken up in Cicero’s letter. 
Instead, the missive is part of a dynamic interaction with his family wherein the 
communication partners aim to assert their personal proximity despite spatial 
distance. Letter 6 shows Cicero in intimate interaction with his addressees. In 
the sense of epistolary parousia, he wants to present himself in toto – not to hide 
anything from his loved ones. In conveying his emotional state and personal 
distress, Cicero combines motifs of retrospection, admonition, and consolation. 
During physical absence from his family, the epistolary portrait of the letter writ-
er becomes the sole mode of providing personal parousia.
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In the correspondence at hand, Cicero exposes his entire personality to his 
addressees. Epistolary self-expressions like this one have led scholars to claim 
that there is no other person in antiquity who permitted such acute insights into 
his personal state as Cicero did.9 Arguably, however, these scholars have over-
looked Paul in their assessment. And, from reading Ciceronian letters, new ave-
nues of approaching Paul appear.

Despite the difference in context, that is, late Republican on the one hand and 
early Imperial on the other, Cicero’s letter-writing has much in common with 
that of Paul. His Letter 6/ad fam. 14.4, in particular, shares facets with Paul’s 
letter to the Philippian community. In both cases, the writer is writing in an exilic 
or exile-like setting and expresses extreme distress; the physical separation of the 
writers from the addressees triggers special deliberation; the audience is an inti-
mate one which consists of more than one person; and the letter-writers aim to 
provide companionship, guidance, and consolation to their reading audience(s) 
in the face of their own grief.

1.2 The Parousia Motif in Paul’s Letter to the Philippians

In his letter to the Philippian community, Paul is experiencing an exile-like situ-
ation. The apostle is imprisoned (1:7 ff.), probably in Rome,10 and thus unwill-
ingly separated from his beloved community in Philippi (see e. g., 2:12; 4:1). As 
is the case in Cicero’s letter, at the time of his writing, Paul is not yet aware of his 
future fortune. Like Cicero, Paul shows his emotional state by mentioning either 
his weeping (3:18) or his joy/χαρά (1:4, 25; 2:2, 29; 4:1).

In Paul’s case of imprisonment, nothing less than his physical survival is at 
stake. The question is: will the apostle be released from his imprisonment, which 
would enable him to revisit the Philippian community (1:27)? Or will Paul have 
to die soon (1:21–30), which would prompt him to find ultima verba in his cur-
rent letter-writing? The fact of imprisonment generates deep suffering for the 
prisoner. Since W. Michaelis’ seminal work (1925), Pauline scholars have rightly 
taken the impact of social-historical circumstances on Paul’s letter writing into 
account.11

Most critical for the interpretation of Philippians, however, is that Paul 
is preparing for two distinct scenarios: his impending (brutal) death, which 
would lead him to farewell; and release from imprisonment, which would en-
able him to make further visiting plans (1:27). Paul himself prefers to die, 

9  Schuller 2003: 7 (with reference to Otto Eduard Schmidt [1893]).
10  Research done in the past two centuries has indicated that Philippians is located in Rome, 

Caesarea, Ephesus, or Corinth. On this, see Becker 2018a: 287–308, esp. 293 f.
11  See Michaelis 1925: 586–95; Michaelis 1935: 17–20; Standhartinger 2013: 140–

67; Arzt-Grabner 2003: 70–76.
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since this would take him into immediate community with Christ (1:23) – he 
would be σὺν Χριστῷ, as he says. In a religious sense, Paul hopes for his indi-
vidual desire to be fulfilled. If, however, he should instead live for some more 
time, he would continue to stay in close contact with the Philippian congrega-
tion (1:24 f.). For reasons of his apostolic commitment and responsibility for 
his community, Paul considers the latter option to be the more necessary one 
(ἀναγκαιότερον: 1:24).12 By presenting himself as accepting either of these two 
options, by even neglecting his personal preference of “departing in order to be 
immediately with Christ” (1:23), Paul shows himself to his readers as the ideal 
“servant of Christ” (see 1:1)13 who will accept completely his (God-given) for-
tune.

In his letter to the Philippians, Paul develops diverse visions of his future. 
As the apostle who will die soon, he envisions himself and his readers attaining 
imminent conformity with Christ (3:21) – including partaking of Christ’s suf-
ferings and resurrection (3:10–11). As the apostle who will survive, he imagin-
es revisiting Philippi (1:27). Both scenarios necessitate that Paul reinforces the 
community’s unity (κοινωνία) with and according to Christ (2:1–11; 4:5), and 
with and according to Paul (1:5 ff.; 2:1 ff.; 3:17). In different ways, Paul consis-
tently correlates his thoughts about his and the community’s fortune with his 
theological thinking – the weight of theological arguments developed by Paul 
in his letter distinguishes it from Cicero’s Letter 6/ad fam. 14.4. Thus, first, 
Christ’s unity with God  – although challenged through physical separation 
caused by Christ’s kenosis (2:6–11) – is taken as a paradigm of how Paul and 
the Philippian community remain united with each other and with Christ (2:5). 
Second, the God-Christ paradigm of close kinship acts as a structural analogy 
to how Paul describes his relation to his close collaborators Timothy (2:19–24; 
see 1:1 above) and Epaphroditus (2:25–30). And third, Paul anticipates full con-
formity and κοινωνία with Christ (3:10) – hereby, he perceives himself as the 
ultimate paradigm of a Christ-emulator who can be imitated accordingly by the 
community members (3:17). Consequently, Paul’s parousia by epistolary means 
is no less than the actualization and imagination of the Christ-example which, 
in turn, represents encompassing unity with God.

While Cicero in Letter 6 evaluates his reflections in light of virtus (ad fam. 
14.4.6), Paul implements in Philippians humility/ταπεινοφροσύνη as a key 
term for his theological thinking (2:3).14 The term ταπεινοφροσύνη is a ne-
ologism in Greek-Hellenistic literature. The term describes the mindset of 
Christ, which is, at the same time, paradigmatic for how Paul and his collab-
orators and the community members in Philippi are meant to act and interact. 

12  See Becker 2013: 129–48.
13  See Becker 2018d: 105–20.
14  On this see in general: Becker 2015.
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Ταπεινοφροσύνη, hence, is of Christological, ethical, and socio-political signifi-
cance. In presenting himself as the quintessential ταπεινός throughout his letter 
(chs. 1–4),15 Paul ultimately transforms the epistolary parousia which he molds 
in this letter into the role model of the humble Christ-imitator who seeks ulti-
mate community with God in Christ. Paul’s theological propositions thus meld 
with the role model that is put forward:16

Not that I have already received [the prize] or have already been perfected, but I race on 
if by any means I may lay hold of that for which I was myself also laid hold of by Christ 
Jesus. Brothers, I do not consider myself to have laid hold of [this prize], but there is one 
thing [I have laid hold of]: forgetting the things that lie behind me, and straining toward 
what lies ahead, I race toward the goal, toward the prize of the upward calling of God in 
Christ Jesus (3:12–14).

Become imitators together of me, brothers […] For our citizenship exists in the heavens, 
from which we also eagerly await a savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform the 
body of our humiliation to be conformed to the body of his glory in exercise of his power 
to subject all things to himself (3:17, 20–21).

2. Conceptualizing Paul’s Epistolary Self

Pauline research has underscored the “personal tone” in which Paul compos-
es his letters from the very start (see prooimion in 1:3–11 above).17 In regard to 
3:8 ff., Paul A. Holloway has recently written of Paul’s religious “personalism.”18 
My interpretation of Philippians accords with this view: in his letter to the Phil-
ippian community, Paul faces squarely his personal fate and his religious desire, 
which he shares – as it seems – without reservation with the letter-reading au-
dience.

In this article, however, I would like to take my interpretation of Paul’s per-
sonal tone a step further. Thus, I argue that Paul in Philippians extensively molds 
an epistolary self. Paul shapes an image of himself as the imprisoned apostle 
who seeks enduring companionship with his readers via imminent community 
in Christ. The apostle must mold such an image as the letter might be the final 
one he sends to his congregation. The uncertainty about his future forces Paul to 
develop an ultimate mode of epistolary self-expression. In what follows, I present 
different dimensions of how Paul in Philippians crafts a concept of an epistolary 
self that is of “transcendent” significance.

15  See Becker 2018c: 115–25.
16  Translation according to Holloway 2017: 171 and 178.
17  Reumann 2008: 148.
18  Holloway 2017: 168.
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2.1 The παρών-ἀπών Concept (Presence and Absence)

The idea of letter-writing as an act of presenting oneself to others is inherent 
in the ancient theory and practice of letter-writing. For Michel Foucault, letter-
writing “constitutes a certain way of manifesting oneself to oneself and to others” 
and makes the letter-writer “present with a kind of immediate, almost physical 
presence.”19 Foucault suggests that letter-writing is “to project oneself into view, 
to make one’s own face appear in the other’s presence.”20 Thus, letter-writing is a 
face-to-face meeting”21 across temporal and spatial distance.

The παρών-ἀπών motif plays with the tension between the simultaneous 
presence and absence of the letter-writer. This motif serves the mediation of epis-
tolary parousia and hence features strongly in Pauline letter-writing – albeit in a 
specific way. In the Corinthian correspondence, which constitutes a lively com-
munication of Paul with one of the communities he founded, Paul reiterates his 
intention to be with the Corinthians by means of letter-writing during the time 
of his physical absence. In 1 and 2 Cor, the παρών-ἀπών motif is semantically de-
cisive (see 1 Cor 5:3; 2 Cor 10:2, 11; 11:9; 13:2, 10):22 as Paul as the absent (ἀπών) 
is acting via letter writing, he, whenever present (παρών), will act with his deeds 
(2 Cor 10:11).

In his letter to the Philippian community, by contrast, Paul only once makes 
explicit use of the motif of absence (1:27). He has clearly become more doubt-
ful about the future dynamics of constant personal interaction. As prisoner, Paul 
does not know his future fate.

As in his earlier letters to Thessalonica, Corinth and Achaia, Galatia, and 
Rome, in Philippians too Paul finds several other literary modes, which would – 
according to Foucault – add to the shape of epistolary selfhood. The semantic 
motif of being “mentally” present while being “physically” absent, which is the 
παρών-ἀπών concept, is only one epistolary strategy of expressing parousia and 
shaping the literary persona’s presence.

I shall thus outline how and why Paul in his letter to the Philippians shapes 
multi-layered images of an epistolary self by which he, as a prisoner, mediates his 
“personal” presence among his readers. Our inquiry will borrow insights from 
literary and philosophical discourses (particularly that of Foucault) in order to 
uncover the various elements by which Paul in his letter to the Philippian com-
munity conceptualizes epistolary selfhood (2.2.–2.3.), and how he, especially in 
that letter, develops introspective modes of self-construction (2.4.–2.5.).

19  Foucault 1994: 216.
20  Ibid.
21  Ibid.
22  Becker 2002: 32–34.
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2.2 “Self Writing”

Foucault demonstrated that the technique of examining and performing the self 
is bound to “the act of writing for oneself and for others.”23 Tracing self-writing 
back to Stoic philosophy, he noted that, for Seneca (ep. 84.1), writing is a “per-
sonal exercise.”24 Beyond being “an element of self-training, writing has […] an 
ethopoietic function: it is an agent of the transformation of truth into ethos.”25 
Paul’s epistolary writing exhibits several features that allow us to define it as a 
technique of “self-writing” or “shaping the self.”26 In the following, I take Paul’s 
letter to the Philippians as a reference point, as it displays all of the elements enu-
merated by Foucault in a specific way:

(a) In Philippians, Paul writes for himself as for the others. The letter is clearly 
addressed to an audience (1:1), with which Paul during this letter continuously 
interacts (1:12, etc.). At the same time, the apostle uses the opportunity of this 
letter-writing to reflect on his personal situation in prison (1:7 ff.) up to the point 
that he even discloses his wish to pass away in order to be together with Christ 
(1:19–26). Paul’s attempt to reveal the “truth” underlying his situation as pris-
oner in παρρησία (1:20) to his audience leads him to define an ethos, which he 
wants to implement as a community-leading principle: this is the ethos of “ser-
vice” (see δοῦλος, 1:1) and “humility” (ταπεινοφροσύνη, 2:1–11).

(b) Next, the personal exercise of writing this letter and the ethopoietic di-
mension of implementing ethos on the basis of truth and παρρησία, can thus – 
and here Foucault’s analysis of the implications of writing turns out to be most 
fruitful – hardly be separated from each other. Paul’s shaping of selfhood tries 
to reveal truth, and hence is of ethopoietic significance. As the rhetorical train-
ing in antiquity (progymnasmata) taught how ethopoieia serves the presentation 
of the speaker’s character,27 Paul reveals his ethos when creating himself as a lit-
erary persona.

(c) Finally, the technique of “self-writing” follows the rules and conventions 
of correspondence literature, which brings the letter-writer into communica-
tive interaction with his audience. In Philippians, we find elements of hypom-

23  Foucault 1994: 208.
24  Ibid. On Seneca’s epistolary style, see also Catharine Edwards’ contribution in this vol-

ume.
25  Ibid.: 209. Foucault identifies two basic literary forms in which the ethopoietic dimension 

is performed in the 1st and 2nd centuries CE: the hypomnemata and the correspondence. By cor-
respondence we have to think of letter writing, while the hypomnemata are a literary medium 
of storing memories – with the aim of either creating (auto)biographical or historiographical 
accounts out of it. The hypomnemata are directed toward past time: they “contribute one of the 
means by which one detaches the soul from concern for the future and redirects it toward con-
templation of the past,” ibid: 212.

26  Ibid.: 211.
27  See Progymnasmata 2003: 213 (John of Sardis).
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nemata – narrativized memories embedded in the genre of letter-writing. Note 
Paul’s frequent insertion of biographical information (ch. 1) and autobiograph-
ical narration (esp. 3:4 ff., see below), which could be seen as a “means of es-
tablishing a relationship of oneself with oneself.”28 In Phil 3, Paul contemplates 
his current status as a Christ-follower, impacted by his descent and his previous 
ethno-religious identity as a Benjaminite and Pharisee (3:5) – an identity which 
earlier was κέρδη to him (3:7) and which he now, in light of the Christ-revelation 
(3:8), considers to be ζημία and σκύβαλον (3:8).

I shall return to the literary significance of Paul’s autobiographical narratives 
in Philippians and their role in the construction of apostolic subjectivity. For 
now, we can say that Paul accomplishes his “self-writing” in Philippians – as in 
most of his other letters – by means of communication. In the frame of epistolary 
correspondence, Paul includes hypomnemata-like passages as “memory aids” for 
the “purpose that is nothing less than the shaping of the self.”29

2.3 Epistolary Self-fashioning

When referring to their authorial perspective as a literary persona, ancient (and 
modern) literary authors tend to fashion themselves in their literary works.30 
How does Paul fashion himself and his self by means of the epistolary form and 
outline? In the following section, I distinguish between linguistic, narrative, and 
rhetorical tools and elements.

(a) Linguistically, I wish to look at the vocabulary by which Paul presents his 
thoughts about himself. The identification of the self, construed by the letter-
writer, is mainly a matter of language and semantics. Accordingly, Shardi Bartsch 
speaks of the “level of linguistic reflexivity in Seneca” by which selfhood is con-
strued.31 In Paul’s letter to the Philippians, the lexicon of “mindedness” (φρον-/
φρεν-) predominates, and it is also significant for Paul’s concept of selfhood.32

The semantics of φρον-/φρεν- points to the “mindset” or “mindedness” of the 
letter-writer in his interaction with his reading audience and the exalted kyrios 
Christ (2:5–11). Herein the lexicon of of φρον-/φρεν- reveals the specific type 
of reflexivity Paul performs in Philippians: as Paul describes the mindset of the 
community, Christ, and the apostle in constant interrelation to each other, he 
also construes his selfhood against its continuous interaction with Christ and the 
community members in Philippi. In other words, Paul approaches his selfhood 
as an apostolic concept, where processes of self-reflection continually converge 

28  Foucault 1994: 211.
29  Ibid.: 209 and 211.
30  See, in general, Becker and Mortensen 2018b: 9–16.
31  Bartsch 2006: 246.
32  See Betz 2000: 315–41, 323 – with reference to: Burkert 1998: 59–82, 67–69.
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with the expression of his personal longing for Christ-emulation, as well as the 
request for companionship and imitating of the apostle which is expected of the 
community.

(b) Let us now turn to narrative elements / autobiography. With respect to an-
cient concepts of selfhood, the autobiographical speech mode is highly signifi-
cant. As D. Shulman and G. S. Stroumsa have informed us, “Autobiography sug-
gests … the presence of the transforming subject who remembers the sequences 
of his or her own process, with greater or lesser accuracy, in greater or lesser 
degrees of persuasiveness.”33 The autobiographical narrative results from self-
observation and self-examination. Autobiographies perform primarily as first-
person observations.

The narrative account requires a reflexivity by which the narrator composes 
his individual life course. The autobiographical account leads to individualiza-
tion and subjectivity – the narrator reveals himself as being the authorial subject 
of his life story. In this vein, Foucault identified the writing down of hypomne-
mata as an “important moment of subjectivization.”34

In the frame of a religious (auto-)biography, the narrator subordinates his 
life course to divine governance. Autobiographical passages in Paul’s letter-writ-
ing fall into that latter category. In Paul’s case, autobiographical accounts always 
serve the purpose of self-defense, working to affirm the apostle’s personal and 
professional integrity against the suspicion, rivalry, and enmity that he experi-
ences in his communities.

Paul inserts autobiographical statements or extensive narratives about his life 
course in all of his letters. These passages range from short remarks about his 
current situation (e. g., Phlm 1) and living conditions (e. g., 1 Cor 9:1–6) to brief 
(e. g., 1 Cor 15:8–10; Rom 1:1–7) or more detailed accounts of his commission-
ing (e. g., Gal 1:10–2:14), his religious experiences (e. g., 2 Cor 12:1–10) and his 
past missionary activity (e. g., 1 Thess 2:1–12).

In his letter to the Philippians, the scope of self-reflection increases. Paul posi-
tions his personal state right from the beginning as the core concern of his writ-
ing. The apostle, being imprisoned (1:1), shares with his readers his distress and 
uncertainty, and even his religiously motivated desire to die (1:12–26). Later in 
the same letter, Paul refers to his religious upbringing (3:4b–5) and his previous 
“career” as a persecutor of the ecclesia (3:6). The reader is thus provided with a 
retrospective review wherein the apostle reckons the Christ-revelation to be the 
turning point in his life (3:7–8a), from which his current striving for full com-
munion with Christ (3:8b–11) emerged. In the final part of his letter, Paul ex-
presses his gratitude for material support he received from the Philippians in his 
imprisonment (4:10 ff.) by stressing the community’s early support of his Mace-

33  Shulman and Stroumsa 2011: 1–16, 9.
34  Foucault 2007: 137–54, 141.
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donian mission (4:15). Throughout the letter, then, Paul accentuates his personal 
circumstances. In doing so, he chooses a range of speaking modes of self-expres-
sion, self-reflection, autobiography, and self-fashioning.

(c) We now move to polemics. Seen from a philosophical and ethical point of 
view, polemics is an “obstacle to the search for the truth.”35 In considering the 
rhetorical practice of polemics, Foucault, however, reaches the following conclu-
sion: The “polemicist tells the truth in the form of his judgment and by virtue of 
the authority he has conferred on himself.”36 This statement colors the polemical 
passages in Paul’s letter to the Philippians in a whole new light.

At the beginning of his letter, Paul identifies “some people” (τινές) as those 
who might proclaim the gospel message for unfair or dishonest reasons (1:15). 
Paul obviously has rivals in mind whom he nevertheless allows to do their mis-
sionary work. In contrast to the plea for synergy in ch. 1, Paul later on warns his 
addressees emphatically of “dogs and false workers” (3:2) and of “enemies of the 
cross” (3:18) who lead the community astray. The identity of these individuals 
in ethnic or religious-historical terms, and whether Paul is referring in the two 
cases to the same group of opponents, are topics of much debate among Pauline 
scholars.37 For our purposes, it is worth noting that in all three instances, Paul 
uses the molding of rivals (1:15–18) and opponents (3:2, 18) to delineate sharply 
between “others” and “himself.” In all three cases, the remarks are framed by self-
reflexive (1:19 ff.) and/or autobiographical passages (3:4b–14). The main func-
tion of Paul’s polemic seems to be a literary one.38 Polemic elements, then, are a 
substantial part of the self-fashioning of the apostle.

The function of Paul’s polemical speaking modes for the overall construction 
of selfhood in Philippians thus becomes evident. As Foucault showed, polemics 
tells the truth in the sense of allowing the polemicist to use judgement and to 
present the “virtue of authority he has conferred on himself.”39 Paul, the prison-
er, who molds himself in the letter as the living example par excellence of humil-
ity and Christ-imitation, deciphers his opponents as antagonists, those who yap 
and betray the ethos of a true and humble Christ-emulator. Paul’s construction 
of himself and his apostolic selfhood leads to the unmasking of his “enemies,” as 
the portrait of hostility, conversely, necessitates Paul’s molding of an epistolary 
self.

35  Foucault 1994: 112. Foucault distinguishes between the judiciary, the religious, and 
the political model of polemics. Foucault describes the practice of polemics as follows: Polemics 
“examines a case, it isn’t dealing with an interlocutor, it is processing a suspect; it collects the 
proofs of his guilt, designates the infraction he has committed, and pronounces the verdict and 
sentences him […],” ibid.

36  Ibid.
37  On the interpretation of the polemics in Phil 3 see lately: Holloway 2017: 148 f.; Vol-

lenweider 2018: 291–305; Nanos 2015: 183–222.
38  Becker 2011: 233–54.
39  Foucault 1994: 112.
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2.4 Introspection and Interspection

In his discussion of letter-writing as a technique for shaping the self, Foucault 
claims that epistolography “involves … ‘introspection.’”40 Once again, Foucault 
is drawing from the Stoics, particularly Seneca. Here, elements of introspec-
tion, in which the “relation to the self,” and particularly “the inferences of soul 
and body” are reflected, consist in health reports, or the “unfolding of everyday 
life” (see Seneca, ep. 83).41 Reviewing the day within the frame of epistolary cor-
respondence thus is a practice of “self-examination” (see Seneca, de ira 36.1 f.). 
In this way, the letter-writer constitutes himself as an “inspector of oneself.”42

Introspection in the sense of a self-narration of daily life is not conspicuous in 
Paul’s letter-writing in general and in his letter to the Philippians specifically. As 
mentioned above, Paul provides reports about his life course and his earlier care-
er. In most of his letters, Paul makes remarks about current or imminent trav-
el plans (e. g., 1 Cor 16:5 ff.; 2 Cor 1:8 ff.). In Philippians, we find no such plans. 
Instead, the apostle expresses his desire to “depart” in order to be “with Christ” 
(1:23: ἀναλῦσαι καὶ σὺν Χριστῷ). In his letter to the Philippians particularly, Paul 
confines his interest in self-examination to a narrative perspective that is future-
oriented and eschatological. For Paul, the reflection on past and present helps to 
anticipate the contents of eschatological hope.

When returning to more recent events (1:12 ff.) and depicting his psychic and 
somatic conditions (3:18), Paul shapes the narrative frame in which he can de-
scribe his current state of mind and his inner religious desire (1:23):

I am hard pressed by the two; having the desire to depart and be with Christ, for that is 
much better by far, but to stay on in the flesh is more necessary for your sakes (1:23–24).43

Here, where Paul reveals how he is torn in two (1:23: […] ἐκ τῶν δύο […]) and 
thus has to examine his religious desire, he shows some clear elements of self-ex-
amination in the sense of introspection.44 In Phil 1–3, Paul’s introspective mode 
of self-examination is patently autobiographical – in contrast to how the intro-
spective point of view is presented in Rom 7. When Paul in Rom 7 states:

[…] Now surely it is not I [who] brings it about, but the sin dwelling in me […] For I don’t 
do the good that I want, but the bad that I don’t want – this I practice […] (Rom 7:17, 
19),45

40  Ibid.: 217. “Through the missive,” Foucault says, “one opens oneself to the gaze of 
others […] It is a way of giving ourselves to that gaze about which we must tell ourselves that it 
is plunging into the depths of our heart […] at the moment we are thinking.”

41  Ibid.: 217 f.
42  Ibid.: 219.
43  Translation according to Holloway 2017: 185.
44  See, lately, Becker 2019a: 310–31.
45  Translation according to Jewett 2007: 454.
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the identity of the first-person singular speaking here can hardly be deter-
mined.46

Paul is not entirely unfamiliar with health reports. In Philippians, ch. 2, for 
example, he provides such accounts of his close coworkers (2:25 ff.), and – as far 
as his coworkers are concerned – shows the speaking mode of interspection: Paul 
means to look after the others, and to take care of them as they take care of the 
community’s future.

The two examining modes of intro- and interspection contribute to Paul’s 
shaping of selfhood. However, intro- and interspection do not solely serve the 
narrative representation of Paul and his “inner self.” Rather, Paul makes use of 
introspection in order to verify the legitimacy of his apostolic ministry and to 
strengthen the companionship with his addressees for the purpose of a joined 
Christ-emulation.

As the autobiographical speaking mode does, also Paul’s notion of the intro-
spective leads to subjectivization. However, the introspection in Paul’s writing 
is not ultimately self-centered – the apostle uses it to demonstrate his respon-
sibility for the community’s well-being. In light of its socio-political concern, 
Paul’s self-examination functions less as a “technique of living” as Foucault finds 
it among the Stoics, the Epicureans and the Pythagoreans.47 Paul’s concern for 
the community’s well-being is not far from Cicero’s concerns about the res pub-
lica. However, the way in which Paul conflates his reflections about himself and 
the concerns about the community’s fate comes closest to how communitarian 
life is addressed in Aristotelian and Peripatetic political theory.48 Herein, “self-
sufficiency is a necessary condition for political community.”49

2.5 Interiority and the Notion of the Body

Among Stoic philosophers (e. g., Seneca, ep. 79), we find a direct connection be-
tween the shaping of interiority and notions of the body. Such a clear connection 
is absent in Paul’s letters.

Nevertheless, the body is a central motif in Paul’s letter-writing: the apostle 
uses body metaphors for describing community structures (1 Cor 12; Rom 12), 
and he is acutely aware of his own body and the implications of his somatic ex-

46  See the overview on options of identifying the “I,” in ibid.: 441 ff.
47  Similar elements of Stoic self-techniques, mentioned by Bartsch 2006: 252, such as: 

“askesis, physical exercises, reading, discussion, the practice of abstinence,” are (completely) 
missing in Paul.

48  See some preliminary remarks in Becker, 2015: 151 ff. In order to assess the role and 
meaning of Aristotelian political philosophy in the 1st century CE, further studies have to be 
conducted in regard to their significance for early Christian authors: Politischer Aristote-
lismus 2008; Gottschalk 1987: 1079–174; Falcon 2016; Moraux 2010.

49  Riesbeck 2016: 122.
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istence. He repeatedly refers to the somatic dimension of his apostolic existence 
(“Körperlichkeit”). The two perspectives on body language are intertwined: as 
Paul creates body metaphors of Christ in order to show who Christ is, he makes 
his own body a topic of his thinking. By doing so, Paul brings himself into anal-
ogy to Christ, and thus simultaneously provides the parousia of Christ and him-
self among the reading audience. Particularly in his letter to the Philippians, Paul 
seeks to link his bodily fortune with the fortune of Christ. This he does in various 
ways throughout chs. 2–4:

(a) In 3:3 f., Paul directly contrasts the proof of his apostolic identity based on 
the sarcic existence with a proof based on the boasting of Christ:

For we are the circumcision: those who serve in the spirit of God and boast in Christ Jesus 
and do not put confidence in the flesh (3:3).50

(b) In 3:10 f. and 3:21, Paul expresses his personal hope of eschatological trans-
formation according to Christ by participating fully in the physicality of Christ’s 
sufferings:

[…] that I might know him and the power of his resurrection and [the] fellowship of his 
sufferings, [even to the point of] being conformed to his death […].51

In a certain sense, Paul hereby even expects the transformation of his self: a rad-
ical transformation, however, in the sense of a “second birth,” would mean an 
“undoing and refashioning of a person.”52 To Paul, the continuity of his somatic 
existence is fundamental: he thus does not long for a “second birth,” but rather 
hopes for a resurrection of his body which would mean to conquer the corrupt-
ibility of the flesh (see 1 Cor 15:35–58).

Paul’s eschatological hope regarding his personal “bodyness” (“Körperlich-
keit”), that is, the transformation of his somatic existence, finds its sensible place 
in the line of argumentation in chs. 2–3. What Paul hopes for himself (ch. 3) is 
once more put in direct interrelation to Christ (ch. 2): as Christs’s divine frame 
was transformed into a human morphe μορφή (2:6 f.), Paul expects for himself 
a change of his (corruptible) somatic shape (μορφή) into the image of Christ 
(3:10 f., 21). In other words, what Paul ultimately awaits for himself will happen 
in analogy to Christ and, at the same time, lead to a reversal of the humiliation 
process practiced by Christ.

(c) In 2:25–30, Paul reflects on his coworkers’ physical conditions. Epaphro-
ditus had suffered so much (2:26 f.) that he was close to death (2:27, 30). When 
depicting Epaphroditus’ efforts for the “work of Christ” (2:30), Paul uses phrases 
with which he had described the extent of Christ’s humiliation before (2:8) – the 

50  Translation according to Holloway 2017: 185.
51  Translation according to ibid.: 155.
52  Shulman and Stroumsa 2011: 2.
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term μέχρι θανάτου appears twice here (2:8, 30). Once more, Paul connects the 
Christ-exemplum closely to his and his collaborators’ fortune.

(d) In 3:17 f., Paul admonishes his readers to “imitate” him (συμμιμηταί μου 
γίνεσθε) and to take him as a personal paradigm (τύπος). The whole concept 
of “mimetic ethics”53 is based on cognitive perception (σκοπεῖτε). The polem-
ical warning against enemies likewise refers to visual identification (βλέπετε). 
Mimetic ethics thus is largely a bodily exercise (see the meaning of περιπατεῖν).

(e) In 4:10 ff., Paul expresses his gratitude for material support he received 
from the Philippians even though he had “learned to be self-sufficient” in his cir-
cumstances (4:11: ἐγὼ γὰρ ἔμαθον ἐν οἷς εἰμι ἀυτάρκης εἶναι).54 He ponders the 
personal situation of “how to be full and to hunger, how to abound and to suffer 
lack” (4:12).55 Paul points to his physical needs by emphasizing how he keeps 
them under control:

I have the strength to deal with all things in him who empowers me (4:13).56

Once more, Paul’s “bodyness” becomes a mirror of the apostle’s close affili-
ation with Christ, whose bodily fate Paul – not accidentally – thematizes partic-
ularly in his letter to the Philippians (2:6–11).57

It was said concerning the empress Maria Theresa: “Der Körper der Monarch-
in war das Lebensprinzip der Monarchie;”58 adapting the phrase, I would say 
that the body of Paul was the life-principle of his apostolic ministry.

3. Concluding Remarks

I shall now summarize Paul’s epistolary self as developed in this article, and con-
clude with some final thoughts.

(a) In accordance with ancient epistolography, Paul’s letter-writing serves 
the function of mediating personal presence during physical absence. The shape 
of personal parousia is a leitmotif in Pauline epistolography. When aiming at 
presenting his apostolic parousia, Paul concurrently construes his epistolary self.

(b) As prisoner, more than during any other time of his letter-writing, Paul 
is thrown back to his personal situation. His letter to the Philippians exhibits a 
strikingly personal tone. Paul practices self-reflection in an intense manner.

53  See Becker 2016: 219–34.
54  Translation according to Holloway 2017: 185.
55  Translation according to ibid.
56  Translation according to ibid.
57  David Shulman and Guy S. Stroumsa point out how the notion of the body in early 

Christianity reflects the interpretation of the Christ-event: “Jesus Christ himself had undergone 
the most radical of all transformations: the Son of God had become a man, incarnated in a mor-
tal body. The new theology entailed a new anthropology. If Christ had suffered in his body, the 
body of man could no longer be considered an appendix to the real self, as it had been, by and 
large, in Greek philosophies”: Shulman and Stroumsa 2011: 8.

58  Stollberg-Rilinger 2017: 253.
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(c) In Philippians, the act of “self-writing” initiates the construction of self-
hood. Paul performs this self-writing in multiple ways. For example, he makes 
use of the παρών-ἀπών motif, and he fashions himself as a literary persona. 
Moreover, he shapes autobiographical accounts and thereby generates subjectiv-
ization. As a polemicist, the apostle claims to possess authoritative judgment. He 
chooses introspective and interspective speaking modes. He shows much aware-
ness of his interiority and “bodyness.” As a Christ-emulator, Paul awaits an es-
chatological transformation of his somatic existence by participating fully in the 
fortune of Christ.

(d) Paul’s concept of selfhood comprises self-knowledge and self-awareness. 
When revealing introspection, he construes a dialogical self (1:21–26). The apos-
tle seeks self-sacrifice and selflessness on behalf of the community’s religious 
progress (2:17). Self-esteem is a crucial tool by which he acts as a (transfor-
mational) leader.59

(e) In Philippians, the construction of Paul’s (inner) selfhood is determined 
by thought and reflection rather than by action. As a prisoner who is “in chains” 
(1:7, 13, 14, 17), Paul has to cope with a limited sphere of action. And, at risk of 
execution, Paul contemplates the possibility of his impending death. In an auto-
biographical sense, then, Paul’s depiction of his apostolic “motion sequences” is 
more than in any other Pauline letter colored by an expectatio mortis and direct-
ed toward the construction of the “inner self.”60

(f) Paul molds and mediates his concept of selfhood intentionally via letter-
writing in the letter. Although he does not construe selfhood in a modern 
sense,61 by making his selfhood central to his thinking and writing, Paul paves 
the way for more comprehensive notions of the self in early Christianity, such as 
in Augustine.62

(g) While Paul’s approach to his selfhood is multifaceted, it remains bound to 
the concrete purpose of mediating and implementing apostolic parousia during 
physical absence via letter-writing. From beginning to end, then, the apostle’s 
concept of selfhood manifests itself as an epistolary one.

59  Matzler 2015: 815–31; Bass 1985; Bass and Riggio 2006; Bass 2008.
60  See similar observations on Paul’s “meditatio mortis” in Philippians: Betz 2015.
61  See Taylor 1989.
62  It is frequently stated how in the “history of thought, no one exemplifies better than Au-

gustine this new perception of the self, and of its transforming needs: repentance, conversion, 
salvation”: Shulman and Stroumsa 2011: 8.
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