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INTRODUCTION 

 

 My first encounter with Social Identity Theory (SIT) came while under pastoral 

appointment to a small United Methodist congregation in a predominately African-American 

town in a rural part of East Alabama. This particular congregation had experienced a great deal 

of pain during the 1960s when it split over race-related issues. After meeting in the basement of 

the public library for a period, the supporters of equal civil rights succeeded in retaining the 

church property and land, By the time I arrived as pastor, many who were children at the time of 

the split had become church leaders. I quickly discovered the desire among a number of these 

leaders to reach out across traditional racial barriers and become a church that more accurately 

reflected community demographics. To their credit, they had been working hard on this goal long 

before I arrived. They were engaged in weekly ministry with local Hispanic children and a 

couple of African-American men were regular Sunday school participants. Most significantly, 

however, was an event that happened each year on Christmas Day when these Methodists left 

their homes to work in the church kitchen and serve hundreds in the community with a 

traditional Christmas dinner and give Christmas gifts to every child who came through the door. 

In my view, this annual event, unlike any other, represented the commitment of this church to 

seeking reconciliation across racial lines. I was excited to join the effort in building a 

congregation that was neither white nor black, not one or the other, but both-and.  

 One significant challenge, however, was that the church still had a reputation in the 

community of being a “white church.” And this was reflected in Sunday worship attendance, 

which occasionally had one or two African-Americans in attendance but was otherwise 

overwhelmingly Caucasian. One high point of my appointment there was the opportunity to 

baptize the first African-American into the membership of the church a few months after 

arriving. I am also grateful that three leaders in the church and community, all white men, chose 

to stand with the candidate as he was baptized. In time and with intentional effort, an increasing 

number of African-Americans began to worship with us regularly and became baptized members 
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of the congregation. There was no overt antagonism from most long-standing members to this 

change, though I encountered occasional evidence of displeasure among a few. What we did 

discover is that knitting together the members of an increasingly diverse congregation presented 

challenges to overcome. Even within the bounds of a small town, people from diverse ethnicities 

bring different experience, norms, and expectations to the table. Such challenges were 

compounded by language barriers for a time when a group of French-speaking Haitians became 

regular worshipers at the church. Though we worshipped in the same room with the same liturgy, 

the presence of socially distinct subgroups was often present and strongly felt. I would soon learn 

that what the congregation needed was a common social identity able to cultivate group cohesion 

and the sense that we were a single congregation engaged in common worship and mission. To 

meet this need, I would have to construct and the congregation adopt a social identity that could 

be held in common without undermining the diverse subgroup identities that each person brought 

with them. 

 Conducting my academic research while planted deeply in this social context, I 

immediately saw the value of SIT, not least the work of SIT theorists that engaged in research 

involving temporal dynamics of social identity. My own SIT analyses of the Pauline texts under 

consideration in my dissertation were inevitably brought into hermeneutical dialectic with my 

social context. In what follows I will outline the key concepts in analyzing temporal processes of 

group identity formation. I will then draw on those concepts for reading Paul’s letter to the 

Romans arguing in particular that Paul’s portrayal of bodily resurrection in that letter functions 

to form and maintain a temporally coherent social identity that Jewish-oriented believers and 

Gentile-oriented believers could embrace without sacrificing their respective and distinctive 

subgroup identities. I will conclude with several reflections on how the SIT processes 

surrounding Paul’s language of resurrection in Romans gave rise to a strategy for reconciliation 

in my own context. Or, to put it differently, how a resurrection-oriented social identity may 

contribute to resurrecting a body of believers from the death grip of past injustice.  

 

TEMPROAL DYNAMICS OF SOCIAL IDENTITY 

 Social identity theory is a subset of social psychology that was pioneered by Henri Tajfel. 

According to Tajfel, social identity is, “that part of an individual’s self-concept which derives 

from his knowledge of his membership of a social group (or groups) together with the value and 
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emotional significance attached to that membership.”1 Tajfel’s work focused heavily on 

intergroup dynamics including the way groups distinguish themselves from one another and how 

they handle bias and conflict among themselves. SIT is distinct from but closely related to a 

model known as “self-categorization theory” (SCT) developed by John Turner. If Tajfel focused 

on intergroup processes, Turner focused on intragroup processes and the way social identity 

relates to group behavior.2  

 One area of SIT and SCT that stands in need of further study is that of temporal aspects 

of social identity formation. Two theorists – Marco Cinnirella and Susan Condor – have 

attempted to provide a framework for analyzing diachronic processes in identity formation. 

Cinnirella in particular has adapted the concept of possible selves developed by Hazel Markus 

and Paula Nurius to argue that possible social identity, which is the self’s perception of present 

or future group memberships, should be counted as one among many possible selves.3 To put it 

another way, one possible self is the self as a member of this or that group. As group members 

think of themselves in terms of a particular future social identity, Cinnirella hypothesizes that, 

“Ingroup members are concerned to persuade both other ingroupers and also outgroupers, to 

endorse the desired possible social identities of the ingroup i.e. to accept positively valued 

‘visions’ of what might happen to the ingroup in the future.”4 Additionally, he argues that 

ingroup members craft “life stories” or group narratives that give coherence to the past, present, 

and desired future of the group. A coherent construal of the group identity through time carries 

potential to strengthen the social identity of group members and may persuade them to adopt a 

particular aspect of the desired future group identity.5 

 Samuel Gaertner et al. have observed that when disagreement and separation arises 

between two groups, “recategorization from two groups to one group can be achieved by 

increasing the salience of existing common superordinate group membership.”6 This can happen 

                                                 
1 Henri Tajfel, ""Social Categorization, Social Identity and Social Comparison"," in Differentiation between 

Social Groups, ed. Henri Tajfel, European Monographs in Social Psychology (London: Academic, 1978), 61. 
2 For a detailed account of the theory, see John C. Turner et al., Rediscovering the Social Group: Self-

Categorization Theory (Oxford: Blackwell, 1987). 
3 Marco Cinnirella, "Exploring temporal aspects of social identity: the concept of possible social identities," 

Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 28, (1998): 235-236; Susan Condor, "Social Identity and Time," in Social Groups and 

Identities: Developing the Legacy of Henri Tajfel, ed. P. Robinson(Oxford: Butterworth Heinemann, 1996). 
4 Cinnirella, "Exploring temporal aspects," 235, italics original. 
5 Ibid., 235-236. 
6 Samuel L. Gaertner et al., "The Common Ingroup Identity Model: Recategorization and the Reduction of 

Intergroup Bias," ERSP 4, (1993): 6. 
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by “introducing new factors (e.g. common tasks or fate) that are perceived to be shared by the 

memberships.”7 The trick, however, is increasing the salience of the common superordinate 

identity among group members without rejecting their distinct subgroup identities. If the 

members of the subgroups perceive their identities to be threatened, they may respond by 

working to preserve their identities which could in turn solidify the separation between the 

subgroups rather than reconciling them.8 

 Two other matters of methodology need to be mentioned before proceeding. First, 

scholarly interest in Romans has long been focused on the many issues related to Paul’s language 

of “righteousness” and “the righteousness of God”, “justification by faith” and the meaning of 

πίστις᾿Ιησοῦ Χριστοῦ, atonement and salvation, honor and shame, not to mention the purpose of 

the letter and the rather lively debate over the New Perspective on Paul. Given the prominence of 

these varied issues, we might say the significance of resurrection for the theology of Romans has 

been somewhat muted until recently.9 Despite earlier lack of attention, N.T. Wright remarked in 

his weighty book on resurrection in the New Testament that, “Romans is suffused with 

resurrection. Squeeze this letter at any point,” he adds, “and resurrection spills out; hold it up to 

the light, and you can see Easter sparkling all the way through.”10 More recently, J. R. Daniel 

Kirk has argued that resurrection is not only “the most pervasive theme” in Romans but also the 

key that unlocks the letter as a whole.11 Whether resurrection is the most pervasive theme in 

Paul’s greatest letter undoubtedly remains a matter of debate, the point is nevertheless made that 

the role of resurrection in Romans deserves more attention than it has received.  

 This essay takes its place with others that see a need for further consideration of the role 

of resurrection in Romans, and it aims to contribute to that discussion by considering the 

function of resurrection in relation to the social identities of Jesus-followers in Rome.12 In 

particular, I will be looking closely at temporal processes of identity formation that may be at 

work in Paul’s deployment of the resurrection motif. The future-oriented nature of Paul’s 

                                                 
7 Ibid. 
8 Philip F. Esler, Conflict and Identity in Romans: The Social Setting of Paul's Letter (Minneapolis: 

Fortress, 2003), 178. Get the references in note 48. Dovidio et al. 1998: 117; Gaertner et al. 2000: 133. 
9 Cf. Peter Head, "Jesus' Resurrection in Pauline Thought: A Study in the Epistle to the Romans," in 

Proclaiming the Resurrection, ed. Peter M. Head(Carlisle: Paternoster, 1998), 58. 
10 N. T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003), 241. 
11 J. R. Daniel Kirk, Unlocking Romans: Resurrection and the Justification of God (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2008), 8. 
12 For the many ways SIT has been fruitfully applied to the NT, see J. Brian Tucker and Coleman A. Baker, 

eds., T&T Clark Handbook to Social Identity in the New Testament (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2014). 
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resurrection hope and his portrayal of the past in terms of Abraham’s resurrection faith suggest 

that this approach carries potential to shed light on the function of the resurrection motif in 

Romans.  

 Second, I have to this point used the language of “race” to describe the conflict that came 

to a climax in Alabama and elsewhere in the 1960s. I have used this terminology because it is a 

commonly used term to describe that particular period of conflict and subsequent efforts at 

reconciliation. Theories of permanent racial types first appeared in the middle of the nineteenth 

century, but the usefulness of that language has been disputed.13 Given that the concept of race is 

a modern notion foreign to the ancient world, its application to the text of the New Testament 

would be anachronistic and should be avoided. More appropriate for the interpretation of ancient 

texts is the concept of ethnicity, which involves common identity that may be based on (1) a 

common group name, (2) common ancestral myth, (3) shared history or shared memories of the 

past, (4) a common culture including but not limited to language, customs, and religion, (5) a 

common homeland, and (6) a perception of communal solidarity.14 Given these criteria, the 

language of ethnicity may be more useful in describing what is commonly called “racism”, and it 

is certainly true that the language of “ethnicity” is more useful than that of “race” when it comes 

to analyzing the New Testament in general and Romans in particular.15 Aside from the question 

of what language we should employ, I do not want to give the impression that the conflict and 

efforts at reconciliation in my own pastoral context were identical to what Paul faced in Rome or 

anywhere else. My goal is set to set forth how my social and pastoral context framed my reading 

and appropriation of Paul’s letter to Rome, and to that letter we now turn. 

 

INTRAGROUP CONFLICT IN ROME 

 We turn to the situation on the ground in Rome in the middle of the first century and 

Paul’s efforts to bring two groups, called by him the “strong” (15:1) and the “weak” (15:1; cf. 

14:1), to the same table and together in worship of God. The most well-known opponent critique 

of the use of chapters 14 and 15 to reconstruct subgroups in Rome comes from R. J. Karris. He 

argues instead that 14:1-15:13 is general paraenesis and not polemic directed at particular parties 

                                                 
13 Cf. the discussion in Esler, 51-53. 
14 I am depending here on Esler, 43-44.  
15 Cf. Aaron Kuecker, "Ethnicity and Social Identity," in T&T Clark Handbook to Social Identity in the 

New Testament, ed. J. Brian Tucker and Coleman A. Baker(London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 59-78. 
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whose disagreement occasioned the letter.16 Through an analysis of parallels between 1 Cor 8-10 

and Romans 14:1-15:13, Karris argues that the Romans passage is an adaptation of the position 

Paul worked out earlier in relation to the known situation in Corinth.17 Despite the parallels with 

1 Cor 8-10, there remains weighty evidence that Romans 14 and 15 were written to deal with 

conflict between two distinct subgroups which Paul refers to as the “strong” and the “weak.” The 

case has been made in detail in a variety of places. I share the view of those who identify the 

“strong” as Gentile Christians and the “weak” as Jewish Christians remembering that the strong 

may have included some Jews, like Paul, for example, and the weak may have included some 

Gentile proselytes.18 Paul’s pastoral aim is to bring them to unity both in table fellowship (14:1-

23) and in common worship (15:6).  

 In light of the social situation in Rome, the central thesis of this paper is that Paul’s 

language of resurrection in Romans functions in part to form and maintain a common social 

identity that can become salient both for Jewish-oriented and Gentile-oriented Jesus-followers 

and which carries potential to reduce bias and increase cohesion between those two subgroups in 

a way that facilitates the unity for which Paul calls in chapters 15 and 15. To show this, I will 

begin with Paul’s vision of the future resurrection of the body. I argue that resurrection can be 

accurately described as a future possible social identity and that it is given a positive evaluation 

by Paul. Second, I argue that Paul’s telling of the Abraham narrative functions as a life story in 

which Abraham’s faith is portrayed specifically as resurrection faith, which creates temporal 

continuity between Paul’s vision of the group’s future and his account of its past. Third, this 

provides a framework for considering Paul’s expectations for the behavior of the letter recipients, 

not least with regard to group unity around the table and in worship. It should become 

increasingly clear as the argument proceeds that Paul’s resurrection language contributes to the 

creation of a new superordinate social identity that can be embraced by all parties without 

requiring them to give up their original ethnic identities.   

 

                                                 
16 R. J. Karris, "Romans 14:1-15:13 and the Occassion of Romans," in The Romans Debate, ed. Karl P. 

Donfried(Peabody: Hendrickson, 1991), 66. 
17 Ibid., 71-81. 
18 Francis Watson, Paul, Judaism, and the Gentiles: Beyond the New Perspective (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2007), 175-182; cf. James D. G. Dunn, Romans 9-16 (WBC; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1988), 799-802, 

810-815; Esler, 348; Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 829-

833; Kirk, 199-200. 
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RESURRECTION AS FUTURE POSSIBLE SOCIAL IDENTITY 

 The evidence for Paul’s attitude toward future bodily resurrection in Romans comes most 

fully in chapters 6 and 8. What is immediately clear is that the resurrection of Jesus is 

paradigmatic for Paul’s understanding of the believer’s coming resurrection, “For if we have 

become united together with him in the likeness of his death, we will also be in his resurrection” 

(Rom 6:5), and again in verse 8, “Now if we have died with Christ, we believe that we will also 

live with him.” The significance of Christ’s death and resurrection in this passage focuses 

particularly on its efficacy to break the power of sin and death. For the believer, union with 

Christ in his resurrection results in freedom from bondage to sin (6:6, 11-14). Paul insists that 

believers not use the parts of their bodies to engage in sin (6:13-14), which reflects his belief that 

the resurrection involves specifically the redemption of the human body (8:23).19 The link 

between Paul’s understanding of resurrection and his expectations for the bodily behavior of his 

recipients is important for our SIT analysis and one to which we shall return in due course. At 

this point, two issues are particularly relevant with regard to Paul’s attitude toward resurrection 

in Romans in light of the SIT approach. First, I must establish that resurrection is a future 

possible social identity, that it is something that happens to the group as a group. Second, since 

individuals tend to embrace positively valued future possible social identities, we need to 

consider the positive value Paul attributes to the future bodily resurrection.20 

 To the first point, apart from the immediately present benefit of freedom from the power 

of sin, bodily resurrection remains an unrealized possibility for Paul. This is particularly clear in 

the verb tense changes in chapter 6. When Paul speaks of resurrection in Romans, he speaks in 

the future tense. I have already mentioned Rom 6:5 where union with Christ in his death is 

described with the perfect tense (εἰ γὰρ σύμφυτοι γεγόναμεν τῷ ὁμοιώματι τοῦ θανάτου αὐτοῦ). 

This stands in contrast to the coming resurrection which is described in the same verse with the 

future tense (ἀλλὰ καὶ τῆς ἀναστάσεως ἐσόμεθα). And in 6:8, a person’s death with Christ is 

described using the aorist (εἰ δὲ ἀπεθάνομεν σὺν Χριστῷ), while the expectation of being made 

alive with Christ is again in the future tense (πιστεύομεν ὅτι καὶ συζήσομεν αὐτῷ). In Rom 8:11, 

Paul describes the agent of the believer’s resurrection as “the one who raised Jesus from the 

                                                 
19 For Jewish attitudes toward resurrection, see Daniel W. Hayter, "'How are the Dead Raised?': The Bodily 

Nature of Resurrectoin in Second Temple Jewish Texts," in The Body in Biblical, Christian, and Jewish Texts, ed. 

Joan Taylor, Library of Second Temple Studies (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2014), 123-143. 
20 Cinnirella, "Exploring temporal aspects," 235. 
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dead,” but the action of this agent toward the believer remains in the future as evidenced in the 

future tense verb ζῳοποιέω, “the one who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your 

mortal bodies.” Resurrection is later described as “redemption of the body”, and it is something 

for which believers wait with hope (8:24-25). Again, in each case, resurrection is a future and 

unrealized aspect of Paul’s perception of the Christ-following community.  

 That resurrection is indeed a social category for Paul becomes clear in the way his 

discussion of future resurrection in 8:9-25 is described in familial terms. He addresses the 

recipients as “brothers” (ἀδελθοί, 8:9). Those “who are led by the Spirit of God are children of 

God” (8:14). The spirit they have received is also the “Spirit of adoption” that enables believers 

to address God as “Abba, Father” (8:15). The Spirit testifies to their status as “children of God” 

(8:16), which also makes them “heirs of God and heirs together with Christ” (8:17).21 In 8:24, 

Paul explicitly connects the familial language with bodily resurrection by describing the awaited 

adoption as “the redemption of our bodies.” The impact of this familial language is reinforced by 

the introduction of first person plural pronouns in verse 12, which fosters a sense of shared 

familial identity. In short, the presence of the Spirit of the one who raised Jesus from the dead in 

individual believers constitutes them as a family whose destiny is bodily resurrection. 

Resurrection is, for Paul, a social category. It is something that happens to the group of people 

who are the children of God. 

 To the second point, the potential for this future possible social identity to become salient 

among the Roman believers is increased if it is perceived by them in a positive light, and, as we 

might expect, Paul attributes positive value to bodily resurrection in at least two key ways.  

 First, and perhaps most importantly, Paul evaluates his vision of the future resurrection 

using categories from the Greco-Roman honor system, δόξα in particular. The significance of 

attaining honor in the Roman world is difficult to overstate. Lendon observes that, “life was lived 

under the constant, withering gaze of opinion, everyone constantly reckoning up the honor of 

others.”22 It was presupposed that the desire for honor was the primary motivation to act in 

almost any case, even and perhaps especially in cases of danger, labor, or self-sacrifice.23 Greater 

honor also meant greater power to exert influence over others. To have honor was to have social 

                                                 
21 The language of “heirs” is another point of contact with the Abraham story in 4:13. 
22 J. E. Lendon, Empire of Honour: The Art of Government in the Roman World (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1997), 36. 
23 Ibid., 35. 
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authority. Those with less honor were expected to defer to those with more.24 The insatiable 

desire for honor among the Romans is well illustrated by Cicero, “Nature has made us, as I have 

said before – it must often be repeated – enthusiastic seekers after honor, and once we have 

caught, as it were, some glimpse of its radiance, there is nothing we are not prepared to bear and 

go through in order to secure it.”25 Given the unparalleled importance of glory and honor in the 

Empire, if Paul were able to persuade his audience that bodily resurrection is a way of receiving 

honor as a gift from the divine benefactor, then it carries significant potential to make salient a 

possible social identity characterized by future resurrection. 

 In Rom 8, Paul portrays resurrection as a participation in the glory of Christ. Just as those 

who have died with Christ expect to be raised with him, so also those who suffer with Christ may 

expect to be glorified with him (συνδοξασθῶμεν, 8:17). That Paul has eschatological glory in 

mind is clarified in the next verse where the present time is characterized by suffering and the 

future by incomparable glory (δόξα, 8:18). Further in 8:21, creation itself is said to be waiting for 

“the freedom of the glory of the children of God” (τὴν ἐλευθερίαν τῆς δόξης τῶν τέκνων τοῦ 

θεοῦ). We will return momentarily to the matter of creation’s freedom from decay. For now, we 

should observe that Paul has, for a third time, introduced the language of the honor system into 

his discussion of resurrection and eschatological new creation. By articulating his vision of the 

future resurrection in terms from the Greco-Roman honor system, Paul provides a positive 

evaluation of this future possible social identity that would have resonated with the deepest 

sensibilities of his original hearers. To think of themselves as those who will be raised from the 

dead is to think of themselves as those who will be granted significant honor. 

 Returning to the matter of creation’s liberation, the second element of Paul’s positive 

evaluation of resurrection emerges in relation to its importance to the non-human creation. This 

is particularly noteworthy since Paul nowhere else considers humanity in relation to the non-

human creation.26 He boldly asserts that the hope of the whole world depends on the relatively 

small movement of Christ-followers.27 It is, Paul insists, the “freedom of the glory of the sons of 

                                                 
24 Ibid., 55-73. 
25 Cicero, Tusc. 2.24.58. Cf. Joseph H. Hellerman, Reconstructing Honor in Roman Philippi: Carmen 

Christi as Cursus Pudorum (SNTSMS 132; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 34. 
26 Brendan J. Byrne, Reckoning with Romans: A Contemporary Reading of Paul's Gospel (GNS 18; 

Wilmington: Michael Glazier, 1986), 165. 
27 Esler, 261. 
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God” that all creation eagerly anticipates. Esler captures well the significance of 8:19-22 when 

he says: 

social identity theory helps us to appreciate the momentous nature of its relevance to the status of Paul’s 

addressees in Rome. He is boldly personifying the whole of creation and then aligning its unhappy 

experience and expectation with the existence and destiny of a small band of Christ-followers. The effect of 

this is to magnify the various elements of their group identity. The cognitive dimension, the sheer fact of 

belonging to a group like this, is enhanced by the incorporation, as it were, of creation itself as an associate 

member. Of all the millions of people alive in the known world, creation was aligned with, and supportive 

of, the tiny minority constituting the Christ-movement. From this it necessarily followed that the emotional 

and evaluative dimensions (how they felt about belonging to a group like this and how they rated 

themselves in comparison with other groups) were also greatly augmented.28 
 

The point to add for the purposes of this paper is that Paul’s alignment of Christ-followers with 

the redemption of creation comes in the context of a discussion of bodily resurrection. The 

groaning creation awaits the redemption of human bodies (8:22-24). 

 To this point I have argued that resurrection in Romans is appropriately understood as a 

future possible social identity. For Paul, resurrection is a social category. He does not think 

primarily in terms of individuals. Resurrection is what will happen to those who are grouped 

with Christ as members of the family of God. The potential for this future possible identity to 

become salient is strengthened by Paul’s positive evaluation in terms of gaining glory and in 

terms of its potential to liberate all creation from bondage to decay. Following Cinnirella’s 

temporal model, and given that resurrection can be described as a desired future social identity, 

we might expect Paul to portray the past in a way that coheres with his vision of the future. We 

look now to Paul’s telling of the Abraham story in Romans 4 to consider whether and to what 

extent Paul aligns the past with his hope for resurrection. 

  

ABRAHAM’S RESURRECTION FAITH 

 Cinnirella hypothesizes that, “Social groups will create shared ‘life stories’ or narratives 

of the group which tie past, present and predicted futures into a coherent representation.”29 He 

explains further that “ingroup members will be motivated to re-interpret and re-construct past, 

present, and future-oriented possible social identities so that a sense of temporal continuity is 

perceived to exist.”30 In this section I argue that Paul’s portrayal of Abraham’s faith specifically 

                                                 
28 Ibid., 262. 
29 Cinnirella, "Exploring temporal aspects," 235. 
30 Ibid., 236, italics original. 
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as resurrection-oriented faith functions as a life story that ties the group’s past together with 

Paul’s vision of the future set forth in Romans 6 and 8.  

 Before proceeding to consider Abraham’s resurrection-oriented faith, we need to note 

that Paul’s telling of the Abraham story plays a key role in his argument that Jewish believers 

and Gentile believers share equal standing as members of the people of God in Christ. This is 

important for connecting what we find here with regard to resurrection to Paul’s effort at 

cultivating unity between the Jewish and Gentile Christ-followers in chapters 14 and 15. That 

Paul is concerned with the question of Jewish and Gentile inclusion in the people of God comes 

through most clearly in the question raised in 4:9 where he asks whether the blessing of 

justification and the non-reckoning of sin apart from works is for the circumcised Jew only or 

also for the uncircumcised Gentile. To answer this question Paul observes in v. 11 that 

Abraham’s act of faith and the righteousness that was given to him as a result preceded his 

circumcision. In fact, his circumcision, Paul says, is a sign (σημεῖον) that seals or confirms 

(σφραγίς) the righteous status that was his by virtue of his faith.31 The sequence of events is 

essential for Paul’s argument. That Abraham’s faith and righteous status preceded his 

circumcision makes his experience paradigmatic for Gentile believers. Paul is even willing to go 

so far as to suggest that this was always the purpose of the faith-followed-by-circumcision 

sequence as indicated by his use of εἰς τό with the infinitive εἶναι, “in order that he might be 

father of all who believe, despite being uncircumcised” (4:11). This, of course, does not exclude 

circumcised Jews from justification by faith. They are included also on the basis of faith like that 

of Abraham (4:12). 

 So, Abraham’s pre-circumcision faith opens the door to the inclusion of the Gentiles 

among the children of Abraham. As 4:16 asserts, the promise is for all “who share the faith of 

Abraham.” But this leaves open a further question: what sort of faith did Abraham have? And 

what is the specific characteristic of Abraham’s faith that makes it paradigmatic for faith in 

Jesus? For Paul, the answer to this question is straightforward: Abraham’s faith is resurrection 

faith. In 4:17, Paul specifically defines the God in whom Abraham believed as “the one who 

gives life to the dead” (τοῦ ζῳοποιοῦντος τοὺς νεκρούς), and he uses the participial form of 

ζῳοποιέω, which is the same verb used in 8:11 to describe the future resurrection of believers. 

Romans 8:11 establishes further continuity between the past and the future in that Paul’s 

                                                 
31 Moo, 269. 
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description of God as τοῦ ἐγείραντος τὸν Ἰησοῦν ἐκ νεκρῶν in 8:11 repeats the description of the 

God in whom Abraham was said to believe in 4:24, τὸν ἐγείραντα Ἰησοῦν τὸν κύριον ἡμῶν ἐκ 

νεκρῶν. The repetition of resurrection language in chapters 4 and 8 establishes temporal 

continuity between the portrayal of Abraham in the past and the hope for resurrection in the 

future. 

 To highlight the way Abraham embodied faith in the God who gives life to the dead, Paul 

points to the promised birth of Isaac. He says in 4:19 that Abraham’s body was “already dead” 

(κατενόησεν τὸ ἑαυτοῦ σῶμα [ἤδη] νενεκρωμένον). Nevertheless, God was able to give him a 

son; that is, God brought newborn life out of Abraham’s dead body. Some manuscripts leave out 

“already” probably as an attempt to soften the difficulty of the suggestion that a living person’s 

body could already be dead (mss. B, F, G, etc.). Commentators sometimes note that translations 

mute the difficulty and render the phrase “as good as dead” rather than simply “dead”. But the 

deadness of Abraham’s body and Sarah’s womb is precisely Paul’s point, and it is essential for 

connecting Abraham’s faith with faith in Christ.32 The God who gives life to the dead (4:17) 

manifests that life-giving power in Abraham’s own body by keeping the promise to Abraham 

that he would have a son (4:18-20). For Paul, Abraham’s faith was not just any old faith; it was 

specific faith in the God who raises the dead. This is the point of connection between Abraham’s 

faith and faith in Christ. Paul portrays Abraham’s faith as resurrection faith. Thus, Abraham is 

the father of all who believe that God raised Jesus from the dead, and Paul’s construal of the past 

stands in continuity with his vision of the future. 

 From the perspective of social identity theory, the advantage of this line of reasoning is 

straightforward. Individuals tend to find appeal in continuity of identity through time. The 

Abraham story is what Cinnirella calls a “life-story” that Paul reinterprets in light of the 

resurrection of Jesus and Paul’s hope for the resurrection of believers. Paul’s reinterpretation is 

designed to make the case that Abraham’s resurrection-oriented faith makes him father both to 

uncircumcised Gentiles as uncircumcised Gentiles and to circumcised Jews as circumcised Jews. 

Paul wants both subgroups to see themselves as members of the same family, namely that of 

Abraham. By portraying Abraham’s faith in a way that coheres with future resurrection, a new 

possibility for superordinate group identity emerges that will allow the members of each 

                                                 
32 Kirk, 72. 
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subgroup to maintain their distinctive identities and thus increase the likelihood of reducing 

conflict between them. 

 

RESURRECTION-IDENTITY AND GROUP BEHAVIOR 

 Paul’s attitude toward future bodily resurrection is logically and theologically tied to his 

expectations for the bodily behavior of believers in the present. When Paul argues in Romans 6 

that believers must not use the members of their bodies as instruments of unrighteousness (13), 

he does so on the basis of the double claim that they have died with Christ and will be raised 

with him (6:8). Union with Christ in his death and resurrection means they should live as people 

who are dead to sin, on the one hand, and living in holiness, on the other (11, 22). Much has been 

written on Paul’s theological reasoning with regard to the death and resurrection of Christ in 

relation to his ethical expectations.33 The question remains, however, as to how Paul’s portrayal 

of resurrection might function to produce the behavior he desires to see among the letter 

recipients. To what extent does the temporal continuity of a resurrection-oriented social identity 

produce conformity to Paul’s expectations, not least the expectation that Jewish and Gentile 

Christ-followers in Rome sit down to eat at the same table? 

 As a lens for considering the question, we return to the work of Samuel Gaertner and 

others, who argue that social categorization is key because bias between groups can be reduced 

“by changing group members’ cognitive representations from different groups to one group.”34 

The theory suggests that when members of two distinct racial or ethnic groups are able to 

develop a common ingroup identity based a different superordinate identity, a common task or 

destiny, for example, bias or discrimination between group members tends to decrease and the 

likelihood of positive behaviors across ethnic boundaries increases.35 Of central importance is 

the point that “recategorization does not necessarily require members to forsake their earlier 

                                                 
33 Richard B. Gaffin, Resurrection and Redemption: A Study in Paul's Soteriology (Peabody: Hendrickson, 

1978); Wolfgang Schrage, The Ethics of the New Testament (trans., D. E. Green; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988), 172-

186; Victor Paul Furnish, Theology and Ethics in Paul (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2009), 112-134, 162-

180; N. T. Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2013), 1095-1127, 1258-1265. 
34 Samuel L. Gaertner and John F. Dovidio, Reducing Intergroup Bias: The Common Ingroup Identity 

Model (Essay in Social Psychology; New York: Routledge, 2000), 7; cf. Gaertner et al., "The Common Ingroup 

Identity Model: Recategorization and the Reduction of Intergroup Bias." 
35 Gaertner and Dovidio, 7; Gaertner et al., "The Common Ingroup Identity Model: Recategorization and 

the Reduction of Intergroup Bias," 6. 
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group identities because it is possible to maintain a ‘dual’ representation in which both 

superordinate and original group identities are salient simultaneously.” 

 I suggest that this model is a useful way for considering the potential cognitive and 

behavioral impact of Paul’s portrayal of resurrection in Romans. By introducing the common 

destiny of future resurrection, which is crucial to the task of liberating the cosmos, together with 

a new interpretation of Abraham as a key figure from the past who exemplifies a resurrection-

oriented identity both for Jews and Gentiles, the potential arises for recategorization, which 

would increase group cohesion and cooperation. By arguing first that Abraham is father of 

Jewish believers and Gentile believers by faith and, second, that his faith is specifically 

resurrection-oriented faith, the probability is increased that Jews and Gentiles will adopt this 

temporally coherent resurrection-oriented superordinate social identity. This does not negate 

their original ethnic identities. To the contrary, their distinct ethnic identities can remain salient 

even as the new resurrection-oriented superordinate identity becomes salient. The new common 

identity carries potential to reduce bias between Jewish and Gentile members of the Jesus group 

in Rome and increases the likelihood that they will behave positively toward one another and 

together as a single group.  

 The process of social recategorization has significant implications for the problems 

addressed in chapters 14 and 15, where Jewish and Gentile Christ-followers have misgivings 

about eating together that are rooted in their ethnic identities. Paul would have them “Welcome 

one another” (15:7; cf. 14:1) as members of a single unified group. This is unlikely without a 

temporally coherent and positively evaluated shared identity. I argue that Paul’s portrayal of 

resurrection in Romans functions to contribute to that shared identity. His deployment of a 

temporally coherent resurrection-oriented social identity increases the probability that the 

“strong” and the “weak” will be able to recategorize and reconcile by getting past their 

differences to eat and worship together, and, to borrow a phrase from Paul himself, “glorify 

together with one voice the God and father of our Lord Jesus Christ” (15:6, emphasis added). 

 

READING ROMANS FOR RECONCILIATION IN ALABAMA 

 I return now to conclude with a reflection on the social context which framed my reading 

of Romans. Being located in a community with a history of racial and ethnic tension and leading 

a church that desired to be a reconciling presence within that place of tension, I was inclined to 
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see in Paul a strategy for forming and maintaining a common ingroup identity that could be 

embraced by members of diverse ethnic groups. Paul’s own interest in resurrection was an 

obvious starting point, and I regularly emphasized in my preaching a future possible social 

identity of resurrection as an aspect of new creation. As those who hope for resurrection, we are 

people of the new creation. To develop temporal coherence, I pointed back to Paul himself and to 

elements of the reading of Romans presented above. If Paul himself was engaged in the earliest 

days of the Christian movement in the mission of reconciling diverse ethnic groups together in 

worship and mission to be agents of new creation who hope in resurrection, then reconciliation is 

part and parcel to the life-story of our group. We have taken the baton that he has passed to us. 

Our story and our identity – past, present, and future – would be one of reconciliation across 

boundaries that the church has worked to cross since ancient days. Of all places, the church 

should be the place where ethnic and racial diversity is exemplified around the table, in mission, 

and in worship. To experience that would be to experience life out of death, and it would be a 

resurrection of sorts, because it would embody in the present the life of the age to come.   
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