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Paul’s call as apostle to the gentiles took place within Judaism and he did not intend 
to become the founder of a new religion. Critically discuss with reference to relevant passages in the Pauline letters.

[bookmark: _Hlk8117915]This essay explores the extent to which Paul retained his Jewish identity after his experience on the Damascus road.  I will evaluate the work of Eisenbaum (2009), Roetzel (1999), Tabor (2012) and Wright (1997; 2005; 2016; 2018) and establish how they use Paul’s letters to build their case as to whether Paul intentionally establish a new and distinctive religion and how he related his beliefs to a Gentile audience in the face of criticism from both Jewish and Christian sources.  The texts examined are exclusively from letters whose authorship by Paul is not in dispute.  The perspective of each academic is considered in turn and then selected Pauline texts chosen as illustrative of their point of view.  I will conclude with an assessment of the different perspectives.      

[bookmark: _Hlk8219656][bookmark: _Hlk8380727]Eisenbaum observes “That there is a gap between what Paul likely intended to say and what we understand…should come as no surprise” (Eisenbaum, 2009, 10).  She argues that the perception, widely-held in the Christian Church for much of its two-thousand-year history, that Paul broke from Judaism to establish and promote Christianity, is mistaken.  She argues that the words that flowed from Paul’s pen reveal him as a devout Jew whose mission was to show that Jesus united both Jew and Gentile in God’s economy.  Her case is that the true picture of Paul has been masked and subverted by the voices of others; Paul’s Jewishness has been diminished and treated as incidental, his writing interpreted as Christian, rather than the work of a Hellenistic Jew.  Eisenbaum maintains that “Too often Pauline scholars have pitted Christian universalism against Jewish particularism.”  She is critical of Käsemann’s assumption that Romans 3 is “speaking polemically against Jews” and concurs with Dahl view that Paul’s rhetorical question “Does God belong to the Jews alone?” (3:29) can only prompt the answer “Of course not” (2009, 197).  

Eisenbaum’s case is that Paul’s espousal of a universalistic concept of God is not the result of his Damascene experience but the articulation of the fundamental Jewish belief that God is both the God of the Jews and of the Gentiles (Gal 3:29) and therefore “No Jew of Paul’s time would deny that God is the God of all peoples” (2009, 197).  Although, in Paul’s earliest letter, 1 Thessalonians, he finds no cause to justify the Jewishness of his stance as he does in Romans (11:1), Galatians (2:15), Philippians (3:4-6) and 2 Corinthians (11:22), nor does he buttress his arguments by quoting from Jewish scriptures, nevertheless, his standpoint is thoroughly Jewish.  He commends the Thessalonians who “turned to God from idols, to serve a living and true God” (1 Thess 1:9).  Eisenbaum characterises “the abandonment of idolatry as the sine qua non of being a righteous Gentile in the eyes of a Jew” (2009, 151).   Eisenbaum acknowledges that Philippians 3:2-9 “ostensibly insinuates that Jewish identity and Christianity are mutually exclusive” (2009, 137) but challenges the view in that “This bifurcated image of Paul’s life” reflects modern assumptions rather than what Paul wrote.  She notes that the present tense is used by Paul “For we are the circumcision…” and argues that “With the possible exception of “Pharisee,” all the labels in the Philippians passage appear to be descriptions that characterise Paul at the time that he wrote…not merely of his earlier life” (2009, 138).  She adds weight to her argument by pointing out a similar use of the present tense in Romans 11:1 and 2 Corinthians 11:22.  Paul expresses no shame or guilt in his Jewishness, but “the rhetoric of Philippians 3 is designed to cause Paul’s rivals to feel shame not for being Jewish but for having made so much of their Jewish status” (2009, 142); this is intra-Jewish dialogue not Christian against Jew.   

Eisenbaum develops the thesis that Paul’s Damascene experience was not so much a conversion as a commissioning.  She argues that salvation by faith has been set in opposition to the law by those who overlook the non-Jewish audience addressed by Paul in the Galatian church.  This issue is tackled by Das who draws attention to Paul’s use in Galatians of “you” and “they.”  The recipients of the letter are “former Gentiles, or non-Jews” who “did not know God” and “had been enslaved to pagan idols” (Das, 2003, 18).  Das identifies the “they” group, described by Paul as those “who are confusing you and want to pervert the gospel of Christ” (Gal 1:7), as a group “promoting adherence to the entirety of the Mosaic Law” (2003, 19).  Paul’s assertion that “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law” (Gal 3:13) is directed at Gentiles who are condemned since as Paul points out (Gal 3:10), according to Deuteronomy, those who do not do what the Torah require are cursed (27:26); it is the relationship of Gentiles vis a vis the law, rather than the law, per se, that is the problem.  Dunn’s observation is helpful, “works of the law” (Gal 3:10; cf. Gal 2:16; 3:2, 5) are the demands of the law that separate the Jew from the Gentile.  Living by works of law is “a mode of living wholly Jewish in character”” (Dunn in Sprinkle, 2013, 83).

Roetzel presents a similar argument.  He sets out to challenge reconstructions of a portrait of Paul dependent on “scrap[s]…a small collection of letters and a historical narrative written a generation after his death” (Roetzel, 1999, 1).  His reappraisal of the evidence concludes that Paul was “a marginal Jew who faced enormous tensions between different cultural and religious communities…who never left his native Judaism” (1999, 2).  He argues Paul redefined his understanding of Judaism in the light of the Christ event.  Roetzel makes the case that only after his death “was Paul’s marginal status overcome, but…at the expense of his Jewishness” (1999, 3).  

Roetzel observes that the dramatic experience that turned Paul from a persecutor of the church to an apostle (Gal 1:14-17) is better described as “a “call” rather than a conversion” (1999, 45).  Roetzel concurs with Munck who argues that Paul’s account resonates with statements made by Isaiah (49:1) and Jeremiah (1:5) that imply not  “a change of religion as our word conversion suggests but rather a divine mission similar to that of the prophets” (Munck in Roetzel, 1999, 45).  In Roetzel’s view Paul speaks as a Jew divinely commissioned as an apostle (Gal 1:1) reaching out to the Gentile community.  Paul’s comments in Romans 11:13-14 (“to make my own people jealous”) make more sense if we accept he is addressing Gentiles worshipping with non-Christ-believing Jews in a Rome synagogue, rather than a community that had already broken away from its Jewish roots.  His words read as a challenge to Jews to embrace Gentile believers, not evidence of Paul’s rejection of his Jewish provenance.  Roetzel’s case is that “Paul was born a Jew, lived as a Jew, and in all likelihood died as a Jew” [who thought] “of his apocalyptic gospel in Jewish terms” (1999, 46).  Paul’s universalism (Gal 3:26-29) is a rejection of Jewish particularism.  

Over many centuries the perception of “discontinuity between Judaism and Christianity in the sharpest possible terms” is “a grotesque caricature of Judaism and a parody of what Paul himself says about his continuing life as a Jew” (1999, 44).  Roetzel observes that “there is not a single line in Paul referring to an intolerable burden of guilt that he suffered under the law” (1999, 44).  Quite the reverse; “under the law, blameless” (Gal 3:6).  Paul, like all Jews grasped that their salvation was to be found in God’s covenant with them and that they understood “the Mosaic Law as a series of mere demands and obligations with no provision for failure” (Das, 2003, 46).  Roetzel interprets Paul’s reference to “his considerable achievements in law observance as “dung” (Phil 3:8) …less a repudiation of his Jewish observance than a revaluation of it in the light of Christ” (1999, 45).  Paul speaks with deep affection of his Jewish inheritance (Rom 9:4-5) and affirms the validity of his Jewish heritage (Rom 11:1-2).  Paul’s continuing, if contentious, interaction with the Jewish community is made clear when he records “Five times I have received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one” (2 Cor 11:24); a punishment inflicted on a member of the Jewish community by the Jewish community.

Roetzel identifies several factors that make it hard for us to hear the authentic voice of Paul and so discern precisely how he perceived his role vis a vis the emerging church.  The primary sources, his letters, only tell part of the story.  We have only one side of the conversation and can only speculate on the missing information.  Roetzel make the critical observation that Paul’s theology is “emergent…and not systematic” and he was “forced to work to reinterpret, in the light of Christ’s death, resurrection, and imminent return, the venerable Jewish tradition so important to him” (1999, 4).

Whereas, Eisenbaum and Roetzel emphasise Paul’s Jewishness and argue that throughout history others have raised his status as the one who broke away from his Jewish roots to become the founder of Christianity, Tabor reads much more intention into Paul’s words.  His contention is that Paul promoted a new way sanctioned by his own unique experience (Gal. 1:12) “surpassing anything any human being had ever received” (Tabor, 2012, 95).  Indeed, Tabor concludes that Paul’s high calling made him “like a “second Christ…appointed by God to fill the key role that would usher in the return of Christ” (2012, 100).    This uniquely elevated sense of calling inevitably set Paul at odds with what the leadership of the church in Jerusalem, “sarcastically referring to James, Peter and John as the so-called pillars” (2012, 19) and declaring “what they actually were makes no difference to me” (Gal 2:6, 9).  The remark is even more cutting if Wright’s assessment is right that “The early Jesus-followers…already saw themselves as an alternative Temple with these three as “pillars”” (Wright, 2018, 99).  Tabor presses the case that Paul’s insights were “clear and unequivocal” (2012, 146), divinely inspired and not interpretations of teaching and traditions lodged with the other apostles.  In asserting “For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you” (1 Cor 11:23) Tabor contends Paul reinforces his authority expressed in an earlier letter to the Galatians; “I want you to know....that the gospel that was proclaimed by me is not of human origin; for I did not receive it from a human source, nor was I taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:11-12).  Controversially, Tabor asserts that the gospel record of the Last Supper “is extremely improbable” since eating flesh and drinking blood would be considered “utterly reprehensible” (2012, 15) in Jewish culture.  In Tabor’s view, the gospel record reflects Paul’s innovative perspective of the Eucharist.  Tabor seems to be saying that the collective memory of those present at the Last Supper counts for little.  Paul’s point is that his authority as an apostle is based on his encounter with the risen Christ, thus “He…identifies God in contrast to man as the source of his gospel” (Sprinkle, 2013, 248).  Clearly, Paul’s relationship with the church in Jerusalem was difficult, however, his words in Galatians seem to me better understood as a way of authenticating his position alongside the other apostles rather than setting him apart from them as Tabor contends.      

Wright describes Paul as a man “who told and lived a Jesus-shaped Jewish message in a confused and contested world” (Wright, 2018, xii).  The scope of Wright’s work is much broader than the focus of this essay; cosmic issues, as in Romans 8, and the political dimension and Christianity’s challenge to the Roman Empire, but he also addresses ecclesiological issues, highlighting Paul’s “constant emphasis on the unity of Jew and gentile in Christ” (Wright, 2016).  Wright challenges the contentious belief that there was a “mismatch between the teaching of Jesus and Paul” that argued “Jesus called people to simple repentance” whereas “Paul developed a complex theology of justification by faith” (Wright, 2005, 154).  Wright’s point is that Jesus and Paul were not proposing a competing set of “theological, religious and/or ethical truths” (2005, 155).  The gospel Paul preached “was explicitly honouring Jesus by not saying and doing the same things but pointing people back to Jesus’ own unique achievements” (2005, 157).  Wright’s contention is that Paul had been “entrusted with the gospel” (Gal 2:7; 1 Thess 2:4) that proclaimed, “Judaism’s long history had reached its climax…in Jesus of Nazareth” (1997, 39).  Paul could therefore declare that the old divisions no longer applied since,   
There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.  And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise.  (Gal 3:28-29)
[bookmark: _GoBack]Consequently, Paul could be “very tolerant of differences on some points…food, drink and holy days” (Rom 14;1 Cor 8) since these reflected differences between ethnic communities, “particularly Jew and Gentile” (2016).  However, he strenuously opposed those who propounded the divisive notion that Gentile Christians should go through the Jewish proselyte conversion practice of circumcision (Gal 2:3; 6:12) thus denying the unity established in Christ.  Furthermore, Paul is intolerant towards those who continue to “sin in the flesh” (Rom 8:3) whatever their ethnicity, status or religion.  His call to both Jew and Gentile is to live a holy lifestyle commensurate with their new status achieved through the cross that “set us free from the present age” (Gal 1:4).  “The imperative of the gospel meant, above all, unity” (2005, 165).  

In asserting that Paul retained, rather than rejected his Jewish heritage, Eisenbaum and Roetzel present a strong case.  Paul’s use of the present tense in Philippians connotes his self-identification as unashamedly Jewish.  His Damascene experience is better understood as a commissioning rather than a conversion; his task, to explain how the crucified Messiah drew Gentiles, previously excluded, into a new covenant community.  Paul’s challenge was to encourage leaders of the Jewish Christian church to embrace Gentile believers.  Tabor, by contrast, sees an unbridgeable divide between Paul and the other apostles.  Inspired by a unique experience of the risen Christ, Paul overcame opposition from the leaders of the Jerusalem church to reshape the church and its message.  Tabor’s imaginative explanation of the institution of the Lord’s Supper illustrates the gulf between Paul and the other apostles.  Wright’s position is more akin to those set out by Eisenbaum and Roetzel.  Wright demonstrates convincingly that Paul wrestled with the consequences of what the life, death and resurrection of Jesus meant for the world.  In particular, he demonstrates how Gentiles are embraced by God’s long-term plan that climaxed in Jesus the Christ.  There is little scope in Paul’s letters for seeing him as the founder of a new religion since “Paul wrote of Jesus in such a way as to claim that Jesus was indeed the embodiment of the one God of Jewish monotheism” (1997, 182).     

[2503 words]       
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