
 

As I trace the evolutions and revolutions of Judaeo/Christian soteriology, my intention here is to 

locate Paul fairly and squarely in his first century context. 

Without a doubt, Paul’s writings continued to play significant roles in the formulation and formation 

of Christianity and it is difficult to imagine what the various iterations would have looked like without 

his influences. 

However, it is my intention to focus these Chapters on Paul’s world and to present his ideas without 

passing judgment on their validity. 
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The books and articles that I cite provide a wealth of information and thoughts far beyond 
what I have provided. The details of those books and articles are provided in the 
Bibliography of my upcoming Study, currently available in a pre-draft stage at: 

http://www.jwstudies.com/Revolutions_in_Salvation__Draft_August_2017_.pdf 
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Paul’s world 

 

When seeking to understand, even to give voice to a historical figure, one must be aware of 

the tensions that arise from one’s own conditioning. One must go about research humbly, 

remaining open to new discoveries even if these may not sit well with the researcher’s 

predispositions, presuppositions, or even the commitments of one’s faith or non-faith. 

Knowing how to keep oneself and one’s interests distinct from one’s historical subject is an 

art, and a practice in humility. It includes the challenge to listen to criticism open-mindedly 

and to be open to admitting that one’s views need to be adjusted—or even dismissed if 

mistaken.
1
 

 

Is a descriptive NT theology possible? Many are those who express serious doubts about 

the possibility of the descriptive task. … Every historian is subjective in the selection of his 

material, and it is often said that he does more harm when he thinks himself to be 

objective—i.e., when he does not recognize, not to say openly state, what his 

presuppositions and preconceived ideas are.  … 

All this naturally calls for caution; but the relativity of human objectivity does not give us 

an excuse to excel in bias, not even when we state our bias in an introductory chapter. 

What is more important, however, is that once we confine ourselves to the task of 

descriptive biblical theology as a field in its own right, the material itself gives us means to 

check whether our interpretation is correct or not. To be sure, the sources are not extensive 

enough to allow us certainty in all areas; and the right to use some comparative material, 

while disregarding other such material as irrelevant for our texts, gives further reason for 

uncertainty; but from the point of view of method it is clear that our only concern is to find 

out what these words meant when uttered or written by the prophet, the priest, the 

evangelist, or the apostle—and regardless of their meaning in later stages of religious 

history, our own included. Such a program is by and large a new feature in biblical studies, 

a mature fruit of the historical method. It does not necessarily disregard the intent of the 

biblical texts, but captures the implication of their kerygmatic nature when it lifts them out 

of the framework of “theological concepts” and places them back into their Sitz im Leben 

(the “life situation”) of Israel or the church. 

This descriptive task can be carried out by believer and agnostic alike. The believer has the 

advantage of automatic empathy with the believers in the text—but his faith constantly 

threatens to have him modernize the material, if he does not exercise the canons of 

descriptive scholarship rigorously. The agnostic has the advantage of feeling no such 

temptations, but his power of empathy must be considerable if he is to identify himself 

sufficiently with the believer of the first century. Yet both can work side by side, since no 

other tools are called for than those of description in the terms indicated by the texts 

themselves. The meaning for the present—in which the two interpreters are different—is not 

involved, and thus total co-operation is possible, and part of their mutual criticism is to 

watch whether concern for meaning or distaste for meaning colors the descriptions where it 

should not.
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PAUL’S WORLD 

Without the historical context, Paul is subject to great misunderstanding 

Knowing what we can about Paul and his historical context greatly illuminates the seven letters that 

were definitely written by him. Indeed, it is not just illuminating, but essential. Without historical 

contextualization, Paul’s letters remain opaque and subject to great misunderstanding.
3
 

THE IMPORTANCE OF PAUL 

More than any other person, Paul is responsible for the emergence of 
Christianity 

Paul more than any other figure in the New Testament was responsible for the emergence of 

Christianity as a new religion that, though it included Jews, became increasingly separated from 

Judaism. Paul’s importance extends beyond the New Testament into the history of Christianity. Many 

of its most important theologians and reformers were decisively shaped by Paul’s letters.
4
 

Next to Jesus, Paul is the most important person in the New Testament 

Next to Jesus, Paul is the most important person in the New Testament. … Paul’s letters were the 

biblical foundation of the Reformation in the sixteenth century. He has been especially important for 

Protestants ever since. Many of their “big” words come from Paul: “justification,” “grace,” “faith,” 

“sanctification,” “Christ crucified,” “dying and rising with Christ,” “the body of Christ,” and so forth. 

Some scholars call him the “founder of Christianity” or the “second founder of Christianity.”
 5
 

------ 

Paul is second only to Jesus as the most important person in the origins of Christianity. Yet he is not 

universally well regarded, even among Christians. Some find him appealing, and others find him 

appalling; some aren’t sure what to think of him, and others know little about him.
6
 

------ 

Paul was the single most important figure in spreading the movement that began with Jesus and came 

to be known as Christianity (a term Paul himself did not use) to the wider Roman world. His deepest 

influence was largely literary (and postmortem); no fewer than thirteen documents in the New 

Testament were written by him or are attributed to him. In the Book of Acts Paul also features as a 

central figure, although there are crucial differences between what he says or implies in his letters and 

what is said about him in Acts. Yet Acts does preserve valuable information about Paul’s career.
7
 

------ 

Of the three principal figures in the formation of first-generation Christianity, it is Paul who made and 

has made the most lasting impact. James … has been largely ignored by the great church. … Peter …. 

seems to have made little explicit impact on the writings (the NT). … It was Paul, however, who 

made and leaves the strongest impression from the first generation of Christian leadership. ‘The 

second founder of Christianity’ is an accolade of which Paul is not unworthy.
8
 

------ 

It is hardly possible to ignore the influence of Paul in shaping the writings which became the NT. Of 

the twenty-seven writings which make up the NT, no fewer than thirteen are attributed to his 

authorship. Of these no one really disputes seven to be genuinely Pauline.
9
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Paul’s world 
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Paul’s prominence is disproportionately large in the NT canon 

However large Paul’s influence may have been in earliest Christianity, his prominence in the NT 

canon is disproportionately larger. The peculiarity of this fact should not be overlooked. Paul was not 

a historical disciple of Jesus, and even after he became a Christian apostle he stood in an oblique 

relationship with the leading figures of the primitive church. Moreover, Paul’s letters were practical 

expedients of his missionary work.
10

 

PAUL DISCLOSES HIMSELF 

Paul was the first intellectual in the Jesus movement 

In recent years, it has become fashionable to blame Paul for adapting the life and teachings of Jesus, 

the Jew, into the exalted theology of Jesus, the Christ. Paul, [was] perhaps the first intellectual to 

come in touch with the Jesus movement. … Paul was genuinely attracted to Jesus’ inclusive approach 

to Jewish monotheism. Jesus’ call to universal social compassion had struck a chord. … He also 

recognized that the more onerous precepts of Judaism—circumcision, the dietary laws, the strict 

limitations of the Sabbath—were a deterrent for many of these “God-fearing” people.11 

Paul was vigorous, direct, and confident, sometimes arrogant and self-
centered 

[Paul’s] letters tell us a great deal about the man. He was vigorous, direct, and confident, sometimes 

arrogant and self-centered. He wrote for the occasion as he felt, not in the carefully studied literary 

style of the Letter of Aristeas or the Letter to Diognetus, and he could be biting and sarcastic as well 

as humble and pleading; but he was always genuine and utterly devoted to the task in hand.
12

 

Paul, genius with drive and energy 

Paul (Saul’s Roman name) is one of the few individuals in history who merit the title “religious 

genius.” … Paul provided the church with that additional drive and inspiration needed to take it 

beyond any horizons imaginable by its Galilean leaders..
13

 

Paul had a strong authoritarian streak 

Paul also had a strong authoritarian streak in his character. His was the only message. “If any one is 

preaching to you a gospel contrary to that which you received,” he tells the Galatians (Gal. 1:9), “let 

him be accursed.” 
14

 

Paul’s creative, fertile mind 

The invisible features that underlie Pauline Christianity consist in an elaborate doctrinal construct 

developed by Paul’s fertile mind on the subject of the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

… Deep familiarity with Judaism and at least a superficial acquaintance with classical culture, linked 

to a powerful spiritual imagination, enabled Paul to re-use the Jewish religious concepts of 

Messianism and of the merit gained by the self-sacrifice of martyrs, and create out of these elements 

an impressive doctrinal synthesis in which Christ was depicted as the final Saviour.
15

 

Paul was a Jewish Christ mystic 

Paul was not simply a mystic. More precisely, he was a Jewish Christ mystic. He was a Jewish Christ 

mystic because, as already mentioned, Paul was a Jew and in his own mind never ceased being one.  

He was a Jewish Christ mystic because the content of his mystical experiences was Jesus as risen 

Christ and Lord. Afterward, Paul’s identity became an identity “in Christ.” And as a Christ mystic, he 
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saw his Judaism anew in the light of Jesus. … Paul’s phrase “in Christ” (which occurs over a hundred 

times in the genuine letters) is meant vividly and mystically, as is the corresponding “Christ in me”.
16

 

------ 

Paul repeatedly refers to his connection to his readers “in the viscera of Jesus Christ” (see Philippians 

1:8, for example). The “body of Christ” was not merely an abstract image, but an emotional 

connection.
17

 

------ 

Paul had stated openly during his lifetime that he could project his spirit from one place to another (1 

Corinthians 5:3-5).
 18

 

Paul’s ecstatic visions and revelations of the Lord 

In 2 Corinthians (which may combine several letters), Paul says he “will go on to visions and 

revelations of the Lord.” Note the plural: we should not imagine that the Damascus experience was 

his only experience of the risen Christ. Then he speaks of “a person in Christ who . . . was caught up 

to the third heaven.” Though Paul uses third-person language here, he almost certainly refers to 

himself. “Such a person,” he continues, “whether in the body or out of the body I do not know; God 

knows—was caught up into Paradise and heard things that are not to be told, that no mortal is 

permitted to repeat” (12:1-4). 

The passage speaks of entering another level of reality (“the third heaven,” “Paradise”), in an ecstatic 

state (“whether in the body or out of the body, I do not know”), where he heard “things that are not to 

be told.” We do not think that the last phrase means secret information that could in principle be 

disclosed. Rather, it is best understood as something beyond words—”things unutterable,” as an 

earlier translation put it.
19

 

Paul’s message came through special revelation 

Paul was Jesus’ contemporary. He personally knew the first followers of Jesus and his immediate 

disciples, Peter and John, as well as “the Lord’s brother,” James (Gal: 18-19; 2:9). And Paul had come 

into contact with the movement very early, within a few years of Jesus’ execution. Yet, as Paul boasts, 

he was very independent of this original circle. The source of his Gospel (by which he means 

“message”), as distinct from theirs, was neither the earthly Jesus nor a human tradition passed from 

man to man, but the Risen Christ, who had been revealed to him through a special act of God (Gal 

1:11-17; but cf. 1 Cor 11:23; 15:3a). Paul thus places himself at some distance from those traditions, 

presumably emanating from the earthly ministry of Jesus, that the later evangelists eventually wrote 

down.
20

 

Paul had actually seen the resurrected Christ 

While Acts gives a circumstantial account of Paul’s conversion experience, in his letters Paul tells us 

only that God was pleased “to reveal his Son in me” (Galatians i:16). Elsewhere he notes simply that, 

like the other apostles, he has “seen Jesus our Lord,” risen from the dead (1 Corinthians 9:1, 

i5:8).What was important for Paul were not the circumstances or details of his vision of the risen 

Christ but the fact that his vision occurred, that it corresponded to the experience of those who had 

followed Jesus during his lifetime, and that it resulted in his special divine commissioning as the 

primary apostle to the Gentiles. Paul’s conversion was a vision, as the three different, evidently 

romanticized accounts in Acts (in chapters 9, 22, and 26) demonstrate by their disparities. Following 

this vision, Paul withdrew to “Arabia,” by which he meant the territory controlled by Aretas IV of 

Nabatea in his time, and then returned to Damascus (Galatians 1:17). Only after three years did he 
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confer with Peter (“Cephas,” as it is transliterated in English from the Aramaic) and James (Jesus’ 

brother) in Jerusalem.
21

 

Paul saw his vision of the risen Christ as an apokalypsis (a “revelation”) 

It is highly significant that he uses the language of apokalypsis (“revelation,” “disclosure,” a 

breakthrough that is literally apocalyptic), to describe his original vision of the risen Christ (Galatians 

1.16), his having been commissioned with the gospel for the nations (Galatians 1:12), and his decision 

to check in with the apostolic leaders in Jerusalem (Galatians 2:2). He sought to collaborate with 

them, but they were not the source of his conversion, his commissioning, or his ministry to the 

Gentiles; only God could have been the source of those revelations.
22

 

Paul experienced a paradigm shift that transformed him 

The Paul who emerges is an extraordinarily zealous Pharisaic Jew who experienced a paradigm shift 

so profound that it transformed the way he saw the world and all in it. This man is a thinker and 

rhetorician, a visionary and prophet, whose experience of God was so profound that he reimagined the 

conditions of existence. … This is a utopian thinker who joins in the cultural debate of his time over 

what constitutes the value and meaning of humanity. This is a man who has glimpsed what it means to 

live beyond tribal or ethnic boundaries. This is a man who can imagine those considered outsiders as 

equals, a man who has found freedom and meaning in the rag-tag communities of “nobodies.”
23

 

Paul’s letters were strong but his physical presence was weak 

Paul’s strength lay in an ability to dictate immensely powerful letters which could not fail to impress 

their recipients. He was less happy as a preacher. While he could be effective, as the Thessalonians 

bore witness (1 Thess. 2:1ff.), he tended to bore or “rave” when uncertain of his audience. There was 

truth, however, in his Corinthian opponents’ gibe that “his letters are weighty and strong, but his 

bodily presence is weak, and his speech is of no account” (2 Cor. 10:10).
24

 

Paul’s sufferings for Christ 

Are they ministers of Christ? I am talking like a madman—I am a better one: with far greater labors, 

far more imprisonments, with countless floggings, and often near death. Five times I have received 

from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I received a 

stoning.  

Three times I was shipwrecked; for a night and a day I was adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in 

danger from rivers, danger from bandits, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger 

in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brothers and sisters; in toil and 

hardship, through many a sleepless night, hungry and thirsty, often without food, cold and naked.  

And, besides other things, I am under daily pressure because of my anxiety for all the churches.
25

 

Paul provides chronological clues in Galatians 

The Letter to the Galatians seems to have been written in haste; its sometimes reckless style also 

reveals the emotional pressure Paul felt. … Paul gives the most important chronological clues that we 

have concerning the span of time that his public activity lasted: three years after his conversion until 

his first visit with the Jerusalem apostles; and fourteen years until his formal consultation with them 

and other leaders of the emerging church (Galatians 1:18-24). Paul’s purpose in mentioning these 

details is to strengthen his claim that his conversion, his apostolic activity among the Gentiles, and the 

gifts of the Spirit that are evident through him were entirely and directly from God, rather than 

mediated through the Jerusalem-based apostles or their aides.
26
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Paul’s approach was conversational 

Because of modern images of preaching, we tend to think of Paul standing in front of a crowd, large 

or small, and proclaiming the gospel. … But it is unlikely that Paul preached in synagogues or to 

crowds of strangers who were completely unfamiliar with Judaism. … We need to imagine Paul’s 

approach as much more conversational.
27

 

On land, Paul walked everywhere 

He walked thousands of miles, including through mountain passes and across high arid plateaus. 

Despite paintings that depict his being knocked off his horse during his Damascus experience, he 

didn’t travel by horse. Only the military and the wealthy did.
28

 

PAUL THE JEW 

Paul had been a zealous Jew 

[Paul] claims that he “advanced in Judaism beyond many among my people of the same age, for I was 

far more zealous for the traditions of my ancestors” (Galatians 1:14).
29

 

Paul was a committed Pharisaic Jew 

[Paul] was a passionate Jew. He became a Pharisee, a member of a Jewish movement that sought 

through sharp social boundaries to preserve Jewish identity and community in a historical context in 

which accommodation to Hellenistic and Roman culture was a very real threat. … he was a brilliant, 

passionate, committed Pharisaic Jew.
30

 

Paul converted from one form of Judaism to another form 

[Paul] didn’t think of himself as having converted from one religion (Judaism) to another 

(Christianity). He regarded himself as Jewish all of his life, not as a member of a new and different 

religion. His conversion was not from Judaism to Christianity, but from Pharisaic Judaism to 

Christian Judaism. They were different ways of being Jewish. The division into two religions came 

later.
31

 

------ 

Paul never thinks of himself as a convert to some new religion. He preaches the Jewish God, Yahweh, 

and the Jewish Messiah. He preaches in synagogues. When he brings others to believe in Jesus, he 

teaches them from the Jewish holy writings, which were the only “Bible” of the day—his letters 

would not be joined together with later documents to create a separate “New Testament” till long after 

his death.
32

 

Paul always spoke of himself as a Jew 

When it is said that Paul became a Christian, or was converted to Christianity, this offers a polar 

expression that implies that he converted from Judaism to Christianity. Paul did not think of himself 

as being converted from Judaism, and there was no such thing as Christianity, or a Christian church, 

for him to join. He converted others to the Jewish God, Yahweh, but he did not need to be converted 

to Yahweh himself. He taught non-Jews from the Jewish scripture (the only “Bible” that existed in his 

time), saying they must become part of the “seed of Abraham,” inheritors of the Jewish covenant that 

had been extended to them without having been canceled for the Jews. He always spoke of himself as 

a Jew, spoke of “my people,” of the people of Abraham. If Paul was not converted, neither did he 

convert others.
33

 

------ 
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In their initial decades, the Jesus followers did not conceive of themselves as beginning a new 

religion. They understood themselves as the true Israel. Their disagreements were Jewish. One of their 

first major conflicts, for example, was over the membership requirements demanded of Gentiles. This 

problem remains opaque to us until the Jewish context is recovered. The issue was how Gentiles 

become members of Israel.
34

 

Paul is unambiguously Jewish 

Paul is unambiguously Jewish—ethnically, culturally, religiously, morally, and theologically.
35

 

Paul remained subject to Jewish authority 

The fact that Paul says he was subject to forty lashes (less one) five times from synagogical 

authorities (2 Cor 11:24) means that the synagogical authorities as well as Paul himself understood 

that he remained subject to Jewish authority.
36

 

Paul, Jewish persecutor of the Jewish followers of Jesus 

That Paul was a persecutor of followers of Jesus almost from the beginning is certain. He says so 

himself as he briefly refers to his life: he was “circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people 

of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a 

persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless” (Phil. 3.5-6). Paul was a young 

man when he was a persecutor.
37

 

------ 

Some time before his call to be an apostle (c. 33?), Paul had “persecuted the ekklesia of God” that had 

formed within his community in Damascus (Gal 1:13; cf. v. 23; 1 Cor 15:9; Phil 3:6). But we must 

first ascertain what Paul did before we can ask why he did it.
38

 

Paul’s actions when he “persecuted” 

What then did Paul, as one of these hostile Diaspora Jews, actually do when he “persecuted”? 

Probably [the same as] what he later received as an apostle and named persecution: lashing (2 Cor 

11:24). Jewish law specifies two sorts: makkot arbaim, the thirty-nine lashes, traditionally a 

punishment administered for specific violations of negative commandments; and makkot mardut, a 

disciplinary lashing administered at the discretion of the local court. The number of lashes given in 

this latter instance would also be up to the court’s discretion; but if the defendant were to be punished 

kath’ hyperbolēn (to the utmost), he could receive up to the customary legal maximum, thirty-nine. 

Paul’s situation both as persecutor and persecuted suggests that he gave and received makkot mardut, 

discretionary lashing.
39

 

However, Hellenistic thinking influenced Paul 

Although Paul’s primary concern is Jesus’ redefining of the covenant people, the Hellenistic influence 

on him is apparent in both the literary structure of his writing and in several characteristic aspects of 

his thought. … Far from finding any conflict between his convictions as a devout Jew and the insights 

he has gained from pagan culture, Paul draws on both to make his arguments.
40

 

------ 
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Christians are to regard themselves as members of God’s perfect society, politeuma — a term that 

Paul borrows from the Stoic tradition of a humanity obedient to natural law, but which he perceives to 

be the new community in the process of transformation.
41

 

------ 

Paul’s letters reflect how much he had in common with other Jews of the Diaspora during the first 

part of the first century C.E., and how much his thought remains faithful to the biblical heritage. Yet 

in many details his writings also show substantial influence from the Hellenistic culture that 

permeated the eastern Mediterranean world.
42

 

PAUL’S DIFFICULT RELATIONSHIPS 

Few have caused more dissension and hatred than Paul 

Few figures in Western history have been the subject of greater controversy than Saint Paul. Few have 

caused more dissension and hatred. None has suffered more misunderstanding at the hands or both 

friends and enemies. None has produced more animosity between Jews and Christians.
43

 

Paul’s energy and success caused relationships to be strained 

Paul’s fantastic energy and his success in the Dispersion put severe strains on the unity of the church. 

Personal rivalries and schisms he foresaw, as he told the presbyters at Miletus (Acts 20:30). That rival 

groups formed quickly among the Christians there is shown in 1 Corinthians. In 2 Corinthians we find 

the church in actual rebellion against him (2 Cor. 2:5-7:12). In addition, Acts and Paul’s letters show 

that there were quarrels between Paul and his colleagues. He parted from Barnabas. He does not seem 

to have liked Cephas. His relations with James were equivocal and pose serious problems of 

interpretation.
44

 

Paul’s difficult relationships with fellow missionaries 

More difficult still were Paul’s relationships with fellow Christian missionaries in the field, whom in 

his letters he variously describes as “dogs,” “mutilators of the flesh,” “servants of Satan,” and “false 

apostles” (Phil 3:2; 2 Cor 11:12-14; cf. the “false brethren” of Gal 2:4). Such men were guilty, in 

Paul’s eyes, of preaching a “different gospel” and a “different Jesus”—different, that is, from Paul’s 

own.
45

 

The tension between Paul and James 

A tension between Paul and James is present behind Galatians 1–2 that indicates some measure of 

separation between them. First, whether the association is direct or indirect, Paul names James in the 

same breath with those “of the circumcision” who led Jewish believers into hypocrisy with Gentile 

Christians. Further, after Paul introduces himself as one who was “an apostle not from men nor 

through man, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father” (1:1), he refers on four occasions to those 

who were “of repute” among the Jerusalem Christians (2:2, 6a, 6c, 9), then calls the authority of these 

leaders (identified as James, Cephas, and John in 2:9) into question when he contrasts human 

reputation with God’s impartiality (Gal 2:6).
46

 

Paul for the Gentiles, James and Peter for the Jews 

Paul claims to have been explicitly and uniquely called to—indeed, created for—the mission to the 

Gentiles. The Jewish mission he left to James and Peter, to whom he refers with some sarcasm as “so-

called pillars,” later disparaging Peter as a hypocrite whom he opposed “to his face” (Gal 1:15; 2:9, 

11).
47
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Paul was not known in Judea 

Paul describes his activities following his initial visit with James in Jerusalem as having taken place in 

the “regions of Syria and Cilicia,” and he specifies that he is unknown to the churches in Judea, the 

district where Jerusalem was located.
48

 

PAUL AND JESUS 

Paul is the closest eyewitness to Jesus 

The closest thing we have to a surviving author who was an eyewitness to the life of Jesus is the 

Apostle Paul, who, before engaging in his missionary work, met two of the apostles.
49

 

Paul says little about what Jesus said or did 

The apostle Paul, our earliest author, says very little about what Jesus said and did between the time 

he was born and the time he died.
50

 

------ 

Unfortunately, Paul provides hardly any biographical information about Jesus. One reason may be 

that Paul never met Jesus, so [he] knew only what the disciples knew. Most importantly, however, 

Paul believed that the cardinal significance of Jesus was not so much his life and his teachings, but his 

death on the cross. This, as Paul taught, was preordained by God to expiate the sins of mankind.
51

 

------ 

Paul, who … wrote the earliest extant texts of Christianity, does not refer to [Mary’s premarital 

pregnancy] at all. Granted, Paul generally does not show much interest in the details of Jesus’ 

biography, but the idea of the virginal conception by the Holy Spirit would certainly have bolstered 

his argument that Jesus was the Son of God.
52

 

------ 

One of the most striking features of Paul’s surviving letters is just how little he actually tells us about 

Jesus’s life prior to his death.
53

 

------ 

Even though Paul is our one direct link to an eyewitness report, he doesn’t give us much information 

about Jesus.
54

 

------ 

There are, of course, twenty-three other books of the New Testament outside the four Gospels, and so 

one might hope that there would be stories in them about Jesus’ life. But unfortunately, to the surprise 

of many readers, there is very little there indeed. Even the apostle Paul, our earliest author, says very 

little about what Jesus said and did between the time he was born and the time he died.
55

 

------ 

Students are sometimes surprised to learn how little information about the historical Jesus can be 

gleaned from the New Testament writings that fall outside the four Gospels. The apostle Paul, who 

was not personally acquainted with Jesus but who probably knew some of his disciples, provides us 

with the most detail. Regrettably, it is not much. Paul informs us that Jesus: 

• Was born of a woman (Galatians 4:4) 

• Was born as a Jew (Galatians 4:4) 
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• Had brothers (1 Corinthians 9:5), one of whom was named James (Galatians 1:19) 

• Ministered among Jews (Romans 15:7) 

• Had twelve disciples (1 Corinthians 15:5) 

• Instituted the Lord’s Supper (1 Corinthians 11:23-25) 

• Was betrayed (it’s not clear that Paul knows or says this, actually; what he says is that 

Jesus gave his Last Supper on the “night in which he was handed over,” and he may mean 

“handed over by God to his death” instead of “betrayed 11:23”) 

• Was crucified (1 Corinthians 2:2) 

In terms of Jesus’ teachings, in addition to the words at the Last Supper, quoted by Paul at length (1 

Corinthians 11:23-25), Paul refers to two other sayings of Jesus to the effect that believers should not 

get divorced (1 Corinthians 7:10-11) and that they should pay their preachers (1 Corinthians 9:14). 

This is obviously not much to go on. It is enough to show that Paul certainly knew some of the most 

important information about Jesus (for Paul, the two most important things about Jesus were that he 

was crucified and that God raised him from the dead); but it is not enough to help us significantly in 

determining what Jesus’ message was or what he did and experienced throughout his life.
56

 

The teaching of the historical Jesus plays practically no role in Paul 

The great scripture scholar Rudolf Bultmann wrote that “the teaching of the historical Jesus plays no 

role, or practically none, in Paul . . . in fact, his letters barely show any traces of the influence of the 

Palestinian tradition concerning the history and preaching of Jesus.”
57

 

The Jesus of the Gospels and of Paul are different 

The difference between the Jesus of the Gospels and the Jesus of Paul is that the former is understood 

to be a teacher divinely appointed to deliver a message, whereas Paul’s Christ is the very object of this 

message. Paul was not concerned with the concrete details of the life and activities of the historical 

personality called Jesus.
58

 

Paul’s accounts of Jesus’ words may be closer than the variants in the 
Gospels 

Paul’s versions are probably closer to what Jesus said than are later records of it in the Gospels. On 

the Lord’s Meal, for instance, his report is not only the first—written decades before any of the 

Gospel versions—but probably the closest to what Jesus actually said. We should not fall into the 

fallacy of thinking that a saying of Jesus in one of the Gospels is “the original,” which Paul only 

approximates in what seems to be a paraphrase of it. The truth could be the other way around. Out of 

the rich store of oral accounts that would be reflected in the Gospels, that which Paul received may be 

closer to Jesus’ own words than are the variants in the Gospels.
59

 

For Paul, Jesus occupies an inferior position 

Paul never envisaged Jesus as fully sharing the nature of the Deity. When compared to God the 

Father, ‘the Son’ always occupies an inferior position in Pauline thought, although he stands far above 

ordinary humans. The co-equality of the divine persons is a concept that is still centuries away.
60

 

Unlike Jesus, Paul was a city person 

Paul was a city person. Unlike Jesus, who grew up in a small village and whose activity was among 

the peasant class in small towns and rural areas of the Jewish homeland, Paul was urban. He grew up 
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in a city and carried out his vocation in major cities of Asia Minor and Greece, most of them capitals 

of Roman provinces. There is no report of his bringing his message to a small town or village.
61

 

------ 

Paul was inhibited by his urban and Hellenistic background from placing himself in the context of 

rural Palestine where Jesus had worked. … If Jesus taught the multitudes in the countryside and 

instructed his disciples to pray to God as a loving Father, Paul preached in towns to those who, like 

himself, spoke and read Greek and knew their Septuagint; and he sought to interpret the mystery of 

God’s purposes, for the relative few who could comprehend such concepts. …  

[Paul] moved easily among the upper reaches of provincial society, to the governor’s palace at Paphos 

or the Areopagus at Athens. He was not the man to feel compassion for crowds. In some ways, even 

his sense of the elite prepared the way for a Gnostic system of salvation.
62

 

JEWISH COMMUNITIES 

The early Jesus movement is one Jewish faction; what we know as 
“Christianity” did not exist 

Assuming a Jewish, Torah-observant Paul emphasizes the Jewish character of the movement, then the 

early Jesus movement is, in fact, best described as one Jewish faction, like the Pharisees or the 

Qumran community (which no one claims to represent something other than Judaism). What we now 

know as “Christianity” did not yet exist. The normal religious identity within this movement was a 

Jewish identity, and people within this movement believed that at least some non-Jews also would 

have a place in the world to come (as in some other contemporary forms of Judaism).  

I [Magnus Zetterholm] firmly believe that different ideas of the nature of the relationship between 

Israel and the nations were the dominant source of conflicts. Since all Jews within the movement 

continued to live like Jews, while recognizing Jesus as the Messiah, the conflicts reflected in Paul’s 

letters were not about Jewish Torah observance for Jews. … 

The problem this young movement had to overcome was how to … include non-Jews in the 

eschatological people of God.
63

 

The term christianismos does not occur in the New Testament and Paul offers 
no evidence of “Christianity” 

We must ask ourselves whether the earliest followers of Jesus would have recognized themselves as 

belonging under the umbrella term “Christianity,” the companion word of “Christians.” As is well 

known, the term christianismos does not occur in the New Testament; Paul offers no evidence that he 

had ever heard of “Christianity.” Christianos occurs only three times, of which two are found in Acts 

(11:26; 26:28) and one in 1 Peter (4:16), both texts postdating Paul. Paul neither speaks of himself nor 

describes others as christianoi.”
64

 

------ 

If we use the term “Christianity” when we describe what is happening in Paul’s letters, we thus 

illegitimately impose our modern discursive habits on the ancient world and make it behave as if it 

shared Western, twenty-first century concerns as they relate to the divine.
65

 

The first appearances of christianos postdate Paul 

It is widely recognized that the first appearances of christianos postdate Paul and that he never refers 

to himself or anyone else by this term or its cognates.
66
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Paul was not a Christian—a word that was completely unknown to him 

Paul was called by God to fulfill a particular mission, one that was foretold in the Hebrew prophets: to 

bring knowledge of the one God—the God of Israel—to all the nations of the world. Paul believed 

that the recognition of the one God by Gentiles was necessary so that they might have a share in the 

world to come. Thus, Paul was not a Christian—a word that was in any case completely unknown to 

him because it had not yet been invented. He was a Jew who understood himself to be on a divine 

mission. As a Jew, Paul believed himself to be entrusted with the special knowledge God had given 

only to Jews. However, Paul also believed the resurrection of Jesus signaled that the world.
67

 

The idea of “Christianity” for Paul is anachronistic and mistaken 

The idea of “Christianity” for Paul, and that it was conceived of as a “third race” made up of people 

who are neither Jews nor non-Jews, are anachronistic and almost certainly mistaken.
68

 

Paul was not a Christian or the maker of Christian anti-Judaism 

Paul was not a Christian or the maker of Christian anti Judaism; he is a first-century Jew who makes 

sense only in that setting; the gospel of Matthew is a thoroughly Jewish text; and so on.
69

 

Paul was writing his letters from within Judaism, not Christianity 

One must therefore engage in a cross-cultural endeavor that begins with the observation that Paul was 

writing his letters from within Judaism, not Christianity, even if that is not the way that his letters 

have been read since at least some point in the second century.
70

 

Everybody then who accepted Jesus and those who didn’t was Jewish 

The question was not “Is a divine Messiah coming?” but only “Is this carpenter from Nazareth the 

One we are expecting?” Not surprisingly, some Jews said yes and some said no. Today we call the 

first group Christians and the second group Jews, but it was not like that then, not at all. 

Everybody then—both those who accepted Jesus and those who didn’t—was Jewish (or Israelite, the 

actual ancient terminology). Actually, there was no Judaism at all, nor was there Christianity. In fact, 

the idea of “a religion,” that is, one of a number of religions to which one might or might not belong, 

had not come on the scene yet and wouldn’t for centuries. 

By the third century (or even earlier) Christianity became a name for what Christians called 

themselves, but Jews were not to have a name for their religion in one of their own languages until 

sometime in the modern period, perhaps the eighteenth or nineteenth century. Until then terms 

meaning Judaism as the religion of the Jews were used only by non-Jews. 

So, then, what are we talking about? We are not talking about a separate institution, a separate sphere 

of “religion,” still less of a “faith” for Jews. We are talking about the complex of rituals and other 

practices, beliefs and values, history and political loyalties that constituted allegiance to the People of 

Israel, not a religion called Judaism.
71

 

Being religiously Jewish then was much more complicated than it is even now 

Once the Temple was destroyed in A.D.. 70 … some Jews wished to continue sacrifices as best they 

could, while others rejected such practices entirely. Some Jews thought that the purity practices that 

were important in Temple times were still to be practiced, while others thought they were irrelevant. 

There were, moreover, different interpretations of the Torah, different sets of ideas about God, 

different notions of how to practice the Law. In Jerusalem, which had been refounded by priests and 

teachers (scribes) returned from the Babylonian Exile (538 B.C.), new religious ideas and practices 

had been developed. … 
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Being religiously Jewish then was a much more complicated affair than it is even now. There were no 

Rabbis yet, and even the priests in Jerusalem and around the countryside were divided among 

themselves. Not only that, but there were many Jews both in Palestine and outside of it, in places such 

as Alexandria in Egypt, who had very different ideas about what being a good, devout Jew meant. 

Some believed that in order to be a kosher Jew you had to believe in a single divine figure and any 

other belief was simply idol worship. Others believed that God had a divine deputy or emissary or 

even son, exalted above all the angels, who functioned as an intermediary between God and the world 

in creation, revelation, and redemption. 

Many Jews believed that redemption was going to be effected by a human being, an actual hidden 

scion of the house of David—an Anastasia—who at a certain point would take up the scepter and the 

sword, defeat Israel’s enemies, and return her to her former glory. Others believed that the redemption 

was going to be effected by that same second divine figure mentioned above and not a human being at 

all. And still others believed that these two were one and the same, that the Messiah of David would 

be the divine Redeemer. As I said, a complicated affair.
72

 

Many items that would form the checklist for being a Jew or a Christian did not 
form a border line at that time 

For centuries after Jesus’ death, there were people who believed in Jesus’ divinity as the incarnate 

Messiah but who also insisted that in order to be saved they must eat only kosher, keep the Sabbath as 

other Jews do, and circumcise their sons. Here was an environment where many people, it would 

seem, thought that there was no problem in being both a Jew and a Christian. Moreover, many of the 

very items that would form the eventual checklist for being a Jew or being a Christian did not at all 

form a border line at that time. … 

There were also very sharp differences in practice between Christian and Christian: some Christians 

kept much of the Jewish law (or all of it), some kept some rules but dropped others (e.g., the apostolic 

rule of Acts), and still others believed that the entire law needed to be overturned and discarded by 

Christians (even those born Jews). 

Finally, there were Christians who held that Easter was a form of the Jewish Passover, suitably 

interpreted with Jesus as the Lamb of God and paschal sacrifice, while others vigorously denied such 

connections. These had an analogue in practice as well, with the former group celebrating Easter at 

the same time as the Jews celebrated Passover, while the latter just as vigorously insisted that Easter 

must not be when the Jews hold their Passover. There were many other points of conflict as well. 

Until early in the fourth century, all of these different groups and diverse individuals called 

themselves Christians, and quite a few called themselves both Jews and Christians as well. … 

The checklist approach to making an absolute divide between Christian and non-Christian, between 

Jew and non-Jew, came into its own under the Christian Roman Empire, which set much store in 

getting all the messiness sorted out.
73

 

When Paul used the term ekklesia, he did so with a Jewish understanding of 
the term in mind. 

The term ekklesia, from which the translation “church” derived, has also come to represent something 

that is by definition distinguishable from “synagogue.” Yet we know that this terminology was 

already used in the Septuagint before Paul’s time, and it was still used interchangeably to refer to 

assemblies or gatherings of Greeks, Romans, and others, including those of Jews. …  

New Testament translators have developed a convention of referring only to Christ-following 

assemblies as “churches” and those of Jews who do not follow Christ as “synagogues.” … It is 

anachronistic and unhelpful for understanding Paul in his own context to use the translation “church” 

when reading and discussing Paul and his Jewish “assemblies.”
74
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------ 

When we hear “church,” we associate the term with a non Jewish Christian religious institution. But 

this was not what Paul and his contemporaries heard when ekklesia was used. For them, ekklesia 

could be a referent to a democratic-like Greek or Roman institution, a Jewish public institution, or a 

Jewish voluntary association. These institutions were thus either civic (Greco-Roman or Jewish) or 

non-civic (Jewish associations); none of them were exclusively “religious” organizations. 

We may be reasonably sure that when Paul used the term ekklesia, he did so with a Jewish 

understanding of the term in mind.
75

 

------ 

It becomes quite clear that the English translation “church” is inappropriate and misleading, since it 

conjures up not only a (modern) religious non-civic, non-political setting, but more importantly, 

imposes on the ancients a separate non-Jewish institutional identity for those who claimed Jesus to be 

the Messiah.
76

 

------ 

Far from denoting non-Jewish institutions, Paul’s use of ekklesia indicates that as the “apostle to the 

nations” he is inviting non-Jews to participate in specific Jewish institutional settings, where they may 

share with Jews the experience of living with the risen Messiah, of living “in Christ.”
77

 

A difference arose between Jewish groups around eschatological convictions 

Paul’s argument is time specific, claiming something new has transpired in the midst of the present 

age. It is on the matter of what is appropriate now regarding non-Jews turning to Judaism’s God that a 

comparison of Paul’s Judaism with other Judaisms exhibits a salient difference of opinion.  

His Jewish coalition claims that the end of the ages has already dawned, and thus, that the re-

identification of non-Jews now takes place on the awaited-age terms. That proposition is unique to the 

Christ-believing Jewish groups. It revolves around a different answer to the question, “What time is it 

now? on the basis of a different belief about the meaning of Jesus Christ, and in particular, based on 

the claim that God has already raised him from the grave. 

We thus encounter a familiar difference arising between Jewish groups, one that turns around 

eschatological convictions. The issue is not whether the Torah obtains, but how it functions in the 

present age for non-Jews, in contrast to Jews.
78

 

Pauline Christianity appears as a significant new departure 

Compared with the charismatic-eschatological religion of Jesus and the charismatic-eschatological 

messianic doctrine of the early Jewish-Christian church, Pauline Christianity appears as a significant 

new departure. It is not surprising therefore that Paul is often presented as the true founder of the 

religion centred on Jesus, not only by iconoclastic New Testament scholars like Gerd Lüdemann 

(Paul, The Founder of Christianity, 2.002.), but even by as authoritative a textbook as The Oxford 

Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd rev. edn, 1997), which states that ‘Paul came widely to be 

regarded as the creator of the whole doctrinal and ecclesiastical system presupposed in his Epistles’ 

(p. 1048).
79

 

Not one person created Christianity 

No one person created Christianity and there never was a single entity called Christianity. … 

Diversity and dispute were the rule from the beginning and remain so today. … In a remarkable 
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number of epochs, this is how [Paul] came to be seen—as the founder of Christianity. For some, this 

was a good thing; for others, not at all.
80

 

JEWISH DOCUMENTS 

The vast majority of the 27 New Testament books were written by Jews before 
there was any Christianity 

While people intuitively think of the New Testament—of which Paul’s letters are a significant part—

as Christian, the vast majority of the twenty-seven documents that currently comprise the New 

Testament were written by Jews at a time before there was any such thing as Christianity.
81

 

The Gospels and the letters of Paul are part of the religion of first century 
Israel 

By now, almost everyone recognizes that the historical Jesus was a Jew who followed ancient Jewish 

ways. There is also growing recognition that the Gospels themselves and even the letters of Paul are 

part and parcel of the religion of the People of Israel in the first century A.D.
82

 

Christianity hijacked the Old Testament and the New Testament 

Christianity hijacked not only the Old Testament but the New Testament as well by turning that 

thoroughly Jewish text away from its cultural origins among the Jewish communities of Palestine in 

the first century and making it an attack on the traditions of the Jews, traditions that, I [Daniel 

Boyarin] maintain, it sought to uphold and not destroy, traditions that give the narrative its richest 

literary and hermeneutical context.
83

 

In the first century, Paul’s letters did not function as a marker of Christian 
identity 

Paul’s letters are appropriately called Christian because Christians chose to canonize them, and 

Christians continue to value them as authoritative and incorporate them in their worship. 

Complementarily, Jews do not recognize them as authoritative and do not use them in worship. 

From a Christian and a Jewish perspective, then, Paul’s letters are an essential feature of Christianity 

and thus a marker of Christian identity. But in the first century the letters could not possibly have 

functioned as a marker distinctive of Christian identity. 

First, there is the obvious reason that there was no such religious category “Christian.” As far as can 

be determined by historians, archaeologists, and biblical scholars, there were no distinctively 

Christian institutions, buildings, or symbols in the first century, and a few scholars believe that 

Christians did not materially distinguish themselves until the late third or early fourth century. 

Beyond that, there were other believers in Jesus who were not part of the Pauline circle; some of them 

even seemed to have opposed Paul. Thus, for the first several generations of believers in Jesus, Paul 

and Paul’s letters did not inform all Christians’ belief in Jesus.
84

 

Paul’s genuine letters 

There are different ways to count Paul’s letters, depending on what criteria you choose to use. The 

correct answer in this book is seven. They include the following: Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, 

Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, and Philemon. Restricting myself to these seven letters is due 

to the credibility of these documents above all others as sources. … 
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What about Ephesians, Colossians, and 2 Thessalonians? Or how about 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus? 

These texts claim to be written by Paul, but scholars dispute their authenticity. To put it bluntly, many 

scholars, myself included, do not believe Paul is really the author of these letters. According to this 

view, they are pseudonymous; that is, they are ascribed to Paul, but Paul didn’t write them. That 

makes these texts historically unreliable for reconstructing Paul.
85

 

The earliest evidence we have of Christian life and faith comes from Paul 

Our access to this early oral process of theological creativity is limited. It lies in the written records 

that emerged over a fifty-year period (roughly 50 CE to 100 CE) and that required an even longer 

time (three centuries) to be regarded as “scripture.” And while the Gospels seem chronologically 

closest to the historical events, in fact the earliest evidence that we have of Christian life and faith 

come from Paul’s letters.
86

 

------ 

While Paul’s name is attached to a range of books in the New Testament, the following are generally 

accepted as authentically authored by Paul: Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 

Thessalonians, and Philemon. Scholars differ on the dating of these but the generally accepted 

timeframe would be 55 CE (1 Thess.) to the late 50s (Rom.) or early 60s (Phil.).
87

 

Letters from the 50s portray Paul differently to the later letters 

The seven letters universally accepted as coming from Paul in the 50s portray a Paul quite different 

from the Paul of the other six letters.
88

 

------ 

The seven in their probable order of composition are: 

 First Letter to the Thessalonians 

 Letter to the Galatians 

 Letter to the Philippians 

 Letter to Philemon 

 First Letter to the Corinthians 

 Second Letter to the Corinthians 

 Letter to the Romans.
89

 

Paul and his writings 

Not all the letters attributed to [Paul] in the canon are his. Ancient Christian tradition ascribed 

fourteen of the twenty-seven writings comprising the New Testament to Paul. Modern scholarship 

accepts as definitely Pauline only half that number: 1 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Philippians, 

Philemon, Galatians, and Romans (in probable order of composition). The Pauline authorship of all 

the others—2 Thessalonians, Ephesians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Timothy, and Titus—is disputed; that of 

Hebrews, dismissed. This second group originated most probably not from Paul himself, but from 

various early Christians in the generation following who saw themselves as standing in a tradition 

established by Paul and who accordingly wrote in his name. The theologies of this second group vary 

much among themselves and differ markedly from that of Paul. That Paul was so widely interpreted 

by those who stood so close to him should caution us about the difficulties of his thought. 

Questions also surround the literary integrity of the individual letters: we cannot be sure whether the 

text of the letters as we now have them is substantially the same as when Paul dictated them. Many 

scholars, for example, see several letters edited together in our present versions of Philippians, 2 
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Corinthians, and Romans; others argue that a significantly anachronistic interpolation, post-70 C.E., 

follows 1 Thessalonians 1:13.
90

 

------ 

The Pastoral Epistles (the Timothy letters and Titus), which most (not all) scholars consider to be 

pseudepigraphical: attributed to, but not written by, Paul.
91

 

------ 

The investigation here [by Paula Fredriksen] focuses solely on the information Paul provides in his 

own letters: I resist supplementing that information with the stories about Paul provided in Acts. Acts 

dates from a significantly later period, well after the Roman destruction of Jerusalem in 70. By that 

time, the original community gathered in Jerusalem, to which Paul had a complicated and highly 

charged relationship, had virtually disappeared. Further, as we shall see, the information that Acts 

relates about Paul—most specifically, on the event and circumstances of his call to be an apostle to 

the Gentiles, and on his later negotiations with the Jerusalem community—contradicts Paul’s own 

statements in crucial ways. Finally, Paul’s speeches in Acts, according to the conventions of ancient 

historiography, are the free compositions of the author; they thus tell us more about Luke than about 

Paul. For all these reasons, then, Acts is not used here as a source for reconstructing Paul’s reflections 

on the figure of Jesus.
92

 

PAUL’S ROMAN CONTEXT 

The Divine Son of God, God Incarnate, Lord, Redeemer, Saviour 

Before Jesus was born or even if he had never existed—another human being was already proclaimed 

Son of God and, indeed, God Incarnate within the same first common-era century and within the same 

Mediterranean world. In fact, almost all the sacred terms and solemn titles that we might think of as 

Christian creations or even Pauline inventions were already associated with Caesar Augustus, the first 

undisputed ruler of the Roman Empire, from 31 BCE to 14 CE. 

Augustus was Divine, Son of God, God, and God from God. He was Lord, Liberator, Redeemer, and 

Savior of the World—not just of Italy or the Mediterranean, mind you, but of the entire inhabited 

earth. Words like “justice” and “peace,” “epiphany” and “gospel,” “grace” and “salvation” were 

already associated with him. Even “sin” and “atonement” were connected to him as well. …  

All those assertions, terms, and titles were at home within Roman imperial theology and incarnated in 

Caesar the Augustus before they ever appeared in Pauline Christian theology and were incarnated in 

Jesus the Christ.
93

 

Jesus is Lord – Caesar is not 

In the first-century setting of Paul and his hearers, “Christ crucified” had an anti-imperial meaning. 

Paul’s shorthand summary was not “Jesus died,” not “Jesus was killed,” but “Christ crucified.” Jesus 

didn’t just die, wasn’t simply murdered—he was crucified. This meant that Jesus had been executed 

by imperial authority: crucifixion was a Roman form of execution. In Paul’s world, a cross was 

always a Roman cross. 

Rome reserved crucifixion for two categories of people: those who challenged imperial rule (violently 

or nonviolently) and chronically defiant slaves (not simply occasionally disobedient or difficult 

slaves). If you were a murderer or a robber, you would not be crucified, though you might be executed 

another way. The two groups who were crucified had something in common: both rejected Roman 

imperial domination. Crucifixion was a very public, prolonged, and painful form of execution that 

carried the message, “Don’t you dare defy imperial authority, or this will happen to you.” It was state 

torture and terrorism. 
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To proclaim “Christ crucified” was to signal at once that Jesus was an anti-imperial figure, and that 

Paul’s gospel was an anti-imperial gospel. The empire killed Jesus. The cross was the imperial “no” to 

Jesus. But God had raised him. … 

Executed by Rome exposed the nature of the rulers of that world. … Vindicated by God—raised by 

God—meant Jesus is Lord, and thus the powers that executed him were not. In language that 

confronted and countered Roman imperial theology: Jesus is Lord—Caesar is not.
94

 

MARCION’S DESCRIPTIONS OF PAUL 

Marcion considered Paul to be the only authentic apostle of Jesus 

Marcion took his inspiration from the letters of Paul, most notably Galatians. He regarded Paul as the 

only authentic apostle of Jesus. He was deeply impressed with Paul’s contrast of law and grace.
95

 

------ 

Marcion evidently concluded that Paul was the only true apostle of Jesus and that Peter and the others 

were false apostles. … Marcionite Christianity is, therefore, an impressive example of the attempt to 

gain support from the Pauline legacy.
96

 

The major elements in Marcion’s understanding of Paul 

The major elements in Marcion’s understanding of Paul are clear: the affirmation that Paul was the 

only apostle; that his gospel was the only true gospel; that this gospel entailed a total renunciation of 

Torah and of the Scriptures associated with it; that false apostles, including James and Peter, 

attempted to undermine Paul’s ministry and to re-Judaize Christian teachings; that these false teachers 

interpolated non-Pauline sections into Paul’s letters; that when the interpolations are removed the 

letters of Paul consistently teach that the rule of law has been superseded through Jesus Christ, by 

whom human beings are justified by grace. Thus the purged letters of Paul, along with the gospel, 

constitute sacred and authoritative literature for Marcionite Christians.
97

 

ACTS’ DESCRIPTIONS OF PAUL 

Luke did not know the real Paul 

[Richard] Pervo treats some 86/ 87 places in Acts that exhibit traces of Pauline letters, including 

Romans, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and 1 

Thessalonians. The presence of Ephesians and Colossians in this list is significant in showing that 

what was available to Luke was a collection of letters assumed to be by Paul. It means that Luke 

wrote after the publication of the deutero-Pauline letters and that, unlike modern scholars, he was 

unable to distinguish between authentic and inauthentic Pauline letters. This observation virtually 

excludes contentions that Luke may have known the real Paul. The Paul known to Luke was the Paul 

who had been filtered through the deutero-Pauline school.
98

 

The characterization of Paul in Acts is fundamentally a literary answer to 
Marcion 

I [Joseph Tyson] …  think that the characterization of Paul in Acts is fundamentally a literary answer 

to Marcion. In addition, the content of Paul’s preaching in Acts seems intended to counter the claims 

of Marcionite Christianity.
99

 

------ 

In my judgment, the author of Acts is not dealing directly with the real Paul, whom he did not know, 

but with the Paul of Marcion. … In the effort to rescue Paul from the Marcionites, the author of Acts 
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portrayed him as a faithful Pharisaic Jew who worked in tandem with the other apostles. If Acts was 

written, at least in part, as a reaction against the Marcionite interpretation of the Pauline letters, it is 

not difficult to understand the characterization of Paul that meets us in this book.
100

 

Acts is a tricky source to use in terms of history 

Precisely because of its genre as a work of history in the ancient sense, Acts is a very tricky source to 

use in terms of modern history. Ongoing debate about how to sift historical information from thematic 

and rhetorical elements in Acts means that using Acts to any significant degree would necessarily 

involve methodological complications that I prefer to avoid in this study. Thus, the stories and 

speeches in Acts play virtually no role in this study of Paul.
101

 

Paul’s biographical information seems to contradict Luke’s 

Unfortunately, what little biographical information Paul does give us seems to fatally compromise, if 

not contradict, what we have from Luke. Paul himself never states that he studied in Jerusalem under 

Gamaliel or anyone else (as we would expect he would when he boasts of being a “Hebrew of 

Hebrews”; Phil 3:4-6); nor that he participated in any way in persecutions there (as we would expect 

when he speaks of his former life as a “persecutor”; e.g. Gal 1:13-14). Further, he explicitly denies 

that he went up to Jerusalem immediately after his call or sought to confer with the original disciples 

until some time later, after a sojourn in Arabia and another trip to Damascus. At this point, “after three 

years,” Paul reports that he “was still not known by face”—either as a persecutor (cf. Acts 8:1) or as 

an apostle (cf. Acts 9:2.8-29)—to the churches of Judea (Gal 1:17-2.4).
102

 

The Characterization of Paul in Acts is at odds with what may be drawn from 
his letters 

An intriguing aspect of the characterization of Paul in Acts is the parallelism with Peter. Both 

characters deliver speeches, perform healings and resurrections, defeat workers of magic, correct 

inadequate teaching, are miraculously released from prison, and witness the giving of the Spirit and 

the phenomenon of glossolalia among converts. This parallelization has long been noted.
103

 

------ 

Acts gives us a characterization of Paul that is at odds with what may be drawn from his letters.
104

 

Luke’s descriptions of the persecutions are unreliable 

Religious contention invariably leads, in Luke’s account, to violent persecution—imprisonments, 

executions, mob fury, and attempted assassinations. Luke makes this case especially in his 

presentation of Paul. Paul himself, in his own letters, says only that he persecuted the ekklesia “kath’ 

hyperbolēn,” (to the utmost; Gal 1:13). But Luke supplies a description of this activity: Paul witnesses 

and approves the murder/execution of Stephen in Jerusalem (8:1); he has Christians imprisoned (8:3, 

cf. 9:2; 22:4; 26:10); he votes the death penalty whenever the Sanhedrin tries them; in “raging fury” 

he plans to extend his activities to Damascus (26:12.; also 9:2; 22:5). And once the shoe is on the 

other foot, the Jews of the Diaspora plot continuously to murder Paul (9:19-24, 26-30; contrast with 

the relatively benign Roman involvement, 13:12, 50; 14:2, 19; 17:5; 18:1-13, etc.). 

How reliable is Acts’ picture of these Jewish persecutions? Where we have independent evidence—

Paul for the Diaspora, Josephus for Jerusalem—Luke does not fare well. Paul himself, for example, 

nowhere seems to understand “persecution” as “execution.” When he complains of Jews 

“persecuting” him in the Diaspora, he specifies receiving “thirty-nine lashes,” the maximum number 

allowed by synagogue courts (2 Cor 11:24). Further, and again against Luke, Paul asserts that his 

activity began in Damascus, not Judea (cf. Gal 1:22-23). And in any case, local synagogue courts in 
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the Diaspora during this period do not seem to have had authority to execute capital cases (cf. Acts 

26: 10). … Also, if the Sanhedrin had authority in such capital cases, Pilate’s role in Jesus’ death 

would have been superfluous.
105

 

In Acts, Paul is not an Apostle 

The question of the apostleship of Paul in Acts is a particularly thorny one that has elicited a great 

deal of debate. A discussion of it should begin with the observation that the requirements set forth by 

Peter in his first speech in Acts 1:21-22 define apostleship in such a way that Paul could not have 

been accorded the title: “So one of the men who have accompanied us during all the time that the 

Lord Jesus went in and out among us, beginning from the baptism of John until the day when he was 

taken up from us—one of these must become a witness with us to his resurrection.” 

Further, the narrative in Acts 1 makes it clear that the apostles must be twelve in number, since the 

twelfth apostle, Judas Iscariot, must be replaced. Given these stipulations there is no way for Paul to 

be called an apostle in Acts. He was not appointed by Jesus; he was not with the other 

disciples/apostles from the time of Jesus’ baptism by John to the time of the ascension; and his 

inclusion as apostle would expand a group whose number must remain constant.
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PAUL’S GOSPEL 

Paul was neither a systematic theologian nor an ethicist 

[Paul] does not divide his letter into neatly defined sections of theology and ethics. … Theology and 

ethics are intimately related to each other for Paul. 

Neither a systematic theologian nor an ethicist, Paul is the herald of a gospel in which theological and 

ethical issues are so closely related that it is difficult for the apostle to proclaim this gospel without 

pointing to its ethical implications or to speak of its ethical demands without proclaiming the gospel. 

So Victor Furnish (1968, 110) writes, “Neither ‘theology’ nor ‘ethics’ nor a combination of the two is 

to be equated with ‘the gospel.’ Rather, the good news Paul preaches finds expression now in 

theological statements, now in ethical exhortations.”
107

 

ESCHATOLOGY 

Paul’s message was driven by his eschatology 

The Christianity taught by Paul, like the religion preached by Jesus, was driven by an overpowering 

eschatological ardour. ... Throwing all caution to the winds, [Paul] boldly asserted — as a certainty 

based on Christ’s promise — that he and his flock would participate in the great encounter.
108

 

For Paul, the “final days” had already arrived 

Christ’s resurrection itself proves the nearness of the End of all things: it is a sign, for Paul, that the 

final days are not merely “at hand,” but have already arrived. It is upon us, he informs his Corinthian 

community, that the end of the ages has come (ta telē tōn aiōnōn katēntēken; 1 Cor 10:11); “The form 

of this cosmos is passing away” (7:31). 

Nor shall this final period extend indefinitely: Paul expects to live to see the Last Days. He speaks of 

his hope for the transformation of his present body before death (2 Cor 5:1-5), and in light of his 

conviction, he even feels it reasonable to urge his congregants to forswear sexual activity, “[for] the 

appointed time has grown very short” (1 Cor 7:26, 29). So near is the End that both Paul and his 

communities are troubled by the death of believers before Christ’s Second Coming: they did not 

expect this and do not know what to make of it (1 Thes 4:13). … 

Paul’s deep and fervent conviction that the End is upon him spurs him on his missions to the Gentiles.  

… Commonplace moralisms are charged with new meaning and urgency, for the fast approaching 

Day of the Lord will be a day of judgment and wrath (1 Thes 1:9; 4:6; Rom 1:18; 2:16, etc.). The 

Lord is at hand (Phil 4:5): Marana tha! Lord, come! (1 Cor 6:22). This expectation marks all Paul’s 

letters. …  

Paul’s Christ is the eschatological Deliverer (Rom 11:26). With his resurrection, he signaled the 

beginning of the End; with his return, he will shortly sum up the ages. The rescue mission for which 

God had commissioned his Son (Phil 2:5-11), is now all but complete, Paul urges.
109

 

------ 

The first Letter to the Thessalonian church, which Paul wrote with Silvanus (also referred to as Silas, 

a key figure connected with the church in Jerusalem) and Timothy, represents the earliest example of 

Paul’s preserved correspondence. … [1 Thessalonians] focuses on Jesus as divine Son, who alone can 

deliver humanity from the rapidly approaching end of the ages (1:10). This eschatological tenor is 

typical of primitive Christianity and characterizes Paul’s letters as a whole. Time is truly short, 

because the day of the Lord comes as a thief in the night (5:2), at a time that cannot be reckoned.
110
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PAUL CONSIDERED HIS GOSPEL TO BE UNIQUELY TRUE 

The Gospel that Paul Preaches 

What Paul preaches can be summed up in single word: euangelion. Paul proclaims the gospel, the 

good news of what God has accomplished in Christ’s saving death and resurrection. For Paul this 

gospel is God’s power—not a faint reflection of it, not an imitation of it, not a representation of it, but 

the very power of God. To proclaim the gospel is to make God’s salvific power present to all who 

believe, Gentile as well as Jew.
111

 

------ 

The gospel that Paul proclaims is God’s own good news, God’s gospel ([Romans] 1:1). The content 

of this gospel is God’s Son; it is a gospel about Christ (1:4). This gospel is the power of God that 

brings people to salvation (1:16), for in the proclamation of the gospel, God’s own righteousness (that 

is, God’s saving justice, God’s way of righting wrong, God’s faithfulness and integrity) is revealed 

(1:17). In the face of sin, this righteousness is manifested as wrath, which results in condemnation for 

those who willfully refuse to acknowledge the truth and glory of God (1:18; 2:5). But God’s 

judgments are always just because God is an impartial judge (2:11).
112

 

------ 

The preaching of the gospel discloses God’s eternal purpose for Gentile and Jew. The preaching of the 

gospel reveals how God has justified and reconciled humanity to himself. The preaching of the gospel 

assures the reconciled and justified of the salvation that awaits them and the entire cosmos at the 

resurrection of the dead.
113

 

Paul called the Galatians back to his gospel, stressing its sufficiency 

Paul calls the Galatians back to his gospel, back to the beginnings of their faith. He stresses the 

sufficiency of Christ and of what they have already received. They “received the Spirit,” not by 

“works of the law” but by the “hearing of faith” ([Galatians] 3:2). “Walking by the Spirit” (5:16, 25), 

furthermore, will produce “fruit” (5:22) and will reap an eschatological harvest (6:7-9).
114

 

Paul’s Soteriology 

In [Romans] chapter 5 Paul employs four concepts to explain the benefits of Christ’s redemptive 

work: justification, reconciliation, salvation, and eternal life. By justification, Paul means that God 

has acquitted humanity of its sinfulness on the basis of Christ’s righteous act of obedience on the 

cross (5:18). Thus Paul insists that Christ-believers are justified on the basis of faith (5:1) by the blood 

of Christ (5:9), that is, by Christ’s death. … 

Whereas justification is a forensic concept, reconciliation is a social concept. … Even though 

believers are justified and reconciled, they are not yet saved, as is evident from what Paul writes in 

Rom. 5:9-10. …  

The justified will not experience the fullness of salvation until they have been raised from the dead 

and share the fullness of Christ’s resurrection life. Thus the fourth soteriological concept of this 

chapter—eternal life—is closely related to the third. 

For Paul, salvation is eternal life, the reversal of the death that Adam’s sin introduced into the 

world.
115

 

God judges all impartially on the basis of what they do 

God does not discriminate between people on the basis of who they are but judges all impartially on 

the basis of what they do. As noted above, the distinctive aspect of Paul’s teaching is not so much the 

concept of divine impartiality as it is the manner in which he applies this concept to Gentiles and 
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Jews. He affirms that although there is a fundamental difference in the way Gentiles and Jews are 

related to God (since only the Jewish people stand in a covenant relationship to God), God remains an 

impartial judge, who judges both on the basis of what they do rather than on the basis of who they 

are.
116

 

------ 

In Paul’s words, God rewards each according to works ([Romans] 2:6). Because God is an impartial 

judge, it is not the hearers of the law who will be justified but those who do the law (2:13).
117

 

Paul chastised the Galatians for turning so quickly to a different gospel 

Paul chastises the Galatians for “turning so quickly from the one who called [them] to a different 

gospel” (1:6). This “different gospel,” which has come to the Galatian believers through certain 

“agitators” (1:7; 5:12), is one which claims to “complete” (3:3) the gospel Paul preached to them. The 

agitators’ gospel adds adherence to the law--in particular, circumcision--as a necessary condition for 

full participation in the people of God (2:3-5, 11-14; 6:12-13). For Paul, this false gospel (cf. Paul’s 

references to “the truth of the gospel,” 2:5, 14) relies on ‘“works of the law” (2:15-21; 3:2) teaches 

that righteousness comes through the law (2:21) and therefore nullifies the grace of God and renders 

Christ’s death ‘useless” (2:21). This “different gospel” also has disastrous effects in the body of Christ 

by dividing Jewish and gentile believers (2:11-14; 3:28; 5:13-15).
118

 

The Galatians sought to add human achievement 

By attempting to add “works of the law” to faith, the Galatians have added human achievement to the 

divine gift.
119

 

THE DEATH OF CHRIST 

Jesus’ death was for the sins of both Jews and Gentiles 

In [Galatians] 4:9, Paul worries that the Galatians are returning “again to the weak and poor 

elements,” to be reenslaved by them (4:9). They are doing so by observing “days and months” and so 

forth (4:10). This probably relates to Paul’s main fear in the letter, that the Galatians are accepting 

circumcision and other aspects of practice of torah (the Jewish law) (5:3; 6:12). Paul thinks that if the 

Galatian gentile Christians take on torah practice, this means a return to a slavery to the elements of 

the world from which Jesus has freed them, as expressed in 1:4. 

More radically than this (and here we enter a very highly charged scholarly field), Paul sees Christ’s 

self-giving as for “our” sins, to rescue “us,” ostensibly including himself and fellow Jews. Similarly, 

in 4:3 Paul writes that “we … were enslaved under the elements of the world.” Paul’s pronouns are 

often hard to interpret, but although the “we” alone would not automatically indicate that Paul 

included himself and other Jews in this slavery to “the elements,” 4:5 is explicit: God’s Son was born 

“to redeem those under law” Christ came to set free (redeem) law-observant Israelites from slavery. 

Being under the law was equivalent to being enslaved to the elements of the world. In 1:4 we should 

take the “we” as including all people, Jew and gentile. All needed to be rescued from “the present evil 

age.” Jesus’s death for sins brought this about. …  

In his argument to the Galatians, one of Paul’s key moves is to evoke the figure of Peter and to 

present his challenge to Peter that even Christian Jews have found righteousness through faith in 

Jesus, not through works of torah: “We, Jews by nature … trusted in Christ Jesus, so that we would be 

considered righteous on the basis of trust in Christ and not on the basis of works of law” (2:15-16). 

Paul’s challenge to Peter is that, if even Christian Jews are justified in this way, how can Christian 

Jews compel Christian gentiles to adopt Jewish practice (2:14)? There seems to be no reason in 

Galatians to exclude Jews from Paul’s “our” and “us” in 1:4.
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Jesus died on the cross because this was precisely what God had intended 

The urgent question that had vexed Jesus’ followers was why, if Jesus had truly been infused with the 

Spirit of YHWH, God had allowed him to be killed in so shameful and gruesome a manner. And 

using his superior skill in logic, Paul had grasped the answer: Jesus died on the cross because this was 

precisely what God had intended all along. Why? Because his crucifixion served, in a way, as the 

ultimate Passover sacrifice—a sacrifice that wiped clean the sinful slate of mankind and allowed 

everyone who believed in him to find salvation. 

Now everything fell into place. By offering himself up as the true paschal lamb, Jesus had made 

Temple sacrifice redundant and its corrupt priesthood irrelevant. And to prove it, God had raised Jesus 

from the dead. The Resurrection was the divine imprimatur on the sacrifice of Jesus. It also marked an 

all-new covenant between God and Man—one that superseded the old covenant of Moses.
121

 

For Paul, “Christ crucified” had salvific meaning 

“Christ crucified” wasn’t simply information about how Jesus died. It had meaning. To use a 

theological term, for Paul the death of Jesus was salvific—it had “saving significance.” The cross 

saves us. Indeed, for Paul, it is our salvation. … [Paul] writes about Jesus’s death as “for all,” “for the 

ungodly,” for “sinners,” for “us”: 

Jesus died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for themselves, but for 

him who died and was raised for them. (2 Cor. 5:15) 

Christ died for the ungodly. (Rom. 5:6) 

While we still were sinners Christ died for us. (Rom. 5:8)
122

 

------ 

Salvific significance is also signaled by Paul’s use of the word “sacrifice” to speak of Jesus’s death. 

We—everybody, as the context of the text makes clear— 

are justified by God’s grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 

whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective through 

faith. (Rom. 3:24-25)
123

 

“Christ crucified” reveals God’s character 

Paul often speaks of Jesus dying “for others” and as a “sacrifice.” … This understanding of “Christ 

crucified” sees it as a revelation of the depth of God’s love and Christ’s love for us. …  

What is God’s character? What is God like? And what is God’s passion? What is God passionate 

about? Paul’s answer is that the death of Jesus—Christ crucified—reveals God’s character as love and 

God’s passion.
124

 

------ 

Paul’s language of Jesus dying for others and as a sacrifice reveals both the love of Christ and the 

love of God—the character and passion of both. Christ’s love and passion led to the cross—and in 

that we see both his love and the love of God.
125

 

The cross functions as the place of radical identification between the believer 
and Christ 

[Galatians] 2:19b-20. I have been crucified with Christ. I am no longer alive. Christ is alive in 

me. For the life I now live in the flesh, I live by trust in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 

himself for me. Paul “died.” … Paul’s process of dying is a sharing in Christ’s crucifixion. 
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He also ends the letter on this point, boasting in “the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the 

world was crucified to me and I to the world” (6:14). Paul bears “the marks of Jesus” (6:17).  

Galatians 2:19 is the first explicit occurrence of the cross in the letter. The cross’s function here is not 

as a place of atonement (although Paul believes in that, as 1:4 indicates). Here the cross functions as 

the place of radical identification between the believer and Christ. In some sense the believer 

undergoes the crucifixion alongside Christ. 

In coming to trust in Christ, the believer “dies” and, in doing so, becomes identified with Christ—

linked with Christ in such a close sense that Paul can say that “Christ is alive in” the believer (2:20) 

and the believer is “in Christ” (e.g., 3:28).
126

 

“Christ crucified” had an anti- imperial Rome meaning 

In the first-century setting of Paul and his hearers, “Christ crucified” had an anti-imperial meaning. … 

This meant that Jesus had been executed by imperial authority: crucifixion was a Roman form of 

execution. In Paul’s world, a cross was always a Roman cross. Rome reserved crucifixion for two 

categories of people: those who challenged imperial rule … and chronically defiant slaves. … The 

two groups who were crucified had something in common: both rejected Roman imperial domination. 

Crucifixion was a very public, prolonged, and painful form of execution that carried the message, 

“Don’t you dare defy imperial authority, or this will happen to you.” It was state torture and terrorism. 

To proclaim “Christ crucified” was to signal at once that Jesus was an anti-imperial figure, and that 

Paul’s gospel was an anti-imperial gospel. The empire killed Jesus. The cross was the imperial “no” to 

Jesus. But God had raised him. The resurrection was God’s “yes” to Jesus, God’s vindication of 

Jesus—and thus also God’s “no” to the powers that had killed him. … 

Executed by Rome exposed the nature of the rulers of that world: they “crucified the Lord of glory” (1 

Cor. 2:8), thereby revealing the character of the system of domination and violence that killed Jesus. 

Vindicated by God—raised by God—meant Jesus is Lord, and thus the powers that executed him 

were not. In language that confronted and countered Roman imperial theology: Jesus is Lord—Caesar 

is not. This is the primary meaning of Paul’s emphatic use of “Christ crucified” in its context in 1 

Corinthians.
127

 

CHRIST’S DEATH REFERENCED THE DAY OF ATONEMENT 

Paul associated Christ’s death with the Day of Atonement 

Paul turns to the cultic imagery of the Day of Atonement to show how God has effected this 

redemption: whom God publicly displayed as a mercy seat—appropriated through faith—by his 

blood ([Romans] 3:25a). Applying the metaphor of the hilasterion (the gold-plated lid that covered 

the ark of the covenant) to Christ, Paul indicates that Christ’s death on the cross (indicated by the 

phrase “by his blood”) effected atonement for humanity in a manner analogous to the way in which 

the high priest expiated or atoned for his sins and those of the people when he entered the holy of 

holies on the Day of Atonement and sprinkled the “mercy seat” of the ark with the blood of goats and 

bulls (Lev. 16). Paul, however, employs the metaphor in another way. The subject of the metaphor is 

God, who “publicly displayed” (proetheto) Christ as a “mercy seat” (hilasterion) when Christ died on 

the cross. 

The significance of the metaphor is threefold: (1) God is the primary actor in the drama of salvation, 

the one who has effected atonement, thereby dealing with sin and reconciling humanity to himself; (2) 

this atonement took place on the cross in Christ’s death so that, in terms of the metaphor, Christ is the 

new mercy seat; (3) believers appropriate the benefits of this atoning death by faith in what God has 

effected in Christ. Since God is the one who has displayed Christ as a new mercy seat, the emphasis is 

on the way in which God brings about atonement/reconciliation through the death of his Son rather 

than on Christ’s death as a sacrifice that appeases or propitiates God’s wrath.
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The Day of Atonement Yom Kippur) corresponds with September 

 

------ 

In [Romans] 3:21-26 Paul employs … the cultic metaphor evoked by the term hilasterion. … The 

LXX employs hilasterion to translate Hebrew kapporet (mercy seat), the cover of the ark of the 

covenant that the high priest sprinkled with blood on the Day of Atonement to make atonement for 

himself, for the sins of the community, and for the holy place itself (Lev. 16). Origen and other early 

church writers interpreted the term typologically: Christ is the new “mercy seat,” his cross being the 

new place of atonement. … 

The Vulgate breaks rank with the typological correlation, rendering hilasterion as propitiationem 

(“propitiation” rather than propitiatorium, “propitiatory” or “place of propitiation”). Accordingly, the 

emphasis shifts from Christ viewed as the new mercy seat, the place of atonement, to Christ as the 

victim who is a propitiatory sacrifice. …  

Hesitant to view Christ’s death as a propitiatory sacrifice that appeases God’s wrath, the modern 

period introduced the notion of expiation: Christ’s death is an expiatory sacrifice that deals with sin. 

…  

The phrase that precedes hilasterion (“whom God publicly displayed,” hon proetheto ho theos) 

suggests that Paul has the imagery of the Day of Atonement in view: God publicly displayed the 

crucified Christ as a new mercy seat, the place where God effected atonement for sinful humanity.
129

 

------ 

Paul says that God presented Christ as a hilasterion, the mercy seat where God shows his 

righteousness in the present time—the time of the gospel—so that all might see that God does deal 

with sin, but in a startling new way that shows how God is “just” (dikaion) and “justifies” 

(dikaiounta) the one who manifests the “faithfulness” (pisteos) of Jesus, or perhaps, “the one who 

believes in Jesus.” 

The train of thought in this unit can be summarized in this way: No one can be justified by doing the 

works of the law. Therefore, God has revealed his saving righteousness in Christ, whom God put forth 

as a mercy seat to effect atonement and show his righteousness, thereby justifying humanity by 

Christ’s redemptive death.
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Paul draws an analogy between the Day of Atonement and Good Friday 

In [Romans] 3:21-26 Paul expresses the significance of Christ’s death as the manifestation of God’s 

righteousness. In this death, God manifested his covenant loyalty to Israel. In this death, God dealt 

with sin. But how? To answer this question, Paul employs three metaphors: justification, redemption, 

atonement. By the first, he proclaims that God’s eschatological (final) judgment against sin has 

already occurred in Christ. Sin has been judged, and humanity has been acquitted because of what 

God has accomplished in Christ, not because of anything humanity has done. With the second 

metaphor, Paul draws an analogy between God’s redemptive work on behalf of Israel and God’s 

redemptive work in Christ. As God had redeemed Israel from slavery and exile, so God has redeemed 

Israel—and with Israel the Gentiles—from slavery once more. In this act of redemption, God redeems 

Israel and the nations from the slavery of sin, under whose power all find themselves. 

Paul’s third and most striking metaphor comes from Israel’s cult, the Day of Atonement. Like the 

author of the Letter to the Hebrews, Paul draws an analogy between what happened on the Day of 

Atonement and what occurred on Good Friday. Although the author of Hebrews is intent on 

presenting Jesus as the great high priest according to the order of Melchizedek who has entered into 

the heavenly sanctuary, Paul focuses his attention on God’s saving action in Christ. God publicly 

displayed the crucified Christ as the place of atonement, a mercy seat sprinkled with Christ’s blood, 

where God manifested his righteousness.
131

 

CHRIST’S RESURRECTION 

Resurrection gave meaning to the cross of Jesus 

The cross of Jesus would have had no meaning for Paul without his conviction that God had raised 

Jesus. … Resurrection gave meaning to the cross.
132

 

Paul’s conviction of Jesus’ resurrection was grounded in his experience 

All of Paul’s genuine letters are earlier than any of the gospels and are thus the first written references 

to the resurrection. … Our purpose is to see what Paul said about the resurrection of Jesus without 

presuming the gospel accounts. … 

Paul’s conviction that God had raised Jesus was grounded in his own experience.
133

 

The risen Christ “appeared” 

[Paul] provides a list of those to whom the risen Christ appeared  

He appeared to Cephas [Peter], then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five 

hundred brothers and sisters at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some 

have died. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to one 

untimely born, he appeared also to me. ([1 Corinthians] 15:5-8) …  

Paul … repeatedly uses the verb “appeared” not only for the experiences of Peter and the rest, but also 

for his experience.
134

 

It did not mean a “transformed corpse” 

Paul’s experience of the risen Christ carried the conviction that he was real and could be known—but 

real need not mean a transformed corpse.
135

 

The resurrected body is not the pre-death body brought back to life 

[Paul] insists that the resurrected body is not simply the pre-death body brought back to life. First, he 

says that there are many kinds of bodies ([I Corinthians] 15:38-41) Then, in a series of contrasts, he 
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writes about the differences between physical bodies and resurrected bodies. His central metaphor 

compares the physical body to a seed that is sown: 

What is sown is perishable, what is raised is imperishable. It is sown in dishonor, it is 

raised in glory. It is sown in weakness, it is raised in power. It is sown a physical 

body, it is raised a spiritual body. ([1 Corinthians] 15:42-44)
 136

 

------ 

Resurrection is not about coming back to life in a form similar to one’s form before death. Rather, the 

difference is as great as the difference between a seed that is sown and the full-grown plant that 

emerges.
137

 

The risen Christ is a life-giving spirit with a spiritual body 

The resurrected body—including the body of Jesus—is a spiritual body: raised imperishable, raised in 

glory, raised in power. Clearly the resurrected body is not simply a physical body restored to life. 

Then Paul adds: “It is written, ‘The first man, Adam, became a living being’; the last Adam [Jesus] 

became a life-giving spirit” ([I Corinthians] 15:45). The risen Christ is a life-giving spirit.
138

 

For Paul, the resurrection redeems believers from sin 

[Paul] argues that the turning of the aeon, through Christ’s resurrection, has already occurred. Thus 

neither Christ’s coming in the flesh, nor his death on the cross, nor his imminent return, but rather the 

fact of his resurrection, to which Paul himself is witness, redeems believers from sin (1 Cor 15:17) 

and ensures the ultimate transformation of their bodies (1 Cor 15:42-48; Phil 3:10). … Thus Paul 

radically redefines the concept of redemption as he does the concepts of Kingdom and Christ: through 

the originally political vocabulary of liberation, he praises a reality that is utterly spiritual.
139

 

Paul’s gospel relates to the meaning of Jesus’ resurrection 

About Jesus of Nazareth Paul evinces little interest. He reports few of his sayings and admits freely 

that he had not known Jesus “according to the flesh.” Paul sees Jesus’ significance and status as 

eschatological redeemer granted not in his biography (where he was born, what he preached, whom he 

called) but in his resurrection. Christ’s resurrection redeems the believer in the “present evil age” 

when, baptized into Christ’s death, he spiritually joins Christ’s resurrected body while awaiting the 

transformation of his own at the End. Paul’s gospel, accordingly, relates not Jesus’ teachings, but 

Paul’s teachings about the meaning of Christ’s resurrection, from which Paul reasons backward to 

Christ’s divine sonship and forward to his imminent Parousia. Paul in his letters thus does not preach 

about Jesus; rather, he preaches that Jesus has descended, ascended, and is about to descend again in 

power.
140

 

ATONEMENT 

For Paul, salvation was primarily about life before death 

In Christian contexts today, the most common meaning of “salvation” is primarily about an afterlife—

how one is saved in order to go heaven. But this is not what the term meant for Paul. Yes, Paul 

believed in an afterlife. But for Paul, salvation—being saved—was primarily about life before death. 

It was already happening in this life, this side of death.
141

 

Atonement 

Atonement refers to a means of reconciliation.
142
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Participatory atonement means personal transformation 

For Paul, Christ crucified and risen revealed the way to new life “in Christ.” Here it functions as a 

metaphor for the path of personal transformation: it involves an internal death and resurrection, dying 

to an old identity and way of life and rising into a new identity and way of life. 

Participatory atonement means a radical internal change 

We participate in the death and resurrection of Jesus, die and rise with Christ, and thereby enter a new 

life in Christ. Participatory atonement does not mean Jesus died for us, and therefore we don’t need 

to. Instead, it means we are to die and rise with Christ. It is metaphorical language for a process of 

radical internal change. 

This was Paul’s own experience. He expresses it most concisely in a single sentence in his letter to the 

Galatians. About himself, he writes, “I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, 

but it is Christ who lives in me” (2:19-20). … 

Crucifixion and resurrection, dying and rising, are radical images of internal transformation. The 

difference is as great as the difference between life and death. …  Dying and rising with Christ is the 

means to life “in Christ,” a phrase Paul uses over a hundred times in his letters.
143

 

Paul had a Spirit transplant 

Paul [was] a Jewish Christ mystic. He not only had ecstatic experiences of the risen Christ, but had 

become one with Christ by dying and rising with him. His identity was now a mystical identity “in 

Christ.” Paul had had a Spirit transplant.
144

 

This Spirit transplant is available to all 

Paul uses the language of participatory at-one-ment not just about himself, but also for all who would 

live their lives “in Christ.” In his letter to Christians in Rome [6:3-4], he writes about dying and rising 

with Christ as the meaning of baptism, the ritual of initiation into the new life “in Christ”. …  

Being baptized symbolized joining Jesus in his death, being “buried with him by baptism into death.” 

It was followed by resurrection: “just as Christ was raised from the dead … so we too might walk in 

newness of life”—the newness of life that results from a Spirit transplant through dying and rising 

with Christ.
145

 

Internal transformation pictured as “Sacrifice” 

Paul also writes about internal transformation through participation in the death of Jesus using the 

language of sacrifice: … “… present your bodies as a living sacrifice.” (Romans 12:1)
146

 

Christ crucified and risen was the path of transformation 

For Paul, Christ crucified and risen had both personal and political meanings. In its personal aspect, it 

was the path of transformation: we are transformed by dying and rising with Christ, by undergoing an 

internal death and receiving a Spirit transplant, so that it is no longer we who live, but Christ who 

lives in us. As a political statement, it proclaimed that Jesus was Lord and Caesar was not. And it 

proclaimed that God’s great cleanup of the world had begun.
147
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PAUL INTRODUCED CHANGES TO HEBREW SOTERIOLOGY 

Paul was an innovator, making major alterations to the Jewish tradition 

Paul is able to make major alterations in the Jewish tradition by claiming to show the real meaning of 

the tradition. This is always the way of successful innovators: innovation is conveyed through 

traditional terminology and symbols, with arguments of continuity and fulfillment. Through 

reinterpretation, the OT remains valuable and can be retained, but nothing has the meaning it formerly 

had. Inheriting a land is turned into inheriting citizenship in a heavenly kingdom. The Mosaic “glory” 

is “fading” (2 Cor 3:7, 10), but it had really been pointing to the new glory all along. The OT narrative 

is seen to contain hidden meaning: “these things happened to them to serve as an example, and they 

were written down to instruct us” (1 Cor 10:11).
148

 

Paul built on tradition and transformed it 

Paul’s version of the Eucharist adds prophetic words to cultic ideology; he puts Jeremiah’s “new 

covenant” (diathēkē kainē, Jer 31:31 Lxx) into his “new covenant in my blood” (hē kainē diathēkē 

estin en tō emō haimati, 1 Cor 11:25). Thus does Paul build on tradition, encircling his message with 

antiquity, allowing the type to define the antitype, the cultic to express the personal. Paul does not 

break with the past but transforms it and lets it speak for the present.
149

 

Paul’s summary of his gospel is fraught with exegetical issues 

The thematic statement of Rom. 3:21-26 highlights God’s saving righteousness. Paul’s summary of 

his gospel, however, is fraught with exegetical issues, and there is hardly a phrase over which 

commentators do not argue. Four of these issues are important for our discussion: (1) the meaning of 

dikaiosyne theou in 3:21, 22; (2) the meaning of dia pisteos lesou Christou in 3:22 and ton ek pisteas 

lesou in 3:26; (3) the meaning of hilasterion in 3:25; and (4) the meaning of paresin in 3:25. These 

are not the only exegetical issues in 3:21-26, and … there are others in 3:27-31.
150

 

Does Romans 3:21-26 refer to the believer’s justification or to the faithfulness 
of Christ? 

Although [Romans] 3:21-26 functions as an important summary of Pauline soteriology, this passage is 

open to several translations and interpretations. These interpretations are not always mutually 

exclusive, but they do represent different ways of approaching this passage. On the one hand, the 

passage can be understood from an anthropological perspective: the believer’s justification. On the 

other, it can be read from a theological perspective: God’s saving activity as manifested in the 

faithfulness of his Christ.
151

 

Paul’s understanding of Adam’s trespass and its consequences is somewhat 
unique 

Paul’s Adam-Christ comparison had an immense impact on later theology, which employed this text 

to develop the doctrine of original sin. Prior to Paul, however, Adam and his trespass played a 

surprisingly minor role in Scripture, with only the apocryphal/deuterocanonical books of Wisdom and 

Sirach making any reference to what later theology would call “the fall.” But even in these works, 

there is no attempt to develop a comprehensive understanding of the fall to account for the human 

predicament. 

For Wisdom and Sirach, human beings are free to choose what is good or evil, and the choices they 

make determine their destiny. Regarding “the fall,” the book of Wisdom says that God created 

humanity for incorruption and that death entered the world “through the devil’s envy” (2:23-24) rather 

than through Adam’s sin. When it does mention Adam’s transgression, the book of Wisdom notes that 

wisdom delivered him from this transgression (10:1-2). For its part, Sirach attributes the beginning of 
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sin to Eve rather than to Adam, but it does not draw a nexus between her sin and the sin of her 

descendants (25:24). … 

Israel’s sacred writings did not view the transgression of Adam and Eve as a fall from grace that 

resulted in the corruption of human nature. While Israel’s sacred writers acknowledged the presence 

of sin, they remained confident that Israel could do what the Lord required. Paul’s understanding of 

Adam’s trespass and its consequences, then, is unique in some ways.
152

 

Paul came to a new understanding of Adam’s transgression 

It is in light of Christ’s death and resurrection, then, that Paul comes to a new understanding of 

Adam’s transgression as an act of disobedience that affected not only Adam but his descendants as 

well. Unlike later theology, Paul does not try to explain how the effects of Adam’s transgression were 

transmitted to his descendants.
153

 

------ 

Paul presents Jesus as the eschatological Adam, the new human being who obediently does God’s 

will. Although this Adam Christology occurs most explicitly in 5:12-21, it is a subtext that runs 

throughout this letter. For inasmuch as humanity has fallen short of God’s glory because it has refused 

to acknowledge God, it found itself in the sphere of sin and death, the sphere of the old Adam, a realm 

in which it is impossible to please God. Consequently, it became necessary for God to send his own 

Son to do what the law, frustrated by sin, could not do, in order to transfer humanity to the realm of 

the eschatological Adam, who was perfectly obedient to God. The destiny of this new human being is 

the destiny of all who live in him. For just as God raised Christ from the dead and made him the 

eschatological Adam, so God will raise those who live in the sphere of the new human being. The 

justified, then, are coheirs with Christ and will be glorified with him, provided they suffer with him 

(8:16-17).
154

 

Paul did not intend to develop a doctrine of “original sin” 

Paul’s purpose in Rom. 5 is not to develop a doctrine of “original sin” but to contrast the obedience of 

Christ with the disobedience of Adam in order to highlight the significance of Christ’s saving death. 

The church’s teaching on original sin, especially as developed by Augustine, was forged in the 

crucible of its debates with Pelagianism, “which denied the necessity of grace . . . and the reality of 

original sin” (Neuner and Dupuis 1996, 183). Consequently, the doctrine of original sin as developed 

by later theology and church teaching focused on topics that Paul did not develop, such as the original 

state of Adam and Eve and how Adam’s sin was transmitted to his descendants. Nonetheless, that 

doctrine is deeply rooted in Paul’s theology, providing the church with a fuller reading, a sensus 

plenior, of Rom. 5. There is something radically amiss in the human situation that can be remedied 

only when people are transferred from the realm of Adam to the realm of Christ. So long as they 

remain “in Adam,” they are infected by and subject to the power of his sin. Only when they are “in 

Christ” are they free from the power of sin, which introduced death into the world.
155

 

Paul’s distinctive, mystical understanding of baptism 

Paul introduces his distinctive understanding of baptism as the means by which believers enter into 

the mystery of Christ’s death. To understand why and how Paul can make such a statement, it is 

important to recall what he writes to the Corinthians: “we are convinced that one has died for all; 

therefore all have died” (2 Cor. 5:14, emphasis added). In Paul’s view, Christ’s death was not the 

death of just another individual; it was the death of the eschatological Adam, who represented the 

whole of humanity in his death. Consequently when Christ died, humanity died with him. In light of 

this understanding of Christ’s death as a representative death for all, Paul affirms that those who have 

been baptized into Christ have been baptized into his death. Thus the baptized belong to the new 

creation that Christ, the eschatological Adam, inaugurated by his saving death and resurrection (2 Cor. 

5:17). Incorporated into Christ by their baptism, they have entered into his saving death. 
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Taking his cue from the structure of the church’s kerygma, Paul associates the baptized with Christ’s 

burial (6:4). This complex verse has two parts. In the first, Paul introduces the concept of being buried 

with Christ through baptism: We have been buried with him, then, through baptism into death 

(6:4a). In the second part, he explains the purpose of having been buried with Christ into his death 

through baptism: in order that as Christ was raised from the dead through the Father’s glory, so 

we might walk in newness of life (6:4b). … 

Paul’s purpose is not to describe the rite of baptism but to highlight the intimate relationship between 

Christ and the believer. Just as Christ died and was buried (1 Cor. 15:3b /1), so believers have died 

and were buried with him through their baptism into his death.
156

 

------ 

For if we have been identified with him in the likeness of his death, then certainly we will be 

united with him in the likeness of his resurrection (6:5). This identification with the likeness of 

Christ’s death took place when the believer entered into the mystery of Christ’s death through 

baptism, and it is this participation in Christ’s death that grounds the moral life of the believer. This 

identification with Christ’s death assures believers they will participate in the likeness of Christ’s 

resurrection at the general resurrection of the dead.
157

 

------ 

When believers are baptized into Christ, they are baptized into the historical event of his death and 

thus can say that they have been crucified with and buried with him. This, it seems to me, is Paul’s 

distinctive contribution to the church’s understanding of baptism, a contribution indebted to his 

appreciation for Christ as the progenitor of a new creation. Consequently, while Paul inherited a 

theology of baptism that spoke of believers being baptized into Christ’s name and of being washed, 

justified, and sanctified, his appreciation of Christ as a corporate person, the new human being, led 

him to present baptism as an incorporation into the saving mystery of Christ’s death, with a promise 

of future resurrection.
158

 

Paul’s fertile mind created an impressive doctrinal synthesis 

The invisible features that underlie Pauline Christianity consist in an elaborate doctrinal construct 

developed by Paul’s fertile mind on the subject of the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Compared to his vision, the theology of the Synoptic Gospels and of the Acts of the Apostles appears 

primitive, but Paul finds his match in John’s superb mystical portrait of the superhuman Christ. 

Deep familiarity with Judaism and at least a superficial acquaintance with classical culture, linked to a 

powerful spiritual imagination, enabled Paul to re-use the Jewish religious concepts … and create out 

of these elements an impressive doctrinal synthesis in which Christ was depicted as the final 

Saviour.
159

 

------ 

Paul did not simply spread the news and message of Jesus to the Gentiles. He created the message.
160

 

Pauline Christianity was a significant new departure 

Compared with the charismatic-eschatological religion of Jesus and the charismatic-eschatological 

messianic doctrine of the early Jewish-Christian church, Pauline Christianity appears as a significant 

new departure. It is not surprising therefore that Paul is often presented as the true founder of the 

religion centred on Jesus, not only by iconoclastic New Testament scholars like Gerd Lüdemann 

(Paul, The Founder of Christianity, 2002), but even by as authoritative a textbook as The Oxford 

Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd rev. edn, 1997, which states that ‘Paul came widely to be 
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regarded as the creator of the whole doctrinal and ecclesiastical system presupposed in his Epistles’ 

(p. 1048).
161

 

Increasingly abstract reinterpretation and alteration to sacrifice 

Over time, and in all sacrificial cultures, one can observe the reinterpretation and alteration of 

sacrifice in a direction of increasingly abstract interpretation and internalization, with a tendency to go 

beyond the literal ritual. The term spiritualization has been used by scholars to describe changes in 

ritual and in its interpretation.
162

 

Christian scholarship has imported unwarranted meaning to the mercy seat 

The animal is not killed in order to punish it but to get access to its blood. Milgrom’s theory that the 

blood cleanses impurity from various Temple fixtures polluted by particular kinds of impurity makes 

sense of this; penal substitution does not. Standard Christian scholarship has imported more penal 

meaning into Paul’s metaphor of Christ as the mercy seat in Romans 3:25 than is warranted.
163

 

Christianising interpretations sometimes assimilates scapegoat to sacrifice 

If clarity about Paul’s metaphorical usage is to be attained, there must be some clarity about the 

concepts utilized, and therefore it is necessary to distinguish expulsion rituals from sacrifice. 

Sacrifices are pure offerings made reverently to the deity; expulsion victims are made to be impure 

and are not directed to the deity but to a wilderness demon. Sacrifices are sent to God. Scapegoats are 

sent beyond the pale. Sacrifices are perfect offerings, sending up a “pleasing odor,” which means a 

positive reaction is desired from God. Scapegoats are loathsome things that have nothing to do with 

God, being merely a sin-bearing mechanism; God is not asked to do anything, is not even called upon 

to witness the process. 

A Christianizing interpretation sometimes assimilates scapegoat to sacrifice under the all-dominant 

notion of “substitution.” … This confuses both the terminology and the function of two rituals that 

deal (at least directly) with two different problems—impurity and sin—and in two entirely different 

ways. Hebrew sacrifice must be performed in the temple, and it is used to cleanse the temple, which is 

the center and symbol of the community. The scapegoat concept has nothing to do with the temple, 

but with expulsion of sin beyond the borders of the community. Gaster helpfully points out that it is 

not a substitutionary rite; the animal does not have blame shifted to it. The rite did not pay an 

individual’s debt, or cleanse the temple for a particular transgressor; it just removed “the collective 

taint”; the rite “was representative, not substitutional.” This may be an overly fine distinction as 

regards these English terms, but it expresses a valid distinction as regards the nature of the rite. It 

should not be conflated with sacrifice under the rubric of “substitution,” and the notion of a judicial 

penalty, which is not correct.
164

 

Using the scapegoat to Christianise sacrifice 

Because of how deeply ingrained is Christian substitutionary thinking, scholarship has often 

interpreted Hebrew sacrifice through Christian lenses. First, scapegoat themes are imported into the 

interpretation of sacrifice, then the burden bearing is turned into penalty-bearing. Heroic martyrology 

is added, and Christian ideas are imposed upon Hebrew sacrifice. The animal is said to become “sin-

laden. . . . The animal had to be holy . . . so that . . . the death it died was not its own. . . . The 

equivalence between offerer and sacrifice lay exclusively in the blood of the victim.” The blood, then, 

would be polluted, but the OT says the Temple is polluted, and the blood cleans it up. This is not 

infected blood, but purifying blood; its inherent life-force cleanses the sin-pollution. Nothing bad 

has been transferred to the blood.
165

 

                                                      
161

 Christian Beginnings, page 113 
162

 Problems with Atonement, page 20 
163

 Problems with Atonement, page 38 
164

 Background of Paul’s Atonement Metaphors, pages 81-82 
165

 Problems with Atonement, page 37 (italics in the original; bold added) 



Paul’s gospel 

33 

Paul referenced the scapegoat ritual 

Particularly in 2 Corinthians 5:21 and Galatians 3:13 it seems evident that he is referring to the most 

important expulsion ritual in the Jewish tradition, the scapegoat ritual. Three Romans passages seem 

to show a scapegoat pattern as well.
166

 

Sacrifices do not become accursed 

Paul links his purchase metaphor with a scapegoat image. Becoming a curse is an “emphatic” or 

“metonymic” way to speak of being cursed or bearing a curse, a literary way of saying the curse is 

transmitted to the victim. Curse-transmission is one of the key moments in expulsion rituals, and 

seems to be Paul’s particular focus in Galatians 3:13 and 2 Corinthians 5:21. The biblical scapegoat 

also is described as accursed in early Christian teaching and in Jewish sources. Sacrifices do not 

become accursed.
167

 

The core message became an interpretation of the Crucifixion and 
Resurrection 

The core message about salvation is an interpretation of the Crucifixion and Resurrection, while the 

teachings of Jesus himself became a secondary body of information. … 

Since the Messiah was expected to be a Victor and Savior, but Jesus had died the death of a criminal, 

it became an urgent necessity to explain exactly how this Messiah was Victor and Savior, exactly 

when his judgment would prevail, and where his writ would run. These were explained with at least 

two very different schemes: future eschatology, with its promise of a Day of Judgment, and typology, 

which explains that certain crucial things have already happened: the Messiah has fulfilled the 

purpose of Yom Kippur and is even restarting the human race: he is a second Adam. What was of 

urgent interest for Paul was the identity of the Messiah and the significance of his death and 

resurrection rather than the content of his stories and maxims. … 

Paul chose a spiritualizing strategy that showed how the national cult pointed forward to a universal 

community. … 

Paul was uniquely placed to affirm values from both the Jewish scriptures and the best of Gentile 

philosophy. He described the saving event in ritual, redemptive, and martyrological terms, while 

picturing its beneficial aftereffects in terms of status-improving Hellenistic institutions: acquittal, 

reconciliation, and adoption. He linked the martyrdom theme, so meaningful to Greeks and Romans, 

to Jewish monotheism. Gentile martyrology and Jewish piety are joined in the idea that “Christ died 

for the ungodly” (Rom 5:6).
168

 

Paul’s reinterpretation of the story of salvation founded Gentile Christianity 

Paul radically expanded the scope of both the early mission and its view of Jesus as he reinterpreted 

the story of salvation embodied in the biblical promises to Israel in light of his personal experience of 

Christ’s resurrection and his own apocalyptic hope. The unique answers he offered to questions 

concerning the delay of the Kingdom, the meaning and significance of Torah, and the sequence of 

events at the Eschaton served, in the long centuries that neither he nor his fellow apostles imagined 

would follow, as the foundation of a Gentile Christian polity. …  

[Paul’s] expansion of the mission and of Christ’s role in the economy of salvation revolutionized the 

conceptual framework in which the first apostles and, mutatis mutandis, Jesus of Nazareth had 

operated.
169

 

------ 

Paul denationalizes Jewish restoration theology. Accordingly, Paul also denationalizes Christ.
170
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A new Yom Kippur, but not a cultic metaphor 

Paul nails down [Romans chapter 4] with a soteriological formula: Jesus “was handed over to death 

for our trespasses and was raised for our justification” (4:25). The “for” prepositions have two 

different meanings here: he was killed for (because of) our sins and was raised for (in order to bring 

about) our resurrection. Without a doubt, then, the death of Jesus has a saving significance for Paul. It 

is like a new Yom Kippur ritual … In 4:25 there is no cultic metaphor, but the death was due to 

human sin, and was designed to bring about salvation.
171

 

Christ is the “mercy seat of faith”, not the “sacrifice of atonement” 

Paul is saying [at Romans 3:24-25] that God has put forward Christ as “mercy seat of faith” 

(hilasterion dia tes pisteos), not “an expiation” (NAB). Nor does he say “sacrifice of atonement” 

(NRSV, NIV), or equate Jesus with the sacrificial victim (in this passage).
172

 

------ 

In Romans 3:25, then, we need first to recognize that Jesus is being metaphorically equated with the 

mercy seat. … The Yom Kippur purification offerings are the most important sacrificial rituals of the 

year. Because of this, and because of the mention of “blood,” it is understandable that scholars have 

over-interpreted the passage to make Jesus into the sacrificial victim, when actually Paul equates him 

with the mercy seat.
173

 

------ 

In Galatians 3:13 (“Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us”), 

redemption and curse-transmission are blended.
174

 

------ 

The threefold metaphor in Galatians 3:10-13 is this: Christ takes away our curse by becoming a 

scapegoat, purchases the freedom of the captives of sin, and secures a favorable judicial result for 

human plaintiffs in the divine court. His death bore away sin, paid a redemption price, and sprang the 

accused. Paul is deliberately blending these metaphors so that sin riddance (originally ritual) may take 

on judicial and social meaning.
175

 

------ 

For what the Law could not do, weak as it was through the flesh, God did: sending 

His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and as an offering for sin, He condemned 

sin in the flesh. (Rom 8:3 NASB) 

Three principal metaphors are blended here: the judicial notion of condemnation (katakrina), the 

technical term for the purification sacrifice (peri hamartias), and an implied scapegoat image 

(projecting all sin onto one body). Is sin convicted in court, is it cleansed by a sacrifice, or is it carried 

away by some flesh-creature? In this verse, it is done by all three!
176

 

Paul introduced many key changes 

With Paul proclaiming himself and being accepted with varying degrees of willingness by the other 

leaders of the church as an apostle, the situation underwent a notable change. … Pauline Christianity 

focused on preaching the crucified and resurrected Christ to the wider human community. At the same 

time Paul became the explorer of the depths of the Christian message concerning the death and 

resurrection of the Son of God, and the consequent atonement for sin and universal salvation. 

The outward expression of Christianity changed, too, and the communities of enthusiasts 

progressively gave way to hierarchically organized and firmly governed churches. 
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The status of Christ was also changing. From a seemingly unsuccessful prophetic Messiah he was 

metamorphosed into a triumphant heavenly Son of God, whose day of glory was expected to dawn in 

the very near future. Paul’s Christ truly became the Lord of the universe, standing somewhat below 

the Father. However, the final New Testament stage of doctrinal advancement was still to be reached 

in the Johannine Christology.
177

 

Does Romans 3:22 mean “Faith in Jesus” or “The faithfulness of Jesus”? 

Is the phrase dia pisteos lesou Christou in [Romans] 3:22 to be taken as an objective or a subjective 

genitive? Taken as an objective genitive, the translation would be, “the righteousness of God through 

faith in Jesus Christ” (NRSV). Taken as a subjective genitive, the translation would be, “the 

righteousness of God through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ” (NET). The first translation is the more 

traditional, emphasizing the faith that believers put in what God has accomplished in Christ. So 

understood, Christ is the object of faith. The second translation is grammatically possible, and a 

growing number of scholars have argued for its use, not only here but in Gal. 2:16,20; 3:22; Phil. 3:9; 

and Eph. 3:12 as well. Understood as a subjective genitive, the phrase emphasizes Christ’s 

faithfulness toward God throughout his earthly life, particularly at the moment of his passion and 

death. Christ has manifested this faithfulness in and through his obedience as the eschatological Adam 

(Rom. 5:12-21).
178

 

The subjective and objective theories of pistis Christou as currently presented 
have loopholes 

Having surveyed the main arguments for the anthropological reading of pistis Christou, [‘faith in 

Christ’] we found that each argument has been challenged by supporters of the christological reading. 

These challenges await response. … Having surveyed the main exegetical arguments for the 

christological reading [‘faithfulness of Christ’], we found nearly every argument adequately 

challenged (except perhaps for the arrival of a singular external pistis in Galatians [3:23]). At this 

stage, perhaps Jewett’s conclusion will suffice: ‘Both the subjective or objective theories as currently 

presented have loopholes, and therefore a high degree of certainty should not be claimed in deciding 

between them’.
179

 

Interpreters of “pistis Christou” rely on their understanding of Paul’s theology 

Few topics in New Testament studies have garnered as much recent attention as the   

(pistis Christou) debate. New publications continue to flood the market arguing for either an objective 

(‘faith in Christ’) or subjective (‘faithfulness of Christ’) reading of the phrase. … The objective 

genitive [‘faith in Christ’] can also be called the ‘anthropological’ reading and the subjective genitive 

[‘faithfulness of Christ’] the ‘christological’ reading. … 

While a vast amount of literature appears on the subject, interpreters often repeat a few main 

arguments in support of their position. … Appeals to grammatical or immediate contextual arguments 

have been largely refuted on both sides, and so interpreters have either intentionally or unintentionally 

relied on their larger understanding of Paul’s theology to support one position or the other. … 

Debating the pistis Christou phrases and their immediate contexts appears inconclusive. As such, 

interpreters resort either intentionally or unintentionally to their larger models for reading Paul that 

are already in place. This is a natural consequence of the hermeneutical circle, but if left 

unacknowledged, this practice can appear as begging the question. Both camps are guilty on this 

point; and, indeed, whichever interpretation is more ingrained is more susceptible to this fallacy. … 

Both interpretations have their challenges, and neither can win the day on the basis of grammatical or 

immediate contextual arguments. The locus of the debate, therefore, is not on whether ‘faith in Christ’ 

or the ‘faith(fulness) of Christ’ is a viable translation. … So the debate goes on.
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Varying English translations of   (pistis christou)181 

 Today’s New 

International 

Version of the Bible 

(TNIV) 

New English 

Translation of the 

Bible (NET) 

International 

Standard Version of 

the Bible (ISV) 

Romans 3:21-22 But now apart from 

the law the right-

eousness of God has 

been made known, 

to which the Law 

and the Prophets 

testify. This right-

eousness is given 

through faith in 

Jesus Christ to all 

who believe. 

But now, apart from 

the law, God’s 

righteousness of 

God (which is 

attested by the law 

and the prophets) 

has been disclosed - 

namely, the right-

eousness of God 

through the faith-

fulness of Jesus 

Christ for all who 

believe. 

But now, apart from 

the law, God’s 

righteousness is 

revealed and is 

attested by the Law 

and the Prophets 

God’s righteousness 

through the faith-

fulness of Jesus 

Christ for all who 

believe. 

Galatians 2:15-16 We who are Jews 

by birth and not 

sinful Gentiles 

know that a person 

is not justified by 

observing the law, 

but by faith in 

Jesus Christ. So 

we, too, have put 

our faith in Christ 

Jesus that we may 

be justified by 

faith in Christ and 

not by observing 

the law, because by 

observing the law 

no one will be 

justified. 

We are Jews by birth 

and not Gentile 

sinners, yet we know 

that no one is 

justified by the 

works of the law but 

by the faithfulness 

of Jesus Christ. 

And we have come 

to believe in Christ 

Jesus, so that we 

may be justified by 

the faithfulness of 

Christ and not by 

the works of the law, 

because by the 

works of the law no 

one will be justified. 

We ourselves are 

Jews by birth and 

not Gentile sinners, 

yet we know that a 

person is not 

justified by works of 

the law but by the 

faithfulness of 

Jesus Christ. We, 

too, have believed in 

Christ Jesus so that 

we might be justified 

by the faith of 

Christ and not by 

the works of the law, 

for no human being 

will be justified by 

the works of the law 
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PAUL’S GOSPEL TO JEWISH FOLLOWERS 

Paul’s criticised some Jews and Jewish groups for failing to be what Judaism 
promised to be at the dawn of the End of the Ages 

Paul faulted some Jews for failure to agree with him that the expectations of Judaism were being 

realized in the work of proclamation in which he and his Jewish coalition were engaged, for failure to 

recognize that the end of the ages had dawned in Jesus Christ, and for not joining him in announcing 

this glad tiding to all of the scattered of Israel, and to all of the nations in which they were to be found 

(Rom 9-11; 15:30-32). Even more so, Paul found fault with those who sought to prevent him from 

making this announcement (1 Thess 2:15-16). He wished a curse upon those who marginalized his 

fellow non-Jewish coalitionists for believing his message, and thus expecting communal inclusion on 

an unprecedented level (Gal 1:8-9; 5:12). 

Paul’s criticism was not of Judaism. It was for the failure of some Jews and Jewish groups to be all 

that Judaism promised to be when the end of the ages had dawned. This day he proclaimed to have 

arrived in the news of good in Jesus Christ, made manifest in the community of Jews and non-Jews 

who gathered as equal members to proclaim God’s name in one voice. The awaited universal 

participation of all humankind in this joint praise was what he believed all Jews should agree to now 

by way of including non-Jewish Christ-believers to be equal co-participants in Abraham’s family, in 

the community of the righteous ones, and to live accordingly. What separated his particular way of 

living in Judaism was that he believed that everyone should be persuaded by this proposition now. Yet 

many other Jews and Jewish groups (or Judaisms) did not believe that awaited day had arrived. They 

believed that non-Jews were welcome as guests, but to be included as equal members in the present 

age required membership in Israel.
182

 

It is not reasonable to say that Paul did not observe Torah 

If Paul does not observe Torah, he leaves himself open to the easiest objection to his proposition that 

Jesus is the Christ that can be leveled by the very Jews he seeks to convince. … If Paul did not 

himself represent the highest ideals of the Judaism which maintained the hope of just such a day, how 

could he expect to reach Jews, much less non-Jews, with his message that the awaited restoration of 

Israel and of the rest of the nations (of creation itself) had begun with the resurrection of Jesus?
183

 

Paul’s teaching and the implications for Jews is not the same as for non-Jews 

Pursuing clarification of Paul’s teaching and the implications for Jews is not the same task as 

investigating the meaning of Paul’s rhetoric for non-Jews. … For example, note that in Gal 5:11, Paul 

does not argue that he is persecuted for failure to observe Torah, for failing to keep a Jewish diet or 

Sabbath or uphold circumcision for Jews, but specifically for the policy of not teaching non-Jewish 

Christ-believers to become proselytes. Note that his letters do to not concern themselves with 

answering other charges.
184

 

Paul never speaks against Jews’ observance of Torah—never 

The reader of Paul must realize that Paul never speaks against Jews’ observance of Torah—never. He 

speaks strongly, however, against Gentile observance. Although he never explicitly says that Jews 

should continue the observance of law even though Christ has come, there is every indication that he 

assumes they will continue to observe the ordinances and commandments of the law.
185

 

For Paul, the promises continued to belong to the Israelites 

Even after the coming of Christ, Paul writes, “the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the 

law, the worship, and the promises” continued to belong to the Israelites (Romans 9:4)
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Any notion that Paul has dismissed Israel’s heritage and history is greatly 
mistaken 

In the portion of this unit that develops the allegory of the olive tree ([Romans] 11:17-24), [Paul] 

makes use of the singular … to address an imaginary interlocutor and discuss the issue of Jewish-

Gentile relations in a nonthreatening manner. Making use of this rhetorical technique and the allegory 

of the olive tree, he will argue against Gentile boasting. … 

Paul’s allegory focuses on the manner in which the grafted-in branches draw from the rich sap of the 

olive tree’s root, Israel’s patriarchs. Thus, instead of commending his Gentile interlocutor for 

strengthening and enriching the tree, Paul reminds him that he draws upon, and is strengthened by, the 

rich heritage of Israel. …  

Paul issues his warning: Do not boast against the branches ([Romans] 11:18a). … But if you 

should boast, recall that it is not you who support the root but the root that supports you 

(11:18b). … As an engrafted branch, the interlocutor finds his support from the root of the tree of 

Israel: from Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Any notion that Paul has dismissed Israel’s heritage and 

history is greatly mistaken.
187

 

PAUL’S GOSPEL TO GENTILE FOLLOWERS 

Paul proclaimed Christ to the Gentiles 

Paul understood himself as having been called to “proclaim [Christ] to the Gentiles” (Galatians 

1:16).
188

 

------ 

Paul, in turn, claimed to be in charge of the mission to the Gentiles as Peter was the apostle of the 

circumcised (Gal. 2:7). His field of activity was the Diaspora because the Palestinian church itself 

belonged to James. The latter’s rise to prominence is demonstrated by his presidential role at the 

council of the apostles and by Paul’s reverential attitude towards him on two separate visits to 

Jerusalem.
189

 

Paul’s Gentile converts did not need to adhere to the Jewish law 

Paul’s converts did not need to adhere to the Jewish law and in fact were not to do so (Rom. 3:19-26; 

Gal. 2:15-21). Whether Paul thought that was the case for those who were born Jewish is very 

difficult to say (he never indicates one way or the other); but it was certainly the case for gentiles.
190

 

Paul was adamantly against Torah observance by non-Jewish followers of 
Jesus 

Paul was not against Torah observance for Jews, including himself; rather, he was adamantly against 

the observance of Torah by non-Jews who became followers of Jesus. Recognition of this distinction 

is central to the task at hand, but glossed over in most constructions of Paul to date. 

Paul shared this objection to Torah for non-Jews with some other Jews and Jewish groups; it was a 

way for Jews to protect Torah rather than an expression of resistance to its guidance.
191

 

Add “for non-Jews” and “believers in Jesus Christ” when addressing non-
Jews 

Here is a simple suggestion. To be more faithful to the contextual usage of Paul’s language, the 

interpreter of Paul’s rhetoric should add, “for non-Jews” as well as “believers in Jesus Christ” to the 

end of virtually every sentence in his letters about these matters, certainly so when he is specifically 

addressing non-Jews within them. … 
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“Why did Paul oppose circumcision?” misses the point. It implies that he opposed it in principle for 

all Christ-believers, and thus for Jews as well as for non-Jews. It leads to hermeneutical applications 

of supposed universal values for everyone. Admittedly cumbersome, one should ask instead, “Why 

did Paul oppose the circumcision of non-Jewish believers in Jesus Christ?” Then theological 

propositions that appeal to Paul’s language have a better chance of reflecting Paul’s contextual 

perspective, and likewise each hermeneutical application can better reflect the tension between what 

he meant and what it might mean for the later interpreter.
192

 

RIGHTEOUSNESS AND TRUST 

“Righteousness and trust” for Christian Jews and for Christian gentiles 

The most well-known issue in Galatians, Paul’s argument about righteousness and faith (or “trust,” as 

this commentary will generally render pistis), begins in 2:15. The argument runs on through various 

parts of the letter (e.g., 5:4-5). 

However, there is a particularly striking structure from 2:15-3:14. In broad terms, 2:15-21 presents the 

relationship between righteousness and trust for Christian Jews (as seen by Paul), then 3:1-14 presents 

the relationship between righteousness and trust for Christian gentiles. There are many indications 

that Paul is presenting these two discourses in parallel (overall, not line by line). On the other hand, 

there are obvious differences in the terms of the discourse focused on gentiles.  

The pair of discourses together offers an opportunity for us to understand something of what Paul 

means by the righteousness language that he introduces in 2:16. Although he frequently uses the 

vocabulary of righteousness in 3:1-14, the benefits gained by the gentiles are expressed more 

specifically as “the blessing of Abraham” (3:14), which is related to being “sons of Abraham” 

(3:7), all of which, most concretely, is expressed in the house churches’ experience of the Spirit 

(3:2-5,14). The overall structure is something like the accompanying table: 

Righteousness and Trust for Christian 
Jews (Galatians 2:15-21) 

Righteousness and Trust for Christian 
Gentiles (Galatians 3:1-14) 

2:15-16a What Christian Jews know about 

righteousness, trust, Christ, and works 

of the law 

3:1 Exclamation relating to the Cross 

2:16b-c How Christian Jews have acted on 

this knowledge 
3:2-5 The Spirit came to gentiles through 

trust, not law 

2:17-18 Why there is no going back 3:6-9 Christian gentiles who trust are  

considered righteous, linked to 

Abraham 

2:19-21a Paul’s experience of law, Christ and 

trust as a paradigmatic Christian Jew. 
3:10-13 Christ/trust is the route to  

righteousness and deals with the 

curse of law 

2:21b-c Conclusion on law and 

righteousness in relation to the cross 
3:14 So gentiles in Christ receive through 

trust the Spirit and the blessing of 

Abraham 

Paul tackles his Galatian problem indirectly. In 2:15-21 he shows that Christian Jews obtain 

righteousness through trust in Christ, not by works of law. Having done this, he could just let his 

predominantly gentile audience draw the inference that, if this is true for Christian Jews, 

Christian gentiles certainly do not need to get drawn into feeling the need to follow Jewish law. 

However, Paul goes on to directly address the situation of the Christian gentiles. If they wonder 

how it all involves them, the clue is their experience of the Spirit (3:2-5). Paul relates that to trust 

(3:2, 5), then links trust to Abraham and righteousness (3:6-9). He then explains how trust and 
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Christ remove the obstacle posed by gentile failure to keep Jewish law (3:10-13). This enables the 

Spirit-filled life that their communities experience (3:14).
193

 

All who trust God are sons of Abraham 

Just as Abraham “trusted God and it was reckoned to him as righteousness,” know then that those 

who are of trust, these are sons of Abraham. The Scripture, seeing beforehand that God considers the 

gentiles righteous on the basis of trust, proclaimed the gospel in advance to Abraham, “In you will all 

the gentiles be blessed.” So those who are of trust are blessed along with the trusting Abraham (3:6-

9). …  

The argument of 3:6-9 is tightly constructed and rather surprising. It is built around word groups, 

“trust” (pist-, 5 times in 3:6-9), “Abraham,” “righteousness,” “gentiles,” and “blessing.” The chain of 

argument is as follows: 

Step 1: Genesis 15:6 shows that Abraham “trusted God and it was reckoned to him as 

righteousness” [Gal. 3:6]. Therefore, those of trust are sons of Abraham. 

Step 2: Because those of trust are sons of Abraham (who was declared righteous), when Gen. 

12:3//18:18 says that all the gentiles will be blessed as Abraham’s sons (“in you”), this is 

Scripture seeing beforehand that God considers the gentiles righteous on the basis of trust. 

Step 3: To sum up: those of trust are blessed along with the trusting Abraham.
194

 

What matters is trust working through love, not circumcision or 
uncircumcision 

[Galatians] 5:5-6. For we, by the Spirit, by trust, eagerly await the hope of righteousness. For in 

Christ Jesus neither circumcision matters nor uncircumcision, but trust, working through love.  

… In Gal. 5:5-6, “trust” involves acting today, being convinced of hope of righteousness coming 

tomorrow. Such a life is enabled by the Spirit. This focus on the future is rather a surprise, given the 

way righteousness and trust have been discussed earlier in the letter. 

The impression has been that, when Christ arrived, people who had trust in him were now considered 

righteous, which involved them becoming one in Christ, becoming children of Abraham, and 

receiving the Spirit. However, the reality always was that these things are matters of trust. Being “in 

Christ” or “a son of Abraham” or “being considered righteous” are not directly visible. The visible 

things are “miracles” worked among the Galatians (3:5) and, as 5:6 emphasizes, the life of love that 

trust creates. Even these would be open to question and interpretation, especially as to whether they 

are really manifestations of God’s Spirit. In fact, “being considered righteous” as such is never 

described as a past event in Galatians (contrast Rom. 5:1). It is a present-tense process (2:16a, 17; 3:8, 

11; cf. 5:4) or a purpose (2:16b; 3:24) or something in the future (2:16c). However, Paul does see it as 

having effects already, in being “in Christ,” “a son of Abraham,” and experiencing “the Spirit.” 

Galatians never explicitly shows us what is righteous, in an ethical sense, about Paul’s use of 

righteousness language.
195

 

More than intellectual consent, faith is total trust in God that results in 
complete obedience 

The purpose of Paul’s apostleship is to bring about the hypakoen pisteos among all the Gentiles. This 

expression can be understood in several ways: as … “obedience to faith”, as … “the obedience that 

faith works”, or as … “the obedience that consists in faith”, … [which] is preferable. More than an 

intellectual consent to the truth, faith is a total entrusting of oneself to God that results in complete 

obedience to God.
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“The righteous will live by faith” 

Everything begins and ends with faith. Thus Paul writes that God’s righteousness is revealed “from 

faith to faith.” Although commentators have interpreted this phrase in a variety of ways, it seems best 

to take it as Paul’s way of saying that from start to finish, from beginning to end, the revelation of 

God’s righteousness in the gospel is related to faith. Or, as Paul will soon say, it is not a matter of 

doing the works of the law. To confirm what he means, he quotes Hab. 2:4, “The righteous will live 

by faith.”  

Once more, Paul confronts us with a number of interpretive decisions. Does he mean that the one who 

is righteous on the basis of faith will live? Or does he mean that the one who is righteous will live by 

faith?  

Although the LXX of Hab. 2:4 reads “But the just shall live by my faith [God’s faithfulness]” 

(NETS), the Hebrew text reads “The righteous man is rewarded with life for his fidelity” (NJPS). 

Neither the Hebrew nor the LXX, however, understands the text as referring to someone who has 

been justified on the basis of faith. Consequently, although reliable commentators (Nygren 1949, 89-

90) have understood the text to mean that the one who is righteous through faith will live, it is more 

natural to take the phrase with the verb that follows it (“live”) rather than with the noun that precedes 

it (“righteous”). Accordingly, I interpret the text to mean that the righteous person lives by faith, as 

Paul will show in his discussion of Abraham in chapter 4.
197

 

------ 

Even though there are people who do what is in accordance with the law (Paul says he was blameless; 

Phil. 3:6), Paul now understands that the power of sin has made it impossible for anyone (himself 

included) to be justified on the basis of doing the works of the law before the all-holy God of Israel.
198

 

All are under the power of sin 

Everyone, without exception, is under the power of sin. In the case of God’s covenant people, 

Scripture testifies to this, making plain that all are guilty before God. Consequently, justification/ 

acquittal before God will not and cannot come on the basis of legal observance.
199

 

Galatians is part of the world of many religions 

Christianity is one religion among many, and that Pauline Christianity is one (key) version of that 

religion. Claiming otherwise is, in itself, a radical form of Christian exceptionalism. As a religious 

text, Galatians makes totalizing claims about the plight of humanity (gentile and Jew) and about the 

consequent necessity of adopting the text’s prescriptions for belief and practice. As a Christian, I 

[Peter Oakes] accept the religious claims of Christianity. I expect adherents of other religions to 

accept the claims of their religion, though I know they are not compatible with the claims of 

Christianity. This is how the world of religions is. Galatians is part of that world.
200

 

BAPTISM 

A non-Jew who wanted to follow the Jewish religion had to have a proselyte 
baptism 

Even before Jesus began his ministry, baptism was an important element in the Judaism of his time. 

Anyone who was not born a Jew yet wanted to follow the Jewish religion had to undergo a proselyte 

baptism. The predecessor of Messiah was called John the Baptist; obviously, baptism was a key part 

of his preparatory ministry (Mark 1:4-5; Luke 3:16; John 1:31; 3:23). When Jesus began his messianic 

ministry, his first act was to be baptized by John (Matt. 3:13-17), and baptism was an important aspect 

of his ministry (John 4:1-2). After his resurrection, Jesus commissioned his disciples with the task of 

continuing his work. Again, baptism was to play an essential role in this endeavor (Matt. 28:19). 
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The early church took seriously this responsibility to baptize. At Pentecost, at the end of his sermon, 

Peter urged the crowd: “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the 

forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38). The response 

was impressive: “Those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three thousand were 

added to their number that day” (Acts 2:41). 

This pattern of hearing and responding to the gospel accompanied by baptism was repeated 

throughout the early years of the church’s expansion in the lives of various groups and individuals 

(from the book of Acts): Samaritans (8:12); an Ethiopian eunuch (8:36, 38); the persecutor Saul (9:18; 

22:16); Gentiles (10:47-48; 11:16-17); a businesswoman and her household (16:15); a jailer and his 

family (16:33); many Corinthians (18:8); a dozen disciples of John the Baptist (19:3-7). The 

missionary enterprise focused on repentance, faith in Christ, and baptism as the steps of initiation. 

The earliest documents outside of our New Testament picture the continuing importance of baptism. 

Specifically, baptism was the initial rite of Christianity, followed by the Lord’s Supper: “Let no one 

eat or drink of your Eucharist except those who have been baptized into the name of the Lord.” The 

Didache also provided this instruction: 

Concerning baptism, baptize as follows: after you have reviewed all these things [with 

those who are about to be baptized], baptize “in the name of the Father and of the Son 

and of the Holy Spirit” in running water [e.g., a river of cold water]. But if you have 

no running water, then baptize into some other water; and if you are not able to 

baptize in cold water, then do so in warm [e.g., a warm lake]. But if you have neither, 

then pour water upon the head three times “in the name of the Father and Son and 

Holy Spirit.” And before the baptism, let the one baptizing and the one who is to be 

baptized fast, as well as any others who are able. Also, you must instruct the one who 

is to be baptized to fast for one or two days beforehand. (Didache, 7)
201

 

For Paul, baptism is a myth-drama close in meaning to the mystery cults 

In Judaism, immersion into water was intended to wash away the ritual impurity caused by certain 

bodily functions (sex, menstruation, childbearing) and by dermatological and genital diseases or by 

contact with a dead body. In a more spiritual sense, the baptism of repentance, administered by John 

the Baptist, symbolized the removal of the pollution caused by sinful conduct. … Baptism for Paul is 

a myth-drama. … Paul’s understanding of baptism is closer to the ideas of the Greek, Egyptian, 

Syrian and Persian mystery cults that flourished in the Roman Empire in the age of Jesus than to the 

traditional Jewish and Judaeo-Christian purification ritual.
202

 

New, mystical meanings applied to baptism 

Paul’s view of [baptism] … included … new, mystical meanings which appear to reflect pagan rather 

than Jewish influences. “Do you not know,” he writes (Rom. 6:3), “that all of us who have been 

baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?”.
203

 

You were baptized into Christ 

Paul does not write eis ekklesian ebaptisthete (“you were baptized into the assembly”) but eis 

Christon (“into Christ”). What would look to outsiders as initiation into the group is viewed by 

insiders as initiation into union with Christ. … In Rom. 6:1-11, Paul expresses baptism in terms of 

dying with Christ and then sharing his risen life. In Galatians, Paul does not explain much about 

baptism, but the idea of it representing Christ’s death and new life would clearly tie very well into the 

letter’s motif of sharing in Christ’s crucifixion and new life (2:19-20; 5:24; 6:14-15,17). What Paul 

does say in 3:27 is that baptism involves “putting on” Christ. The analogy is of clothing.
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THE “LORD’S SUPPER” 

Paul supplied a new, mystical meaning to the community meal 

Paul supplied a new meaning to the community meal and turned it into an imitation and repetition of 

the ‘Lord’s Supper’ — Jesus’ last Passover dinner with his apostles on the evening before his 

crucifixion. Paul implies that the mythical significance of this meal was revealed to him directly by 

Christ: ‘I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you’ (1 Cor. 11:23). He does not say that it 

came to him through apostolic tradition as the story of the death, burial and resurrection of the 

Saviour: ‘I handed over to you what I in turn had received’ (1 Cor. 15:3).
205

 

The mystical significance of the Last Supper must be attributed to Paul 

If my understanding is correct, the mystical significance of the Last Supper must not be attributed to 

the Synoptic evangelists composing their accounts between AD 70 and 100, but to Paul writing in the 

early 50s. It seems that the idea entered the tradition of the Gospels of Mark and Matthew through 

Luke, Paul’s disciple, whose Last Supper account mirrors that of his teacher. Only Paul and Luke 

mention Jesus’ command relating to the repetition of the ritual.
206

 

John’s Gospel says that Jesus spoke these words in the synagogue at 
Capernaum 

So Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his 

blood, you have no life in you. Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I 

will raise them up on the last day; for my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink. Those who eat 

my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them. Just as the living Father sent me, and I live 

because of the Father, so whoever eats me will live because of me. This is the bread that came down 

from heaven, not like that which your ancestors ate, and they died. But the one who eats this bread 

will live forever.”  

He said these things while he was teaching in the synagogue at Capernaum.
207

 

PAUL’S CREATION: “CHRIST IN YOU / ME” 

“Christ in you” (and variations) appears only four times in three letters 

“Christ in you” (and variations) appears in the homologoumena
208

 only four times in three letters: 

Paul uses this expression twice in Galatians (2:20, 
“
Christ lives in me,” and 4:19, “until Christ is 

formed in you”), once in Romans (8:10, “if Christ is in you …”), and once in 2 Corinthians (13:5, “Do 

you not know that Jesus Christ is in you?”). 

We also find “Christ in you” in the disputed letters in Colossians 1:27 (“Christ in you, the hope of 

glory”), with a variation in Ephesians 3:17 (“that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith”). The 

Ephesians expression, Christ dwelling in believers’ hearts, is of a slightly different nature than “Christ 

in you”.
209

 

------ 

Paul does not employ the terminology of “Christ in you/me” nearly as often as he does “in Christ.” 

There are only a half-dozen references in his letters, though this is still a highly significant number of 

occurrences. … There are many more references to the indwelling Spirit than “Christ in you.” … 

despite its small number of occurrences, “Christ in you” shows both the indwelling of and the active 

participation of Christ in the believer.
210
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------ 

“Christ in you” relates to similar expressions such as believers’ “putting on Christ” (Gal. 3:27) and 

being conformed to Christ’s  (Rom. 8:29; 2 Cor. 3:18).
211

 

------ 

Paul’s key themes, including “in Christ,” ‘with Christ,” and “Christ in you/me” … show mutual 

indwelling and participation. … Paul describes the relationship between Christ and the believer in 

ways that may best be seen as perichoretic.
212

 

“Christ lives in me” indicates that a transformation has taken place in the 
believer’s life 

“Christ lives in me” indicates that a transformation has taken place in the believer’s life (cf. the 

contrast of [Galatians] 1:13-14 with 1:15-16). G. Berenyi has pointed to the “paradoxical” nature of 

Paul’s statement, “I no longer live … but the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of 

God …” (2:20). How can Paul say both that “I” have died and “I” now live by faith? For Paul these 

words describe the transformed nature of the life of faith. The believer lives a radically new existence. 

The (old) “I” has ceased to exist; the (new) “I” now lives by faith. This change from one existence to 

a new existence, furthermore, is marked by “Christ in me.” Because “Christ lives in me,” Paul in 

effect says, “I,” who have died, am now enabled to live by faith (cf. Phil. 2:12-13), “Christ in me” 

makes possible the new life of faith; it inaugurates new life in Christ.
213

 

------ 

The present tense in [Galatians] 2:20 describes on-going life with Christ in the present. … Christ has 

“taken hold of” (Phil. 3:12) Paul and Christ now rules and dominates Paul’s life. In the same way, 

Paul desires the Galatians to be determined by their first experience in the faith, to live out the 

implications of what they have received (cf. 3:1-51).
214

 

------ 

“Christ in you” focuses both on the origin and on the eschatological nature of the life of faith. “Christ 

in you” indicates that a profound transformation has taken place in believers’ lives, which has brought 

about a break with the sinful past. Believers are now to live in ways that are in keeping with this 

transformation, specifically by loving, accepting and living in harmony with one another. As they will 

bear Christ’s image at the Parousia, so they are to display the character of Christ in their present life 

together.
215

 

Practical manifestations should characterise those who have Christ in them 

[Paul] delineates the practical manifestation that should characterize those who have Christ in them. 

Paul sums up this practical manifestation with the term the “fruit of the Spirit.” … The term “fruit of 

the Spirit” indicates that the Spirit produces growth, not believers themselves. The “fruit of the Spirit” 

is the natural outcome of living by the Spirit. 

Furthermore, the bulk of Paul’s list of “fruit” includes those characteristics which promote communal 

harmony. It is fitting that love heads the list. In 5:6, Paul has stated that “in Christ Jesus neither 

circumcision nor uncircumcision is of any avail, but faith working through love.” “In Christ,” then, 

that which once divided Jew and gentile no longer matters (3:28). Now faith, which justifies both Jew 

and gentile (cf. 2:15-16; 3:6-9), enables and moves believers to love one another. Similarly, in 
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response to the agitators’ imposition of law, Paul asserts that love fulfills the law (5:14). Those who 

demonstrate love, furthermore, by bearing one another’s burdens, “fulfill the law of Christ” (6:2). 

Thus, God’s transforming work manifests itself in love, which in turn produces unity within the body 

of Christ (cf. Gal, 3:27-28). 

Paul’s alternative to the “fruit of the Spirit” is the “works or the flesh.” “Works” hearkens back to 

“works of the law” (2:16; 3:2, 5), which is Pauline shorthand for the nomistic
216

 gospel of the 

agitators. In contrast to the “fruit of the Spirit” which is characterized by harmony, the “works of the 

flesh” are marked by disunity. Of the fifteen “works” listed, eight are behaviors which bring division 

and disharmony to the body of Christ. … 

The consequences of the agitators’ gospel is already manifesting itself in the Galatians’ behavior as 

they “bite and devour one another (5:15). On the other hand, a return to the basic gospel that Paul 

preached to them will bring transformation and will produce the positive fruit of righteousness. It will 

lead to love and harmony in the community of faith.
217

 

------ 

“Christ in you,” for Paul, always produces practical results—primarily seen in growth and maturity.
218

 

“Christ in you” in Galatians focuses attention on the beginnings of the life of faith. It indicates that a 

transition and transformation has taken place in believers’ lives, and that the entirety of the life of 

faith is to bear the imprint of their initial experience of Christ. This transformation has practical 

implications, furthermore, in uniting believers, causing them to love one another and to break down 

the barriers that once divided them. But Gal. 4:19 also brings out the eschatological nature of “Christ 

in you.”
219

 

The ongoing work of the Spirit gives believers assurance of their final glorified 
state 

The Spirit is the agent of God’s on-going work of redemption, and it is this on-going work that gives 

believers assurance of their final glorified state. As Paul says in 2 Cor. 5:5, the Spirit “prepares” 

believers for the salvation that is to come. 

Returning now to “Christ in you” in Rom. 8:10, we can assert that the close, virtually 

indistinguishable, relationship between “Spirit in you” and “Christ in you” indicates that “Christ in 

you” also functions in Paul’s thought-world as that which transforms believers, preparing them and 

giving them hope of coming glory. Our study of Romans, therefore, shows some important overlap 

with the “Christ in you” passages in Galatians, which also indicate a transformation and participation 

in God’s eschatological purposes. … [This] also largely parallels the formulation in Col. 1:27--”Christ 

in you, the hope of glory.”
220

 

Three meanings for “Christ in you/me” 

Smedes states that three meanings exist for the phrase ‘Christ in you/me.” They are an infusion of the 

divine life, the reality of “Christ for us,” and the fact that Christ rules within the lives of believers.
221

 

Christ in you/me” indicates a transformation has taken place in believers’ lives 

Barcley notes a common theme running through both usages of “Christ in you/me” in Galatians, 

which is the beginning of the life of faith. He writes, “It indicates that a transition and transformation 

has taken place in believers’ lives, and that the entirety of the life of faith is to bear the imprint of their 

initial experience of Christ.”
 222
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------ 

In Galatians 2:20, Paul boldly asserts that “It is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me.” Barcley 

notes that Paul’s language denotes a “radical break” from the past when the person’s participation in 

the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ has been fully realized. The new life in Christ is made real 

because of the real, living presence of Christ in Paul. He is at once both “in Christ” and Christ is “in 

him.”
 223

 

------ 

The phrase “Christ in you” … denotes a real indwelling presence of Christ in the believer. In addition, 

that indwelling is augmented by an active participation of Christ through the Spirit in the believer as 

well.
224

 

PAUL’S CREATION: “IN CHRIST” 

The phrase “In Christ” (and similar) is frequently encountered in Paul’s 
writings 

The phrase “in Christ” is often repeated in the writings of Paul. Adolf Deissmann, a pioneer in the 

research of Pauline “in Christ” usage, counted 164 occurrences of the phrase in the Pauline epistles.
225

 

------ 

One can scarcely read a page in Paul without encountering “in Christ,” “in the Lord,” or some other 

related phrase. Deissmann believed it to be the characteristic expression of Paul’s Christianity.
226

 

“In Christ” and derivatives are used several times at Galatians 3:26-29 

Galatians 3:26-29 is a passage of Scripture that utilizes the phrase “in Christ” and close derivatives 

several times. It speaks of “faith in Christ Jesus” (3:26), being baptized into Christ (3:27), being 

clothed with Christ (3:27), all believers existing as one in Christ (3:28), and belonging to Christ 

(3:29). Certainly a locative interpretation makes sense in at least three of these phrases, particularly in 

3:27-28. 

Commenting on the relationship present in these verses, Richard Longenecker writes, 

As Jesus is reported to have spoken of his relationship with the Father as being “in the 

Father,” all without diminishing the concept of the real personality of God, so Paul 

with his high Christology could speak of being “in Christ” without softening or 

dissolving the fixed outlines of personality for either Christ or the Christian, To have 

been forced to give a definite psychological analysis of this relationship would have 

left Paul speechless. 

[Longenecker] continues, “Being ‘in Christ’ is, for Paul, communion with Christ in the most intimate 

relationship imaginable, without ever destroying or minimizing—rather, only enhancing—the 

distinctive personalities of either the Christian or Christ. It is ‘I-Thou’ communion at its highest.”
227 

“In Christ” is a metaphor for the Christian life 

“In Christ” (along with the similar expressions “in Christ Jesus,” “in the Lord,” “in him”) is Paul’s 

most frequent metaphor for the Christian life.
228

 

------ 

“In Christ” at times defies categorization and stands as an all-encompassing metaphor for the 

Christian life.
229
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“In Christ” describes the participation in and union with Jesus Christ 

Timothy George adds that the phrase “in Christ” is used “to describe that participation in and union 

with Jesus Christ that is effected for every believer by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.” Richard 

Longenecker writes that “the phrase ‘in Christ’ is a favorite of Paul’s to signal the personal, local, and 

dynamic relation of the believer to Christ.” Again, he adds that the phrase “appears frequently in 

Paul’s letters to signal the sphere within which the believer lives and the intimacy of personal 

fellowship that exists between the believer and Christ.”
230

 

PAUL’S CREATION: “WITH CHRIST” 

“With Christ” is another important theological expression in Paul’s letters 

Another important theological expression in Paul’s letters is “with Christ,” although it does not appear 

nearly as often as “in Christ.” It is interesting to note that unlike “in Christ” and its counterpart “Christ 

in you/me,” the phrase “Christ with me” never occurs in the writings of Paul.
231

 

“With Christ” describe the believer and Christ in action together 

Paul’s “with Christ” language, in various forms, shows an active participation of the believer in 

Christ. … Some of the most theologically rich passages in Paul are those that describe the believer 

and Christ in action together.
232

 

------ 

The “with Christ” language appears several times in Romans 6. Believers have been buried with 

Christ through baptism (Rom 6:4), united with him in the likeness of his death (Rom 6:5), crucified 

with him (Rom 6:6), and they have died with him (Rom 6:8) and shall live with him (Rom 6:8). All 

but the last in the “with Christ” list here are past tense. Scholars are agreed that Paul is describing a 

participation of the believer with Christ that goes far beyond the symbolic. For instance, Thomas 

Schreiner writes, “We died to Christ in baptism in that we were united with him in his once-for-all 

death. Because we are incorporated into Christ, his death becomes ours. At baptism (i.e., conversion) 

the death of Christ becomes ours because we share the benefits of his death by virtue of our 

incorporation into him.” The language of “what is his becomes ours” is an active participation in the 

life of Christ.
233

 

------ 

John Fischer writes, “The Christian’s experiential death and resurrection is not a little reproduction of 

Christ’s physical death and resurrection; it is an event that somehow actually happened to Christians 

as it happened to Christ.” The participation language is both evident and explicit. 

Finally, Ernest Best writes, “How are we to explain this close relationship between believers and 

Christ? There is some kind of identity between the believer and Christ.” He continues that the believer 

is connected to Christ by a bond similar to that which links together two parts of an organism, or 

similar to that which links husband and wife. He shares in the actual experiences of Christ, or at least 

in those experiences of Christ which are most significant for Paul, viz., his sufferings, death, burial, 

resurrection and exaltation. He is ‘with Christ’; it is not Christ who is with him.”
234

 

Baptism symbolises the believer’s participation in Christ’s death, burial, and 
resurrection 

Baptism is the symbolic act that denotes that a person has entered into union with Christ. Immersion 

under water is a sign of burial, which certifies that death has occurred. Although the analogy between 

going under water, submerging, and emerging from water and death, burial, and resurrection is one 

that scholars debate, there is a fairly clear consensus that the baptismal act is symbolic of the 

believer’s union with Christ due to the believer’s participation in his death, burial, and resurrection. 
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Robert Tannehill writes, “If the believer dies and rises with Christ, as Paul claims, Christ’s death and 

resurrection are not merely events which produce benefits for the believer, but also are events in 

which the believer himself partakes. The believer’s new life is based upon his personal participation 

in these saving events. Furthermore, these events continue to give their stamp to the life of the 

believer, for he continues to participate in Christ’s death and resurrection in his daily life.
235

 

“IN CHRIST” AND “WITH CHRIST” 

“In Christ” and “with Christ” show two different components of the 
relationship 

While, as it has been shown, “in Christ” and “with Christ” are remarkably similar, they are not 

completely interchangeable. That is, they show two different components of a relationship best 

described perichoretic—indwelling and participation, respectively. Ernest Best summarizes the 

difference well: 

The “with Christ” passages emphasize the fact that it is Christ’s life, his risen life, in 

which they share; the “in Christ” passages emphasize the nature of the new life and 

the relationships which it implies between one Christian and another. The Christian 

does not hope, work, or believe “with Christ,” but “in Christ”; he does not die and rise 

to new life “in Christ” but “with Christ,” The “with Christ” formula describes the 

origin of the Christian life; the “in Christ” formula describes that life as it is lived 

from day to day.
236

 

PAUL’S LACK OF CLARITY 

Paul was inconsistent and is often difficult to understand 

Whereas Paul’s communities were probably acquainted with a reasonably coherent view of his vision 

of redemption, we are not. We must try to piece one together, aided neither by the nature of the 

epistolary evidence, which is fragmentary and often allusive, nor by Paul’s own temperament as a 

thinker and writer, for he was as often inconsistent and (as his own congregations found) as difficult 

to understand as he was creative and energetic.
237

 

Scholarship’s disagreements over the meaning of “the works of the law” 

In Gal. 2:16 … [Paul] contrasts “the works of the law” with faith in (or the faith of) Jesus Christ. The 

meaning of “the works of the law” here and in Gal. 2:16 has been contested in recent scholarship.
238

 

Does Romans 3:25 mean “let go unpunished” or “forgiveness”? 

The noun paresin in [Romans] 3:25 presents another problem since this is its only occurrence in the 

entire Greek Bible (the LXX as well as the NT). On the one hand, it could mean “passing over” or 

“letting go unpunished.” On the other hand, it might mean “forgiveness,” inasmuch as it is “used of 

‘remitting’ debts and other obligations” in ancient Greek literature. The latter is the way in which the 

Vulgate (and most writers in the ancient church) understood it, translating paresin as remissionem 

(forgiveness). It is difficult to make a choice here, given the limited lexical data. 

If the word is taken in the first sense, the meaning would be that God has put forth Christ as the new 

mercy seat to show his (God’s) righteousness because, in his clemency, God had passed over sins 

committed in the past. If the word is taken in the second sense, the meaning would be that God has 

put forth Christ as the new mercy seat to show his righteousness for the forgiveness of sins committed 

in the past.
239
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Does Romans 5:1 mean “we have peace” or “let us be at peace”? 

In the opening verse of [Romans] chapter 5, there is a textual problem whose resolution influences the 

interpretation of the text. While some textual witnesses read “we have” (echomen, present indicative), 

others read “let us have” (echomen, present hortatory subjunctive). The first reading states a fact: 

since believers have been justified, they are at peace with God (“Therefore, since we have been 

justified… we are at peace with God”). In contrast to this, the second reading is an exhortation: since 

believers have been justified, they should seek to be at peace with God (“Therefore, since we have 

been justified, … let us be at peace with God”).
240

 

Paul’s lack of clarity is evidenced by the range of ensuing soteriological 
explanations 

 Ransom to Satan Theory of Formative Christianity (Origen; Augustine) 

 Recapitulation Theory of Formative Christianity (Irenaeus) 

 Mystical soteriology of the Eastern (Orthodox) Churches 

 Commercial (or Satisfaction) Theory of the Medieval period (Anselm) 

 Moral Influence Theory of the Medieval period (Abelard) 

 The Penal-Substitution Theory is an extension Anselm’s Satisfaction Theory 

o Luther contributed to the development of the Atonement doctrine 

o Calvin involved substitution, cleansing, expiation, and propitiation in the Penal 

Substitutionary atonement 

 Lutheran and Arminian theology embraced the unlimited atonement position 

 Reformed theologians embraced a limited view of the atonement of Christ 

 Some Reformed theologians dissented from the limited atonement perspective 

 Example (Martyr) Theory of the Socinians was similar to Abelard’s Moral Influence Theory 

 Governmental theory of atonement Grotius (1583–1645)  

Distinguish between the doctrine of the Atonement and the various 
theories of the Atonement 

It is very important to distinguish between the doctrine of the Atonement and the various theories of 

the Atonement. The doctrine of the Atonement simply says that we are somehow put right with God 

through the life, death, and resurrection of Christ. The doctrine of the Atonement is explicitly taught 

in the New Testament and indeed it was preached before the New Testament was written. 

By contrast, a theory of the Atonement is an attempt to explain, in clarifying detail, how and why 

Christ’s life, death, and resurrection put us right with God. No theory of the Atonement is set 

forth in the New Testament, nor is any theory of the Atonement endorsed in any of the great 

creeds, such as the Nicene Creed. So, I believe this is an area in which there is room for Christian 

thinkers to try out new ideas.241 

Some Scripture passages indicate that Christ’s life and resurrection are part of 
his work in putting us right with God 

Many passages in the New Testament state the doctrine of the Atonement in a general way, e.g., “All 

this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, … that is, in Christ God was 

reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the 

message of reconciliation to us” (2 Corinthians 5:17-19). Or “But God proves his love for us in that 

while we still were sinners Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8).  

Life, Death, and Resurrection. While “Christ died for our sins” is a common expression of the 

doctrine of the Atonement, some Scripture passages indicate that Christ’s life and resurrection are part 

of his work in putting us right with God. For example, “If while we were enemies, we were reconciled 

to God through the death of his Son, much more surely, having been reconciled, will we be saved by 

his life” (Romans 5:10). And Paul says that Jesus “was handed over to death for our trespasses and 

                                                      
240

 Romans, Matera, page 125 
241

 Reflections on the Atonement, pages 2-3 



Paul’s gospel 

50 

was raised for our justification” (Romans 4:25). And “If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile 

and you are still in your sins” (1 Corinthians 15:17). Given such passages as these, it is odd that 

Christ’s resurrection plays only a minor role in some of the most influential theories of the 

Atonement.
242

 

Scripture says, not that Christ was condemned, but that sin was condemned 

Many people think that the New Testament says (or implies) that Christ was punished for our sins. As 

far as I can tell, the textual evidence for this claim is very weak. Let’s look at one passage which 

many have understood to imply that Christ was punished:  

Romans 8: 3. For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: 

sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in 

the flesh.  

Regarding this passage, N. T. Wright remarks, “This is the closest Paul comes to saying . . . what so 

many of his interpreters have attributed to him: that the death of Jesus was the ultimate moment of 

judicial condemnation, of God’s punishment . . .”.  

But, manifestly, the verse says, not that Christ was condemned, but that sin was condemned. Through 

the life, death, and resurrection of Christ, God condemned sin (i.e., declared it wrong and 

reprehensible). It simply doesn’t follow that God punished Christ.
243

 

Paul is extremely difficult to understand 

Paul is extremely difficult to understand. Our efforts suffer for standing at so many removes from 

him, both temporal and cultural. … Paul’s long respectability at the heart of the New Testament canon 

makes him harder to see: almost two thousand years of exegesis tying him to later periods of Christian 

culture frustrate our efforts as historians to see him in his own. And, finally, from the evidence of his 

own letters, Paul was more successful at communicating excitement and conviction than clarity. He 

confused his own congregations. We come by our own confusions honestly, and by now we lack too 

many pieces of the puzzle to assemble a completely coherent picture of either the man or his 

message.
244

 

Scholarship on Paul’s use of Scripture has grown increasingly fragmented 

In recent years, scholarship on Paul’s use of Scripture has grown increasingly fragmented. Scholars 

not only use different methods but ground their studies on different presuppositions. Some are 

convinced that Paul’s explicit quotations provide the best insights into his engagement with the ideas 

and language of Scripture, while others find it more beneficial to study his allusions and echoes or his 

use of biblical narratives. Some assert that Paul expected his audiences to know and supply the 

context of his quotations, allusions, and echoes, while others reject this presumption as unhistorical. 

Some insist that Paul’s frequent references to Scripture reveal how profoundly his ideas were shaped 

by the biblical tradition, while others argue that Paul cited Scripture primarily for rhetorical effect. 

Because of these and other fundamental differences over questions of method, dialogue among 

scholars working in this area has become increasingly difficult. Instead of examining the relative 

strengths and weaknesses of various modes of analysis, scholars more often simply talk past one 

another. Papers are presented and books and articles written with little or no effort to justify the 

methods and presumptions that are used. 

Scholars who approach the subject using different methods are either dismissed or ignored. Most of 

the discussion takes place among people who share common methodologies and presuppositions, with 

little conversation across methodological lines. Progress is made in particular areas, but little is done 

to integrate the findings into a coherent whole or to examine places where the use of different 

methods or presuppositions might lead to different conclusions.
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Paul does strange things with texts 

Everyone who has studied the apostle Paul’s references to the Jewish Scriptures acknowledges that 

Paul does strange things with texts—”strange”, that is, by modern literary standards. Not only does he 

fail to cite the sources of most of his quotations, but the wording of his quotations and allusions often 

diverges significantly from that of the texts that he cites. The sense that he derives from the biblical 

text also deviates fairly often from what modern readers might see as the “original meaning” of the 

passages to which he refers. Similar problems can be discerned in the writings of other New 

Testament authors. 

These differences between ancient and modern practices aroused scholarly interest as early as the late 

1500s. … Not until the nineteenth century, however, did scholars begin to give serious attention to the 

specific problems associated with the apostle Paul’s use of Scripture. By the end of the century, they 

had identified most of the problems and many of the solutions that have continued to occupy scholars 

to the present day.
246

 

WHAT DOES PISTIS CHRISTOU (faith Christ) REALLY MEAN? 

The meaning of   (pistis christou) is crucial for understanding 
Paul’s conception of righteousness by faith 

Far from being insignificant, this short expression is crucial for understanding the Apostle’s 

conception of righteousness by faith and how Paul construed the story of salvation in relation to the 

Mosaic Law.
247

 

------ 

The arguments are about far more than syntax and grammar. The interpretation of   

[pistis Christou] affects a whole constellation of issues about the nature of salvation, the person and 

work of Christ, the contents of faith, the character of the church, and even Bible translations.
248

 

Is   (pistis christou) objective (faith in Christ) or subjective 
genitive (the faithfulness of Christ)? 

Since Richard Hays published his doctoral dissertation The Faith of Jesus Christ: The Narrative 

Substructure of Galatians 3:1-4:11, there has been considerable debate in New Testament studies 

concerning whether or not the expression   (pistis christou, lit., the “faith of Christ”) 

should be interpreted as an objective genitive (i.e., faith in Christ), as a subjective genitive (i.e., the 

faithfulness of Christ), or as something in between (e.g., the faith that is of Christ).
249

 

Bible scholars adopt a range of views over pistis Christou 

Debbie Hunn [The Faith of Christ, pages 15-31] … observes that arguments based on grammar and 

language have singularly failed to provide an adequate answer for either side of the debate.
250

 

Stanley E. Porter and Andrew W. Pitts [The Faith of Christ, pages 33-53] … draw attention to the fact 

that a linguistic approach seems to favour the sense in pertinent texts that Christ was the object of 

faith.
251

 

For Douglas A. Campbell [The Faith of Christ, pages 57-71], the programmatic texts of Romans 1:17 

and 3:22 state that the faithfulness of Christ — understood broadly as his obedience, death, and 

resurrection — has revealed the saving righteousness of God.
252

 

R. Barry Matlock [The Faith of Christ, pages 73-89], focuses on the four   (pistis 

Christou) texts that include additional  /  phrases: Galatians 2:16; 3:22; Romans 3:22; 
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and Philippians 3:9. … On Matlock’s analysis, these additional phrases … (help) to select the sense, 

the subject, and the object of  as according to the objective genitive reading.
253

 

Paul Foster [The Faith of Christ, pages 91-109] presents an array of arguments for the subjective 

genitival reading of Philippians 3:9 and Ephesians 3:12. … He claims that the context of Philippians 

3:3-9 suggests that righteousness is imputed on the basis of Christ’s act of fidelity. Foster alleges that 

an even stronger case for the subjective genitive can be made in Ephesians 3:12.
254

 

It would be churlish to suggest that the arguments proposed here in support of reading 

  [pistis Christou] in Philippians 3:9 and Ephesians 3:12 as subjective 

genitives [“the faithfulness of Christ”] have established the case beyond all doubt. The 

debate has been so disputed and intense precisely because the evidence is ambiguous 

and because solid arguments can be put forward for either case. … Other options are 

also possible, and these should be considered in future debates. It has been suggested 

that the genitives in question are “plenary genitives” — specifically, that they 

encapsulate both the subjective and objective sense.
255

 

In contrast to Foster, Richard Bell [The Faith of Christ, pages 111-125] in turn argues for the 

objective genitive of faith in Christ in Philippians 3:9 and Ephesians 3:12.
256

 

Mark Seifrid [The Faith of Christ, pages 129-146] argues that the expression describes Christ as the 

author and source of faith. … He says it is more helpful to describe [the phrase  , 

pistis Christou] in terms of categories such as quality, source, and possession that are associated with 

a nominal sense of  [pistis]. … Seifrid takes the “righteousness of God” in Philippians 3:9 to 

denote the righteousness that God effects through the faith which comes from Christ.
257

 

Francis Watson [The Faith of Christ, pages 147-163] brings his expertise on Pauline hermeneutics to 

the topic and focuses on Paul’s use of the faith-formulations in order to refute the subjective genitive 

interpretation.
258

 

Preston Sprinkle [The Faith of Christ, pages 165-184] presents the case for a “third view” of the 

  (pistis Christou), as “Christ-Faith”, which is equivalent to the gospel message about 

Jesus Christ (viz., the gospel and its content). … This approach takes   as a singular 

entity rather than as two components of “faith” and “Christ”.
259

 

Ardel Caneday [The Faith of Christ, pages 185-205] analyzes the theme of Christ’s faithfulness in the 

theology of Galatians. … Christ’s faithfulness through his curse-bearing death serves to redeem others 

from the curse of the Torah. The coming of  (pistis) is the coming of Christ’s faithfulness to 

undo the curse of the Law.
260

 

OUTCOMES OF PAUL’S CHANGES TO THE SOTERIOLOGY 

The foundation stone of Paul’s theology is Jesus’ martyr death 

The foundation stone of Paul’s theology is that the martyr-death of Jesus the Messiah was a great 

sacrifice or redemption that cleansed or rescued the whole human race, or as many as choose to 

believe.
 261
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The mechanism of Paul’s soteriology is the operation of Christ’s death 

In Paul’s soteriology, the mechanism of salvation is Christ’s death functioning as a payment or a ritual 

action, being handed over for our transgressions, being made sin for us, and so on.
262

 

Sketching Paul’s soteriology 

Can Paul’s soteriology be sketched out? Roughly speaking, there is an implied 3-step sequence. First 

there is the martyr-death of Christ, describable either as a ritual or a payment. Then there is a 

recognition of new status, expressible as redemption or justification; and the final, restored condition 

is best described with the adoption or reconciliation metaphor, or with the idea of new creation (2 Cor 

5:17; Gal 6:15).
263

 

Paul’s sequence of salvation 

As regards the sequence of salvation, justification is merely an end-product. The saving act itself—the 

death of Christ—was not juridical but cultic, with Christ becoming the place where purificatory blood 

was splashed. 

The act of atonement precedes believers’ change of status, as cause precedes effect. In Rom 5:9-10, 

“blood” is the means for the change-of-status, a change described juridically (“justified”), personally 

(“saved from the wrath”), and diplomatically (“reconciled to God”), but in every case made secondary 

to the cultic death: “justified by his blood,” “saved through him,” “reconciled . . . through the death.” 

Justification does not occur by a judicial process, nor reconciliation by normal diplomatic means; 

rather, a cultic substance (blood) somehow wins acquittal and achieves reconciliation. Sacrificial 

blood has gained juridical, personal, and diplomatic currency! 

Paul is deliberately mixing these metaphors, making the cultic metaphor fundamental to the others. 

The judicial and the ritual models bleed into each other, so to speak. But the ritual act had to precede 

the legal or transformative result (justification/rightwising) and the interpersonal and diplomatic 

results (saved, reconciled).
264

 

Paul’s eschatological hope informed every step of the soteriological process 

Eschatological hope informs every step in this process. … Examination of the last sentences in Paul’s 

longer soteriological passages shows that eschatological conviction brings joy: at the end of Romans 

5, grace abounds and will exercise dominion; at the end of Romans 8, believers are glorified, and 

nothing can separate them from the love of God and Christ; capping 1 Corinthians 2, believers have 

the mind of Christ; culminating 2 Corinthians 5, believers are ambassadors of Christ; and at the end of 

Galatians 3, they are children of God and Abraham’s heirs. By the ends of these soteriological 

chapters, sorrow and fear are nowhere in sight.
265 

Paul utilised more than one soteriological model 

Paul—of all people—is more than capable of utilizing more than one soteriological model. … In Rom 

8:3 Paul synthesizes the sacrificial model (“sacrifice for sin,”) with a judicial setting (God 

condemning) with the scapegoat metaphor (the focalization of wrath on a particular piece of flesh). 

This does not negate the distinction of scapegoat and sacrifice—or of the judicial metaphor. Examples 

of conflation can only be identified as such when one recalls the standard and recognized distinction 

of the things being conflated. Conflation departs from standard usage.
266

 

Paul’s martyrological model 

The real reason why the death of Jesus mattered is because of who Jesus was before he was 

martyred.
267

 

------ 
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Paul’s usage of cultic metaphors is complicated by the fact that he also seems to understand the death 

of Christ in terms of a martyrological model. … In some ways, martyrdom may be the most 

fundamental of Paul’s models for interpreting the death of Christ. But it is hardly a separate image for 

Paul, since its meaning is conveyed through the sacrificial, scapegoat, and redemption metaphors. It 

seems to have been absorbed into these other metaphors, to be interpreted by them; it may be the most 

fundamental of Paul’s concepts, but its meaning requires the usage of metaphors from the cultic and 

social realms. …  

If Christ is a martyr, in fact the martyred Messiah, how can Paul find words to express this 

monumental tragedy and triumph, the sublime reversal of fortunes whereby God reached out to 

humanity during humanity’s darkest hour? by describing Christ as the new Passover, as the new sin 

offering through which sin is condemned in the flesh, as the sin-bearer who causes us to take on the 

righteousness of God at the exact moment that he takes on our sin. 

Paul prefers to embody the martyrological notion in these cultic and social metaphors, probably to 

avoid the nationalism that both Jewish and pagan martyrology entailed.
268

 

------ 

Martyrdom underlies the cultic metaphors, but its significance is explained via the metaphors, and 

Paul is quite comfortable using several. No single metaphor has dominating interpretive power. 

There is a suggestion of payment in some of the cultic metaphors, but not all of them. Scapegoat has 

nothing to do with paying anyone, and sacrifice is only sometimes conceived as being a kind of 

payment. The idea of Christ “paying for your sins” over-emphasizes one of Paul’s conceptual models. 

It makes sense of some passages (“you were bought with a price”) but not of others, 2 Cor 5:21, for 

instance, which involves no payment, but a scapegoat-type of exchange, a magical change of status 

between righteous Christ and sinful mortals). It is perilous to attempt to reduce Paul’s metaphorical 

repertoire to one image.
269

 

For Paul, redemption or ransoming underwent change over time 

Evidently, redemption or ransoming is the one metaphor that underwent a change over time, for Paul. 

In First Corinthians it could be used for the actual saving event (6:20; 7:23), but in Romans, it only 

describes the change-of-status result. Believers are justified through the redemption that is in Christ 

Jesus, whom God first had to put forward as the place of atonement (3:24-25). The ritual death of 

Christ is the foundational event.
270

 

Paul does not explain how or why the sacrificial system works 

Paul leaves us guessing as to precisely how and why the sacrificial mechanism works. There is more 

emphasis on the “righteousness of God” (asserted three times in Rom 3:21-26) than on the details of 

the sacrificial transaction, more focus on God’s generosity than on the nature of the transaction that 

achieves acquittal for the guilty. The effect of atonement for Christians is expiation of guilt, aversion 

of God’s anger, reconciliation between God and man—three ways to interpret the same transaction.
271

 

Paul employs the scapegoat image in several places and for different 
applications 

In at least two passages (2 Cor 5:21 and Gal 3:13) and probably in three more (Rom 6:6; 7:4; 8:3), 

Paul pictures the salvific death of Christ with the scapegoat image: Christ as sin-bearer or curse-

carrier; the “body of Christ” as victim that brings deliverance to others. In 1 Corinthians, he uses the 

scapegoat metaphor to describe the role of an apostle (4:13). That he uses this metaphor to describe 

different things indicates the liveliness of his allusive imagination and the fact that the same metaphor 

can have different meanings. That he can six times describe either the saving death of Christ or the 

mission of an apostle (which replicates Christ’s ministry) with this image, shows that it lent itself to 
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the soteriological transaction that took place on the cross. The scapegoat image is also useful for 

depicting the expulsion of sinful sensualism (Rom 6:6; 8:3-4; 1 Cor 5:5), the last instance blending a 

Passover and a scapegoat image (handing over to Satan). 

Paul exploits the multivalency of cursing in a letter written to a culture where curses had protective 

power; for Galatian readers, Christ as curse in Gal 3:13 possibly summons up the image of a legally- 

and supernaturally-protective curse.
272

 

 

Paul used Gentile expulsion terms in 1 Corinthians 4:13 

In 1 Cor 4:13 Paul uses explicitly Gentile cultic terms when he says he and his fellow apostles “have 

become like the rubbish of the world, the dregs of all things”.
273

 

The Scapegoat Image in 2 Corinthians 5:21 

In 2 Cor 5:14-15, Christ dies “for all,” and in v. 21, Christ is made sin for us. … Such a shameful 

becoming does not happen to the sacrificial animal, which remains pure, but only to the expulsion 

victim. In curse transmission there is an exchange; the victim’s initial well-being becomes the 

community’s well-being after the victim takes on the community’s ill. They could be called “reversal 

rituals.”
274

 

Paul: Jesus became a curse (Galatians 3:13) 

The first thing to notice about Gal 3:13 is how utterly shocking it must have sounded: “Christ 

redeemed [“ransomed” in NAB] us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us.” It still 

sounds shocking. … 

The scapegoat was not a penal substitute but an animistic sin-bearer. … The scapegoat is not 

condemned or convicted, and the confession over the animal is “a collective, blanket confession of 

sins and then saddling the collective taint upon some one deputed being. … The scapegoat was 

representative, not substitutional.” … Sacrifices do not involve the transfer of curses. … The element 

of exchange is clear. … 

Paul’s emphasis in Gal 3:13 is not on the judicial status of Christ’s death but on its ritual status 

(accursed) and on its result: Christ bears away the curse and opens up salvation for the Gentiles. 
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Elsewhere Paul uses sacrificial, judicial, and redemptive metaphors. No matter that these images 

cannot be perfectly harmonized; for Paul they capture a truth in that they picture Christ’s death as a 

ritual act with universal saving consequences. Paul has an intuition that Christ’s death fulfills a cultic 

pattern, perhaps all the basic cultic patterns, since he can equate him to the spotless sacrifice, the 

accursed scapegoat, or the Passover lamb.
275

 

Paul may get some of his ideas from Isaiah 53, but his participationist notions 
cannot be found there 

The author of Isaiah 53 uses both sacrificial and scapegoat metaphors. In fact, Second Isaiah seems to 

conflate scapegoat and sacrificial themes: the Servant … bears away the punishment deserved by 

others. … It is likely that Isaiah 53 was written by the followers of Second Isaiah after his death, and 

after they came to a chastened awareness of his suffering and of the significance of his life. 

It would be equally difficult to argue that Paul based his teaching on this chapter (since only two 

passages, Rom 4:25; 5:19, seem to be clearly reliant on it), and to maintain that it had little or no 

effect on his teaching (when he may have taken important conceptual hints from it). 

Isaiah 53 describes a man wounded and suffering for others, bringing healing to others (vv. 4-6), 

justification to many (v. 11). Paul’s theology of suffering, if we can call it that, asks disciples to take a 

more active role. As they walk by faith, they must suffer with Christ. Only in such co-suffering is 

there salvation: “For while we live, we are always being given up to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the 

life of Jesus may be made visible in our mortal flesh” (2 Cor 4:11). Suffering is a necessary aspect of 

choosing Christ and rejecting the present evil age. This goes considerably further than Isaiah 53. 

There is active participation in the fate of the prophet/savior. The mark of genuine Pauline theology is 

this close bonding with the crucified savior, which makes one virtually an extension of Christ. Paul 

may get some of his ideas of heroic death from Isaiah, but his participationist notions cannot be found 

there. 

“Penal substitution” does not quite do justice to this aspect of Paul’s teaching, which might rather be 

denominated redemptive co-suffering with the Savior. This implies that believers somehow replicate 

what the Savior did in his redemptive death. This idea, apparently fraught with heretical or egotistical 

potentials, rapidly disappeared from Christian thought after Paul. 

Further, the notion of a cultic solution is essential to Paul’s message in a way that it is not to Isaiah’s. 

Isaiah 53 turns a cultic image into a solution that is no longer cultic, but for Paul, the solution is 

fundamentally cultic. … Paul’s gospel depends on cultic categories in a way that Isaiah’s does not.
276

 

Christ defeated the elemental spirits of the cosmos through his resurrection 

[Jesus’] death was an expiation in blood for human sin, and men who receive this news in faith are 

redeemed, for God has acquitted them through his son’s sacrifice (Rom 3:24; also, e.g., 4:24; 5:9). 

Though the believer has been released, in Christ, from his bondage to the elemental spirits of this 

cosmos (the stoicheia of Gal 4:3, 9; see also 5:1), these astral forces still exert tremendous influence 

as long as the believer dwells in this universe. … How has Christ triumphed over these powers, and 

how does the believer participate in this triumph? … They have been defeated by the power of the 

resurrection of Christ, who is “the first fruits of those who have fallen asleep” (1 Cor 15:20). … 

Further, the believer already shares in Christ’s victory in this life through the gift of the Spirit in 

baptism…. Through the Spirit, the Gentile is made a son of God through adoption (Gal 4:4-6; Rom 

8:15, but cf. v. 23; Jews are already sons, 9:4).
277

 

Jesus and Paul taught salvation by faith 

Both Jesus and Paul taught salvation by faith, leading to spiritual rebirth and alliance with God’s 

purposes. (Mark 3:35; Luke 7:50; John 3:3-8; Gal 3:26-4:6; Rom 12:2; Phil 3:9; Col 1:9.) But while 

these were, for Jesus, freely available from the God who knows how to give his children what they 
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need (Matt 5:6; 7:7-11), with Paul, salvation had to be arranged: there was a mechanism of salvation. 

Christ had to be made sin, had to be handed over for our transgressions. For Jesus, faith is primarily 

trust. This is present in Paul, but what dominates is an intellectual component, namely belief—

assenting to certain soteriological facts: “Believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead” 

(Rom 10:9); “become obedient from the heart to the form of teaching to which you were entrusted” 

(Rom 6:17). 

Faith, then, [for Paul] means accepting certain meanings of the Messiah’s death and resurrection. 

Salvation does not come from Jesus’ own teaching and ministry but from accepting soteriological 

formulas about the death of Jesus. For Paul, Christ is a mediator, not a proclaimer, of salvation. …  

Paul never says “your faith has saved you,” as Jesus did, (Luke 7:50; 8:48; 17:19; 18:42; Mark 5:34; 

10:52) since he is sure it was the Messiah’s ultra-significant death that actually saves; rather, faith 

means accepting this teaching.
278

 

Co-suffering and even co-death are necessary parts of connection with the 
Messiah 

But salvation is not cost-free for the believer who must be willing to “suffer with him” (Rom 8:17). 

Co-suffering and even co-death (at least a symbolic death) are necessary parts of being connected to 

the Messiah who suffers. Being “united with him in a death like his” (Rom 6:5) refers mainly to 

“dying” to one’s selfish desires. Whoever recognizes the Messiahship of Jesus and the significance of 

his death becomes attached to the Messiah, takes on his righteous character.
279

 

Salvation results from a cultic act 

Paul utilizes several cultic metaphors to describe the effect of the Messiah’s death: scapegoat (several 

times), the Passover lamb (1 Cor 5:7), the “place of atonement” cleansed during Yom Kippur (Rom 

3:25), and possibly the covenant sacrifice that makes peace between tribes (Gal 3:14). … In each of 

these cases it has a ritual significance. Salvation results from a cultic act. 

If we add the redemption and acquittal metaphors to the cultic ones, we see that four different kinds of 

transactions are conflated (combined) by Paul to describe the saving effect of the death of the 

Messiah: 

 sacrificial: …  

 scapegoat: …  

 judicial:… 

 monetary: … . 

Paul intertwines these images so thoroughly that Christians have ever since understood scapegoat as 

having judicial implications that it did not have in its original setting; have understood redemption as 

carrying sacrificial or scapegoat implications; have understood sacrifice as carrying weight on the day 

of final judgment. Christian discourse has so blended these ritual and ransoming images that they 

have long since ceased to be distinguished by most readers of the Bible.
280

 

Israel “stumbled”, but could not fall 

What Paul sees, in fact, is a divine comedy. By God’s will Israel had “stumbled” against the Gospel, 

on account of which the Gentiles entered into the eschatological community of the redeemed. But 

then Israel too will join, for God’s promises are irrevocable: Israel never could have stumbled so as to 

fall ([Romans] 11:2.4, 2.9).
281

 

A possible range of meanings for “Christ died for us” 

One of Paul’s repeated expressions is that Christ “died for us,” by which he can mean— 

he died to save us (martyr model)— 
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or: he died in our place (penal substitution model)— 

or: he paid the price to buy our freedom (ransoming model)— 

or: he died as the new place of atonement (sacrificial and typological)— 

or: he took on our curse and bore away our sins (scapegoat, also typological). 

In our day, as in Paul’s, readers have their own patterns of “hearing” a mixture of these concepts.
282

 

Each model describes Jesus’ death as a transaction 

Paul seems to be eager to combine several models for describing the death of Christ, each of which 

speaks of a transaction. … All these statements seem to imply that God is paid-off or persuaded, 

although Paul will not say this openly. But the logical implications of the metaphors say it, and the 

common people pick up on that. The metaphors imply a selfless Messiah, but a God who must be 

paid-off. Salvation is not free. … 

This touches upon one of the difficulties in Paul: does he think that Christ’s death changed God’s 

mind, “purchasing” a salvation that otherwise would not have happened? Is salvation a result of God’s 

generosity or of God being satisfied only after the required payment was made? Paul never says that 

God’s mind was changed; in fact he says that God initiated the saving event (Rom 5:8), but the logic 

either of appeasement or of ritual cleansing shows up in the next verse where “his blood” turns away 

“the wrath of God” (Rom 5:9).
 283

 

------ 

While being “in Christ” entails membership in “Christ’s body,” the community, and while 

membership in the community requires conformation to a high standard of morality, the Christ in 

whom believers hope is finally neither the founder of a church nor a moral exemplar per se. Paul’s 

Christ is the eschatological Deliverer (1 i :26). With his resurrection, he signaled the beginning of the 

End; with his return, he will shortly sum up the ages. The rescue mission for which God had 

commissioned his Son (Phil 2:5-I r) is now all but complete, Paul urges. Soon, with Christ’s defeat of 

the hostile cosmic powers and his final victory over Death, the sons of God both adopted (Gentiles, 

Rom 8:23) and “natural” (Jews, 9:4) will join with the divine Son in rejoicing in God’s kingdom.
284

 

Paul spent little on episodes of Jesus’ life or message 

Paul spends little time either arguing or demonstrating from episodes in Jesus’ life or from the LXX 

that Jesus is the messiah. He uses the Greek term, Christos, more as a name than as a messianic title: 

Jesus Christ, not Jesus the Christ. 

The Jesus who is the focus of Paul’s fierce commitment is the divine and pre-existent Son of God, the 

agent of creation “through whom all things are” (1 Cor 8:6), who came to earth, died by crucifixion, 

was raised and exalted, and is about to return. This pattern of descent, ascent, and approaching return 

is the essential content of Paul’s gospel—or, as he sees it, of the Gospel.
285

 

------ 

By Gospel Paul meant neither “sayings of the Lord” nor episodes drawn from Jesus’ earthly 

mission—precisely the content of the later gospels. The political and historical metaphors of more 

traditional Jewish apocalyptic eschatology retained even by these later works could not adequately 

express Paul’s vision of the enormous evil overcome and about to be overcome by the Risen Christ. 

He thus transposed the apocalyptic struggle between good and evil into a different key, from the 

historical to the cosmic.
286
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Paul barely employed the word, Saviour 

In Paul’s letters to the churches, ōē [Saviour; Deliverer; Preserver] is found only twice [Phil. 3:20; 

Eph. 5:21-23].
287

 

The End would come when Paul had completed his mission 

We see in the closing chapters of Romans how Paul had integrated his own self-image as uniquely 

appointed apostle with his Law-free mission to the Gentiles and with the approach of the End. The 

interim before the Kingdom came would last as long as Paul’s mission itself. He was bringing in the 

“full number of the Gentiles” ([Romans] 11:25 ). He had preached from “Jerusalem as far round as 

Illyricum” and now there was no longer “any room for work in these regions” (15:23). … And once 

he had brought in the “full number of Gentiles,” the final events could unwind.
288

 

Jews could not accept a Messiah as long as the world continued on as before 

Historians have often sought in the Christian message itself a theological explanation for Israel’s 

rejection of the gospel. … The message failed because its central and motivating claim—that 

crucifixion actually confirmed Jesus’ status as messiah—could not be accommodated to mainstream 

Jewish messianism, which linked the coming of the messiah to the coming of the messianic age (see 1 

Cor : 1:22). Early Christian descriptions of the Parousia, both in Paul’s letters and in the later gospels, 

are the measure of the strength of this Jewish tradition. Jesus’ classically messianic performance at his 

Second Coming was to offset his untraditional earthly ministry. A messiah, crucified or otherwise, 

was not a messiah in the eyes of Jewish tradition if after his coming the world continued as before. … 

As the period between the resurrection and the Parousia stretched on, Christian claims would have 

seemed progressively less credible to those Jews who adhered to traditional messianic expectation.
289

 

Later Christians developed on implications from Paul’s metaphors 

Although Paul never expounds upon God being appeased by the death of Christ, that is an implication 

of his metaphors, and later Christians have developed such notions.
290

 

HOW PAUL ACHIEVED THESE CHANGES 

Typology and allegory 

Both typology and allegory look for a secondary meaning behind the literal meaning of a narrative. 

Allegory finds the “hidden” or “real” meaning of the narrative in some cosmological scheme or moral 

teaching, thereby (to some degree) discounting the literal narrative. Typology, asserting the repetition 

and transformation of event-patterns, lends itself to narrative theology, seeing the action of God in a 

pattern of events; this is a transformation of the literal meaning, but not a negation of it. Allegory, 

looking for the higher realities encoded in the narrative, lends itself to ontological theology. … 

Typology, then, has a stronger sense of history, while allegory has a stronger sense of ontological 

differentiation. Of course, typology is not historiography in the modern sense; it makes a link between 

narratives, not between facts.
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Paul eagerly mixed metaphors 

Paul does not dwell on any metaphor; he will use cultic, economic, and judicial ones, frequently in the 

same clause. It is important to note the eagerness with which he mixes them so that the underlying 

point is not overshadowed by any one metaphor. And he can use one metaphor to interpret another.
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Paul’s gospel 

60 

Paul applied typology to expulsion rituals 

Paul also applies typology to expulsion rituals, of which the scapegoat ritual is the main Jewish 

example. Since he is conscious of writing to both Jews and Gentiles, and these rites existed in both 

communities, he avoids all technical terms but does indicate that Jesus is the new expulsion victim.
293

 

Paul used a range of metaphors 

Paul uses many metaphors as well as the martyr motif and even uses one metaphor to interpret 

another. …  Paul has not invested everything in any one metaphor but he has invested everything in 

the range of metaphors. … Martyrdom is not an alternative but an additive to the mix of metaphors 

for the effective death of Jesus. “He died as a martyr” does not transfer information from another 

realm; martyrs are, by definition, people who die for a cause.
294

 

------ 

Paul uses multiple metaphors and models to illustrate the meaning of the death of Christ: sacrificial 

sprinkling, sin-bearing scapegoat, heroic martyrdom functioning as a redemption payment.
295

 

------ 

In one of his most densely packed sentences [Romans 3:25], Paul combines redemption and sacrificial 

metaphors for the death of Jesus, with a judicial model for its beneficial aftereffect: justification or 

making-right of believers.
296

 

------ 

The difference between sacrifice and scapegoat is not spelled out by Paul whose interest is not 

scholarly but soteriological. For him, both sacrifice and scapegoat (as well as redemption payment) 

are useful as metaphors for describing Christ securing salvation on the cross. Paul blends and 

commingles his different metaphors, picturing Christ as the antitype, the fulfillment of everything that 

people believed about purification rituals, redemption purchase, and sin-banishment, with the end 

result, for believers, not only of acquittal in the divine court, but the receipt of Godly character, 

becoming righteousness!
297

 

Paul’s mixing of metaphors 

If we are to understand Paul’s mixing of metaphors, we need to understand the differences between 

the models that he mixed. In Romans 3:24-25 he mixes ransoming, acquittal before God, and 

purification at the mercy seat; this does not mean that he saw no difference between hostage-release, a 

law court, and temple-purification. He knows that these are different things but he mixes these 

metaphors and so conveys a powerful message about the death as liberating, releasing, and purifying, 

and as a typological fulfillment of various rituals and events in Israel’s history. However, we miss the 

point if we think that, to start with, there is no difference between ransoming, trying in court, and 

purifying a temple.
298

 

Paul’s arguments are not consistent with his metaphors 

Paul’s arguments are not consistent with his metaphors; his arguments always defend the generosity 

and free will of God, but his metaphors imply that a transactional payment or ritual was necessary. 

There is a contradiction between a free gift and a necessary payment, but neither Paul nor most 

theologians have been willing to acknowledge that there is a contradiction here.
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Paul takes the cultic exchange then fills it with spiritual content 

Paul appropriates the notion of cultic exchange, then fills it with spiritual content. This is probably 

Paul’s most effective transformation metaphor, especially if read in its context, as the culmination of a 

discussion of “groaning” while living in a physical body, yearning for the heavenly one (2 Cor 5:2-4), 

anticipating Judgment Day yet eager to proclaim the love of Christ (5:10-14), who died for all (v. 15), 

offering new creation, reconciliation (vv. 17-19), and undergoing a reversal ritual so that people can 

become the righteousness of God (v. 21). The perceptive reader understood that Paul was describing 

the death of Christ in terms of cult.
300

 

Paul conflates the sacrifice with the scapegoat 

Neither sacrifice nor scapegoat involves punishment in Leviticus. Sacrifice is fundamentally meant to 

purify, first the Temple and then (by implication) people. Leading scholars on the subject of expulsion 

ritual emphasize that the scapegoat “is in no way punished in place of the guilty. . . . Its task is 

confined to transport”; it is not a penal substitute. 

Yet Paul applies both rituals as metaphors for the significance of the death of Jesus. This imaginative 

leap may be effective in a sermon, but it does not mean that scholars no longer need to distinguish 

different kinds of rituals. If Paul deliberately conflates these concepts in his sermons, that can be 

analyzed as a conflation, but it does not retroactively turn the biblical scapegoat into a 

sacrifice.
301

 

Scapegoat and new creation in 2 Corinthians 5:21 

For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become 

the righteousness of God. (2 Cor 5:21) 

This idea of a sinless one becoming sin and a sinful community becoming righteousness is a scapegoat 

metaphor. At the heart of the scapegoat ritual is an exchange of conditions: the pure goat takes on the 

community’s sin, and the community takes on the goat’s purity. This interchange is at the heart of 

Paul’s soteriology. It is a ritual exchange: the community’s ill is ritually transferred to the victim, and 

community well-being is the result. … Ignoring the cultic background of Paul’s metaphors is a 

spiritualizing strategy that enables some interesting, but ultimately unsatisfying, analysis. …. Paul 

perpetuates and spiritualizes the logic of cult practice. …  

What happens in 2 Corinthians 5:21 is like what happens in a reversal ritual, not like what happens in 

a law court. This passage does not describe “justification” but change of status, a new “becoming.” 

Christ becomes sin, and people become the righteousness of God—a stunning reversal that has 

nothing to do with acquittal but everything to do with what happens when an animal or a person 

“becomes” sin and is banished by the community. … It is the expulsion victim that becomes impure 

after a sin-transfer and must be harshly and hastily banished.
302

 

Sacrificial soteriology is spiritualized ritual rectification 

Paul also has his assumptions. He seems to assume that some cultic pattern, like the scapegoat 

mechanism, was already in existence when God resolved to save. This perpetuates the notion that 

ritual patterns are themselves divine or emanate from the divine level. And it guarantees that ancient 

beliefs will reappear within the new belief. Sacrificial soteriology is spiritualized ritual rectification, 

appealing to people raised in cultic religions and experiencing distress about their spiritual status.
303

 

                                                      
300

 Problems with Atonement, page 43 
301

 Problems with Atonement, page 36 (emphasis supplied) 
302

 Problems with Atonement, pages 42-43 
303

 Problems with Atonement, page 44 



Paul’s gospel 

62 

Paul used spiritualised interpretation, blending ancient psychology with the 
new Gospel 

[Paul] seizes upon the most effective images that have deep resonance for the people of his day and 

for centuries thereafter, blending the ancient psychology of atonement with the new Gospel through a 

spiritualizing interpretation.
304

 

Paul used Hellenistic philosophic concepts 

To make the picture complete, we must observe also Paul’s usage of Hellenistic philosophic concepts. 

… Of course, the Jewish backgrounds are crucial, but Gentile backgrounds are also important when 

studying the “apostle to the Gentiles” (Rom 11:13), who was often understand by others in terms of 

Hellenistic philosophy. Paul’s familiarity with different belief systems is broad, and he makes 

effective reference to meanings recognizable by different groups. Paul cannot be comprehended 

unless his dual audience (Gentile and Jewish) is kept in mind.
305

 

Paul employed Hellenistic martyrdom language 

We are reading Hellenistic martyrdom language when we read, in Paul, of Christ dying “for us” or for 

“weak believers” (Rom 5:8; 1 Thess 5:10; 1 Cor 8:11). It is a small alteration to speak of dying “for 

our sins” (1 Cor 15:3; Rom 4:25; Gal 1:4). While focused on universal rather than national salvation, 

these passages do echo the “noble death” theme in Greek and Maccabean literature. Martyr-

related themes in Paul include vicarious effect (the death rescues others), grateful recognition of such 

rescue, the martyr taking on the community’s sin or curse, and shame that one’s sin made such a 

sacrifice necessary (2 Cor 5:15; Gal 1:4).
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Paul responded to Greek and Jewish traditions 

The spiritualizing influences to which Paul responded came “from both Greek and Jewish 

traditions.”
307

 

------ 

Paul utilizes both Jewish and Hellenistic thinking: he sees a deeper meaning hidden beneath the OT 

narrative (a Hellenistic viewpoint), and this meaning was prophetic (a Jewish intuition).
308

 

Paul did not attribute literal value to the Jewish cult 

Among ancient Christians, only the so-called Judaizers attribute literal value to the Jewish cult; Paul 

certainly does not. With Paul, cultic ideas operate in a new form—through the comprehension of the 

believer who knows that “Christ is the end of the Law,” and who knows that “these things . . . were 

written down to instruct us” (Rom 10:4; 1 Cor 10:11).
309

 

Paul went beyond any Jewish thinking 

Paul painted the apocalyptic vision on the broader canvas of the Hellenistic universe, and he needed a 

cosmic Christ to defeat cosmic evil. There is logic to this argument, and even some consonant Jewish 

traditions. But in discussing moral evil, Paul goes well beyond—indeed, goes against—any sort of 

Jewish thinking. For when God sent his Son to die on the cross, Paul maintains, he did more than 

break the powers of the archons. God also revealed that righteousness lay not with the Law—which in 

fact led only to sin and death—but uniquely with life in Christ. With this issue of Paul’s views on 

Christ and the Law, we enter into the deepest exegetical quagmire of New Testament scholarship. 

Scholars, their confusion facilitated by Paul’s own apparent inconsistency (cf., for instance, 2 Cor 3:4-

9 and Rom 3:1-2.), do not agree even on what Paul said, much less why he said it.
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