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Descriptions of Philosophers 

Aratus 
(ca. 310-240 
BC) 

A Greek didactic poet. He wrote a hexameter poem called Phenomena, which became 
very popular in the Greco-Roman world. Paul quotes him in Acts 17. 

Aristotle 
(383-322 BC) 

Studied under Plato. Founded a philosophical school called “Peripatetic.” One of the 
most influential philosophers among Christian theologians. His most relevant works are 
Nicomachean Ethics, Eudemian Ethics, Rhetoric, and Politics. 

Cicero 
(106-43 BC) 

A Roman politician who was a brilliant orator and well-educated in philosophy. Toward 
the end of his life, he penned a series of philosophical works focused on major topics in 
Greek philosophy. As an Academic skeptic, he argues both views on a matter but 
refrains from adopting either, which he considers the best option. Among his most 
important works are On Final ends, On the Republic, Tusculan Disputation, and On 
Duties. 

Epictetus 
(ca. AD 50-
120) 

Former slave turned Stoic philosopher. Studied under the Stoic Musonius Rufus. Arrian, 
his pupil, wrote down his teachings in four books (Discourses) and a handbook 
(Enchiridion). One of the most practically minded philosophers. He focuses primarily on 
ethics rather than theoretical argumentation. 

Philodemus 
(ca. 110-
40/35 BC) 

An Epicurean philosopher. Many of his writings were excavated from a villa at 
Herculaneum that was destroyed by the well-known eruption of Mt. Vesuvius. Although 
fragmentary with stilted prose and therefore inaccessible to the armchair philosopher, 
his writings remain an important source of Epicurean views on a number of topics. 

Plato 
(ca. 429-347 
BC) 

Studied under Socrates and taught Aristotle. Founded a school of philosophy in Athens 
called “the Academy.” He was the first philosopher to promote philosophical views in 
dialogue and dialectical forms. Along with Aristotle, Platonic philosophy would greatly 
influence the Christian theological tradition and the wider Western world. 

Plutarch 
(ca. AD 45-
120) 

Wrote many philosophical works in addition to essays and a work on the lives of great 
Greeks and Romans. Promoted a standpoint called “Middle Platonism.” Although very 
critical of Stoicism and Epicureanism, his writings provide much insight on these two 
philosophical schools of thought. 

Seneca 
(ca 4 BC-AD 
65) 

Stoic philosopher. Tutor to the emperor Nero, who eventually forced Seneca to commit 
suicide. Like Epictetus, Seneca was very much focused on the practical benefits of 
philosophy. He wrote several philosophical essays and letters that present Stoic moral 
theory in a more accessible manner than do most philosophers. 

 
Table 1.1. Similarities and differences 

Epictetus Paul 
Sufferings are not needed for ethical growth. Sufferings are not needed for ethical growth. 
Sufferings can tempt a person to leave their 
rational judgment behind. 

Sufferings, especially persecution, can tempt a 
Christian to become weary in their faith or even 
leave it. 

For the aspiring philosopher, sufferings are an 
opportunity to exercise and strengthen one’s 
rational judgment. 

Sufferings are an opportunity for “boasting,” 
because they will produce endurance and 
ultimately hope in the lives of believers. 



This training can feel like arduous exercising at 
times but leads to complete calm. 

Suffering must be taken on in patient endurance, 
which will lead to an increase of hope. 

There is no suffering for a philosophical person. 
External circumstances cannot affect her in the 
core of her being.  

Sufferings are real and affect the believer. They 
are not negated, but relativized in the hope of 
glory, where suffering will be overcome for good. 

The philosopher trains to ultimately show calm in 
the face of death. This will be his greatest witness 
to God, who created him as a rational being. 

God has given a very solid foundation to hope by 
showing his love in the past in Christ’s death for 
them. This love dwells in the hearts of the 
believers and undergirds and empowers all their 
efforts to endure and hope. 

 
Table 2.1. Overview 

For Philodemus For Paul 
The weak were cognitively and psychologically 
immature in comparison to their caregivers. 

Unlike the other believers whose role was to build 
them up, the weak were relatively limited in 
knowledge and consciousness, but were not 
thereby less mature in faith. 

The weak were treated by adaptive frank criticism 
based on Epicurean philosophy to achieve one, 
complete model of human knowledge and 
psychology. 

The weak were built up by receiving support from 
others in order to be faithful to God in their 
weakness, not by achieving a particular state of 
knowledge and consciousness through therapy. 

The weak became more self-sufficient and less 
dependent on others as they matured through 
therapy. 

The weak’s embrace of dependence upon others, 
and thus dependence upon God, evidenced 
mature faith. 

 
Table 3.1. Similarities and differences 

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 8-9 Paul, The Letter to the Philippians 
God plays no direct role in human friendships. God plays an essential role in Christian 

friendships. He gives, energizes, and sustains 
every act of human generosity. He hears the 
prayers of his people, and he responds to their 
needs. 

Friends reciprocate goodwill and a mutual concern 
to seek the good of the other person for their sake, 
with a shared awareness. 

Friends reciprocate affectionate concern for one 
another, sacrificial services for one another’s joy, 
and prayer to God for one another’s ultimate 
salvation. They also suffer on behalf of one 
another. 

A friend is another self. A friend is another self. 
A virtuous self-love is promoted as the basis of 
reciprocity or giving and receiving in friendship. 

A virtuous self-love is promoted but not as the 
basis of reciprocity or giving and receiving in 
friendship. God I Christ by the Spirit is the basis of 
reciprocity. 

Virtue is an essential part of the best form of 
friendship. In fact, virtue is a prerequisite to 
choosing a friend. 

Virtue is an essential part of friendship in Christ, 
but it is not a prerequisite for friendship. It is a 
result of being befriended by God through the 
gospel. 



 
Table 5.1. Similarities and differences 

Epictetus, Of Friendship (Discourse 22) Paul, The Letter to the Romans 
Love of others is based on self-interest. Love of others is based on gratitude for the love 

received from Jesus Christ. 
Only the wise person has the power to love others. Wisdom leads to discerning God’s will, which in 

turn leads one to love others. 
One must never act because of an external 
obligation. Love must be chosen as an act of will. 

Love of others is a divine obligation placed upon a 
believer in Jesus Christ, but it is empowered by 
divine grace. 

Virtue may demand a seeming sympathy with 
those experiencing hardship, but one must never 
allow one’s self to be inwardly moved by the plight 
of others, since this is a circumstance outside of 
one’s own control. 

Love necessarily leads to genuine sympathy for 
others who are experiencing hardship. 

The power to love others resides entirely within 
one’s own power of volition (moral purpose). 

The power to love others truly is a gift of God’s 
mercy. 

 
Table 6.1. Rational and relational 

Rational It refers to the varying degrees of confidence in something else, whether an idea, a person, 
relationship, or thing, but it did not indicate absolute certainty. 

Relational Describes the trust that is foundational to all relationships, indicating faithfulness or 
reliability—including that between god and humans. 

 
Table 7.1. First table (length of letters) 

 Shortest Letter Longest Letter Average Length 
Cicero 22 words 2,530 words 295 words 
Seneca 150 words 4,201 words 972 words 
Paul 334 words 7,085 words 2,487 words 

 
Table 7.2. Second table (cost of letters) 

 Number of 
Characters 

Total Cost in Denars 
for the Finished Letter 

Cost Today 
(US Dollars) 

Romans 34,232 20.68 $2,275 
Philemon 1,562 0.93 $102 
Ep. 94 23,677 14.29 $1,572 
Ep. 62 829 0.48 $53 

 
Table 9.1. Similarities and differences 

Seneca, On Benefits Paul, Philippians and Romans 
Seneca makes a distinction between exploitative 
self-interest and other-oriented self-interest. 

Paul makes a distinction between ungodly self-
interest and other-oriented self-interest. 

Seneca assumes obligation is a virtuous element 
in gift giving. 

Paul assumes obligation is a godly element in gift 
giving. 

Seneca believes that the reciprocity of gifts is 
crucial to a well-functioning society. 

Paul believes that the reciprocity of gifts is 
essential to the well-being of the church. 



Seneca looks askance at one-way giving because 
it never achieves the goal of gifts: relationship. 

Paul never advocates one-way giving, because 
koinōnia relationships in Christ are give-and-take 
relationships. 

Seneca affirms other-oriented self-interest but 
roots it in various acts in reason and acting in 
accordance with nature. 

Paul affirms other-oriented self-interest but roots it 
in the grace of God. 

 
Table 12.1. Sufferings 

The Sufferings of the Stoic Sage The Sufferings of the Apostle Paul 
The suffering sage is morally superior to God, who 
is unaffected by suffering. 

The apostle suffers like and for the Son of God, 
who suffered for his people. 

Sufferings demonstrate the sage’s self-sufficiency 
and superior reason. 

Sufferings demonstrate the sufficiency and 
superiority of Christ, whose power is perfected in 
human weakness. 

Sufferings have an educational design: they test, 
harden, and prepare people to fulfill their potential. 

Sufferings have a missiological design: the 
apostle’s suffering illustrates his message about 
Christ’s cross. 

The sage does not  fear or hope but is happy in the 
present regardless of circumstances.  

The apostle’s hope of resurrection and restoration 
motivates him to endure and rejoice in present 
suffering. 

 


