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Rom 14:9;

For to this end Christ died and lived again, that he might be Lord both of the dead
and of the living.

/P8 &AO&A )*+  :+(-&78  !";.'0/0  ='B IRL-/0  S0' ='B 0/=+10  ='B R40&<0
=%+(/T-U.

2 Cor 5:15 [twice]

And he died for all, that those who live might live no longer  for themselves but for
him who for their sake died and was raised.

='B >"E+ "H0&<0 !";.'0/0  S0' AV R10&/8 ?L=;&( N'%&A@8 R1-(0  !$$*  &W >"E+
'X&10  !"A.'0#0&(  ='B 2)/+.;0&( .

Gal. 2:21

I do not nullify the grace of God; for if justification were through the law, then Christ
died to no purpose.

AX= !./&1  &M0 YH+(0 &AO ./AO · /P )*+  5(*  0#?A% 5(='(A-T0L , Z+'  :+(-&78
5<+/*0  !";.'0/0 .

and in 1 Thess 5:9-10

For God has not destined us for wrath, but to obtain salvation through our Lord
Jesus Christ, [10] who died for us so that whether we wake or sleep we might live
with him. 

D&( AX= I./&A  G?Q8 ,  ./78  /P8 [+)M0  !$$*  /P8 "/+("AKL-(0   -<&L+K'8  5(*  &AO
=%+KA% G?10 \]L-AO  :+(-&AO, [10] &AO  !"A.'0#0&A8  >"E+ G?10 S0' /^&/
)+L)A+1?/0  /^&/  ='./T5<?/0  _?'  -`0  'X&W Ra-<?/0 .

Indeed, given the frequency with which Paul uses it (not to mention the evident fervour that

surrounds it when he does), there is good reason to say that  the “dying formula”, applied

to Jesus, is the most important of all the confessional formulae which Paul was wont to

utter, and may even have been in his eyes the epitome of what it was that Paul sought to
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                    2 So Hengel: "... with the best will in the world one cannot claim that statements about the vicarious
death of Jesus ̀ for us' play only a minor role in the letters of Paul ... Along with the resurrection formula ./78
b)/(+/0  &70 \]L-AO0  2= 0/=+10 , the ["dying formula"] is ... the most important confessional statement in
the Pauline Epistles ..." (Atonement, 34, 37)

3  Cf. Jn 11:50-51, AX5E $A)KR/-./  D&( -%?6;+/(  >?@0 S0' /c8 Z0.+<"A8  !"A.H0U  >"E+ &AO $'AO ='B ?M
D$A0 &7 I.0A8  !"#$L&'( .  &AO&A 5E !6 ' N'%&AO AX= /d"/0 , !$$*  !+Y(/+/`8  e0 &AO 20('%&AO 2=/K0A%
2"+A6a&/%-/0  D&( I?/$$/0  \]L-AO8  !"A.0f-=/(0  >"E+ &AO I.0A%8, and 1 Peter 3:18, D&( ='B :+(-&78
_"'g  "/+B  F?'+&(10  I"'./0 , 5K='(A8 >"E+ !5K=<0, S0' >?Q8 "+A-')H)U  &W ./W , .'0'&<./B8  ?E0 -'+=B
RhA"A(L./B8 5E "0/T?'&( ·

4 See below for a listing of these instances as well as the methodology I employed in finding them.

proclaim.2

   But it should be noted that the formula was not one that was especially peculiar to Paul,

let alone something that originated with him. Nor, even more significantly, was it something

with which the audiences of his epistles in which it appears would have been unfamiliar

until Paul addressed them with it. Instances of the use of the expression "X died/gave

himself for Y" -- and/or the propounding and explication of the theme embodied within it --

appear not only within certain non-Pauline/Paulinist NT writings,3   but also numerous

times in secular works written long before Paul 

works, such as the Iliad of Homer, the elegies of Callinus and Tyrtaeus, the speeches of
Isocrates, and the tragedies of Euripedes, 

and then again with some frequency up though Paul's time in a variety of compositions that

stem from a gamut of writers which includes statesmen and orators, moralists and

biographers, historians, mythographers, rhetoriticians, playwrights, satirists, and

ethnographers.4  Indeed, in the Pauline era alone secular examples of the use of, or the

appeal to, versions of the "dying formula" are to be found well over thirty five times within

the works of such writers as Philo, Plutarch,  Josephus, Epictetus, Dionysius of

Halicarnassus, Cassius Dio,  Polyaenus, and Pseudo-Apollodorus, not to mention that of
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5 On this, see Hengel, The Atonement, 12 who cites Cicero, Topica 22.84.

the Scholiasts and the anonymous commentators on (especially Aristotelian) philosophical

or works of Roman writers like Horace, Seneca, Caesar, Tacitus, and especially Cicero for

whom the question "Homestum sit propatria mori?" was a rhetorical exercise.5

     In the light of these facts ---  i.e., the facts that the "dying formula" 

(a) had been used in the Greco-Roman world (albeit applied to figures other
                than Jesus) long before Paul's time, and 

(b) had been taken up sufficiently widely and often enough by and through
                Paul's time so as to be something already quite well known to those to
                whom Paul wrote,  

the question then arises: what is Paul up to when he uses it? 

A Way In

To determine this, it will first be necessary to establish what, if any, purpose the formula

had in its extra-pauline, non-NT instances. And the best way of doing this is --after noting

all the secular instances in which the formula or its explication occur--to lay out answers

to a series of questions, to wit: In the various (non-NT) extra-Pauline instances of the use

of the formula and/or the propounding of the idea embodied within it:

(1)  Who is the subject of the "dying formula" -- that is to say,  who is it who is noted when
      the formula is used as having died?;

(2) Who is the object of the formula -- that is, for whom do those  who die undergo death?;

(3) Toward what end do those who die do so?;

(4) With what result?;
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6  I set my word limits in my search, i.e., the number of words between the basic elements of the phrases
searched for, to five. So, for instance, in searching for occurrences of the expression !"/.'0/0  >"/+ ,  I set
my search engine to find not only all instances of the exact phrase, but also for examples of !"/.'0/0  >"/+
in which >"/+  and !"/./0/0  were separated by up to six Greek words.

7 E.g., the Epigrammata sepulcralia.

(5) What activity were those whose death is commemorated in the "dying formula"       
engaged in when they died?

(6) When or in what context was the expression “X died/gave  him(her)self for Y”  typically
     employed?;  and

(7) With what intended purpose or effect?

Extra-Pauline secular Greek instances of the "Dying Formula"  

To find examples of the "dying formula" which parallel the wording and/or thematic

substance of Paul’s claims regarding the vicarious nature of (Jesus) Christ’s death, I

searched the corpus of pre -2nd century CE Greek literature available on the TLG D disk

using  the various forms of the vocabulary Paul himself therein employs --  forms both of

(a) the phrases (!"A ).0a-=/(0  >";+ /"/+K /"+# /!0&K and (2"()5K5<0'( (N'%&A0)

>";+ /"/+K /"+# /'0&K and of (b) the verb >"/+'"A.0a-=/(0 6  -- as my search terms.  No

attempt was made to search the epigraphical and papyrilogical data outside of that which

appears in the TLG D Disk,7 let alone the corpus of Latin literary works or the Latin

inscriptional evidence.

     Accordingly, leaving out (as possibly chronologically vastly post Pauline) the instances

in the Scholia in which examples of, or appeals to, the "dying formula" appear

(i.e., Scholia in Aeschinem 2.8.2; Scholia in Aeschylum Th.17,  Th.17b,
Th.17.5, Th.477-479; Scholia in Euripidem sch Alc. 648, Alc. 717, Alc.724,
Ph. 902, Ph. 940.2;  Scholia in Homerum, Scholia in Iliadem 22.71-3.7;
Scholia in Platonem Lg. 865b.6) and the two instances in the Anonymi in
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8  The list of occurrences of the formula in 4 Maccabees would be extended if we took into account the
instances of the use of !"A.0a-=/(0  with the presposition dia. Cf., e.g., 4 Macc.  6:30; 9:5.   

Aristotelis Artem Rhetoricam Commentarium (18.12, 45.34),

I found that equivalents to Paul's "dying formula" occur in this corpus at least 111 times.

The tally is as follows:

at least once in Homer (Iliad 15.495-498 [cf.12.242-245], twice in Tyrtaeus
(fr. 10.1-2, fr 12.22-34), once in Callinus (fr. 1.5-20), eight times in Isocrates
(To Philip 135, [cf. 55,]; Against Lochites 20; Archidamus 93-94, 107;
Panergyrics 75, 77, 83, 94-95 [cf. 62]; Panathenicus 185-186), at least
twenty seven times in Euripides (Alcestis 18, 175, 280-300, 434 [cf. 472],
524, 620, 645-652, 682, 690, 698-705, 710, 1002; Helen 750; Heraclidae
500-510,  532, 545, 550; Hercules 578-582; The Phonecian Women 914,
969, 997-1018, 1054-1055, 1090; The Trojan Women 386-387; Erectheus
Fr. 79.38f (360.32-42); Phrixis Fr.1-2+4.18; Iphigenia at Aulis 1543-1560), at
least once in the various epitaphs written by Simonides (Lyrica Graeca 14.
129 [cf. 14.127, 129, 130]); once in Pindar (Fragment Dith. 78), once in
Xenophon (On Hunting 1.14), at least three times in Plato (The Symposium
179.b [cf. 207.b]; 208.d; Menexenus 237a [cf. 243b, 246a]); four times in
Lysias (Funeral Oration 68; Against Eratosthenes 78; On the Confiscation of
the Property of the Brother of Nicias 68-69; Fragment 345.4 [Against
Theozotides]), twice in Isaeus (On the Estate of Dicaeogenes 42, 46), four
times in Demothsenes (Against Leptines 82; Funeral Speech 29; On the
Crown 289 [cf. 204-205]; Against Aristogetion II.23), six times in Lycurgus
(Against Leocrates 47-50, 82, 86, 88, 103-104, 107);  three times in
Hyperides (Demosthenes frg. 7.30; Funeral Oration 24-25, 35), twice in
Aristotle (Nichomachean Ethics 1169a[line19]; 1169a[line 25]), once in an
epitaph written by Mnasaclas of Sicyon (Greek Anthology 7.242), twice in
Polybius (Histories 6.24.9; 15.10); twice in Dionysius Harlicanansus
(Antiquities of Rome 11.57.2; Rh. 6:4), twice in Diodorus of Sicily (8.12.8;
21.6.2 [cf. 15.52.4]); three times in Philo (On Husbandry 156.3; Abraham
179; The Special Laws  4.15 [cf. On the Change of Names 40]), at least
eleven times in Plutarch (Corialanus 6:1-2; Aristedes 21.4; Cato Minor 5.2;
Otho 15.4; Brutus 40.8-9; Phocion 17.3; Pericles 8.6; Tiberius Gracchus 9.5;
Sayings of the Spartans 219.B, 222.A, 225.A, 238A; On the Fame of the
Athenians 349.7), twice in 1 Macc. (1.50; 6:44), twice in 2 Macc. (7:37; 8:21);
at least five times in 4 Macc (6:22, 27, 30; 11:14; 13:9)8, five times in
Josephus (AJ 12.281, AJ 13.1, 6, 198-199; Ap 2.218-219), twice in Epictetus
(Dis. 2.7.3; 4.1.154), three times in Cassius Dio (14.57.4; 53.8.3; 53.9.4),
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9 Euripides, Trojan Women 386-387

10  Isocrates, Philip 135; Against Lochites 20; Arch. 107; Pindar Fragment 78; Plutarch, Pericles 8.6. Cf. also
the Epitaphios attributed to Pericles by Thucydides (2.34-46) and the Funeral Speeches of Demosthenes (on
Athenians who were killed at Chaeronea), Lysias (on those who fell in the Corinthian War), and Hyperides
(on the Athenian heroes of the Lamian War)

11  Isocrates, Arch. 94.

12  Cf. Aristotle, EN 1169a; Epictetus, Dis. 2.7.3.

13 I.e., Euripedes, Alcestes, passim.

14 See Plato, Symposium 179.b.

15 4 Macc., passim.

16  Cf. Plutarch, Corialanus 6:1-2.

17 Xenophon On Hunting 1.14

once in Polyaenus (Excerpta 14.8), once in Pseud Apollodorus (Library
1.106), once in Lucian (Cont. 10.17 [cf. My Native Land 12]); once in
Hermogenes Tarsensis (Progymnasmata 7.44), once in (Pseudo) Aelius
Aristides (Panathenaic Oration 132 [191D, 87]), once in Pausanius
(Description of Greece 9.17.1), and several times in various inscriptions on
Greek sepulchers (Epigrammata sepulcralia 19, 20, 406; Greek Anthology
7.245).

With this data in hand, we now ask:

1. Who is the subject of the "dying formula"

The list is extensive. It includes the Trojans who braved the Achean seige in the age of

heroes,9 the common but valiant citizens of Athens10, their forefathers,11 the friend,12 the

spouse,13 the lover,14 the Maccabean martyr Eleazar and the seven stalwart brothers

tortured to death by Antiochus Epiphanes,15 and even the plebians of Rome during the

time of Caius Marcius Corliolanus.16  But more often than not it is either 

(a) a legendary warrior or stalwart campaigner such as Achilles,17 Horatius,
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18  Dio Cassius, History 53.3; Diodorus of Sicily 21.6.2

19 Plutarch Otho 15.4.

20 Josephus, AJ 13.5-6

21 Josephus, AJ 13.6

22 2 Macc 4:6.

23  Plutarch, Sayings of the Spartans 222.

24 Plutarch, Sayings of the Spartans 225.4

25 Plutarch, Sayings of the Spartans 219b.

26 Greek Anthology (Mnasaclas) 7.242; Lyra Graeca (Simonides) 126; 130. Cf. 127; 129

27 Lyra Graeca (Simonides) 121.

28 Pindar, Fragment 78; Lrya Graeca (Simonides) 135; Isocrates, Paergyricus 75; Plutarch, Aristides 21. 

29  Cf. Lycurgus, Leocrates 86, 88.

30  Euripides, Phonecian Women 969.

31  Lucian, Cont. 10.17.

32 Translation is that of A. D. Godley,  Herodotus Books I-II (Loeb Classical Library, No. 117) .

Mucius, Curtius, Regulus and the Decii,18 Otho,19 Judas Maccabeus,20 his
brother Jonathan21 and their followers,22  the Spartans Hippodamus,23

Leonidas,24 and Astycradius;25 

(b) the heroes of Platea 26 or Thermopylae,27 and other soldiers from various
Greek polies who fought in desperate campaigns against the enemies of
Hellas;28  

(c) the heroic kings and nobles of old, such as Cordrus,29 Creon,30 and
Tellus31 of whom Herodotus notes 

His life was prosperous by our standards, and his death was
most glorious:  when the Athenians were fighting their
neighbors in Eleusis, he came to help, routed the enemy, and
died very finely. The Athenians buried him at public expense
on the spot where he fell and gave him much honor (Histories
1.30-31).32
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33  Euripedes, Phoenecian Women 997-998, 1010-1012.

34  Xenophon, On Hunting 1.14

35 Lycurgus, Against Leocrates 100; Euripedes, Iphigineia at  Aulis 1543-1560.

36  Euripedes, Heraclidae 528-32.

37  Demosthenes, Funeral Speech 29. Cf. also Diodorus 17.15.2; Aelius Aristides, Panathenaic Oration 132
[191D, 87].

38  Pausanius 9.7.1.

39  Aelius Aristides, Panathenaic Oration 132 [191D, 87]; Euripides, The Erectheoi as quoted in Lycurgus,
Against Lochites 88. See also Demosthenes, Funeral Oration 28.

40 Plato, Symposium 179.

41 Aristotle EN 1169a[line19]; EN 1169a[line 25]; Epictetus Dis. 2.7.3; 4.1.154

42 Euripides, Alcestis, passim. Cf. Also Ps. Apollodorus, Library 1.106.

43 Philo, On Husbandry 156.

44 Philo, Abraham 179; 4 Macc. 6:22; 9:29 [cp. 23-24]. 

45 Josephus, AJ 15.288; 4 Macc. 6:27, cp. 6:30; 11:14-15, cp. 11:12; 13:9.

and 

(d) the members of these worthies' or other nobles'  households, e.g.
Creon's son Menoeceus,33  Nestor's son Antilochus,34 Agamemnon's
daughter Iphigenia,35 Heracles' daughter Macaria,36 the Leokorai,37  the
daughters of Antipoenus, ruler of Thebes,38 and the daughter of Erectheus
of Athens39.

2. the object of the formula

That for which these people die include such expected objects of affection as the lover,40

the friend,41  one's spouse42 and ones heirs,43 as well as certain higher principles such as

"piety"44 and “the laws” of one’s ancestors.45   But in the overwhelming number of extra NT

non Pauline instances of the use of the "dying formula", the object for which those who are
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46  Plutarch, Sayings of the Spartans 222; 219b.

47  I.e., its sacred shrines or the graves of one's ancestors (Plutarch, On the Fame of the Athenians 349.7
[C]).

48 Philo, Abraham 179; Greek Anthology 7.2.42; Plutarch, Otho 15.4; Sayings of the Spartans 225.4; On the
Fame of the Athenians, 349.7 (C). 

49 Homer, Iliad 15.495-498; Callinus fr. 1.5-7; Tyrtaeus fr. 10, 12; Lycurgus, Against Leocrates 49; Plutarch
Aristides 21.  Indeed, the measure of how resplendent  “dying for one’s polis or patride” was thought to be
is indicated in its frequently being categorized as  /X=$/Q /=H$A0 .H0'&A0 , “the noble death”.  Cf., e.g.,
Alcaeus, Fr. 23 (400), ... &7 )*+  ij+/%(='&.H0L0  =H$A0....; Plutarch, Moralia 192c, which has the Theban
general Epaminodas declare ton en polemo thanaton einai kalliston. Cf. Lysias, Funeral Speech 79. See also
Pericles’ proclamation in the Epitaphos over the Fallen in the early stages of the Peloponnesian War
ascribed to him by Thucydides, that “they are fortunate who draw for their lot a death as glorious as that
which these now have (Thucydides 2:44.1).  Compare this with Casandra’s declaration at Euripides, Trojan
Women 386-387 that the death that the Trojans die, a death for their fatherland (uper patras ethneskon),
was the “noblest glory of all” (to kalliston kleos).

50  Pindar, Fragment 78; Euripides, Iphigenia at Aulis 1397; 1553-1555.

51  Philo,    .

52 Philo, On the Change of Names; Dio Cassios, History 50.3; 

there noted as giving up their lives do so, is either their polis46 and all that is sacred within

it47  or their patride48  -- an enterprise which is viewed consistently as "the noblest and most

resplendent of struggles"49 as well as a "holy sacrifice"50 if not an actual duty to God.51

3. Toward what end do those who die do so? 

Apart from a few instances in which those who are said to have died for others do so solely

with the thought of what such a death might do for their reputation as defenders of the polis

or patride,52  those described as dying for others are otherwise always concerned with one

thing: protecting and saving from danger that which has fostered them. This may be one's
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53 Xenophon, On Hunting 1.14.

54  Euripedes, Alcestis, passim.

55  Euripides, Phonecian Women, 997-998; cp. 948.

56 2 Macc.7:37; 8:21; 4 Macc.  ; Euripides, Iphigenia at Aulis 1383-1387 (cp. 1420; 1446; 1472-73); Lycurgus,
Against Leocrates 49-50, 82; Plutarch, Cato Minor 5.2; Otho 15; Josephus Ant. 12.281-282; Greek Anthology
7.242; Pindar, Fragment 78.

57 There is at first glance one exception to this, found in Lysias’ declaration at Funeral Oration 68 that in the
Corinthian War-(395-387 BCE), Athenians “ had the courage, not merely to imperil themselves for their own
preservation, but also to die for their enemies' freedom” (2&#$?L-'0  )*+  ?/6  )H$L0 "A(AO0&/8 &M0
kl$$H5'  AX ?#0A0 >"E+ &m8 '>&10  -<&L+K'8  =(05%0/T/(0, !$$*  ='B >"E+ &m8 &10 "A$/?K<0  2$/%./+K'8
!"A.0f-=/(0 ·). But it should be noted that here those designated as the “enemies” of Athens, i.e., Corinth,
Argos, and Thebes,  were actually Athens' allies in their cause against Sparta during the Corinthian war. The
designation "A$;?(A8  is used here because of the identity of these city states as former enemies of Athens

parents53 or one's spouse,54 but more often than not it is one's polis55 or one's patride.56

More importantly, never, notably, does the one to whom the dying formula is applied die

for or on behalf of an adversary or an enemy.57 The death for others, especially the "noble

death", is always a death undertaken in an attempt to rescue or defend one’s own.

4. With what result?

In virtually all instances of the theme the result is not only the -<&L+K'   of the person or

thing for which the deceased has died but, notably, the eventual, if not the immediate,

defeat or destruction of the persons or the powers that have caused the deceased's

demise or which threaten that for which the deceased dies. For example, according to

Mnascales, the effect of the deaths of those Greeks who died for their patride at

Thermopylae was not only what delivered Hellas from "the tearful yoke" that the Persians

had "rested on her neck" but was also that which paved the way for the victory of Greece
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58 Greek Anthology 7.242.

59  Diodorus, 21.6.2. Cf. Cassius Dio Roman History 53.3.  Cf. Philo, Abraham 179: They say that many other
persons, [like Abraham] full of love for their kinsfolk and offspring, have given their children, some to be
sacrificed for their country to serve as a price to redeem it from wars .... Indeed they say that among the
Greeks men of the highest reputation, not only private individuals but kings, have with little thought of their
offspring put them to death, and thereby saved armed forces of great strength and magnitude when enlisted
as their allies. 

60 &AX?70 5E -1?'  &m8 2?m8 >"E+ "H&+'8  ='B &m8 F"H-L8  kl$$H5A8  )'K'8  n"/+  .O-'(  5K5<?\, 1553-55.

61 Cf. 1420; 1472-73; 1383-84.

62  See also 4 Macc 1:11 and 9:11; 17:2, 20-21 where the deaths of these martyrs is specifically placarded
as “the cause of the downfall of [the] tyranny [of Antiochus Epiphanes] over their nation” and that which
“nullified the violence of the tyrant” and “frustrated his evil designs”, and ultimately brought God to rid the
land of the enemies of Israel. On this, see Sam K. Williams, Jesus' Death as Saving Event: The Background
and Origin of a Concept (Missoula: Scholars Press, 1975) 165-183.

over Xerxes and his forces.58 Diodorus of Sicily, following Durus, Diodore, and Cassius

Dio, notes that the Roman consul Decius' devoting himself to death for the sake of his

fellow Romans brought about the slaughter of one hundred thousand of Rome's enemies.59

In Iphigenia at Aulis, Iphigenia's willingness to give her "body ... to be sacrified for [her]

country's sake and all of Hellas-land"60 is what gives the Greeks "delivery victorious" over

the Trojans and "saves Hellas" from the threat they represent to the freedom of her

countrymen.61 And the author of 2 Maccabees records that the deaths of the seven

brothers who, during the persecutions of Antiochus Epiphanes, gave up “body and life for

the laws of [their] fathers”, brought about not only “an end of the wrath of the Almighty

which has justly fallen on our whole nation” but accelerated the Jewish victory over

Antiochus and his armies (2 Macc 7:1-45).62
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63  I.e. Moneoceus, Iphigenia, Macaria, the Leokorai, Abdrocleia and Aleis (the daughters of Antipoenus of
Thebes), and the the daughters of Erectheus, respectively. 

64  2 Macc. 7:1-45; 4 Macc. passim.

65  Actually, when we examine the context in which the stories about Menoeceus, Iphigenia, Macaria; the
Leokorai, Abdrocleia and Aleis, the daughters of Erectheus, Cordrus, and the Maccabean Martyrs appear,
not to mention the use to which the stories of their deaths are put, there are several reasons to say that this
was presumed to be the case with these figures as well, even though they themselves were not on the
battlefield or directly engaged in combat with the enemy when they gave themselves up to death. In the first
place, each dies when the safety or the liberty or the way of life of their city or their nation is at war or is
otherwise severely imperiled by an "enemy".
     In the second place, each dies in order to ward off, if not destroy, the "enemy" and to bring -<&L+K'  to
their city or the nation or their homeland's way of life.
     Third, the manner of their death or the way they face it is shrouded in military language and imagery. For

5. What activity were those whose death is commemorated in the  "dying formula"
engaged in when they died?

In several instances of the use of the formula -- in Euripedes, Phoenecian Women 1015-

18; Iphigenia at Aulis 1379ff; Heracleidae 500-558; Demosthens, Funeral Speech 29,

Diodorus 17.15.2; Aelius Aristides, Panathenaic Oration, 132 [191D, 87]; Pausanius 9.7.1,

what those who die63 are doing at the time of their death is offering themselves up upon

an altar of a god in accordance with a divine demand for the sacrifice of a life. In some

others, namely, those that appear in 4 Maccabees, those who die are having to endure

tortures and persecutions designed to break them of their pistis to that which they hold

dear.64 In another, in Lycurgus, Against Leocrates 85-87, the one who dies, namely

Cordrus, is carrying out a ruse that he knows will result in his being killed by those among

his city's foes who, knowing that the dearth of Cordrus would bring upon then divine wrath,

were trying to avoid doing him any harm.  

       But in the majority of cases the one who dies has been  plunging himself headlong

and voluntarily into deadly and death-dealing combat, waging war against the enemy on

the ramparts or in the siege or on the open battlefield.65 Space prevents a full listing of
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instance, Eleazar, the elderly Maccabean martyr who dies for the sake of his "religion" (huper eusebeias)
and the Law of Moses (dia ton nonomon, cf. 4 Macc. 6:22, 27), is compared to a city besieged by machines
of war and by his death is said to have "conquered his besiegers with the shield of his devout reason" (4
Macc. 7:4). The deaths for the "laws of their fathers" accepted by the seven brothers who expired under the
tortures of Antiochus Epiphanes are labeled a "fight" (strateian) and are identified as part of "a sacred and
noble battle" (4. Macc. 9:23-24). 
     Fourth, those named above are regarded as a Soter and/or a Eugertes, titles given primarily to warriors
who have delivered their polis or partide from the ravages of war. 
     Fifth, the death that each dies is presented -- and, more importantly, is often appealed to -- not only as
an example which should be imitated specifically by those who find themselves called upon to fight and die
for poils or patride, but which illustrates that death in battle is a noble death.

66  Translation is that of J. O. Burt,  Lycurgus. (Minor Attic Orators in two volumes) (Cambridge, MA, Harvard
University Press; London, William Heinemann Ltd.) 1962.

such cases. 

     Let one example, concerning Leosthenses and his men, who as Hyperides proclaims,

“gave their lives for the freedom of the Greeks, convinced that the surest proof of their

desire to guarantee the liberty of Greece was to die in battle for her”, suffice:

[10] For Leosthenes perceived that the whole of Greece was humiliated and
. . . cowed, corrupted by men who were accepting bribes from Philip and
Alexander against their native countries. He realized that our city stood in
need of a commander, and Greece herself of a city, able to assume the
leadership, and he gave himself to his country and the city to the Greeks, in
the cause of freedom. [11] After raising a mercenary force he took command
of the citizen army and defeated the first opponents of Greek freedom, the
Boeotians, Macedonians and Euboeans, together with their other allies, in
battle in Boeotia.  [12] Thence he advanced to Pylae and occupied the pass
through which, in bygone days aswell, barbarians marched against the
Greeks. He thus prevented the inroad of Antipater into Greece, and
overtaking him in that vicinity, defeated him in battle and shut him into
Lamia, which he then besieged. [13] The Thessalians, Phocians, Aetolians,
and all the other peoples of the region, he made his allies, bringing under his
control, by their own consent, the men whom Philip and Alexander gloried
in controlling against their wish. The circumstances subject to his will he
mastered, but fate he could not overpower.66 

6. When or in what context was the expression X died for Y  employed?

One finds that the "dying formula" is occasionally employed when philosophers such as
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67 For Plato, see Symposium 179b. For Aristotle, see EN 1169a.. For Epictetus, Discourses 4.1.154.

68  Polybius, Histories 16.34.11; Plutarch Crassus 29.7; Tiberius and Caius Graccus 9.5 [cf. Pelopidas 4.5];
Appian Roman History (Civil Wars) 1.48.6; Diodorus of Sicily 18.22.3.

69  Plurtarch, Customs of the Spartans (Moraila) 238 A.14.

70  Polybius,  Histories 6.24.9

71  Plutarch, Corialanus 6:1-2.

Plato and Aristotle and, later, Epictetus turn their attention to the topics of the nature of

love or true friendship.67 

     It is also used when Hellenistic historians are intent to give descriptions of such things

as the motive behind a city's or an army's resolve not to surrender to a conquering foe,68

the customs of the Spartans,69  orders of command of the Roman army and the qualities

sought in candidates for certain military offices,70  or the complaints that the plebeians of

Rome in the time of Coriolanus were wont to utter against their treatment by the rich.71  

     But in the overwhelming majority of cases, the formula is found employed either

a. within, and as an integral part of, the celebration of the  civic cult;

b. as a topos in symbouleutic speeches – speeches  given in or addressed
    to an ekklesia  or council when the issue under debate is the wisdom of

               going to war;

c. as a topos in forensic speeches given, or written to be delivered, in the law court;

d. in testamentary addresses and epitaphioi;
 

e. in the military commander's address to his troops who either are about to go
               into battle or, already there, are on the brink of suffering a catastrophic defeat;

f. in the battlefield declarations of intent made by individual soldiers to their
              superiors or their comrades in arms; or

g. in inscriptions on public monuments and war memorials erected to commemorate
              and honour those "fallen" in battle.
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72  On this, see R.C.T. Parker, “Panathenaea” in OCD 3rd ed., 1104. 

a. the formula within the context of the civic cult

A notable instance of the use of the "dying formula" within the context, and as an integral

part in the celebration, of the civic cult is  Isocrates’ declaration at Panathenaicus 185-186

that the ancestors of the Athenians  who chose “to risk their lives for their country” are

”much more deserving of our praise than [the Spartans]  who, while ready and willing to

face death to gain the possessions of others, are yet in no wise different from hireling

soldiers”, since the Panathenaicus -- an encomium on the glory of Athens -- was  intended

to be delivered at the Panathenaea, the great late summer civic festival at Athens in

honour of its patron goddess Athena which, given the required participation of Athenian

allies in the festival’s core event ( the procession from the Ceramicus through the agora

to the acropolis), celebrated Athen’s imperial power.72 

     Another instance is found in Pindar, Fragment 78,

Hearken, Spirit of the War Shout, Alala, daughter
   of War,
Thou prelude of the clashing spears,
Whose beasts of sacrifice are men who die the hallowed
    death for their fatherland. 

since, like Isocrates’ Pananthenaicus, this hymn was most likely composed for recitation

at the Panathenaea.

    Also to be placed within the cultic context are most of the instances of the "dying

formula" found in Euripides. For those to whom Euripides first placarded for admiration and

imitation the willingness of the likes of his Macaria and Menoeceus, or of his  Erectheoi
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73 On this, see R.A.S. Seaford, “Dionysia”, in The Oxford Classical Dictionary, 3rd. ed.  (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1996), 476;  Cf. Isocrates, On the Peace 82; Aeschines, Against Ctesiphon 154.

and Iphigenia,  to "die for the city", to give up their lives for Hellas - indeed, those to whom

this willingness by these figures continued to be placarded long after Euripides died --

were the attendees and celebrants of the Great Dionysia, a cult festival where, at some

point before the tragedies performed there began, the sons of those who had fallen in

battle for Athens and Hellas were paraded in front of the audience in full battle array.73 

     But the most prominent of the extant examples of the use of the dying formula within

the context of the civic cult is found in Plutarch Aristeides 21.1-4 

[21.1] After this, there was a general assembly of the Hellenes, at which
Aristides proposed a decree to the effect that deputies and delegates from
all Hellas convene at Plataea every year, and that every fourth year festival
games of deliverance be celebrated--the Eleutheria; also that a confederate
Hellenic force be levied, consisting of ten thousand shield, one thousand
horse, and one hundred ships, to prosecute the war against the Barbarian;
also that the Plataeans be set apart as inviolable and consecrate, that they
might sacrifice to Zeus the Deliverer in behalf of Hellas.

[21.2] These propositions were ratified, and the Plataeans undertook to
make funeral offerings annually for the Hellenes who had fallen in battle and
lay buried there. And this they do yet unto this day, after the following
manner. On the sixteenth of the month Maimacterion (which is the Boeotian
Alalcomenius), they celebrate a procession. This is led forth at break of day
by a trumpeter sounding the signal for battle; [21.3] wagons follow filled with
myrtle-wreaths, then comes a black bull, then free-born youths carrying
libations of wine and milk in jars, and pitchers of oil and myrrh (no slave may
put hand to any part of that ministration, because the men thus honored died
for freedom); [21.4] and following all, the chief magistrate of Plataea, who
may not at other times touch iron or put on any other raiment than white, at
this time is robed in a purple tunic, carries on high a water-jar from the city's
archive chamber, and proceeds, sword in hand, through the midst of the city
to the graves; [21.5] there he takes water from the sacred spring, washes off
with his own hands the gravestones, and anoints them with myrrh; then he
slaughters the bull at the funeral pyre, and, with prayers to Zeus and Hermes
Terrestrial, summons the brave men who died for Hellas to come to the
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74  Translation is that of Bernadotte Perrin in Plutarch's Lives (Cambridge, MA. Harvard University Press.
London. William Heinemann Ltd.) 1914. 

75 On this, see M.M. Markle, “Support of Athenian Intellectuals for Philip: A Study of Isocrates Philippus and
Speusippus’ Letters to Philip”, J.H.S. 96 (1976), 80-99, esp. 81-82.

banquet and its copious draughts of blood; next he mixes a mixer of wine,
drinks, and then pours a libation from it, saying these words: "I drink to the
men who died for the freedom of the Hellenes." These rites, I say, are
observed by the Plataeans down to this very day.74

b. the formula in the Assembly

Besides the civic cult as its "home", the "dying formula" also figures prominently in the

"political" rhetorical discourses addressed to, if not meant to be delivered in, the assembly

-- and particularly assembly discourses which dealt  with the issue of the wisdom or

necessity of committing the polis to war.  We find it, for instance, in the deliberative

address by Isocrates entitled To Philip, ostensibly an open letter to Philip of Macedon, but

directed to the ekklesia of Athens,75  which was written in the service of gaining the support

of Philip and the Athenian Assembly for a war of revenge against the Persians. 

 [134] No, it is not with a view to the acquisition of wealth and power that I
urge this course, but in the belief that by means of these you will win a name
of surpassing greatness and glory. Bear in mind that while we all possess
bodies that are mortal, yet by virtue of good will and praise and good report
and memory which keeps pace with the passage of time we partake of
immortality-- a boon for which we may well strive with all our might and suffer
any hardship whatsoever. [135] You may observe that even common citizens
of the best sort, who would exchange their lives for nothing else, are willing
for the sake of winning glory to lay them down in battle; and, in general, that
those who crave always an honor greater than they already possess are
praised by all men, while those who are insatiable with regard to any other
thing under the sun are looked upon as intemperate and mean. [5.136] But
more important than all that I have said is the truth that wealth and positions
of power often fall into the hands of our foes, whereas the good will of our
fellow countrymen and the other rewards which I have mentioned are
possessions to which none can fall heir but our own children, and they
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76  Translation of this and all subsequent quotations from the works of Isocrates is that of George Norlin,
Isocrates with an English Translation in Three Volumes, (MA, Harvard University Press; London, William
Heinemann Ltd.) 1980.

77 Panegyricus 75-77.

alone. I could not, therefore, respect myself if I failed to advance these
motives in urging you to make this expedition and wage war and brave its
perils.76 

We also find it twice taken up as a topos in the Panegyricus,  the appeal made by Isocates

in the wake of the peace of Antalcidas to all the assemblies of Greece to engage in a pan-

Hellenic crusade against Persia with Athens as the leader in this proposed "war of

deliverance". Towards this end Isocrates reminds his hearers that:

... the men who are responsible for our greatest blessings and deserve our
highest praise are, I conceive, those who risked their bodies in defense of
Hellas; and yet we cannot in justice fail to recall also those who lived before
this war and were the ruling power in each of the two states; for they it was
who, in good time, trained the coming generation and turned the masses of
the people toward virtue, and made of them stern foemen of the barbarians.
For  they did not slight the commonwealth, nor seek to profit by it as their
own possession, nor yet  neglect it as the concern of others; but were as
careful of the public revenues as of their private  property, yet abstained
from them as men ought from that to which they have no right. Nor did they
estimate well-being by the standard of money, but in their regard that man
seemed to have laid up the securest fortune and the noblest who so ordered
his life that he should win the  highest repute for himself and leave to his
children the greatest name;  neither did they vie with one another in temerity,
nor did they cultivate recklessness in themselves, but thought it a more
dreadful thing to be charged with dishonor by their countrymen than to die
honorably for  their country (>"E+ &m8 "#$/<8  !"A.0f-=/(0 ); and they
blushed more for the sins of the commonwealth than men do nowadays  for
their own.77

And after calling the character of the ancestors of the Athenians to mind, he asks:



20

78 Panegyricus 83-84.

79 On this, see Norlin, Isocrates, Vol. 1, 343-344.  

For what words can match the measure of such men, who so far surpassed
the members of the expedition against Troy that, whereas the latter
consumed ten years beleaguering a single city they, in a short space of time,
completely defeated the forces that had been collected from all Asia, and not
only saved their own countries but liberated the whole of Hellas as well? And
from what deeds or hardships or dangers would they have shrunk so as to
enjoy men's praise while living--these men who were so ready to lay down
their lives for the sake of the glory they would have when dead? (AS&(0/8
>"E+ &m8 5#gL8 o8  b?/$$A0 &/$/%&a-'0&/8  pg/(0 An&<8 N&AK?<8 b./$A0
!"A6.0f-=/(0q ) Methinks some god out of admiration for their valor brought
about this war in order that men endowed by nature with such a spirit should
not be lost in obscurity nor die without renown, but should be deemed worthy
of the same honors as are given to those who have sprung from the gods
and are called demi-gods; for while the gods surrendered the bodies even
of their own sons to the doom of nature, yet they have made immortal the
memory of their valor.78

The ekklesia focus of the “dying formula” is also to be found  in Isocrates’ Archidamus, a

speech Isocrates wrote for Archidamus III, the son of the Spartan king Agesilaus, to be

delivered during a  congress of  Sparta and its allies convened in the wake of the battle

of Leuctra and subsequent Theban incursions into the Peloponnesus to debate the issue

of war and peace with Thebes.  The aim of this speech was  not only to counter a proposal

made there by the Corinthian delegation that Sparta should surrender to Thebes and give

in to its peace terms, but to exhort the all gathered at the congress to vote for going to war

against Thebes.79  To do this, Archidamus  first reminds the congress that:

 ... the cowardice of states is made manifest in deliberations like these no
less than in the perils of war; for the greatest part of what takes place on the
battle-field is due to fortune, but  what is resolved upon here is a token of our
very spirit. Wherefore we should strive for success  in the measures to be
adopted here with an emulation no less keen than we show in the lists of
war. I marvel at those who are willing to die for their personal glory (>"E+
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80  Archidamus 93-94.

81  Archidamus 106-108.

?E0 &m8 P5K'8 5#gL8 !"A.0f6-=/(0 ), but have not the same  feeling for the
glory of the state, for which we may well suffer anything whatsoever to avoid
bringing shame upon our city, nor should we permit it to abandon the post
in which it was established by our forefathers. It is true that many difficulties
and dangers beset us; these we must avoid, but first and foremost we should
be careful that we are never found doing any cowardly deed or making any
unjust concessions to the foe; for it would be shameful if we, who once were
thought worthy to rule the Hellenes, should be seen carrying out their
commands,  and should fall so far below our forefathers that, while they were
willing to die in order that they might dictate to others, we would not dare to
hazard a battle in order that we might prevent others from dictating to us.80

He then goes on to note that they must not  

[... forget that the attention of the whole world is fixed upon this assembly
and on the decision which you shall reach here. Let each one of you,
therefore, govern his thoughts as one who is giving an account of his own
character in a public theater, as it were, before the  assembled Hellenes.
Now it is a simple matter to reach a wise decision on this question. For if we
are willing  to die for our just rights (!"A.0f-=/(0  >"E+ &10 5(='K<0 ), not
only shall we gain renown, but in time to come we shall be able to  live
securely; but if we show that we are afraid of danger, we shall plunge
ourselves into endless confusion. Let us, therefore, challenge one another
to pay back to our fatherland the price of our nurture, and not suffer
Lacedaemon to be outraged and contemned, nor cause those who are
friendly to us to be cheated of their hopes, nor let it appear that we value life
more highly than the esteem of all the world.81

And as Josephus tells us, the reminder that Judas Maccabeus had "died for the Jewish

nation's liberty" was an integral part of the appeal made by those companions of Judas

who, seeing that Israel was leaderless at a time when it was suffering a national calamity

not seen by Jews since their return from exile in Babylon, assembled in a war council with

Judas’s brother Jonathan and began to urge him 
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82  A.J. 13:5.

83  Isocrates, Against Lochites 19-21; Isaeus, On the Estate of Dicaeogenes  41-47; Lysias, On the
Confiscation of the Property of the Brother of Nicias ,9-13.21-26; Against Eratosthenes, and Against
Theozotides; Demotsthenes, On the Crown 82-83; Against Aristegetionis,  Against Leptines; Lycurgus,
Against Leocrates; Plutarch     .

to imitate his brother, and that care which he took of his countrymen, ...  and
that he would not permit the nation to be without a governor, especially in
those destructive circumstances wherein it now was.

and lead them to victory over their Syrian enemies.82

c. the formula in forensic rhetoric

Judging by the frequency of its usage -- some ten times83   -- in speeches written for

delivery in the lawcourt by such noted Attic logographers as Isocrates, Isaeus,

Demosthenes, and Lysias among others, the dying formula was a favourite topos in

forensic rhetoric. It appears consistently in appeals to pity designed to play upon the

patriotic sentiment of the judges or the jurors to whom the speech is addressed. For

instance, in Against Lochites -- an amplified plea (auchesis) by Isocrates advancing a law

suit for heavy damages against a rich young citizen named Lochites who had struck the

orator -- the formula is employed not only to liken the insolence behind the physical assault

to the spirit and attitude of the oligarchs who, during the Peloponnesian war, twice

overthrew the democracy which the judges Isocrates addresses had defended, but to

portray the action as something, which if left unpunished, would implicate the judges of the

suit in a betrayal of the ideals for which citizens of Athens had always been ready to lay
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84  Against Lochites 19-21. 

85 On the background and intent of the speech, see E.S. Forster, Isaeus (London: William Heinemann Ltd.
and  New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1927) 153-157. The translation of Isaeus that follows is from this
volume. 

down their lives.84 As Isocrates notes, 

...  it would be a most shocking state of affairs if in a democratic state  we
should not all enjoy equal rights; and if, while judging ourselves worthy of
holding office, yet we deprive ourselves of our legal rights; and if in battle we
should all be willing to die for our democratic form of government
(!"A.0f-=/(0  >"E+ &m8 "A$(&/K'8) and yet, in our votes as judges,
especially favor men of property. [21] No, if you will be advised by me, you
will not assume that position toward your own selves. You will not teach the
young men to have contempt for the mass of our citizens, nor consider that
trials of this character are of no concern to you; on the contrary, each one
of you will cast his ballot as if he were judging his own case.

Likewise, in the speech by Isaeus known as On the Estate of Dicaeogenes 

(an engues dike to be delivered by a nephew of the Athenian war hero
Dicaeogenes II on behalf of himself and his first cousin, Cephisodotus, and
their mothers,  to move  judges to agree  that  their recognized claim to the
hero’s estate had been undermined by the illegal actions of both another of
the hero’s heirs, Dicaeogenes III, and Leochares,  a man who had promised
to stand as sureties for the discharge of the testator’s will),  

Isaeus attempts to accomplish his aim – namely, to show that the appeal for sympathy on

the grounds of patriotism that  Dicaeogenes had made to absolve himself from his failure

to restore to rightful heirs of the Athenian war hero Dicaeogenes II  what he had illegally

taken from the estate was a sham85 -- by having  the nephew of Digaeogenes II expressly

point out that, unlike

our forefathers, who acquired and bequeathed [what is now civic] property,
performed every kind of choregic office, contributed large sums for your
expenses in war, and  never ceased acting as trierarchs ... [who] ... set up
in the temples out of the remainder of their property, as memorials of their
civic worth, dedications, such as  tripods which they had received as prizes
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86  Cf.  On the Estate of Dicaeogenes 41-47.

87 On the background and intent of this speech, see S.C. Todd, Lysias inThe Oratory of Classical Greece,
Vol. 2 (University of Texas Press: Austin, 2000) 190-193. 

for choregic victories in the temple of Dionysus, or in the shrine of Pythian
Apollo .. [and who] ... dedicating on the Acropolis the first-fruits of their
wealth, ... have adorned the shrine with bronze and marble statues,
numerous, indeed, to have been provided out of a private fortune more
worthy men of Athens

Dicaeogenes,  has never done any of these things. Indeed,  quite contrary to his claim for

acquittal, he has never proved himself a soldier, let alone a good one, since he had not

served at all in the whole course of the long and critical war, during which
the Olynthians and the  islanders are dying fighting against the foe in the
defence of our land.

Moreover,  the  property that he inherited only to squander “wickedly and disgracefully”

was that of men who “died fighting for their country (>"E+ &m8 "'&+K5A8 "A$/?AO0&/8

!";.'0A0 ) ”.86

     And in the speech of Lysias entitled  On the Confiscation of the Property of the Brother

of Nicias -- a speech written for delivery by the son of the Athenian political martyr

Eucrates (and also nephew of  the Athenian general Nicias) which was aimed at

persuading a jury constituted by citizens who had survived the terrors of the oligarchies

of 404/403 BCE not to accede to the demand made by a demagogue Poliochus that the

son of Eucrates should be stripped of his inheritance and his and patrimony for his (or his

father’s) alleged disloyalty to the state.87  -- Isocrates has the son of Eucrates argue his

case against this action primarily by pointing out two things. First, that it would  be 



25

88 Confiscation 12.

89  Cp. Confiscation21.

90  On this, see Confiscation 9-13.

91 Confiscation 26.

         92  See Plutarch, Pericles 9.6.

“strange” for jurors whose own fathers had “given their lives for the democracy”88 to

confiscate the property of someone who, in character with his ancestors and other

members of his family’s household, has always been devoted to Athens89 (indeed, even

saved it from those who had originally thought to bring “succor” to the oligarchs).90 And

second, that it such action would be  a  violation of the Athenian constitution for which

Eucrates and his brother Nicias and others of their kinsmen “gave their lives”. He also  has

him cap off his defense by an appeal to the Commissioners of Finance of  the city

specifically to

remember that time when, expelled from your native land and deprived of
your property, you esteemed most highly the men who gave their lives for
you (>"E+ >?10 !"A.0f-=A0&'8 ), and you prayed to the gods that you
might be able to show your gratitude to their children.91 

d. the formula in testamentary and funeral speeches.

Under this heading can be placed not only the instances of the formula that appear in the

various Epitaphioi of Demosthenes, Hyperides, Pericles (on those who had fallen in the

Samian War)92 and Lysias, but also the ones ((a) within the deathbed address of

Mattathias to his sons as reported in 1 Macc 2::50

[49] Now the days drew near for Mattathias to die, and he said to his sons:
"Arrogance and reproach have now become strong; it is a time of ruin and furious
anger.  [50] Now, my children, show zeal for the law, and give your lives for the
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covenant of our fathers.  [51] "Remember the deeds of the fathers, which they did
in their generations; and receive great honor and an everlasting name.  [52] Was
not Abraham found faithful when tested, and it was reckoned to him as
righteousness?  [53] Joseph in the time of his distress kept the commandment, and
became lord of Egypt (RSV)..

 and by Josephus in Ant 12.279-283

But when he [Mattathias] had ruled one year, and was fallen into a
distemper, he called for his sons, and set them round about him, and said,
"O my sons, I am going the way of all the earth; and I recommend to you my
resolution, and beseech you not to be negligent in keeping it, but to be
mindful of the desires of him who begat you, and brought you up, and to
preserve the customs of your country, and to recover your ancient form of
government, which is in danger of being overturned, and not to be carried
away with those that, either by their own inclination, or out of necessity,
betray it, but to become such sons as are worthy of me; to be above all force
and necessity, and so to dispose your souls, as to be ready, when it shall be
necessary, to die for your laws; as sensible of this, by just reasoning, that if
God see that you are so disposed he will not overlook you, but will have a
great value for your virtue, and will restore to you again what you have lost,
and will return to you that freedom in which you shall live quietly, and enjoy
your own customs. Your bodies are mortal, and subject to fate; but they
receive a sort of immortality, by the remembrance of what actions they have
done. And I would have you so in love with this immortality, that you may
pursue after glory, and that, when you have undergone the greatest
difficulties, you may not scruple, for such things, to lose your lives. I exhort
you, especially, to agree one with another; and in what excellency any one
of you exceeds another, to yield to him so far, and by that means to reap the
advantage of every one's own virtues. Do you then esteem Simon as your
father, because he is a man of extraordinary prudence, and be governed by
him in what counsels be gives you. Take Maccabeus for the general of your
army, because of his courage and strength, for he will avenge your nation,
and will bring vengeance on your enemies. Admit among you the righteous
and religious, and augment their power." (Whiston)

(b) and of the youngest of the seven Jewish brothers martyred by Antiochus for the Law

(2 Macc 7:1-45), and 
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(c) in Augustus’ farewell address as reported by Cassius Dio (Roman History 53.9.1-6) in

which Augustus declares that his last act of renouncing power and turning over the

administration of the Roman state  to the Senate is not only a course  from which having

to die a thousand deaths could not have dissuaded him, so great was his concern for the

welfare of his people, but that his choice to become a private citizen under the

circumstances in which he has arranged it will bring him renown since he will then be one

who

not only did not deprive another of his life in order to win that office, but went
so far as to even give up my life to avoid being king.

e. the formula in the military commander's address to his beleaguered
troops

Among the instances of the use of the “dying formula” which fit this category are four of

note:  First, that of Aelian 2.28 which speaks of Themistocles giving courage to the men

he was leading to fight the Persians at Salamis by ordering them to note that cocks they

saw fighting to the death along the way were, unlike his men 

... not fighting for their country or their father’s gods; they are not enduring
pain to defend the tombs of their ancestors, their reputation,  freedom, and
children; [and yet] each of them [still] aims to avoid defeat and not yield to
another.

Second, that in Plutarch, Otho 15.4 which records how Otho, seeing his men remain

steadfastly loyal to him even as his cause crumbled around them, exhorted himself to

courage in the face of defeat by proclaiming
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This day, my fellow citizens, I deem more blessed than that on which you
first made me emperor, since I see you so devoted to me and am judged
worthy of so high an honour at your hands. But do not rob me of a greater
blessedness – that of dying nobly in behalf of fellow citizens so many and so
good. If I was worthy to be Roman emperor, I ought to give my life freely for
my country.

Third, that in Polybius 15.10, Polybius’ report of Scipio’s address to troops on the ever of

their battle with Hannibal  in which Scipio declares that

those of you who fall will meet a death that is made for ever glorious by this
sacrifice for your country .... And so now that Fortune has given us the
choice of the glorious of prizes according to which way the battle is decided,
we should be the most mean-spirited' and in a word the most witless of all
mankind if we were to reject the most splendid rewards and choose the worst
of misfortunes merely in order to cling to life. So when you go to meet the
enemy, there are two objects only to keep before you, to conquer or to die

And fourth, that of Dionysius of Halicarnasus 6.9.2 which records that  “the Roman

Dictator”, A. Postumus Albius Regellensus, on the eve of the battle of Lake Regillus,

exhorted the younger members of his vastly outnumbered troops to valour first by pointing

out that the principal members of the Senate, who were exempt from military service by

virtue of their age, had nevertheless come out to the battlefield to share the fortunes of war

with them and that therefore it would be shameful not only

 ...  if you who are in the vigour of life should flee from what is formidable,
while these who are past the military age pursue it

but, more importantly, 

... if the zeal of the old men, since it lacks the strength to slay any of the
enemy,    should at least be willing to die for the fatherland, while the vigour
of you young men, who have it in your power, if successful, to save both
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yourselves and them to be victorious, or in case of failure, to suffer nobly
while acting nobly, should neither make trial of fortune nor leave behind you
the renown that valor wins.93

And if this is not enough to show that “the eve of the battle” was a primary context for the

use of the “dying formula”, consider the testimony of Lycurgus in his speech Against

Leocrates that the Spartans were so taken with the ability of the elegies of Trytaeus  to

inspire courage in their young men -- elegies which proclaim that 

he who so falls among the champions and loses his sweet life,
so blessing with honor his city, his father, and all his people,
with wounds in his chest, where the spear that he was facing has transfixed
that massive guard of his shield, and gone through his breastplate as well,
why, such a man is lamented alike by the young and the elders,
and all his city goes into mourning and grieves for his loss.
His tomb is pointed to with pride, and so are his children,
and his children's children, and afterward all the race that is his. 

and that 

It is beautiful when a brave man of the front ranks,
falls and dies, battling for his homeland,
and ghastly when a man flees planted fields and city
and wanders begging with his dear mother,
aging father, little children and true wife.
He will be scorned in every new village,
reduced to want and loathsome poverty; and shame
will brand his family line, his noble
figure. Derision and disaster will hound him.
A turncoat gets no respect or pity;
so let us battle for our country and freely give
our lives to save our darling children ---

that they passed a law 
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which provides that their men, after taking the field, shall be summoned to
the king's tent to hear the verses of Tyrtaeus all together, holding that this
of all things would make them most ready to die for their country (Against
Leocrates 107)94

f. the formula in battlefield declarations of intent made by individual
soldiers to their superiors or their comrades in arms

According to Plutarch, use of the formula in this context is made by Astycratidas, a soldier

in the army of Agis, King of Sparta. When asked what he and others like him would do

after Agis’ army suffered defeat  at the hands of Antpater in the vicinity of Megalopolis and

thus seemingly were about to find themselves subject to the Macedonians, Astrcradidas

replied, “What? Is there any way in which Antipater can forbid us to die fighting for

Sparta?” (Plutarch, Sayings of the Spartans 219B)

    It is also made by the aged Hippodamas as he takes up arms on the field of battle

beside King Agis. In the instant before he falls he proclaims that “I shall meet no more

honourable death than in playing the part of a brave man for Sparta’s sake” (Plutarch,

Sayings of the Spartans 222).

     One might also note the response, recorded by Plutarch, of Leonidas to the Ephors of

Sparta who, as the King was leading his men out to the plain of Thermopylae to confront

the Persians, asked him if he had decided to do anything other than keep the barbarians

from getting by the pass there. Leonidas’ answer was that he was actually “expecting to

die for the Greeks” (Sayings of the Spartans 225.4). 
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g. he formula in inscriptions on public monuments and war memorials erected
               to commemorate and honour those "fallen" in battle

One fine example of the use of the formula in this context is the Epitaph written by

 Mnasalces of Sicyon for the Greeks who took up arms against the Persian invasion, found

now at Greek Anthology 7.242

These men delivering their country from the tearful yoke that rested on her
neck, clothed themselves in the dark dust. High praise win they by their
valour, and let each citizen looking on them dare to die for his country.

Similarly, on monuments to the Spartan and Athenian heros of Platea we find the following

from the hand of the poet Simonides:

These crowned their dear country with fame indistinguishable by wrapping
round them the mist and gloom of death; though they died they are not dead,
for their valour brings them back in glory from the world below (Lyra Graeca
14.126).

If the greatest part of virtue is to die well, that hath Fortune given, of all men,
unto us; we lie here in glory unaging because we strove to crown Greece
with freedom (Lyra Graeca 14.127).

Because of these men's manly virtue the smoke of the the burning of
spacious Tegea has not gone to the sky; for they chose to leave their
children a country green and gay with freedom, and themselves to die in the
forefront of the battle (Lyra Graeca 14. 129).

Let us remember the fair fighting men whose tomb this is, who died to save
the pastures of Tegea, wielding the spear for the country that their dear
Greece might not doff freedom from her renowned head (Lyra Graeca
14.130).

(7). The intended purpose or effect of using the “dying formula”

We come finally to the question of the function or functions that the “dying formula” has

within the extra (non NT) Pauline instances of its use.  What we are asking is simply  what

it was, given the evidence at our disposal,  that cult leaders, politicians, testamentarians,
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war memorial euolgists, hard pressed battlefield commanders, beleaguered soldiers, and

epitaphographers were “up to” when they employed the formula?  

     In the light of the evidence above,  the answer is: To inculcate, confirm, or reinforce the

values that stood at the very heart of  Greco Roman imperial  ideology -- values that were

subscribed to by Jews and Greeks and by those whom Paul called “the rulers of this age”

as essential for maintaining “peace and security”, namely,  that the warrior is the ideal

citizen, that war is “glorious“, that violence is a constructive force in the building of

civilization, and that “salvation” from that which threatens to harm or destroy a valued way

of life is ultimately achieved only through the use of brute force.  

     What, for instance,  does the chief magistrate of Platea do in the annual gathering of

Hellenes there founded by Aristides when, after marching with sword in hand through the

city to the graves of those who “fell” at Platea,  he washes off with his own hands the their

gravestones, and anoints them with myrrh, and summons the brave men who died for

Hellas to come to the banquet he prepares there, and then consecrates a libation he

prepares and pours out there with the institutional words  "I drink to the men who died for

the freedom of the Hellenes", but pay homage and dedicate his community to imperial

values and confirm their ultimate worth? 

     What else does Isocrates do when, in his goad to a pan-Hellenic war against the

Persians, he calls to mind the fact that “even common citizens of the best sort, who would

exchange their lives for nothing else, are willing for the sake of winning glory to lay them

down in battle” except to underscore the warrior ideal?  

     What does Lysias or Demosthenes or Hyperides or Pericles do in their eulogizing those
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who went off to battle to save their polis or patride, and in “giving their lives” brought “glory

on themselves and their city” and became the “authors of many benefits conferred upon

their country and the rest of Greece”95 or saved all that makes for liberty --- what are they

doing if not holding up that which all should emulate the idea that honour and  peace and

security ultimately comes through readiness for war and the willingness to kill? 

     What else was Mnascales up to when he penned his Epitaph to the fallen who, for

Greece’s sake, fought against the Persian hordes and in “clothing themselves in the dark

dust” win the prize of memorials and high praise except to shame others into being willing

to do likewise when their country’s liberty was threatened by the enemy?

What, then, was Paul “up to”.

With all of this before us, we return now to our original question -- the question of what

Paul was “up to” when he proclaims that “Christ died for us/our sins”. In the light both of

who it was whom Paul designates as “the Christ”, i..e., Jesus of Nazareth, and of what

Paul understood to have been the nature and character of the historical figure whom God

designated “Lord” and "Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his

resurrection from the dead", namely, one who

 though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to
be grasped,  [7] but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being born
in the likeness of men.  [8] And being found in human form he humbled
himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross (Phil. 1:6-
8),

I would suggest that the answer is that Paul was engaged in a profound polemic against
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97 Liberating Paul

the prevailing values of his day with respect to what was ordinarily thought to create

personal and public -<&L+K' .  For the one whose death he proclaims as salvific is in

person and character and activity the very antithesis of those who in the secular instances

of the “dying formula” are known and proclaimed and honoured as having brought about

peace and security through their deaths. Instead of seeking or grasping 5AYL, he shuns

it (Philip. 2:6-8). Instead of engaging in or advocating war when he dies, he embraces

defenselessness (Rom. 15:2). Instead of dying for his own, he dies for his enemies (Rom

5:10).

    It would take me far more space than I have available to demonstrate that mounting a

counter argument about what kind of death is salvific and challenging Imperial ideals  is

indeed what Paul was “up to” when he proclaims that Christ Jesus and not the warriors of

Hellas or those who imitated them “died for us”. But that my contention has merit seems

clear from three  facts. 

     First, as demonstrated by N.T. Wright96 and N. Elliot97  among others, the center of

Paul’s Gospel involved a major challenge to the validity of the ideology of  the imperial cult

and the values of the Pax Romana which were part of the air Paul and his converts

breathed. 

     Second, Paul’s missionary work, which called for the acceptance of Jesus’ death as a

“death for others”, was not so much  that of “a traveling evangelist offering people a new
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religious experience”, as it was that of 

an ambassador for a king-in waiting [whose goal was] establishing cells of people
loyal to this new king, and ordering their lives according to his story, his symbols,
and his praxis, and their minds according to his truth.98

     Third, Paul  himself notes that to the wider Greco Roman word (whom Paul identifies

as “those who perish”  -- those who, certain in their “worldly wisdom” that strength [G V-Y%8]

rules the world, despise weakness) Paul’s “word of the cross”, his proclamation about

Jesus’ death being a (if not “the”) death that brings -<&L+K' ,  is both the height of

“foolishness” (?<+K' ), 1Cor 1:18)” and a -='05'$A0   (1 Cor 1.23).99 

     Finally, there is the evidence of Celsus who  took pains to deny that the Christian claim

that Jesus’ death could have the salvific significance of a “death for others”. As Origin

notes (Against Celsus 1.30.31), Celsus denies this not because he does not believe that

a  life laid down for others could and did “remove those evils which have fallen upon cities

and countries”. This is something he affirms. Rather it is because the one whose death

was claimed by  Christians as achieving this end  was one who, in the manner of his dying,

was of no account in word or deed when compared to the Greco Roman heroes of old.

But why would Celsus deny this unless he recognized that behind the declaration that

Jesus’ death was a death for others there stood a critique of the claim, pervasive in Greco-

Roman thought and self evident to those who were wise according to “worldly wisdom”,

that the death dealing death for others that is a constant theme in “the many accounts



36

current both among Greeks and Barbarian, of persons who have laid down their lives for

the public advantage” was really what brought -<&L+K'  and peace and security to the

world?


