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1602304

Paul’s letters bear evidence of his theologizing, but his statements in the letters are not to be interpreted merely as theological statements. Critically discuss with particular reference to 1 Corinthians.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Paul is a major biblical figure.  As the self-declared apostle to the Gentiles (Romans 11:13; Galatians 2:7), he was responsible virtually single-handedly for the break-out of the Christian faith from the small area of land in the middle east where it began, north and west into Asia and Europe, in his lifetime giving it such impetus that it was eventually to become the largest religion in the world, being professed currently by approximately 31% of inhabitants.[footnoteRef:1]  Furthermore, his letters comprise a large proportion of the Christian New Testament,[footnoteRef:2]  and many of the major tenets of the existent Christian faith are found only in these writings.[footnoteRef:3]  In light of this, he has been lauded as providing ‘(a) theological vision (which) spans the entire sweep of man’s spiritual history and places it in its entirety under the point of view of an unfolding of the eternal purpose of God.’[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  Statistic from https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/04/05/christians-remain-worlds-largest-religious-group-but-they-are-declining-in-europe/ , accessed 5 May 2019.]  [2:  The following New Testament letters only are included for analysis and referenced in this work, namely Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians and Philemon.]  [3:  There are many examples, but perhaps most notable are the proposition of justification by faith (e.g. Romans 3-4) and the revelation of the catching-up of the church as the body of Christ (e.g. 1 Corinthians 15 and 1 Thessalonians 4).]  [4:  Geerhardus Johannes Vos, The Theology of Paul, The Bible Student 7:332-340. [1903] accessed at https://issuu.com/rapalculict/docs/geerhardus-vos---the-theology-of-paul 5 May 2019.] 


His letters, though, were not written in social, political or economic vacuums, and they cannot be fully understood when read as though they were.  The epistles we have were written by a real person to other real people, in the context of real circumstances existing at a real point in time, and to achieve real purposes; after all, in the introductory section of each letter both the letters’ author and its intended recipient/s are identified by name or by group.   J Christiaan Beker summarises the end of this view, saying, ‘Paul’s thought is geared to a specific situation and…his arguments cannot be divorced from the need of the moment.’[footnoteRef:5]  Whether a ‘divorce’ from ‘the need of the moment’ is the only profitable alternative to fully understanding the letters as being of their context has been doubted, though, and other options have been suggested, for example a hybrid contextual background comprising a combination of the circumstances of both Paul’s life and that of the church.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Johan Christiaan Beker, Paul the Apostle: The Triumph of God in Life and Thought, (Fortress Press, p25) quoted in A.J.W. Wedderburn, The Reasons for Romans, (T&T Clark International, New York, 2004)
p3.]  [6:  See further for example, Wedderburn and Kathy Ehrensperger, The New Perspective on Paul and Beyond, in editors, Daniel Patte and Cristina Grenholm, Modern Readings of Romans: Tracking Their Hermeneutical/Theological Trajectory, Romans Through History and Cultures series, vol 10, (London, New York: T&T Clark,2013), p191-219] 


But Paul is also a divisive figure, and not everybody is a fan.  Some see revealed in his writings a tendency towards self-aggrandisement (Tolstoy described him as a “hankerer after mastership”) [footnoteRef:7] and others see in his teachings unjustified and doubtful developments and embellishments of those of Jesus, and, worse still, even direct contradictions.  Friedrich Nietzsche offers a representative summary of such views, writing that ‘The “glad tidings” [of Jesus] were followed closely by the absolutely worst tidings – those of St Paul.’[footnoteRef:8]  These modern-day expressions of doubt about Paul and his teaching mirror similar ones expressed at the time of his ministry, and he frequently had to defend himself against such attacks. [7:  “This deviation begins from the times of the Apostles and especially from that hankerer after mastership Paul” Leo Tolstoy, Church and State (1882), quoted at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pauline_Christianity#cite_note-33 accessed 5 May 2019.]  [8:  1888 essay in editor Oscar Levy, ‘The Antichrist: An Attempted Criticism of Christianity,” sect. 42, in The Complete Works of Friedrich Nietzsche, Vol 16 (New York, 1964) 184f, quoted in John G. Gager, Reinventing Paul, (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2000), p3.] 


It is important to note at the outset that, as this essay title implies, the existence of a series of theologizing statements by Paul does not allow for the assumption that we have all of his ‘theology’.[footnoteRef:9]  That said, this essay will firstly outline the basis upon which Paul presented his theologizing statements.  It will then, for all but the letters to the church at Corinth, provide a brief overview of the circumstances of the composition of his new testament epistles and the place and role of the theologizing statements within them.  Finally, a close look will be taken at 1 Corinthians to try and identify any overarching methodology Paul has for the application of his theology in particular circumstances.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  The phrase ‘merely as theological statements’ within the essay title has been taken here to refer to the notion that Paul’s letters respond to matters of local concern and need within believing communities, and that his theologizing statements form an element of that response i.e. that they have a function as well as an identity.]  [10:  The word limit does not permit an analysis of all elements of the letter.] 


For Paul, his qualification to theologise is based upon his understanding that he was called to be an apostle by God (Rom 1:1; 1 Cor 1:1; Galatians 1:1), and that he received the gospel which he preached, and upon which his teachings are based, not from any man, but directly from the risen Jesus Christ (Galatians 1:12) by means of a series of revelations (2 Cor 12:1, 7).  Prior to that, he notes, as a Pharisee he had been more advanced in his understanding of Judaism than his contemporaries, applying to himself the superlative descriptor ‘a Hebrew born of Hebrews’ (Philippians 3:5), and recording that he ‘advanced in Judaism beyond many of my own age among my people, so extremely zealous was I for the traditions of my fathers’ (Gal 1:14).[footnoteRef:11]  He was clear about the significance of his ministry (Rom 11:13), and he understood that he operated in virgin territory both geographically (Rom 15:20) and prophetically (e.g. 1 Cor 15:51).  As he argued it, it was this divinely-appointed apostleship which provided authority for his theologizing, and consequently he robustly defended it (e.g. 1 Cor 9:1), and based on it he felt qualified to utter ‘the commandments of the Lord’ (1 Cor 14:76) and to differentiate these from his own views (1 Cor 7:6). [11:  Paul’s use of Old Testament references provides some insight into this.  Estimations differ, but Silva argues for 107 explicit OT citations by Paul in the letters ascribed to him in the New Testament - Chart in M. Silva, Old Testament in Paul, in editors Gerald F. Hawthorne, Ralph P. Martin, Daniel G. Reid Dictionary of Paul and His Letters: A Compendium of Contemporary Biblical Scholarship, (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1993), p631.] 


Putting aside the Corinthian correspondence for a moment then to consider the remaining letters subject to this study, the element of reactiveness to local circumstances within in the majority of them can quickly be seen.  For example, his letters to ‘the churches of Galatia’ (Gal 1:2) and to ‘the church of the Thessalonians’ (1 Th 1:1) are very clearly written to address specific (and differing) matters which had been brought to the apostle’s attention as arising there.  Galatians stands as a reproof to this church for allowing themselves to be ‘bewitched’ (Gal 3:1) by those who were, as Paul saw it, seeking to bring them back under the law from which Christ had made them free (Gal 5:1).  His anger at this situation is evident from some of his expressions (for example, ‘O foolish Galatians’ at 3:1), from the overall tone of the letter, and indeed from the truncated nature of his opening address and salutation (specifically, its absence of the usual thanksgiving), with the body of the letter beginning at the comparatively early stage of verse 6.  From this point on in the epistle his theologizing is woven into and throughout the terms of his response to what he has heard.

1 Thessalonians, after an extensive introduction and playback of the circumstances of the establishment of the believing community there, addresses a number of matters important to his readers, and in particular the concern they had about the relative standing before God of those believers who had died prior to the return of Christ, compared to those who would be alive at his return (1 Th 4:13-18).  In this epistle, Paul’s theologizing is woven into the terms both of his fond recollections of the community at Thessalonica (for example 1:4 talks of their election of God and 2:12 describes entry into God’s kingdom of glory) and his addressing of their particular concerns, for example the major passage concerning the ‘catching up’ to meet the Lord in the air, which follows the introductory phrase, begins ‘we would not have you to be ignorant, brethren, concerning…’ (4:13).

The primary purpose of Paul’s letter to the Philippians is to express gratitude for their partnership in the gospel and specifically for their gift (Phi 4:18).  He also notes the treatment the church there was receiving at the hands of its ‘opponents (1:28), and while details as to the nature of this treatment are scarce, we do read of pressure being exerted on the believers by the adversaries to be circumcised (3:2) and of them being described as enemies of the cross, whose priority is depicted as being self-indulgence (3:18-19).  The overarching theme of Paul’s response here is an exhortation for the church to stand fast in the face of this persecution and to rejoice (4:4).  Once more, Paul’s theologizing (for example, the hymn-like verses of 2:5-11 describing the mind of Christ, and his attack upon missionaries preaching circumcision beginning at 3:1) is woven into a text which flows without obvious compartmentalisation from one theme to the next.

Paul’s letter to Philemon is probably the most focussed and the clearest with regard to the purpose of its writing, addressing as it does the question of the slave Onesimus, and his return (whether or not to then be set free is debatable).  Paul requests that Philemon receive Onesimus back (v12), and that if Onesimus had ‘wronged’ him or had a debt towards him that it be counted to his (Paul’s) account (v18).  Paul’s theologizing in this letter is very limited, being restricted to application of the descriptors ‘fellow worker’ (v1) and ‘fellow soldier’ (v2), and to an observation concerning effective witness (v6).

The most difficult letter to analyse in these terms is the one written to the church at Rome.   The specific nature of some of the issues discussed (for example, the abuses of the ‘weaker brother’ in the context of dietary differences arising apparently between Jewish and Gentile believers, beginning at Chapter 14) does imply that the epistle is intended to address localised matters of concern of which Paul had been appraised (although how this may have come about is not clear).  Further support for this notion can be found in Paul’s use of rhetorical questioning (for example, ‘What shall we say then...’ (Rom 6:1; 7:7) and ‘Do you not know, brethren...’ (6:15)).  On the other hand, certain elements of the letter’s contents, for example the reference to the collection for the church at Jerusalem (15:25-7) and his stated plan to use Rome as a stopping-off point for a subsequent journey to Spain (15:24, 28), imply a purpose which included – at least in part – a move overarching desire to establish his credentials before the church, in order to secure for himself a warm regard from them and their support.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  David G. Horrell, An Introduction to the Study of Paul, (T&T Clark, London, 2006), p48.  This is a huge area of scholarly interest, the bottom of which may never be reached.  Gager writes in a slightly different context, ‘Why Paul wrote Romans is still something of an enigma’ (p1) and ‘Indeed, given the impossibility of determining what, if anything, (Paul) knew of Roman believers…’ (p102).] 


Moving on to an overview of the background to and content of 1 Corinthians, this appears to be Paul’s second letter to the church he had established during his second missionary journey (5:9) and was  composed with a two-fold purpose, firstly to respond either to a single report or multiple reports of a generally deteriorating situation within the community at Corinth (1:11, 5:1; 11:18), and secondly to provide answers to questions he had received separately from them by letter (7:1).  So bad was the picture Paul had pieced together of the situation at Corinth that he felt it necessary at an early point in the lengthy correspondence to emphasise to them, and remind them of, their need for and receipt of God’s grace (1:4).[footnoteRef:13] [13:  This was reiterated in 2 Corinthians, where the church at Corinth is described by Paul as ‘our epistle written in our hearts, known and read of all men’, more effective at revealing the power of his ministry than any letters of commendation from men (2 Corinthians 3:1-3).] 


In his letter, then, Paul firstly responds to a verbal report of the deteriorating situation at Corinth, citing the ‘contentions’ of which he had been informed (1:11), whereby factions had apparently formed among the brethren, as they followed individuals (people) rather than correct doctrine.  As the epistle unfolds he goes on to address other specific undesirable aspects of the behaviour of the church, for example the instance of fornication amongst the believers (5:1-13) and the habit they had developed of settling differences amongst themselves by recourse to civil courts (6:1-11).  

In most cases it is clear from his introductory words on a matter those sections of the letter when Paul is responding to a question contained within the written correspondence he had received.  This overarching response section begins at 7:1 with the statement, ‘Now concerning the things about which you wrote’, and this is then followed by ‘subsets’ of this statement which introduce his response to other, specific, matters (7:25; 8:1; 12:1; 16:1).  On this view we see that he deals with questions of marriage, divorce and re-marriage (7:1-40), matters of personal liberty, and specifically issues around eating meat which had been offered to idols (8:1-11:1), spiritual gifts (12:1-14-40) and the ‘collection for the saints’ (16:1-4).

Other matters covered in the letter are less-easily compartmentalised in terms of the origin of the issue (that is, whether by report or enquiry), and these include the distinction between men and women, and in particular the submission of women (11:2-16), the behaviour of the Corinthians at times of communion (11:17-34) and doctrinal matters concerning the resurrection (15:1-58).

Paul’s response to the first matter to which he refers, that of the divisions which had developed as a result of diverse groups of believers following a man rather than a teaching, begins to give insight into Paul’s modus operandi for the application of his theology, as we see him provide a response to the matter before him which is based on an initial theological principal, but which he then expands and expounds into other related teaching (which is sometimes extensive).  Thus, in this instance the identification of divisions amongst them provides him with the opportunity, beginning with the question, ‘Is Christ divided?’ (1:13) and using the example of baptism by himself or others, to develop an extended teaching on the distinction between the wisdom of men and the wisdom of God (1:17-2:16), with this one teaching itself being broken down into other individual elements, for example the means of salvation today (1:17-21), the nature of the Jewish and Greek need for illumination (1:22-24), the fact that his appearance and demeanour whilst he was amongst them was not the critical thing (2:1-5), and others.  Ultimately his response to the matter of the contentions is that the allegiance of the community of believers at Corinth was to be to the message he had brought them i.e. the revelation of the mystery (2:7; 4:1) and not to any individual.

Similarly, in his discourse on the reported case of fornication, the specific instruction to ‘Drive out the wicked person from among you’ (5:13) follows as the conclusion of teaching concerning the effect of leaven (v6-8) and the requirement for separation (v9-12).  Continuing on the theme of saints settling their differences in civil courts, Paul provides teaching on their final role as judges of the world and of angels (6:2-3), their need of humility before one another (v6-7) and the ultimate destination of the unrighteous (v9-10).

For the written questions Paul had received, it seems likely that his response to each matter was of considerably greater length than the enquiry received, as Paul fleshes out his position on the matter in like manner as with the matters of verbal report he addressed, so that the Corinthians might be fully informed.  The most obvious example in this regard is his answer to the question concerning meat previously sacrificed idols.  This runs from 8:1 to 11:1, and takes in matters such as the nature of false gods (8:4-6), the causing to stumble of a weaker brother (8:7-13) and subordination before the brethren, in this section using himself initially as the example, and including subsets of teaching which include the need to bring one’s body into subjection (9:24-27), the teaching from the fate of the fathers journeying with Moses through the wilderness who lacked appropriate humility (10:1-14) and behaviour during times of communion (10:16-17).  

This essay, having first shown that Paul derived his authority to teach from his position as an apostle ‘called by the will of God’ (1 Cor 1:1), has reviewed a number of the letters of Paul briefly, and then 1 Corinthians in more detail, to demonstrate that he applied his learned doctrine, and taught at considerable length within his letters, in the course of responding to matters of local concern amongst the believing community to whom the letters were written.  In this sense, his theologizing statements cease to be ‘merely’ statements positioned in isolation (splendid or otherwise) from real people and their circumstances and concerns, but can be seen as applications intended to modify lives.
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