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CHAPTER I 
 

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE VALUE OF NEW TESTAMENT BACKGROUNDS AND 

EPIGRAPHY IN HERMENEUTICS 

 
“Inscriptions in many ways served the same purpose as the mass media do for modern 

culture and society…inscriptions were widely used as a means of propagating news.”1  Thus, just 

as one would more likely interpret twenty-first century non-fiction more accurately in light of 

modern news magazines and the internet, students of the New Testament come closer to 

theological accuracy when exegesis is performed in accord with biblical backgrounds.  As 

Gordon D. Fee comments,  

The very nature of Scripture demands that the exegete have some skills in investigating the 
historical-cultural background of NT texts.  The NT, after all, does not come in the form of 
timeless aphorisms; every text was written in a given first-century time/space framework.  
Indeed the NT authors felt no need to explain what were for them and their readers 
common cultural assumptions.2 
 

Yet, Fee is not alone amongst authors who believe that hermeneutics extends beyond even a 

prayerful reading of the English text of Scripture.  C. K. Barrett has written, “the New Testament 

still speaks to us from its distant world, and the more clearly we see how strange it was to the 

world of the first century, yet spoke to that world with immediacy, power and relevance, the 

more likely we are to see in our own world past its strangeness to its truth.”3  Further still, 

another writer states, 

Unless we have a knowledge of the writer’s background, supplied through historical-
cultural and contextual analysis, our tendency is to interpret his writings by asking, “What 
does this mean to me?” rather than “What did this mean to the original author?”  Until we 

                                                        
1 S. E. Porter, “Inscriptions and Papyri: Greco-Roman,” in The IVP Dictionary of New Testament 
Backgrounds, 2000, 529. 
2 Gordon D. Fee, New Testament Exegesis, rev. ed. (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 
1993), 114. 
3 C. K. Barrett, The New Testament Background, rev and expanded ed. (San Francisco: Harper 
Collins, 1989), xx. 
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can answer the latter question with some degree of certainty, we have no basis for claiming 
validity for our interpretation.4 
 
This is where biblical backgrounds and epigraphy may play a significant role in the 

hermeneutics process.  As Stanley E. Porter comments, “These documents offer a window into 

the ancient world by providing direct and immediate access to those who lived, worked and 

wrote during that time.”5  The seriousness of biblical backgrounds and epigraphy as 

‘hermeneutics disciplines’ can be observed in the tone of one prominent New Testament 

commentator: “No mechanical formula exists for properly applying any text of Scripture.  The 

more we understand what a particular passage meant for its original author and audience, the 

more likely we can understand its original application.”6  Further still, commenting on the 

significance of background data for understanding a text, one scholar proposes, “This is easily 

the most crucial step for exegesis.”7 

 Perhaps the difficulty of the discipline of hermeneutics necessitates studying background 

and epigraphy as a part of the exegetical process. 

The problems that the modern exegete faces here are several.  First, we read our ideas and 
customs back into the first century.  So one of the difficulties lies in learning to become 
aware of what needs investigation.  The second problem lies in how one goes about the 
process of investigation; and third, one must learn how to evaluate the significance of what 
has been discovered.8 

 
Stating the same idea in another way, Jackson writes, “The interpreter needs to frame the text 

with the available rich background sources.   

                                                        
4 Henry A. Virkler, Hermeneutics: Principles and Processes of Biblical Interpretation (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 2005), 78. 
5 S. E. Porter, idem, 538. 
6 Craig L. Blomberg, Making Sense of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 
2004), 143. 
7 Fee, idem, 121. 
8 Ibid., 114. 
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Meaning is only then properly gleaned from a proper consultation of the background in which 

the text is couched.”9 

 As we have seen, many authors concur that biblical backgrounds and epigraphy should be 

central in the hermeneutics process.  Yet, these disciplines seem to remain in the periphery of the 

hermeneutics process for some.10  So, since “there is much still to be learned from ancient 

inscriptions…regarding the world of the NT,”11 this paper will argue that the study of 

background and Epigraphy are essential, not peripheral, for proper interpretation of the New 

Testament.12 

                                                        
9 Paul Norman Jackson, “Background Studies and New Testament Interpretation,” in 
Interpreting the New Testament ed. David Alan Black and David Dockery (Nashville: Broadman 
and Holman, 2001) 190. 
10 In a recent publication, Robert Duncan Culver, provides a discussion of “Metaphors, Images 
and Ideas Related to the Church,” in the chapter on Ecclesiology; Systematic Theology (Fearn: 
Christian Focus, 2005), 821-822.  While this section has a promising heading, it does not 
mention any information related to the background of these metaphors or how they would have 
been understood by the original audience.  A similar paradigm seems to guide Gundry’s New 
Testament survey, as he accurately recognizes the “body” metaphor so prominent in Ephesians, 
but fails to mention the “building” metaphor which may be just as conspicuous; Robert H. 
Gundry, A Survey of the New Testament, 4th ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 421-426.  
Similar conclusions can be made of David A. deSilva, Introduction to the New Testament: 
Contents, Methods, and Ministry Formation (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2004), 690-732; and 
Paul J. Achtemeier, Joel B. Green, and Marianne Meye Thompson, Introducing the New 
Testament: Its Literature and Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 377-389, who only 
briefly mention the “building” metaphor in Ephesians. 
11 S. E. Porter, idem. 
12 While the scope of this paper is limited to background and epigraphy in the New Testament, 
two resources may be helpful in understanding the significant place of archaeology in studying 
both Testaments: John D Currid, Doing Archaeology in the Land of the Bible (Grand Rapids: 
Baker), 1999; and Amihai Mazar, Archaeology of the Land of the Bible, 10,000-586 B.C.E (New 
York: Doubleday), 1992. 
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CHAPTER II 
 

AN EXAMPLE OF METHODOLOGY FOR STUDYING EPIGRAPHY AND  

THE NEW TESTAMENT 

 
While a number of epigraphy and background avenues could be explored to introduce the 

necessity of these studies for NT interpretation, this paper shall be limited to the lexical points of 

contact between two NT epistles and building/construction terms in the world of epigraphy.13  

That is, we will now consider the way the author of Ephesians and 1 Corinthians 3 employed 

terms also used by formulators of building contracts.  Specifically, we will notice a high degree 

of correspondence between the way the Apostle Paul uses the ������ word-group, ��	�
� , ��

�� , 

�	������
 *, and �����

 , and the use of these terms in three epigraphy:14 

(1) I. Delos—297 a face A.1, the island of Delos is 75 miles West of Patmos in the 
Aegean Sea.  This document was produced on the island. 

(2) IG 22  244 col I., a contract for the Monixian walls.  This document is from the region 
of Attica, perhaps near Athens. 

(3) ���� ��  2.1668, a contract for a military outpost building in Piraeus, a Port city of 
Athens.  This epigraphy is dated 347-346 B. C. 

                                                        
13 McLean comments on the breadth of epigraphy in the ancient world, “there is virtually no 
aspect of ancient life on which epirgaphy does not bear…Indeed, this is the privileged domain of 
inscriptions.  They are primary witnesses to antiquity’s laws and institutions; its social structures, 
public cults, and private associations; its thoughts and values; and, of course, its language.” An 
Introduction to Greek Epigraphy of the Hellenistic and Roman periods from Alexander the Great 
Down to the Reign of Constantine (323 B. C.-A. D. 337), (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 2002), 2. 
 For a description of how governing authorities and private contractors interacted in the 
building of government structures, see Jo-Ann Shelton, As the Romans Did, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Oxford, 1998), 139-142. 
14 McLean writes, “To comprehend an inscription fully, one must endeavor to become familiar 
with its historical, sociological, and political context.  This is accomplished by supplementing the 
evidence from a single inscription with the witness of related inscriptions, not to mention the 
witness from other ancient sources…”  Ibid.  Yet, while there is often limited contextual 
information available for many background resources, as self-contained writings they still 
provide students with insight into the ancient world.  So Stanley Porter, “just because historically 
unknown or now unimportant people and events are apparently referred to in inscriptions does 
not mean that they are not of importance for interpreting the NT.” S. E. Porter, idem, 532. 
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Perhaps a few ideas should be stated here regarding the composition of epigraphy in 

general.  Commenting on the variety of structures built under epigraphy contract, McLean 

comments, “building inscriptions are often found on temples, theaters, gymnasia, baths, gates, 

towers, walls, bridges, arches, architraves, columns, and aqueducts, most of which were funded 

at private expense.”15   

McLean goes on to provide the structure one may find in these inscriptions. “The most 

detailed building inscriptions typically record a number of pieces of information, such as  

(1) an account of the circumstances under with the edifice was constructed 
(2) a record of the name of the person who had the structure built (or restored) 
(3) an acknowledgment of the generosity of the patron, and 
(4) a specification of the year when the structure was completed.16 
 
One popular background dictionary provides us with a warning that should be considered 

before we move into the analysis of some words common to the epigraphy and the New 

Testament: 

Some resources channel all their energies into uncovering the original context of an image, 
making sure that we get the literal picture but never asking what feelings or meanings are 
elicited by the image.  Images call for interpretation, and to leave biblical imagery 
uninterpreted is a great waste.17   

 
To avoid the error in view, pointed application will accompany the analysis of each word-group.  

This application will help us to see further that the study of background and epigraphy should be 

central, not peripheral, for interpretation of the New Testament. 

 

                                                        
15 Hudson B. McLean, idem, 196. 
16 Ibid., 196-197. 
17 Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, 1998, xiv. 
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CHAPTER III 
 
POINTS OF LEXICAL CONTACT BETWEEN EPIGRAPHY OF BUILDING CONTRACTS 

AND THE NEW TESTAMENT 

 
The ������ Word-Group 

 
Within its field of meaning, the ������ word-group is nuanced in several ways to express a 

construction metaphor.  Here we shall note ten cognates of this root (nine nominals, and a verb), 

observing their use in three epigraphy, and in Ephesians and 1 Corinthians 3.  Following this 

analysis, the data is synthesized to highlight the similarity of word usage in these documents.  

Ultimately we will see that the commonality of ������ word-group usage in the epigraphy and the 

biblical texts necessitates the study of epigraphy and background for proper interpretation of the 

New Testament.  

As one may assume, the building contracts of the ancient world frequently reference the 

contractor and laborers involved in the work.  Among the ������ cognate nouns used for these 

individuals, �����	
��
� ,18 �	
����� ,19 ���	
��
� ,20 should be noted.  As well, we should 

consider the specificity of these engraved documents, as two nouns, ����������� ,21 and ��������� 22 

commonly refer to the individual steps in the work of construction as a whole. 

In the Epigraphy, the noun ��� ������  is used for the construction site in general.23  As 

well, this common noun can refer to a completed work of construction as a whole, for which 

                                                        
18 I. Delos—297 a face A.1 in lines 16, 17, 21, and 23. 
19 I. Delos—297 a face A.1 in line 18. 
20 I. Delos—297 a face A.1 in line 19. 
21 I. Delos—297 a face A.1 in lines 6, 13, and 14; and, IG 22  2.1668 in line 97 describes the 
contracted works. 
22 I. Delos—297 a face A.1 in lines 8 and 21. 
23 I. Delos—297 a face A.1 in lines 10, 15, and 19; and in IG 22  244 col I. in lines 57, 60, and 
67. 
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various parties are responsible� ��   In the New Testament passages under consideration, �������

occurs in Eph 4.12, referencing the work of ministry, for which the pastor is to equip the saints.  

In 1 Cor 3.13, ����������� is the nominal for the work each person does in the building of the 

Church.  This idea is parallel with what we see in 1 Cor 3.13-15, where (used once in each verse) 

����������� is used for one’s work of ministry—which will be tested holistically that its nature 

might be revealed (i.e. of what sort it is).   

Paul uses the dative plural of ����������  in Ephesians 2.10, as the object of the preposition 

���	� , stating the purpose of our creation in Christ Jesus: good works of building up the Church.25  

Later in the same Epistle (5.11), Paul uses ��	��������	��� modified by ��	�������
���	�������

���
�����  to describe the kind of work/workers to be avoided by those in the building of Christ.  

Finally, 1 Cor 3.9 states that Christians are not alone in the work of building up Christ’s body, 

but are in fact fellow-workers, �������	
�  with God in the building of the Church. 

In the epigraphy under consideration one finds frequent reference to the specifics of a contract, 

e.g., who is responsible for what operations, how large certain stones should be, and etc.  The 

nominal,������	
����� �refers to these sorts of contract obligations.26  Showing the variety of 

ways any single word can be used, �����	
����� �is also used for an entire construction project 

that has been awarded to various parties—each responsible for a portion of the structure.27  

Similar to the former use listed above, in Ephesians 4.19 ������	
��  functions in a more specific 

fashion, detailing a single facet of a larger condition.  In this case the noun is the object of the 

                                                        
24 IG 22  244 col I. line 108 (toward the end of the contract as it has been preserved).  The 
grammar of this instance may be significant in that ��� ������  is the object of a preposition, citing 
the purpose of the activity, viz., “the work.” 
25 BDAG, 2000, 366. 
26 I. Delos—297 a face A.1, line 22. 
27 IG 22  244 col I., lines 55, 58, and 62. 
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preposition �	���� stating the purpose for which the unbelievers have given themselves to 

promiscuity, namely for “working” impurity. 

Our investigation of the ������ word-group is not limited to nouns though.  The verb 

���	
������� �� �has been used to describe the activity of building all things according to 

contract.29  In Ephesians 4.28 the Apostle Paul uses �������
����� ,30 to describe the work the 

thief should now pursue in the building of the body of Christ, i.e. honest employment and 

sharing—as opposed to the work of stealing and hoarding, so characteristic of his pre-Christian 

experience. 

From this brief analysis of the ������ cognates, a recognizable overlap of meaning may be 

inferred.  Thus, in light of the frequency of the ������ word-group in ancient building contracts 

and the NT texts under consideration, it may in fact be that the Apostle Paul is employing 

building imagery as a metaphor to teach Christian doctrine, viz., the fact that God is building a 

structure of people—who themselves have a part in the building.   

Further still, this metaphor does not lack reference in our day, and may help 

contemporary believers to see the significance of ministry in the body of Christ.  Here we are 

helped to apply this idea by considering Fee’s comments on 1 Cor 3.10-15,  

This text has singular relevance to the contemporary church.  It is neither a challenge to the 
individual believer to build his or her life well on the foundation of Christ, nor is it grist for 
theological debate.  Rather, it is one of the most significant passages in the NT that warn—
and encourage—those responsible for “building” the church of Christ.  In the final analysis, 
of course, this includes all believers, but it has particular relevance, following so closely as 
it does vv. 5-9, to those with teaching/leadership responsibilities.31 

                                                        
28 Future, Middle, Indicative, Third-Person, Plural from �����
����	 . 
29 IG 22  2.1668 (Contract for the Military Arsenal Building of Piraeus, a port city of Athens; 
347-346 B.C.), line 94. 
30 A present, middle, participle, Nominative, Masculine, Singular from �����
����	 . 
31 Gordon D. Fee, 1 Corinthians, New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 145.  For further reference, although brief, to the building metaphor in 
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��	�
�� and Cognates 
 

As one may expect, building contracts of antiquity detail the work of individuals who 

were erecting the various facets of a structure.  The verb ������� ��  is used in just this way, 

describing the efforts of a particular man in accord with the stipulations of the contract.33 

In the epigraphy,34 various phases of a construction project were described by 

�������� �� �  This same participle36 is found in Eph 2.14, describing God’s work in building 

divergent Jews and Gentiles into one new entity, the church.  The apostle Paul advances this 

same theme with another participle, ��	��� ,37 in Eph 2.15.  There Paul is concerned for his 

audience to understand God’s work of building peace between Jews and Gentiles through the 

abolishing of the law of commandments that separated the two ethnicities.  God did this in 

Christ’s flesh (2.14).  In Ephesians 3.20, the writer yet again uses a cognate of ��	�
� ,38 here as 

part of a doxology unto God who is able to build this great spiritual structure—which is beyond 

human comprehension for its diversity (i.e. composed of both Jews and Greeks), and enormity. 

Ephesians 4.16 is perhaps the verse most densely saturated with the construction-

metaphor imagery applied to the local church community.  It is here that we see an example of 

Pauline ‘mixed metaphors.’  In this instance, the crasis of construction and anatomical semblance 

combine to provide a unique picture of individuals constructing a large corporate entity through 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
1 Corinthians 3.13-15 see, David E. Garland, 1 Corinthians, Baker Exegetical Commentary on 
the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003), 118-119. 
32 Future, Active, Indicative, Third-Person, Singular 
33 IG 22  2.1668 in lines 29, 35, 65, 74, 77, 85, and 88. 
34 IG 22  2.1668 in lines 61 and 87. 
35 A First Aorist, Active Participle, Nominative, Masculine, Singular. 
36 Here an Adjectival-Substantival participle: � ���	

���  
37 Most likely an adverbial participle of result. 
38 ��	
���	 , a First Aorist, Active Infinitive, complimentary to the Substantival participle ���!�
������
��!�  
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interpersonal service-contributions.  Once again, many commentators miss Paul’s lively notion 

here—and thus fall short of realizing the cohesion of the ‘doctrinal’ (chs. 1-3) and ‘practical’ 

(chs. 4-6) sections of the Epistle.  Peter T. O’Brien comes closest to describing the “living-

building” mixed metaphor when he writes,  

By means of architectural imagery (cf. 2:21-22), the ultimate goal of Christian growth is 
now reiterated in the final phrase, ‘for the purpose of building itself in love’.  Clearly the 
whole body is involved in this process of building, not simply those who are leaders or who 
have special ministries.39 
 

It may be that the building metaphor employed throughout the first several chapters of 

Ephesians is, toward the end of the Epistle, advanced for instruction of relationships in the home 

of the ancient world.  Three ��	�
�  cognates are used in chapter six to describe slave/master 

relationships.  Two verbals, ��	�������� in 6.6, and ��	

�
!  in 6.8, characterize the way a 

believing slave was to ‘build’ the domain of their master, while ��	�	���� is used in 6.9—perhaps 

showing the way a Christian master should ‘build’ his slave in the household. 

On the whole then, one notices a great deal of lexical parallelism with the use of "�	�
�� and 

cognates when reading Ephesians in the New Testament original and the epigraphy building 

contracts of the ancient world.  While one may propose that the aforementioned analysis does not 

change the overall meaning or theology of the text as it is understood by the informed English 

reader, this writer counters that the incomplete understanding of ancient epigraphy and New 

Testament backgrounds may lead to a lack of specific application of theology—a problem not 

likely encountered by the first audience. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
39 Peter O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians, Pillar New Testament Commentary Series (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 316. 
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The �
�
��� Word-Group 
 

In the theologically compressed eulogy of Ephesians, the apostle Paul uses the ��

���

word-group in the genitive phrase �	����	������	
����������
��
�������������	�����  (Eph 1.10).  

The genitive here may be understood as ‘destination,’ in that it modifies �	����	������	
�� , by 

stating the progressive work of God in the Christian era.40  Much of the remainder of the Epistle 

is a description of what God is doing in this ‘fullness of time,’ viz., constructing the ‘fullness’ of 

the body of Christ through both Jews and Gentiles.  As Peter T. O’Brien states,  

In connection with Christ’s eschatological relationship to a multitude of entities (including 
personal beings), the text suggest that God’s ‘summing up’ of these entities in Christ is his 
act of ‘bringing all things together in (and under Christ, i.e. his unifying of them in some 
way in Christ’41 (italics not in original).    
 
The second and third occurrences of ��

��� in Ephesians occur in 1.23, forming a play on 

words which may communicate one of the most complex ideas in the Epistle.42  In the first 

instance, ������

����� is a predicate nominative in simple apposition to ����������� ultimately 

referring to �
�!������
�	
�!� in v. 22.  Here the idea appears to be similar to that in Col 1.19 and 

2.9, where Christ is said to be the fullness of the Godhead.  The final phrase of v. 23 explains 

how this ‘fullness’ is being ‘filled’—through Christ’s own self-centered activity.43  The 

difficulties of interpretation aside, the text emphatically states Christ’s supremacy over the 

church and the cosmos, as both the direct object of the participle (������
���#�� and the adverbial 

phrase ��������	�  separate the definite article from the substantized participle.  This being 

                                                        
40 For further discussion on the genitive of destination, see Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar 
Beyond the Basics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 100-101. 
41 Peter O’Brien, idem, 111. 
42 Ibid, 149. 
43 Here it is difficult to classify the participle ����  ��
�����
���  as a true middle voice, or a 
middle voice with an active significance.  Perhaps only a small chasm exists between the 
meanings expressed by these options, but on the whole a true middle seems preferable in light of 
the play on words taking place.  That is, the middle more strongly emphasizes Christ’s building 
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understood, we can see a connection in the way Paul used ��

��� and how this word group was 

used in building contracts of the ancient world.  The Epigraphy reveal that �� ��!
"#	�$����

was employed for a part of the “fullness/structure” which is cut and fitted with respect to the 

project en toto.44 

Perhaps Paul’s most emphatic use of the ��

��� word-group occurs in Ephesians 3.14-

19—a paragraph saturated with construction terms.45  The prayer of this paragraph climaxes with 

a result clause, 	$�����
��%
�����	��������������

����������%���� .  Here the Apostle’s idea is the 

culmination of his insight into ���!�����
�	
�!������&�	�����  (3.4), namely �	'��	�������%�
�

�����
����
�����	����
��������	�������
��(���
�������� ���	
�������&�	����!���)
������	��������

��������	
��  (3.6).  Thus, Paul employs these construction terms to help his audience grasp the 

grandeur of the fact that both believing Jews and Gentiles are growing together in the love of 

God. 

Finally, as one may conceive, ��

��� can be used to describe the standard of fullness in a 

constructed object.  This is yet another point of contact for Ephesians and the epigraphy of the 

ancient world.  In Ephesians 4 Paul has set forth the means by which the united body is to grow 

into the head, Jesus Christ.  As gifted indivduals (vv. 11-12) function according to their abilities, 

the entire body/structure builds itself according to the blueprint Christ has set forth.  This 

standard of united faith and labor is expressed by the final phrases of v. 13: �	������������
��	����

�	�����
�����
 �	�	
����������
��
�����������&�	������ �� Here, �������
��
������ is most likely 

epexegetical, emphasizing that the stature is reaching the standard of fullness as the members of 

the body coordinate in faithful service.  Accordingly, ��

����� occurs as the object of the 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
of the church for Himself, ‘fulfilling His own fullness.’  Further, the Apostle clearly made 
distinctions of voice in the ��

��� word-group (cf. 4.10). 
44 IG 22  244 col I. lines 95-96 
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preposition �	��  in the epigraphy to denote the standard of fullness in a tower yet under 

construction.46 

 On the whole then, the ��

��� word-group is employed in the New Testament Epistle to 

the Ephesians and in building contracts carved in stone and preserved even until today.  In both 

venues ��

��� is used as key construction terminology.  Thus, an understanding of these points 

of contact between the ancient world and the text of Scripture may significantly aid the student 

of Biblical Studies and Theology in an interpretation of Ephesians.  The error of our neglect here 

would be at least that of degree; we may miss just how naturally these construction terms would 

have communicated to those living in the first century.  

�
�	��������

 
Paul challenged the Corinthian believers to live against the grain of their culture.  This 

first-century Christian community was embedded in an environment of patron/client 

relationships and selfish ��
*� .  Sadly, these attitudes—which dominated their lifestyle before 

conversion—were yet evident in the church.  Thus, some of the weaker believers boasted in 

more prominent members of the congregation.  To remedy their man-centeredness, the apostle 

exhorted them: � ����(�
�������������	
�!����(�
�%�  (1.31).  As Paul continues through chapter 

three, he has yet to leave this theme, stating: �$����������� ������
�������	
���	�������� ����	
��� �

����+�� ����*�
����%��
�  (3.7).  The apostle goes on to define this growth specifically in v. 9, 

describing himself and the apostles as God’s fellow-workers, and the Corinthians as %�����

�	������

���  

                                                                                                                                                                                   
45 Consider the descriptive phrase in 3.18: �������
������	���
�������	���$,�����	��-�
%���  
46 �%����"#����!�	&$� �IG 22  244 col I. line 109.�
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Throughout the remainder of the paragraph Paul employs building terminology to warn 

the Corinthian believers (especially leaders of the church) that they take care: (1) to build 

exclusively on the foundation of Christ and no other, and (2) that the quality of their building be 

appropriate to the foundation.  This line of warning begins in v.10 and continues through v. 14—

a section in which Paul delineates a number of common building materials in the ancient world.47  

In v. 14 Paul gives the promise of eternal reward for the builder—upon the condition that �.�

����	����
�
���  remains. 

So, in 1 Corinthians 3 Paul uses �	�������� to describe both the action and the result of 

God’s work and the work of believers—especially leaders in the local church community.  The 

construction term is used as a metaphor in the Biblical text, but it was naturally employed in the 

epigraphy.  In one ancient building contract, �%'�(�$���� )�  was used several times for a 

specific aspect of the work that the builder will perform.49  Further, the infinitival form, 

�%'�(�$*��� , was used to designate the purpose of the construction contract.50 

 In the later portion of Ephesians 2, Paul describes the sure hope that Gentile Christians 

have as fellow-heirs with the Jewish believers.  Paul uses the building metaphor to explain his 

redemption-historical theme, viz., that both groups are being fitted together into a holy temple.  

Just as the epigraphy use the nominal �����%'�(�$���� to describe materials being used for the 

                                                        
47 David W. Gill, Zondervan Illustrated Bible Backgrounds Commentary, Vol. 3, 1 Corinthians 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 120-121. 
48 As one may expect of a building contract, the predominant verbal uses occur in the future 
tense as the work has yet to be accomplished.  Interestingly, Paul’s use of �	�������� in 1 Cor 3 is 
most often in the present, but in light of the promise and warning of vv. 14-15, the future 
behavior of the Corinthians is not peripheral in the apostle’s mind. 
49 ���� ��  2.1668 lines 15, 23, 26, 39. 
50 ���� ��  2.1668 line 4. 
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purpose of construction, 51 so too Paul speaks of Jews and Gentiles as the ‘materials’ being built 

into God’s �	������

 .    

Further in Ephesians (4.12, 16), Paul uses the accusative singular of �	������
� as the 

object of the preposition �	�� , emphasizing the purpose of loving service among believers.  

Concerning �	������
  in 4.12, O’Brien writes,  

The key term used in the phrase, ‘for building the body of Christ’, here denotes the 
activity of building.  The cognate verb appears in the New Testament for the literal 
building of houses, temples, and other structures, and figuratively for the establishment of 
individuals or nations… In line with the salvation-historical dimension, Ephesians 4 
indicates that the exalted Messiah gives ministries of the word to equip God’s people for 
work in his service so as to build his body.  This constructing has both an extensive and an 
intensive dimension to it.  Growth in size is implied in the mention of the gifts of apostles 
and evangelists (v. 11), while the introduction of the body metaphor implies the notion of 
development of the church as an organism from within, by means of its own God-give 
life.52   
 
Yet, this construction metaphor is not vague in usage.  Rather, even the way believers 

speak to one another should be purposed toward the �	������
  of the church (4.29).  As Bruce 

aptly states, “It is not only from lying that Christians should keep their lips free: foul language of 

any kind is inappropriate…any talk that works to the detriment of the persons addressed or of 

those who are spoken about.”53 

 
����
�
  

 
Thus far we have seen a variety of building terms employed in Ephesians.  This 

building/construction metaphor is further advanced in the use of �����

 .  The final paragraph of 

chapter one is the doxological culmination of Paul’s intercession for the Ephesian Christians.  In 

                                                        
51 IG 22  244 col I. line 94. 
52 Peter O’Brien, idem, 304-305.  Although only commenting briefly on the building metaphor, 
John MacArthur does expound its application for the local church; Ephesians in the MacArthur 
New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody, 1986), 156. 
53 F. F. Bruce, The Epistles to the COLOSSIANS, to PHILEMON, and to the EPHESIANS, New 
International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans), 362-363. 
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1.22 the apostle describes the supreme position of Christ: ��	����
����� ��
��*���� ����������

��
��������������	�����������������������
���� ����� ��
�����
�!������
�	
�! .   

Here, in what may be another Christological interpretation of Psalm 100, God the Father 

is the active agent who has given Christ to the church as �����
��� over all.  In this instance 

�����
��� accentuates the supremacy of Christ in at least two ways.  First, Christ is the head � �����

��
��� .  In the context of the paragraph, ��
���� includes all spiritual powers and authorities that 

would seek to diminish and thwart God’s program in the church.  These ���(
�����	����*���	
���

��	������
�������	�����	�
�
���� (v. 21) are in subjection to Christ as the one who is seated at 

God’s right hand (v. 20), and is the �����
���� �������
��� .  Parallel to its use here in Ephesians, 

the epigraphy use �����
�� when referring to the top of an erected wall.54 

Yet, the construction metaphor implied in the use of �����
��� in Ephesians 1.22 may be 

propelled by the use of  � ����� with the accusative, since this combination is often categorized as 

spatial.55  Thus, when understood in conjunction with the other building terms in Ephesians, 

�����
��� may here be understood as communicating more than the conceptual, albeit profound, 

fact that Christ is “excelling” or “surpassing” the spiritual powers of darkness.56  Rather, perhaps 

this recondite truth was tangible in the minds of the Ephesians, viz., Christ is the head of a 

building whose apex (strength) reaches beyond the range of ���(
�����	����*���	
�����	��

����
�������	�����	�
�
��� . 

                                                        
54 ���� ��  2.1668 line 9; IG 22  244 col I line 96. 
55 Cf. Wallace, idem, 383.  In addition, A.T. Robertson’s comment is worth noting here, “All 
language was originally pictographic.  The picture was first seen and then the effort was made to 
describe it; some of the words retain the picturesque origin and in some it fades away…One 
cannot afford to slur over the prepositions in the sentence if he wishes to understand the Greek 
New Testament.”  The Minister and His Greek New Testament (Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2001), 
43. 
56 BDAG, 2000, 1031. 
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Further still, in the final phrase of Ephesians 1.22 Paul states that the Church (�
�!�

�����
�	
� )57 in particular receives Christ as �����
�� .  Thus, taken with the use of the building 

terms ���������� and�������

����� in v. 23, the supremacy of Christ is seen in His headship over 

His own body, the Church of Jews and Gentiles—the fullness God has chosen to fill. 

As we have seen, Ephesians 4 is replete with building/construction terminology.  In 4.15 

Paul writes that as Christ is 
 ������

 , the believing community is to grow up into Him in every 

respect.  Thus, we see again the mixed metaphor of an animated building that supernaturally 

edifies itself by Christ and under His authority/dominion.58  Since this metaphor may be more 

evident when exegesis is done in connection with the study of epigraphy (and NT backgrounds 

in general), students of the NT should pursue these studies for the sake of accuracy in theology. 

                                                        
57 The dative here, in light of ������� , may be considered Recipient or Advantage. 
58 Reference to this mixed metaphor is noticeably absent in Clinton E. Arnold, Ephesians,  
Zondervan Illustrated Bible Backgrounds Commentary Series (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 
326.  He says, “The terminology Paul uses here for this elaborate metaphor has its roots in the 
medical language of the day.”  Yet, the anatomical metaphor cannot be divorced from the 
construction metaphor that dominates the paragraph—and Epistle as a whole.  Thus, it may be 
that the apostle is employing a mixed metaphor to communicate his message. 
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CHAPTER IV 
 

RESPONDING TO SOME ARGUMENTS AGAINST THE CENTRALITY OF 

BACKGROUND AND EPIGRAPHY IN HERMENEUTICS 

 
We Have Already Learned All We Need to Know 

 
While we have seen several points of lexical contact between the building contracts of the 

ancient world and two epistles of the New Testament, some scholars question the necessity of 

this research.  They propose that studies of this sort may be superfluous, claiming rather that the 

meaning of a text can be gleaned from simply a ‘face-value’ analysis59—or through the lenses of 

church history.  In short, they state that the meaning of text has already been gathered and our 

task is now simply to preserve tradition.  These proponents often reason in this way,  

Have you ever stopped to think how unlikely it is, after two thousand years of intense 
examination and reflection, that any substantively new understanding of the Christian faith 
would be discovered now?  We find new discoveries in astronomy, new discoveries in 
medical science and so on.  But here we are looking at the same source, the same material 
that has been sifted over and over again for two thousand years.60   
 

While one should appreciate the pastoral spirit expressed in this view, we should also 

recognize that the Reformers too confronted this very line of thinking.  Apart from debates of 

church history though, what happens when contemporary believers discover new material and 

sources of the ancient world—data that the saints of Christian history did not have the 

opportunity to examine?61  Hardly should we cast out our understanding of orthodox truth; at the 

                                                        
59 “The words of the text alone do not provide enough information to complete the entire process 
of biblical interoperation.” Jackson, idem., 191. 
60 R. C. Sproul, Focus on the Bible: Ephesians (Fearn: Christian Focus, 1994), 108. 
61 “The nineteenth century has been described as the century for inscriptions…In conjunction 
with the building of modern empires and the resulting power and economic influence that such 
empire building entailed, a number of countries were able to sponsor various archaeological 
ventures and to support scholars in exploration of the territory around the Mediterranean…with 
the result that numerous sites were dug, their contents cataloged and the findings published for 
wider dissemination.” S. E. Porter, idem., 530.   
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same time we must be warned of a presuppositional bias against new insights into the 

background of even the substantive matters of our faith.  Considering the ever-expanding 

possibilities yielded by epigraphical finds, Horsely has written,  

It would be a great misfortune if the continuing flow of rich, new documentary evidence 
about the Greco-Roman world passes NT researchers by without their making a concerted 
effort to draw that material into their own ambit and to assess its worth for the 
discipline…the danger really lies, I suggest, in another quarter: the tacit acceptance by so 
many in the NT field that the contribution which these texts may make is so minute that 
they do not really warrant much attention.62 
 
 

The Reliability of Ancient Information is Suspect 

Perhaps the aforementioned argument against critically examining traditional 

orthodoxy—in light of contemporary discoveries of life in the New Testament world—is really a 

concern for the degree of reliability of the material discovered by more contemporary scholars. 

Yet, the exegete should not turn in shame from the primary sources available for current 

investigation simply to make sure that their work is in line with the theology of the Reformation 

period.  Indeed, our goal should be a humble proposition of our discoveries, but that should not 

temper our spirit of aggressive research and exegesis.  As Gordon Fee cogently states in the 

following two comments,  

It should be noted by way of caution that much of our background literature has come 
down to us by chance circumstances, and that much of our information is pieced together 
form a variety of extant sources that reflect but a small percentage of what was written in 
antiquity.  While it is proper to draw conclusions from what we have, such conclusions 
very often need to be presented a bit more tentatively than NT scholarship is often wont to 
do.63 
 

Yet, summarizing the fruitfulness of background study in the exegetical process, Fee goes on to 

state that,  

                                                        
62 G. H. R. Horsley, “The Inscriptions of Ephesos and the New Testament,” Novum Testamentum 
XXXIV, 2 (1992): 167. 
63 Fee, New Testament Exegesis idem., 123. 
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This is a rich treasure of material that will usually aid the exegetical task immeasurably.  
Therefore, you are urged to read regularly and widely from the primary sources of 
antiquity.  Such reading will often give you a feel for the period and will enable you to 
glean much in a general way, even when it does not necessarily yield immediate direct 
parallels.64 

 
In the end, the many points of lexical commonality between the epigraphy and the biblical 

texts under consideration in this paper may necessitate the study of epigraphy and background 

for proper interpretation and application of the New Testament at large.  In light of the analysis 

above, it may be that we in biblical studies are guilty of a hidden error: thinking our work 

complete when it may be lacking a grasp of what the text said and meant to the original 

audience. 

 
Studying Background and Epigraphy is too Time-Consuming 

Yet, one may conclude that—upon consideration of the general difficulty of the 

exegetical task, and the schedule demands of those committed to teaching the Word of God—

they simply do not have the time for further work in the primary sources.  While time demands 

may be a hindrance to the exegetical process, the contemporary student can find encouragement 

in the fruit of their labor: rightly applying the text to the people of God.  After listing various 

background arenas that must be investigated by those involved in biblical studies, Jackson 

writes,  

I can ensure myself of better applications of the text if I am willing to pay the price for 
arriving at the proper interpretations of the text first.  Because the story of the New 
Testament did not unfold in a vacuum, it is expedient for the interpreter to discover all the 
background information possible to uncover its true meaning so one may apply it 
responsibly.65 
 

Further, Walter Kaiser proposes the same notion to those in pastoral ministry,  

                                                        
64 Fee, New Testament Exegesis idem., 123. 
65 Jackson, idem., 204-205. 
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In the midst of all the feverish activity to restore the Church once again to her former 
position of influence and respect, all sorts of programs and slogans have appeared.  But 
regardless of what new directives and emphases are periodically offered, that which is 
needed above everything else to make the church more viable, authentic, and effective, is a 
new declaration of the Scriptures with a new purpose, passion, and power.  This we believe 
is most important if the work of God is to be accomplished in the program of the local 
church.66 

 
 

                                                        
66 Walter C. Kaiser, Toward an Exegetical Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 242. 
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CHAPTER V 

BENEFITS THAT RESULT WHEN BACKGROUND AND EPIGRAPHY ARE CENTRAL 

TO NEW TESTAMENT HERMENEUTICS 

 
In this brief investigation we have seen evidence of lexical commonality between 

building contracts of the ancient world and two Epistles of the New Testament.  Against these 

findings, some have proposed that the discipline of biblical backgrounds and epigraphy may not 

be necessary for proper interpretation and application of texts—even applying the ‘slippery-

slope’ argument that this work could lead the exegete to question historic orthodoxy.  Yet, 

throughout this study the author has maintained that an investigation of background and 

Epigraphy is essential, not peripheral, for proper interpretation of the New Testament.  Perhaps 

summary thoughts on the present study would not be complete without a concise extrapolation of 

benefits that result when background and epigraphy are central to New Testament hermeneutics.  

 
Appreciation of the Practicality of Theology 

First, it may be that the proposed course of study will help believers to see the practicality 

of theology.  Although written under consideration of only the epigraphy in Ephesus, Horsely’s 

comments may be valid for the general argument of this paper, 

Here are realia which offer the opportunity to arrive at a solid appreciation for the social and 
political context in which the first two or three generations of Christians coexisted with their 
friends and neighbors, and in which they tried to come to terms with the implications for 
their lives of their new adherence.  This opportunity is only for those who will take the time 
to work through the material systematically.67 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
67 G. H. R. Horsley, “The Inscriptions of Ephesos and the New Testament,” idem., 168. 
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Understanding the Immanence of God 

 
Second, these exegetical disciplines may provide assistance for understanding the 

immanence of God.  That God inspired writers to explain Christian truth through the realia of 

their day should cause one to consider the intimacy God wishes to have with them.  As Grant 

Osborne has written, 

Since Christianity is a historical religion, the interpreter must recognize that an 
understanding of the history and culture within which the passage was produced is an 
indispensable tool for uncovering the meaning of that passage…While semantic research 
and syntactical analysis can unlock the literary dimension, background study is necessary 
in order to uncover that deeper level of meaning behind the text as well as within it.68 

 
 

Protection from Postmodern Hermeneutics 

Finally, the study of backgrounds and epigraphy may be able to protect the Church from 

postmodern hermeneutics.  By showing forth some historic parallel evidence for a particular text 

of Scripture, we are reminded that God wrote to people in real-time.  Thus, real-time and biblical 

text must be investigated coherently if we are to correctly gather the meaning of a passage of the 

Word of God.  In the end, study of epigraphy and backgrounds may be a powerful weapon 

against the pluralistic-hermeneutics forces of our age, as D. A. Carson states,  

    However it be defined, theology is inescapably bound up with handling texts.  For the 
Christian, the primary text is the Bible.  How, then, are biblical text most likely to be 
handled by those who have drunk deeply from the well of the new hermeneutic, of radical 
hermeneutics, and of deconstruction?…Theoretically, the new hermeneutic might teach an 
interpreter to be a little more aware of his or her cultural location, and thus engender 
humility and increased interpretive sensitivity.  In reality, it is increasingly common to 
assume that all interpretations are equally valid, and the excitement and value of the 

                                                        
68 Grant R. Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1991), 127.  
For further practice in the various spheres of interpretation (e.g. literary criticism, cultural and 
religious background, biblical and canonical theology) one may see Foundations for Biblical 
Interpretation Ed. by David S. Dockery, Kenneth A. Matthews, and Robert B. Sloan, (Nashville: 
Broadman & Holman, 1994). 
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exercise depend on the novelty and perceived appropriateness (read ‘faddishness’) of the 
‘insights’ thereby gleaned.  The ego asserts itself ever more strongly.”69   

 
 
 
 

                                                        
69 D. A. Carson, The Gagging of God (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 82. 
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