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Introduction:  
Oneness and Unity in  

Worlds Contemporary and Ancient

Andrew J. Byers

While pondering how to introduce this volume on oneness and unity 
in early Christianity and its wider historical contexts, I took time over a 
lunch break to watch the first debate of the 2020 US presidential election. 
As an American living in the United Kingdom, the painful longing to be 
engaged in the political crises of this cultural moment tussled with the 
relief over my distance from the virulent fray. Yet I was awaiting news on 
an application for Indefinite Leave to Remain, the right to reside perma-
nently in my host country. Given the anti-immigrant sentiment that gave 
shape to so many of the policies and guidelines, the waiting was fraught 
with anxiety. The entire process seems designed to remind applicants that 
they are outsiders viewed with suspicion. As many immigrants know, to 
join another society formally requires the negotiation of serious bureau-
cratic and financial obstacles.

That presidential debate was so disturbing not only because the can-
didates were slinging ad hominem remarks and persistently interlocked 
in rhetorical fisticuffs; the most troublesome part of the debate was the 
reminder of the larger-scale reality that behind the sparring was a society 
at bitter odds with itself. The candidates openly embraced representative 
roles, emblematizing a nation coming apart and ostensibly unwilling to 
seek reconciliation. Further, I was watching the polemics unfold while 
living in another country that openly criticizes American plans for a 
border wall yet continues to raise the height of its own walls figuratively 
through increased immigrations controls. One country has claimed to be 
“one nation, under God,” and the other is hailed as a kingdom “united.” 
The latter had just voted to leave a much larger union, and the one nation 

-1 -
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2	 Andrew J. Byers

of “united” states appeared more divided than ever, with the political maps 
streaked in defiant hues of red and blue.

Maintaining a union, shoring up unity, and defining oneness are 
not, of course, projects limited to contemporary societies. My reading 
during the week I watched the presidential debate included Plutarch’s 
bioi of Lycurgus and Solon, two ancient Greek leaders who established 
core institutional and cultural norms for Sparta and Athens, respec-
tively. I also read Augustine’s profile of the character and duties of a 
Christian emperor reflecting the values and aims of a different city, 
the city of God (Civ. 5.24). In my leisure reading, I came across the 
foreboding remarks of John Adams, the first US vice president, that 
“there is nothing I dread so much as a division of the Republic into 
two great parties, each arranged under its leader and converting mea-
sures in opposition to each other.”1 I was also reading through the final 
drafts of the essays included in this book. The coinciding of the 2020 
US presidential debate, my anxious waiting to hear about my immi-
gration status, and the reading of historical and contemporary writers 
accentuated the significance of studying ancient texts for the sake of 
understanding our own times.

Oneness and unity, variously defined by disparate writers and groups 
over the centuries, are not only political and sociological ideas. For most 
ancient thinkers and for many today, they are also theological ideas. In the 
tradition of the Abrahamic faiths, so influential on the emergence of later 
Western empires and on the development of the modern nation-state, the 
oneness and unity of a people correspond in some fashion with the one-
ness and unity of God. This collection of essays examines the connections 
between divine and social oneness and unity throughout a range of texts 
from a wide spectrum of cultural milieus. Though the sharper focus falls 
on early Christianity, those early Christian writers were shaped by the 
scriptures of Israel, the moral treatises and political propaganda of the 
Greeks and Romans, and the theological reflections on social identity in 
early Jewish literature. Exploring these important texts from antiquity, 
and especially from the period of early Christianity, holds promise for 
resourcing the ongoing quest in human societies to generate unity in a 
world divided.

1. Found in a letter to William Smith (May 20, 1790); cited in David McCullough, 
John Adams (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2001), 422.SBL P
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	 Introduction	 3

An increased interest in the connections between social unity and 
theological oneness has taken root in the study of biblical texts and early 
Christianity. Though earlier studies viewed New Testament oneness theol-
ogies as deriving from Greco-Roman sources, there is a growing consensus 
that the early Christian writers were drawing primarily on the Jewish con-
fession that “God is one.”2 An increasing number of scholars relate this 
classic formula from the Shema (see Deut 6:4) to key New Testament texts 
that envision allegiance to Christ (who somehow participates in divine 
oneness, see, e.g., 1 Cor 8:6 and John 10:30) as the basis for social har-
mony and group solidarity.3 The Jewish theological conviction that “God 
is one” features significantly in many of the essays in this volume, but prior 
interpreters were right to explore potential connections between the New 
Testament’s language of unity and oneness with other instances in the 
wider cultural streams. Our volume’s range of focus honors the complex-
ity of ideas about divine and social oneness and the inevitable interchange 
of those ideas across the cultures of antiquity.

2. See, e.g, Erik Peterson, Heis Theos: Epigraphische, formgeschichtliche und reli-
gionsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen zur Antiken “Ein Gott”-Akklamation, Ausgewählte 
Schrifen 8 (Würzburg: Echter, 2012); and Mark L. Appold, The Oneness Motif in the 
Fourth Gospel: Motif Analysis and Exegetical Probe into the Theology of John (Eugene, 
OR: Wipf & Stock, 2011).

3. Some of these studies will appear in the footnotes of the relevant chapters, but for 
now, see by way of example John J. R. Lee, Christological Rereading of the Shema (Deut 
6.4) in Mark’s Gospel, WUNT 2/533 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020); Alan J. Thomp-
son, One Lord, One People: The Unity of the Church in Acts in Its Literary Setting, LNTS 
359 (London: T&T Clark/Bloomsbury, 2013); Christopher R. Bruno, “God Is One”: The 
Function of Eis Ho Theos as a Ground for Gentile Inclusion in Paul’s Letters, LNTS 497 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2013); Kim Huat Tan, “Jesus and the Shema,” in Handbook for 
the Study of the Historical Jesus, ed. Tom Holmén and Stanley E. Porter, 4 vols. (Leiden: 
Brill, 2011), 3:2677–2707; Tan, “The Shema and Early Christianity,” TynBul 59 (2008): 
181–206; Erik Waaler, The Shema and the First Commandment in First Corinthians: 
An Intertextual Approach to Paul’s Re-reading of Deuteronomy, WUNT 2/253 (Tübin-
gen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008). Earlier studies include Birger Gerhardsson, The Shema in 
the New Testament: Deut 6:4–5 in Significant Passages (Lund: Novapress, 1996); Joel 
Marcus, “Authority to Forgive Sins upon the Earth: The Shema in the Gospel of Mark,” 
in The Gospels and the Scriptures of Israel, ed. W. Richard Stegner and Craig A. Evans, 
JSNTSup 104 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1994), 196–211; N. T. Wright, “Monothe-
ism, Christology, and Ethics: 1 Corinthians 8,” in The Climax of the Covenant: Christ 
and the Law in Pauline Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 120–36; Johannes Beu-
tler, “Das Hauptgebot im Johannesevangelium,” in Das Gesetz im neuen Testament, ed. 
Karl Kertelge, QD 108 (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1986), 226–29.SBL P
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4	 Andrew J. Byers

Summary of Chapters

The book is divided into four parts. In part 1, “Oneness and Unity in the 
Scriptures of Israel,” Walter J. Houston offers a fitting opening chapter by 
studying the fundamental ideas of divine and social oneness in the Penta-
teuch. He shows that the claim “God is one” is both inclusive and exclusive. 
The former dimension is demonstrated throughout the creation and patri-
archal narratives in the generic name Elohim by which this divine being 
appropriates identities and functions of other gods and thus engages with 
broader humanity; exclusive oneness is demonstrated in the Moses narra-
tive through Israel’s unique vocation of binding itself to this Lord whose 
name is revealed as YHWH. Houston claims that both the inclusive and 
exclusive components of God’s oneness are stitched into the Pentateuch to 
address disunity among God’s people.

Anna Sieges-Beal explores the tension between inclusivity and exclu-
sivity as social corollaries of divine oneness in the postexilic prophetic 
literature. As monotheistic faith developed in the crucible of exile, a ques-
tion that rose to prominence concerned the relationship of Israel’s one God 
to the nations. The particularity of this God could be used to justify the 
exclusiveness of Israel’s election, as in Joel and in later portions of Isaiah. 
If God is one, the descendants of Abraham alone constitute a correspond-
ing one nation. The particularity of YHWH, however, was also deployed 
to resource a more universalistic vision in which any and all nations may 
offer worship and thereby share in the benefits of Israel. Sieges-Beale fea-
tures Jonah as the ironic exemplar of this view in which the one God of 
Israel is for all people spanning all places.

In part 2, “Oneness and Unity in the Classical World,” Lynette Mitchell 
challenges recent trends that perceive a rigid dichotomy between ancient 
Greeks and the Other. After the collapse of the Mycenaean civilization, dis-
parate Greek communities throughout the Mediterranean world adopted 
practices of identity formation that forged boundary lines that were 
permeable and even inclusive. The hosting of shared cultic events at rec-
ognized sanctuaries established unifying regional networks. The telling of 
foundation stories and the crafting (or discovery) of common genealogies 
reinforced the idea of one Hellenic identity comprising diverse strands and 
encompassing vast geographical space. Greek ideas of oneness and unity 
thus accommodated a broad range of diversity over several centuries.

This inclusive kind of social oneness, however, could be exploited for 
imperial agendas. James R. Harrison’s essay picks up where Mitchell’s ends SBL P
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with Alexander the Great imposing a unity of humankind for the purpose 
of establishing autocratic power. Roman ideas of unity and oneness are 
varied, but they provided a rhetoric for asserting authority over barbar-
ians and other people groups on the borderlands. Though Cicero called 
for a more magnanimous oneness, the Greek idea of οἰκουμένη became 
synonymous with the Roman idea of imperium. In the agonistic politics 
and civil wars leading up to the pax of Augustus, seeking unity among the 
vying ancestral houses and interest groups was political folly. But the unity 
of Rome eventually provided in the Julio-Claudian dynasty was enacted 
through oppression and domination, however grandly portrayed in the 
writings and iconography of the day.

The chapters in part 3, “Oneness and Unity in Early Judaism,” focus on 
Qumran, Philo, and Josephus. Studies on the Essene community behind 
the Dead Sea Scrolls often focus on the sectarian social features that rein-
forced their sense of separation from the world around them. In his chapter 
on this early Jewish group, Carsten Claussen focuses on those exercises 
and ideas that bound them together in a yaḥad, a self-identification con-
noting unity and togetherness. Their theological convictions underwrote 
a carefully organized social life. Requirements for admission, purity prac-
tices, property sharing, torah study, table etiquette, regular meetings, and 
calendar observance all served the consolidation of group identity while 
enforcing intergroup boundaries.

Jutta Leonhardt-Balzer makes a unique contribution in her analysis of 
Philo’s carefully reasoned and often surprising understanding of oneness. 
While he draws on a range of philosophical traditions, Philo’s rationale is 
chiefly grounded in an arithmological theology in which “one” signifies 
God. Like the Creator, “one” is the independent, unmixed, and ungener-
ated generator of the other numbers. It is only when human beings are 
unified in their worship of the one God that their collective oneness is 
welcome, and this unity can include not only faithful Jews but proselytes 
from other ethnicities. Oneness is therefore sourced in the one God and 
finds proper social expression as humans orient their lives and worship 
around him.

Kylie Crabbe shows that, in the works of Josephus, unity is extolled as 
a virtue and linked to the singularity of the Jewish God whose oneness is 
signified by the one temple and distilled socially through the practice of 
Jewish law. In his portraitures of various Jewish groups, evaluations align 
with the degree of internal concord (as among the Pharisees and Essenes) 
or discord (as among the Sadducees). Since Roman rule is divinely sanc-SBL P
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tioned, Josephus decries the Jewish revolutionaries for inciting στάσις and 
posits that the disunity that plagued their ranks assured their defeat. In 
spite of his pro-Roman rhetoric, however, Crabbe discerns a continuity 
across Josephus’s treatment of unity and social concord in which Jewish 
particularism is celebrated and the eventual reign of God is anticipated.

The largest section of the book is part 4, “Oneness and Unity in the 
New Testament and Early Christianity.” Elizabeth E. Shively and Max 
Botner open this arena of study by examining the synoptic evangelists’ 
positioning of the Shema’s command to love God with all of one’s being 
alongside the command to love one’s neighbor in Lev 19:17–18. Such a 
collocation is a christological reconfiguration of the scriptural and early 
Jewish coordination of piety and worship (εὐσεβεία) alongside just and 
honorable treatment of others (διακιοσύνη). In order to practice εὐσεβεία, 
one must recognize Jesus’s identification with the one God; in order to 
practice διακιοσύνη, one must honor one’s neighbor (Mark), even one’s 
enemy (Matthew) and the Other (Luke) within the ethical model Christ 
commands and embodies. Such a Christocentric anchoring of love for the 
one God with love for others gives shape to the Christian community envi-
sioned by each evangelist, erecting confessional social boundaries while 
demolishing others.

My own essay explores the significance of oneness for the Fourth 
Evangelist. In John’s Gospel, Jesus’s prayer at the end of the farewell 
discourse “that they may be one, as we are one” follows a sophisticated 
sequence of development. Two sets of oneness texts from scripture, the 
Shema (Deut 6:4–9) and Ezek 34 and 37, imbue Johannine oneness with 
connotations that are theological, christological, and ecclesiological. In 
John 17, Jesus is not just praying for unity or social harmony (for an 
allegedly fragmented Johannine community); instead, he is praying 
that his disciples might be incorporated into the one people of the one 
Davidic Shepherd who shares in the divine identity of Israel’s one God. 
Moreover, the name that Jesus prays his followers will share with him and 
with the Father is the circumlocution “one.” I close the essay arguing that 
Deut 6:4–9 serves as a subtext underlying the entire gospel. Just as Israel’s 
inception was premised on love for the one God expressed in the honor-
ing of his words, a Johannine Israel is formed through the reception of 
the Word who is one with God.

Alan J. Thompson’s essay on Acts argues that Luke’s thematic pairing 
of early Christian unity alongside Jesus’s universal lordship is premised on 
a widely recognized link in political discourse between kingship and con-SBL P
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cord. Since a unified populace was symptomatic of a praiseworthy reign, 
Roman emperors were keen to preserve and enforce social cohesion. Luke’s 
narrative portraits of Christian community and his attention to conflict 
resolution highlight the reign of Christ, the true royal lord whose unifying 
forces of forgiveness, love, and the Holy Spirit are more effective than the 
unifying forces of military threat or harsh governance. Unity in Acts thus 
articulates a political reality revelatory of the divine.

Stephen C. Barton offers a comprehensive account of oneness and 
unity in 1 Corinthians. Paul’s most divided community was so heavily 
moored to the agonistic and competitive social systems of the dominant 
culture that he has to persuade them toward a reconfiguration of values 
and a reaffirmation of their mutual participation in the one body of Christ. 
The language of oneness and a diverse range of unitive terms and ideas are 
strategically deployed not simply to beckon a fractured social group back 
into cohesion, but to align their new eschatological existence with the “one 
God” of Israel, the “one Lord” of Christian faith, and the “one and the same 
Spirit” of their baptism.

For Robbie Griggs, the leitmotif of oneness in Galatians sheds light 
on some of the knottiest conundrums in Pauline theology. The antithe-
sis between Christ and the law is not ultimately grounded in a human 
inability to comply with its demands, or in Israel’s failure to live by its com-
mands, or in a dogmatic preference for the Christ-event, or even in a new 
eschatological moment in redemptive history. For Paul, there is one God 
with one soteriological plan announced by a singular gospel that generates 
one people who are neither Jew nor gentile per se. The role of torah is thus 
temporally fixed and enduring until the definitive work of Jesus. For Paul, 
it is only within the church—a culturally diverse people who are nonethe-
less one—that the law’s moral vision can find its intended teleology in a 
corporate embodiment of the “one word” of neighbor-love.

With some parallels to Thompson’s chapter, Julien C. H. Smith under-
stands the theme of unity in Ephesians and Colossians as grounded in 
the vision of the ideal king in biblical, early Jewish, and Greco-Roman 
political ideology. Smith identifies and explores a tension in this eccle-
sial unity: If the oneness is enabled by divine and royal decree, how can 
it be maintained by the community? Smith demonstrates that Christ not 
only establishes a cosmic unity in which the church participates, but also 
distributes gifts as a benefactor of virtue by which social barriers are dis-
solved. By putting on the moral character of Christ the king, Christian 
communities distinguish themselves from others within their Mediterra-SBL P
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nean milieu. This distinctiveness is not antagonistic but winsome in its 
social manifestation of concord and peace.

Nicholas J. Moore provides a wide-ranging analysis of several themes 
throughout the Catholic Epistles and Hebrews collectively treated under 
the rubric of “on(c)eness.” His essay opens with a discussion of divine 
oneness in James and the letters of John that have direct social and ethi-
cal consequences. Since God is one, Christian devotion to this singular 
God must also be singular and wholehearted as expected of Israel in the 
Shema of Deut 6:4–9. Within James’s polemical sights are divided loy-
alty, disrupted community, and double-mindedness, expressed with the 
use of the δι- prefix, that fall short in honoring the one God. Though the 
Shema is not directly referred to in the Johannine Epistles, Moore makes 
the case that divine oneness underlies the double love commands to love 
God and one another. Turning to Jude, 1 Peter, and Hebrews, attention is 
drawn to the theologically significant “onceness.” In related but varying 
ways, these writers deployed the term ἅπαξ (and its cognates) to express 
the singularity of a divine event (whether a revelation, Christ’s death, or 
Christ’s entrance into heaven) that bears implications for the life of Chris-
tian communities.

Oneness is sometimes preserved by expedient acts of exclusion. T. J. 
Lang considers Clement of Rome’s exhortation to the disruptive party in 
Corinth to remove themselves in a noble act of self-imposed exile. Using 
the imagery of a “social surd,” Lang argues that there were some social 
scenarios in early Christianity that evaded established tactics for securing 
unity. The Corinthian situation addressed in 1 Clement required a creative 
solution that went beyond Pauline practice. Rather than shunning, ostra-
cizing, or excommunicating those who were disrupting ecclesial harmony, 
Clement offered an alternative option that gave honor and fame to the dis-
turbers of peace and assured them that they would be welcome elsewhere.

The most ardent proponent of Christian unity in the eastern part of 
the empire was surely Ignatius of Antioch. John-Paul Lotz’s study on the 
sociopolitical dimensions of Ignatius’s theologically ordered ideas of one-
ness and unity forms a suitable capstone chapter, closing the volume with 
reflections on a highly developed idea of Christian unity that prompts 
questions for ongoing studies. To situate Ignatius within the intellectual 
and political climate of the Second Sophistic, Lotz opens with an overview 
of the term ὁμόνοια/concordia and then compares the Syrian bishop with 
the writings of a contemporary. Dio Chrysostom’s Orations shed light on 
Ignatius’s Epistles, where the bishop-in-bonds creatively deploys the lan-SBL P
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guage and images of his cultural milieu to consolidate ecclesial unity in the 
person and office of the bishop and in a shared commitment to orthodox 
doctrine.

We offer these studies in the hope that they will contribute rich 
resources from the worlds of the scriptures, Greco-Roman and Jewish 
antiquity, and early Christianity to ongoing reflection on ideas and prac-
tices conducive of the unity of humankind. In a dangerously divided 
world, what is needed more than ever are imaginations able to conceive 
what it will take to build bridges rather than walls. Fresh readings from our 
cultural, political, and religious forebears are a good place to start.
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