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James . Hering, The Colossian and Ephesian Haustafeln in Theological Context: An Analysis
of their Origins, Relationship, and Message, American University Studies, VII (New York:
Peter Lang, 2007), 285 pp., US$74.95 (ISBN 9780820495057).

The German term “Haustafeln,” (HT) or “household code” is a technical term taking its
origin from Luther, and now is used in scholarship to refer to a number of New Testament
texts containing admonitions for Christians about certain social relations, like husband and
wife, parents and children, slaves and masters. Common to these relations is the idea of
subordination. James P. Hering (Erskine Theological Seminary, South Carolina, USA)
investigates the two most important codes: Colossians 3:18-4:1, which is accepted as the
earlier version, and then its reworking in Ephesians 5:22-6:9. Hering primarily looks at
their theological and ethical motivation. The Christian character of the code attracted
much attention in the last hundred years, since from the point of view of modern ethical
concerns the texts were taken to represent controversial, or downright outdated, or even
sub-Christian values. Liberal critique has argued that this code can be rejected, since its
ethics “suggests unsavoury motivation and cruel excesses,” thereby “being inconsistent with
its essential message” (266). There has been a tendency in New Testament scholarship to
regard the code as an imported element, reflecting behavioural patterns of the Hellenistic,
or eventually Jewish environment. The question is whether the code is a pragmatic or def-
erential gesture to the requirements of the age, or whether it can be understood as deriving
from the author’s theological convictions. Hering provides a thorough analysis of the histo-
riography of the subject, then sketches the historical context, finally examines the theologi-
cal roots of the code.

The first chapter gives a detailed and careful overview of the literature, which shows for
Hering that “the inconclusive nature of the proposed HT Vorlagen” points to the possibility
of a “genuine Christian composition” (58). Chapter 2 analyses the Colossian HT in its
theological context, arguing that it illustrates “the role of Christ among the various human
conditions,” and that is has to be understood “in terms of the totality of the message” of the
epistle. This theology is based on the person of Christ, especially on His future judgement.
Otherwise the HT “resists any interpretatio christiana” (105). The third chapter looks at the
HT in Ephesians, as dependent on Colossians. According to Hering the Ephesian redaction
is a “conservative” and “clever adaption” of the “basic form and motivation” of Colossians
(155). However, for Hering it displays a “distinctively Christian character” (156). In the
fourth chapter, which addresses the theological context of the Ephesian HT, Hering argues
that the reworking and expansion in Ephesians resulted in a fundamental change of “sys-
tematizing the horizontal axis,” that is, the inter-human aspects. These aspects are the
church (“its unity, authority, and its direct relation to Christ”) instead of the parousia, and
the replacement of the idea of personal subordination with the idea of subordination
between Christ and the church, i.e. a “more communal model” (200).

At the end Hering returns to the problem of the Hellenistic environment. By the analy-
sis of six selected texts he offers a very useful fresh look at the old problem of the “Hellenis-
tic influence,” which had been the central tenet of the once popular Form- and
Traditionsgeschichte-type of research on the subject in the twentieth century. A comparison
to relevant Hellenistic theories (or rather, in most cases, to scattered remarks of Hellenistic
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authors) helps to clarify their influence on the Christian theological message of the letters.
Hering concentrates on six theorists of the period: Plato, Aristotle, the Oeconomica’s
Ps.-Aristotle, Philo, Musonius Rufus, and finally, the Plutarch of the Moralia (Conjugalia
praecepta). Philo naturally offers the closest comparison. The present and future divine
justice regulates subordination in the form of the Law. Hering justly remarks that “Philo is
unparalleled in his call to reciprocity and equity” in the master-slave relation, the mildest of
all from among the Hellenistic authors. Musonius’ divine ordering (“Zeus, guardian of the
family”) looks to Hering as similar to the role of Christ in the NT code. Zeus’ ruling super-
sedes that of men, like God’s law is superior to human law. The perceptive, albeit somewhat
summary presentations in this comparative chapter conclude that the various Hellenistic
theories “create significant differences in the outcome of the regulation” (260). A broad
connection is possible, but a closer influence is unlikely considering the variety among the
ancient theories themselves.

In the conclusion Hering admits that “we have not attempted to suggest ways in which
the mandates of the HT can be (if at all) extricated from the unpopular reputation” in
modern times (266). He has managed to show, however, that the code can be interpreted
along Christian theological lines, where it is legitimized by the saving action of Christ.

As to the general argument, Hering attempts to extricate the HT from their historical
confinement. His task could have been helped if he would have expanded on Paul’s calling
himself a servant, thereby acknowledging the lordship of Christ. Paul thereby offers a mid-
dle term for an overarching subordination paradigm, since Christ also “took upon him the
form of a servant” (Phil 2, 7) and this subordination becomes the model of all other subor-
dinations. The ancient liturgical formulae also point in this direction. Further, I missed a
positioning of the “household” within the vision of the communities in general, there being
three of them: family, church, and nations (Col 3) and it seems that the same theology of
Christ applies to the smaller and to the larger communities. Again, instead of vertical and
horizontal axes, I would have preferred (or added) the concept of analogy, as can be gath-
ered from the subordinations listed above.

This is a thorough scholarly work, following the rules of the genre. The argument is
organised systematically, and it is helpful to find summaries at every significant point. The
overview of the preceding literature is thorough, as far as I could tell, although it leaves
out—to my mind regrettably—patristic exegetical materials. These could have helped an
even better embedding of the code in their theological context. The interested reader might
want to look at a stimulating theological interpretation by Timothy G. Gombis, ‘A Radi-
cally New Humanity: the Function of the Haustafel in Ephesians, Journal of the Evangelical
Theological Society 48, no. 2 (2005), 317-330. This reference does not occur in H.’s bibliog-
raphy. The book does not provide an index, which in such scholarly publications should be
indispensable. There are remarkably few misprints, but unfortunately the Greek texts dis-
play some errors.

Gyorgy Geréby
Central European University, Budapest (Hungary)
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