
4 Epictetus and the idea of a human calling
based on human reason

In this chapter, we seek to demonstrate that and how key passages in Epictetus
offer the best parallel for understanding Paul’s use of reason language in Rom
12.1. We will show that Epictetus 1.16 offers one of the clearest instances of the
notion of a human vocation and how it is linked to reason language
(λογικός).¹ Usually only Epictetus 1.16.20 is quoted as a parallel,² but we argue
that Epictetus 1.16.20–21 should be considered to be the parallel. And this pas-
sage should not be considered in isolation, but as the climax of the entire pre-
ceding Discourse. For this reason, we offer an exegesis of the entire Discourse
to show how the themes discussed by Epictetus build up towards that climax.
This will also allow us to draw out the ways in which Epictetus retrieves themes
from the broader ancient discourse on what it means to be human.

In this chapter we will also discuss Epictetus 2.9 and Epictetus 1.6 in detail.
This is because Epictetus 2.9 is an excellent example of how the definition of
human beings as θνητὰ λογικὰ ζῷα can be employed in exhortation to genuine
humanness. Epictetus 1.6 is another instance in which λογικός language is used.
Once more the idea of a human vocation is key to the Discourse. Already in Epi-
ctetus 1.16 one can detect that there is a certain structure to the human vocation,
but Epictetus 1.6 makes this structure explicit and shows that it is a sign produc-
tion based on insight into God’s relation to the world.

The main topic of Epictetus 1.6 and Epictetus 1.16 is divine providence, how
humans can recognise it and what they should do based on this recognition.³ Be-
cause divine providence, as insight into God’s relation to the world, is central to
Epictetus’ view of the human vocation, we will analyse two passages (Epictetus
1.12 and 4.7) in which divine providence figures prominently before we come to
the discussions of Epictetus 1.6 and 1.16.

The outline of this chapter is as follows.We will begin by contextualising Ep-
ictetus, discussing the manner in which we are comparing Paul and Epictetus
(section 4.1); our main point is that Epictetus, even though later than Paul, offers

 As in previous chapters, except where it could be misleading, we refer to his Discourses (Dia-
tribai or Dissertationes) simply by the numbering following the text of Schenkl 1916 (thus Epi-
ctetus 1.16 stands for Epictetus, Diatr. 1.16). The Greek text cited is Schenkl 1916.
 Byrne 1996, 366 is an exception.
 On the importance of the topic of divine providence in philosophical discussion at Rome see
Niehoff 2018, 75, who shows that Philo’s stay in Rome moved him towards a more Stoic philo-
sophical position (74), not least on the issue of divine providence (74–77).
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the best articulation of a broader ancient tradition with which Paul is familiar
and with which he interacts. Then we will discuss the first part of Epictetus
2.9 to show how he talks about genuine humanness based on the definition of
human beings (section 4.2). Next, we will establish the importance of divine
providence for Epictetus’ conception of the human calling (section 4.3), as a
preparation for the exegesis of Epictetus 1.16 (section 4.4) and the exegesis of
the first part of Epictetus 1.6 (section 4.5).

4.1 Epictetus in his context and in comparisons with Paul

In this section, we provide some historical context for Epictetus and establish
how we are comparing Paul to Epictetus.⁴ Epictetus is the most important an-
cient dialogue partner for Paul when it comes to the connection between the
human endowment with reason and the calling of human beings in the world
in which they are placed. He is our most important source for an explicit connec-
tion between reason language (λογικός) and the idea of a human vocation.⁵

 A very useful discussion of various models for ways in which Paul and Epictetus have been
compared is provided by Vollenweider 2013, section 2.
 Epictetus – like Socrates – has left nothing in writing, but in Arrian’s recordings of his teach-
ing scholars see an accurate and faithful rendering of the dialogues and teaching conversations
of Epictetus himself. This is because when Arrian writes in his own voice (for instance on
Alexander’s conquest) he uses a completely different style looking back to Attica, while in the
Discourses we find a language so strikingly reminiscent of the Pauline koine, that scholars
could not fail to detect in both the common features of the diatribe style. In the Discourses, Arr-
ian seems to record actual teaching discourses of Epictetus; in the Enchiridion, Arrian summa-
rises the contents of the Discourses. Because of this, one of the leading current scholars on Epi-
ctetus, A.A. Long, attributes more source value to the Discourses than to the Enchiridion,
valuable though both are (cf. Long 2002). C.K. Rowe disagrees (2016) but his reasons are uncon-
vincing: the fact that both are written down by Arrian does not make them equal. Though only
four of probably eight books of the Discourses have been preserved, we can be confident that the
missing texts would not substantially alter the picture we get of Epictetus’ philosophy. This is
because of his repetitive style, which makes him repeat important points in different metaphor-
ical garb. That such repetitions serve a psychagogic function is missed already by ancient critics
(e.g. Quintilian on Seneca).

The term diatribe is problematic. As a genre designation it is not useful. Bultmann 1910 has
been influential. On the topic see Stowers 1981 and Schmeller 1987 (cf. also his article in the
EBR); cf. also Wright 2013, 224. Long objects to the use of “diatribe” to designate a genre and
would prefer an approach to the “so-called diatribe tradition” that would recognise it as a “prac-
tice, both oral and written, of ethical training to which professional teachers and didactic writers
contributed in ways that were both generic and individual” (2002, 49).
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There is no question of literary dependence between Epictetus and Paul:⁶ rather
Epictetus brings to clearest and explicit expression ideas with a wider currency
in the ancient cultural encyclopedia.⁷ Above all, it is the content of Epictetus’
teaching which has impressed the readers of the Discourses with its ethical vi-
sion and this has always invited comparison with Paul.⁸

One of the most important texts of Epictetus for this study, Discourse 1.16, is
both among the purple passages of Epictetus scholars,⁹ or of Greek philology in
general,¹⁰ and one of the most frequently cited parallels for Rom 12.1.¹¹ But these
comparisons centred on the shared use of the language of λογικός and have
mostly seen the topic of worship in both Rom 12.1 and Epictetus 1.16. They
have not considered the parallel with a view to the connection, among the phi-
losophers, between the human endowment with reason and the human voca-
tion. Thus they have missed the fuller pragmatic import of both passages:
there is a protreptic or exhortative function not just in Epictetus but also in
Paul. They have also missed the larger cultural, philosophical, and anthropolog-
ical background in which the language of λογικός functions: the discourse on
what it means to be human. Ancient discussions about the nature of human be-
ings embedded in a cosmos of meaning always raise normative claims as well as
they seek to describe what human beings are (in their cultural encyclopedia). Be-
cause of this normative dimension, such statements are particularly suitable for
protreptic discourse¹² and thus precisely for what Paul is doing in Rom 12.1–2:

 Epictetus is born sometime around AD 50 in Hierapolis in Phrygia, peaked with his philosoph-
ical teaching in the time of Trajan, and died around AD 125, so Paul cannot have known his
teaching. While Zahn 1895 had attempted to show that Epictetus was dependent on Christian
tradition, scholars since Bonhöffer 1911 are agreed that Epictetus was not directly influenced
by early Christian views (cf. Long 2002, 35).
 As can be seen from the material we have presented in section 2.2 and chapter 3.
 For Bonhöffer, for instance, Epictetus, among ancient writers, is the one who is closest to
early Christianity in terms of the ethical and religious content of his philosophy (1911, 2). For
a recent comparison of Paul and Epictetus with regards to ethics cf. Schnelle 2009. Other themat-
ic comparisons focus on the concept of law (so Huttunen 2009) or the notion of person (so East-
man 2017, 29–62).
 Cf. the quotation of Epictetus 1.16.20–21 at the beginning of the first chapter in Long 2002.
 Cf. its inclusion in the anthology of Wilamowitz-Moellendorf 1902, 1.236–7 and 2.202–3.
 E.g. Lietzmann, Cranfield, Dunn, Wright, Thorsteinsson, Wolter.
 Such as we find in Aristotle’s Protrepticus (as we can reconstruct it from Iamblichus among
others, see section 3.2.1). Sorabji (1993, 15 n. 46) doubts the ascription. A useful definition is
“Protreptics … refers to a literary genre which attempts to persuade the reader of the value of
a subject of study and seeks to enthuse him and convince him to ‘turn’ to it” (DNP, s.v. “Protrep-
tik”), if we broaden it to be a textual function (not just a genre) and if it can refer to the adoption
of a way of life, and not merely the study of a subject. Cf. also Berger 1984, 1138–1145.
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framing in an inviting manner his own vision of the integrated existence of Jesus-
followers. Paul does this in ways that resonate with the ancient anthropological
discourse. This contextualisation is needed for a full explanation of Paul’s use of
reason language.

Epictetus is an important parallel, because he brings to a particularly clear
expression anthropological views that many philosophers and indeed much of
Greco-Roman culture would have shared. Much of it belongs to the then current
Greco-Roman cultural encyclopedia and forms a common stock of ideas and im-
ages. As such it would have been familiar to both Paul and his readers.¹³ But just
as Epictetus is both an exponent of established Stoic doctrine, expressive of
wider cultural currents, interacting with other schools,¹⁴ and original,¹⁵ so also
Paul, we argue, has drawn on cultural and philosophical discussions about gen-
uine humanness and the human calling, and yet has said something decidedly
new. But to understand him at this point, the modern interpreter needs to be at-
tuned to this common stock of anthropological assumptions.

The following points can be cited as support for the claim that ancient phi-
losophy also held views that enjoyed wider cultural acceptance. First, because

 Cf. Schnelle 2016, 45: “Fast allen Mitgliedern frühchristlicher Gemeinden in Städten wie
Ephesus, Korinth, Philippi, Athen, Rom dürften die philosophischen Hauptströmungen der
Zeit (zumindest in rudimentärer Form) bekannt gewesen sein”.
 Epictetus interacts with the Platonic tradition, less with Aristotle’s writings, is sympathetic
to but not part of Cynicism (cf. Epictetus 3.22), and outrightly rejects Epicureanism. Epictetus
responds and relates to other philosophical currents of his day. A. A. Long has renewed schol-
arly attention to the importance of the Socratic tradition for Epictetus, whose favourite among
Plato’s early dialogues seems to have been the Gorgias (see Long 2002, ch. 3). On the debate
about philosophical “eclecticism”, reinvigorated with Dillon and Long 1988, see especially
ch. 1 on the history of the concept. In any case: the schools had their notable differences, but
should not be seen as living in closed compartments. It seems probable that they would have
been known for certain distinctive viewpoints by a general audience (an example would be
the link between Epicurus and ἡδονή). In some contexts, the differences between the schools
would not matter and they might well be put together as just the philosophers. Engberg-Peder-
sen 2017 seeks to forge ahead with a useful classification of the complex relations among phil-
osophical strands around from 100 BC to AD 100.
 Bonhöffer (1890; 1894) has treated the question of Epictetus’ relation to earlier Stoicism ex-
tensively. He argues (1890, v) that Epictetus is an excellent source for early Stoicism on all topics
of interest to him. Later scholars find Bonhöffer putting too much emphasis on continuity and
downplaying originality (e.g. Long 2002, 66, 93; cf. the criticism of Jagu 1946, 120– 122). Current
scholarship sees him as being close to early Stoic views in many points, yet innovative in others:
the doctrine of the three topoi (cf. Epictetus 1.4, 3.2) is new, for example. It is his answer to the
question in which sequence the three parts of philosophy – logic, physics, and ethics – should
be taught (cf. DL 7.40). An important development is his notion of προαίρεσις. For a character-
isation of Epictetus as a “more independent thinker and educator” see Long 2002, 92.

4.1 Epictetus in his context and in comparisons with Paul 137



ancient philosophy had cultural prestige, their views would have been of interest
to many people.¹⁶ Second, the philosophical schools were ways of life¹⁷ and their
topics such as any person with basic education could engage with;¹⁸ and though
they held positions that are counterintuitive, they also appealed to common
views and gave argumentative weight to common conceptions (ἔννοιαι), as for
instance the Stoics in Cicero’s De natura deorum.¹⁹ Thus, straying too far from
common sense on some points would have made little sense for them. They
also appealed to general experience, on which they sometimes based their pro-
treptic appeals. Philosophers did hold counter-intuitive positions.²⁰ In such
cases, they might explain the deviation from common sense with an appeal to
the befuddlement of the masses that made them miss the truth. But in large mea-
sure their basic assumptions about human beings would be broadly shared by
wider Hellenistic tradition.

In order to bring out this broader discursive context, our method aims to at-
tend to the larger discursive frame of those texts that are used as parallels. In
comparative studies, it is a common place to emphasise that the relata are
both to be treated with sensitivity to their own context, setting, genre, pragmatic
situation and so on. But attention to wider discourses is sometimes required, and
the following readings of Epictetus attempt to do this with regard to the tradi-
tions we have already outlined in chapter 3.

To serve this aim, we have chosen the form of something like a running com-
mentary.²¹ When we quote texts in extenso it is for the purpose of close compar-
ison. For the quotations we have used Robin Hard’s excellent translation.²² We
seek to note thematic overlaps which gain importance through the interconnec-
tions they establish among the particular comparanda, which is often missed by
those comparisons for which Sandmel’s charge of “parallelomania” may be jus-
tified.²³

 The relatively meagre impact of institutional philosophy today on how people live might
offer a misleading parallel, on which see Schnelle 2016, 21 and Wright 2013, 204.
 On this theme, see especially Hadot 1995. Rowe (2016) bases much of his argument upon the
work of Hadot, but seems to overemphasise the incommensurability between different ways of
life and the radical non-intelligibility supposedly bound up with “rival traditions”. In critical in-
teraction with Hadot, while still granting the overall point, are Horn 2014 and Cooper 2012.
 Cf. Wright 2013, ch. 3.
 Cf. also Epictetus on preconceptions which assure good choice in ethics.
 Not least in the famous Stoic paradoxes: only the wise man is rich and so on.
 For an actual commentary, see Dobbin 1998.
 Hard 2014. It is slightly paraphrastic, but often in a manner that brings out contextual nu-
ances. At some points, we point out more literal renderings.
 Sandmel 1962.
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With these remarks, we turn to the first text analysis.

4.2 The definition of human beings and genuine humanness
in Epictetus 2.9

In this section we show that the definition of human beings as θνητὰ λογικὰ ζῷα
can be used to speak about being human in a normative sense, to develop an
appeal to genuine humanness.²⁴ In Epictetus 2.9, the fulfilment of the ethical as-
piration that goes with human being in the normative sense is discussed and de-
rived from the very definition of human beings. Robin Hard’s translation of the
title of the Discourse is suggestive for our terminology of human vocation or call-
ing: “That although we are unable to fulfil our human calling (τὴν ἀνθρώπου
ἐπαγγελίαν πληρῶσαι), we adopt that of a philosopher”.

The idea of genuine humanness (or of a human vocation) is expressed in dif-
ferent language in the source texts.²⁵ Here the word ἐπαγγελία has interesting
resonances with both genuine humanness and a human vocation. The word
ἐπαγγελία²⁶ may simply mean a summons or command.²⁷ It may be an an-
nouncement of an event (such as of a sporting competition) or a “summons to
attend” at an assembly. It can also be used more broadly for an “offer” or “prom-
ise” of something,²⁸ possibly as the reason which might attract people to follow
the “summons”. At this point, the promise verges closely on the language of ad-
vertisement (when professionals speak about what they can offer²⁹). It appears in
inscriptions (e.g. at Priene ἐβεβαίωσεν δὲ τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν παραστή[σ]ας μὲν τοῖς
ἐντεμενίοις θεοῖς τὴν θυσίαν [IPriene 123]), where it seems to refer to a promise
made to the gods of the shrine, which were fulfilled by offering sacrifices.³⁰ But it

 Cf. also section 2.2.6.
 As we have seen in section 3.2.
 We here summarise LSJ’s examples.
 Somebody sends a messenger with a request for something to someone else, e.g. at Polybius
9.38.2, when the Persian great king Xerxes demands “water” and “earth” (i.e. complete submis-
sion on both land and sea) from the Spartans and they “heroically” appeal to Greek liberty and
reply with a mock performance based on a literal interpretation of the demand.
 Epictetus 1.4.3 uses it in this sense for instance for the “promise of virtue”. Paul uses the
term ἐπαγγελία in the sense of promise (e.g. Rom 4.20; 9.8), but never in the sense of
“human vocation” as Epictetus does in 2.9. This is not a problem for our interpretation, however,
as we noted in section 1.4. There are different linguistic resources to speak about the human role
in the cosmos (see section 3.2).
 E.g. in discussion of the advance payment of Sophistic teachers at Aristotle, EN 1164a 29.
 Using, we note, the phrase παρίσταναι θυσίαν τοῖς θεοῖς as technical term (cf. Rom 12.1).
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can also mean “profession” or “undertaking”, either for a concrete job to per-
form, or more generally, as that which one might reasonably expect the cobbler
to achieve as a matter of his professional occupation. It can also be used for po-
litical canvassing, or, in medical contexts, to express the curative properties
claimed for the drugs. Thus, the ἀνθρώπου ἐπαγγελία is the positive promise
that comes with a human being (in case the person lives up to genuine human-
ness).³¹ It is that which one should be able to expect from a human being one
encounters. But it has a nuance of the human “profession” (as a metaphor), or
the human role or calling.³² Having said this, we may now consider the first
part of Epictetus 2.9:

(1) Merely to fulfil the role of a human being (ἀνθρώπου ἐπαγγελίαν πληρῶσαι) is no sim-
ple matter. (2) For what is a human being? (τί γάρ ἐστιν ἄνθρωπος;) “A rational and mortal
creature”, someone says (Ζῷον, φησί, λογικὸν θνητόν). First of all, what does the rational
element serve to distinguish us from (ἐν τῷ λογικῷ τίνων χωριζόμεθα)? “From wild beasts
(θηρίων).” And from what else? “From sheep (προβάτων) and the like.” (3) Take care, then,
never to be like a wild beast (μή τί πως ὡς θηρίον ποιήσῃς); otherwise you will have de-
stroyed what is human in you (ἀπώλεσας τὸν ἄνθρωπον), and will have failed to fulfil
your part as a human being (οὐκ ἐπλήρωσας τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν). Take care that you never
act like a sheep (μήτι ὡς πρόβατον); or else in that way, too, you will have destroyed
what is human in you (ἀπώλετο ὁ ἄνθρωπος). (Epictetus 2.9.1–3)

This is a clear expression of a genuine humanness, which is based on the defi-
nition of human beings and especially the distinctive feature, the endowment
with reason (ἐν τῷ λογικῷ … χωριζόμεθα). The Stoic definition of a human
being can simply be presupposed here (“someone says” – Epictetus and his “di-
atribal” interlocutor can proceed from this shared base). The definition is then
explicated with a view to its ethical import (which is not, for the ancients gen-
erally, a projection upon nature, but a raising to explicit awareness of what is
“there”). Being λογικός is the specific human capacity which determines their
particular purpose and determines what genuine humanness means. The con-
trast is provided by animals which lack reason and the types of behaviour
which are associated with them. What seems to be in view here is the employ-

 Cf. similarly, Epictetus 2.10.4 speaks of the “calling of a citizen” (ἐπαγγελία πολίτου).
 Note Hard’s excellent translation at this point.Very relevant here is also the use of ἐπαγγελία
in Epictetus 4.8, where the topic is the “profession of a philosopher” (ἡ τοῦ φιλοσόφου … ἐπαγ-
γελία [4.8.6]; cf. “the requirements of the profession” τὸ ἐπάγγελμα τὸ τοῦ φιλοσόφου [4.8.9]),
contrasted with the carpenter and the musician (4.8.4), and that it should not be evaluated by
outward appearance (using a carpenter’s axe, singing, long hair and a cloak as indicators
[4.8.4]), but with reference to right reason (τὸ ὀρθὸν ἔχειν τὸν λόγον [4.8.12]).
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ment of reason to exercise control over the emotions.³³ If you behave like a beast
– as, say, tyrants are wont to do³⁴ – you destroy what is human in you and you
do not fulfil the promise or calling of your human nature.³⁵ The term “human” is
here used in an axiologically charged or ethically normative sense. As such it ad-
mits of degrees: humans can behave more, or indeed less, in accordance with the
promise of their nature, and perhaps even lose their humanness in this ethical
sense. By contrast, in the sense of belonging to a class, the term “human”
does not admit of degrees.³⁶ The definition of what humans are with reference
to reason serves to support an ethical point, or rather one of “vocation”. While
the examples that follow do focus on morality, they are nevertheless conceived
as something that is appropriate for the being that one is and as a condition for
the fulfilment of one’s purpose within a larger cosmos. And because of this, it is
appropriate to identify them as being about genuine humanness.

Epictetus goes on to develop the theme of genuine humanness by explaining
what he means with these contrasts to animals:

“When is it, then, that we act like sheep (ὡς πρόβατα)?” When we act for the sake of our
belly (τῆς γαστρὸς ἕνεκα) or genitals (αἰδοίων), when we act at random (εἰκῇ), or in a filthy
manner (ῥυπαρῶς), or without proper care (ἀνεπιστρέπτως), to what level have we sunk
(ποῦ ἀπεκλίναμεν)? To that of sheep (ἐπὶ τὰ πρόβατα). What have we destroyed? What is
rational in us (τί ἀπωλέσαμεν; τὸ λογικόν) (Epictetus 2.9.4)

The first example is sheep-like behaviour. Comparisons with animals for ethical
discourse are nothing surprising.³⁷ Epictetus can also use sheep in positive com-
parisons,³⁸ but here they are used stereotypically to characterise “sub-human”
behaviour. Epictetus presumably thinks of excessive behaviour and does not
mean to imply criticism of the behaviour of Cynic philosophers, who might
have been more comfortable with following the immediate promptings of the

 Cf. the self-mastery reading of Romans by Stowers 1994, who rightly recognises this theme in
ancient ethical discourse, but probably overestimates its centrality to the argument of Romans.
Cf. also 4 Maccabees’ exposition on that theme applied to Jewish heroes such as Eleazar.
 Cf. for instance Plato, Resp. 566a.
 Cf. also the Latin development in which humanitas is becoming a synonym for clementia
(e.g. Seneca, Ira 1).
 For this sense, which remains the same for human beings, see for instance Aristotle, Cate-
goriae 3b 39 (οὐ γάρ ἐστιν ἕτερος ἑτέρου μᾶλλον ἄνθρωπος) where human being is among
the main examples for substance (οὐσία) and this point is made as explication of the principle
expressed at Cat. 3b 34 (οὐσία οὐσίας οὐκ ἔστι μᾶλλον οὐσία).
 On animals in ethical comparisons see Dierauer 1977. The narrative traditions associated
with Aesop furnish many examples.
 E.g. Epictetus 1.23.7.
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body than polite custom would have thought proper.³⁹ We note in passing that
the first two brush-strokes of his portrait of what he sees as “sub-human” behav-
iour (τῆς γαστρὸς ἕνεκα, ὅταν τῶν αἰδοίων) seems very similar to Phil 3.19 (ὁ
θεὸς ἡ κοιλία καὶ ἡ δόξα ἐν τῇ αἰσχύνῃ αὐτῶν) and might imply there that
Paul characterises his “opponents” as failing precisely in the genuine human-
ness which Paul claims as aspiration for his communities. Implicit in this list,
however, is not just a control of the “baser instincts”, but also something like
“table-manners” and purposeful living (not “just so” [εἰκῇ]). And we note in par-
ticular that the reply to the question of what has been destroyed (τί ἀπωλέσαμεν)
is now the rational part of humans (τὸ λογικόν).⁴⁰ Thus the rational part can
here stand in the same place as human being as the object that is “destroyed”
in bad behaviour.⁴¹ This shows that the word λογικός can stand in for
“human” in the normative sense.⁴² Thus this passage confirms that the language
of λογικός can be used in a sense that does not merely classify human beings or
reduce them to their distinctive rationality; rather it serves to describe here, not
least in a context where the audience is “exhorted” (protreptic discourse, broad-
ly understood), what genuine humanness entails and how it is tied to an idea of
human vocation. More than semantic analysis is needed to pick up on these con-
nections. For the second example, Epictetus moves up from what Plato might
have characterised as ἐπιθυμία to the θυμός:

And when we behave aggressively (μαχίμως), and harmfully (βλαβερῶς), and angrily (θυμι-
κῶς), and forcefully (ὠστικῶς), to what level have we sunk (ποῦ ἀπεκλίναμεν;)? To that of
wild beasts (ἐπὶ τὰ θηρία). (6) There are, besides, some among us who are large ferocious
beasts (μεγάλα θηρία), while others are little ones, small and evil-natured (θηρίδια κακο-
ήθη), which prompt us to say, “I’d rather be eaten by a lion (λέων)!” (7) By all such behav-
iour, the human calling is destroyed (διὰ πάντων δὲ τούτων ἀπόλλυται ἡ τοῦ ἀνθρώπου
ἐπαγγελία). (Epictetus 2.9.5–7)

The wild beasts, both the lion and other smaller animals of the ferocious kind,
serve to illustrate aggression and anger. There are many ways in which one can

 Cf. Epictetus 3.22 on the ideal Cynic.
 This is another feature that seems to indicate that Epictetus is here close to Plato’s ideas in
the Respublica or the traditions associated with it.
 Compare ἀπώλετο ὁ ἄνθρωπος in 2.9.3 with (ἀπωλέσαμεν) τὸ λογικόν in 2.9.3. The link be-
tween genuine humanness associated with the language of ἄνθρωπος in a normative sense
and the human vocation becomes apparent when the third object of what is destroyed in bad
behaviour is considered: ἀπόλλυται ἡ τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐπαγγελία (2.9.8).
 Against Scott 2018, 505–506, who only considers the classificatory sense of being human.
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fail to live up to the human calling (2.9.7), as the differences between the large
beasts and the little ill-“charactered” (κακοήθη) creatures indicate.

The passage also strongly resonates with Platonic tradition, especially Resp.
588b–589d (which we have discussed in section 3.1.7), where the appetitive part
was likened to a “beast” (θηρίον), the spirited part to a “lion” (λέων), while the
rational part (τὸ λογιστικόν) was mapped to an inner human being (ἄνθρωπος).
Here in Epictetus 2.9, we likewise have a comparison in which appetitive behav-
iour (2.9.4) is lined up with “beasts” (θηρία) and “spirited” behaviour (2.9.5), with
a lion (λέων). Furthermore, the rational part (τὸ λογικόν) is implicitly likened to
“the human”, given that having destroyed “what is human in you” (ἄνθρωπος
[2.9.3]) is made parallel to having destroyed “what is rational in us” (τὸ λογικόν
[2.9.4]). This confirms that Epictetus is drawing on Platonic as well as Stoic tra-
dition.

Epictetus goes on to explicate the human calling (ἀνθρώπου ἐπαγγελία) by
broadening the discussion to other beings and their “promised” function. In this
he is a clear exponent of the kind of wider tradition that one finds in the ἔργον or
“function argument” in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics.⁴³ The functions are not
only assigned to humans, animals, material objects, but even to “logical enti-
ties”⁴⁴:

(8) When is a complex proposition preserved as valid (σῴζεται συμπεπλεγμένον)? When it
fulfils its function (ὅταν τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν πληρώσῃ), so that its validity is founded on the
truth of the propositions of which it is composed (σωτηρία συμπεπλεγμένου ἐστὶ τὸ ἐξ ἀλη-
θῶν συμπεπλέχθαι). And a disjunctive proposition (διεζευγμένον)? When it fulfils its func-
tion. And when are flutes (αὐλοί), a lyre (λύρα), a horse (ἵππος), a dog (κύων) preserved? (9)
Is it surprising, then, that a human being, too, should be preserved in the same way, and
destroyed in the same way (καὶ ἄνθρωπος ὡσαύτως μὲν σῴζεται, ὡσαύτως δʼ ἀπόλλυται)?
(Epictetus 2.9.8–9)

What Epictetus here calls ἐπαγγελία is what Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics
1.7.9– 16 calls ἔργον, that is the task, function, or role of a being based on its spe-

 At EN 1.7.9– 16 (1097b 22– 1098a 20), cf. especially the phrase τὸ ἔργον τοῦ ἀνθρώπου (1097b
25–26). The paragraph number 1.7 refers to the Loeb volume; German editions differ, assigning
the number 1.6 to this passage (e.g. Dirlmeier 1960). On the function (ἔργον) argument see Law-
rence 2001; Lawrence 2006. A precursor to the argument in Plato is Resp. 352d–354a (cf. Dirlme-
ier 1960, 277). Cf. our discussion, in section 2.2.6.3, of Aspasius, who clearly expresses that the
calling is based on the peculiar capacity (τὸ δὲ ἔργον ἑκάστου ἴδιον [17.32]) and identifies that
capacity as humans’ being endowed with reason (λείπεται δὲ [τὸ] ἔργον [εἶναι] τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἡ
πρακτικὴ καὶ λογικὴ ζωή, τουτέστι τὸ ζῆν ὡς λογικόν [18.1–2]).
 On logical entities in Stoicism see Forschner 2018, 31–92, in particular 51–55 (on the συμ-
πεπλεγμένον: 55).
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cific capacity. Crucially, as we shall see, Epictetus himself uses ἔργον in this
sense in the passage we have claimed to be the best parallel for Rom 12.1, in Ep-
ictetus 1.16.20–21. That Epictetus here draws on such a tradition is also clear
from the fact that his examples are similar.⁴⁵ Epictetus’ language of an ἀνθρώπου
ἐπαγγελία reflects the same broad tradition as Aristotle’s τὸ ἔργον τοῦ
ἀνθρώπου. While in the case of Aristotle the notion of a calling is less appropri-
ate, because there the function is not obviously related to a divine intentionality,
in the case of Epictetus it clearly is (as we will see in Epictetus 1.6 and 1.16). We
further note that the language of preserving (σῴζεται) is notable in a connection
with what it means to be genuinely human.⁴⁶

Epictetus then goes on to discuss, in terms that resonate closely with the
model of the Nicomachean ethics, that human beings strengthen their function
precisely by the right actions that correspond to these functions (2.9.19). The ex-
amples used are a carpenter and a grammarian; both are also favourite examples
of Aristotle.⁴⁷ And just as the carpenter stays a carpenter by performing his job,⁴⁸
so also with ethical attitudes or comportment, which are thus explications (in
rather conventional terms) of what properly is the human calling, as projected
on to the ethical plane:

(11) A modest character is preserved likewise by modest actions (τὸν μὲν αἰδήμονα σῴζει τὰ
αἰδήμονα ἔργα), while shameless actions will destroy it (ἀπολλύει δὲ τὰ ἀναιδῆ); and a
faithful character is preserved by acts of fidelity, while acts of a contrary nature will destroy
it (τὸν δὲ πιστὸν τὰ πιστὰ καὶ τὰ ἐναντία ἀπολλύει). (12) And the opposing characters are
destroyed in turn by behaviour of the opposite kind, the shameless (τὸν ἀναίσχυντον) by
shamelessness, the disloyal (τὸν ἄπιστον) by disloyalty, the slanderous (λοίδορον) by slan-
ders, the irascible (ὀργίλον) by anger, and the miser (φιλάργυρον) by the disproportion be-
tween what he takes in and what he gives out. (2.9.11– 12)

Epictetus makes here a link between actions (ἔργα) and the genuine humanness
which they preserve (σῴζει), between the character of the human beings and
their function. The phrase τὸν δὲ πιστὸν τὰ πιστὰ (sc. σῴζει) sounds like a
very interesting parallel to Paul’s letter to the Romans, when read, as we

 Aristotle mentions the flute-player (αὐλητής), and the harper (κιθαριστής), Epictetus flutes
and a lyre. In Plato, Resp. 352d–354a, the question of the function of a horse (ἵππου ἔργον
[352d]) is raised; other examples include the function of a pruning-knife (δρέπανον) or of an
eye (so also in Aristotle, EN 1097b 31).
 This is suggestive in view of Phil 2.12 (τὴν ἑαυτῶν σωτηρίαν κατεργάζεσθε) when read with
reference to the calling of those in Christ. See also our argument in chapter 5.
 Cf. the carpenter (τέκτων) at EN 1.7.11 with Epictetus 2.9.10 (τέκτων).
 Epictetus does not seem to make use here of the distinction Aristotle makes between playing
the lyre and playing the lyre well (EN. 1.7.14).
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argue, as being about genuine humanness. Epictetus lists negative characters
and their vices in which genuine humanness is lost (ἀπολλύει). As we shall
argue, the function of the vice list in Rom 1.29–31 is very similar.

Epictetus goes on to discuss the importance of practice (μελέτην, ἄσκησιν).
He illustrates the difference between living and practicing the Stoic doctrine on
the goods from merely paying lip service⁴⁹ with a good bottle of wine, which can
be kept unopened in the cellar to impress the guests every so often, but which
truly benefits only the one who actually drinks it. As a further illustration, inter-
estingly, he makes a point about the difference between merely posing as a Jew
and actually, through baptism, having become committed to this way of life.⁵⁰
Towards the end of the Discourse, Epictetus distinguishes between the human
calling and that of a philosopher, which seems like a specialisation at a higher
level:

And so it is, that when we’re not even able to fulfil the function of a human being (οὐδὲ τὴν
τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐπαγγελίαν πληρῶσαι δυνάμενοι), we want to assume that of a philosopher
too (προσλαμβάνομεν τὴν τοῦ φιλοσόφου), massive burden though that is. It is as though a
man who is incapable of lifting ten pounds wanted to lift up the rock of Ajax! (Epictetus
2.9.22)

Epictetus here criticises the pretensions of those who aspire to be philosophers,
while they have not even reached what would be appropriate for them as human
beings. In another Discourse, Epictetus lists being a philosopher among the “spe-
cialisations” of the general standard, genuine humanness:

(4) There is, besides, a particular end (ἰδία) and a general end (κοινὴ ἀναφορά). First of all,
I must act as a human being (ἵνʼ ὡς ἄνθρωπος).What does that involve? That one shouldn’t
act like a sheep, even if one is gentle in one’s behaviour, and one shouldn’t act injuriously
like a wild beast. (5) The particular end relates to each person’s specific occupation and
moral choice (ἡ δʼ ἰδία πρὸς τὸ ἐπιτήδευμα ἑκάστου καὶ τὴν προαίρεσιν). The lyre-player
(κιθαρῳδὸς) must act as a lyre-player, the carpenter (τέκτων) as a carpenter, the philoso-
pher as a philosopher (ὁ φιλόσοφος ὡς φιλόσοφος), the orator (ῥήτωρ) as an orator.
(Epictetus 3.23.4–5)

This passage, which shares much with what we have just seen in Epictetus 2.9,
shows that there are different ways of being genuinely human, at the concrete

 2.19.17 (πόθεν αὐτὰ προφερόμενος ἔλεγες; ἀπὸ τῶν χειλῶν αὐτόθεν).
 Epictetus 2.9.13–21. This seems like an interesting parallel to Rom 2.25–29, especially 2.9.21
(λόγῳ μὲν Ἰουδαῖοι, ἔργῳ δʼ ἄλλο τι), and, in view of the reference to baptism, to Rom 6. Gath-
ercole 2017, 282 n. 13 compares the passage to Gal 2.11– 14. See Huttunen 2017, 314–319 for a de-
tailed argument that the reference in this passage is to Christians.
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level where there are occupations.⁵¹ In many ways, Epictetus 2.10 goes over sim-
ilar ground as Epictetus 2.9, and, like the passage just quoted, distinguishes fur-
ther roles.⁵² In the next section, we will look at the importance of divine provi-
dence for the human vocation in Epictetus. We will quote Epictetus 2.10.1–4 as
a fitting conclusion to this section and as a transition to the next one. For it com-
bines the emphasis on genuine humanness we have seen in Epictetus 2.9 with
the articulations of the human vocation we will find in Epictetus 1.6 and 1.16.
Furthermore, it mentions the divine ordering of the world as something that
can be discerned by means of the specific human capacity. Finally, it shows
how Epictetus can use various metaphors to speak about the human role in
the cosmos and how self-knowledge with regards to one’s identity is a basis
for the exercise of one’s vocation:

(1) Consider who you are (Σκέψαι τίς εἶ). First of all, a human being (ἄνθρωπος), that is to
say, one who has no faculty more authoritative than choice (οὐδὲν ἔχων κυριώτερον προ-
αιρέσεως), but subordinates everything else to that, keeping choice itself free from enslave-
ment and subjection. (2) Consider, then,what you’re distinguished from through the posses-
sion of reason (τίνων κεχώρισαι κατὰ λόγον): you’re distinguished from wild beasts
(θηρίων); you’re distinguished from sheep (προβάτων). (3) What is more, you’re a citizen
of the world and a part of it (πολίτης εἶ τοῦ κόσμου καὶ μέρος αὐτοῦ), and moreover no
subordinate part (τῶν ὑπηρετικῶν), but one of the leading parts (τῶν προηγουμένων) in
so far as you’re capable of understanding the divine governing order of the world (παρακο-
λουθητικὸς γὰρ εἶ τῇ θείᾳ διοικήσει), and of reflecting about all that follows from it (τοῦ
ἑξῆς ἐπιλογιστικός). (4) Now what is the calling of a citizen (ἐπαγγελία πολίτου)? Never
to approach anything with a view to personal advantage, never to deliberate about any-
thing as though detached from the whole, but to act as one’s hand or foot would act if
it had the power of reason (ἡ χεὶρ ἢ ὁ ποὺς λογισμὸν εἶχον) and could understand the
order of nature (παρηκολούθουν τῇ φυσικῇ κατασκευῇ), and so would never exercise
any desire or motive other than by reference to the whole (ἐπανενεγκόντες ἐπὶ τὸ ὅλον).
(Epictetus 2.10.1–4)⁵³

 For a similar distinction, cf. the four personae doctrine of Panaetius related at Cicero,
Off. 1.107– 116.
 E.g. not only one’s role as a human being (ἄνθρωπος), but also as a “son” (υἱὸς), “brother”
(ἀδελφὸς), “councillor” (βουλευτὴς) etc.
 Note that Epictetus 2.10.4 is also an interesting parallel to Rom 12.3–8 (see section 7.3.1). Fur-
ther, it uses λογισμός for the distinct capacity of human beings.We have already noted its use of
ἐπαγγελία. Cf. also our remarks on “sign production” in section 1.4.
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4.3 Divine providence and the human vocation in Epictetus
1.12 and 4.7

In this section we show how Epictetus thinks about divine providence and why
the human role in the cosmos involves recognising it, based on a reading of Ep-
ictetus 1.12 and 4.7.

Epictetus 1.12.1–6 makes a clear connection between the belief in providence
and the human vocation. Epictetus first lays out the basic questions of Stoic the-
ology, starting with the existence of gods⁵⁴ and moving on to special and even
individual providence:⁵⁵

(1) With regard to the gods (θεῶν), there are some who say that the divine doesn’t even exist
(μηδʼ εἶναι τὸ θεῖον), while others say that it does exist, but that it is inactive and indiffer-
ent, and exercises no providential care (εἶναι μέν, ἀργὸν δὲ καὶ ἀμελὲς καὶ μὴ προνοεῖν
μηδενός); (2) while a third set of people maintain that it both exists and exercises providen-
tial care, but only with regard to important matters relating to the heavens, and in no way
to affairs on earth (εἶναι καὶ προνοεῖν, ἀλλὰ τῶν μεγάλων καὶ οὐρανίων, τῶν δὲ ἐπὶ γῆς
μηδενός); a fourth set declare that it does take thought for earthly and human affairs,
but only in a general fashion, without showing concern for each particular individual
(τῶν ἐπὶ γῆς καὶ τῶν ἀνθρωπίνων, εἰς κοινὸν δὲ μόνον καὶ οὐχὶ δὲ καὶ κατʼ ἰδίαν ἑκάστου);
(3) while a fifth set, to which both Odysseus and Socrates belonged, say, “Not a movement
of mine escapes you”.⁵⁶ (Epictetus 1.12.1–3)

Epictetus is giving an overview of possible positions, not listing the opinions of
the philosophical schools. Nevertheless, the ideas align with the schools as fol-
lows:⁵⁷ The first group are atheists, which were rare in antiquity. The second
group in view are the Epicureans who are the main foil when it comes to dis-
course on providence.⁵⁸ The third group holds a view like Aristotle, where the
first intellect does not think about other beings, at least not directly. There is de-
sign in the world, arrangement for the preservation of human beings as species,

 Like Sedley 2007, xvii n. 4, we will, in our discussion of pagan philosophers, vary between
the term “gods” or “God”, without implication of monotheism. Despite the word’s history and
usage, no negative valuation is implied in our use of “pagan”.
 Cf. Cicero ND 2.3 which contains a division of Stoic theology into four parts: existence (esse
deos), nature (quales sint), administration of the world (mundum ab his [sc. deis] administrari),
providence (consulere eos [sc. deos] rebus humanis), though providence for individuals is not
mentioned there.
 Quoting the Illiad, 10.279–280 (οὐδέ σε λήθω κινύμενος [Odysseus to Athena]).
 Cf. Gill’s note in Hard 2014, 311.
 Though the sceptic arguments put forth by the (sceptic) Academic Carneades were influen-
tial, the target of this remark is Epicureanism (cf. Long 2002, 186). Cf. Cicero’s De natura deo-
rum in which book 3 contains a critique of the Stoic position put in the mouth of Balbus.
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but not for individuals. The last two positions are Stoic.⁵⁹ For Epictetus, human
beings are objects of divine solicitude even as individuals. At any rate, finding
the right answer to these questions is vital (ἀναγκαῖόν ἐστι [1.12.4]) for Epictetus,
who urges his readers to examine the soundness of these propositions (ἐπε-
σκέφθαι, πότερα ὑγιῶς ἢ οὐχ ὑγιῶς λεγόμενόν ἐστιν [1.12.4]). For with these
views stands and falls the possibility of exercising a meaningful human func-
tion, for which Epictetus here uses the language of “following the gods”:⁶⁰

(5) For if the gods don’t exist, how can it be our goal in life to follow the gods (εἰ γὰρ μὴ
εἰσὶν θεοί, πῶς ἐστι τέλος ἕπεσθαι θεοῖς)? And if they do exist, but show concern for noth-
ing whatever⁶¹ (εἰσὶν μέν, μηδενὸς δʼ ἐπιμελούμενοι), how again can [that be our goal]⁶²
(οὕτως πῶς ὑγιὲς ἔσται)? (6) If, on the other hand, they both exist (ὄντων) and exercise
care (ἐπιμελομένων), but there is no communication between them and human beings
(εἰ μηδεμία διάδοσις εἰς ἀνθρώπους), and indeed, by Zeus, between them and me specifi-
cally (εἰς ἐμέ), how even in that case can this idea still be sound (πῶς ἔτι καὶ οὕτως
ὑγιές ἐστιν)? (Epictetus 1.12.5–6)

Epictetus makes the point that without a belief in divine providence, it does not
make sense to speak of a human vocation. The language of “following the gods”
is often taken in Greek philosophy as a formula for the goal of human life”.⁶³ The
concrete behaviour which Epictetus commends in this Discourse itself is to be
able to accept the things that one cannot change and in this to find freedom.⁶⁴
In order to fulfil that part of one’s vocation, it is necessary, Epictetus thinks, to
internalise precisely the right answers to the fundamental theological questions,
whether one has (theoretically) achieved sage status, or is still being educated
towards the goal:

(7) One who has achieved virtue and excellence (ὁ καλὸς καὶ ἀγαθὸς), after having exam-
ined [all these questions]⁶⁵ (ἐπεσκεμμένος τὴν αὑτοῦ γνώμην), submits his will to the one

 Cf. also the intermediate position expressed in Iamblichus’ Protrepticus.
 Cf. Long 2002, 186. For a discussion of similar motif (ἕπεσθαι θεῷ) in Philo, Decal. 97– 101,
see van Kooten 2008, 190– 191.
 The Greek μηδενὸς might also just refer to human beings, and be translated as “no one”.
Hard’s translation presupposes the general Stoic tenet that no detail escapes divine administra-
tion, even beyond the human sphere.
 A translation closer to the Greek wording would be: how will it be a sound [proposition]
(namely that the goal is to follow the gods).
 As Gill notes in Hard 2014, 311. Cf. Epictetus 1.20.15.
 The prime example is Socrates when he faces death, and yet is not in “prison” because he is
there willingly (1.12.23).
 A more verbal translation would be after having examined one’s judgment or opinion
(γνώμη) (on these matters).
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who governs the universe (ὑποτέταχεν τῷ διοικοῦντι τὰ ὅλα) just as good citizens submit to
the law of their city. (8) And one who is still being educated (παιδευόμενος) should ap-
proach his education (ἐπὶ τὸ παιδεύεσθαι) with this aim in view (τὴν ἐπιβολὴν ἔχων):
“How may I follow the gods in everything (πῶς ἂν ἑποίμην ἐγὼ ἐν παντὶ τοῖς θεοῖς), and
how can I act in a way that is acceptable to the divine administration (εὐαρεστοίην τῇ
θείᾳ διοικήσει), and how may I become free (ἐλεύθερος)?” (Epictetus 1.12.7–8)

Epictetus here acknowledges a difference between those who have achieved it,
and those who are still on their way towards the goal. But for both the insight
into the “divine administration”, into the providential arrangement of the cos-
mos, is the basis of their human vocation. This insight is to be pursued in
every aspect of daily life. For Epictetus, the scope of one’s vocation is compre-
hensive. It can be described as submitting to the whole and being well-pleasing
(εὐαρεστοίην)⁶⁶ to the “divine administration”.

The following points summarise our discussion of Epictetus 1.12: First, Epi-
ctetus connects a theological frame of providence with the idea of a human vo-
cation. Second, Epictetus uses different language and imagery to express the
idea of a human vocation. Third, Epictetus may concretise the idea of a
human vocation to certain behaviour in particular situations (in 1.12, accepting
what cannot be changed). Fourth, in order to be able to live (or to learn to
live) one’s calling, it is essential to have insight into God’s relation to the
world, namely to understand that there is divine providence for human beings
and that they correspondingly have a role in the cosmos.

These conclusions are underwritten by the second passage we consider for
the connection between cosmic order and human purpose. In Epictetus 4.7,
human beings are described as being able to see that there is providence in
the way the world is “governed” and to respond appropriately (in their disposi-
tion). Having discussed the “madness” of the so-called Galileans⁶⁷ who are
thereby driven to react indifferently to the things (guards, swords etc.) that usu-
ally strike fear in the heart of those under some powerful person, Epictetus
makes the point that it should be possible to arrive at such a fearless attitude
by a rational insight:

Well then, if madness can cause people to adopt such an attitude (οὕτως διατεθῆναι) to-
wards these things, and habit too, as in the case of the Galileans (οἱ Γαλιλαῖοι), can’t reason

 Cf. Rom 12.1–2 (εὐάρεστος).
 Hengel 1961, 60–61 argued that in Epictetus 4.7.6 the designation οἱ Γαλιλαῖοι is used for
Zealots; Stern 1974– 1984, 1.541 expresses doubt about this view. More recent scholarship (Vol-
lenweider 2013, 125; Gill in Hard 2014, 341; Gathercole 2017, 280–282; Huttunen 2017, 310–
314) sees here a reference to Christians, which in our view is the most likely option.
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and demonstration (ὑπὸ λόγου δὲ καὶ ἀποδείξεως) teach (μαθεῖν) people that God has made
all that is in the universe (ὁ θεὸς πάντα πεποίηκεν τὰ ἐν τῷ κόσμῳ ), and the universe itself
as a whole (αὐτὸν τὸν κόσμον ὅλον), to be free from hindrance, and self-sufficient (ἀκώλυ-
τον καὶ αὐτοτελῆ), and has made all the parts of it to serve the needs of the whole (τὰ ἐν
μέρει δʼ αὐτοῦ πρὸς χρείαν τῶν ὅλων)? (Epictetus 4.7.6)

For Epictetus, it is possible by reason to learn that God is the creator of the
world, which is ordered and a whole, and as such has a purpose (to be free
and self-sufficient). Furthermore, all the parts within that larger cosmos are
“made” for a purpose within the larger whole (ὁ θεὸς πάντα πεποίηκεν …
πρὸς χρείαν τῶν ὅλων).⁶⁸ This includes all the animals in the cosmos: non-
human animals are made for humans, but human beings are unique in not
only having a purpose within and for the larger whole, but in that they are
both able and “called” to understand the “divine governing order”:

Now, all other animals have been excluded from being able to understand the divine gov-
erning order (τὰ μὲν οὖν ἄλλα πάντα ἀπήλλακται τοῦ δύνασθαι παρακολουθεῖν τῇ διοικήσει
αὐτοῦ), but the rational animal (τὸ δὲ λογικὸν ζῷον) possesses resources that enable him to
reflect on all these things (ἀφορμὰς ἔχει πρὸς ἀναλογισμὸν τούτων ἁπάντων), and know
that he is a part of them, and what kind of part, and that it is well for the parts to yield
to the whole (ὅτι τε μέρος ἐστὶ καὶ ποῖόν τι μέρος καὶ ὅτι τὰ μέρη τοῖς ὅλοις εἴκειν ἔχει
καλῶς). (Epictetus 4.7.7)

For Epictetus, all parts of the universe have a role to play in virtue of the kind of
beings they are. A human being is a rational animal (λογικὸν ζῷον) and as such
can gain rational insight (ἀναλογισμὸν) into the “governing order” (διοίκησις) of
the larger whole of which it is a part. For Epictetus, human beings as a rational
animals have the capacity to develop the insight into the order of the whole and
the ability to act on the basis of this insight. But it is still something that needs to
be realised, a vocation to which one has to aspire. Being human implies having
the starting point (ἀφορμὰς πρὸς) towards this.⁶⁹

To conclude: Epictetus 1.12 and 4.7 show how the recognition of divine prov-
idence is possible on the basis of the kinds of beings humans are as ζῷα λογικά

 This is of course bed-rock Stoicism, as one can see, for instance, in Marcus Aurelius 8.19:
Ἕκαστον πρός τι γέγονεν, ἵππος, ἄμπελος. τί θαυμάζεις; καὶ ὁ Ἥλιος ἐρεῖ· πρός τι ἔργον γέγονα,
καὶ οἱ λοιποὶ θεοί. σὺ οὖν πρὸς τί; (“Everything has come into being for a purpose – a horse, say,
a vine. Does this surprise you? Even the sun will say, ‘I came into being for a purpose’: likewise
the other gods. For what purpose, then, were you created?” [transl. M. Hammond]).
 For Paul, as we will see in the next chapter, the transformation brought about in the Christ
event and appropriated in baptism amounts to a change of conditions in which the human call-
ing can finally be realised.
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and that it is necessary to recognise it in order to be able to fulfil the human call-
ing. Divine providence for human beings is a key aspect of Epictetus’ theology
and it is central to his account of the human calling. At this point, we can em-
bark on our reading of Epictetus 1.16, where divine providence is a crucial aspect
of how Epictetus describes the human vocation.

4.4 Being λογικός and the human vocation: A close reading
of Epictetus 1.16

In this section we provide a full exegesis of Epictetus’ Discourse 1.16.⁷⁰ We show
that the use of λογικός in 1.16.19–21, an oft cited parallel for λογικός in Rom 12.1,
should be understood as the distinctly human capacity on which a human voca-
tion is based. Such an exegetical approach is necessary for two reasons. First,
since Epictetus 1.16.19–21 is the climax of the entire Discourse, and thus its
meaning is charged by the themes developed in the preceding text (1.16.1–18),
it is necessary to attend to these themes in the order of the text. Second, we
are only able to show how Epictetus’ discussion is rooted in the larger tradition
on what it means to be human and the human role in the cosmos, if we can point
out for individual themes how they belong to this wider ancient discourse. In
this way we can show that and how Epictetus is also a spokesman of wider tra-
ditions on which Paul could draw and, as we shall argue, does draw as he wres-
tles with the implications of the Christ event and what it implies for fulfilling the
human vocation within the inaugurated new creation.

4.4.1 Epictetus 1.16.1– 18

The Discourse is entitled “On Providence” (Περὶ προνοίας).⁷¹ This gives an impor-
tant clue to several of the topics which appear in the discourse.We have seen in
the last section that the recognition of divine providence is particularly impor-
tant for Stoic accounts of the human vocation.⁷² Clearly, if no purpose and design

 Readers of Epictetus may be grateful that there exists a commentary on the first book of the
Discourses (Dobbin 1998).We have benefitted from its learnedness and, where this is needed for
our argument, have expanded some of its densely stated points.We disagree with the view Dob-
bin seems to favour in his reading of 1.16.20.
 The titles were probably given by Arrian (cf. Dobbin 1998, 65).
 Cf. also Epictetus 2.14.11,where existence and providence are the first things to be learned for
philosophers, i.e. Stoics (cf. Long 2002, 186).
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is to be found in the institution of the larger cosmos, then there is also no place
for a human purpose within such a larger cosmos, based on that order.

Epictetus starts with a common observation in ancient anthropological dis-
course,⁷³ namely that animals come to the world readily equipped with bodies
that keep them warm, armed and that allow them to nourish themselves from
early age, while humans need all these things (1.16.1). But these features of de-
sign among non-human animals,⁷⁴ Epictetus argues in common with Stoic tradi-
tion,⁷⁵ are to be evaluated as signs of providence for humans, as they exist and
were created for the sake of humans and for their service (τὰ γὰρ οὐκ αὐτῶν
ἕνεκα, ἀλλὰ πρὸς ὑπηρεσίαν γεγονότα [1.16.2]). It would be cumbersome, if hu-
mans would have to provide clothing and food for their sheep and donkeys
(1.16.3). Epictetus then illustrates the way in which nature has equipped the an-
imals for our service with an image from the domain of military service:

But as with soldiers (στρατιῶται) who report to their generals ready [for service]⁷⁶ (ἕτοιμοί
εἰσι τῷ στρατηγῷ), already equipped with shoes, clothes, and armour (ὑποδεδεμένοι ἐνδε-
δυμένοι ὡπλισμένοι) – for it would be a sorry state of affairs if the commander (χιλίαρχον)
had to go around seeing to the clothes and shoes of all the troops of his regiment – so na-
ture likewise has created the animals,which are born for service, (ἡ φύσις πεποίηκε τὰ πρὸς
ὑπηρεσίαν γεγονότα) ready prepared (ἕτοιμα) and ready equipped, so that they require no
further care (παρεσκευασμένα μηδεμιᾶς ἐπιμελείας ἔτι προσδεόμενα). (Epictetus 1.16.4)

Even the livestock has come into being for a certain service (πρὸς ὑπηρεσίαν).⁷⁷
In the bodily features and equipment that can be seen in animals humans could
once more learn, Epictetus tells us, what they could have learned in many other
places as well: things have been providentially and divinely arranged for our
benefit. The ease of husbandry given that no further care is required (μηδεμιᾶς
ἐπιμελείας ἔτι προσδεόμενα) is explicated with a brief comparison: see how a
small boy with a stick can keep control of an entire flock of sheep (1.16.5).

This is the objective situation as it presents itself to the Stoic vision. It would
be toilsome if we had to care for the sheep and donkeys and so we could be

 Cf. section 3.1.4.
 In view are especially animals used for husbandry. On ancient teleological arguments see the
rich material collected in Pease 1941. An excellent description of ancient arguments from design
is Sedley 2007.
 Cf. Cicero, ND 2.64, 2.160; for further texts, see SVF 2.1152–1167.
 Hard’s translation is paraphrastic but gets the sense right. We sometimes indicate with
square brackets the words supplied in the translation which do not correspond directly to
Greek words but seek to clarify contextual or co-textual information.
 Cf. Epictetus 2.10.3 quoted above.
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grateful for the way in which things have been arranged for our benefit. There is
a certain order of things, we can discern it, and we should be grateful for how it
is beneficial to us humans.

The world may exhibit features of design that benefit all species alike, such
as the regularity of the seasons or the general habitability of the earth. But the
examples Epictetus chooses deliberately focus on humans and what is beneficial
for them.⁷⁸ While the claim that the other animals are made for the use of hu-
mans invites the label of “anthropocentrism”⁷⁹, the agricultural usefulness of an-
imals is here a basis from which Epictetus argues that the world was made with
the benefit of humans in mind. The animals that serve for human sustenance
have a purpose, for which they have been made even though they may never
be aware of it. But human beings have the capacity to recognise, with the exam-
ple to which Epictetus draws our attention, that there has been an arrangement
on the part of the whole and that a specific part of the whole, the animals, have a
purpose⁸⁰ and that this purpose relates to humans, enabling them in turn to live
and do what they are called to do within the cosmos.While animals, for the Sto-
ics, behave directly as nature has seen fit to instruct them,⁸¹ and for which pur-
pose she has accordingly equipped them, the human capacity and purpose in-
cludes a qualitatively novel element: the possibility of variety in behaviour, of
(seemingly⁸²) unpredictable behaviour, of choice. And with choice comes the
possibility of error and wrongdoing. They can choose not to exercise their capaci-
ties or exercise them in the wrong ways. Based on their recognising and under-
standing a certain feature about the world,⁸³ they should be moved to an appro-

 Cf. Dobbin 1998, who briefly comments on Epictetus’ choice of examples in 1.16 that they
“have the advantage of touching mankind more nearly” in that they argue not just “from de-
sign”, but “from god’s solicitude for mankind specifically” (159– 160). Dobbin draws attention
to several texts we have already discussed in section 4.3 (see also Long 2002, 186).
 Cf. Sorabji 1993 for the ancient debates and modern viewpoints.
 Here humans look at a part of the world that does not include them and find a certain pur-
pose.When they look towards themselves, they are able to gauge an altogether higher purpose.
This self-knowledge or self-awareness, is one of the fundamental points for Epictetus, in keeping
with the famous γνῶθι σαυτὸν (on which see Betz 1990).
 The concept of “instinct” has Stoic precursors, cf. Dierauer 1977, 217.
 We cannot enter here the discussion of Stoic determinism (cf. the excellent discussion by
Bobzien 1998). The basic idea seems to be that “Zeus” already calculates in his world plan
that the irrationally driven human fool will deviate from what proper reason would dictate,
such that the fool acts according to the divine plan precisely by deviating from proper reason,
being at the same time unfree and yet fulfilling the higher purpose, while the wise man follows
his own reasonable choice freely, and Zeus can let him do his own thing, because, being wise, he
does the one thing that proper reason would have mandated anyway.
 Here the utility of the “ready-made” livestock.
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priate response: the proper human response to the recognition of such a feature
would be gratitude specifically for this feature. And they should then exercise
their gifts to express that understanding in an act of gratitude, for which speech
or even song is a possible realisation.⁸⁴ But most often humans do not react in
this manner:

(6) But as it is, instead of giving thanks (εὐχαριστεῖν ἐπὶ τούτοις) for this [order of things],⁸⁵
which saves us from having to take as much care (ἐπιμέλειαν ἐπιμελούμεθα) of our animals
as we do of ourselves, we go so far as to complain to God about our own lot (ἐφʼ αὑτοῖς
ἐγκαλοῦμεν τῷ θεῷ)! (7) And yet, by Zeus and all the gods, a single one of these [blessings]
of nature (ἓν τῶν γεγονότων) would suffice (ἀπήρκει) to make anyone recognize (πρὸς τὸ
αἰσθέσθαι) that there is a divine providence (τῆς προνοίας), if he were duly reverent and
grateful (τῷ γε αἰδήμονι καὶ εὐχαρίστῳ). (Epictetus 1.16.6–7)

The proper response in this case would be to give thanks (εὐχαριστεῖν ἐπὶ τού-
τοις) for the particular arrangement of self-care among animals that is the imme-
diate topic.⁸⁶ And though Epictetus has, so he might say, given a clear example
as evidence of the benevolent arrangement for humans, they do not merely fail
to be duly grateful, but even blame God, and precisely on account of how things
have been set up for them. (The nexus between εὐχαριστεῖν ἐπὶ τούτοις and ἐφʼ
αὑτοῖς ἐγκαλοῦμεν⁸⁷ is tighter and more concrete than the translation can sug-
gest.) And since it is clear that the given example was just one among many,
and any other thing might have told the same story, Epictetus then recasts the
point in more general language: any one thing that has come to be (ἓν τῶν
γεγονότων)⁸⁸ should furnish sufficient proof for the perception of divine provi-
dence, i.e. of an arrangement beneficial to humans, taking care of them.
Human beings, Epictetus seems to suggest, could look at any particular part
of the universe, grasp the way in which it has been planned and designed, the
rationality which has been operative in it, and then articulate this appropriately.
And not just in an intelligent and accurate manner, as “neutral” statement about

 On gratitude in Epictetus see Klauck 1989.
 We have indicated paraphrastic elements in Hard’s translation in square brackets.
 The translation of Robin Hard expands some of the brief and elliptic phrases of Epictetus in
a helpful way, generally. In this case, the change between the particular feature discussed and
the more general and abstract proposition which would include the particular case is slightly
blurred by these explanatory additions. The immediate generalisation follows in the next para-
graph of Epictetus.
 The word could be as strong as charging and blaming in a court setting: “prosecute”, “take
proceedings against” (LSJ).
 Here again the addition “blessings” in Hard’s translation is useful and correct, but the Greek
seems to be stronger and wider in scope: any created thing could be consciously focused on.
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it, but in gratitude, that is, in an ethically relevant manner, given the close nexus
between being and meaning, that which is true and that which is good in much
ancient thought.⁸⁹ The appended qualifier τῷ γε αἰδήμονι καὶ εὐχαρίστῳ wards
off the reply that many may fail to see it or fail to be grateful, explaining that this
is because they are often not behaving as they should given who they are as
human beings.

Further expanding upon the point that almost everything could point to
providence⁹⁰, Epictetus branches out to further yet related examples of provi-
dence, explicitly mentioning that it is in small matters that one can recognise de-
sign:

And I’m not thinking for the moment of anything grand (τὰ μεγάλα), but the mere fact that
milk is produced from grass, and cheese from milk, and wool (ἔρια) from an animal’s hide;
who brought these things to be, who conceived the idea of them? (τίς ἐστιν ὁ πεποιηκὼς
ταῦτα ἢ ἐπινενοηκώς) “No one”, someone says. Oh what amazing imperceptiveness,
what impudence (ὦ μεγάλης ἀναισθησίας καὶ ἀναισχυντίας)! (Epictetus 1.16.8)

It is not that the great things (τὰ μεγάλα)⁹¹ could not be praised, but they are not
what is here illustrated. Epictetus focuses on the marvels of the food chain, by
which ingeniously things are transformed into each other, in a way apt, ultimate-
ly, for human consumption, and crafted precisely to fit the bodily needs of
human beings, which are implicitly mentioned earlier in the discourse (“our
own needs” [1.16.3]). It is in this way that the whole is shown to be arranged
such that the part is cared for, enabled for its own proper task. By speaking of
wool (ἔρια), and hence clothing, Epictetus revisits the theme of the “poor”
human bodily equipment we have seen several times already as a fixed topic
of the wider discourse on what it means to be human. Such thematic overlap
strengthens our confidence that 1.16 indeed firmly belongs to that discourse.⁹²
Again, as above, the language of “creator” is used (ὁ πεποιηκὼς) and the lan-
guage related to the stem νοεῖν (ἐπινενοηκώς). While one does not want to

 Cf. what we have noted already about how the so called normative fallacy put forward by
Hume, Kant and others in their wake, while true for many particular cases, fails as a general
rule precisely because it begs the relevant metaphysical question (petitio principii): that things
are neutral before humans project significance is precisely the modern view which many an-
cients did not share.
 Cf. the ἓν τῶν γεγονότων above (1.16.7).
 Dobbin (1998, 159) takes Epictetus to have in mind here “cosmic phenomena, such as the
interchange of the elements fire, air, earth, and water”. Epictetus’ example of cheesemaking in-
volved a humbler sort of transformation.
 That humans are bodily weak (relative to other animals) may also relate to the discussion,
below, of the reference to Epictetus’ lameness (1.16.20).
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enter the business of philological stamp-collecting⁹³, the νοῦς lexeme family is
significant here, especially in view of the parallels in Romans.⁹⁴ Something
like an Epicurean “diatribal” interlocutor answers the rhetorical question of
who made this or who came up with this in the negative (“no one”).

Epictetus chooses his examples carefully. The example of the food chain
here offers more than first meets the eye:⁹⁵ For the livestock, willy-nilly and un-
awares, are involved in the first step of turning grass into milk (they need to
chew to begin with) and for the second step it requires a human cheesemaker.
But for both humans and sheep the world needs to exhibit the structure and fea-
tures which are the conditions of possibility for both of these processes (grass to
milk, and milk to cheese). In both the “earthly” agents (sheep or humans) coop-
erate with the overall designer “Zeus”. The sheep do what they do and eat the
grass and never once are aware of what they are doing reflexively. But they fulfil
their role and in this way enable humans to benefit from the process. The human
farmer or cheesemaker is needed in the second process, milk to cheese. At times,
the farmer will be aware of what he is doing (after all, he can talk about it) and
how he uses the tricks of his trade. But he might usually be so absorbed in the
activity that he fails to notice, or he might be occupied about other things. Sim-
ilarly, the cheesemaker, as a craftsman, employs a sort of “technical reason”⁹⁶
and he uses language to communicate about it. And he might even, from time
to time, turn to think about why it is that the world is such that his activity of
cheese making, which he mostly takes for granted, is even possible, something
the sheep never will. All this is to point out, that while on one level, obviously

 The term has been coined by Osborn. Osborn 1993, 19 criticises Norden’s argument (1913, 33)
for the need to assume oriental origins for the idea of “knowledge of God” based on the obser-
vation that the words αγνῶστος or γνῶσις never occur linked to θέος in Plato as “a splendid ex-
ample of philological stamp-collecting, which ignores the central principle that different words
can mean the same thing and that the same words can mean different things” (19 n. 65). Ed-
wards 2002, 7 glosses Osborn’s point as the “compilation of parallel vocabularies”.
 Rom 1.19–20. In Epictetus 1.16.8, the subject of the activity of ἐπινοεῖν is the “creator”, while
humans are the subject of νοούμενα καθορᾶται in Rom 1.20. However, the purposeful action of
the “creator” is a condition for the possibility of humans discerning such purposes in what has
been made.
 Here we draw out the way these examples work in more depth than explored by Dobbin’s
commentary. The images Epictetus uses express his point clearly and accessibly for broader au-
diences. Hence they can more plausibly be taken to express a broadly shared stock of ideas than
similar thoughts presented in more technical language.
 Cf. the same distinction in Epictetus 1.16.18.
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God is in view in the “Epicurean” question who made this (τίς ἐστιν ὁ πεποιηκὼς
ταῦτα), clearly, the human or farm animal factor belongs into the equation.⁹⁷

The reply to the challenge is an exclamation, which centres on two faults, the
first being the lack of (proper) perception (ἀναισθησία), recalling the perception
(αἰσθέσθαι) mentioned just before.⁹⁸ The second is the shamelessness (ἀναισχυν-
τία) involved in making the assertion “no one”.⁹⁹ Such language draws attention,
explicitly, to the normative dimension of this discourse, which is implicitly there
even without such language.

While the benefit to humans in the case of cheese is obvious, there are other
little things in the universe which seem completely useless:¹⁰⁰

Well now, let’s put aside (ἀφῶμεν) the main works of nature (τὰ ἔργα τῆς φύσεως), and
consider those of a more incidental character (τὰ πάρεργα αὐτῆς θεασώμεθα). (Epictetus
1.16.9)

As Epictetus has not discussed the main works of nature earlier in this Discourse,
ἀφῶμεν seems to signal to the “diatribal” interlocutor: the preposterousness of
the claim that “no one made this” could easily be seen by looking at the main
works, but we will even be able to show it by looking at the bywork.¹⁰¹ We fur-
ther note here two points. First, the phrase works of nature (τὰ ἔργα τῆς φύσεως)
is significant. φύσις here could be taken in the everyday sense of nature (or
slightly personified “Nature”), but for the Stoics it can stand for God, the master
craftsman.¹⁰² Just as every other being so God, too, has his ἔργον, and it goes
without saying that he is eminently rational. Second, while there is an unem-
phatic use of θεασώμεθα in the sense of merely considering the next topic, the
language of “seeing” should here perhaps be taken in a more weighty sense,
as one of the characteristic tasks of humans.¹⁰³ With this we turn to the exam-
ples, which start with the male beard:¹⁰⁴

 This also has to do with the way immanent world rationality is bound up with human ration-
al agents in the Stoic world picture.
 1.16.7.
 We note that we are here in similar territory to the one Paul explores increasingly in Rom
1.18–32.
 The really challenging question for Stoics to explain is the problem of things that are bad,
harmful or evil (cf. SVF 2.1168–1186). On evil within Stoicism see Long 1968.
 For examples cf. Dobbin 1998, 160.
 Cf. the phrase ἔργα ἐφʼ ἡμῶν τῆς προνοίας (1.16.15).
 As we have seen in chapter 3 and 2.2.6.3. Cf. also our discussion of Epictetus 1.6 in section
4.5.
 On the beard in antiquity cf. DNP, s.v. “Bart”.
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Could anything be more useless (ἀχρηστότερον) than the hairs on one’s chin? And yet,
hasn’t nature put these, too, to the most appropriate use that she could (συνεχρήσατο
καὶ ταύταις ὡς μάλιστα πρεπόντως ἐδύνατο)? Hasn’t she distinguished (διέκρινεν) the
male from the female (τὸ ἄρρεν καὶ τὸ θῆλυ) by this means? (11) With regard to each of
us, doesn’t nature cry out aloud from afar, “I’m a man (ἀνήρ), and it’s [with that in
mind that you should approach me]¹⁰⁵ (οὕτω μοι προσέρχου, οὕτω μοι λάλει) – no need
to enquire any further (ἄλλο μηδὲν ζήτει), the signs are plain to see (ἰδοὺ τὰ σύμβολα)”.
(Epictetus 1.16.10– 11)

While anyone is familiar with the warming benefits of fur, facial hair seems to be
useless (and thus a waste). But here, too, Epictetus finds something that has
been made fittingly (πρεπόντως) by nature, and which in turn, as will become
apparent shortly, is the basis for a human response. In what may be admission
of partial uselessness, the words as best she could (ὡς … ἐδύνατο) point to the
common topic of nature doing the best with limited resources: just as the demi-
urge had to work with limited material in the Timaeus, so, for the Stoics, did na-
ture on the grand and the small scale. The differential hair growth will have ap-
peared obvious and given the strong insistence upon the roles of male and
female in Greco-Roman ethos, but in particular among the philosophers,¹⁰⁶ any-
thing that contributes to the maintenance of that difference will seem to serve a
useful function. But the distinction between male and female as a topic is notice-
able especially with a view to Rom 1.26–27. There is a semiotic function of the
beard: at once it tells something about the nature of the thing, here the man,
which in turn implies for those who see the sign both how to approach (οὕτω
μοι προσέρχου, οὕτω μοι λάλει) and how not to (ἄλλο μηδὲν ζήτει).¹⁰⁷ The
sign in question, the growing of a beard, is natural in a sense in which knowing
how to sing Greek epos is not – one does not have to learn to do it. But interest-
ingly one does have a choice: one could shave the beard or not, and further
could keep it in different ways.¹⁰⁸ Given the cultural assumptions in Greco-

 “In this way approach me, in this way talk to me.”
 Though cf. the views of Epictetus’ teacher Musonius Rufus (lecture 4), who argues that their
virtue and education should be the same. For a critical discussion of Musonius’ views see Nuss-
baum 2013.
 We are not sure whether this remark alludes to ancient Greek sexual practice where the
“loved” boy, as soon as he grows hair should be “off limits” (cf. Halperin 2012, 701: “males
were customarily supposed to be sexually desirable to other males mostly in the period of life
that extended from around the start of puberty to the arrival of the full beard”). If so, such
an allusion to same-sex sexual relations would be an oblique parallel to Rom 1.26–27. On
same-sex sexual relations cf. the literature cited in Halperin 2012 (and cf.Verstraete and Proven-
cal 2005).
 On the beard as note of the philosophers, see Dio Chrysostom, Or. 72.2.
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Roman tradition the beard perfectly illustrates what Epictetus wants to say: the
cock cannot choose not to sport his comb, but a man could shave away his beard
permanently, even though that would seem “unnatural”. The example, however,
also already prepares for what is to come, because just as one might cut off one’s
beard, against “nature”, human beings could choose not to do what would (or at
least should) come naturally: to recognise the works of providence and to be
moved to praise. And as he comes to the female examples, Epictetus is sure to
tell us explicitly about these ethical implications:

And again, in the case of women (γυναικῶν), just as nature has mixed a gentler note into
their voices (ὥσπερ ἐν φωνῇ τι ἐγκατέμιξεν ἁπαλώτερον), she has likewise deprived them
of [facial]¹⁰⁹ hair (τὰς τρίχας ἀφεῖλεν). Oh no, the human animal should rather have been
left without any distinguishing signs (ἀδιάκριτον ἔδει τὸ ζῷον ἀπολειφθῆναι), so that each
of us would have had to proclaim, “I’m a man!” (κηρύσσειν ἕκαστον ἡμῶν ὅτι ἀνήρ εἰμι)
(13) But what a fine sign this is, how fitting and how distinguished (πῶς δὲ καλὸν τὸ σύμ-
βολον καὶ εὐπρεπὲς καὶ σεμνόν)! How much finer than a cock’s comb, and more majestic
than a lion’s mane! (14) It is thus only right to preserve the signs that have been conferred
on us by God (διὰ τοῦτο ἔδει σῴζειν τὰ σύμβολα τοῦ θεοῦ); we should neither cast them
aside nor, so far as possible, confuse the sexes that he has distinguished (μὴ συγχεῖν
ὅσον ἐφʼ ἑαυτοῖς τὰ γένη τὰ διῃρημένα). (Epictetus 1.16.12– 14)

For women the absence of the beard is the sign. And the function is to signal
(“herald”) from afar something about the identity of the concerned person. It re-
lieves of the communicative need to declare one’s sex so humans can speak
about other matters. The example thus parallels the livestock fending for itself.

Epictetus goes on to laud the aesthetic merits of the beard, adding further
evaluatively charged terms (εὐπρεπὲς καὶ σεμνόν) which, again, raise to explicit
awareness the ethical context present throughout. He even takes a stand on the
question of the relative beauty of the male markers of identity across species.
Both the cock and the lion are perhaps notable for their virility and both
show clear markers of their sexual identity. Both presumably would not dream
about removing them. And with an implicit a fortiori, Epictetus seems to say,
so also humans must keep (σῴζειν) the natural signs of God (τὰ σύμβολα τοῦ
θεοῦ), both the particular markers of sex, and as an immediate generalisation
which Epictetus does not here spell out, in general the things God has assigned.
The sexual distinction must be maintained as conforming to nature and divine
design.

To summarise what Epictetus does with this example of the beard: first, he
discusses a feature of the world in which divine providence for human beings

 Added from context by Hard.
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can be discerned; second, he draws out implications for human behaviour which
must appropriately respond to the features as so discerned. With a view Rom
1.26–27 (see chapter 5) it is significant that Epictetus chooses an example
which emphasises a certain distinction between male and female to make his
point.

Epictetus has only been recounting some of the bounties of providence for
humans, and there could be many more:

Are these the only works of providence from which we benefit (Ταῦτα μόνα ἐστὶν ἔργα ἐφʼ
ἡμῶν τῆς προνοίας)? No, what words could be enough to praise or proclaim them as they
deserve (τίς ἐξαρκεῖ λόγος ὁμοίως αὐτὰ ἐπαινέσαι ἢ παραστῆσαι)! For if we had any sense,
what else should we do, both in public and in private, than sing hymns and praise the
deity, and recount all the favours that he has conferred (εἰ γὰρ νοῦν εἴχομεν, ἄλλο τι
ἔδει ἡμᾶς ποιεῖν καὶ κοινῇ καὶ ἰδίᾳ ἢ ὑμνεῖν τὸ θεῖον καὶ εὐφημεῖν καὶ ἐπεξέρχεσθαι τὰς
χάριτας)! (Epictetus 1.16.15)

There are countless works of providence that humans could discover (ἔργα ἐφʼ
ἡμῶν τῆς προνοίας). No human λόγος would be enough to fully express all of
them and to equal them. The word λόγος here resonates at several levels. It
may refer both to the words used in an actual hymn and to the reason which
is capable of grasping the things which deserve praise. It may also hint at the
divine reason which would be required to be equal to the task. Humans are to
praise the works of providence (ἐπαινέσαι).¹¹⁰ The language of παραστῆσαι (sc.
τὰ ἔργα) may also be interesting to ears tuned to Rom 12.1.¹¹¹

Epictetus makes a clear statement of what humans should do vis-à-vis the
providentially arranged cosmos. He describes in what the human task consists,
using the language of singing¹¹² hymns and worship or praise (ὑμνεῖν τὸ θεῖον
καὶ εὐφημεῖν καὶ ἐπεξέρχεσθαι τὰς χάριτας).¹¹³ And the entire Discourse 1.16
has placed these words in a context that strongly determines how we should
read them.

 This is standard terminology in rhetorical contexts, cf. Aristotle, Rhetorics for the γένος ἐπι-
δεικτικόν at 1358b (ἔπαινος, ἐπαινοῦσιν).
 While παραστῆσαι may simply be used as a word like “establish” in a communicative
sense, it also recalls setting up things that are presented, e.g. votive offerings or gifts brought
to a temple etc. In Rom 12.1b the act of παραστῆσαι involves more than words, but the act is itself
communicative and as we argue precisely in terms of a sign production of how God has acted in
Christ.
 Cf. ᾄδειν in 1.16.16.
 The language of ἐπεξέρχεσθαι (going through the items one by one) and χάριτας come to-
gether in an interesting blend. While the former may recall the lecture room, the latter is here
used for the instances the deity has provided favours, and thus send the mind to the shrine.
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The phrase ἔδει ἡμᾶς ποιεῖν καὶ κοινῇ καὶ ἰδίᾳ seems to include all hearers
and thus Epictetus makes it clear that this is a calling that applies to all
human beings, the farmer just as much as the philosopher.¹¹⁴ The phrase empha-
sises both individual and communal aspects.¹¹⁵ The formulation ἄλλο τι … ἢ
could be taken in more than one way. First, the ὑμνεῖν should take more
space from other activities that fill the hours of the day. Second, ὑμνεῖν is the
activity which should be performed while going about the other activities of
the day. The immediately following passage supports the second interpretation:

As we dig and plough and eat¹¹⁶ (οὐκ ἔδει καὶ σκάπτοντας καὶ ἀροῦντας καὶ ἐσθίοντας),
oughtn’t we to sing this hymn of praise to God (ᾄδειν τὸν ὕμνον τὸν εἰς τὸν θεόν): (17)
“Great is God, for having provided us with these implements with which we till the earth
(μέγας ὁ θεὸς, ὅτι ἡμῖν παρέσχεν ὄργανα ταῦτα διʼ ὧν τὴν γῆν ἐργασόμεθα); great is God
for having given us hands (μέγας ὁ θεός, ὅτι χεῖρας δέδωκεν), and the power to swallow,
and a stomach, and enabling us to grow without being conscious of it (αὔξεσθαι λελη-
θότως), and to breathe while we’re asleep.” (18) This is what we should sing on every oc-
casion (ταῦτα ἐφʼ ἑκάστου ἐφυμνεῖν ἔδει), and also the most solemn and divine hymn to
[thank God] for having given us the power to understand these things and to make method-
ical use of them (ταῦτα ἐφʼ ἑκάστου ἐφυμνεῖν ἔδει καὶ τὸν μέγιστον καὶ θειότατον ὕμνον
ἐφυμνεῖν, ὅτι τὴν δύναμιν ἔδωκεν τὴν παρακολουθητικὴν τούτοις καὶ ὁδῷ χρηστικήν).
(Epictetus 1.16.16– 18)

In this passage, Epictetus pictures a farmer at work or someone eating while at
the same time singing a hymn (ᾄδειν τὸν ὕμνον τὸν εἰς τὸν θεόν) which articu-
lates the features of providence that usually pass unnoticed (λεληθότως). Epicte-
tus points out these features which are involved in precisely the situations in
which the farmer or the person eating find themselves. In principle, they
would have what it takes to understand this too and be moved to the right atti-
tude of gratefulness. It is a reflective sort of gratitude based on an understanding
of how divine providence is involved in the everyday situation.¹¹⁷

In this passage we see that Epictetus 1.16 uses the language of singing a
hymn as a metaphor that describes what the human calling consists in. It is
an excellent metaphor to describe the dimension we call sign production: the
hymn articulates the understanding about God’s relation to the world that can
be had, expressing it in gratitude and praise towards God. Epictetus uses the
image of singing a hymn to describe the appropriate human stance in every di-

 As becomes immediately clear in 1.16.16.
 Engberg-Pedersen 2000 has set great store by the social dimension of Stoicism.
 Oddly Hard’s translation renders ἐσθίοντας with “sow”, which we have changed to “eat”.
 Cf. ἐφʼ ἑκάστου “in every situation” (1.6.18).
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mension of life, not just when the vocal chords are actively engaged in actual
singing.

The following considerations support this interpretation. First, it becomes
apparent from Epictetus’ use of the image, since literal singing should be hard
while one is eating (ἐσθίοντας [1.16.16]). Second, the Stoics emphasise right in-
tention and the mindset involved in an action (such that the right aiming at
the execution of an action is important, not the success or the results of these
actions).¹¹⁸ Third, the comprehensive scope of the application of the image of
singing (ἐφʼ ἑκάστου [1.16.18]) suggests that Epictetus speaks of something
that concerns all of life, and not just specific acts of “worship”.

We further note the following points on this passage. First, the mention of
the hands (1.16.17) for which humans are grateful once more picks up a topic cen-
tral to the ancient discourse about being human.¹¹⁹ Second, this capacity to un-
derstand is described as a divine gift (τὴν δύναμιν ἔδωκεν) which deserves grat-
itude. It is also the gift which is needed be appropriately and reflectively grateful.
Third, Epictetus reserves the greatest hymn (τὸν μέγιστον ὕμνον) for the capacity
of human beings to understand things. Epictetus distinguishes the practical abil-
ity methodically to use tools and hands to provide sustenance (ὁδῷ χρηστικήν
[sc. δύναμιν]) from the ability to follow the ways of God in providing for humans
(δύναμιν … παρακολουθητικὴν τούτοις).¹²⁰

This capacity whereby humans discover and follow the course set out by na-
ture is of signal importance for the elucidation of the human vocation by Epicte-
tus. Human beings as λογικὰ ζῷα are made in such a way that they can under-
stand the world in its relation to God and respond in appropriate sign production
which expresses this understanding.

4.4.2 Epictetus 1.16.19–21

And with this we come to the climax of the entire discourse, what we argue is the
most important parallel to Paul’s reason language in Rom 12.1, which we are now
finally in a position to place in its own context and as part of its wider discourse.
(We will quote the Greek in a segmented and numbered form for ease of refer-
ence in our analysis.)

 On this point see Forschner 2018, 183–4. Cf. Cicero, Fin. 3.22.
 See chapter 3.
 Cf. on this παρακολουθητικὴ δύναμις the passages already quoted (Epictetus 2.10.3, 4.7.7)
and below (Epictetus 1.6.13). See also Dobbin 1998, 161.
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(19) Well then, since most of you have become blind,¹²¹ isn’t it necessary that there should
be somebody to take your place, and sing the hymn of praise to God on behalf of one and
all? (20) And what else can I do, lame old man that I am, than sing the praise of God? If I
were a nightingale, I would perform the work of a nightingale, and if I were a swan, that of
a swan. But as it is, I am a rational being, and I must sing the praise of God. (21) This is my
work, and I accomplish it, and I will never abandon my post for as long as it is granted to
me to remain in it; and I invite all of you to join me in this same song.

a τί οὖν; ἐπεὶ οἱ πολλοὶ ἀποτετύφλωσθε,
b οὐκ ἔδει τινὰ εἶναι τὸν ταύτην ἐκπληροῦντα τὴν χώραν
c καὶ ὑπὲρ πάντων ᾄδοντα τὸν ὕμνον τὸν εἰς τὸν θεόν
a τί γὰρ ἄλλο δύναμαι γέρων χωλὸς
b εἰ μὴ ὑμνεῖν τὸν θεόν;
c εἰ γοῦν ἀηδὼν ἤμην,
d ἐποίουν τὰ τῆς ἀηδόνος,
e εἰ κύκνος,
f τὰ τοῦ κύκνου.
g νῦν δὲ λογικός εἰμι·
h ὑμνεῖν με δεῖ τὸν θεόν.
a τοῦτό μου τὸ ἔργον ἐστίν,
b ποιῶ αὐτὸ
c οὐδʼ ἐγκαταλείψω τὴν τάξιν ταύτην,
d ἐφʼ ὅσον ἂν διδῶται,
e καὶ ὑμᾶς ἐπὶ τὴν αὐτὴν ταύτην ᾠδὴν παρακαλῶ. (Epictetus ..–)

For our reading of this passage in view of it being a parallel to Romans 12.1, we
argue the following points:

1. In Diatr. 1.16.20, Epictetus uses the language of λογικός to refer to the spe-
cifically human capacity, on which a human calling is based.

2. In Diatr. 1.16.19–21, Epictetus speaks of his own calling as a human being,
as a ζῷον λογικὸν θνητόν. However, he does not just speak about his own par-
ticular vocation, but about what he sees as the vocation of every human being,
i.e. the human vocation.

3.We should distinguish language used to state that there is such a vocation,
from language used to describe in what actions this vocation consists. In Diatr.
1.16.19–21, Epictetus uses both. He uses the image of singing a hymn to God as a
metaphor that describes the human vocation as a sign production.

4. The entire passage serves a protreptic function.

 Cf. also Epictetus 1.6.42 (οἱ μὲν πρὸς αὐτὸν τὸν δόντα ἀποτετυφλωμένοι μηδʼ ἐπιγινώσκον-
τες τὸν εὐεργέτην) which is an oblique parallel to Rom 1.21 (ἐσκοτίσθη ἡ ἀσύνετος αὐτῶν
καρδία).
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4.4.2.1 λογικός as the distinctive capacity
As to the first point: Epictetus refers to himself as λογικός (20 g), in contrast to
other animals, the nightingale and the swan (20c–f). This shows that λογικός is
used to denote the capacity which distinguishes human beings from other ani-
mals (ἄλογα¹²²). It refers both to reason and speech. That both animals which Ep-
ictetus mentions in 20c–f are birds makes it possible to compare the song of the
birds¹²³ with the singing of a hymn of praise. In 21a Epictetus states that he has a
task in life, a vocation, an ἔργον. In 21a Epictetus identifies the “singing” (ὑμ-
νεῖν) of 20 h as his task. This task is based on his distinct capacity as λογικός.
The contrast with the two other birds (20c–f) shows that what Epictetus de-
scribes as his ἔργον in 21a is in fact his human vocation. For in line with the
Stoic (and more broadly shared) assumption that each being has a distinct pur-
pose, he details for the nightingale and the swan that they also have an ἔργον,
and that merely by being a bird of this or that kind, it should have to perform the
work appropriate to that kind of bird: τὰ τῆς ἀηδόνος ποιεῖν (20d) amounts to
the same thing as τὸ ἔργον τῆς ἀηδόνος ποιεῖν (so also 20 f).¹²⁴

4.4.2.2 A human vocation
As to the second point: Epictetus performs an act of exhortation or invitation
(παρακαλῶ)¹²⁵ in 21e. He invites all his hearers to join him in the song (ᾠδή)
that he has identified as his vocation as a human being. By using this language,
he connects that to which he invites his hearers with the key metaphor of ὑμνεῖν,
not only in 20b and 20 h, but also earlier in the Discourse (cf. 1.16.15– 19).While
in practice Epictetus’ hearers belong to the well-situated, in principle all human
beings are addressed, because all human beings are λογικὰ ζῷα, and on this the
vocation is based. Thus, Epictetus speaks about his own vocation and about the
human vocation. His particular calling as a philosopher is to exhort human be-
ings to their calling as human beings. While many are blind to the providence
that could be “seen” (19a), Epictetus fills out the human role in the cosmos

 Cf. DL 7.61.
 The nightingale (ἀηδόνος) has the meaning of “singer” right in her name and is well known
to the ancients for her singing: Pliny the Elder describes her singing (Nat. 10.81–82). There is
even a fragment by Democritus where she is praised as the inventor of song. Cf. DNP, s.v. “Nach-
tigall”.
 Which Hard’s translation rightly adds as paraphrase (“I would perform the work of a night-
ingale”). Merely rendering this as “I would do what is appropriate to being a nightingale” (so
Wolter, see our discussion in section 6.3.2) misses the contextual nuance.
 Cf. Rom 12.1.
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(19b), even “singing” on behalf of others (19c); he will do this for as long as he
lives (21b–d). But that others fail to do as he does, does not mean that it is not
their calling too, merely that they fail to live up to their calling as human beings.
The use of the definite article in ᾄδοντα τὸν ὕμνον τὸν εἰς τὸν θεόν (19c) further
supports our reading: this seems to indicate more than that he has already men-
tioned this topic. Rather it recalls the key metaphor of the entire Discourse used
to describe the life that fulfils the purpose of human beings in the cosmos. Thus,
when Epictetus describes this as his task (τοῦτό μου τὸ ἔργον) as a human being
(λογικός) he is also making a statement about the task of all human beings.

The reading we present here is in strong disagreement with an interpretation
to which Dobbin’s commentary seems inclined.¹²⁶ Dobbin notes that the “self-ref-
erence” to his lameness (20a) “has a note of Socratic irony to it” and then refers
“for the role [Epictetus] deems appropriate for his age” to a line of Hesiod:¹²⁷
ἔργα νέων, βουλαὶ δὲ μέσων, εὐχαὶ δὲ γερόντων (“Deeds are for youth, counsel
for middle years, prayers for old age”).¹²⁸ This could suggest an interpretation, in
which what Epictetus describes as ὑμνεῖν τὸν θεόν (20b) would not be a descrip-
tion of a human vocation, but only something appropriate for Epictetus himself,
or for someone in a similar situation, either because the movements of the body
are restricted (χωλὸς), or because of old age (γέρων). The remark τί γὰρ ἄλλο
δύναμαι (20a) would amount to a statement asserted without reservation: for
someone in my situation, only ὑμνεῖν remains (where ὑμνεῖν is taken to refer
only to literal singing or, as in the line from Hesiod, prayers [εὐχαὶ]). This inter-
pretation might claim the following two points as support.

First, Epictetus may hint at the end of life in 21c¹²⁹ and 21d (ἐφʼ ὅσον ἂν δι-
δῶται) and thus speak about his own situation as an old man.

Second, the choice of the birds as examples might hint at death as well. The
deliberate choice of swan (κύκνος [20e]) might be an allusion to the end of life by
recalling the idea of the dying swan’s song.¹³⁰ Perhaps also the fact that the
nightingale sings at night might be associated with death.¹³¹

 Dobbin’s remark is brief and may not fully reflect his own position. We have adduced fur-
ther possible arguments for the position, but will refute them.
 Dobbin 1998, 161.
 Porphyry, Abst. 2.18 (148.13 ed. Nauck) = frag. 321 ed. Merkelbach/West. The translation is
as in Dobbin 1998, 161.
 Cf. the use of similar language at Epictetus 1.9.16.
 This idea appears, literarily, in the myth of Cycnus, the son of Sthenelus (Ovid, Met. 2.367–
380). It can be found in the writings of the Stoic Chrysippus (τὸ κύκνειον ᾄσας ἀποθανεῖν [SVF 3,
p. 199 l. 43]); Pliny the Elder expresses his doubts about the idea at Nat. 10.63. The idea of the
swan sensing its approaching death and singing a final song already appears in Plato’s Phaedo
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Thus, on this interpretation Epictetus would not be speaking about a human
vocation. But this interpretation is wrong for the following reasons.

First, precisely because a human being is defined as a rational being, the
physical condition of his body is not for Epictetus a defining factor. For a
Stoic, the body belongs to external things, its condition cannot be determinative
for ethical action.¹³²

Second, there is indeed, as Dobbin notes, Socratic irony in 20a, but we sug-
gest it works in such a way as to goad the hearers into action. It is a sly way of
suggesting an (in truth) irrelevant limitation that ultimately is supposed to goad
the hearers. The point is not that what he means by ὑμνεῖν is for those too old to
act – to the contrary, they might go about it with all the energy of youth (and to
this he exhorts [21a]). This rests on understanding that ὑμνεῖν also functions as a
metaphor (see below).

Third, the comparison with the nightingale and the swan (20c–f) is con-
cerned just with the different species as such and does not mention any kind
of difference of age or strength. While the concept of the dying swan’s song is
part of the cultural encyclopedia, there are no indications in the text that this
concept should be activated here.¹³³ The far more plausible reading is that
birds are used to illustrate the place of humans in the scala naturae¹³⁴ and
that their singing fits nicely with Epictetus’ use of the image of humans singing
hymns, in which they can articulate as praise their insight into divine provi-
dence.

Fourth, the language of not leaving (ἐγκαταλείπειν) one’s post (τάξις [21c])
emphasises the task that one has as long as one lives (21d), irrespective of
age.¹³⁵ Epictetus uses such military language to encourage young men not to
commit suicide, because it would be an abandonment of the place and task to
which they were assigned (ἀνάσχεσθε ἐνοικοῦντες ταύτην τὴν χώραν, εἰς ἣν

(84e–f), a work Epictetus certainly knew (cf. Long 2002, 158–159); he alludes to it at Epictetus
1.12.23. In the Phaedo, Socrates discusses the immortality of the soul as he faces his own death.
As part of a discussion on the immortality of the soul it can also be found in Cicero, Tusc. 1.73. Cf.
DNP, s.v. “Schwan”.
 On the nightingale as understood within the ancient encyclopedia cf. DNP, s.v. “Nachti-
gall”. (Note that it is mentioned at Plato, Phaed. 85a.)
 Cf. for example Epictetus 1.9.11 on the body; further Epictetus 1.29.16 (Socrates).
 If the Phaedo is a text to which Epictetus alludes in Epictetus 1.16, then one should note
that Socrates compares himself with the swans (who are associated with Apollo [85b]) in respect
of his own service to the God (ὁμόδουλός τε εἶναι τῶν κύκνων καὶ ἱερὸς τοῦ αὐτοῦ θεοῦ [85b]).
For his service to Apollo, see our discussion of the passage in Plato’s Apology in section 6.3.1.1.
 Cf. also our discussion of Epictetus 1.6 below.
 That is: as long as it is the will of God that one should remain (cf. Epictetus 1.9.16).
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ἐκεῖνος ὑμᾶς ἔταξεν [1.9.16]).¹³⁶ This is made absolutely clear, when, in a free par-
aphrase of what is said in Plato’s Apology,¹³⁷ where Socrates rejects the sugges-
tion that he will be allowed to save his life, if he stops with his examination
of the people of Athens (cf. Epictetus 1.9.23), Epictetus puts the following
words in the mouth of Socrates:

How absurd of you to think that if one of your generals had stationed me in a post (εἰ μέν με
ὁ στρατηγὸς ὁ ὑμέτερος ἔταξεν εἴς τινα τάξιν), I should hold it, and defend it, preferring to
die a thousand deaths (μυριάκις πρότερον αἱρεῖσθαι ἀποθνῄσκειν) rather than abandon it
(ἐγκαταλιπεῖν), but if God has stationed us in some position and laid down rules of con-
duct¹³⁸ (εἰ δʼ ὁ θεὸς ἔν τινι χώρᾳ καὶ ἀναστροφῇ κατατέταχεν), we should abandon it (ἐγκα-
ταλιπεῖν δεῖ ἡμᾶς)! (Epictetus 1.9.24)

Thus, while the language of remaining in one’s post is used to speak about re-
maining in life, it is precisely language that points to the fact that one has a pur-
pose and a task in life, a vocation, irrespective of age.

Finally, as argued above, it is the fact that Epictetus invites all his hearers to
join him (21) which makes it clear that he does not only speak about his own
calling, but about the vocation of all human beings as λογικοί. This rules out
the alternative interpretation.

4.4.2.3 Description of the vocation as a sign production
As to the third point: Epictetus uses language that implies that human beings
have a vocation in 19b (χώρα), 21a (ἔργον), and 21c (τάξις). He describes that vo-
cation in terms of the metaphor of singing a hymn to God (19c, 20b, 20 h). Saying
that ὑμνεῖν is a metaphor does not mean that actual singing and praising is ex-
cluded. Our notion of sign production captures the sense in which such ὑμνεῖν is
a human action that is expressive of the insight which is possible because of the
human capacity to discern God’s providential works and which represents an ap-
propriate response. In these terms, Epictetus here describes the actions in which
the human vocation consists as a sign production. Throughout the Discourse, Ep-
ictetus has explained the distinctly human capacity to discern God’s relation to
the world and the human task to articulate this insight and to adopt a stance of

 They should wait for the signal that God gives them,when their service (ὑπηρεσία) comes to
an end (Epictetus 1.9.16).
 Cf. our discussion of Plato’s Apology in section 6.3.1.1 (where Socrates uses the word λα-
τρεία [to Apollo] for this task of examining the people of Athens).
 Hard’s translation for ἀναστροφή might not emphasise enough that this is about a basic
orientation of one’s life (cf. Gal 1.13).
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reflective gratitude. He has densely expressed this description in the metaphor of
ὑμνεῖν.¹³⁹ And it is this sense which our notion of sign production here seeks to
capture. With this we are already touching upon the structure of the human vo-
cation in Epictetus, which we will discuss more fully in section 4.5 on Epictetus
1.6.

4.4.2.4 Protreptic function
As to the fourth point: at the end of the Discourse, Epictetus invites all his hear-
ers (παρακαλεῖν) to join him in the same song (21e). But because he has used the
image of singing a song to God as a metaphor that describes in what the human
vocation consists, he is effectively inviting his hearers to fulfil their vocation as
human beings, to become genuinely human. Protreptic speech seeks to convince
hearers of the value of some activity and to win them over, to “turn” them to it.¹⁴⁰
Often such speech is used to motivate for philosophy (and then it presents phi-
losophy as the highest human aspiration). In Diatr. 1.16.19–21, Epictetus seeks to
exhort his hearers to become genuinely human and to fulfil their role in the cos-
mos. This aspect of the text is very important for the comparison with Rom
12.1–2, which also has a protreptic function (Rom 12.1 [παρακαλεῖν]).

4.4.3 Conclusion for Epictetus 1.16

We have thus shown through a close reading of the entire Discourse 1.16, that Ep-
ictetus uses the language of λογικός in Epictetus 1.16.20 to refer to the distinctly
human capacity on which a human vocation is based.We have seen that he uses
a variety of language to express the idea that human beings have a vocation and
to describe in what this vocation consists. We have suggested that the notion of
sign production captures a crucial aspect of Epictetus’ conception of the human
vocation. We will substantiate this claim further in the next section, where our
analysis of Epictetus 1.6 shows that the human vocation has a certain structure
in Epictetus and that sign production is a key part of that structure.

 The influence of Cleanthes’ Hymn to Zeus should not be underestimated (the final lines:
οὔτε βροτοῖς γέρας ἄλλο τι μεῖζον οὔτε θεοῖς, ἢ κοινὸν ἀεὶ νόμον ἐν δίκῃ ὑμνεῖν [38–39]; but
also its emphasis on providence). For text and commentary see Thom 2005. Cf. also the discus-
sion in Forschner 2018, 156– 161.
 Cf. DNP, s.v. “Protreptik”.

168 4 Epictetus and the idea of a human calling based on human reason



4.5 The structure of the human vocation: A close reading of
Epictetus 1.6

We have seen that Epictetus is a clear proponent of the idea that there is a
human vocation, that is, that there is a certain task in life for human beings,
that this task is something which falls to human beings as such, and that this
task is assigned to them by God (“Zeus”). It is also clear that this idea is closely
linked with the idea of the human endowment with reason. This is what makes
humans distinct and gives them the potential for fulfilling that vocation.

Our reading of Epictetus 1.6 will show that there is also a clear structure to
that human vocation.¹⁴¹ We can describe this structure as consisting of two parts,
which we may label “seeing the truth” and “responding appropriately (in sign
production).” Both parts are based on the right exercise of human reason.
Using their reason rightly, human beings are able to perceive the truth of God
in relation to the world and to respond appropriately in actions that reflect
this understanding (i.e. in producing signs). In this section, we show that the
structure of the human vocation in Epictetus is a sign production based on an
understanding of God in relation to the world.

It is important to work out this structure of the human vocation, because we
will show in our reading of Romans that Paul not only uses the idea of a human
vocation, but that there is a similar structure to the human vocation in Romans
(as can be seen particularly in Rom 1.18–32, especially 1.18–21, see section 5.2).

Epictetus 1.6 is once more a text about divine providence, as reflected in the
title.¹⁴² To be more precise, it is a text about the human task to praise divine
providence (ἐγκωμιάσαι τὴν πρόνοιαν [1.6.1]) based on what one sees in the cos-
mos (A̓φʼ ἑκάστου τῶν ἐν τῷ κός<μῳ γινο>μένων [1.6.1]).¹⁴³ Epictetus names two
conditions that are needed for this task: the ability to understand the things that
have come to be in their relation (δύναμίν … συνορατικὴν τῶν γεγονότων
ἑκάστῳ)¹⁴⁴ and the disposition to be grateful (τὸ εὐχάριστον). This already ap-

 This structure can also be seen in the earlier material we have discussed in 2.2.6.3, but in
Epictetus 1.6 it is expressed clearly and explicitly.
 Περὶ προνοίας.
 The opening line merely asserts that it is easy to do so, given certain conditions, not that all
human beings would be charged to do so. But the context of the entire discourse will support the
view as stated here.
 Hard translates this as “the capacity to view each particular event in relation to the whole”.
Long 2002, 175 aptly paraphrases this as the “capacit[y] to take a synoptic view”. Oldfather ren-
ders it as “the faculty of taking a comprehensive view of what has happened in each individual
instance.”
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proaches the two parts of the structure of the vocation as described above, the
“seeing of the truth” and the “responding appropriately”, but the response is
named only indirectly, by the disposition which enables it. Epictetus explains
that without the former one would not be able to see the usefulness of things
(οὐκ ὄψεται τὴν εὐχρηστίαν τῶν γεγονότων [1.6.2]), while without the latter
one would still not be moved to respond by giving thanks for them such as
they are (οὐκ εὐχαριστήσει ἐπʼ αὐτοῖς [1.6.2]¹⁴⁵). Then Epictetus begins to discuss
a type of example for his general point that one can discern the usefulness of
things, namely the fact that many things in the cosmos are suited to other things
in the cosmos (“co-adaption”¹⁴⁶). If God (ὁ θεὸς) had made colours, but not given
anyone the ability to see them (δύναμιν δὲ θεατικὴν αὐτῶν), it would be as point-
less as, having given the ability to see, he had made nothing which falls under its
scope (1.6.3).¹⁴⁷ This raises the question who is responsible for the “harmonious”
fit (Τίς οὖν ὁ ἁρμόσας τοῦτο πρὸς ἐκεῖνο κἀκεῖνο πρὸς τοῦτο [1.6.6]). An argu-
ment from design follows: in the domain of human arts, once we find a sheath
perfectly fitting a blade and vice versa, we expect this to be the work of a crafts-
man and not to have come about for nothing (τεχνίτου τινὸς πάντως τὸ ἔργον,
οὐχὶ δʼ εἰκῇ κατεσκευασμένον [1.6.8]). The work shows something of its maker –
and never should this be more apparent, than when the work is sight and things
to be seen and indeed light itself (ἆρʼ οὖν τούτων μὲν ἕκαστον ἐμφαίνει τὸν
τεχνίτην, τὰ δʼ ὁρατὰ καὶ ὅρας[ε]ις καὶ φῶς οὐκ ἐμφαίνει [1.6.8]).

Given that one of the consequences of the inappropriate response of the
human beings referred to in Rom 1.18–32 is presented as deviation from the sex-
ual behaviour that Paul assumes to be in line with the created order and its male
plus female make-up (Rom 1.26–27), it is interesting to note that Epictetus uses
the example of sexual intercourse between male and female and the desire for it
as a further illustration which reveals the divine artist (τὸ δʼ ἄρρεν καὶ τὸ θῆλυ
καὶ ἡ προθυμία <ἡ> πρὸς τὴν συνουσίαν ἑκατέρου καὶ δύναμις ἡ χρηστικὴ τοῖς
μορίοις τοῖς κατεσκευασμένοις οὐδὲ ταῦτα ἐμφαίνει τὸν τεχνίτην; [1.6.9]). Ani-
mals also procreate and make use of the way in which they are fittingly made

 We might expect Epictetus to say that without the former, one would not see what one has
to see, but without the latter, even if we had the former, we would still not do the latter. This
would be closer to the logic of Rom 1.19–21, where Paul assumes that the people he describes
would be able to see, and yet are not responding appropriately. But Epictetus merely considers
the case of one that has neither ability (ὁ δʼ οὐκ εὐχαριστήσει ἐπʼ αὐτοῖς οὐδʼ ἂν <ἴδῃ> [1.6.2]).
 For the term see Dobbin 1998, 105.
 This first example is clearly one of “co-adaption”, but it also further elucidates what we
have identified as the first part of the structure of the human vocation, namely the human ability
to “see”.
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for each other, but only humans can understand the order and arrangement in-
tended by their maker.¹⁴⁸

The reflection on the remarkable constitution of the human mind serves as
the final teleological argument for divine providence (1.6.10). Then Epictetus be-
gins to discuss the key difference that emerges with human understanding. Hav-
ing surveyed features that require divine providence as an explanation, he
says:¹⁴⁹

Well now, is it in us human beings alone that these things¹⁵⁰ come about? Many, indeed, in
us alone, those of which the rational animal has a special need (ὧν ἐξαιρέτως χρείαν εἶχεν
τὸ λογικὸν ζῷον), but you’ll find that we share many of them with the irrational animals too
(καὶ πρὸς τὰ ἄλογα). (13) Is it the case, then, that they too understand how things come
about (καὶ παρακολουθεῖ τοῖς γινομένοις ἐκεῖνα)? No, not at all, since use (χρῆσις) is one
thing and understanding (παρακολούθησις) is another. God had need (χρείαν εἶχεν)¹⁵¹
both of these creatures, which merely make use of impressions (χρωμένων ταῖς
φαντασίαις),¹⁵² and of ourselves, who understand the use of them (ἄλλο ἐκείνων χρείαν
εἶχεν ὁ θεὸς χρωμένων ταῖς φαντασίαις, ἡμῶν δὲ παρακολουθούντων τῇ χρήσει). (14) For
them, it is enough merely to eat, drink, take rest and procreate, and perform such other
functions as are appropriate to each (τἆλλʼ ὅσα ἐπιτελεῖ τῶν αὑτῶν ἕκαστον),¹⁵³ whereas
for ourselves, who have been further endowed with the faculty of understanding (οἷς καὶ
τὴν παρακολουθητικὴν δύναμιν ἔδωκεν),¹⁵⁴ (15) that is no longer enough, but unless we
act in a methodical and orderly fashion, and in accordance with our own specific nature
and constitution (ἀκολούθως τῇ ἑκάστου φύσει καὶ κατασκευῇ πράττωμεν), we shall no
longer attain our proper end (τοῦ τέλους τευξόμεθα τοῦ ἑαυτῶν). (16) For in so far as be-
ings have different constitutions, their works and their ends will differ too (ὧν γὰρ αἱ κατα-
σκευαὶ διάφοροι, τούτων καὶ τὰ ἔργα καὶ τὰ τέλη).
(Epictetus 1.6.12–16)¹⁵⁵

 Similarly Cicero, ND 2.128, cf. Dobbin 1998, 105.
 Epictetus 1.6.12–22 is discussed by Long 2002, 174–175. Dobbin 1998, 102 notes that
1.6.12–22 is a “protreptic section, based on the powers of the mind and the place this makes
for man in the natural order.”
 That is, those that require providence as an explanation.
 Cf. on God having “needs”, Long 2002, 174.
 For Epictetus’ emphasis on the right use of impressions as his “cardinal rule of life” cf.
Long 2002, 85.
 Hard’s translation with “function” is not strictly implied in the semantics of the terms trans-
lated, but we find it suitable for the import of the passage. Dobbin 2008, for instance, renders
ἐπιτελεῖ with “satisfies”. This difference is similar to the distinction between τέλος as the goal
and τέλος as the termination of something.
 The Greek formulation is more “personalist” than Hard’s rendering suggests (cf. Long 2002,
174). For the mental faculties as God’s gift to humans, see Epictetus 1.1.12.
 Translation R. Hard.
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The world is, for the Stoics, providentially governed and humans have a role in it
that requires not just using what their constitution consists in, but understand-
ing it and making use of it according to that understanding.While the other an-
imals all serve their function within the grand cosmic plan in a way that does not
require them to follow what is happening, for humans it is different. Their func-
tion does not merely require them to follow what is happening. Rather, their
being able to understand the rational order of the Stoic cosmos is a crucial ele-
ment of their human vocation. In Epictetus 1.6.16 we have a clear and explicit
instance of the widely shared ancient principle that the constitution of a being
is an indication of what they are made for and in what their specific activity con-
sists.¹⁵⁶ Once more Epictetus uses the idea of an ἔργον¹⁵⁷ for each being. The for-
mulation “according to one’s nature” (1.6.15), reminiscent of one of the variants
of the Stoic telos formulae,¹⁵⁸ indicates the importance of this principle for Stoic
thought.¹⁵⁹ For Epictetus, humans alone have the capacities to not only make use
of their mental impressions (1.6.13) as other animals do but also to understand
this use:

So where a being’s constitution is adapted for use alone, mere use suffices; but where a
being also has the capacity to understand that use (οὗ δὲ καὶ παρακολουθητικὴ τῇ χρήσει),
unless that capacity¹⁶⁰ be properly exercised in addition, he will never attain his end
(τούτῳ τὸ κατὰ τρόπον ἂν μὴ προσῇ οὐδέποτε τεύξεται τοῦ τέλους). (Epictetus 1.6.17)

Within the cosmic order, all beings are made for a task or function,¹⁶¹ but there is
one kind of being, humans, whose purpose is not just to recognise and under-
stand these purposive structures but to articulate them. With this we come to
the clearest articulation of the structure of the human vocation:

But God has brought the human race into the world to be a spectator of himself and of his
works, and not merely to observe them, but also to interpret them. (τὸν δʼ ἄνθρωπον θεατὴν
εἰσήγαγεν αὐτοῦ τε καὶ τῶν ἔργων τῶν αὐτοῦ, καὶ οὐ μόνον θεατήν, ἀλλὰ καὶ ἐξηγητὴν
αὐτῶν.) (Epictetus 1.6.19)

 Cf. Long 2002, 174: “Nature … comprises the constitutions of living creatures, making them
capable of performing the functions specific to their identities.”
 Dobbin 1998, 109 rightly notes that Epictetus uses a form of the function (ἔργον) argument
we have noted above.
 The material is presented in Rieth 1934. For recent literature see Forschner 2018, 178 n. 74.
 Cf. Long 2002, 174: “To live ‘in accordance with nature’ is to play one’s specific part within
the structure of the cosmic plan.”
 Oldfather translates τὸ κατὰ τρόπον as “the principle of propriety”.
 Cf. the formulation ἕκαστον κατασκευάζει … ὥστ[ε] in 1.6.18.
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Here we see the two-part structure of the human vocation very clearly.¹⁶² The pur-
pose of human beings is explained as, first, seeing God and his works (θεατὴς
αὐτοῦ τε καὶ τῶν ἔργων τῶν αὐτοῦ). But then, second, it is to interpret his
works (ἐξηγητὴς αὐτῶν). Humans are to articulate the insight into God’s relation
to the world in words, actions and relations that signify their understanding.¹⁶³
They are to produce signs of their understanding of God. Thus, we see here that
for Epictetus the human vocation has the structure of a sign production based on
the understanding of God.

Epictetus continues to expound these two sides of the human vocation, in
terms that make it clear that Epictetus belongs to the wider tradition on the
human vocation we have studied in the last chapter:

It is thus shameful (αἰσχρόν) for a human being to begin and end where the irrational an-
imals do. Rather, he should start off where they do and end where nature ended with regard
to ourselves (καταλήγειν δὲ ἐφʼ ὃ κατέληξεν ἐφʼ ἡμῶν καὶ ἡ φύσις). (21) Now it ended with
contemplation, and understanding, and a way of life that is in harmony with nature (ἐπὶ
θεωρίαν καὶ παρακολούθησιν καὶ σύμφωνον διεξαγωγὴν τῇ φύσει). (Epictetus 1.6.20–21)

Epictetus acknowledges in 1.6.20 that there is a part of the constitution of the
λογικὸν ζῷον that it shares with the other ζῷα, but if it does not exercise its dis-
tinct capacity, then it will not reach its goal and fulfilment. This goal is described
once more in terms of the two-part structure of the human vocation: it is, first,
seeing and understanding (ἐπὶ θεωρίαν καὶ παρακολούθησιν), and, second, a
way of life (διεξαγωγή) which is in tune with nature as so understood (σύμφωνον
τῇ φύσει).¹⁶⁴ The second part is the appropriate response in a sign production.¹⁶⁵
A life which reflects the understanding of God becomes an interpretation of
God’s works. Thus, for Epictetus, all of life is involved in a fitting sign produc-
tion. As Long writes about Epictetus 1.6.12–22:

 Note that the perspective is on humankind in general (τὸν δʼ ἄνθρωπον [1.6.19]), which cor-
responds to the consideration of human beings from the standpoint of their definition (cf. τὸ
λογικὸν ζῷον [1.6.12]). The formulation τὸν ἄνθρωπον θεατὴν εἰσήγαγεν is exactly the kind of
language for the human vocation we have considered in sections 2.2.6.3 and 3.2: God has
made human beings and he has made them for a purpose in the cosmos.
 Dobbin 1998, 109 explains this second part of the vocation as “initiat[ing] others into the
world’s wonders.” However, his rendering of ἐξηγητής with “[to] appreciate” in Dobbin 2008 is
an undertranslation.
 That is, the world as it is as understood in the θεωρία accompanied by παρακολούθησις.
 This response includes the gratitude which is mentioned at the beginning of this discourse
(1.6.1). The element of thanksgiving as characteristic of the human-response side of the vocation
is paralleled in Rom 1.21.
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Epictetus … make[s] the point that a creature’s conformity to, or proper use of, its nature is
a service to God. He tells his students to regard the human contribution to that service as
“studying and interpreting” God and his works. This is what it is to be a rational animal.¹⁶⁶

While there is no space to discuss the rest of Epictetus 1.6, where Epictetus offers
a kind of “theodicy”,¹⁶⁷ we will conclude this section by quoting Epictetus
1.6.23–25, because its language and motifs show that it belongs to the broader
Greco-Roman discourse on the human vocation we have studied in the previous
chapter:

But you travel to Olympia to behold the work of Pheidias (ἵνʼ ἴδητε τὸ ἔργον τοῦ Φειδίου),¹⁶⁸
and each of you regards it as a misfortune to die without seeing such sights (ἀνιστόρητος);
yet when there is not need to travel at all, [but you are already there]¹⁶⁹ and [he] is present
in his works (ἀλλʼ ἐστὲ ἤδη καὶ πάρεστ[ι] τοῖς ἔργοις), will you not yearn to behold these
works and know them (ταῦτα δὲ θεάσασθαι καὶ κατανοῆσαι οὐκ ἐπιθυμήσετε)? Will you de-
cline, therefore, to perceive (αἰσθήσεσθε) either who you are (οὔτε τίνες ἐστὲ), or for what
you have been born (οὔτʼ ἐπὶ τί γεγόνατε), or what that purpose is for which you have re-
ceived sight (ἐφʼ οὗ τὴν θέαν παρείληφθε)?¹⁷⁰ (Epictetus 1.6.23–25)¹⁷¹

Epictetus exhorts his hearers to perceive their identity as human beings, to un-
derstand their purpose, and then to live their vocation. They are to perceive who
God is and to produce signs of this understanding, which means that others will
be able to perceive who God is in their lives, in their sign production, rather than
in the statue produced by Pheidias. As we have seen in the last chapter, the ques-
tion for what purpose have you been born (ἐπὶ τί γεγόνατε) is the basic question
for which, in the Greco-Roman tradition, the human vocation is the answer. And
in Romans, Paul, as we shall see, draws on this answer for his own articulation
of the genuine human vocation.

 Long 2002, 175.
 Dobbin 1998, 103. Especially noteworthy as parallels to Romans would be 1.6.38–40.
 The statue of Zeus at Olympia. On which see Dio Chrysostom, Or. 12.
 For this quotation we have used Oldfather’s translation, except in the brackets, where we
have changed the translation to fit the textual conjecture suggested by Dobbin 1998, 110, which
assumes a different Greek text (quoted above).
 Heinemann 1926, 20 quotes Epictetus 1.6.25.
 Transl. W. A. Oldfather.
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4.6 Conclusion

We have thus shown that Epictetus uses the language of λογικός to speak about
the distinct capacity on which a human calling is based and that there is a two-
part structure to this vocation: seeing and understanding God and his providen-
tial actions in the world and producing signs of this understanding.We have also
seen that Epictetus uses the definition of human beings to speak about genuine
humanness. We have demonstrated how Epictetus brings to clear expression
broader traditions about what it means to be human by noting how he resonates
with the themes we have studied in chapter 3.

All these contextualisations are needed to show how Epictetus 1.16.20–21 is
a parallel to Paul’s reason language in Rom 12.1. In Epictetus, reason language is
used to speak about a genuinely human calling. The next chapters show how the
same holds true for Romans, even as there are significant differences as well.
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