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Preface

After several years of developing and applying modern approaches to First
Peter and other ‘Catholic’ epistles, and after seeing what interesting views such
perspectives can provide, it seemed natural to turn to Paul. This study arose
from a certain dissatisfaction with current Pauline scholarship. Fresh winds
blow us away from the old exegetics, which read Paul’s letters as dogmatic
treatises. But my impression was that this new trend failed to follow through.

The title of this book may be provocative and easily misunderstood. The
aim is not to nullify the oratory of the Apostle, nor will it label difficult
passages as ‘mere rhetoric’. On the contrary, in some cases it will demonstrate
how misleading such attempts have been. ‘Derhetorization’ means identifying
the persuasive devices in the text in order to filter out their effect on the
theological ideas expressed.

Many modern scholars would agree, that instead of simply trying to describe
his theology in his letters, Paul was persuading his addressees. But what does
this mean? Persuasion per definitionem does not exclude theology, yet it greatly
affects the way in which the author presents his thoughts. If Paul’s art of
persuasion is not understood and deciphered, the view of his thinking will be
distorted. Therefore I see a derhetorization of Paul’s letters as an important
challenge for the Biblical scholarship of the dawning new Millennium.

In other words, Biblical scholarship should not be concerned only with
trivial issues, but nor should these be disregarded. These basic “three ways”
used to include grammar, dialectic, and rhetoric. Each of them is necessary for
studying theology, even today.

My gratitude is due to Professors Martin Hengel, Hans Hiibner, Heikki
Riisdnen, and Ed Sanders, who during their visits to Turku convinced me of the
fascination of Paul’s world of thought, and to Professor Lars Hartman, whose
call for realistic ways of reading a text inspired, hopefully also affected, this
study.

This volume is dedicated to my Orthodox students at Joensuu University,
Finland, and to my Ingrian students at Keltto Lutheran Seminary, Russia. Like
the addressees of Paul they all know what it means to live in a religious
minority.

Lauri Thurén
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Part I
The Dynamics of Paul’s Writing






Chapter 1

Towards a Sensible Interpretation of Paul

At the beginning of his literary career Paul wrote to the Thessalonians:

“From you the word of the Lord has rung out not only in Macedonia and in Achaia, but in every
place your faith toward God has gone forth, so that we have no need to speak a word.” (1 Thess
1.8)'

Then why bother to preach the Gospel, if it is already known everywhere? Of
course the apostle did not mean what he said. We all know that the expression
is an hyperbole.’ “Taken at its face value, the statement is untrue. But not even
the most literal-minded reader of the Bible is going to defend the truth of this
statement because he or she, like all of us, knows the author to be saying
that...”> We can even conceive why Paul wrote in such terms: At the beginning
of aletter it is good to flatter the recipients a little. But what about his statement
to Corinthians:

“For I decided not to know anything among you, save Jesus Christ, and him crucified.” (1 Cor
2,2)*

Of course he knew many other things, too; this comment does not refer to
agnosticism.” Conzelmann explains that the word ‘know’ refers to theological
knowledge only,’ and Grosheide translates £i8£vat here as “to accept as true for
oneself and consequently to bring to others”.” But even this cannot be true! We

! Similarly Paul claims in Rom 1,8 that the Gospel is known in the whole world (cf. also
Col 1,6).

? E.g. Marshall (1983, 56) sees here “a pardonable touch of exaggeration”. For the figure,
see Bithlmann and Scherer 1973, 78.

* Thus Gabel and Wheeler (1990, 22) on the hyperbole in 1 Kings 1,40, where the earth
is said to have split because of the great rejoicing.

* Cf. also Rom 15,18.

’ Conzelmann 1975, 54, n.17.

¢ Conzelmann 1975, 54.

" Grosheide 1953, 59. One may wonder, however, which dictionary did he consult.
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know for sure that Paul’s proclamation was not so limited even in Corinth; his
theology included many other themes than Christology.

Is the apostle deceiving his addressees? By no means. The expression
emphasizes the point on which Paul wants to concentrate. The use of the
rhetorical device is so obvious that the commentators need not even mention
it. In fact, the whole section (1 Cor 1,10-2,16) is so heavily loaded with
rhetorical devices® and technical terminology,’ as to indicate that Paul was well
acquainted with this art and used it, too. But why does he explicitly claim to
have rejected the use of rthetoric (1 Cor 2,1)? Is this also rhetorical?

There seem to be many self-evident rhetorical devices in the Pauline letters,
on which scholars rarely dwell. But the very expression “of course” in the
interpretation should alarm us. Rhetoric was — and still is — a vast discipline
encompassing many different conventions. It comprises not only small
technical devices such as those presented above, but compositional and
contentual strategies as well. Not all of these devices are so familiar to us.

We can smile at a call to stop missionary activity, based on 1 Thess 1,8, or
at the claim that since 1 Cor 2,2 does not fit with the rest of the letter, Paul was
an inconsistent, vague thinker, or that, for the same reason, his theology
developed further after his arrival in Corinth, or that the sentence belongs only
to the contingent part of his preaching.

It is possible, however, that Paul and his original addressees would smile at
us for the very same reason, were they aware of many of the problems of
modern Pauline scholarship. Expressions and thoughts, which were never
meant to be taken at their face value, may have prompted sophisticated but
wholly erroneous theological and historical reflections. This is due not only to
the scholars’ ignorance of ancient rhetorical and epistolary conventions, but
also to their attitude to the text itself.

The objective of this study is to participate in the new wave of Pauline
studies aimed at a more realistic understanding of the apostle and his thought.
In recent decades there have been clear signs of a growing discontent with
traditional Pauline scholarship. Theological analyses, supported by narrow
historical clarifications, seem far removed from the real Paul, his life and his
writings.

8 A. Eriksson (1994, 58-62) enumerates as examples anaphor (1,12.20.26), parallelism
(1,.22.25), asyndeton (1,13.14.20), gradatio (1,12.22.25.27-28), accumulatio (1,20.26.30;
2,3.7.9), apostrophe (1.10,26; 2.1), auctoritas (1.19,31; 2.9), homoioteleuton (1.18,20,22,
29,30, 2,6.12.27-28), paronomasia(1,12.30), hyperbole (1,13), interrogatio (1,13), dubitatio
(1,20), antithesis (1,17.18.22-23.24.27;2,4.6.12.13.15), exemplum (2,1) and refers to Weiss’s
analysis of the rhetorical composition in 1,26-29 (Weiss 1897, 210).

* E.g. ne186g (v.4), anédeifag (v.5, Cf. Conzelmann 1975, 55, n. 26).
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Due to this dissatisfaction, the study of Paul, his letters and his theology is
currently in turmoil. New perspectives and methods, such as sociological,
psychological, and rhetorical, are challenging and even replacing traditional
approaches to Pauline theology." They enable the scholars more accurately to
evaluate e.g. his attitude toward Judaism, and to take into better account the
wide context of his texts.

Some exegetes have, however, observed that the new approaches have
yielded less than they promised to a deeper understanding of the apostle’s
thinking." In particular there is little discussion of the relationship between the
new approaches and theology.” Despite many advantages, such as a wider
perspective, they still concentrate on the historical “context”, which means that
the focus stays outside the texts. Hypotheses can indeed be proposed about the
background and development of certain ideas, but they alone do not suffice to
identify and comprehend a possible system of religious ideas in and behind the
texts.”

It would be fruitful, if the new approaches merged with the old, essential
questions. In other words, when new ways of reading Paul, such as literary and
rhetorical criticism or epistolography, and the study of his texts in their
environment can be reasonably combined with a theological or ideological
interest in his texts, a more sensible view will ensue. Due to different
philosophies behind the new and old perspectives, the task is, however, not a
simple one.

In the following chapters of Part One, I shall first consider the adequacy of,
and conditions for, studying Pauline theology. The fundamental difference
between a static and a dynamic view of his texts in such studies will then be
illuminated. In my opinion, only the latter provides us with a suitable
perspective for Paul’s thinking. I shall then determine the grade of dynamics in
Paul’s texts.

In Part Two, these principles will be applied to a specific issue in Pauline
theology, the question of the law. In my view, this controversial question
demonstrates how the new, dynamic basic view of the text may influence our
understanding of Paul. Thope that the interpretation of both single passages and

' For the rise of this line see Dunn 1983. Scroggs (1988, 18) includes among those using
such approaches “most of the main line biblical scholars working [in Northern America]
today”.

"' Scroggs 1988, 22.27; Beker 1980, 352.

" Thus Hiibner 1987, 327-28.

¥ The question whether or not Paul had any coherent theology will be discussed
throughout this book.
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complex ideological issues connected to the problem will benefit from the
approach. Finally, some overall conclusions will be offered.



Chapter 2

Was Paul a Theologian?

Major problems in current Pauline scholarship are whether there is a theology
of Paul, and, if so, what is its real nature. These questions have been difficult
to approach, since they have wide religious and theological implications.

On the one hand, scholars wrestling with the presentation of Paul’s theology
see the task as immense. On the other, as a result of the “contextual” studies,
many exegetes are increasingly persuaded that Paul was merely a situational
thinker or a practical pastor, and possessed only a vague theology, if any.
Therefore, a principal discussion about the possibilities and relevance of
studying Paul’s theology must be undertaken.

In this chapter, I'shall briefly describe various traditional interpretations and
the “quantum leap™ which Pauline scholarship has made in recent decades,
including some new approaches to Paul’s theology. The adequacy of, and
possibilities of detecting, such a theology will then be treated.

A. The Dogmatic Interpretation

Paul’s writings and thoughts have traditionally constituted the foundation of
Christian doctrine. The Protestant churches in particular have built their
theologies from reflections upon Paul’s letters. His ideas have become a “canon
in a canon”, on the basis of which other Biblical texts are judged.

Paul’s status as the great theologian of the Early Church is partly based on
the belief that his letters contain timeless, universal theology, which can easily
be applied to the needs of Christianity throughout all ages.’ The historical

! Due to its popularity,  use the term in this, unfortunate, broad sense, although it has little
to do with the actual context.

* Cf. W. Wuellner on the cover of Norman Petersen’s book “Rediscovering Paul” (1985).

* Already the fact that Paul’s letters have been incorporated in the Canon in such a large
collection indicates, that his thoughts have been seen as central for the Christian faith and
Church. The end of Colossians (4,16) is interesting in this sense: If the letter is adjudged as
authentic, viz. written with Paul’s authorization (Schweizer 1976, 20-27; Hartman 1985,
200-201), even Paul himself saw his letters as possessing such a value. It is even possible that
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occasions of the letters have served only as catalysts, which provoked Paul to
formulate this universal theology. But what if the Paul so depicted was only a
reflection of e.g. Augustine’s or Luther’s own ideology?* Obviously the
temptation to take a stand for or against the traditional Protestant interpretation
of Paul will bias any attempt to approach him without prejudice.

Oddly enough, the critical exegesis until recently supported this basic view.
The scholars have assumed that although each letter has a context, its effect can
be eliminated by historical and idea-historical explanations. A proper
understanding of Paul required only a thorough historical study of the situation
of each letter, combined with a systematic perspective. When the circumstances
of the addressees and antagonists were recognized, and the situation of the
apostle was identified, the scholars considered it possible to arrive at a better
characterization of the deeper content and structure of Paul’s thoughts. Such
structures were worth seeking, since Paul was assessed as an eminent thinker
and theologian.” However, exegetes have rarely been unanimous about the
content of this theology.

The theology (or theologies) found in Paul’s texts made him an authority in
the eyes of the Church. In separate issues it was, of course, feasible to consider,
whether the apostle was a child of his time,” but such exceptions only
confirmed the rule. A scholar’s critical attitude toward the apostle on minor
points only made the central Pauline theology, as described by the same
scholar, more valid for all ages.

Simultaneously, the emphasis on Paul’s theology meant an unacceptable
exaggeration of his historical position in Early Christianity. A glance at some
important isagogical handbooks shows, that exegetes of this century have
mostly seen the thoughts of Paul as the theological, and even historical, centre
of the New Testament.” Other texts are commonly related to his writings; they

the apostle participated in the editing of the Corpus Paulinum (Trobisch 1989, 119-36 and
Hartman 1986). At least soon afterwards some people thought so (Beker 1980, 356, referring
to the “sound doctrine” of 1 Tim 1,10 and 2 Tim 4,13).

* A hallmark article in this discussion was Stendahl 1976 (first version published 1960).

* Riisdnen (1987, 1-2) enumerates some amusing credits given by modern scholars to the
apostle’s philosophy and theology. On the other hand he, however, states that Paul is no longer
regarded as a systematic thinker (1987, xi).

¢ Cf. e.g. the explanations in different commentaries on his rule on female preachers in 1
Cor 14,33b-36: Despite often contradictory arguments the hermeneutical result is always the
same.

" See e.g. Koster 1980, 698-735.
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are assessed as the post- or pseudopaulinic aftermath of the thinking of the
apostle.® The works dealing directly with Pauline theology have the same tone.

The great studies of Paul also show what kind of religious, philosophical and
ethical structures have been perceived in his letters. To mention but a few
famous scholars, Albert Schweitzer’ reads Paul as a mystic, Rudolf Bultmann
searches for actualizing and normative theology in Pauline texts,” and Hans
Conzelmann seeks a theological interpretation far beyond what the apostle
actually says." The borderline with hermeneutics is often blurred in such
studies: Paul’s ideas easily transcend the historical circumstances and thereby
become important and binding even on “us”. Bultmann rightly states that a
scholar can never be without his own hermeneutical preoccupation: “In
Wahrheit gibt es keine neutrale Exegese.””” But his solution is to make the
unavoidable bias a virtue and an integral part of the scholarship.”

When reading these great exegetical thinkers one can hardly avoid the
question: Whence do their theologies actually emerge? It may be naive to ask,
whether the apostle himself would have approved of the theological and
philosophical reflections which the scholars present as Pauline. Maybe this was
not their task, perhaps they excavated unconscious theological principles?
Schlier acknowledges the problem and therefore seeks to write not the theology
of Paul, but only a Pauline theology." We can, however, inquire, what is the
relationship of these thoughts to documents produced by Paul, and whether they
promote our understanding of their original purposes.

The answer is often negative. The “theologies of Paul” may well be
religiously valuable, relevant, or poignant. But their connection to the Pauline
texts is indistinct. Francis Watson has fittingly stated that, although it is

¥ The Pauline orientation of New Testament exegesis is evident especially in the way
people read non-Pauline texts therein. In his respectable commentary on 1 Peter L. Goppelt
(1978) represents this ideology (for more on the Paulinistic fate of 1 Peter, see Elliott 1976,
243 and Thurén 1995b, 20, n. 23). 2 Peter is attacked more aggressively by Kdasemann. His
theological criticism (1964) is based on the notion that the letter falls short of the Pauline
standards! The fate of the letter of James in the Western Churches and even in modern
exegetics (see Thurén 1995a) is also enlightening. See the bitter comments by Donelson on
the fate of the Pastorals, too (1986, 1-2.68).

* Schweitzer 1930.

' Bultmann 1951-52.

"' Conzelmann 1969.

2 Bultmann 1975, 258, his emphasis.

* Bultmann 1975, 257-61.

4 Schlier 1981, 9-23.
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legitimate to look for theology in the New Testament texts, the search can be
shown in practice often to have led to misunderstanding.”

It would seem that the scholars only modified some traditional religious
interpretations of the apostle or constructed alternatives to them. In the
background, however, there is a similar view of Paul as the thinker of
Christianity. His message has been conveyed in slightly different ways; it has
served as a source of various religious principles. Exegetics has thereby been
used as a tool to create different Paul-based, nobler forms of Christianity. Seen
from afar, Kdsemann, Bultmann, and Schweitzer represent the same tradition
as Luther, Augustine, and Marcion.

B. The “Contextual” Alternative

In recent decades there has been a new turn in Pauline scholarship.”® American
and South African exegetes in particular have been disappointed by traditional
theological studies, and the scholarship has resorted to new methods. The focus
has shifted from theology to the context of Paul, which however is seen in a
much broader sense than earlier.

These scholars have emphasized that Paul wrote each of his letters for a
specific purpose and a specific audience. He did not formulate his thoughts like
Seneca for a broad audience among the upcoming generations.” It seems
reasonable, that the occasion for writing was usually a practical exigency rather
than theological or philosophical contemplation. The theology in the texts may
simply reflect the occasional circumstances characterized by non-religious
factors. On the other hand, in case of obviously religious matters, it has been
emphasized that it is misleading to rationalize the intuitions of Paul, viz. make
theology of them." Scholars have therefore turned their attention to areas long
neglected.

As a result of this new “contextual” preoccupation, it has become increas-
ingly difficult to discern any timeless, general, or even coherent theology in the
Pauline texts. The more we perceive the external and internal thrusts, which
provoked the formulation of each letter and the thoughts therein, the harder it
becomes to see those thoughts as universal or harmonious. Moreover, tensions

¥ Watson 1986, 180.

'* See e.g. Dunn 1983; Beker 1980, 35253 and Seifrid 1992, 2-3.
" Cf. Deissmann 1926; Beker 1980, 352-53.

¥ Thus already Andrews 1934, 37.
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between and within the letters have gradually demolished the picture of Paul
as a great theologian.

The interpretation of Romans illustrates this turn in Pauline scholarship.
Whereas the earlier scholars assessed Romans as the testament or dogmatics of
Paul,” and thereby as a sort of hermeneutical key-text of the New Testament,
it is currently fashionable to speak of the liberation from a “Lutheran captivity”
of the letter.”” Exegetes are increasingly aware of the dynamic nature of the text:
The apostle did not write to the Romans only in order to inform the addressees
about his theology or dogmatics, but had a practical purpose. Whether this
purpose was to prepare a mission to Hispania, to rehearse for negotiations in
Jerusalem, to reunite the Jewish and Gentile Christian groups in Rome, or only
to amend his poor reputation,” or a combination thereof, the contents and the
theology expressed in the letter plausibly serve the goal.”

This new approach to Paul is not based on new historical information about
the apostle. Instead, a change in the goals of the scholarship can be discerned.
Moreover a new focus in the study of history yields these results.

The first difference involves the scholars’ attitude to their material: they
attempt to be more neutral. The goal is not so much as earlier to produce direct
raw material for hermeneutics or to operate as godfathers of the Church,
supporting or tearing down a religious system of dogmas. Instead, scholarship
seeks to be descriptive and analytical. Traditional hermeneutical needs have
been set aside. Thus, according to one position, we need no longer look to Paul
for answers to, or even inspiration for solving, the central problems of
humanity.” According to another opinion, Paul’s thoughts could be utilized in
the political and social discussion without a specific religious context.” Paul is
then seen as a thinker, but not primarily a theologian.

¥ See Donfried 1991, xli. As recently as 1971, Kuss still held this view (1971,
163.202-203).

™ Stendahl 1976; cf. also Stowers 1982, Watson 1986, 179-181; Elliott 1990, 292.

! Different explanations are presented in e.g. Elliott 1990, 21£f; Jervis 1991; Wedderburn
1991. See also Donfried (ed) 1991a and below, section II 3Aa.

2 According to Boers, the letter is “as direct, and as hard-hitting, a moral confrontation
as is Galatians” (1982, 194-95).

2 Watson (1986, 181) poses a radical question: Should Paul’s thoughts continue to serve
as a major source of modern theological discussion? Most scholars however, dare not go this
far, since they would thereby foul their own nest.

* Petzke 1975. E. Schiissler-Fiorenza (1988, 16-17) prefers to focus on the problems
raised by liberation theology. Some modern South African scholars involve exegetics in the
political discourse; see Botha 1994 and articles in Olbricht and Porter (eds.) 1996.
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The second change involves the way of studying history, and thereby the
context of Paul’s writings. As in general historical studies, some scholars
concentrate on circumstances, conventions, norms, and normal life, on
sociological and psychological regularities, instead of on separate events and
the history of ideas. The significance of such dimensions for Paul’s thinking
has been increasingly emphasized.

A typical new approach is sociological. Pauline theology is examined over
against his social frame of reference, taking account of common social
regularities.” It is characteristic to see Christianity as a typical Jewish reform
movement, which gradually developed into a sect. Paul’s thoughts were
generated to meet the needs of this transformation.

This is claimed by e.g. F. Watson, who postulates that Paul’s poor progress
in the Jewish mission forced him to move to the Gentile mission. However, in
order to succeed, he had to modify his product and make it more attractive.
Therefore he changed his theology concerning the Torah. This, in turn, caused
difficulties with the traditional theology. The development followed a typical
pattern of how a sect is created.” One can only conclude that it was not based
on ingenious theological thinking.

Watson does not thereby deny the existence of Pauline theology.” He claims
only that theology was but a secondary phenomenon, tailored to meet practical
needs. First there was a social demand, then Paul had to devise a theoretical,
theological explanation as if to legitimize a solution, which he would propose
in any case. E. P. Sanders arrives at a more psychological result, which
however in this sense resembles that of Watson: First there was a solution
(Christ is the saviour), then a plight was produced (the need for salvation by
Christ).” This model also enables us to explain the inconsistencies in Paul’s
theological statements: since the social requirements for the message varied in
different cities, so did the theology.

Most of the contextual approaches are sound and reasonable per se. But
serious questions can be raised: Do they really help us to understand Paul? Do
they provide us with an alternative to the older theological studies? Are they
even in principle capable of so doing?

*  Holmberg (1990) offers a good overview of sociological research into the New

Testament.
* Watson 1986, 28-40.177-78.
2 Watson 1986, 180-81.
B Sanders 1977, 474-511.
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