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ABSTRACT
The apostle Paul’s significance to both early Christian history and Christian theology is
undisputed. Indeed, Paul is second to none but Jesus in this regard—or as Adolf Deissmann puts
it, “[f]rom the broadest historical standpoint Jesus appears as the One, and Paul as the first after
the One.” Yet despite the small mountain of books on Paul, there seemingly remains a persistent
failure to generate a cogent and compelling understanding of his thought. Granted, this concern
is decidedly more acute in Pauline scholarship than it is among everyday readers of the New
Testament. But Paul’s eminence in Christian history and theology ought to dictate otherwise.
Indeed, given his ubiquitous significance in Christianity, all readers of Paul would do well to
reflect not only upon the multifarious Pauls that we encounter, but even more important, the
various considerations that condition any understanding of him, regardless of whether one views
him as an impenetrable figure.
Occasioned by this concern, this study is intended to serve as a type of prolegomenon to
the study of Paul. Specifically, this study examines foundational assumptions that ground each
and every reading or interpretation of the famous apostle to the gentiles. Such an examination
touches on several topics, invoking issues pertaining to truth, hermeneutics, canonicity,
historiography, pseudonymity, literary genres, and authority. Moreover, this study is guided by
an underlying thesis, namely, that every encounter with the Paul of the New Testament is
conditioned by a kind of pre-understanding of Paul (or a proto-Paulusbild), which filters and
interprets the Pauline data. Indeed, it is this pre-understanding of Paul that fundamentally
determines how we use the New Testament data in the course of constructing our understandings
of Paul. Thus, our pre-understandings of Paul are integrally linked to what this study refers to as
“Pauline Archimedean points”—fixed points of reference that establish the measure for
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constructing any interpretation of Paul. Building on this premise, this study aims to interrogate
the assorted issues that relate to and inform the formation of these Pauline Archimedean points.
In doing so, my underlying goal is relatively modest: to urge Pauline scholars, and for that matter
Pauline readers of any persuasion, to engage in a modicum of self-reflection over the “positive
prejudices” that shape all of our efforts to comprehend or reconstruct Paul.
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INTRODUCTION
The Familiar Paul?1
To many, Paul is a familiar figure. Too familiar, perhaps. For as David Horrell laments, “[t]here
is already a small mountain of books about Paul” and “even those whose research specialism is
Paul despair of reading all that is being published about him.”2 I find this despair to be quite real.
Indeed, even aside from a host of other entirely legitimate frustrations that might contribute to a
level of jadedness when it comes to the study of Paul, the sheer glut of work on him is alone
daunting, and can easily lead one to confess, alongside Cavan Concannon, that “studying Paul is
no longer fun.”3
Be that as it may, interest in Paul persists. And to be sure, there are many reasons for this,
not the least of which relate to a prestige ascribed to him in both Christian history and theology.
To a certain extent, this prestige is connected rather obviously to Paul’s dominant presence in the
New Testament, as both an author and integral character in Acts. For it is in Acts, of course,
where we are told of Paul’s famous “road to Damascus” conversion (Acts 9:13-19)—Paul
transitions from being an early persecutor of Christianity to becoming one of its most zealous
advocates. Further, insofar as his message and apostolic commission are said to be of divine
origin—a “mission from God,” as Elwood Blues would put it—Paul’s immense significance to
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I recognize that on its face, the notion of a “familiar Paul” stands in stark contrast to some, such as Jacob Jervell,
who present Paul as unfamiliar, or unknown. See Jacob Jervell, The Unknown Paul: Essays on Luke-Acts and Early
Christian History (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1984). Nonetheless, for reasons that will become clear
shortly, the use of the word “familiar” is entirely deliberate.
2
David G. Horrell, An Introduction to the Study of Paul, 3rd edition (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2015), xiii.
3
Cavan Concannon, “Paul is Dead. Long Live Paulinism!: Imagining a Future for Pauline Studies,” Ancient Jew
Review, 1 November 2016, http://www.ancientjewreview.com/articles/2016/11/1/paul-is-dead-long-live-paulinismimagining-a-future-for-pauline-studies. While it is not obvious to me that Concannon’s title is an intentional allusion
to the 1960s urban legend involving Paul McCartney, I would like to think that it is indeed a deliberately playful
nod.
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Christianity is almost impossible to overstate.4 Indeed, one could well argue that Paul is relevant
not only to Christianity, but also, more generally, to any who would take seriously the concept of
divine revelation.
Yet even on top of all of this, there is an entrenched sort of literary eminence that Paul
enjoys, an eminence continually reinscribed, deliberately or not, in each and every study of him
(including this one). In fact, one routinely sees flagrant signs of Pauline veneration in
scholarship, ranging from descriptions of him as a “gifted exegete”5 or “genius,”6 to even “one of
the greatest religious leaders of all time.”7 Yet while some vague and unceasing sense of esteem
is, for some writers at least, one factor that justifies and fuels a sustained preoccupation with
Paul, there is another that is both ubiquitous among scholars and also quite embarrassing: despite
the small mountain of books on the subject, there seemingly remains a persistent failure on the
part of scholars to generate a cogent and compelling understanding of Paul’s thought. As Ernst
Käsemann remarks, “the real Paul... [is] for the most part unintelligible to posterity.”8 Paul, in
other words, proves relentlessly incomprehensible.

4

See Acts 9:3-4; Acts 22:6-21; Acts 26:12-18; and Gal 1:12.
Jacob Jervell, “Paul in the Acts of the Apostles: Tradition, History, Theology,” in The Unknown Paul: Essays on
Luke-Acts and Early Christian History (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1984), 76.
6
See, for example, Adolf Deissmann, Paul: A Study in Social and Religious History, 2nd edition, trans. William E.
Wilson (New York: Harper & Row, 1957), 79 (“Paul must be classed with the few people regarding whom that
much misused phrase ‘religious genius’ can rightly and fittingly be used”); Calvin J. Roetzel, The Letters of Paul:
Conversations in Context, 5th edition (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2009), 19 (“Ultimately, Paul’s
letters are understandable only in the light of his genius and the gospel he preached”); and Horrell, An Introduction
to the Study of Paul, 1 (“Paul is a man of enormous influence, a religious genius whose capacity for creative thought
and original writing has made him a mountain on the landscape of Christian history”). It is worth noting, however,
that the “genius” designation takes on an entirely different connotation in the work of Søren Kierkegaard, who
actually views the concept as an inaccurate and ultimately inadequate descriptor of Paul. See Søren Kierkegaard,
“The Difference Between a Genius and an Apostle,” in Without Authority, trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H.
Hong (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997).
7
E.P. Sanders, Paul: The Apostle’s Life, Letters, and Thought (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2016), xix.
8
Ernst Käsemann, New Testament Questions of Today, trans. W.J. Montague (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1969),
249.
5
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But lest contemporary readers of Paul despair too much over this state of affairs, it is
worth adding some small measure of consolation: this failure, or the inability to “get Paul right,”9
as Benjamin White puts it, goes back at least to Polycarp of Smyrna (ca. 69-155 CE), who
remarked, “neither am I, nor is any other like unto me, able to follow the wisdom of the blessed
and glorious Paul.”10 In fact, even within the New Testament itself, the author of 2 Peter
expresses some concern over the interpretation of Paul’s letters, acknowledging that “[t]here are
some things in them hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own
destruction” (2 Pet 3:16). Empathizing with the author of 2 Peter, Richard Pervo notes that
“[t]his observation is valid, for Paul has supplied exegetes with almost two millennia of
employment, and his actual and putative comments have without doubt been twisted by many
persons, not all of them to be numbered among the ignorant or unstable.”11 Similar sentiments
abound in scholarship. Heikki Räisänen, for example, notes that in connection especially to
Paul’s relationship with Judaism and Judaic law, “[i]t is symptomatic that the followers of the
apostle have hardly ever been able to agree on what he really wanted to say.”12 More despairing

9

Benjamin L. White, Remembering Paul: Ancient and Modern Contests Over the Image of the Apostle (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2014), 15.
10
Pol. Phil. 3. Philip Sellew points to the interesting fact that in the course of making this remark, Polycarp refers to
letters, plural (i.e. espitolas), that Paul had written to the Philippians. Sellew goes on to revive and develop an
argument concerning the status of canonical Philippians as a composite letter, i.e. an epistle comprised of multiple
parts that were later synthesized. Philip Sellew, “‘Laodiceans’ and the Philippians Fragments Hypothesis,” HTR 87
(1994): 17-28. Further, I should note that I am deliberately making use of the translation by J.B. Lightfoot in this
instance. Of specific relevance here is that Lightfoot translates the word katakoloutheó (“follow after”) as “follow.”
Elsewhere, it is translated as “come up to,” or even “walk in the shoes of.” See Alexander Roberts and James
Donaldson, eds., The Ante-Nicene Fathers, 10 vols. (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1903); and Richard I.
Pervo, The Pastorals and Polycarp (Salem, Oregon: Polebridge Press, 2016). The significance of this relates to the
general theme of imitation (mīmēsis) that is present in Polycarp’s letter. See Pol. Phil. 8-10; and Kenneth Andrew
Berding, Polycarp and Paul: An Analysis of Their Literary and Theological Relationship in Light of Polycarp’s use
of Biblical and Extra-Biblical Literature (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 137-138. Thus, katakoloutheó could signal either (or
both) that Polycarp is unable to comprehend the wisdom (sophia) of Paul, or that he’s unable to replicate it. Given
the emphasis of the present study, I am appealing here to the former interpretation.
11
Richard I. Pervo, The Making of Paul: Constructions of the Apostle in Early Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 2010), 144.
12
Heikki Räisänen, Paul and the Law (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986), 3.
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are the remarks of Paul Shubert, who laments, with no palpable sense of exaggeration, that “[a]s
regards Paul and his letters there is no notable agreement on any major issue.”13
Thus, in spite of the nearly two millennia that have passed without the formulation of a
definitive understanding of Paul, it would seem that Pauline scholars either remain “like unto”
Polycarp, or are—worse yet—among the ignorant and unstable. In either case, this state of
affairs in Pauline studies is quite dissatisfying.
It would seem, then, that our purported familiarity with Paul is something of a façade. For
while we viscerally tend to identify Paul as a figure who is reasonably well known, there appears
to be no clear consensus on what he is actually saying.14 And so, appealing to a Hegelian axiom,
perhaps it is necessary to distinguish between our familiarity with Paul and our understanding of
him:
Quite generally, the familiar, just because it is familiar, is not cognitively understood.
The commonest way in which we deceive either ourselves or others about understanding
is by assuming something as familiar, and accepting it on that account; with all its pros
and cons, such knowing never gets anywhere, and it knows not why. Subject and object,
God, Nature, Understanding, sensibility, and so on, are uncritically taken for granted as
familiar, established as valid and made into fixed points for starting and stopping. While
these remain unmoved, the knowing activity goes back and forth between them, thus
moving only on their surface.15
Drawing some inspiration from Hegel’s precept, my interest here lies not in providing any guide
that would purportedly lead to a firmer grasp of Paul, but rather in offering an account of how all
endeavours to understand Paul operate within the confines of a necessary, but typically latent,
13

Paul Schubert, “Urgent Tasks for New Testament Research,” in The Study of the Bible Today and Tomorrow, ed.
H.R. Willoughby (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1947), 221. Victor Paul Furnish restated Schubert’s lament
years later: “What P. Schubert wrote a generation ago is just about as true today: ‘As regards Paul and his letters
there is no notable agreement on any major issue.’” Victor Paul Furnish, “Pauline Studies,” in The New Testament
and Its Modern Interpreters, ed. Eldon Jay Epp and George W. MacRae (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1989), 321.
14
My reference to a lack of consensus on what Paul “is actually saying” is meant in two ways. First, I am referring
here to the interpretation of Paul’s writings. Second, I am referring more literally to a lack of consensus on what
material can be identified as authentically Pauline (which in its own way is simply just another element of the
interpretive task). Broadly speaking, this study relates to both ways of thinking about what Paul is actually saying.
15
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Phenomenology of the Spirit, trans. A.V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1977), § 31.
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selection of fixed starting points. Generally speaking, the selection of these points relates
fundamentally to vital choices about data. Moreover, these choices condition all interpretations
of Paul, regardless of whether they are expressly acknowledged. Indeed, they often are not.
Frequently, the assumption of fixed points of knowledge in the study of Paul is “uncritically
taken for granted.”
To put the matter differently, these fixed points that precede all understandings of Paul
might collectively be referred to as a Pauline “Archimedean point.” In the context of Pauline
studies, this phrase is employed by Calvin Roetzel, who worries, “[i]f we cannot locate a single
archimedean point from which to measure Paul himself in the letters, how shall we do the same
with a later tradition?”16 While this worry is not frequently addressed in Pauline studies, White
argues that the prospect of a Pauline Archimedean point is in fact impossible:
[W]hat is now needed in Pauline Studies is a full-scale shift away from the continued
impulse to deploy positivist and Rankean historiography in the service of the “real”
Paul... A more hermeneutically sophisticated approach is required if we are to take
seriously the epistemological challenges of the twentieth century. And in the attempt to
historicize discourses on the “real” Paul, exposing their social and ideological
situatedness, we must come to the place where we can concede that an “Archimedean
point” for reconstructing the “real” Paul may never be possible.17
White can most definitely be lauded for calling on scholars to employ “a more hermeneutically
sophisticated approach” to Pauline studies. And admittedly, my own epistemological proclivities
are such that I empathize with his desire to “shift away from the continued impulse to deploy
positive and Rankean historiography.” Yet in a sense, I think he is not entirely right in suggesting
that an Archimedean point for reconstructing the real Paul may never be possible. I say this,

16

Calvin J. Roetzel, Paul: The Man and the Myth (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1998), 176.
Elsewhere, Roetzel uses this phrase in reference to second-century Christianities generally, noting that “no clean line
divided orthodoxy and heresy and no single archimedian [sic] point could be summoned to verify the truth claims of
any confession.” Calvin J. Roetzel, “Paul in the Second Century,” in The Cambridge Companion to St. Paul, ed.
James D.G. Dunn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 228.
17
White, Remembering Paul, 69.
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however, in a very particular way. For even though I agree with the sentiment that the quest for a
general, or universal Archimedean point is problematic in Pauline studies (among other fields),
there is nonetheless a sense in which the formation of a Pauline Archimedean point is actually
indispensable: it is a precondition to each and every study on Paul, and also a precondition to all
of our evaluations of those studies. In other words, we must have a kind of grounding, or some
type of functional or operational Pauline Archimedean point in order to get anywhere at all. 18
Granted, the use of the phrase “Archimedean point” may seem ill-suited to the study of
Paul, as it is a notion that is often thought to carry weightier, or perhaps more “earth moving”
connotations. The most significant epistemological allusion to an “Archimedean point” is found
in Descartes’ second meditation, in which he writes that “Archimedes used to demand just one
firm and immovable point in order to shift the entire earth; so I too can hope for great things if I
manage to find just one thing, however slight, that is certain and unshakeable.”19
To be clear, I am certainly not employing the phrase in the same sense as Descartes, who
invokes it quite solemnly in a discussion of great epistemological gravitas. Nonetheless, I
employ the phrase here partly as a continuation of the language reflected in the comments of
Roetzel and White. But admittedly, I am also using it in a refined way. I use it to serve as a
reminder that studies on Paul involve vital methodological assumptions or choices at the outset.
Indeed, it is these assumptions or choices that engender a kind of functional Pauline
Archimedean point that grounds all of our studies. For there is no doubt that we are faced with a
curious phenomenon in the study of Paul, one that distinguishes it from the study of most other

18

In truth, I do not think that I am at sharp odds with White in this regard. The issue here really turns on how one
uses the phrase “Archimedean point.” Understood in its admittedly more common Cartesian sense, I concur with
White’s position. However, viewed in the functional sense I wish to emphasize here, I think it impossible to
completely jettison the concept of an Archimedean point.
19
René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, ed. and trans. John Cottingham (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996), 16.
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ancient seminal literary figures.20 This phenomenon relates largely to the issue of authorship,
and the fact that serious studies on Paul demand at least some type of preliminary inquiry over
which literary material is or is not admissible as evidence. To be sure, this type of concern is by
no means unique. With Plato, for example, there exist disputes over the authenticity of epistles21
and even certain dialogues22 that have been attributed to him. Yet be that as it may, there is still a
rather large, unassailable corpus of Platonic literature inexorably identified as authentic.
Consequently, when it comes to debates over the authenticity of the “disputed” Platonic corpus,
the stakes are limited.
With Paul, the situation differs. For despite some intermittent points of agreement
between scholars, the ground rules in Pauline scholarship are neither static, nor universally
agreed upon—nor, for that matter, are they even expressly addressed in each and every study.
Consequently, when it comes to knowing, with precision, the varying evidentiary weight that we
grant to various works in the Pauline data archive, we can at times be left wondering, or required
to draw conclusions for ourselves.

20

In making this assertion, I am very cognizant of the scholarly tendency to (consciously or otherwise) demarcate
“Christianity,” or certain aspects of it, as special, or even unique. I am not intending to reinforce that tendency in
suggesting that we are faced with a curious phenomenon in Pauline studies. Rather, while I recognize that there may
be a fine line between conscientiously examining the subject matter and inadvertently privileging it, my intent here
is to merely highlight a phenomenon that in my view genuinely warrants examination.
21
T.H. Irwin notes that “[t]he long controversy about the authenticity of the Platonic Letters is still not settled. I am
inclined to agree with those who reject all of them.” See T.H. Irwin, “Plato: The Intellectual Background,” in The
Cambridge Companion to Plato, ed. Richard Kraut (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 78, n. 4.
Irwin’s assessment is consistent with the more overarching view of Necip Fikri Alican, who writes that “[t]he
verdict on [the authenticity of Plato’s letters] tends to be piecemeal as well as wholesale, with some scholars
accepting some letters while rejecting others, and other scholars arriving at uniform judgments on all thirteen letters,
thus formulating a blanket opinion one way of the other, though not necessarily agreeing yea or nay among
themselves.” Necip Fikri Alican, Rethinking Plato: A Cartesian Quest for the Real Plato (Amsterdam: Rodopi,
2012), 136-137.
22
Alican presents a table that “reflects a fairly typical position on the breakdown of authenticity, which is to say, it
might not please everyone, but it will certainly not alienate very many people.” In that table, he identifies twentyfour “genuine” dialogues, six “dubious” dialogues, and twelve “spurious” dialogues. See Alican, Rethinking Plato,
134-135.

7

Yet in stating all of this, my aim here is not to suggest that Pauline studies have led to a
type of knowing that in Hegel’s words “never gets anywhere, and it knows not why.” On the
contrary, the study of Paul, particularly over the past two centuries, has generated a wealth of
important scholarly work, much of which forms the fertile ground on which this study is based.
As such, my own views are of course a product of this scholarly “inheritance,” to put it in
Jacques Derrida’s terms. Indeed, as obvious as it may seem, such an inheritance presents itself,
as Dawn McCance writes, “as an injunction to which we must respond.”23
That being said, my primary purpose in this study is to examine the conditions that
ground our efforts to understand Paul—conditions that are universal, if implicit, in every
encounter with the Paul of the New Testament. Yet to be clear, I do not intend to assert that there
exists a single, absolute Archimedean point that forms the basis of all studies on Paul. Rather, in
referring to these conditions as “universal,” I mean only that all studies proceed on the basis of
some kind of functional or operational Archimedean point. In other words, the fact that we
possess Pauline Archimedean points is universal. However, the iterations of those Archimedean
points can manifest themselves in a variety of ways. Indeed, it is the recognition of manifold
Archimedean points that occasions this study.24
In any event, the relevance of a Pauline Archimedean point can hardly be overestimated,
as it is a prerequisite to any engagement with Paul, regardless of whether it is expressly cognized
or formulated. Accordingly, I view this topic as one that is fundamentally relevant not only to
Pauline scholars, but ultimately to any reader of the New Testament Paul. Further, this topic is
one that is entirely distinct from the question of whether we as Paul’s readers are able to agree
23

Dawn McCance, Derrida on Religion: Thinker of Difference (Abingdon: Routledge, 2009), 1. See Jacques
Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, and the New International, trans. Peggy
Kamuf (New York: Routledge, 1994), 54.
24
And in stating this, I recognize that I am most certainly perverting the dominant, Cartesian notion of an
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8

upon a construction of the real Paul, or “get Paul right.” My aim here is not to propose some new
or refined hermeneutic strategy for understanding Paul, but rather to provide an account of key
issues that are vitally relevant to each and every engagement with him.
In a sense, my tack here draws inspiration from Kant’s reconfiguration of philosophy’s
approach to metaphysics—the so-called Copernican turn—in which he reframed the relationship
between human subjects and objects of inquiry. For Kant, the focus was not on trying to grasp
knowledge of objects, but rather on apprehending the a priori categories of human knowing that
condition any experience of objects whatsoever.25 Comparably, my aim here is to focus not so
much on Paul himself, or Pauline theology as objects of inquiry, but rather the particular
conditions under which study of these topics occurs. Yet admittedly, the move is not altogether
congruous with Kant’s approach. For as mentioned above, the particular conditions that precede
our substantive inquiries on Paul are neither universal, nor a priori. More precisely, the fact that
there are very significant conditions that precede our studies of Paul is universal; however, the
specific conditions themselves are not. The reason for this is that readers of Paul have a great
degree of control over the conditions, or perhaps the “rules of engagement” under which Pauline
studies occur. Each and every interpretation of Paul is based on its own prior interpretive
principle, or guiding conditions, and each interpretation essentially views these conditions as the
Archimedean point for all credible interpretation of Paul. Yet at the same time, there is no one,
single principle, or one set of guiding conditions that can compellingly establish itself as the
universal principle.26 For example, while one person may be methodologically inclined to
25

Kant puts it thus: “[i]f intuition has to conform to the constitution of the objects, then I do not see how we can
know anything of them a priori; but if the object (as an object of the senses) conforms to the constitution of our
faculty of intuition, then I can very well represent this possibility to myself.” Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure
Reason, ed. and trans. Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 110.
26
This relates to White’s earlier assertion concerning the impossibility of a Pauline Archimedean point. I agree with
White’s view that a universal interpretive principle, i.e. a Cartesian Archimedean point, is not possible with respect
to the study of Paul. However, I would also insist that a kind of functional Archimedean point is absolutely
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construct an account of Paul using Acts and the pastoral letters (1 and 2 Timothy, Titus) as valid
resources, another may be prone to exclude these texts as evidence. Thus, given our perpetual
and inextricable role in the construction and management of these conditions, I think that the
orientation of this study also draws inspiration from Hans-Georg Gadamer’s assertion that the
task of hermeneutics is “not to develop a procedure of understanding, but to clarify the
conditions in which understanding takes place”27:
Hermeneutics must start from the position that a person seeking to understand something
has a bond to the subject matter that comes into language through the traditionary text
and has, or acquires, a connection with the tradition from which the text speaks. On the
other hand, hermeneutical consciousness is aware that its bond to this subject matter does
not consist in some self-evident, unquestioned unanimity, as is the case with the
unbroken stream of tradition. Hermeneutic work is based on a polarity of familiarity and
strangeness…there is a tension…in the play between the traditionary text’s strangeness
and familiarity to us, between being a historically intended, distanciated object and
belonging to a tradition. The true locus of hermeneutics is this in-between.28
In this study, the adaptation of Gadamer’s approach requires a closer examination of some of the
issues that account for the paradoxical tension between Paul’s firmly-established familiarity on
the one hand, and his persistent strangeness, or seeming impenetrability, on the other. Yet to be
clear, it is not my intention to provide an account of one particular theory of Pauline
interpretation or another, nor to offer up a novel one that would lead to a firmer grasp of the real
Paul. Rather, my aim is to address a variety of issues that lie at the substratum of all
interpretations of Paul.
In doing so, however, it is also critical to acknowledge that on a fundamental level, this
study involves and implicates rather distinctive notions of truth. For on the one hand, the concept

necessary in order to proceed with any study of him. As Jonathan Z. Smith notes, “[y]ou have to allow me some
measure of monomania if I am to get anywhere.” Jonathan Z. Smith, “Afterward: The Necessary Lie Duplicity in the
Disciplines,” in Russell T. McCutcheon, Studying Religion (Abingdon: Routledge, 2007), 80.
27
Hans-George Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd edition, trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall (New
York: Continuum, 1999), 295.
28
Gadamer, Truth and Method, 295.
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of any Archimedean point inevitably implicates a Cartesian epistemology, one in which “‘truth,’
in the strict sense, denotes the conformity of thought with its object.”29 Under this model, one
apprehends truth if an object of cognition aligns with the object as it is in reality.30 Yet in the
case of grasping a true understanding of Paul, we are not dealing with an ontological truth about
an object in the world, per se. Rather, we are concerned with truth as it relates to the proper
interpretation of a person’s thought. Consequently, the Cartesian epistemology that is implicated
here is perhaps better articulated in terms of Friedrich Schleiermacher’s formulation of
hermeneutics as “the art of understanding particularly the written discourse of another person
correctly.”31 This is precisely what is entailed in most efforts to get Paul right. And it is our
attachment to this traditional idea of “getting Paul right” that forms the foundation of this study.
On the other hand, this study is itself governed by a different approach to the notion of
truth. Specifically, the approach in this study begins with the premise that we do not possess the
ability to grasp absolute truth as finite, rational beings.32 Thus, applied to the subject matter here,
my claim is that we are unable to apprehend a definitive, true, interpretation of Paul.
Consequently, and as noted earlier, this study takes a quasi-Kantian turn, shifting the focus from
trying to grasp the real Paul, to reflecting on those conditions that ground any and all

29

René Descartes, “Letter to Mersenne: 16 October 1639,” in The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, 3 vols.,
trans. John Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff, Dugald Murdoch, and Anthony Kenny (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1991), 3:139.
30
Put in Thomistic terms, “truth is correspondence of thing and mind” (or in the original formulation, “veritas est
adaequatio rei et intellectus”). Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: A Concise Translation, ed. Timothy
McDermott (Allen, Texas: Christian Classics, 1991), 45.
31
Friedrich Schleiermacher, Hermeneutics and Criticism and Other Writings, trans. Andrew Bowie (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1998), 3. I would suggest that theoretically speaking, this task persistently eludes the
Jesus scholar. For insofar as we have no material written by Jesus, there is no discourse from him that we can strive
to correctly interpret. Rather, when it comes to the case of Jesus, the Schleiermacherian hermeneutic task would
more precisely be framed as an attempt to understand the gospel writers.
32
This is an essentially Kantian position. See also Ernest Gellner, Postmodernism, Reason and Religion (London:
Routledge, 1992), viii, which will be discussed further in the next chapter.
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engagements with Paul.33 In stating this, however, I would again emphasize that I am not
suggesting that there are unchanging universal conditions that ground all of our encounters with
Paul. Rather, what I mean to suggest is this: while there are vital conditions that ground all
studies of Paul, these conditions can manifest themselves in various iterations, depending in
large part on our preferences or biases. Given this, my approach here is fundamentally informed
by Gadamer’s thesis concerning the “positivity of prejudice”—that is, our biases are integral to
our ability to formulate any cogent understanding whatsoever:
It is not so much our judgments as it is our prejudices that constitute our being. This is a
provocative formulation, for I am using it to restore to its rightful place a positive concept
of prejudice that was driven out of the linguistic usage by the French and the English
Enlightenment. It can be shown that the concept of prejudice did not originally have the
meaning we have attached to it. Prejudices are not necessarily unjustified and erroneous,
so that they inevitably distort the truth. In fact, the historicity of our existence entails that
prejudices, in the literal sense of the word, constitute the initial directedness of our whole
ability to experience. Prejudices are biases of our openness to the world. They are simply
conditions whereby we experience something—whereby what we encounter says
something to us.34
Thus, building on Gadamer’s thesis, the heart of this study revolves around a single
question: what are the conditions under which any understanding of Paul takes place? In working
through this inquiry, I hope in part to account for the major factors that make possible the
production of a “small mountain” of Pauline scholarship, while simultaneously (and somewhat
ironically) adding to it. But more important, my underlying goal is this: to urge Pauline scholars,
33

I should note here that I hesitate to invoke the Kantian language of “transcendental” conditions on account of two
considerations. First, insofar as these conditions can manifest themselves in different forms from reader to reader,
the term “transcendental” would imply a universality that does not apply here. Second, taking into consideration the
subject matter I am concerned with, I wish to avoid the use of language that might evoke any notions of a
metaphysical (or even spiritual) realm—while such concepts are of course arguably relevant to discussions about
Pauline theology, they are not relevant to this study, in which I am concerned with the conditions that ground our
studies of Paul.
34
Hans-George Gadamer, Philosophical Hermeneutics, ed. and trans. David E. Linge (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1976), 9. At the risk of oversimplification, I would suggest that Gadamer’s thesis here is somewhat
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locate, perceive, identify, and label’ occurrences within their life space and the world large.” David A. Snow, E.
Burke Rochford, Jr., Steven K. Worden and Robert D. Benford, “Frame Alignment Processes, Micromobilization,
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and for that matter Pauline readers of any persuasion, to engage in a modicum of self-reflection
over the “positive prejudices” that shape all of our efforts to comprehend or reconstruct Paul.

Mapping the Study
While the point may appear obvious on its face, the primary and most fundamental consideration
in formulating any construction of Paul involves the issue of data. Questions relating simply to
data—the various resources available in Pauline studies, the authoritative hierarchy of those
resources, the identification of certain difficulties within and between these resources, the genre
and occasion of these resources, and uses to which we put them—are at the thematic core of this
inquiry.
Going forward, I divide this study into five chapters. The first of these focusses largely
on preliminary methodological and epistemological concerns, and reflects broadly upon the
varied interests and backgrounds that Pauline scholars bring with them to their studies on Paul.
In this regard, I am of course by no means a dispassionate observer; on the contrary, I have a
rather ingrained set of impressions that inform my own disposition vis-à-vis Paul as a historical
figure, the study of Paul generally, and this study of Paul in particular. Bearing this in mind, this
first chapter might be viewed not only as an occasion for methodological reflection, but also as a
form of confession (minus, however, any request or expectation for absolution).
The second chapter in part traces the development of a Pauline data set. In short, the
chapter is concerned largely with the formation of the canonical Pauline archive.35 Yet given the
35

Although I will touch on the point later in this study, I should add here that despite some passing references, I am
not inclined to delve into a detailed discussion of non-canonical Pauline material (e.g. the Acts of Paul, the
Correspondence Between Paul and Seneca, the Epistle to the Laodiceans, the Third Epistle to the Corinthians, the
Prayer of the Apostle Paul, and the Apocalypse of Paul). My rationale in this regard relates primarily to the fact that
if there is one small issue that virtually all Pauline scholars agree on, it is this: none of the Pauline apocryphal
texts—of those discovered so far, at least—can be viewed as sources of reliable data on what Paul did or said. They
are neither reliable sources for constructing a “historical Paul,” nor for formulating a compelling account of the “real
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concerns of this study, I do not intend to closely scrutinize every epistle. Instead, I begin by
appealing to the general notion of canon as a starting point. My rationale for this tack is that it is
the contents of the New Testament canon, and in particular the Pauline epistles within it that
comprise the entire Pauline data set. For in every study of Paul, the letters, as the key constituent
parts of this canonical archive, are employed in various combinations and permutations. In this
section, however, my concern is not so much with the individual letters themselves. Rather, I
will outline various theories concerning the formation of the Pauline canon, and will also discuss
the presence of Paul in the writings of some of the early church fathers, as well as Marcion of
Sinope, who remains the most notable early Pauline archivist. Further, recognizing that the text
is both canonical and frequently appealed to in the study of Paul, I will discuss the placement of
Acts in the Pauline archive, and the methodological concerns that can accompany that
placement.
The third chapter focusses on the issue of pseudonymity, and draws some inspiration
from White’s identification of what he refers to as “modern rhetorical strategies for discerning
and deploying the ‘real’ Paul.”36 The first such strategy, according to White, involves the Pauline
authorship of an entire text.37 For example, if one denies that Paul authored the pastoral epistles,
then—for the purposes of determining Paul’s genuine thought, at least—it ordinarily follows that
these texts are removed from the data set. A second strategy involves deliberating over

Paul” (a distinction that I will elaborate on in the following chapter). In stating this, however, I by no means intend
to disparage these texts or impugn their utility. On the contrary, I concur with the remarks of Mark Harding on this
point: “Do these letters further our knowledge of Paul? The answer, clearly, is No. Nevertheless, quite obviously,
they do provide a window into the manner in which early proponents of the Pauline heritage made use of the apostle
in the enterprise of defending and interpreting the faith.” Mark Harding, “Disputed and Undisputed Letters of Paul,”
in The Pauline Canon, ed. Stanley E. Porter (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 144. Recognizing, then that these works have
much to contribute to a wealth of scholarly endeavours—not the least of which concerns, in the broadest of terms,
the development of various Christian ideologies—it is nonetheless the case that for the purposes of this particular
study, reference to them will be limited.
36
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“interpolations,” or “adulterations” to an otherwise genuinely Pauline text.38 If one concludes
that a particular segment of a text is not representative of Paul’s original thought, then that
segment of text is typically severed from the data set. Third, if the authenticity of a text is
affirmed, one can shift into a discussion over the particular interpretation of the passage.39
In this study, my concern is not so much with the third strategy outlined by White, but
rather the first two. For it is these strategies—or rather that selection of data that flows from the
deployment of these two strategies—that enables the operation of the third, and conditions the
production of any understanding of Paul or his thought. Accordingly, the third chapter addresses
not only the issue of pseudonymity in general, but the issue of pseudonymity as it relates to both
letters in their entirety, and parts of those letters, i.e. interpolations.
The fourth chapter first discusses issues pertaining to literary genre, reflecting in
particular upon the letters as occasional writings. In turn, this discussion will lead to a question
over intentionality: put in broad terms, what were the letters were intended to achieve? Indeed,
this is a two-fold question, as it requires us to consider both the addressees of the letters, and also
the epistemological expectations that we place upon these letters, notwithstanding their status as
letters.
The final chapter in this study addresses the issue of authority in the study of Paul.
Discussion of authority here involves many facets: contemporary theories on authority, the
relevance of canonical authority to the study of Paul, and the cultural entrenchment of Paul as an
authority figure—indeed, this entrenchment is one that subsists even beyond the milieu of
Christianity. This section will reinforce the underlying thesis of this study: that our examinations
of Paul demand a number of integral preliminary choices made by the reader. And while these
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choices are frequently covert, and perhaps even subconscious, it remains the case that they
precondition any engagement with Paul. Given this, readers of Paul would do well to carefully
reflect upon the multifarious issues that animate our functional Pauline Archimedean points.
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CHAPTER 1
“IN A MIRROR DIMLY”
“Our Knowledge is Imperfect…”: The Historical Paul, the Real Paul, and Paulusbilder
In a sense, one could say that this study serves simply as a reminder that “our knowledge is
imperfect” (1 Cor 13:9) in Pauline studies. The consequence of this, as Cavan Concannon states,
is that we must “stop trying to craft ‘real’ Pauls that can pronounce judgment on our political and
theological projects” and “stop pretending that our historical procedures can get us back to the
historical Paul.”40 Such remarks echo the earlier-referenced statement by White about the
impossibility of locating a universal Archimedean point for reconstructing the “real Paul.” 41
Indeed, White notes further that “the quest for the historical Paul is cracking, along with the
epistemic certainty that attends the language of the ‘real’ Paul.”42 To be sure, my study here
certainly draws some inspiration from these views. Yet at the same time, I do not entirely share
the notion that we should “stop trying to craft ‘real’ Pauls,” even though I do agree that we
should “stop pretending that our historical procedures can get us back to the historical Paul.” In
this regard, I think it vital to distinguish between the limits of our epistemological abilities and
the incessancy and inextricability of our epistemological impulses. In other words, while I do not
advocate for any sort of injunction against attempts to grasp the real Paul or the historical Paul, I
would, however, concur with the assertion that the real Paul or the historical Paul cannot be
grasped.43
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Implicit in my view on this point is a fidelity to a certain epistemological position, one that “retains the faith in the
uniqueness of truth, but does not believe we ever possess it definitively.” Ernest Gellner, Postmodernism, Reason
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But in stating all of this, I should also pause here to reflect on the way in which we
understand such phrases as the “historical Paul” and the “real Paul” in the first place. For while
these two phrases are used synonymously by scholars such as Concannon and White (among
others), I want to draw a distinction between the two, and refine them for the purposes of this
study.
The notion of a “historical Paul” of course picks up on the phrase used to reference the
quests for the “historical Jesus.”44 And if one looks to those quests, or rather their attributes, it
quickly becomes apparent that many of them are common to the endeavour to acquire an
understanding of Paul. Writing on the multiple historical Jesus quests, Willi Braun outlines both
the nature and function of some of these attributes:
The “past” (the historical Jesus) is selectively identified from items in an “archival”
record; by applying complex value judgments and evidentiary standards, these items are
then counted as evidence or assigned a factual status; the valued items, now counting as
evidence or facts, are then interpreted in relation to each other by some explanatory
schema of coherence and meaning generated by the creative intellectual activity of the
historian. Et voilà, an image of the past (the historical Jesus) is put in place.45
This very assessment can be applied, mutatis mutandis, to scholarly works that are concerned,
explicitly or implicitly, with apprehending the historical Paul. Thus, the quest for the historical
Paul involves constructing an “image of the past,” one relating to what the Paul of history
actually did and said (or wrote).
Yet at the same time, there is an ostensibly trite yet fundamentally relevant distinction
between the quest for the historical Jesus and the quest for the historical Paul. In the case of the
44
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former, we recognize from the outset that the available data on Jesus is filtered, coming to us
largely through anonymously-authored gospels, canonical or otherwise, which more or less
function, at the risk of oversimplification, as biographies.46 Accordingly, there is a patent
separation between the object of inquiry, Jesus, and our own data, the gospels. Nowhere is this
more explicit than in the opening words of Luke’s gospel: “Inasmuch as many have undertaken
to compile a narrative of the things which have been accomplished among us... it seemed good to
me also, having followed all things closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for
you, most excellent Theophilus, that you may know the truth concerning the things of which you
have been informed” (Luke 1:1-4). With these words, the author immediately discloses to us (or
more specifically, to Theophilus)47 that he is an intermediary, and freely admits that he is driven
to synthesize the materials before him out of a desire for an “orderly account.”48 This Lukan
admission accentuates a well-worn but oft-forgotten truism concerning one of the most
significant problems with the quests for the historical Jesus: although we can endlessly attempt to
separate the wheat from chaff, so to speak, the source material itself is patently a second-order
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Bart Ehrman, The New Testament: A Historical Introduction to the Early Christian Writings, 2nd edition (New
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production, and thus does not provide us with a first-hand account, nor does it provide us with
the unadulterated words of Jesus.49
With Paul, however, the situation would appear different. For even though there exists a
plethora of methodological concerns regarding the study of the Pauline epistles, there also
subsists a steadfast impression that we have some data that can reliably be attributed to Paul
himself. This in itself distinguishes the Pauline situation from that of Jesus. For in the case of
Jesus, one of the underlying concerns is that none of the data is attributable directly to him; there
is no point at which critical scholarship has claimed that Jesus authored certain texts.50 As such,
the quest for the historical Jesus involves a preliminary hurdle: procedurally, we get muddled up
in trying to sift through whether one utterance or another, or some deed, can be genuinely traced
back to a historical figure, before we even reach the point of trying to interpret that data, or put it
to some further kind of use.
With Paul, the starting point differs. In his case, the New Testament presents us with
thirteen letters purportedly authored by him—or at the very least, most would agree that some of
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these were genuinely authored by him.51 Consequently, even if we are unable to concur on the
particulars, most of us begin with the assumption that we can identify some authentic data from
which we can proceed with our studies. In other words, to repeat the point noted earlier: all
studies proceed on the basis of some kind of functional Pauline Archimedean point.
With this in mind, I think it both possible and worthwhile to formulate a taxonomy that
involves two distinct, but very much overlapping kinds of inquiries in Pauline studies. The first
of these is the quest for the historical Paul. As indicated above, the quest for the historical Paul
is concerned with grasping a better sense of what Paul actually said and did. Did Paul persecute
followers of Jesus (e.g. Gal 1:13; Acts 8:1-3)?52 Did he perform miraculous feats before his
followers (e.g. 2 Cor 12:1; Acts 19:11-12)?53 How many times was Paul shipwrecked (e.g. 2 Cor
11:25; Acts 27)? And did he write all of those letters that are attributed to him? These are all
questions relevant to the construction of a historical Paul.
The second category concerns the endeavour to grasp “the real Paul,” a task that I think is
distinguishable from the quest for the historical Paul. The search for the real Paul, which I equate
with the attempt to “get Paul right,” is one that primarily relates to the interpretation of data that
is already deemed to be authentically Pauline.54 With this sort of inquiry, then, our starting point
is markedly different than where we stand vis-à-vis the historical Jesus. In Paul’s case, we are
ostensibly in possession of some reliable data that comes directly from him. The trick, however,
is to properly interpret it. In other words, the quest for the real Paul, or the quest to get Paul
51
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right, is one that—having assumed the existence of a reliable set of data—attempts to reconstruct
or figure out what exactly Paul meant.
With this task, we are not as preoccupied with the particulars of Paul’s life, except to the
extent that they assist in understanding or reconstructing what ideas Paul was attempting to
convey in his writings. Thus, the task of getting Paul right aligns with Friedrich Schleiermacher’s
formulation of hermeneutics as “the art of understanding particularly the written discourse of
another person correctly.”55 Indeed, I believe that this remains a fundamental enterprise for most
Pauline scholars, one that generally involves an appeal to some combination or permutation of
the Pauline letters.56 For while the quest for a historical Paul can of course be interesting in its
own right, I would suggest that it is a quest that is by and large incidental, or supplementary to,
the effort to formulate a cogent and compelling account of what Paul meant.57 And of course, in
the quest to apprehend “what Paul meant” looms the spectre of something more: often, the quest
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Schleiermacher, Hermeneutics and Criticism, 3. As noted earlier, this is a task that persistently eludes the Jesus
scholar—given that we have no material written by Jesus, there is no discourse from him that we can strive to
correctly interpret.
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There are most certainly inquiries that focus only on single letters, of course, and I do not intend to suggest
otherwise. However, I would maintain that for the most part, efforts to apprehend the real Paul generally involve an
appeal to some collection or another of the letters (a topic that will be discussed in the next chapter). Indeed, in some
instances, the task of getting Paul right also involves an appeal to Acts, even though Paul is not the author of this
work. While the use of Acts in the construction of a real Paul will also be discussed further in the next chapter,
suffice it to say that adherence to the Schleiermacherian notion of hermeneutics necessitates some nuance when
considering the relation between Acts and Paul. Strictly speaking, the “correct” interpretation of Acts is not about
interpreting Paul’s words correctly, but rather Luke’s.
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Although it is not my intent to investigate particular hermeneutic strategies in connection to the Pauline texts, I am
most certainly aware that their placement alone (being located in the biblical canon) relates to a subset of
interpretive issues or questions. For example, does the interpretation of a biblical text demand the use of strategies
different from those employed in the interpretation of other “secular” texts? While my own proclivities lead me to
answer such a question in the negative, there can be no doubt that those who advocate for some form of “theological
hermeneutics” maintain otherwise: “Theological hermeneutics…encompasses a variety of interpretive models and
practices. They have in common the desire to find an appropriate hermeneutic that is faithful to the Christian
theological tradition.” Stanley E. Porter and Jason C. Robinson, Hermeneutics: An Introduction to Interpretive
Theory (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), 245 (emphasis added). There are assuredly debates to be had in this
regard, but I do not intend to delve into them in the context of this study.
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is concerned not merely with what Paul meant in the Schleiermacherian sense, but also what Paul
means for us.58
The present study relates then to these two distinct but overlapping projects—the quest
for the historical Paul and the quest for the real Paul. For in part, this study addresses issues
concerning the reliability of the data, primarily in terms of its authenticity. In essence, this issue
boils down to a single question: is the data we have truly representative of Paul’s thought? This
question is relevant to both projects: the issue of what Paul said or wrote forms an integral part of
the effort to construct a historical Paul, and the issue of what Paul said or wrote is also of
fundamental relevance to the task of apprehending the real Paul.
A further focal point of this study simply relates broadly to the issue of interpretation,
specifically in connection to the genre(s) of the Pauline data, and the expectations we place upon
that data. And while this aspect, too, is relevant to both projects, I think that it is particularly
salient to the task of getting Paul right. Now granted, it is trite enough to acknowledge that we of
course filter or interpret all data. But when it comes to apprehending the real Paul, issues
pertaining to interpretation become particularly acute. For it is the problem of interpretation that
is at the root of Schubert’s earlier-noted lament about there being “no notable agreement on any
major issue.”59
The aforementioned distinction between the historical Paul and the real Paul, and this
study’s focus on issues of authenticity and interpretation, lead again to a critical underlying
58

This, I think, is entirely consistent with Concannon’s call to “stop interpreting Paul and start creating Paulinisms
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thesis of this study, namely, that all studies on Paul must proceed from some kind of
Archimedean point. Yet the thesis of this study goes further than this. Additionally, what I would
posit here is that the concept of a Pauline Archimedean point goes hand in hand with what
scholars have referred to as a Paulusbild (i.e. “Paul picture”). The way in which contemporary
scholarship has employed this term is summarized by White:
Changes in historiographical theory and practice in the 1970s, combined with the
deconstruction of the Pauline Captivity narrative during that same period, have given rise
to the now widespread focus on the images or portrayals of Paul (Paulusbilder)
constructed in various early Christian texts. These texts portrayed Paul in tendentious
ways that were productive for their authors’ communities. The question Who got Paul
right? was becoming less of a concern (although not absent) than How is Paul constructed
in a given text and why?60
In this study, my use of the term Paulusbild will be somewhat different than what White
describes. For in my view, the notion of a Paulusbild is applicable not only to the Pauls that are
constructed in early Christian texts, but also to the products of Pauline scholarship generally.
Indeed, any attempt to apprehend some kind of historical Paul, or the real Paul, is an attempt to
form a Paulusbild as an end product.61
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White, Remembering Paul, 54. White provides a rather encyclopedic list of examples that are in some manner
interested in how Paul is constructed in a given text. These include: Robert A. Wild, “The Image of Paul in the
Pastoral Letters,” TBT 23 (1985); Stephen G. Wilson, “The Portrait of Paul in Acts and the Pastorals,” SBLSP 15
(1976); and William R. Long, “The Paulusbild in the Trial of Paul in Acts,” SBLSP 22 (1983).
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In taking this route, I recognize that there are other kinds of distinctions employed by Pauline scholars. Andreas
Lindemann, for example, distinguishes between “the image of Paul (Paulusbild) upon a text, the influence of
Pauline literature, and the influence of a genuine understanding of Pauline theology.” Paul Hartog, ed., Polycarp’s
Epistle to the Philippians and the Martyrdom of Polycarp: Introduction, Text, and Commentary (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2013), 65. See Andreas Lindemann, Paulus im ältesten Christentum. Das Bild des Apostels und
die Rezeption der paulinischen Theologie in der frühchristlichen Literatur bis Marcion (Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr
(Paul Siebeck), 1979). As another example, Michael W. Holmes distinguishes between “Paul as Writer, “Paul as
Remembered,” and “Paul as Theologian.” See Michael W. Holmes, “Paul and Polycarp,” in Paul and the Second
Century, ed. Michael F. Bird and Joseph R. Dodson (London: T & T Clark, 2011). White makes reference to such
distinctions as well, noting “[o]ne cannot escape [a] kind of distinction in New Testament scholarship—a distinction
that trades on differences between the ‘real’ or ‘historical’ Paul and some other Paul, designated variously as the
Paul of ‘tradition,’ the ‘ecclesiastical’ Paul, the ‘canonical’ Paul, or the ‘legendary’ Paul, among others.” White,
Remembering Paul, 2. While the way in which I am framing the matter here differs, I believe that my proposed
conception of the categories is nonetheless sustainable, for the reasons argued above.
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Yet paradoxically, the formation of a Paulusbild is also the starting point for any inquiry
in Pauline studies. In other words, any attempt to formulate an understanding of Paul requires
some notion of who he was, what he said, or what he was up to. Or as Hans Lietzmann remarks,
“[o]ne has to know Paul to be capable of understanding him.”62 This is precisely what I am
pointing to here in suggesting that a kind of Paulusbild lies at both the beginning and the end of
our studies on Paul. Indeed, the Paulusbilder at the start of our inquiries informs—and in essence
is largely synonymous with—our functional Pauline Archimedean points. We possess a general
sort of impression of Paul, or a pre-understanding of him, one based on data that we believe can
be relied upon in formulating that impression. From there, we proceed with our studies, which
can lead back to a similar sort of Paulusbild, or to a refined or more nuanced “Paul picture.”
Consequently, the underlying claim here involves a feedback loop: our Pauline Archimedean
points, or our proto-Paulusbilder, cultivate the production of further Archimedean points and
new Paulusbilder. This study, then, aims to provide an account of the key issues involved in the
formation of these proto-Paulusbilder or Archimedean points. In my view, these issues are often
overlooked, even though they are fundamentally integral to Pauline studies, as they inextricably
ground any attempt to grasp either the historical Paul or the real Paul.63 In other words, a
functional Pauline Archimedean point is a necessary prerequisite to any quest for the historical
Paul or the real Paul.
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Quoted in Gustaaf Adolf van den Bergh van Eysinga, “Early Christian Letters,” trans. Frans-Joris Fabri and
Michael Conley, JHC 9, 2 (2002): 313.
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While I will for the most part refer to the phrase “getting Paul right,” or the task of apprehending “real Paul,” it is
again important to keep in mind that the underlying focus of this study, namely, the formation of our Pauline
Archimedean points, implicates both the endeavour to get Paul right and the effort to construct a historical Paul. In
this study, however, I will tend to refer to the former task, rather than the latter, simply on account of the fact that it
is the former task that has captivated my own subjective interest in Paul.
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“…For Now We See in a Mirror Dimly”: (Self) Reflections on the Study of Paul
Appreciating, then, the rather obvious point that “our knowledge is imperfect” as it relates to
Paul, and recognizing further that this study is concerned with the preconditions to our various
readings of him, I think it important to add an additional comment about the intention of this
study. For while I am fixating here on premises that inform all Pauline studies, I do not intend to
imply that the endeavour to grasp the real Paul is an antiquated or naïve one. Rather, my intent is
to simply identify a variety of inescapable issues that Pauline readers face, as our implicit or
explicit engagement with these issues is, in fact, the precondition to our proceeding with any
attempt to reconstruct Paul. And in addressing issues relating to the formation of our Pauline
Archimedean points, this study in part seeks to account for why, in the study of Paul, we see in a
mirror “dimly”—or perhaps enigmatically.64 Indeed, my intent is to explore the enigmatic nature
of certain fundamental preconditions to the study of Paul.
Beyond this, of course, is an important, if somewhat trite observation: the way in which
we confront the issues relating to our Pauline Archimedean points reveals something about us,
about our predilections concerning our approach to the Pauline data set. Thus, on a general level,
a concern over “imperfect knowledge” points also to a necessary methodological prelude to this
study. In a certain respect, this involves the type of “thinking” described in Plato’s Theaetetus,
where Socrates suggests to Theaetetus that the very act of thinking involves “[a] talk which the
soul has with itself about the objects under its consideration…It seems to me that the soul when
it thinks is simply carrying on a discussion in which it asks itself questions and answers them
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The word enigma here is apt—in 1 Cor 13:12, “dimly” is a translation of the term ainigmati, meaning an
“enigma,” “obscure thing,” or “riddle.”
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itself, affirms and denies.”65 To some extent at least, this notion aligns with Marc Bloch’s
methodological dictum:
Every historical book worthy of the name ought to include a chapter, or if one prefers, a
series of paragraphs inserted at turning points in the development, which might almost be
entitled: ‘How can I know what I am about to say?’ I am persuaded that even the lay
reader would experience an actual intellectual pleasure in examining these ‘confessions.’
The sight of an investigation, with its successes and reverses, is seldom boring. It is the
ready-made article which is cold and dull.66
Accordingly, in the spirit of offering up some form of “confession,” or ‘having a talk with one’s
soul,’ I think it worth reflecting (so to speak) on some aspects of how this study of Paul sees “in
a mirror dimly.” To be sure, my motivation for taking this jaunt remains closely tied to the heart
of this study, as my intent here is to disclose a kind of conceptual matrix through which I am
proceeding in this inquiry.
In a sense, reflection on my own predispositions concerning the study of Paul relates to
the issue of method. Yet I am not referring here to a notion of a Cartesian method67 as a
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Plato, The Theaetetus, trans. M.J. Levett and Myles Burnyeat (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1990),
189d.
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Marc Bloch, The Historian’s Craft, trans. Peter Putnam (New York: Vintage Books, 1953), 71. While my own
appeal to Bloch here is admittedly second-hand, being drawn from White’s citation of him (White, Remembering
Paul, 1), it is worth noting that the general sentiment of Bloch relates in part to Plato’s famous learner’s paradox, or
Meno’s paradox, the core of which is encapsulated in an exchange between Meno and Socrates:
Meno:

And how will you enquire, Socrates, into that which you do not know? What will you put
forth as the subject of enquiry? And if you find what you want, how will you ever know
that this is the thing which you did not know?

Socrates:

I know, Meno, what you mean; but just see what a tiresome dispute you are introducing.
You argue that a man cannot enquire about that which he knows, or about that which he
does not know; for if he knows, he has no need to enquire; and if not, he cannot; for he
does not know the very subject about which he is to enquire.

Plato, Meno, ed. Alexander Sesonske and Noel Fleming, trans. B. Jowett (Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing
Company, Inc., 1965), 80d-80e. Plato’s proposed solution to this paradox, as Robert Burch puts it, is to suggest that
“the search for essential knowledge is possible only as a form of ‘recollection,’ wherein what is only vaguely or
tacitly known to begin with is explicitly explored or mapped.” Robert Burch, “Ambiguity of Phenomenological
Method? A Reply to John Osborne,” Phenomenology+Pedagogy 9 (1991): 227.
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Descartes lauds the epistemological benefits of his method, noting, “since my early youth I have had the great
good fortune of finding myself taking certain paths that have led me to reflections and maxims from which I have
fashioned a method by which, it seems to me, I have a way of adding progressively to my knowledge and raising it
by degrees to the highest point that the limitations of my mind and short span of life allotted to me will permit it to
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preeminent truth-finding tool—in this regard, I agree with George Steinmetz, who suggests that
this notion of method “is a central site for the reinforcement of positivist hegemony in the social
sciences.”68 Rather, I refer here to method simply as a “way of inquiry.”69 And with respect to
the study of religion generally, there are of course a potpourri of such “ways.” Indeed, the field
thrives on the use of interdisciplinary tools, as Armin Geertz and Russell McCutcheon point out:
Religionswissenschaft, or the comparative science of religion…has from its beginning
been characterized by a methodological pluralism. Scholars in the study of religion apply
historical, archaeological, linguistic, textual (e.g. philological, structural and semiotic),
philosophical, sociological, psychological, ethnographic, anthropological and art
historical methods. These methods having been developed by separate disciplines and do
not constitute what is special about the comparative study of religion. Rather than
founded on some distinct method for studying religion, the identity of
Religionswissenschaft can perhaps best be formulated as an abiding interest in the critical
and comparative study of but one worldwide, cultural phenomenon in both its historical
and contemporary expressions.70

reach.” René Descartes, A Discourse on the Method, trans. Ian Maclean (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 56.
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As Geertz and McCutcheon lucidly explain, there is no single method that stands as the sine qua
non of the academic study of religion, or Religionswissenschaft.71 Rather, the approach in the
study of religion is somewhat akin to a smorgasbord, as scholars choose from a variety of
techniques or skills to construct their own methodological amalgam.
This “methodological pluralism”72 is certainly one major dimension of how we tend to
understand method in the study of religion, and I suspect that some kind of pluralism has already
proven evident in this study, particularly in terms of the appeals to Hegel, Kant, and Gadamer
noted in the introduction. But there is another dimension of method pivotal to how I approach the
subject matter of this study, i.e. the study of Paul. And while this dimension often lurks in the
background, Bruce Lincoln’s “Theses on Method” demonstrates how it manifests itself.73
Lincoln’s fifth thesis states that “[r]everence is a religious, and not a scholarly virtue.
When good manners and good conscience cannot be reconciled, the demands of the latter ought
to prevail.”74 This injunction is immediately followed by a related observation: “Many who
would not think of insulating their own or their parents’ religion against critical inquiry still
afford such protection to other people’s faiths, via a stance of cultural relativism.”75 A
complementary notion is contained in Lincoln’s final thesis:
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When one permits those whom one studies to define the terms in which they will be
understood, suspends one’s interest in the temporal and contingent, or fails to distinguish
between “truths,” “truth-claims”, and “regimes of truth,” one has ceased to function as
historian or scholar. In that moment, a variety of roles are available: some perfectly
respectable (amanuensis, collector, friend and advocate), and some less appealing
(cheerleader, voyeur, retailer of import goods). None, however, should be confused with
scholarship.76
What Lincoln advocates for here, then, is a particular disposition or comportment towards the
subject matter, one that I am admittedly both drawn and strive to adhere to. Understood in
different terms, the disposition that Lincoln is pointing to is similar to what Jonathan Z. Smith
refers to as an “angle of vision for the historian of religion,”77 or what Braun simply calls an
“attitude,” one that “signals not an arrogant stance of being deeper in the know, but an
intellectual alignment.”78 This attitude, in other words, relates to our own subjective inclinations
about how we engage our subject matter, and how (or whether) we implicitly or explicitly revere
it or reduce it. This of course can specifically be applied to the study of Paul. Indeed, as will
become clear through the course of this study, our “attitude” towards Paul most certainly relates
to our outlook on the various issues that inform our Pauline Archimedean points.
This leads to the underlying “method” that I adopt in this particular study. On the one
hand, I view this investigation as one that exhibits, on a general level, certain literary, historical,
and philosophical characteristics, or appeals to those technai (to borrow again from Braun).79 On
the other hand, I would suggest that the “attitudinal” component of method here is one that
differs from many, though by no means all, studies on Paul. Admittedly, I do not subscribe to the
notion that the Pauline texts are somehow inherently privileged or sacred, or that it is necessarily
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incumbent upon us (much less even possible for us) to work out the contents of his theology. But
let me be clear. I am most certainly interested in Paul.80 Moreover, I obviously cannot deny that I
maintain a certain subjective reconstruction of Paul in my own mind—my own Paulusbild, in
other words— that is rooted in certain canonical texts, or portions of them. Nonetheless, there is
a sense in which my fascination with Paul has simultaneously (and admittedly paradoxically)
developed into one where what Paul is, or is reputed to be, makes no difference to me (to
paraphrase Gal 2:6). At the same time, I realize that in this regard, my “attitude” is hardly
ubiquitous in Pauline studies. For in many instances, the study of Paul involves significant
stakes, a point that Andrew Queen Morton effectively summarizes:
The Pauline epistles are widely accepted as sacred and the reaction which follows any
attempt to analyse a sacred text is violent. It may be that one element in religion is a
search for certainty and assurance; it is counted by many religious people as a virtue to
believe, and one thing commonly believed by such people is that the Bible is an inerrant
record and that traditions about its origin and authorship are similarly immune from
human frailty. As a result, any research into Biblical origins will meet with quite a
different reception that would a paper on Homer or Isocrates. In the author’s experience
only Plato and Shakespeare among secular writings have acquired something of sanctity.
Write on Sir Walter Scott, on Henry James, on Samuel Johnson and criticism will follow
its usual course. Write on Shakespeare or Plato and angry letters begin to arrive. Write on
Paul or Jesus and abusive and anonymous letters will surely flood in.81
Even though Morton’s remarks were written a couple of generations ago, I believe that this
sentiment holds true today. That said, I do not believe that most Pauline scholars who possess
some patent or latent convictions about the value of the texts, or their “immunity from human
frailty,” tend to acknowledge those convictions explicitly in their studies. In fact, more often than
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not, I think that particular theological fidelities are tacit in Pauline studies, and need to be
deduced by readers.
This phenomenon is hardly new. On the contrary, it is simply a transposition of what has
been long recognized in scholarship on early Christianity in general, and Jesus scholarship in
particular.82 However, I do not mean to suggest that the phenomenon is entirely universal.
Indeed, one can readily find instances where theological affinities or allegiances are expressly
disclosed. Terry L. Wilder, for example, offers a laudably transparent admission in his preface to
Pseudonymity, the New Testament, and Deception:
Many scholars today believe that pseudonymous letters exist in the New Testament.
Others, including me, do not accept pseudonymity in the New Testament for historical,
theological, ethical, and psychological reasons. Nonetheless, for the sake of argument, I
have assumed in this study that pseudo-apostolic letters are present in the New
Testament. Consequently, this assumption leads me to ask questions of Scripture and
employ certain methodologies that I usually would not…I have tried throughout my
research to look objectively at the available evidence, but I acknowledge that my
conservative presuppositions about Scripture will influence my work.83
Comparably, Paul Achtemeier asserts in his commentary on Romans that he intends to
“undertake a fresh reading of the text which will be of value primarily to those who look to
Romans as they look to the rest of Scripture, for guidance in their teaching and preaching as well
as for guidance in their personal lives.”84 On a broader level, one finds the following statement in
the Paideai series of commentaries on the New Testament:
Our authors represent a variety of confessional points of view: Protestant, Roman
Catholic, and Greek Orthodox…each author brings his or her own considerable
exegetical talents and deep theological commitments to the task of laying bare the
interpretation of Scripture for the faith and practice to God’s people everywhere.85
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A further example can be located in Dennis Ronald MacDonald’s compelling The Legend and
the Apostle: The Battle for Paul in Story and Canon, where MacDonald concludes his study by
making a choice on the basis of his status “as a Christian committed to the church.”86
I find such transparent disclosures to be helpful, for at least two reasons. First, they
provide a window into the “attitude” of the author, which can assist the reader in understanding
and critiquing a work. Further, they demonstrate a level of self-reflection on the part of the
authors—a self-awareness about our “prejudices,” in the Gadamerian sense.87
With this in mind, I ought to elaborate further on my own “attitude.” I do not view my
own conceptual matrix as being substantively informed by ideas or theology dependent on a
certain understanding of Paul. In part, my view in this regard is born out of a certain level of
dispassion for theological matters, or perhaps an “indoctrination” of sorts into the field of
religious studies. In this regard, my understanding of the field, and my own “attitude” towards it,
is quite similar to that of Bruce Lincoln:
86
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impossible to answer such questions affirmatively. Rather, I think that there is simply an onus on us as readers to be
critical readers. And in employing the word “critical,” here, I follow Braun, who does not view it “as a synonym for
negation or refutation,” but rather “in the old Greek sense, meaning the will and ability to distinguish and decide
(krinein) between options on the basis of standards (kritēria) that are themselves the precipitates of a critical
(kritikos) process that now, as in ancient Greek societies, is not esoteric but exoteric, that is, public.” Braun,
“Introducing Religion,” 490.
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As I understand it, the field of religious studies took shape to provide a comfortable place
in a hostile environment, for those who had either religious commitments of their own, or
religious desires of their own, that they felt were unwelcome in the American
academy…and I understand that. It’s not the way I feel. It’s not my biography. At some
human level I can empathize. But I don’t think it’s an academic disposition. I don’t think
that’s study. I think that’s a support group. I think that’s therapy. I think [that’s] an
attempt to make a home in a hostile world. And I think the purpose of intellectual activity
is to make people uncomfortable, not to make them comfortable. I don’t like feel-good
stories. I don’t like reassuring philosophies. I think the world is a difficult and troubled
place. And I think intellectuals have the obligation to think long and hard about what’s
most difficult and to reach disquieting, rather than stabilizing conclusions. Religion is a
really powerful force in world history, and a very complicated entity. I think it’s in need
of serious critical study that isn’t eager to put the best face on the phenomenon, that
doesn’t want to assert coherence, meaning, beauty, and comfort—but that is prepared to
see contradiction, ideology, self-interest, social and political forces of [a] less than
wholesome nature, as at least part of the complex entity that is religion. If my colleagues
would be willing to pay serious attention to that side of things, I’d be comfortable saying
‘yeah, it also does a lot of good things and there are some lovely aspects to religion. And
it’s capable of a wide spectrum.’ But I don’t hear many colleagues in that discipline
treating it in what I take to be a critical fashion. And to my mind, religion as an object of
study, not an object of commitment or affection, but as an object of study, deserves a
very different kind of engagement.88
I understand Lincoln’s remarks here simply as a reflection of his allegiance to the critical
approach to the study of religion.89 It is an approach that I endeavour to follow. This is not to
suggest in any way that I am free from bias, of course. On the contrary, any fidelity to the critical
approach to the study of religion, and the lack of a particular theological investiture, is a
reflection of bias.
But while this attitude, or bias, is a fundamental component of how I understand
“method” here, I do not view it as something that threatens to undermine this study, or as
something that is inherently negative. Rather, a certain attitude, bias, or prejudice is simply a
universal precondition for engaging in any study. Again, as Gadamer points out,
“prejudices…are simply conditions whereby we experience something—whereby what we
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encounter says something to us.” 90 And given the inextricable nature of bias, or how prejudices
“constitute the initial directedness of our whole ability to experience,”91 it is only sensible to
explicitly embrace and acknowledge our biases, or attitudes.
In stating (or I suppose confessing) all of this, I do not, however, intend to suggest that
my angle of vision here is to be equated or identified with a skeptical “postmodern” position, and
would raise two additional points in this regard. First, the mere acknowledgement of different
“regimes of truth,” as Lincoln puts it, does not mandate the suspension of judgment concerning
those regimes.92 On this point, I am influenced by Willi Braun:
I am a modernist who stands to be corrected. And as such, I am suspicious of any
invocation of postmodernism where I sense that it is employed either as a rhetorical
device to place some taste, preference, practice, belief, or self-representation beyond
criticism, or as an incantation of the dubious premise of what Ernest Gellner calls the
‘egalitarianism of all thought-systems’ as the basis for an uninterrogatable admission of
‘whatever’ into venues of critical thought (see Gellner 1992, 55). This is simply a kind of
vulgar liberalism turned into compost for growing things that I find very frightening, not
only because of what they bode for thought itself, but also what they imply socially and
politically.93
Braun’s citation of Gellner warrants a turn to Gellner himself, who succinctly summarizes three
epistemological positions:
Fundamentalism, which believes in a unique truth and which believes itself to be in
possession of it; relativism, in a variety of formulations, which forswears the idea of
unique truth, but tries to treat each particular vision as if it were none the less true; and a
position of which I am more or less an adherent, which retains the faith in the uniqueness
of truth, but does not believe we ever possess it definitively, and which uses, as the
foundation for practical conduct and inquiry, not any substantive conviction but only a
loyalty to certain procedural rules.94
I would suggest my own attitude, and in turn this study, can be placed within Gellner’s third
category. For as a “modernist who stands to be corrected,” I am, in the words of Braun, “[r]iding
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like a bat out of hell…on the track (academy) to test the limits of machine (theory) and rider
(scholar).”95 In this case, the “theory” involves the assertion that all Pauline studies occur within
the confines of a vital (yet frequently unacknowledged) set of ground rules, tacitly set out by us
as readers of Paul.
At the same time, the preceding discussion should make it evident that I am endeavouring
to pursue this project with a certain level of self-awareness about my epistemological
commitments, my use of certain technai, and the prejudices, or “attitude,” that condition my
engagement with the subject matter. That being the case, I should also be clear in affirming that
in a sense, this study is ultimately another metanarrative about Paul, or rather a metanarrative
about the study of Paul.96

95

Braun, “Introducing Religion,” 488. Braun’s remarks here build upon Smith’s plea for “some measure of
monomania if I am to get anywhere. I can’t do my work when I have to stop and entertain every other opinion under
the sun.” Smith, “Afterward: The Necessary Lie Duplicity in the Disciplines,” 80. The remarks of Braun and Smith
reflect a sentiment similar to that contained in Hegel’s rebuke to the position of skepticism: “if the fear of falling
into error sets up a mistrust of Science, which in the absence of such scruples gets on with the work itself, and
actually cognizes something, it is hard to see why we should not turn round and mistrust this very mistrust. Should
we not be concerned as to whether this fear of error is not just the error itself?” Hegel, Phenomenology of the Spirit,
§ 74.
96
In stating this, I am adapting the words of Bruce Lincoln in connection to his study on “myth.” Lincoln writes,
“[i]n the following pages, my chief goal is to tell a story about the stories others have told about myth, and my point
is that one should treat all these narratives and metanarratives with considerable care and caution.” Bruce Lincoln,
Theorizing Myth: Narrative, Ideology, and Scholarship (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), ix.
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CHAPTER 2
CANONS AND COLLECTIONS: CONSIDERATIONS ON THE FORMATION OF A
NORMATIVE PAULINE ARCHIVE
The Paul of Canon
It would seem that Paul wrote a lot. Indeed, Paul’s literary contributions to the New Testament
dwarf those of any other figure. This state of affairs sets the stage for reflecting on questions that
occasion what Horrell rightly describes as the “small mountain”97 of scholarly work on Paul. In
particular, there are two questions that animate the discussion in this chapter: Is our sustained
interest in Paul the product of some special insight or quality that he possessed—or that we think
he possessed—and is worth trying to understand? Or rather, is it perhaps simply propelled by the
sheer volume of work attributed to him in the New Testament—a collection that itself possesses
a seemingly unabated aura of theological, literary, or cultural value? 98
In formulating the questions in this manner, there is admittedly a sense in which the
inquiries are circular. For on the one hand, our ability to respond to the former question (whether
Paul had some special insight) is informed entirely by data culled from the latter (the Paul of the
New Testament). Yet on the other hand, our use or interpretation of material from the latter is
guided by our intuitive views on the former. For example, while our interest might be predicated
on Paul’s inherent theological “genius” (among other reasons), our ability to form any
conception of that genius whatsoever is conditioned primarily through material selected from the
New Testament—and vice versa. This circularity is precisely what Friedrich Schleiermacher
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points to in noting that “[o]ne must already know a man in order to understand what he says, and
yet one first becomes acquainted with him by what he says.”99 In the specific case of Paul, this
same sentiment is contained in the earlier-noted remark by Hans Lietzmann, i.e., that “[o]ne has
to know Paul to be capable of understanding him.”100 While Lietzmann’s statement certainly
bears a romantic or rhetorical flourish, there is nonetheless an underlying verity and candor in it.
Indeed, it aligns with a chief underlying thesis of this study, namely, that a proto-Paulusbild, or a
pre-understanding of Paul, paradoxically subsists as a precondition to all of our engagements
with the Pauline material.
Now on the face of it, one would think that with the study of Paul, we are better
positioned than we are with the study of Jesus. Indeed, as outlined in the previous chapter, the
fundamental distinction between the two is that the historical Paul apparently speaks, while the
historical Jesus is mute. As Adolf Deissmann writes, “[t]he historic personality of Jesus is not
easy for research to grasp...Paul stands nearer and is more easily accessible to us.”101 Yet even
though Deissmann’s assertion intuitively seems on the mark, Paul as “nearer” and “more easily
accessible” does not equate to him being a more properly understood figure—to paraphrase the
words of Hegel noted at the beginning of this study, Paul may well be familiar, but because he is
familiar, he is not cognitively understood.102
Our familiarity, or overfamiliarity with Paul, is based primarily on the thirteen epistles in
the New Testament whose authorship was traditionally attributed to him (Rom, 1 Cor, 2 Cor,
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Gal, Eph, Phil, Col, 1 Thess, 2 Thess, 1 Tim, 2 Tim, Titus, and Phlm).103 Contemporary Pauline
scholarship tends to view the matter differently, though it can be argued that this view has also
become “traditional” in a sense. Typically, New Testament scholars are discriminatory, to
varying degrees, when it comes to identifying which works were or were not truly authored by
Paul. Consequently, Pauline scholars tend to distinguish between the canonical Pauline corpus,
on the one hand, and what Raymond Collins refers to as the “critical Pauline corpus,” on the
other:
The canonical Pauline corpus (Romans, 1-2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians,
Philippians, Colossians, 1-2 Thessalonians, 1-2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon, Hebrews) is
the product of the consensus judgment of various local churches toward the end of the
fourth century. During the sixteenth century, the Council of Trent proclaimed that these
fourteen books belonged to the canon of the New Testament. The critical Pauline corpus
is the result of the consensus judgment of recent and contemporary biblical scholarship.
To the critical Pauline corpus belong Romans, 1-2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1
Thessalonians, and Philemon, works whose Pauline authorship is upheld by virtually all
biblical scholars.104
Among the letters in this critical Pauline corpus, Romans, 1-2 Corinthians, and Galatians, share a
particularly privileged status, being identified as the main letters, or Hauptbriefe, a term
attributed to Ferdinand Christian Baur. As Baur writes, “[t]here has never been the slightest
suspicion of unauthenticity cast on these four Epistles, and they bear so incontestably the
character of Pauline originality, that there is no conceivable ground for the assertion of critical
doubts in their case.”105 While the validity of Baur’s claim will to some degree be tested later on
in this study, I raise the important distinction between the “canonical Pauline corpus” and the
“critical Pauline corpus” to emphasize the need for critical self-reflection on the study of Paul.
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For hearkening back to Luke’s project, in which he expressed a desire to construct an orderly
account, and also giving consideration to the prominent role that Paul plays in the second part of
Luke’s narrative, i.e. Acts, it is clear that contemporary studies of Paul bear some resemblance to
Luke’s project—indeed, Pauline scholars are essentially Luke’s successors.106
This realization, however, is but a small part of a greater issue that demands attention.
For apart from recognizing a certain kinship between Luke and contemporary Pauline scholars,
the greater implication here is that all Pauline readers have a certain relationship with the
primary canonical data that informs various constructions of Paul or his theology. Consequently,
our encounters with Paul should involve some level of introspection in relation to the selection
and use of the source material.
Taken seriously, this kind of introspection involves a myriad of issues, including the
legitimacy and authoritative status of various sources as repositories of Paul’s authentic thought,
the nature or genre of the contents in the Pauline corpus, and the question of authorial
intentionality as it pertains to the Pauline literature. All of these issues might be placed under a
general umbrella topic: the formation of a “Pauline archive.” In this chapter, exploration of this
topic involves two interrelated questions: which texts are admissible authorities for determining
what Paul thought or did, and what are some of the considerations and assumptions involved in
selecting and analyzing those texts?107 In the course of addressing these questions, it is perhaps
worth beginning not with the Pauline canon specifically, but rather with the concept of canon in
general.
The Concept of Canon
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The notion of a “canon” is something that ranges from being a passing curiosity for some, to a
point of vital theological importance for others. For despite divergent views about its relevance,
on a variety of levels—e.g., theological, historical, literary, or socio-political—the JudeoChristian bible,108 or the Christian canon, remains deeply entrenched in the western psyche.109
The word “canon” is derived from the Greek term kanṓn, which referred literally to “a
straight rod,” and in turn came to denote more generally a criterion, standard or rule. The term
had a broad range of uses in the ancient world, and was by no means reserved exclusively to the
ecclesiastical context. Aristotle, for example, advocated for an understanding of kanṓn that was
distinct from the concept of nomos, or law. In Aristotle’s view, a kanṓn, or rule, was something
more malleable than law:
[T]here are some cases for which it is impossible to lay down a law, so that a special
ordinance becomes necessary. For what is itself indefinite can only be measured by an
indefinite standard, like the leaden rule used by Lesbian builders; just as that rule is not
rigid but can be bent to the shape of the stone, so a special ordinance is made to fit the
circumstances of the case.110
This use of the term is particularly interesting, as Aristotle’s conception of a mutable kanṓn of
course stands in stark contrast to the contemporary understanding of biblical canon as something
utterly incapable of being modified, and thus ultimately closed.

108

I am referring here to “bible” in a generic sense, recognizing of course that its precise contents are by no means
agreed upon universally by various Christianities. For the purposes of this particular study, however, the issue need
not be dwelled on, as all iterations of the present-day Christian bible include the same Pauline material.
109
In making this assertion, I believe I am echoing a sentiment similar to that stated by Burton Mack, who expresses
some surprise at this state of affairs: “[o]ne might have thought that the western history of intellectual
enlightenments, social revolutions, scientific discoveries, and industrialized technologies would have outgrown an
archaic myth-ritual system created in a bygone age of cultural class and experimental social formations. That,
however, has not happened.” Burton L. Mack, The Christian Myth, 178.
110
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. H. Rackham (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1926), 1137b.
For an interdisciplinary overview of the varied historical functions of “canon,” see Jan Gorak, The Making of the
Modern Canon: Genesis and Crisis of a Literary Idea (London: Athlone, 1991). The notion of a “special ordinance”
might be related also to the term psēphisma, which was an ordinance of the people, or plebiscite. Writing with
respect to the terms nomos and psēphisma in fourth-century BCE Athens, Mogens Hansen writes, “Nomos is used
when the emphasis is on the contents of a rule whereas the enactment of the rule is stressed by the word psephisma.”
Mogens Herman Hansen, “Nomos and Psephisma in Fourth-Century Athens” GRBS 19 (1978): 316.

41

Yet even in the context of early Christianities, the term kanṓn had a range of applications,
being used to refer to particular ecclesiastical rules or norms, to clergy who were associated with
certain churches or ekklēsiai,111 and eventually to a list of authoritative writings.112 However, as
Bruce Metzger notes, this last use of the word was “late in developing; so far as we have
evidence, it was not until the second half of the fourth century that κανών [standard or rule] and
its derivatives κανονικός [regular or usual] and κανονίζειν [to regulate] were applied to the
Scriptures.”113 Ultimately, however, it is this latter chronological sense of kanṓn that is of
primary relevance here. For it this notion of kanṓn that bears the closest synonymity with the
contemporary use of the word canon as referring to “the definitive, closed list of the books that
constitute the authentic contents of scripture.”114
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The immutability of this closed list, and its significance as an authoritative repository for
Christian thought, is attested to in thirty-ninth Festal Letter of Athanasius, dated 367 CE:
[O]ne should not hesitate to name the books of the New Testament. For these are the
four Gospels, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John; then after these, Acts of the Apostles and
seven letters, called catholic, by the apostles, namely: one by James; two by Peter; then
three by John; and after these, one by Jude. After these there are fourteen letters by Paul,
written in this order: first to the Romans; then two to the Corinthians; and after these, to
the Galatians; and next to the Ephesians; then to the Philippians and to the Colossians;
and after these, two to the Thessalonians; and that to the Hebrews; and additionally, two
to Timothy, one to Titus, and finally that to Philemon. And besides, the Revelation of
John.
These are the springs of salvation, so that someone who thirsts may be satisfied
by the words they contain. In these books alone the teaching of piety is proclaimed. Let
no one add to or subtract from them.115
It is worth noting that these last words by Athanasius’s Festal Letter echo the concluding
remarks of Revelation (and ultimately the Christian bible), where the author issues a stern
admonishment: “I warn every one who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if any one
adds to them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book, and if any one takes away
from the words of the book of this prophecy, God will take away his share in the tree of life and
in the holy city, which are described in this book” (Rev 22:28-19). In its immediate context, the
injunction is obviously restricted in scope, referencing only the text in Revelation, not the canon
as a whole. Yet functionally, by its position in the Christian bible, it becomes a pronouncement
with far broader application, conveying both the legitimacy and immutability of the canonical
contents in their entirety—including, of course, any Pauline material. Thus, by the latter part of
the fourth century, a particular notion of canon in Christianity had been rather firmly established.
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As Adolf Jülicher put it, “[t]he canon is the norm to which everything in the Church
accommodates itself; to canonize means to recognize as part of this norm. The Christian of c.
400 felt at the mention of the word ‘canonical’ precisely as we do when we say divine, holy,
infallible, absolutely authoritative.”116

The Formation of a Pauline Canon
Recognizing that the final canonical product carries with it weighty notions of immutability and
legitimacy,117 the formation of the canon was a gradual process, one that was in part rooted
simply in the construction of a literary archive.118 And while the development of the canonical
archive at large involves a variety of complicated questions and contested answers, my focus
here is not so much with the canon as a whole, but rather the formation of a Pauline canon. For
an investigation of the Pauline data archive relates not just to the formation of a canonical
archive, but also to the creation of the archive within the canonical archive. Put differently, my
concern is with the canon within the canon, or the archive within the archive, so to speak. How is
it that the Pauline texts came to be candidates within the greater canonical archive?
A reasonable starting point for such a discussion can be identified in the Muratorian
fragment, an eighty-five-line Latin document regarded as the oldest known list of texts that
comprise the New Testament canon. The fragment, named after an Italian archivist, Ludovico
116
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Muratori, who discovered it in 1700, attests to the instructive utility of what were eventuallydeemed canonical works, including Acts, Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians,
Philippians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, and 1 and 2 Timothy.119 For the most part, the
fragment has been dated by scholars to the latter part of the second century, though this dating
has been challenged by some who argue that its composition is more plausibly placed in the
fourth century.120
Another document of relevance in this regard is the Papyrus Chesty Beatty II, or P46, one
of the oldest surviving New Testament manuscripts. The manuscript includes all of Ephesians,
Galatians, Philippians, Colossians, and Hebrews, virtually all of 1 and 2 Corinthians, the last
eight chapters of Romans, and two chapters of 1 Thessalonians.121 While certain outlier theories
exist, scholars tend to date P46 to ca. 200 CE.122
Regardless, while the Muratorian fragment and P46 are typically dated to the later second
or early third centuries, it is nonetheless evident that collections of Paul’s letters had been
circulating earlier. Accordingly, the collection of various Pauline epistles can be seen, in itself, as
a microcosmic process of canonization within the greater macro-level canon. This point is
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cogently articulated by Harry Gamble, who notes that “the history of the canon is not a single
and undifferentiated process in which individual documents were separately in play, nor is it to
be understood as a selection of some documents from a larger pool. Rather, the canon is, in the
main, a collection of collections, indeed of rather disparate collections that arose at different
times and places under the force of different motives and agents.”123 Yet bearing in mind the
long period of development leading to the establishment of the canon reflected in Athanasius’s
Festal Letter, it is also reasonably clear, as Wilhelm Schneemelcher notes, that “[t]he decisive
period in the history of the canon is from ca. 140 to 200,” as it is in that timeframe that “sources
flow more copiously.”124
With the exception of Acts, the canonical Pauline material consists entirely of epistles.
Thus, in the case of the Pauline corpus, the development of a canon within a canon was
essentially a letter compilation project. In itself, such a project was by no means novel—there
were collections of letters assembled in antiquity for the purposes of widespread dissemination,
regardless of whether the original author(s) was involved.125 The collection of Cicero’s
correspondence is perhaps the most famous example of such a collection, at least in terms of a
compilation that existed within a reasonable temporal proximity to the Pauline literature. 126
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In the case of Paul, a general consensus suggests that a collection of letters had begun to
circulate by the close of the first century.127 This assertion, however, is ultimately rather
speculative, as tangible evidence for a first-century collection is entirely lacking.128 Moreover,
what is even less clear is how or why such a collection took shape—in other words, how does
one account for the occasion, or motivation, for putting together a Pauline canon?129 While there
exist a variety of theories, we need only concern ourselves with three of the most prevailing: the
snowball (or gradual collection) theory, the personal involvement theory, and the neglect (or
lapsed interest) theory. For given that any study on Paul relies first and foremost on material
culled from the canonical epistolary archive, questions concerning the development of this
archive ought not be ignored, regardless of whether they can be answered.130

The Snowball Theory
While a number of Pauline letter-collection theories were initially developed by nineteenthcentury scholars, one of these has in more recent years acquired a somewhat colourful name. The
“snowball” theory, or the more blandly-named “gradual collection” theory, posits that the
development of a Pauline epistolary archive involved a slow and gradual process.131 While some
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have suggested that this occurred rather early—by the end of the first century, certainly132—
others argue that the process was much more protracted, occurring largely in the second century
CE.133
Although the theory has been seriously considered, it is not uniformly followed among
scholars. Stanley Porter summarizes one of the most significant criticisms of it:
There are a number of arguments that can be raised against [the snowball theory]. One is
the apparent discrepancy between those who posit a short period of time for the
collection, such as Zahn and Harnack, and those who posit a much longer period, such as
Lake and Streeter—but each by appealing to the same body of evidence often in much
the same way. Further, for those who accept the shorter period of time, the evidence
marshalled by those who argue for the longer period of time might be thought damaging,
especially as none of the lists of the second and third centuries seems to know all of the
Pauline letters. For example, according to Lake, Marcion’s, the Muratorian canon’s,
Tertullian’s and Origen’s lists are all different in length and in order. In fact, however, the
latter two only include eight letters, whereas the earlier two include ten.134
In addition to the above, questions linger about whether the second century activity of Marcion
was in some manner relevant to the formation of the canon referred to in the Muratorian
fragment. Indeed, some maintain that it was in fact Marcion who first formulated a canon—this
is a topic that will be addressed further below.135 In any event, given the sort of criticism outlined
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by Porter, the snowball theory is plausible, but ultimately quite speculative, as it is “without a
firm foundation established as to how such a process actually occurred.”136

The Personal Involvement Theory
A second theory of note is referred to as the “personal involvement” theory, which typically
implicates a particular actor, or actors, when it comes to the collection of the epistles.137 For
example, C.F.D. Moule suggests that “the considerable link, in respect of vocabulary, contents,
and outlook, between the Pastoral Epistles and Luke-Acts lends some plausibility to the
suggestion that Luke was the collector, editor, and augmenter of the Pauline corpus.”138 Donald
Guthrie, in contrast, relies largely on statements drawn from 2 Timothy in suggesting that
“Timothy probably retained…parchments after Paul’s death and possession of them may have
stimulated the desire to make a fuller collection of Paul’s writings.”139 A third possibility is
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proposed by Goodspeed, who speculates that the collector was Onesimus, the slave referenced in
the letter to Philemon. While Goodspeed’s suggestion lacks any evidentiary basis whatsoever, it
is nonetheless one that resonates with him emotionally: “I don’t know how this mere conjecture
may strike the reader, but it fills my eyes with tears. The emancipated slave lives to build his
protector a monument more enduring than bronze!”140
Regardless, most Pauline scholars have found none of these proposals particularly
compelling. With respect to the theory of a Lukan collection, the most significant problem is that
it appeals to an inextricable authorial link between Luke and the authorship of the pastoral
epistles that has never gained substantive support.141 Moreover, the chronological implications of
this theory do not align with more recent scholarship about the dating of Luke-Acts; as will be
discussed below, there is mounting scholarship that places the composition of Luke-Acts well
into the second century. The proposed identification of Timothy is comparably suspect, given
that it rests heavily on the contents of 2 Timothy, an epistle that is frequently identified as a
pseudonymous work composed in the second century.142 Goodspeed’s proposal is surely the least
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persuasive of these three possibilities, as it involves no evidentiary grounds whatsoever. Rather
(and in fairness to Goodspeed), his view of Onesimus as the collector of Paul’s letters is
presented more as an imaginative sentimental wish than a seriously-formulated hypothesis.
In any event, what surely animates these sorts of theories is a subconscious desire to
account for the collection of the Pauline epistles in a manner that augments both the legitimacy
of the letter-collecting process, and by extension the letters themselves, through proposing the
involvement of actors with relational ties to Paul as the original author. Bearing this in mind—
and notwithstanding our understandable and persistent desire for what Luke would call an
“orderly account”143 (or perhaps simply a “good report,” i.e. euangelion, if one can put it in such
terms)—these particular theories ultimately remain rather romantic speculations that have by and
large garnered little support.
Porter, however, stands as a notable exception. According to him, “[t]here is much of
merit in such personal involvement theories, since any gathering process seems to demand the
involvement of individuals, whether they are named or not, recognized or anonymous, singular
or more than one.”144 On the one hand, Porter’s sympathy to any particular iteration of the
personal involvement theory is suspect, given, again, that there is scant evidence for these. 145 On
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the other hand, in a very opaque sort of way, Porter is quite right: any gathering process, would,
of course, “demand the involvement of individuals.” Yet ultimately, his conclusion offers
nothing of substance, and is really nothing more than an axiomatic observation: the collection of
the Pauline epistles was in some form or other the product of human agency. As such, unless one
is inclined to appeal to the divine as the agent behind the collection of Paul’s letters, Porter’s
conclusion here tells us absolutely nothing substantive; it is about as obvious and as helpful as
commenting on the wetness of water.

The Neglect Theory
A third theory, referred to at times as the neglect or lapsed interest theory, suggests that Paul’s
letters were for some time forgotten or ignored, until being “rediscovered” following the
dissemination of Acts.146 Often linked to the work of Goodspeed, this theory claims that it was
Paul’s appearance in Acts that largely inspired the initiative to form a collection of his epistles.147
Following from this initiative, Goodspeed’s hypothesis is that the Pauline corpus was developed
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in Ephesus, “with Ephesians, an encyclical letter that drew widely upon the entire Pauline
corpus, as the introduction.”148
Given that Goodspeed identifies the production of Acts as a motivating force behind the
collection of the Pauline letters, the implications of the neglect theory—or at least Goodspeed’s
iteration of it—really depend on what dating one adopts for the composition of Acts. While this
issue will be addressed in more detail later, suffice it to say that Goodspeed dates it to a point no
later than 90 CE, noting that the subsequent collection of the Pauline letters occurred at around
that same time.149 Thus, for Goodspeed, at least, any neglect of Paul’s letters was not long
lasting.
In any event, the neglect theory is one that has dwindling support in contemporary
scholarship. One reason for its fading popularity is its fundamental reliance upon a certain dating
of Acts. As noted, there are a number of scholars that place the composition of Acts well into the
second century. If one adheres to such a view, then the plausibility of the Goodspeed hypothesis
is significantly diminished. An even more significant critique relates to the notion that Ephesians
stands at the head of the Pauline corpus as an introduction. No substantive evidence exists for
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this claim, nor are there any manuscripts that place Ephesians as the first letter in the Pauline
corpus.150

References to Paul by Early Church Fathers
Given the rather speculative, vague or simply unconvincing nature of the above theories, it
would seem that Gamble is quite right in asserting that “the early history of Paul’s letters and the
process by which they were collected are very obscure.”151 Yet despite this unsatisfactory state
of affairs about our knowledge of the collection of the Pauline epistles, it is possible to take a
slightly different tack. For any questions about the collection of the letters relate very closely to
the use of them at or around the time they are believed to have been collected. Thus, rather than
dwelling on the “obscure” collection theories, it is instead worth discussing some of the earliest
express or implied references to the Pauline correspondence. In other words, how and when were
Paul’s letters employed in the time leading up to their canonization? The “neglect theory” in fact
provides an entry point for such a discussion.
Somewhat comparable to the “neglect theory,” which concerns the collection of the
Pauline epistles, the so-called “Pauline captivity” theory, or narrative, contends that for a certain
period of time, Paul fell into disuse among the early church fathers. The reason for this,
according to the theory, is that Paul had been appropriated by the early church fathers’
opponents, most notably Marcion of Sinope (ca. 85-160).152 Referencing the seminal work on
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Marcion by Adolf von Harnack, White puts the matter thus: “the proto-orthodox (Justin in
particular) faced a certain embarrassment over (though having no lack of fondness for) Paul
because of the ease by which their opponents made use of him. The Apostle was, in this sense,
held captive by the other side.”153 This appropriation of Paul led early church fathers to perceive
him as a figure who possessed diminished theological utility—at least for a time. For the Pauline
captivity theory also posits that the collection of the Pauline letters into a reasonably stable
archive was largely the product of a mid-second-century contest between Marcion and his
followers, on the one hand, and proto-orthodox thinkers such as Irenaeus (ca. 130-202) on the
other.154
The Pauline captivity narrative is not entirely devoid of merit. For even though one can
locate apparent references to Paul or Pauline ideas among early church fathers who either
precede, or are contemporaneous with Marcion, “[t]he problem with these catalogues of
supposed allusions to Paul is that they rarely involved any substantive or distinctive ideas of
Paul, but rather merely metaphors he employs, or images he draws upon, or rhetorical turns of
phrase he uses.”155 In other words, explicit references to Paul are by and large lacking in the
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writings of early church fathers of the late first and early second centuries.156 Without delving
into all of the relevant figures in this regard, it is worth touching on this interesting phenomenon
in relation to writings attributed to five early church fathers: Clement of Rome (ca. 30-100),
Ignatius (c. 35-107), Polycarp (ca. 69-155), Papias (ca. 60-130), and Justin Martyr (ca. 100-165).
The epistle known as 1 Clement is a letter written from the ekklēsia in Rome to that in
Corinth, and is generally dated to the last decade of the first century.157 The writer of the epistle
is not specifically identified in the letter, though its authorship is traditionally ascribed to
Clement (seemingly the same Clement referred to as a co-worker of Paul’s in Philippians 4:3).158
The letter includes a summary of Paul’s activity in chapter five:
Paul by his example pointed out the prize of patient endurance. After that he had been
seven times in bonds, had been driven into exile, had been stoned, had preached in the
East and in the West…and when he had borne his testimony before the rulers, so he
departed from the world and went unto the holy place, having been found a notable
pattern of patient endurance.159
Later in the letter, Paul is identified again by the author, who encourages the Corinthians to
“[t]ake up the epistle of the blessed Paul the Apostle.”160
Views on the significance of this epistle vary, in terms of what it can tell us about the
appeal of the Pauline correspondence in the late first century (assuming, of course, that the letter
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is correctly dated to that time). Lindemann, for example, argues that while “1 Clement tells us
little about the influence of Pauline theology in the Roman church in the last years of the first
century,” it “does show that Paul was of great importance for the church of Rome, both as an
apostle and as a teacher of the church, even several decades after Paul’s death.”161 A much more
guarded appraisal is offered by van Unnik, who states:
Whether a certain theological “timidity” is at work here, I do not venture to say. In any
case, it is clear that, with a few rare exceptions, the letter has been considered almost
exclusively with an eye on developments within the Christian church, and that there has
been no satisfactory reckoning with the cultural “context” of the author. Clement has
been viewed as a Christian, but not sufficiently as a Christian in antiquity.162
The position of van Unnik is borne in part from an inability to match the contextual situation of
the letter with a corresponding historical situation in the late first century, and also from his
identification of the letter as more of a treatise than an occasional piece of writing.163 While this
has not necessarily led to a firm ruling about the letter’s spuriousness, there are some who would
indeed posit that 1 Clement is a later composition than commonly believed.164 Accordingly, even
apart from the very limited references to Paul’s correspondence in 1 Clement, we are also faced
with concerns over whether the letter is, in fact, truly a late first century composition.
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In the case of Ignatius, one finds two references to Paul in his letters.165 In his epistle to
the Ephesians, he describes the recipients of the letter as being “associates in the mysteries with
Paul,”166 while in his letter to the Romans, he writes that he did “not enjoin [the Romans], as
Peter and Paul did.”167 Yet as with 1 Clement, these references to Paul do not include much
detail, and thus the extent of Ignatius’s knowledge of Paul’s biography or writings is by no
means certain.168
The situation with Polycarp differs to some degree. We possess a single letter by
Polycarp, his epistle to the Philippians, which is generally regarded as authentic.169 The dominant
scholarly view on the letter, however, is that it is in fact a composite, comprised of a brief type of
covering note, contained in what are now chapters thirteen and fourteen of the letter, along with
chapters one to twelve as a separate piece of correspondence. This theory, championed most
notably by P.N. Harrison, holds that “Polycarp wrote to the Philippians at two different times
two letters, which were copied out at an early date on to the same papyrus roll, and so fused into
one.”170 One of the primary justifications for this theory is summarized by Kenneth Berding, who
notes that “ch. 9 lists Ignatius among other martyrs (indicating that they knew he had died),
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whereas the last sentence of ch. 13 indicates that Ignatius is or may still be alive.”171 As for the
date of composition of the work(s), views on this issue are ultimately somewhat broad. Berding,
for example, suggests a date around 120 CE, but concedes that dating the letter is “difficult to
determine,” and ultimately places it “some time in the first half of the second century.” 172
Somewhat similarly, Adolf von Harnack offers a range between 100-155 CE,173 while Harrison
argues that the bulk of the epistle (i.e. chapters one to twelve) was composed around 133 CE, in
opposition to the teachings of Marcion.174
Dating aside, it is worth taking stock of specific references to Pauline writings in
Polycarp’s letter. One notable reference can be identified in chapter 11 of the epistle, in which
Polycarp writes, “know we not, that the saints shall judge the world, as Paul teacheth?”175 While
the statement includes no explicit citation of Corinthians, the sentiment seemingly derives from 1
Cor 6:2 (“Do you not know that the saints will judge the world?”). Accordingly, it is suggested
that Polycarp had knowledge of this particular piece of Pauline correspondence, among others.176
Later in the letter, Polycarp writes, “as it is said in these scriptures, Be ye angry and sin
not, and Let not the sun set on your wrath.”177 This passage is also noteworthy, on account of a
couple of considerations. One point of interest lies in the origin of the quotes themselves. The
first segment (“if you get angry do not sin”) derives from Psalms 4:4, which is itself cited, and
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elaborated on, in Ephesians: “Be angry but do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger”
(Eph 4:26).178
A second notable feature of this passage lies in its prefatory reference to scripture, i.e.
graphē, or scriptura. The question, however, is what is meant here by the term “scripture”; for as
R.P.C. Hanson notes, one must exercise some caution in interpreting the term:
English speakers are apt to be misled when they translate this word graphe as ‘Scripture,’
for the word ‘Scripture’ has for them a special meaning, exclusively confined to the
Bible, whereas the word graphe to all Greek-speaking Christians meant ‘writing’ or
‘document’ as well as Scripture. Those who wanted to refer to special, peculiar and
sanctified Scripture could use the phrase ‘holy Scripture,’ or ‘inspired Scripture,’ as the
author of II Timothy does, referring, no doubt, to the Old Testament. No doubt most of
the cases of the use of ‘Scripture’ for the New Testament…mark an increasing respect for
these documents and a movement towards their canonization, but we cannot regard the
phrase as decisive.179
Recognizing this, one might argue that this particular reference to scripture is not intended to
confer or affirm a privileged authoritative or canonical status on the texts cited. Indeed, as
discussed earlier, the formation of a canon was at this time only in its most embryonic stages.
Yet at the same time, it would appear that reference to “these scriptures” is, in fact, connected to
a preceding remark by Polycarp, in which he suggests to the Philippians that they are “well
educated in the sacred writings [sacris literis].”180 Accordingly, some take this to suggest that
Polycarp intends to reference both Psalms and Ephesians as “sacred literature.”181 Conversely,
other argue that Polycarp’s citation, and the implied reference to Ephesians as a sacred writing, is
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simply borne out of a misunderstanding on his part, as Polycarp was under the erroneous
assumption that the entire quote derived originally from Psalms.182
Regardless, one must also contend here with another issue: the authenticity of Ephesians.
While the issue of authenticity will be addressed in more detail in the following chapter, suffice
it to say that scholarly views concerning the authenticity of Ephesians are at best mixed, and
many view the letter as a pseudonymous composition.183
A comparable conundrum can be found elsewhere in Polycarp’s letter, where he writes
that “[b]ut the love of money is the beginning of all troubles,” an apparent allusion to 1 Tim 6:10
(“For the love of money is the root of all evils”).184
As the case with Ephesians, the citation here is accompanied by questions over
authorship. (In the case of 1 Timothy, and the pastorals generally, we shall see in the next
chapter that these texts are more often than not viewed as pseudonymous). Pervo, for example,
dates them to c. 125, and suggests that there is even merit to reading the pastorals and Polycarp’s
letter in conjunction, on account of their similarities and contemporaneous composition.185 In
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fact, Hans Von Campenhausen went so far as to posit that Polycarp himself was the author of the
pastorals, a view that Pervo remarks upon:
Campenhausen and others have shown that the PE and PolPhil come from a similar
environment, exhibit similar understandings of ecclesiology and ethics, hold a common
view of tradition, a similar orientation to the Christian past and to the pastoral task. If
Polycarp wrote several decades after the Pastor [i.e., the author of 1 and 2 Tim], he was
remarkably out of date. Avant-garde he was most certainly not, but for him, as for the
Pastor, the good old days were the apostolic era.186
In any event, we cannot yet move on from Polycarp without making note of one further passage
in his letter, one also referenced at the very outset of his study: “neither am I, nor is any other
like unto me, able to follow the wisdom of the blessed and glorious Paul.”187 This, I would
suggest, underscores the modest usefulness of Paul at the time of Polycarp’s letter. Granted, Paul
was most certainly lauded by Polycarp, and was clearly viewed as an authority figure. But in
Polycarp’s letter to the Philippians, Paul’s standing in this regard appears to be based more on
his position as the founder of the Philippian ekklēsia than it is on his status as an important and
readily understood literary figure.
Shifting from three early church fathers who referenced Paul’s writings only tangentially,
or sporadically, it is worth considering two others who make no mention of him at all. The first
of these is Papias, who is described by Irenaeus as “an ancient man who was a hearer of John and
a companion of Polycarp.”188 Although only parts of Papias’s writings survive (through their
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presence in the work of Irenaeus and Eusebius), there is nonetheless enough of substance for
Calvin Roetzel to remark that “given [Papias’s] millenarian beliefs, the absence of a single
remark about Paul is astonishing.”189 John Knox also views this absence as somewhat
mystifying, stating that “[t]his silence, especially as it seems deliberate, can most naturally be
interpreted to mean that in some churches at least Paul was under suspicion.”190 Thus, even
bearing in mind the paucity of information concerning Papias’s writings, at least some scholars
have still puzzled over his lack of any reference whatsoever to Paul.
The second church father of note in connection to early Pauline references, or lack
thereof, is Justin Martyr, known particularly for his First Apology, in which he defended
Christianity in an epistle addressed to emperor Antoninus Pius.191 Outlining the practices of
Christians in this apology, Justin writes that “on the day called Sunday, all who live in cities or in
the country gather together to one place and the memoirs of the apostles or the writings of the
prophets are read.”192 Justin’s mention of the “memoirs of the apostles” is by no means viewed
as a statement that would include reference to the Pauline correspondence; rather, it is quite
clearly a reference that is limited to the gospels.193
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Indeed, nowhere in Justin’s work do we find any specific references to Paul whatsoever.
Yet despite this, scholars tend to assume that Justin must certainly have had some knowledge of
him. White, for example, notes that “Justin is particularly important because he would have
certainly known the Pauline letters, living in Rome at the time of Marcion and Valentinus, both
of whom, according to later proto-orthodox writers, considered themselves to have been devotees
of the Apostle.”194 Comparably, Rodney Werline suggests that with respect to one of Justin’s
other works, the Dialogue with Trypho, it is evident that the underlying substance of the
argument exhibits knowledge of Pauline theology, even if the form of the writing does not.195
Nonetheless, Justin’s omission of any explicit references to Paul remains, leading scholars such
as Ferdinand Christian Baur to puzzle over why, “in Justin’s writings, in many passages of which
we should so naturally expect to hear of the apostle Paul, the name never occurs…His strange
silence about the apostle Paul and his Epistles certainly suggests to us very forcibly that he meant
to ignore them.”196
On the one hand, keeping in mind our more general interest in the collection of Paul’s
letters, it is fair to say that there is little in the writings of Clement, Ignatius, Polycarp, Papias, or
Justin that would clearly indicate that the Pauline writings had been, or were being compiled.
Moreover, while 1 Clement and Polycarp’s letter to the Philippians make references or allusions
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to certain Pauline epistles, these letters give no indication of any push or injunction to read
multiple epistles, i.e. a collection of them.197
On the other hand, it is difficult to make very much of the presence of vague allusions or
limited references to Paul in the writings of Clement, Ignatius, and Polycarp, or the absence of
any direct Pauline references in the writings of Papias and Justin. Indeed, drawing any strong
conclusions in this regard involves at least a certain degree of speculation, for a few reasons.
First, in the case of Justin at least, we are dealing with a work that is apologetic in nature, and not
directed to an audience that would by any means be persuaded by rhetorical appeals to Paul.
Indeed, it is entirely possible—even likely—that Antoninus Pius had no knowledge whatsoever
of Paul (assuming, of course, that the intended recipient of the correspondence was truly
Antoninus Pius).198 Second, available data from these figures is ultimately quite limited, and in
the case of Papias even fragmentary. Accordingly, one can easily allow for the possibility that
any of these figures did, in fact, discuss Paul or the letters of Paul in more detail elsewhere, in
writings that did not survive. Finally, while the writings of these early church fathers rarely cite
the Pauline correspondence directly, this by no means requires us to therefore logically conclude
that they had no knowledge of any such correspondence (particularly in the case of Polycarp).
On the contrary, as Andrew Gregory and Christopher Tuckett point out, “[a]ppeals to an image
of the apostle or to his ideas need not reflect direct literary dependence on his letters.”199 Given
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such considerations, it is arguable that,“[t]here is certainly no basis for the notion that Paul was
forgotten or unimportant in the (wing of the) church in which ‘Clement,’ Ignatius and Polycarp
did their work.”200 Further, David Rensberger has convincingly argued that while a certain
“failure to use the epistles of Paul may be something that needs to be explained,” there is a
sustainable explanation for such a failure:
The most obvious and most general explanation is that it is only relatively late in the
second century that we find widespread treatment of Paul as on a level with authoritative
and normative Christian writings, namely the Old Testament. Prior to the entry of a
writing into the sphere of the normative—and most particularly an occasional writing,
like a letter, making no claim to be a divine revelation—there is no real reason why later
authors should always have felt obliged to show themselves in agreement with it or
acquainted with it, or to busy themselves with it at all, whoever its author may have been
and however they may have regarded him.201
Rensberger’s statements contain much material worth considering. For our purposes, however,
what is perhaps most important here is that he provides a plausible explanation for why
references to Paul among the early church fathers were sporadic. Furthermore, Rensberger’s
assertion has helped to displace, or at least temper, scholarly appeals to the previously-mentioned
Pauline captivity narrative, which holds that Paul’s limited presence in the writings of early
church fathers was largely the product of Paul’s appropriation by Marcion and other antagonists
of these fathers. Indeed, following from the work of Rensberger and others, White even suggests
that the Pauline captivity narrative no longer holds nearly as much sway in scholarship:
Recent scholarship on “Paul in the second century” has produced…several trends. First, a
broad consensus has emerged that views Paul’s legacy in the second century as a
complex set of fragmented trajectories. From the beginning, the Pauline tradition
developed neither in a singular and straight line, nor in a hot-potato style handoff from
one group to another (contra the Pauline Captivity narrative), but along a variety of
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trajectories among a variety of communities, each of which incorporated Paul’s letters, as
well as stories about the Apostle, into their prior network of theological authorities.202
Yet despite this state of affairs, and notwithstanding both the cogency of Rensberger’s
explanation, and the ensuing impression that Marcion’s “alleged importance in the development
of a ‘New Testament’ seems to have been much exaggerated,”203 it remains evident that Marcion
stands as a noteworthy figure in relation to both the development of canon generally, and the
development of a Pauline canon in particular. For this reason, it is worth giving some further
consideration to him, and the way in which he is viewed in connection the formation of a Pauline
canon.

Marcion’s Relevance to the Pauline Canon
As the above demonstrates, views about Marcion’s impact on developments in early Christianity
fluctuate in contemporary scholarship. On the one hand, much literature on Marcion identifies
him as a pivotal figure in the formulation of both a so-called “orthodox” Paul, and the creation of
a stable canon of authoritative Christian literature. Pervo, for example, notes that “Marcion’s
contributions to catholic Christianity were…considerable. He forced serious reflection upon
Pauline soteriology and gave considerable impetus to the formation of a collection of Christian
sacred writings.”204 Similar, but perhaps more reserved, are the remarks of Metzger, who writes
that we should understand Marcion’s activity, and more precisely his canon of authoritative
literature, as “accelerating the process of fixing the Church’s canon, a process that had already
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begun in the first half of the second century. It was in opposition to Marcion’s criticism that the
Church first became fully conscious of its inheritance of apostolic writings.”205 Views such as
these are relatively common, and there remains a general sentiment in New Testament
scholarship that Marcion’s impact on the development of the New Testament canon was rather
significant, even if the Pauline captivity narrative presents an oversimplified account of how a
Pauline canon developed.
On the other hand, some view Marcion as a figure of marginal relevance. For example,
John Barton asserts not only that Marcion’s relevance is “exaggerated,” but also that “[t]he
documents which Christians accumulated and transmitted as the literary part of their religious
heritage seem on the whole to have developed independently of Marcion.”206 This leads Barton
to conclude that Marcion was in fact “not a major influence on the formation of the New
Testament.”207 To some extent, at least, Barton’s contrarian view is not entirely justified by his
argument. For given that there is most certainly a distinction between tracing a genealogical
literary history of a “religious heritage,” and developing an authoritative canon, it is by no means
clear that Marcion’s purported absence in the former lineage renders him irrelevant to the
occurrence of the latter.208 Despite this, Barton’s critique has some weight, as the inclination to
regard Marcion as a seminal figure in early Christianity does seem at times overstated. Jason
BeDuhn, articulates a more temperate position:
Several researchers have argued that the rapid formation and dissemination of [a] fourgospel “canon” between the time of Justin and that of Irenaeus suggests a deliberate
conscious decision by the leaders of the non-Marcionite party in the western Roman
Empire, with Marcion’s activities there serving as the catalyst. But in fact the process of
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canonization within non-Marcionite circles appears to have been a slow one, and we must
wait two hundred years to find one as formally defined as Marcion’s.209
BeDuhn is quite correct in describing the New Testament canonization process as a “slow one,”
a point evidenced in part by the date of the earlier-mentioned Festal Letter of Athanasius. Yet at
the same time, it is clear that to a certain degree, at least, Marcion was indeed one catalyst for
this gradual development. Thus, some further consideration of this figure is warranted, especially
on account of his relevance to the collection of the Pauline epistles.
Marcion’s life and activity is commonly located around ca. 85-160 CE, and he is believed
to have been preaching from around 110 to 150 CE.210 Yet for our purposes, Marcion’s relevance
relates simply to the collection and eventual canonization of the Pauline epistles. For it was
Marcion who was the first person to put forward a (surviving) list of authoritative Pauline
epistles. In short, he was the first to organize a canon, or rather a proto-canon. In Marcion’s case,
this proto-canon was comprised of an edited version of Luke (the Evangelikon) and ten of Paul’s
letters (the Apostolikon), ordered as follows: Galatians, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Romans, 1
Thessalonians, 2 Thessalonians, Laodiceans (i.e. Ephesians), Colossians, Philippians, and
Philemon.211 Moreover, the dating of Marcion’s canon can be established with at least some level
of comfort. As BeDuhn notes, “[w]e know the name of the individual responsible for the first
New Testament, the circumstances of his work in compiling it, and even a date that relates to his
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momentous decision to establish a textual foundation for the fledgling Christian communities of
his time: 144 CE.”212
Marcion’s thought involved a dualistic theology in which the God of the Old Testament,
referred to as the “demiurge,”213 was opposed by the true, yet unknown or alien God, a supreme
God who sent Jesus, and was identified by Paul (in Marcion’s view at least) as distinct from the
God of Israel. Accordingly, Marcion recognized the Judaic God, but only insofar as he played a
role in his dualistic theology.214 The Judaic God was inferior to the true, unknown God—as
Pervo comically puts it, “Marcion’s creator god is like the god of Woody Allen, an
underachiever.”215 Thus, while the books of the Old Testament contained accurate historical
information, they unsurprisingly held no authoritative theological value in Marcion’s canon. 216
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From this brief sketch, it is rather easy to detect that Marcion’s views certainly appear
“unorthodox” or even “heretical,” at least in contrast to contemporary Christian theologies. But
bearing in mind the time of Marcion’s activity, any appeals to notions of “orthodoxy” or
“heresy” are ultimately anachronistic. William Arnal cogently outlines this point:
Heresy requires an orthodoxy, and both phenomena assume a fixed ideological standard
against which to evaluate ideas, whereas no such standard actually existed—at least for
the “religious” beliefs of the Jesus-people—in the first or even second centuries, in which
the churches were instead radically diverse and lacking in any central authority to impose
theological conformity. The retrojection of much later standards of acceptable belief is
poor historical method.217
Thus, even though it is common enough to see references to Marcion as a “heretic”— or as
Sebastian Moll identifies him, “the first actual heretic”218—Arnal is right in noting that in the
first couple of centuries of Christianity, there was no fixed ideological standard against which to
valuate such ideas.219 Rather, what we find in the early centuries of Christianity (or
Christianities) is multiple dialectical encounters, whose gradual resolutions culminate in the
formulation of a fourth century “orthodox” Christian identity (though even this iteration of
“orthodox” identity was by no means absolute or immutable). In other words, contests in the
early centuries of Christianity evidence not the a priori existence of a fixed ideological standard,
but rather the gradual fixing of an ideological, or theological standard.
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These underlying dialectical moves towards mainstream orthodoxy reflect a somewhat
Hegelian process, in which there subsists a necessary relational tension between subject and
object, as one requires the other in order to generate any notion of identification, or identity.220
Alternatively, a perhaps better analogy might be drawn from the work of Thucydides, who
claims that “Hellenic” identity was something that developed gradually over time, pointing to an
earlier period when there was no distinction between Greek and barbarian, as “the same manner
of life was anciently universal.”221 Comparably, with the categories “orthodoxy” and “heresy,”
one can identify various Christianities involved in contests over which theology was accurate
(orthodoxy), or inaccurate (heresy). The relevance of these contests was thus two-fold, in terms
of their impact on identity formation: they fostered the ability of diverse groups to eke out
various theological identities between themselves, and also led, gradually, to the formation of an
intermittently stable and normative Christian orthodoxy.
While a discussion on orthodoxy, heresy, and Hegel may seem to digress somewhat from
a discussion on Marcion’s relation to the collection and eventual canonization of the Pauline
epistles, the former is in fact quite relevant to the latter. For just as the move to orthodox
Christianity involved a dialectical process, so too did the move to an orthodox “Paul.” And in the
case of Paul, a notable stimulus in the process was Marcion, whose creation of a list or collection
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of authoritative writings led to important questions in early Christianities: which iteration, or
interpretation of Paul is ultimately correct? And what epistles, or other sources on Paul’s
thought, are reliable sources? Conversely, which sources are of dubious value? These are all
questions that became more pressing on account of Marcion’s activity.
Yet even though it was “the challenge of Marcionism and other heresies that led Irenaeus
to his convictions about the need for a definite church structure and canon,”222 there are no
complete works by Marcion that survive. Rather, all of the extant information about him derives
from the work of his attackers, particularly Irenaeus and Tertullian.223 Consequently, prudent
scholarship on Marcion recognizes that the information is delivered through the filter of early
church fathers such as these.224
Being cognizant of the second-order nature of the evidence on Marcion, it is nonetheless
worth touching a bit more on his Paulusbild. While Marcion produced the first known list of
Pauline epistles, his opponents argued that his versions of the texts were not entirely authentic.
As Irenaeus puts it, Marcion “dismembered the Epistles of Paul, removing all that is said by the
apostle respecting that God who made the world.” 225 In other words, Marcion’s opponents
claimed his version of the Pauline epistles contained interpolations, or at least redactions.226
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Irenaeus’s claim was not altogether unfounded: it is certainly clear that Marcion excised
material from the epistles that cast the God of Israel in a positive light.227 Yet at the same time,
recognizing of course Marcion’s own theological motivations, he nonetheless viewed his
editorial activity as a bona fide attempt to recover the Pauline epistles in their pristine form—as
Joseph Tyson writes, Marcion believed that he “had a duty to purge Paul’s letters of these
sections, so that readers would not be misled by them.”228 The seeming sincerity behind
Marcion’s position was not lost on Tertullian, who reflected soberly on the dilemma (as well as a
possible solution):
I say that my Gospel is the true one; Marcion, that his is. I affirm that Marcion’s
Gospel is adulterated; Marcion, that mine is. Now what is to settle the point for us, except
it be that principle of time, which rules that the authority lies with that which shall be
found to be more ancient; and assumes as an elemental truth, that corruption (of doctrine)
belongs to the side which shall be convicted of comparative lateness in its origin. 229
While Tertullian’s solution might seem appealing, it is virtually impossible for modern scholars
to carry out the proposed exercise. For apart from the methodological issues that flow from even
the best attempts to reconstruct Marcion’s work, we are faced on the other side with a lack of
comprehensive data concerning the form of the Pauline epistles prior to Marcion—indeed, this
point is evidenced by the previous discussion on the paucity of Pauline references among the
early church fathers.230 Given that a solution to the dilemma appears impossible, one could even
conceivably speculate, as Tyson does, that “[i]n some cases the Marcionite texts [i.e. Paul’s
letters] may be more original than those used by his opponents.”231
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In any event, Marcion’s importance here relates not to our contemporary judgments
concerning the quality, or accuracy, of the Paul that he presented. Rather, his relevance in this
study relates to his endeavour to form an authoritative collection of the Pauline epistles. In short,
Marcion’s “gospel” evidences the first unequivocal instance of a Pauline archive. With Marcion,
we find the first incontrovertible evidence of a robust, functional Pauline Archimedean point.
This, however, is hardly the end of the story concerning Paul’s canonization. On the
contrary, one might better view it as a key part of the beginnings. For in response to Marcion’s
Paul, one finds altogether different iterations of Paul, with further texts added to the Pauline
archive. Indeed, some scholars argue that certain texts were specifically used—and possibly even
produced—in an effort to counteract the challenge of Marcionism. One such text is Acts, the
second volume of Luke’s gospel.

Acts
While the Pauline captivity narrative arguably overemphasizes the dearth of Pauline references
in pre-Marcionite literature, it is nonetheless evident, as Tyson points out, that “[a] most difficult
aspect of Marcion’s challenge had to do with Paul…[after Paul’s lifetime] there seems to have
been a long silence about him. Little attention seems to have been paid to him, except by
Marcion and his followers.”232 Thus, in part as a response to the activity of Marcion, there is
little doubt that post-Marcionite thinkers grew more interested in appropriating or reconstructing
Paul. At the very least, early Christian thinkers increasingly recognized Paul’s utility as a
theological or doctrinal legitimizer.
In the wake of this “ecclesiastical rehabilitation” of Paul, as Gamble describes it, one
finds two trajectories of thought: “first…adding to the Pauline collection the letters to Timothy
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and Titus, which depict an episcopal Paul concerned to establish authoritative teaching and to
secure its proper transmission in the church; and second…employing the book of Acts, which
integrates and indeed subordinates Paul in the larger apostolic ranks and so deprives him of
autonomy and pre-eminence.”233 It is this latter trajectory that I wish to discuss here—not so
much in terms of its function as a countermeasure to Marcionism, but rather in terms of its
relation to the Pauline archive generally, and its contemporary appeal as a repository of reliable
data about Paul. For as Lee MacDonald and Stanley Porter point out, “[i]t is not often recognized
how much of what is tacitly assumed to be reliable knowledge of Paul is dependent upon the
book of Acts.”234
When it comes to assessing the utility of Acts in Pauline studies, the basic challenge is
succinctly formulated by F.F. Bruce: “if the author of Acts...has for purposes of his own distorted
the lineaments of the Paul whom he knew, or has invented a Paul of whom he had no personal
knowledge, then the Paul of Acts will not be the real Paul.”235 This challenge seems reasonable
enough, even if the thought of Luke ‘distorting’ material might seem odd on its face. For at the
very least, it is certainly contrary to Luke’s own expressed intentions—as he indicates in his first
volume, he is well aware of other narrative accounts (diēgēsin) about “the things which have
been accomplished among us,” and stresses that his own desire is to provide an “orderly
account,” having “followed all things closely” (Luke 1:1-4). In short, Luke portrays himself as a
historian. Yet as R.J. Collingwood reminds us, the activity of a historian is hardly passive:
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Every historian is aware that on occasion he does tamper...with what he finds in his
authorities. He selects from them what he thinks important, and omits the rest; he
interpolates in them things which they do not explicitly say; and he criticises them by
rejecting or amending what he regards as due to misinformation or mendacity. 236
The significance of Collingwood’s reminder here is two-fold. First, it is essentially a macro-level
formulation of a point alluded to earlier: all Pauline scholars are, in a sense, Luke’s successors.
And similar to Luke, our efforts to apprehend Paul’s life or thought involve scrutinizing the
existing data on the topic—in our case, appeals to a Pauline canon (or portions of it) that
engender our own particular archives of Pauline data to draw from.237 Second, Collingwood’s
remarks function as a necessary, if hackneyed, reminder that like all historical productions,
Luke-Acts is not—regardless of what it presents itself as—a neutral or objective account of “the
things which have been accomplished.”
This second point also aligns well with a general comportment in contemporary
scholarship on Luke-Acts, in which “‘Luke the historian’” has given way to ‘Luke the artist and
theologian.’”238 This vein of scholarship, which focusses largely on Luke-Acts as a literary work,
owes much to the commentary of Ernst Haenchen, who views the author of Luke-Acts in a
particular light: “Luke firmly believed that this story of Christian beginnings was edifying in
itself, but to present it as such he had had to employ a special technique and offer his readers
history in the guise of stories. Everything he knew concerning apostolic times, or thought himself
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entitled to infer, he had to translate into the language of vivid and dramatic scenes.”239
Accordingly, Haenchen formulated a noteworthy insight about the relationship between the Paul
of Acts and any real Paul:
[T]he representation of Paul in Acts—not to mention the overall picture of missionary
beginnings—shows that here [in Acts] we have no collaborator of Paul telling his story,
but someone of a later generation trying in his own way to give an account of things that
can no longer be viewed in their true perspective. That this writer venerated Paul and
sought in every way to bring his achievements to light, to make them “tell,” that much is
evident from every line he devotes to the Apostle—and quite half of Acts is concerned
with Paul. Yet it is no less evident that the real Paul, as known to his followers and
opponents alike, has been replaced by a Paul seen through the eyes of a later age. 240
Building upon Haenchen’s foundational work, some Lukan scholarship has delved further into
the form or literary nature of Acts, as well as the occasion of its production.241 As an example of
the former, Marianne Palmer Bonz outlines thematic and structural similarities between LukeActs and classical epics (particularly Virgil’s Aeneid), leading her to conclude that “Luke-Acts
appears to have drawn inspiration from heroic epics in the manner in which it creates its story as
the fulfillment of divine prophecy and the accomplishment of a divine plan.”242 As an instance of
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the latter, Tyson compellingly demonstrates—building on John Knox’s views on the dating of
Acts243— that the contextual backdrop for the production of Acts can be located in the early to
middle of the second century, and that the work was crafted in part as a response to Marcion’s
gospel (i.e. an edited version of Luke and ten of Paul’s letters). In Tyson’s view, evidence of this
is found in how Paul is portrayed in Acts: contrary to Marcion’s construction of Paul, the Paul of
Acts is an obedient Jew who acts harmoniously with Peter and the other apostles in Jerusalem.
Thus, as Tyson writes, “[t]he author of Acts has made use of the characterization of Paul to
produce an engaging narrative that responds, almost point by point to the Marcionite
challenge.”244 Consequently, in a pithy summation of such trends in scholarship, Mark Wheller
asserts that the work of Bonz, Tyson, and others, demonstrates “that what we find in Acts is not
‘Christian history,’ but rather one of the earliest narratives about ‘Christian history.”245 In
essence, Acts is one of the earliest hagiographies.
A by-product of these recent developments is that one finds a greater divergence of
opinions when it comes to ascertaining a date of composition for Acts. Recognizing this
significant divergence, Tyson helpfully classifies the varying theories under three general
periods, or “nodal dates,” within which scholars place the composition of Acts.246 The earliest of
these locates the production of Acts in the early 60s. While this earliest dating is not widely
191.
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accepted, it is premised in no small part on two observations: (a) the ending of Acts, which
concludes with Paul’s house arrest in Rome; and (b) the traditional dating of his martyrdom in 65
CE.247 Thus, according to this conservative theory, Acts was in fact composed prior to Paul’s
death, i.e. in the early 60s CE.248
In contrast to this first nodal dating, a more common view places the composition of
Luke-Acts somewhere in the later part of the first century, ca. 80-100 CE.249 Indeed, this was the
dominant view in twentieth century scholarship, and arguably remains the majority view among
contemporary New Testament scholars.
The work of Tyson and Pervo has lead the contemporary charge to push the authorship of
Luke-Acts into a third nodal dating, one that lies in the second century.250 In Pervo’s view, the
content of Acts betrays knowledge of Josephus’s Antiquities, which in itself would preclude a
date of composition any earlier than 93-94 CE, being the date that Josephus completed his
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work.251 In further support of his views, Pervo locates a number of passages in Acts that
seemingly evidence knowledge of a Pauline letter collection (consisting of ten letters, i.e.
Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, Philippians, Colossians,
Ephesians, and Philemon), a collection which arose, in Pervo’s estimation, not earlier than
around 100 CE.252 These factors form part of a “long and often tedious study of terms and
concepts, including institutional organization, theologoumena, and polemical issues” that led
Pervo to locate the composition of Acts somewhere between ca. 100-130 CE.253 While the
further particulars of Pervo’s argument will not be canvassed here, the general complexion of his
position involves a tack comparable to Tyson’s earlier-mentioned focus on a contextual setting
for composition. Yet whereas Tyson situates the composition of Acts in a Marcionite milieu,
Pervo determines, in a manner not necessarily at odds with Tyson, that “Acts suits the world of
the Apostolic Fathers, the Pastoral Epistles, and the beginnings of apologetic.”254 At minimum,
then, both of these scholars view a second-century date as a highly fitting historical and
theological context in which Acts would have been written.
While there remains a diversity of opinion on the issue, and a rather wide gulf between
the aforementioned date ranges, John T. Townsend’s assertion nonetheless serves as a sobering
realization about the production of Acts: “There is no conclusive evidence that Luke-Acts was
written in the first century. In fact, it is not before the last decades of the second century that one
finds undisputed traces of the work.”255 And although the dating of Acts is not, independently, of
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critical relevance to its placement within a Pauline archive, per se, issues about its dating,
occasion of composition, and genre, pertain directly to another matter that is of vital import here:
the reliability of Acts as a repository of information about Paul or his thought.
To be sure, there is much scholarly debate concerning the reliability of Acts as a
historical account. Such arguments over its historicity generally involve, as Charles H. Talbert
notes, three types of claims: (1) that Acts is unreliable because it contains errors or anachronisms
that do not align with its purported historical setting;256 (2) that Acts is unreliable on account of
its presentation of events in a non sequential order;257 and (3) that it is unreliable on account of
its events (or at least some of them) lacking a level of internal integrity, and being unconfirmed
by external evidence.258
When it comes to the historicity of Acts in relation to Paul’s work and activity, the
manifestation of these general critiques is buttressed by an overriding curiosity detected in
Luke’s second volume: Acts contains no citations from the Pauline correspondence, nor any
mention of Paul’s literary activity at all. While scholars have varying views on the relevance (or
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irrelevance) of this observation,259 it does—or should—lead to the type of methodological
reflection summarized by Leander Keck: “[b]ecause the Paul of Acts is the Paul most people
know best, one should guard against assimilating the Paul of the Letters to the Paul of Acts.” 260
Indeed, the divergence between these sources is striking when it comes to the presentation of
Paul, or Pauline thought. Drawing in part from the earlier-noted work of Haenchen, Talbert
summarizes the major discrepancies:
1) In Acts, Paul is a great miracle worker. In the epistles, he is a suffering apostle (e.g., 2
Cor 12:10).
2) In Acts, Paul is an outstanding orator. In the epistles, he is called a feeble speaker (2
Cor 10:10).
3) In Acts, Paul is not on an equal footing with the Twelve. In the epistles, he is an
apostle of equal standing with the Twelve (1 Cor 9:1; 15:1–11).
4) In Acts, Jewish opposition to Paul is due to his teaching about the resurrection from
the dead. In the epistles, Jewish opposition is over the law (Gal 2:11–16).
5) In Acts, natural theology is used to portray Greco-Roman culture as a true preparation
for Christianity. In the epistles, natural theology is used to hold the Gentiles
responsible before God (Rom 1–3).
6) In Acts, Paul is an advocate of the Jewish law. In the epistles, he wages an antiJewish polemic against the law.
7) In Acts, Paul’s Christology is adoptionistic. In the epistles, Paul holds a Christology
of preexistence.
8) In Acts, Paul does not hold to an imminent eschatology. In the epistles, there is an
imminent expectation.261
Without belabouring the point, there are two aspects of Talbert’s summary that I would be
immediately inclined to resist, or at least qualify. First, I believe Talbert’s third point requires a
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caveat, or should be reframed: it is not that the epistles evidence that Paul is “an apostle of equal
standing with the Twelve”; rather, it is more precisely the case that the letters contain claims or
arguments for Paul’s equal standing as an apostle (e.g. 1 Cor 9:1; Gal 2). Second, for better or
worse, Talbert’s sixth point is largely out of step with contemporary work on Paul that in fact
highlights the Judaic elements of his thought.262
Regardless, different Pauline scholars might be prone to debate varied permutations of
the above-noted discrepancies. Moreover, it is plain enough that hermeneutic wrangling with the
texts can of course produce a plethora of results, ostensibly “proving” either consistency or
divergence between Acts and the Pauline correspondence.
In any event, scholars continue to debate the relation between the Pauline letters and
Acts, with particular attention to the former’s possible influence on the latter.263 On the one hand,
some argue that if Luke had substantive knowledge of the letters, such knowledge would be
more explicitly evidenced in his narrative. As William O. Walker notes, “Luke fails to include a
great deal of important information about Paul that, in the judgment of many, he surely would
have included had he been aware of it e.g. the episode involving the question of Titus’
circumcision (Gal. 2-5), the confrontation with Cephas in Antioch (Gal. 2.11-14), the problems
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of the Church in Corinth, Paul’s catalogue of his own sufferings (2 Cor. 11.23-33), the story of
Onesimus (Philemon).”264 On the other hand, one also finds the basic argument that (a) Luke
must certainly have known about Paul the letter-writer, and (b) the contents of Acts evidence at
least a “general” familiarity with elements of the Pauline corpus. Jervell, for example, states that
“I do not for a moment doubt that the author of Acts knew Paul well, if not personally.”265 Yet
even though one can certainly locate a number of ideas or episodes in Acts that are reasonably
consistent with the content of the letters,266 John Knox’s assertion nonetheless remains apt: “the
effort to demonstrate Luke’s use of Paul with actual evidence fails, as all efforts to do this have
previously failed, because every instance of his alleged dependence on the letters can be
explained almost, if not quite, as plausibly by the hypothesis of his access to some independent
tradition.”267
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Regardless of where one stands on Luke’s knowledge of a Pauline letter collection, there
remains the task of reconciling the seeming differences between the two sources—Acts versus
the letters. Some attempts are more compelling than others.268 For the purposes of this study,
however, the point is not to attempt to adjudicate the various issues and arguments and make a
pronouncement on the value of Acts as a repository of accurate information on Paul and his
theology. Rather, my discussion of Acts is aimed simply at drawing attention to issues or
problems easily overlooked in the frequently reflexive identification of Acts as a source of data
on Paul. Indeed, many studies on Paul habitually use Acts in constructing Paul’s biography,
giving little to no substantive attention to its own literary purpose or genre, or the accompanying
implications concerning its historicity.269
In New Testament scholarship, this phenomenon manifests itself in various iterations. At
an extreme end, one can find scattered instances in which Acts is actually given priority over the
letters. Klaus Haacker, for example, asserts that “[h]istorical knowledge of the life of Paul comes
Geburtstag überreicht, ed. W.C. Unnik (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1962), 266. In my view, Dahl’s explanation in this regard
holds some allure. The issue of the occasional nature of Paul’s letters will be addressed further in chapter 4.
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almost entirely from the New Testament, most from the Acts of the Apostles as the only
narrative source, supplemented by a number of autobiographical passages or remarks in the
letters of Paul.”270 A much more common approach, however, reverses this relation, as Acts
functions as a supplement to Paul’s letters. As described by F.F. Bruce: “[w]ithout Paul’s letters
we should have a very inadequate and one-sided impression of him, but thanks to Luke’s
portrayal we have a fuller understanding of Paul’s place in the world of his day and of the impact
he made on others than if we were dependent on his letters alone.”271 Jervell is similarly candid
in asserting that “[t]he Lukan Paul, the picture of Paul in Acts, is a completion, a filling up of the
Pauline one, so that in order to get at the historical Paul, we cannot do without Acts and
Luke.”272
While Bruce and Jervell are at least explicit in holding that Acts is fundamental to
formulating a “fuller” understanding of Paul, one more often finds a more casual or tacit reliance
upon Acts. In some cases, of course, this reliance includes at least some defence of Acts, in terms
of its purported consistency with the Pauline corpus. Porter, for example, concludes that “the
standard arguments marshalled in defense of the differences between the Paul of Acts and of the
letters regarding his person and work, once analyzed in detail, simply do not point to significant
and sustainable contradictions.”273 For Porter, any distinctions are simply a product of “the use of
the different genres—narrative versus letter—and their clearly different literary purposes—that
270
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of telling the story of early Christianity and that of addressing problems in a local church
congregation.”274 From this vantage point, Porter views any lingering reticence over the use of
Acts in historical scholarship as essentially passé, suggesting that “[t]he portrait of the Apostle
Paul gleaned from the book of Acts from his letters is not the item of serious contention that it
once was among scholars.”275
Porter’s assertion in this regard is disconcerting, as it betrays an ignorance that is entirely
inconsistent with his level of erudition on the subject of Pauline studies. Indeed, contrary to his
claim, Todd Penner suggests that Porter’s views stand as a noteworthy exception to the general
contemporary attitude in scholarship on Acts and Paul:
[S]cholars generally postulate a fairly different view of Paul in the Lukan portrayal than
in the Pauline letters (but not Porter 1999), an insight into Lukan method, which is,
however, not applied to other characters in the narrative (as if they would be immune
from a similar fate). An interesting thought experiment would be to query what our image
of Paul would look like if we only had Acts with which to work. Would we
find/recognize the Paul of the letters? There would definitely be some broad patterns of
agreement (Paul was a missionary to the Gentiles; Paul had a connection to Antioch), but
it is not evident that we would have the same fundamental (especially theological)
conception of Paul that we now do.276
Penner’s words relate to the earlier-noted statements by Bruce and Jervell. For what Acts offers
is the promise of substantive information on Paul, such that we can produce a “fuller” account of
him. Bearing in mind the rather limited amount of Pauline data otherwise available, how can we
refuse such a promise? Instinctively, it seems we often cannot. And to some extent, the impulse
is understandable, as it is simply borne out of our ineluctable desire to generate a robust, cogent
account of an object of inquiry— in this case, Paul. Consequently, it is difficult to fathom the
prospect of generating an account of Paul without the use of Acts, on the one hand, or the letters
274
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on the other. The result of this, as Penner suggests, is that “it is impossible to read Acts and think
about early Christian origins without the Pauline extratexts prompting one to fill in the gaps, as
well as to correlate and harmonize the stories in both directions.”277
While I think Penner is more or less correct in his assertion, his description of the current
state of affairs should not be mistaken for what is prescriptively desirable for sound Pauline
scholarship. The value or usefulness of Acts depends in part on the aims of one’s particular
study. If, for example, one is attempting to synthesize Acts and the Pauline correspondence for
the purposes of presenting a general Christian theology, then Acts plainly must be part of the
data set. Likewise, if there is any particular element of the Acts narrative, or its production, that
is the focus of inquiry, clearly the text is integral. Put simply, the text is legitimately employed in
a plethora of research endeavours.278 Yet at the same time, the placement of Acts into the Pauline
archive, as a source of information for Paul’s life, or Paul’s thought, is one that is fundamentally
problematic. At minimum, it is a placement that clearly comes with methodological caveats and
epistemic perils. Consequently, it is incumbent on Pauline readers to reflect diligently upon the
risks in using Acts in formulating an understanding of Paul, both in terms of the text’s inherent
value, and its comparative value (in relation to the Pauline epistles).
Indeed, while the canonical location of Acts perhaps imbues the text with an ingrained air
of legitimacy, it is clear that the task of reconciling the contents of Luke’s second volume with
the contents of the Pauline epistles is an onerous and perhaps even impossible one.279
Consequently, when it comes to contrasting the authority of Acts with that of the Pauline
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epistles, Talbert outlines an underlying presumption that is operative in at least some Pauline
scholarship: “Paul’s letters are primary sources for a knowledge of Paul; Acts is a late secondary
source. Of the two sources, Paul’s letters are obviously the more trustworthy.”280 Nonetheless,
when it comes to formulating our Archimedean points for the study of Paul, it is unsurprising
that Acts frequently finds a place there. For our constructions of a Pauline archive are premised
on the same underlying goal as Luke: the desire for an “orderly account.”
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CHAPTER 3
THE PAULINE ARCHIVE AND THE PROBLEM OF PSEUDONYMITY
By and large, the value of Acts as a repository of accurate information on Paul is viewed by
scholars as subordinate to the value of Paul’s letters, in which Paul purports to speak with his
own voice. Paul’s letters, then, are often the standard by which the contents in Acts are
measured. Yet, as Jervell recognizes, this formulation of the situation in fact involves its own
quandary: “[i]n order to evaluate the Lukan Paul we must have an idea of the Pauline Paul first
of all. When we compare the Lukan Paul with the Pauline Paul, as it is regularly done, is it
actually the Pauline Paul we are dealing with?”281 This paradox leads back to the heart of the
present inquiry: the underlying problem of a Pauline Archimedean point, and our role in its
production.
Following from the previous discussion on the formation of the canon, the collection of
the Pauline correspondence, and the use of Acts, I wish to shift now to particular questions or
problems that impact the use of the letters in the Pauline archive: pseudonymity, genre and
intentionality, and authority. The focus of this chapter relates to the issue of pseudonymity.
Pseudonymity can manifest itself in a myriad of ways—at the level of an entire work
whose authorship is attributed to a particular figure, a particular portion of that work (i.e. an
interpolation), or even at the level of a collection of works associated with a single figure. In
antiquity, for example, a number of letters or letter collections were pseudonymously attributed
to noted classical thinkers such as Apollonius of Tyana, Aristotle, Diogenes, Euripides,
Heraclitus, Hippocrates, Plato, Pythagoras, and Socrates.282 As Michael Trapp notes, “it has been
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generally (and rightly) accepted that the vast majority [of these letters] are not what they claim to
be, but instead the work of later authors impersonating these great figures of the past (hence
‘pseudepigraphic’), involving a false or lying attribution.”283
In the case of the Pauline writings, the issue of pseudonymity has been an acute concern
over two broad but distinct periods—the first few centuries of the common era (during which the
development of a canon occurred), and in more contemporary scholarship, beginning largely in
the nineteenth century. With respect to the latter period, the basic progression of the problem is
effectively summarized by Werner Georg Kümmel:
After the beginning of the nineteenth century, questions were raised about the Pauline
origin first of the Pastorals, then of those to the Thessalonians, Eph, Phil, and Col. F.C.
Baur and the Tübingen school considered only the four so-called chief letters—Gal, I and
II Cor, Rom—to be authentic documents of the apostle, because only these letters could
be understood as witnesses for the struggle of Paul against ‘“judaizing” [sic]. But it soon
became evident that by this approach the historical picture of early Christianity was
placed in too narrow a frame. The representatives of the “radical criticism” denied the
apostle even these four main letters, and explained them as being the precipitate of
antinomian currents from the period ca. 140 A.D. But this view faded out, as did later
reconstructions, a result of untenable literary presuppositions and forced historical
constructs.284
This state of affairs grounds the current paradigm, which tends to posit a more or less
unassailable seven-letter corpus (Romans, 1-2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1
Thessalonians, and Philemon), with varying opinions about the authenticity of Colossians,
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Ephesians, and 2 Thessalonians, and a general consensus that the pastorals (1-2 Timothy and
Titus) are pseudonymous.
Yet, interestingly, concerns over the pseudonymity of certain Pauline writings were also
evident in the first few centuries of the common era. Indeed, they were seemingly apparent even
around Paul’s own time, as his Thessalonian ekklēsia was urged to be wary of a “letter
purporting to be from us” (2 Thess 2:2).285 However, bearing in mind the very concerns that
occasion this study—namely, the various issues involved in the formation of our Pauline
Archimedean points—one might immediately (and somewhat ironically) be led to question the
authenticity of this assertion itself. Bart Ehrman describes the rather circular conundrum
engendered by this passage:
[T]here is a terrifically interesting irony connected with this passage...Is 2 Thessalonians
itself a forgery in Paul’s name? If so, why would it warn against a forgery in Paul’s
name? There can be little doubt about the answer: one of the “tricks” used by ancient
forgers to assure readers that their own writings were authentic was to warn against
writings that were not authentic. Readers naturally assume that the author is not doing
precisely what he condemns.286
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While there exists “strong support”287 among scholars for viewing 2 Thessalonians as an
authentic epistle, perhaps the most significant argument against its authenticity extends the irony
even further: it is the eschatological content in 1 Thessalonians that leads many to cast doubt on
the authenticity of 2 Thessalonians.288 For whereas 1 Thessalonians references an imminent
parousia, in which Christ is expected to return without advance warning, like “a thief in the
night” (1 Thess 5:2), 2 Thessalonians presents a more complicated eschatological picture. There
one reads that the day of the Lord “will not come, unless the rebellion comes first, and the man
of lawlessness is revealed” (2 Thess 2: 3). For those who argue against the authenticity of 2
Thessalonians, its compositional milieu is often viewed as being partly aimed at quelling the
temporal immediacy of the parousia that is implied in 1 Thessalonians.289
What 2 Thessalonians certainly demonstrates, if nothing else, is that some concerns over
the pseudonymity of the Pauline writings arose—albeit temporarily—at a rather early stage.
Contemporary Pauline scholarship has simply revisited and developed these concerns.290 Yet
despite a persistent worry over the legitimacy of the literary data, virtually all Pauline studies
assume that the New Testament canon contains at least some of the historical Paul’s authentic
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thought. Thus, combinations of canonical Pauline texts—or certain portions of these texts, in
some cases—comprise the primary archival data for Pauline scholarship.291
Yet even though this observation is rather self-evident, its significance is under-analyzed
in the study of Paul. For it is important to recognize that Pauline scholarship does not operate on
a homogenous playing field, in terms of its underlying data set. On the contrary, scholarship on
Paul involves many textual variables. In one respect, this has been addressed already, in
connection to the use or placement of Acts in the archive. In the case of Acts, it is clear that
conscientious scholars of Paul ask, or at least should ask: is Acts a reliable source of information
when it comes to apprehending the life and theology of Paul? A similar question is asked in
relation to some—and in the rarest of instances even all—of the Pauline epistles.292

Views on Pseudonymity in Antiquity
A number of divergent positions exist in Pauline scholarship when it comes to the formulation of
a reliable Pauline archive. And clearly, one of the primary concerns in determining whether to
permit or reject one source or another relates to the issue of pseudonymity, a perennial issue in
291

In referencing “canonical” texts here, I refer not only to the Pauline letters in the New Testament, but also Acts.
With respect to the more radical position, i.e. that Paul authored none of the letters attributed to him, this
position, or iterations of it, are often associated with the so-called “Dutch radicals” (e.g. Allard Pierson, Willem
Christian van Manen, Abraham Dirk Loman, Samuel Naber, Rudolf Steck, and their predecessor, Bruno Bauer). For
a survey of the work of some of the Dutch radicals, see R.J. Knowling, The Witness of the Epistles: A Study in
Modern Criticism (London: Longmanns, 1892) (especially Chapter 3, “Recent Attacks upon the ‘Hauptbriefe’”);
and Gustaaf Adolf van den Bergh van Eysinga, “Early Christian Letters,” trans. Frans-Joris Fabri and Michael
Conley, JHC, 9, 2 (2002): 294-317. Van den Bergh van Eysinga (1874-1957) himself is sometimes identified among
the original Dutch radicals, though his work is later than that of the original group. The Dutch radical ‘spirit,’ so to
speak, has been taken up by a limited number of contemporary scholars, or the “new Dutch radicals,” several of
whom were associated with the now-defunct Journal of Higher Criticism (1994-2003), which served as a sort of
haven for radical criticism. See, for example, Hermann Detering, “The Falsified Paul: Early Christianity in the
Twilight,” trans. Darrell J. Doughty (2003), http://www.egodeath.com/TheFabricatedPaul.htm; Darrell J. Doughty,
“Pauline Paradigms and Pauline Authenticity,” JHC 1, 1 (1994): 95-128; and Robert M. Price, The Amazing
Colossal Apostle: The Search for the Historical Paul (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2012). Price’s own iteration
of the new Dutch radical position is summarized thus: “[i]f there was a historical apostle Paul, which seems likely
enough, his figure has retreated behind the pseudepigraphical epistles attributed to him by various Marcionite and
Gnostic members of the Pauline School.” Price, The Amazing Colossal Apostle, 194. I will return briefly to the
Dutch radical position further below.
292

95

Pauline studies. Again, however, it is vital to bear in mind that the issue is by no means unique to
Pauline studies. The presence of pseudonymity in classical antiquity is well attested to. As
Donald Penny notes, “pseudepigraphy are numerous from the Hellenistic period
on...Philosophical writings falsely appeared in the names of the great teachers, expanding the
corpuses of those who had written in their own names (Plato, Aristotle, Epicurus) and creating
corpuses for those who had not (Pythagoras, Socrates).”293
Yet despite the ubiquity of the pseudonymity problem in ancient literature, there is
something especially nagging about it in relation to the Pauline writings. Plato serves as a helpful
figure for comparison in this regard. With Plato, the authenticity of both his epistles294 and even
certain dialogues295 is in some cases questioned. Yet be that as it may, there is still a robust and
unassailable corpus of Platonic writings—particularly in the genre of dialogues—that are
consistently identified as authentic. Consequently, when it comes to debates over the authenticity
of the “disputed” Platonic corpus, the stakes are somewhat limited. The issue of pseudonymity in
the Pauline literature is of a different character, owing to a variety of factors—notably, their deep
entrenchment in the canon and Christian lore, as well as their literary genre. Yet prior to delving
further into the particulars of pseudonymity in the Pauline epistles, it is worth examining the
notion of pseudonymity in general, and some varying theories on how it was viewed in antiquity.
While the point may seem pedantic, it is first important to recognize a technical
distinction between pseudonymity and pseudepigraphy. For as Kent D. Clarke notes, “[a]t least
part of the difficulty inherent to any discussion of pseudonymity arises from the problem of
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definition. Even distinguishing between the terms ‘pseudonymity’ (from the Greek pseudōnymos
meaning ‘under a false name’ or ‘falsely called’) and ‘pseudepigraphy’ (from the Greek
pseudepigraphos meaning ‘false inscription’ or ‘falsely inscribed’) has proven to be
complicated.”296
In the case of the Pauline literature, only Hebrews can be technically classified as
pseudepigraphy. The text itself does not claim authorship by Paul; rather, authorship was later
attributed to Paul by others.297 In every other New Testament Pauline letter, however, any
question about authorship is correctly framed as an issue of pseudonymity, rather than
pseudepigraphy. For with all of these remaining epistles, the texts themselves attest to having
been authored by Paul, either with or without the acknowledged assistance of an amanuensis.298
In fact, depending on the degree to which an amanuensis was involved, one might reasonably
ask, “[i]f an amanuensis gives us something quite unlike Paul, what right has anyone to call it
Paul’s?”299 While the question is most certainly an interesting one, I do not wish here to delve
into the complicated contours of how the involvement of an amanuensis affects the question of
296
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authorship.300 Rather, my focus here is limited to the issue of more patent pseudonymity, where
express authorial claims are manifestly deemed to be erroneous.
Contemporary scholarship does not agree on how the notion of pseudonymity was
viewed in in antiquity.301 While some scholars suggest that the practice was an acceptable one,
others insist that it was a “dishonourable (illicit) device practiced with guile and deception.”302
To a certain extent at least, judgment on the practice in the classical period was related directly to
the function, or literary purpose of the pseudonymous work. And insofar as scholarship has
accounted for a number of these functions or purposes,303 it is worth considering some of them in
connection to the issue of pseudonymity and the Pauline corpus.
Clarke makes a notable taxonomical distinction, one that identifies two basic divergent
purposes of pseudonymity in antiquity. In his view, pseudonymous works are occasioned either
by malicious or self-serving motives on the one hand, or pure or pietistic motives on the other. In
the case of the former, the pseudonymous author intends to deceive, and is motivated by
300
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“financial interests, promotion of ideas, or the slander of one’s enemies.”304 In the latter case, the
“deception may be secondary,” as the pseudonymous author is motivated by “personal modesty,
or love and respect for the attributed personage.”305 These divergent motives, however, do not
alter the underlying presence of a deception, i.e. the fact that a work is pseudonymous. Thus,
Clarke’s distinction here appears oriented towards either imposing or eradicating moral
culpability on the part of a pseudonymous author.
In any event, it is worth considering a few particular examples under each of the two
categories described by Clarke. Under the first category, as noted, pseudonymity could be
motivated out of financial interests, promotion of ideas, or the slander of one’s enemies. A
fascinating example of the former is presented by Metzger, who notes that “when the kings of
Egypt and of Pergamum sought to outdo each other in their efforts to increase the holdings in
their respective libraries...Monetary rewards were offered to those who would provide a copy of
some ancient author, and, in consequence, many imitations of ancient works were composed and
palmed off as genuine.”306 As an example of the latter, Clarke points to the work of Diotimus the
Stoic, who “produced fifty letters of obscene content under the name of Epicurus...thus
tarnishing his character.”307
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Under the second category, ones finds references to pseudonymous works composed
purportedly out of respect for a beloved teacher.308 As Metzger writes, “the desire to honor a
respected teacher and founder of a philosophical school prompted the Neo-Pythagoreans to
attribute their treatises to Pythagoras himself, who had lived many centuries earlier.”309 In the
case of Paul, a frequently-cited example of this is referenced in Tertullian’s account of an Asiatic
presbyter who confessed to legitimizing his own work, The Acts of Paul, through the use of
Paul’s name, an act that lead to the presbyter’s removal.310 Yet strictly speaking, the situation
with The Acts of Paul differs from the pseudonymity I am concerned with here. Internally, The
Acts of Paul does not claim to be composed by Paul. Rather, Paul is inserted as an authoritative
figure in a story, and is characterized in a manner suited to the author’s own purposes. Thus, the
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and c. 190.” Richard I. Pervo, The Acts of Paul: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (Cambridge:
James Clarke & Co., 2014), 41. MacDonald, similarly, dates the work to somewhere between 150 and 190 CE.
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issue with The Acts of Paul is more precisely described by A. Hilhorst in this manner: “The
presbyter is found guilty, but of what? Writing AP is no mistake in itself, nor is trying to promote
Paul. The real offence is implied in the fact that the AP do not deserve that name…Paul could
not have allowed women to teach and baptize, since he did not even permit them to ask questions
to the teacher; consequently, a document relating teaching and baptizing by a woman cannot be
authentic.”311
Nonetheless, while Hilhorst is technically correct to distinguish The Acts of Paul from
truly pseudonymous writings, the compositional milieu behind the work is akin to the authorial
motivation that Pervo identifies with the Pauline letters that he (and others) view as
pseudonymous. As Pervo notes, the composition of 2 Thessalonians, Colossians, and Ephesians
“[represent] a continuation of the Pauline practice of managing conflict in absentia. The author is
a follower of the historical Paul in so far as s/he utilizes convictions about the future as pointers
to how one should behave at the present time.”312 Thus, with pseudonymous Pauline works, one
frequently finds the accompanying suggestion that the work was ostensibly produced in an effort
to honour Paul, and to maintain a fidelity to his ideas in an ever-changing environment.
Relatedly, rhetorical schools in antiquity at times had students compose speeches in the
name of famous orators. As MacDonald writes, “pseudonymity was a school exercise whereby a
student attempted to demonstrate a mastery of the style, vocabulary, and philosophical
perspectives of a venerated author.”313 Interestingly, Pervo remarks that the spurious
Correspondence Between Paul and Seneca “possess[es] some of the features of a school
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exercise,”314 though it entirely unclear as to how the results of a “school exercise” would have
found their way into a collection of purportedly genuine literature.
A further motivation for writing in another’s name is on account of modesty, where the
pseudonymous author writes under a pseudonym, so as to not draw unwarranted attention.315 The
problem with this, however, is that if undue attention is the author’s chief concern, one would
think that a more viable course would be to write anonymously, rather than pseudonymously.316
Thus, as Penny rightly notes, “even where a school tradition or master-disciple relationship is
admitted, it is not always the case that the pseudonymity stems out of the innocent motivation of
admiration or modesty.”317
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Pseudonymity and New Testament Scholarship
When it comes to New Testament studies and pseudonymity, one can frequently identify a kind
of defence-mechanism in scholarship, as “[a] surprising number of scholars have claimed that
even though the Bible may contain forgeries, these forgeries were never meant to deceive
anyone. According to this view, ancient authors who assumed a false name were not trying to
lead their audiences astray.”318 Consequently, there is little consensus in scholarship on whether
any “pseudonymous Paul” ought to be regarded as “literary fraud” or an “innocent
pseudonymous impersonation.”319 Yet despite this lack of consensus, it is nonetheless evident
that the scholarly preoccupation with moral culpability, or the question of whether or not a work
was intended to deceive, is a somewhat curious phenomenon in itself.
The work of Metzger perhaps stands as a noteworthy example in this regard. Metzger
formulates a rather strange analytical model, involving a distinction between pseudepigraphy and
literary forgeries: “[a] literary forgery is essentially a piece of work created or modified with the
intention to deceive. Accordingly, not all pseudepigrapha (that is, works wrongly attributed to
authors) are to be regarded as forgeries. In the case of genuine forgery (if this oxymoron may be
permitted) the attribution must be made with the calculated attempt to deceive.”320 Metzger’s
model is for all intents and purposes an iteration of the earlier-mentioned categories adopted by
Clarke, who distinguishes between pseudonymous work that is produced with malicious motives
and pseudonymous writing occasioned by “pure” motivations.
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In any event, Metzger’s theory is flawed in one respect, and representative of an odd
scholarly impulse in another. First, it bears noting that Metzger’s preoccupation is with works
that purport to be by a particular author. Accordingly, keeping in mind the technical distinction
between the terms pseudepigraphy and pseudonymity, the issue here is not really one of the
former, but rather the latter.
Second, and in my view more important, Metzger’s fixation on the issue of intentional or
calculated deception betrays an underlying preoccupation with the moral implications of
pseudonymity.321 This preoccupation leads to the construction of a dualistic notion of the issue:
to Metzger, there are both morally innocent and morally culpable forms of pseudonymity. This,
it seems, is the product of an endeavour to locate some sort of middle ground, one where Pauline
pseudonymity (and New Testament pseudonymity generally) can be acknowledged in a way that
simultaneously immunizes it from any normative pronouncement about its (im)morality. As
Penny puts it, “the concern about pseudepigraphy has been related primarily to the ethical
question. How can the fact of pseudonymous writings within the New Testament be reconciled
with canonical inspiration or with a sense of morality, honesty, and integrity?”322 Metzger’s
model stands as one such method of reconciliation, as it functions to mitigate any residuary
unpleasantness associated with pseudonymity. This phenomenon is aptly summarized by Penny:
Frequently when a critic judges a New Testament document inauthentic, he hastens to
add a justifying remark designed to minimize any offense the reader might feel: it was a
common practice; it was more modest for a disciple to give credit to his master; a later
writer recalls the church to the apostolic teaching by writing in the apostle’s name what
he would have said in the same situation; the content is more important than the name of
the writer; the literary standards of antiquity were unacquainted with the modern concept
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of literary property; etc...Such dismissals are made too quickly and with too little
consideration of the actual facts of the case.323
While I think Penny is right to question the pervasive tendency to sanitize the intentions of a
pseudonymous author, this reflexive inclination in New Testament scholarship is to some extent
unsurprising, given the sheer volume of pseudonymous works in Christianity, particularly in
connection to Paul.324 Granted, the implications of pseudonymity can be limited in many
instances—with Paul, for example, little turns on the fact that the Correspondence Between Paul
and Seneca, the Epistle to the Laodiceans, the Third Epistle to the Corinthians, the Prayer of the
Apostle Paul, and the Apocalypse of Paul are all pseudonymous.325 The reason for this is
straightforward enough: their non-canonical status, combined with the universal categorization
of them as pseudonymous works, renders them relatively benign.
In fact, to digress on this point briefly, I would suggest that the issue of apocryphal
Pauline works could be framed in another fashion, one that appropriates the language of former
United States Secretary of Defence Donald Rumsfeld. In Rumsfeldian terms, the pseudonymous
nature of the aforementioned works can be viewed as “known knowns,” or “things we know we
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know.” Beyond this, one might further argue that any so-called “lost” letters (see 1 Cor 5:9, 2
Cor 2:4, 2 Cor 7:8, and Col 4:16) are “known unknowns”—we ostensibly “know” that the letters
were written, but their actual contents are unknown.326 Added to this is Rumsfeld’s infamous
third category of “unknown unknowns.” In Paul’s case, there could well be other undiscovered
Pauline epistles (genuine or pseudonymous), or epistles that we “don’t know we don’t know.”327
In any event, while the “known knowns” (i.e. the pseudonymous Pauline works) are
certainly fascinating objects of study for a variety of reasons—literary, socio-historical,
theological, etc.—they do not possess the kind of authoritative panache associated with canonical
works. Nor are they ever identified as texts that reliably reflect Paul’s life or thought. Rather,
they are unanimously and uncontroversially relegated to a category of texts that are identified as
post-Pauline. With the canonical Pauline letters, on the other hand, the situation is much
different. Owing largely to their canonicity, and to their entrenchment as reliable repositories of
Paul’s thought, there is much at stake when it comes to the question of pseudonymity and the
canonical Pauline epistles. Viewed in this light, the issue of Pauline pseudonymity is not so
much one of morality, but rather of authority. For as Pervo notes, “prior to modern printing and
copyrights, the attribution of a text to a certain person had more to do with the authority invoked
than with authorship.”328

326

I would hasten to add here, however, that there is hardly universal agreement on the topic of the “lost” letters
described in the Pauline correspondence.
327
United States of America, Department of Defence, News Briefing (12 February 2002). http://archive.defense.gov
/Transcripts/Transcript.aspx?TranscriptID=2636.
328
Pervo, The Making of Paul, 6. Collins similarly writes that “[o]ccasionally pseudonymity was a way in which an
author tried to obtain a readership for his work. Some authors chose a pseudonym in order to make use of the
authority and prestige of an ancient figure when they themselves did not enjoy much authority and prestige.”
Collins, Letters That Paul Did Not Write, 77. Yet consistent with the aforementioned discussion of Metzger on this
point, Collins hastens to soften the blow, in terms of any moral implications: “[m]ight it not have been possible for
an earlier generation of Christian writers to have composed letters in Paul’s name, thereby honouring him and
invoking his authority?” Collins, Letters That Paul Did Not Write, 81.

106

Pseudonymity and the Canonical Pauline Archive
It is clear, then, that the very concept of pseudonymity is multifaceted, and frequently implicates
issues relating to both morality and authority. In the case of Pauline studies, it is the latter aspect
that is of primary relevance to this particular investigation, a point that brings us back again to
the issue of the Pauline canon, and the formation of our Pauline Archimedean points.
As mentioned earlier, much contemporary Pauline scholarship draws a basic distinction
between the canonical Pauline corpus (comprised of all thirteen letters: Romans, 1 and 2
Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, Philemon, 1
and 2 Timothy, and Titus) and the critical Pauline corpus (Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians,
Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, and Philemon).329 Yet to be sure, this common approach
is by no means universal, as the division of authentic and pseudonymous epistles involves varied
iterations, including radical positions on both ends of the spectrum. While some view all of the
canonical letters as authentic,330 and others hold that none of the letters are authentic,331 most
contemporary scholarship stands somewhere in between, viewing the authentic correspondence
as being comprised of the seven letters of the critical corpus, to which some are also prepared to
add one or more of the disputed letters (typically Ephesians, Colossians, and 2 Thessalonians).
This middle position aligns generally with the foundational view of F.C. Baur, who posited three
classes of Pauline Epistles: letters that were most certainly authentic (Romans, 1 and 2
Corinthians, and Galatians), letters whose authorship was uncertain or disputed (Ephesians,
Colossians, Philippians, Thessalonians, and Philemon), and letters that were most certainly
329
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spurious (1 and 2 Timothy, and Titus, i.e. the pastoral epistles).332 In any event, the variety of
divergent starting points for the Pauline archive, or the lack of a uniform approach to locating the
“authentic” Pauline archive, underscores the existence of different Pauline Archimedean points
among scholars.
In affirming the existence of various Archimedean points, however, I do not intend to
suggest that Pauline scholars make their selections in an altogether haphazard or unprincipled
fashion. On the contrary, there are important considerations that frequently ground or condition
their selections. These considerations involve a diverse range of methodological approaches:
● Locating internal evidence that attests to Pauline authorship, i.e. identifying explicit
indications that Paul was the author of a letter. (Notably, this methodological approach
results only in the exclusion of Hebrews, if one were inclined to otherwise include it).333
● Locating external evidence that would support Pauline authorship. This includes explicit
or implied references to Pauline epistles in other material, for example, the letters of the
early Church Fathers, the Muratorian fragment, or P46. (To be precise, however, this
method does not truly serve to establish the identity of a letter’s author. Rather, it
technically functions as a means of better ascertaining the date of authorship).
● Distinguishing between style and vocabulary in the letters.334 For example, as Lovering
writes, “[o]perating on the assumption that certain fundamental elements of style will be
invariable in an author across time,” one can examine the frequency with which certain
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terms are used.335 (Potential difficulties with this approach include that it does not
account for developments or variations in a single author’s style, and does not allow for a
situation involving the use of a type of amanuensis who writes in a style distinctive from
the person giving instruction).
● Analyzing and contrasting the theological content of the letters. For example, discussion
of matters concerning the eschaton, the Mosaic Law, and soteriology can be contrasted
between the letters, in an effort to determine whether they reflect the ideas of the same
author. (This approach is also susceptible to certain pitfalls. On the one hand,
identification of divergent ideas can fail to account for the possibility that a single author
developed a theological idea over time, or simply changed his mind on an issue. On the
other hand, the task of establishing authorial consistency between letters can demand
significant hermeneutic creativity in some cases).
● Analyzing the historical setting of the letters. This approach frequently involves an
attempt to synchronize the contents of the letters with events described in Acts. (As
discussed earlier, this carries with it problematic methodological issues in itself, as it
assumes that Acts is a reliable repository of historic information).
Recognizing that this list of approaches is by no means exhaustive,336 the contemporary position
in Pauline scholarship involves—at minimum and with rare exception—a first-order valuation of
the letters in the Hauptbriefe (Romans, 1-2 Corinthians, and Galatians), and a similar, if
theologically less robust, valuation of the remaining epistles of the critical Pauline corpus (1
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Thessalonians, Philippians, and Philemon). The seemingly perpetual clout of these letters is
dramatically summarized by Calvin Roetzel, who writes that “[t]he earliest writings of the New
Testament are the seven undisputed letters of Paul, and no letters have more profoundly
influenced Western history than these.”337 While this sentiment reflects the dominant starting
point in Pauline scholarship, it is a position that is not without its detractors, including White:
Until we can fully admit that the prevailing modern discourse on the “real” Paul comes
from a long-standing tradition that elevates the Hauptbriefe to the front and center of the
Pauline canon, not just materially (they stand at the front of ancient manuscripts merely
because of their length), but theologically and hermeneutically, we will never approach
the kind of deconstructive position necessary for developing more transparent
methodologies for reconstructing the “real” or the “historical” Paul. If we were serious
about this task, and not merely interested in using Paul as a pawn for modern rhetorics,
we would begin to view all the Pauline Epistles, for instance, as Pauline “tradition”:
diverse images of Paul mediated to us through historically and socially conditioned texts
and manuscripts.338
In White’s view, the current state of affairs in Pauline scholarship evidences a “strong
institutional bias since at least the era of F.C. Baur…toward the Paul of the Hauptbriefe over
numerous other Pauline texts of the first century for envisioning the ‘real’ Paul.”339 I think there
is some merit to White’s critique; indeed, it is one that partially overlaps with William Arnal’s
remarks concerning the allure—transient as it may be—of the Dutch radical position:
Paul appears to be one of the earliest ‘Christians’ about whom we can say anything with
certainty, yet he also seems to attest to a level of Christian development, unity, and selfconsciousness that sources we know to be later are lacking, including texts like Q, the
synoptic gospels, and the Apocalypse. This has led some scholars to argue for a revision
to the date of Paul’s letters, seeing them as second-century forgeries (see, e.g., Detering
1996). The intuition here is probably right, even if the conclusion may be wrong: there is
something decidedly second-century, or even later, about this way of imagining Paul.340
Arnal’s assertion here relates in part to the fact that the canonical Pauline correspondence we
possess has been refined, and essentially reified, through centuries of copying and editorial
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activity. While this relates somewhat to the issue of interpolation, which will be discussed further
below, it also points very generally to the difficulty in assuming that the form of the Pauline
correspondence we possess is reasonably uncontaminated. Writing broadly on the subject of
textual criticism, Jerome McGann cogently outlines the concern I am referring to here:
Having learned the lesson that authors who wish to make contact with an audience are
fated, by laws of information theory, to have their messages more or less seriously
garbled in the process, textual critics proposed to place the reader in an unmediated
contact with the author. This project is of course manifestly impossible, a Heisenbergian
dilemma, since some form of mediation is always occurring, not least in the editions
produced by critical editors of various persuasions. Nevertheless, though everyone today
recognizes this inherent limitation on all acts of communication, the idea persists in
textual studies that a regression to authorial manuscripts will by itself serve to reduce
textual contamination.341
Bearing McGann’s remarks in mind, it is unsurprising that the “something decidedly secondcentury” about the Pauline correspondence (i.e. their attestation “to a level of Christian
development, unity, and self-consciousness that sources we know to be later are lacking”) is
conceivably just a by-product of an entirely self-evident fact: the canonical texts that we possess
are an incredibly complex aggregate, with countless hands involved in the transmission of the
data over many centuries.342 Given this, one could reasonably expect that the texts have
accumulated a sense of “Christian development, unity, and self-consciousness” that is difficult to
reconcile with the first-century milieu in which the Pauline writings are said to have
originated.343
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Further to this, I think that to a certain extent, at least, Arnal’s remarks align with Price’s
disappointment over how the Dutch radical position is almost universally and automatically
rejected in scholarship. As Price puts it, “it is not that the Dutch Radical critical paradigm was
tried and found wanting; it was found distasteful and not tried.”344
I believe that the sort of consternation expressed by White, Arnal, and Price is somewhat
justified. And in the case of Price’s complaint, I suspect that the reflexive dismissal of the Dutch
radical position owes much to its noxious epistemological implications: if none of the writings
are authentic, then what data do we have left to rely on to generate an account of Paul?
Yet more than that, the difficulty in embracing the Dutch radical position on the
(in)authenticity of the Pauline epistles is that this position ultimately just begs the question. For
our ability to deconstruct an “institutional bias” regarding the Hauptbriefe, or to re-examine the
dependability of various parts of the Pauline archive, requires from the outset an appeal to a
stable point of comparison: a Pauline Archimedean point. Now granted, one can also make
appeals to non-Pauline sources, or external evidence, in the course of scrutinizing these issues.
Nonetheless, a fundamental problem remains: in order to reconfigure the Pauline archive, or to
establish a new (or reestablish an old) hermeneutic paradigm in the study of Paul, we must first
have a basic measure by which we determine what is or is not authentic Pauline data. In other
words, to determine whether or not the authorship of a letter is authentic, one requires an
Archimedean point to begin with. One must already possess, or have in mind, an “authentic
Paul”—a control variable against which to measure other letters, or parts of them, as independent
disputes, specifically disputes over Christology, prompted Christian scribes to alter the words of Scripture in order
to make them more serviceable for the polemical task.” Bart Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture: The
Effect of Early Christological Controversies on the Text of the New Testament (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2011), 3-4. Eric Scherbenske analyses this phenomenon in relation to the Pauline writings, demonstrating that the
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variables. Accordingly, what is implicit in each and every methodological approach to the
question of authenticity is an iteration of Meno’s paradox: Pauline scholars already “know” the
authentic Paul—or rather an authentic Paul—a fact that renders the search for a Pauline
Archimedean point, or an authoritative archive, a somewhat illusory endeavour from the very
outset. This phenomenon can be further evidenced through considering just a couple of particular
letters that some have argued to be pseudonymous.

The Authenticity of the Pastorals
In contemporary Pauline scholarship, most take the pseudonymity of the pastoral epistles as
well-established, a view that is frequently, if somewhat imprecisely, linked to the foundational
work of Schleiermacher.345 For it was Schleiermacher who, in a letter to his friend Joachim
Christian Gass, critiqued the authenticity 1 Timothy, arguing that its vocabulary and ideas were
inconsistent with the other Pauline epistles (including, interestingly, 2 Timothy and Titus, the
other two pastoral epistles). As Hermann Patsch writes, “[n]on-Pauline phrases and a host of
hapaxlegomena provided the decisive evidence against Pauline authorship, which was associated
with an incoherent, discontinuous train of thought. Comparison with 2 Timothy and Titus (the
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authenticity of neither having been challenged, nor the speeches of Paul in Acts) showed
Schleiermacher that 1 Timothy presented a compilation from both of these.”346
Rightly or not, Schleiermacher’s criticism is viewed as one that opened the floodgates to
examinations of epistolary authorship in the New Testament. And in the case of the pastoral
epistles, doubts over authorship mounted on account of a variety of (sometimes interrelated)
concerns:


That events in the pastorals prove difficult to fit with other sources concerning events in
the historical Paul’s life.347



That much of the vocabulary in the pastorals differs from other Pauline epistles.348



That certain stylistic features (e.g. the use of conjunctions, prepositions, pronouns, and
definite articles) differ from other Pauline epistles.349



That the pastorals have a certain rigidity, and lack the “vigor” of other Pauline epistles.350



Relatedly, that the theology of the pastorals presents itself as being somewhat un-Pauline,
in contrast to other epistles.351

Over the years, this has led to widespread agreement over the pseudonymous nature of the
pastorals—as Brown notes, “between 80 to 90 percent of modern scholars would agree that the
346
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Pastorals were written after Paul’s lifetime.”352 Yet as Brown’s remark suggests, general
agreement is not unanimity. A number of scholars continue to insist that the pastorals were
indeed authored by Paul. Guthrie, for example begins his argument by claiming, “not until the
nineteenth century were doubts cast on the Pauline authorship and it must be wondered why noone before then raised any problems about them.”353 Going further through the arguments for
and against pseudonymity, Guthrie ultimately concludes that the pastorals were indeed written
by Paul:
In spite of the acknowledged differences between the pastorals and Paul’s other epistles,
the traditional view that they are authentic writings of the apostle cannot be said to be
impossible, and since there are greater problems attached to the alternative theories it is
most reasonable to suppose that the early church was right in accepting them as such.354
Without commenting just yet on Guthrie’s conclusion, it is important to scrutinize his suggestion
that doubts were not cast on Pauline authorship until the nineteenth century. This assertion is
plainly wrong. For hearkening back to the previous chapter’s discussion on canon formation, and
in particular the gradual move towards a canonical Paul, one must not forget the early struggles
that in part instigated that process. Indeed, among early Christianities, there was at least some
question as to whether Paul authored the letters to Timothy. This is attested to by Clement of
Alexandria, who noted that “the heretics reject the letters to Timothy.”355 Bearing this in mind,
Guthrie’s assertion is more accurately stated thus: since Paul’s canonization, doubts were not
cast on the authorship of the epistles until the nineteenth century.
In any event, Guthrie is hardly alone in maintaining that the pastorals were indeed
authored by Paul. Gordon Fee, for example, argues that “for all the differences [between the
pastorals and other Pauline letters], they are still far more like Paul in [language and style] than
352
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otherwise. The best solution is that Paul used a different amanuensis for these letters than for the
earlier ones.”356 Likewise, Luke Timothy Johnson maintains that the pastorals are authentic,
asserting that “the grounds for declaring [the pastoral epistles] inauthentic are so flawed as to
seriously diminish the validity of the scholarly ‘majority opinion.’” 357 Consequently, it is clear
that despite the apparent presence of a majority opinion on the authorship of the pastoral epistles,
their status in the Pauline archive is by no means unequivocally settled.358
To those among the “80 to 90 percent” who deny Pauline authorship of the pastorals, the
positions of Guthrie, Fee, and Johnson (among others) might be identified as instances of
obstinate and theologically-motivated defiance. I certainly believe there is some merit in that
view.359 Yet at the same time, perhaps there is some credibility to the minority position, even if it
has little to do with the oft-cited points of debate concerning the pseudonymity of the pastorals.
For in the course of affirming his own belief in the Pauline authorship of the pastorals, Robert
Wall almost unwittingly makes a pivotal observation: “The diversity evident within the Pauline
356
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collection at every level makes it difficult to nail down any single letter as non-Pauline on the
grounds that it is different from the rest.”360 In making this claim, Wall of course points to the
need for a measure, for a Pauline Archimedean point, in order to assuredly establish the
authenticity of one epistle or another. Yet in stating this, Wall’s assertion also contains the seed
of something opposite to what he wishes to assert: paradoxically, the diversity in the Pauline
collection at every level makes it equally difficult to nail down any single letter as Pauline. In
other words, the absence of an absolutely fixed, universally-accepted Pauline Archimedean point
has diverse implications—it can be used as a sword or a shield, as a means of either denying or
affirming the authenticity of a given epistle. In order to further understand the way in which this
paradoxical state of affairs subsists, it is worth probing the issue of authenticity in connection to
another letter, one whose authenticity is virtually never questioned in contemporary scholarship.

The Authenticity of Romans
While it would surely strike most Pauline scholars as asinine, an example involving one of the
Hauptbriefe, Romans, can help to illustrate the inner workings of the aforementioned kind of
paradox. In Introducing Romans, Richard Longenecker begins with an important preliminary
assertion, stating that “[a]uthorship…and the possible involvement of others in the letter’s final
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composition are the necessary first considerations in the study of any NT letter.”361 While
concerns over authorship are routinely addressed in Pauline scholarship, sustained critical
engagement with this issue is infrequently seen in connection to the seven letter corpus, and is
exceedingly rare when it comes to discussion of the Hauptbriefe. Accordingly, it is worth noting
that even in raising the issue of authenticity, Longenecker does more than one ordinarily sees in
studies on Romans; generally speaking, the matter of authorship is rarely addressed, apart from a
bald affirmation of its authenticity.362
Longenecker, however, provides a brief account of the Dutch Radical position, noting in
particular the works of W.C. van Manen and Edward Evanson. On van Manen’s part, his
conclusions were partially grounded in his views on the composite nature of the letter:
“Compared with the first part (1:18-8:39), the second (9-11), although now an integral portion of
the work, betrays tokens of an originally different source. There is no inherent connection
between them, although this can, if desired, be sought in the desire to set forth a wholly new
doctrinal subject in a wholly new manner.”363 In van Manen’s estimation, the thematic shift is all
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too sharp, and the topics bear no relation with one another—while 1:18-8:39 is concerned largely
with justification by faith, 9-11 veers starkly into a discussion over the soteriological status of
Jews and Gentiles.364 To van Manen, this evidences later compositional activity. Yet even
beyond this, van Manen argues that the epistle bears other signs of being composed after Paul’s
death. For example, he argues that the letter presents a developed faith that does not align with
what Paul would have formulated in his own lifetime:
[T]he Paulinism with which we are made acquainted in the Pauline Epistles, and
particularly in that to the Romans, is of a more recent date than the historical Paul.
Compared with what the first disciples of Jesus believed and professed, it is not merely a
remarkable divergence; it is in point of a fact a new and higher development from the
first Christianity...It knows, and it is, a new divine revelation; it has a theology, a
Christology, and a soteriology, which bear witness to a more advanced thinking and to a
deeper experience of life than could possibly have been looked for within the first few
years after the crucifixion. It is a remarkable forward step.365
In addition to this, van Manen references some passages as evidence that the Roman ekklēsia had
a somewhat long-standing existence (e.g. 6:17; 13:11), which seemingly points further to postPauline composition.366 Building upon such considerations, van Manen claims that “our
canonical Epistle to the Romans is not what it seems to be, not a letter written by the apostle and
sent to a definite church; it is a tractate, a book, designed to be read aloud at Christian meetings,
a piece to be read in Church.”367 Most important, he concludes that Paul cannot be ascribed as
the author of the letter, affirming that “[w]hat is certain…is that the canonical epistle is not by
Paul. A writing that is so called, but on closer examination is seen to be no epistle but rather a
364
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compilation, in which, moreover, are embedded pieces that plainly show their origin in a later
time, cannot possibly be attributed to the ‘apostle of the Gentiles.’”368
While van Manen’s views hold little to no influence over contemporary Pauline
scholarship, his claims are nonetheless interesting, and involve incredibly high stakes. Yet
beneath his arguments appears an unspoken measure—a Paulusbild, or a sense of who the real
Paul was. More precisely, van Manen’s views exhibit a sense of what the real Paul could not
be—the real Paul could not be responsible for authoring the kind of doctrinal sophistication
apparent in Romans. But it is only through relying, albeit tacitly, on this omnipresent Paulusbild,
that van Manen is able to formulate his conclusions about the inauthenticity of Romans.
This phenomenon is more readily discernable in the work of Evanson. In the course of
reaching the very same conclusion on authorship, Evanson had advanced—in the eighteenth
century, even prior to the work of van Manen and other Dutch Radicals—his own arguments
concerning the pseudonymity of the epistle:
(1) Paul could not have written to a church at Rome since the Acts of the Apostles
makes it clear that no such church then existed, (2) Paul, having never visited Rome,
could not have known so many people at Rome as the last chapter of the letter
suggests, (3) Aquila and Priscilla could not have been at Rome at that time, (4) Paul’s
mother would hardly have wandered off to Rome (Assuming, from a literal rendering
of the possessive ‘my’ of 16:13, that Rufus’s mother, who is greeted at Rome, was
also Paul’s birth mother), and (5) such verses as 11:12, 15, 21, and 22 indicated that
Romans was written after the fall of Jerusalem, and so after the death of Paul.369
Given such criticisms, Evanson sharply asserts that “[t]hese palpable, and as they seem to me,
irreconcilable contradictions, oblige me utterly to reject this Epistle, called Paul’s, and to regard
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it only as one of the many spurious forgeries of the second century, unworthy the least serious
attention.”370
Notably, Evanson relied heavily on Acts as the measure by which the content of Romans
could be deemed accurate, or inaccurate. Thus, one sees the contours, or paradigm shifts, in
terms of how scholars formulate a textual hierarchy for Pauline data. For Evanson, Acts appears
to be at or near the top of the hierarchy—Acts, in other words, was the Archimedean point, and
the authenticity of Romans could be determined by reference to Acts. Yet most contemporary
scholarship, building upon Baur’s commendation of the Hauptbriefe (with Romans at the head of
it), completely reverses that relationship. It is the letters of the Hauptbriefe, rather than Acts, that
establish the benchmark for what is authentically Pauline. And so a realization again emerges: in
order to apply the criteria for determining what is or is not authentically Pauline, one must first
select, whether subconsciously or otherwise, the text or texts that form that criteria—and in so
doing, one’s proto-Paulusbild is the inextricable substrate in which these criteria germinate.
To be sure, I do not mean to suggest that this point is entirely unknown or unrecognized.
It is, however, one that is largely tacit in Pauline scholarship. Because for the most part,
scholarship seems quite comfortable operating within the ebbs and flows of the dominant
paradigm concerning the “authentic” Paul, without really scrutinizing the pivotal but underlying
paradoxical nature of our functional Pauline Archimedean points. For example, turning again to
Evanson’s theory, and to a contemporary dismissal of it, it is worth considering the views of
Longenecker. On Longenecker’s part, there is no need to scrutinize the issue of a Pauline
Archimedean point—for him, it is a given. Indeed, it is his commitment to a particular
370
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Archimedean point that informs his objection to the view of Evanson on the authorship of
Romans: “[s]cholars today…are united in recognizing Romans as having been written by Paul.
And all earlier denials of his authorship are commonly viewed today as aberrations in the history
of NT study, and rightly so.”371 So much for the views of Evanson and his successors.
Yet upon further consideration, it seems that the real reason for Longenecker’s dismissal
of the argument boils down to the earlier-mentioned adage by Lietzmann: “[o]ne has to know
Paul to be capable of understanding him.”372 The beginning words in Longenecker’s study
evidence the ubiquity of Lietzmann’s sentiment:
The most uncontroverted matter in the study of Romans is that the letter was written by
Paul, the Christian apostle whose ministry is portrayed in the Acts of the Apostles. The
author identifies himself as Paul in the first word of the salutation (1:1). He speaks of
himself as both a Jew by birth (9:3) and “the apostle to the Gentiles” by vocation (11:13).
And throughout the letter—whether in its personal references, theological
presuppositions, christological affirmations, rhetorical modes of argument, epistolary
conventions, or ethical appeals—there resounds the clear note of authenticity. Together
with the letter to the Galatians, it must be said: If these two letters are not by Paul, no NT
letters are by him, for none has any better claim to authenticity than Galatians and
Romans.373
I suspect that Longenecker’s last statement here could not ring more true to most Pauline
scholars, and I would certainly confess to feeling its visceral allure.374 Yet at the same time, his
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remarks simultaneously reinforce the earlier-mentioned point, namely, that the control variable
by which we measure the authenticity or inauthenticity of other Pauline material is simply the
functional Archimedean point, or initial Paulusbild, that we, the interpreters, bring with us to the
study of Paul. The reality of this state of affairs is further attested to by Morton:
If you ask…scholars which epistles are Pauline, they will tell you. If you ask them why
they consider them to be Pauline they can only say that they see in them the mind and
style of Paul. If you then ask them how they know the mind and style of Paul they can
only reply that they see it in his epistles. The argument is circular.375
Morton’s assertion here is entirely on the mark. But it is also one that is hardly novel in New
Testament studies. On the contrary, what one finds in the study of Paul is an iteration of a
phenomenon that has long been present with the study of the historical Jesus.376 With Paul, the
phenomenon is simply transposed, owing to the differing methodological or data-related issues
that accompany the study of the apostle, in contrast to the study of the historical Jesus.
Moreover, as we shall see below, the phenomenon involves not only the letters as a whole, but
also their individual contents.

Interpolations
When it comes to the study of Paul, the task of differentiating between authentic and
pseudonymous textual data does not merely involve contrasting one letter with another, or one
letter with another group of letters. For in addition to questions of inter-epistolary relations and
authenticity, one also finds similar questions on an intra-epistolary level. To some extent, this
states of affairs is unsurprising—bearing in mind the long and complicated history surrounding
Paul’s canonization, and given also that nearly two millennia have passed since the composition
375
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of the Pauline correspondence, the integrity of the texts as we have them is sure to be questioned.
Indeed, the fact that we have variations of biblical texts is beyond doubt.377 MacNeil and Mak
outline the underlying issue:
[S]cholars rely on versions of the texts in manuscripts that were copied subsequent to the
composition of the original text. These manuscripts are of varying quality, having been
subject to physical deterioration, errors in transcription, or even deliberate modification.
The work of many early philologists involved establishing the relationships of the
manuscripts, and examining and emending their texts according to the dominant reading
or to the earliest known copy of the text. The appeal to the earliest copy as the most
authentic witness of a text is based on the assumption that the closer the manuscript is to
the lost original, the less likely it is to have been exposed to corruption.378
To be sure, the problem of interpolation is hardly one that concerns just biblical texts. As Robert
M. Grant notes, “[a]mong educated people in the Hellenistic age it was common knowledge that
the works of the most ancient theological poets were not preserved in precisely the form in which
their authors had left them.”379 Works by Homer, Thucydides, and Euripides, and even Plato,
among others, have had interpolations identified in them.380
Thus, much like the issue of pseudonymity in general, the possibility of interpolation, or
internal textual corruption, whether innocent or otherwise, is very real. And to a great extent, it is
certainly understandable, given, as Metzger notes, that “[p]rior to the invention of printing with
movable type in the middle of the fifteenth century, each copy of every piece of literature was
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produced by hand—a long and painstaking task, fraught with possibilities of introducing
accidental changes into the text.”381
Consequently, the identification of interpolated material, redactions, or textual alterations
is a persistent issue in contemporary Pauline studies. Indeed, it is one that some scholars view as
an integral component to the task of “getting Paul right.” Darrell Doughty compellingly
summarizes the difficulty in this regard, asserting that “[o]ver the years…as I struggled to
achieve a verse by verse understanding of the Pauline writings, I became convinced that…they
can only be understood as complex redactional compositions, that may include appropriations of
early Pauline material, but most certainly include an abundance of later material as well.”382 Put
different, one might be inclined to state that the question of “interpolations” essentially concerns
the question of editing, or editorial activity. Lovering, however, suggests a clear distinction
between the two activities, specifically in the context of the Pauline correspondence:
“Editor” designates an individual who, by selection and arrangement, but with the
most minimal of alterations, prepares the author’s original material for publication.
“Redactor,” on the other hand, is used to refer to one who is not content merely to
reproduce but undertakes to add, to delete, to revise and to restate materials—or even to
incorporate genuine fragments into his or her own freshly composed whole. The two are
distinguished, then, by the amount of original material they contribute to the final
product.383
While recognizing some technical merit in Lovering’s distinction, I also think it is one most
relevant to those concerned with the moral implications of the activity—editorial work, it seems,
381
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is typically taken to be more benign than redactive or interpolative work. For our purposes,
however, such distinctions are unnecessary. For at bottom, the nature of the activity in question
is quite broad in scope, relating to additions,384 subtractions, and reassembling sections of text.385
And given the second-order nature of such editing, this is ultimately just a particular species of
pseudepigraphy, given that the editorial alterations are not acknowledged overtly by the editors.
Rather, they are surreptitiously incorporated into (or out of) the text in a manner intended to
render the (revised) work as one that remains that of the original putative author—in this case,
Paul. In other words, alterations to the texts are not manifestly acknowledged; the Pauline letters
are not presented to us as a collection of letters authored by Paul and expressly edited by later
individuals. Rather, we encounter the letters in a form that ostensibly represents them in their
entirety, as the unadulterated words of Paul. In reality, unfortunately, this is not the case. A better
view of our plight is articulated by Dennis MacDonald:
[T]he Pauline corpus has not come down to us with the accuracy and dispassion of a
genderless Xerox machine. It has come down to us from the hands of pious, dedicated,
and skilled men—males of a particular social position and world view, who, in spite of
their respect for the Pauline text, put their own signatures to his letters, and thereby to
some extent helped him write them. The Pauline corpus is mostly his, but also
unmistakably theirs.386
384
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And so, as is the case when it comes to finding our Archimedean points between the various
Pauline epistles, readers must also be assured, even within an authentically Pauline letter, that we
are dealing with a text that is comprised of nothing more and nothing less than Paul’s own
words.
The problem, of course, is that there is no uniform opinion on the degree to which
editorial activity exists in the Pauline corpus, or even whether it exists at all. Indeed, with respect
to the latter possibility, Doughty notes that “[a] common assumption, conscious or unconscious,
is that recourse to redactional proposals is unnecessary so long as ‘satisfactory’ explanations can
be given for the text as it stands.”387 On the other hand, some scholars express the position that
post-Pauline editorial activity pervades each and every Pauline epistle.388 In fact, even when it
comes to the presence of editorial modifications to the “genuine” seven-letter corpus, no epistle
is immune from such criticism—as J.C. O’Neill puts it, “Paul wrote some of all, but not all of
any of the epistles that bear his name.”389
While moral concerns relating to interpolation are not of critical importance here, it
nonetheless bears noting that editorial work, while obviously not a neutral exercise, need neither
be viewed as an inherently nefarious one. On the contrary, “[f]or ancient texts in
general…Copyists saw themselves as free, even obliged, to alter texts, including not only
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changes of words and phrases, but also the insertions of additions.”390 Indeed, the earlier-noted
example of Marcion bears witness to this phenomenon: Marcion excised material from the
epistles that cast the God of Israel in a positive light, believing that these were inauthentic
interpolations, and that he therefore “had a duty to purge Paul’s letters of these sections, so that
readers would not be misled by them.”391 Thus, in some instances, at least, the intentions of
editors, or interpolators, were apparently aimed at presenting, or recovering, a pristine epistle.
This, however, does not change the underlying second-order nature of the activity, and the
resulting fact that material added to the texts constitutes a form of pseudepigraphy, insofar as the
added material subsists nominally under Paul’s name.392
The identification of intra-epistle editorial activity, and the methodological approach
involved in such identification, has been the subject of great debate. William O. Walker presents
both a descriptive and prescriptive account when it comes to the identification of interpolations,
and the applicable “burden of proof”:
In the treatment of any particular passage in the Pauline letters, the burden of proof rests
with the argument that the passage is an interpolation; in dealing with the letters as a
corpus, however, or, indeed, in dealing with any particular letter in the corpus, the
burden of proof rests with any argument that the corpus or, indeed, any particular letter
within the corpus (with the possible exception of Philemon) contains no interpolations.
Unless convincing arguments to the contrary are advanced (and, to my knowledge, this
has not been done), it is to be assumed, simply on a priori grounds, that the Pauline
letters, as we now have them, do, in fact, contain interpolations (yet to be identified, of
course).393
While the assertion might appear bold on its face, it is ultimately quite reasonable, given the state
of affairs we are faced with in the study of Paul. For as Walker rightly notes, the Pauline corpus
390
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that we find in the New Testament “represents not only ‘an expanded Paul’ (some of the letters
are pseudonymous) and ‘an abbreviated Paul’ (some of Paul’s letters are missing) but also—and
this is the crucial point—‘an edited Paul.’”394 We do not, of course, possess any papyrus that is
believed to contain the original, pristine, first production of any of the letters; the earliest
chronological data we have is that contained in P46. Accordingly, the presumption of
interpolated material is sensible. Indeed, the words of Heather MacNeil concerning more
contemporary writings apply equally, if not more so, to the Pauline correspondence:
“contamination, in the form of printing-house punctuation, begins to creep in as soon as a literary
text moves from manuscript to print.”395
Admittedly, it is one thing to make a general assertion about the presence of
interpolations in the Pauline texts. It is quite another to set out a concrete method for identifying
them. This, of course, leads back once more to the aporia that is at the heart of this study: in
order to identify authentic Pauline material, we first must have a Pauline Archimedean point.
With respect to interpolated material, this realization is echoed to some extent by Walker, who
writes that “in the case of particular passages in the Pauline letters, subjective judgments...will
inevitably result in differing conclusions regarding the actual presence or absence of
interpolation.”396 Yet notwithstanding this, and recognizing that there is no foolproof method for
uncovering interpolations, Walker outlines a variety of considerations relevant to identifying
interpolative activity397:
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● text-critical evidence (earlier manuscripts, citations from other writers, etc.) suggesting
that earlier versions of a text differed from the current form of the text.398
● contextual evidence suggesting that the text is out of place in its location, or does not fit
within the greater context of the writing.399
● linguistic evidence indicating that certain vocabulary or stylistic features of the text differ
from what is purported to be a distinctively “Pauline” norm.400
● ideational evidence suggesting that the substantive content in a passage is “un-Pauline,”
or inconsistent with ideas that are elsewhere identified as Paul’s.401
● comparative evidence indicating that the substantive elements of a passage derive from a
source that is non-Pauline.402
● Situational evidence indicating that a passage does not fit within the general occasion or
purpose of the text.403
● Motivational evidence suggesting an explanation as to why a particular passage may have
been added to the original text.404
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● Locational evidence suggesting a reason as to why a passage may have been placed in a
particular location in the text.405
Granting consideration to such issues, Walker himself posits that the following passages are
interpolations: 1 Cor 2:6-16, 10:1-22, 11:3-16, 12:31b-14:1a, 14:34-35; Rom 1:18-2:29, 13:1-7,
16:25-27; 2 Cor. 6:14-7:1; and 1 Thess 2:13-16.406 For our purposes here, I wish to look briefly
at two of these: 1 Cor 14:34-35 and 1 Thess 2:13-16.

1 Cor 14:34-35: A Misogynistic Interpolation?
While it is not necessary here to dwell on the minutiae over arguments for or against certain
interpolations, it is worth taking stock of two particularly notable examples frequently addressed
in Pauline scholarship. The first of these, 1 Cor 14:33-36, is often argued to be an interpolation
on the grounds that it awkwardly interrupts a discourse on the matter of prophecy, and is
inconsistent with the discussion in 1 Cor 11:5-16. Given such considerations, some argue that 1
Cor 14:33-36 was “added later by another hand to make Paul’s view [on women] conform to that
expressed in 1 Timothy.”407
Regardless of whether or not this position is correct, one can locate at least a couple of
preconditions or assumptions that are pivotal to its foundation. For example, viewing 1 Cor
14:33-36 as an interpolation usually involves a corollary commitment to the notion that 1
Timothy was pseudonymous. Granted, this may appear uncontroversial to some, but it is
404
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nonetheless important here: if 1 Timothy is authentic, then the substance of 1 Cor 14:33-36 is no
longer anomalous. On the contrary, the injunction is entirely consistent with that expressed in 1
Tim 2:12 (“I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over men; she is to keep silent”).
The second and perhaps related precondition to this position concerns the aesthetic of the
passage. To most who possess an egalitarian mindset, the content of 1 Cor 14:33-36 (and
certainly 1 Tim 2:12) reflects a distasteful and obsolescent patriarchal sentiment, one that is
inimical to contemporary sensibilities concerning gender equality. This is problematic for many.
For unless one is inclined to jettison the passage from the archive of authentic Pauline data, one
is compelled to admit that Paul’s stance on the role of women in the church is one that is
reprehensible to the modern-day egalitarian.408
Some may find it difficult to reconcile this admission with deeply-ingrained views on
Paul’s “genius.” Indeed, some may even find it inconsistent with other seemingly egalitarian
Pauline material, particularly Gal 3:28 (“There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave
nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus”). John Temple
Bristow, for example, asserts that Paul “sought to establish a sense of equality within the
membership that was found nowhere else in the ancient world, so that masters and slaves and
males and females would all be one in Christ Jesus.”409 He argues that Paul’s authentic message
in this regard was distorted by later thinkers:
The writings of the church fathers—especially those of Augustine—deeply influenced the
thinking of subsequent generations, to the point that these became authoritative for the
Church, next to the Bible itself. And eventually the teachings of the philosopher Aristotle
were accepted as almost infallible. These two giant sources of ideas—Augustine the
Christian saint and Aristotle the pre-Christian philosopher—provided male church
408
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leaders with a sexual bias that naturally led them to interpret Paul’s writings in a like
manner of thought.410
Bristow goes on to argue that the final blow was struck by Aquinas—it was through the work of
Aquinas that “the deprecation of womanhood was completely infused into Christian theology,
based upon the authority of Aristotle and Augustine and Aquinas’s interpretation of the words of
the apostle Paul.”411 Thus, Bristow’s vindication of Paul casts a host of others—Aristotle,
Augustine, and Aquinas—as misogynistic villains. In fact, the issue goes beyond mere
misinterpretation for Bristow—for insofar as Paul was ostensibly “used as authority to prohibit
that which he advocated [i.e. egalitarianism]…Paul the apostle has been slandered and is still
being slandered today.”412
A few points can be made with respect to Bristow’s approach. First, it bears noting that
he gives no consideration to the possibility of interpolations, and accepts all of the canonical
epistles, including the pastorals, as authentic.413 Yet more important is Bristow’s selection of Gal
3:28 as a type of hermeneutic key—it is Gal 3:28 that essentially provides the underlying
authority, or theological underpinnings, for interpreting all other passages in the letters about
women. This reliance on Gal 3:28—and a particularly generous philogynic interpretation of it, to
be sure414 —coupled with the overall thrust of Bristow’s thesis, reveals his particular proto-
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Paulusbild as one that must be in step with contemporary views on gender equality. For Bristow,
it is impossible to cognize Paul as anything other than a progressive, egalitarian, thinker.
Recognizing these preconditions, Bristow’s claims arguably reveal much more about his protoPaulusbild than they do anything else.415
A similar kind of analysis can be applied to the views of Craig Keener. While aware of
arguments for viewing 1 Cor 14:33-36 as an interpolation, Keener views it as authentic, and like
Bristow, argues that careful exegesis of the passage results in an interpretation that exculpates
Paul from any charge of misogyny. According to Keener, “Paul addresses his argument in this
particular letter to the specific situation in Corinth, and…his injunction to silence cannot
contextually mean more than that the women should not ask ill-conceived questions during
public lectures…the inspired principle he articulates calls us to order in worship, not to the
silence of women.”416 As with Bristow, Keener appears rather intent on presenting a version of
Paul that aligns with contemporary views on gender equality. Relatedly, his Paul clearly enjoys a
certain authoritative eminence, and in the course of maintaining that eminence, Keener’s Paul
must be resistant to any critique of his intellectual progressivism.
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A problem with these approaches is that they involve (and necessarily demand) a
significant creative hermeneutic effort, especially in light of their dual aims. For they seek not
only to maintain the authenticity of the passage, but also to vindicate Paul’s character as a
paragon of contemporary virtue. In this regard, the words of Stanley Stowers about interpolations
in Romans apply equally to the attempts to exculpate Paul from any charges of misogyny:
[S]cholars have thought rigorously, but they have not questioned their fundamental model
for reading Paul’s letters…and for construing his thought. They accept the received
scholarly view with certain modifications and point out the contradictions. Then they try
to provide explanations for Paul’s inconsistency and incoherency. At some point the
explanations become so ridiculous, however, that one has difficulty imagining a historical
Paul.417
Bearing this in mind, the prospect of simply excising 1 Cor 14:33-36 affords scholars another
means of preserving Paul’s character, without having to employ hermeneutic gymnastics. Hans
Conzelmann, for example, argues that the passage is indeed an interpolation:
This self-contained section [33b-36] upsets the context: it interrupts the theme of
prophecy and spoils the flow of thought. In content, it is in contradiction to 11:2ff, where
the active participation of women in the church is presupposed. This contradiction
remains even when chaps. 11 and 14 are assigned to different letters. Moreover, there are
peculiarities of linguistic usage, and of thought. And finally, v 37 does not link up with v
36, but with v 33a. The section is accordingly to be regarded as an interpolation…Those
who defend the text as original are compelled to resort to constructions for help.418
Similarly, Jerome Murphy-O’Conner asserts that verses 34 and 35 are “not a Corinthian
slogan…but a post-Pauline interpolation,” which “reflect the misogynism of 1 Tim 2:11-14 and
probably stem from the same [non-Pauline] circle.”419
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Clearly, then, the option of discarding 1 Cor 14:33-36 can also be rather appealing to
those who view the passage as inimical to Paul’s reputation. Nonetheless, whether one is inclined
to accept the passage as authentic (and then work to rationalize it), or excise it, either approach
implicates the tacit role of the Pauline scholar. For the Pauline scholar first possesses a protoPaulusbild, one that is either friendly or hostile to the sentiment expressed in 1 Cor 14:33-36,
and this proto-Paulusbild informs, or helps establish the measure for what content is or is not
representative of the authentic Paul.420

1 Thess 2:13-16: An Anti-Jewish Interpolation?
Another purported interpolation of note is found in 1 Thess 2:13-16, a passage of rather
significant importance. For as Birger Pearson notes, “[i]n any discussion of the origins of
Christian ‘anti-Semitism,’ among a number of New Testament passages that can be adduced, 1
Thessalonians 2:14-16 will inevitably be brought to the fore.”421 In this passage, we find
reference to the Thessalonians suffering “the same things from your own countrymen as [the
Judean ekklēsiai] did from the Jews” (1 Thess 2:14). The letter goes on to indicate that it was the
Jews “who killed both the Lord Jesus and the prophets, and drove us out, and displease God and
oppose all men by hindering us from speaking to the Gentiles that they may be saved—so as
the freedom of the Spirit. There is much to be said for this view, especially since the language of these verses can be
explained as based upon 1 Tim. 2:11 f.” Barrett, Corinthians, 332.
420
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always to fill up the measure of their sins. But God’s wrath has come upon them at last!” (1
Thess 2:15-16).
The authenticity of this passage is frequently considered in commentaries on 1
Thessalonians. The problem, of course, lies in the palpable disdain found in the author’s
discussion of the Jews. This contemptuous tone is difficult to reconcile with references in other
letters where Paul’s self-identification as a Jew is rather plain. As Philippians, for example,
makes clear, Paul is quick to acknowledge his Jewish identity, being “circumcised on the eighth
day, 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). Another acknowledgement is found in Galatians, where Paul writes that “[w]e ourselves,
who are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners, yet who know that a man is not justified by works
of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be
justified by faith in Christ, and not by works of the law” (Gal 2:15-16). Yet it is in Romans
where we find words that are seemingly the most inconsistent with 1 Thess 2:13-16. Chapters 911 contain a detailed soteriological discussion concerning both the Jews and the Gentiles—there
we find the following remarks:
I ask, then, has God rejected his people? By no means! I myself am an Israelite, a
descendant of Abraham, a member of the tribe of Benjamin. God has not rejected his
people whom he foreknew.
[…]
Lest you be wise in your own conceits, I want you to understand this mystery, brethren: a
hardening has come upon part of Israel, until the full number of the Gentiles come in, and
so all Israel will be saved. (Rom 11: 1-2; 25-26)
On the one hand, some scholars conclude that when carefully scrutinized, 1 Thess 2:13-16 in fact
reveals no inconsistency with passages such as those found in Rom 9-11. Karl Donfried, for
example, writes that “the relationship between 1 Thessalonians and Romans is not one of
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inconsistency. In Romans, Paul does not negate what he said in his first letter but augments it; 1
Thessalonians does not contain the last word concerning Israel…while not denying what he has
said previously, he adds some new information in Rom. 11.25-32, namely, that at the end God’s
mercy will be extended to Israel in a mysterious way and all Israel will be saved.”422 Relying in
part on a frequently-accepted theory concerning the chronological composition of the letters
(with 1 Thessalonians being first, and Romans being last), Donfried thus claims that 1 Thess
2:13-16 contains only a small part of larger argument, one that is more fully developed in
Romans.
Other scholars not only affirm the authenticity of 1 Thess 2:13-16, but go to great lengths
to explain or rationalize the harsh tone of its author, and work to distance Paul from the antiJudaic overtones that appear quite palpable in passage. For example, Leon Morris notes that “we
should notice that Paul’s anger is the anger of a man with his own nation, with his own people.
He is very much part of them, and he sorrows for their fate…He is grieving over the effects of
their misdeeds.”423 In a similar vein, Victor Paul Furnish writes that “this passage is not, strictly
speaking, ‘anti-Jewish,’ and it is certainly not ‘anti-Semitic.’ It is not anti-Semitic, because
Paul—himself a Jew—is not indicting the Jews for being Jews; and it is not anti-Jewish, because
he is not issuing a general indictment of the Jews as a class. He is alleging particular ways in
which certain Jews have opposed the purpose of God: by hostility toward the Judean churches,
killing the Lord Jesus, and the prophets, and hindering his mission to the Gentiles.”424 As with
the approaches of Bristow and Keener in connection to 1 Cor 14:33-36, these approaches to 1
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Thess 2:13-16 permit Pauline scholars to have the best of both worlds: the disputed material is
both retained as authentically Pauline and simultaneously stripped of its egregious implications.
Other scholars, however, reject the authenticity of the passage. Earl J. Richard, for
example, concedes that “[i]t is difficult…to explain the tone of the entire passage in Pauline
terms,” 425 going on to conclude that it is most certainly an interpolation, as “[t]he author is postPauline and is writing from a Gentile-Christian perspective which one should characterize as
anti-Jewish. The plight of the Jew, following the destruction of Jerusalem and later dispersal
from Palestine, is seen as the result of divine retribution finally being meted out for centuries of
hostility toward God and the whole of humanity.”426
Again, consideration of 1 Thess 2:13-16 as an interpolation involves the same sorts of
conditions as referenced in connection to 1 Cor 14:33-36. (And to be sure, these passages are
merely two out of a host of disputed passages in the Pauline correspondence).427 Indeed, it is
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vital to recognize that identification of seemingly problematic passages as authentically Pauline,
or as interpolations, involves multiple assumptions. First and foremost, it again requires the
investigator to formulate, as a foundational point, a functional Pauline Archimedean point, which
then permits one to distinguish between authentic and inauthentic material.
Yet even beyond this, a difficulty in assessing interpolation theories is that they tend to
presuppose a level of consistency on Paul’s part, where Paul’s thought on one issue or another
either remained ossified, or was at least mutable or developing in a way that can be logically
traced or reconstructed. In short, interpolation theories necessarily assume that some semblance
of consistency or underlying order can be gleaned from the texts. This, however, is seemingly a
problematic starting point, given, as C.S.C. Williams suggests, that “Paul could be brilliantly
inconsistent.”428 Yet even this terse, puckish assertion evidences some of the underlying
concerns of this study, as the remark itself simultaneously assumes an Archimedean point, attests
to intra or inter-inconsistencies in the Pauline corpus, and evidences the persistent eminence of
Paul as a source of theological insight.
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Be that as it may, there nonetheless remains some merit to the pithy remark by Williams.
For without discarding letters or portions of them as non-Pauline, the task of trying to reconstruct the real Paul is no doubt an arduous one, sometimes demanding Herculean levels of
intellectual creativity.429 Indeed, if nothing else, the sheer volume of literature on Paul attests at
least to this. And even on top of the concern over finding consistency or order when it comes to
substantive topics in the letters, one must also grapple with whether or not there is a consistency
in the rhetorical strategies employed in dealing with those topics. This is recognized by
Lovering, who notes that “to some extent, every letter has to be approached on its own terms and
not on the basis of patterns observed in other letters,” 430 leading him to ask, “[c]an Paul be
expected to have followed a strict method? Is it likely that he would have consulted his earlier
letters and remained consistent in form with them?”431 These questions are also difficult to
contend with.

Other Implications of Interpolative Inquiries
As with the evaluation of epistles in their entirety, questions relating to interpolations evidence
the presence of a vexing phenomenon. On the one hand, questions about interpolations imply
that the epistles, in their pristine state, possessed a certain authority, and thus it was imperative
that they were kept pristine—even if doing so involved active editorial work, e.g. Marcion.432 On
the other hand, the presence of interpolations also attests to the fact that to some, at least, the
Pauline epistles may not have been so esteemed as to preclude their contents from being
tampered with. In other words, the letters—and perhaps more important the name of Paul—held
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a kind of utility, as the contents could be adapted to accord with the aims of the editors. Viewed
in this manner, the malleability of the letters also attests to their gradual development as
authoritative documents—from useful, yet alterable, embryonic authorities, to canon. As Pervo
notes, “[h]ad the letters of Paul been viewed as sacred texts from the outset, they would not have
been so extensively edited. As authoritative texts they were both valuable and mutable.”433
Nonetheless, for the purposes of this study, the critical realization on the general topic of
pseudonymity concerns the tacit presuppositions of the reader, or exegete, in filtering all of the
data that presents itself as Pauline. For at the outset, with respect to both the letters as a whole
and certain passages within them, there is a peculiar circularity, or a sort of feedback loop at
work: our proto-Paulusbilder govern the admissibility or inadmissibility of Pauline data and
engender the production of our functional Pauline Archimedean points. Moreover, our Pauline
Archimedean points are the fundamental measure for all of our interpretations or reconstructions
of Paul, leading in turn to reinforced or refined Paulusbilder.
Yet beyond all of this talk of canonicity and pseudonymity lies yet another hurdle when it
comes to the task of apprehending the real Paul. What are we to make of the type or genre of
writing that for the most part contains Paul’s thought (excluding, of course, Acts)? And further,
how much can we expect to glean from these writings, given their genre, contextual composition,
and relative brevity? These are the next inquiries that must be addressed as part of a
prolegomenon to the study of Paul.
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CHAPTER 4
GENRE, INTENTIONALITY & THE PAULINE CORRESPONDENCE
From the preceding discussion, it is evident that the Pauline data is plagued with questions
relating to authenticity—what epistles, or parts of them, were truly authored by Paul? How do
we make those determinations, and what are their implications?
Regardless of how we answer these questions, it is clear that any analysis of them
involves a type of reflexive exercise, as those of us who engage in the study of Paul bring with us
our own predispositions about the Pauline data and Paul himself. Yet admittedly, it is difficult to
trace the etiology of these predispositions. Suffice it to say that they germinate in a type of
feedback loop, where analyses of Paul are preceded by the conscious or subconscious
formulation of a proto-Paulusbild, or Pauline Archimedean point, which appraises the data,
favouring that which aligns best with the already-existing Paulusbild, and filtering out or
compartmentalizing that which is does not. It is from this state of affairs that our studies proceed,
as we generate interpretations of Paul that are either more or less consistent with our preunderstandings of Paul, or pre-existing Paulusbilder, or result in certain modifications to them.
Accordingly, the construction of a Paulusbild is not only the product that follows from our
endeavours to get Paul right— paradoxically, it is also the starting point.434
Yet concerns over authorship, and whether the material we have on Paul is representative
of his authentic thought, form only one part of the problem when it comes to scrutinizing the
conditions in which our studies of Paul take place. Another significant issue involves the burden
we place on the letters in terms of the epistemological expectations we impose on this material.
434
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A vital point of consideration in this regard concerns the genre of the material that comprises
most of the Pauline archive.435

The Epistolary Genre
The relevance of the epistolary genre to the study of early Christianities is difficult to
overestimate. This is evidenced in a rather sobering assertion by Stanley Stowers:
We possess more than nine thousand letters written by Christians in antiquity. Twentyone of the twenty-seven writings in the New Testament take the form of letters. Two of
the remaining works, the Acts of the Apostles and the Apocalypse, contain letters within
them. If the interpreter is willing to understand early Christian letters as Greco-Roman
letters, they can provide a fascinating window into the world of those Christians.436
Stowers is no doubt right in noting that the study of these epistles can prove tremendously
helpful in attempts to understand or reconstruct the socio-historical conditions and nascent
theologies of early Christianities. Yet at the same time, one ought to refrain from demanding too
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much of these letters. For as Michael Trapp notes, there is at times a lack of epistemological
restraint when it comes to scholarly reliance on them:
It is an intriguing aspect of twentieth-century scholarly history that much of the
impetus to the study of [papyrus letters], above all the letters, has come from historians of
Early Christianity, seeking insight both into the humble social circumstances of the first
Christians, and into the language and forms of early Christian writing (in which the letter
played such an important role). This particular interest has had its advantages (in the
sheer volume of scholarly time and energy it has caused to be devoted to the letters), and
also its disadvantages, as scholars have forced the material in pursuit of their own very
specialized ends.437
Such “disadvantages” can certainly be identified when it comes to the study of Paul. For even
though it is hackneyed in Pauline scholarship to identify the Pauline letters as “occasional” 438—
i.e., that the correspondence was written to particular audiences and for particular purposes—this
frequently amounts to only a nominal sort of recognition of their genre, with little sustained
reflection upon the implications of this observation.
In one sense, our habitual lack of attention to this issue is conspicuously odd, for a rather
obvious reason: none of us are Paul’s intended readers, and are not the intended recipients of any
of Paul’s correspondence.439 Rather, we are in Thomas E. Jenkins’s words “‘accidental readers’:
characters who enter the epistolary narrative as fortuitous interpreters, who strive to understand a
text’s narrative even while being inscribed within it.”440 In another sense, however, it is easy to
ascertain a reason behind our tendency to address the occasionality of the letters only
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superficially. Owing in no small part to the eminence of the volume within which we find the
letters, and its status as a source of a comprehensive theology with universal applicability, our
position as “accidental readers” is often forgotten when it comes to the study of the Pauline
corpus. Granted, this observation may well be benign, or even irrelevant, in the context of
various studies on early Christianities, depending on one’s aims.441 However, in the case of the
quest for the real Paul, failure to adequately appreciate the occasional nature of the letters is, I
think, a methodological oversight. For in Paul’s case, it is imperative that readers of his letters
grant sufficient attention to the relevance and implications of their status as letters.

“Real” Letters or Epistles?: Adolf Deissmann’s Distinction
The study of the Pauline letters as letters owes much to the work of Adolf Deissmann, who
suggests that “[a]lmost all the mistakes that have been made in the study of St. Paul’s life and
work have arisen from neglect of the fact that his writings are non-literary and letter-like in
character.”442 This remark reflects Deissmann’s greatest contribution to the study of the
epistolary genre, as he proposes a key distinction between true or “real letters,” on the one hand,
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and “epistles” or “literary letters” on the other. On its face, of course, Deissmann’s proposed
distinction would seem quite odd. For as Murphy-O’Connor rightly notes, “today no one uses the
terms letter and epistle to imply Deissmann’s distinction; they are employed as synonyms.”443
Indeed, in ordinary parlance, the words are generally used interchangeably, as has been the case
throughout this study.
Yet despite the befuddling nomenclature, Deissmann’s underlying classificatory scheme
remains legitimate. As Murphy-O’Connor concedes, “‘real letters’ and ‘apparent letters’ [i.e.
‘epistles’] remain the basic genre categories.”444 For Deissmann, a real letter is “something nonliterary, a means of communication between persons who are separated from each other.
Confidential and personal in its nature, it is intended only for the person or persons to whom it
was addressed, and not at all for the public or any kind of publicity.”445 While this description of
a letter as “non-literary” may appear strange—for as Stowers plainly points out, “[a]ll letters are
literature in the very broadest sense”446—Deissmann’s use of the term is intended to denote a
difference between texts that are intended for a private audience, and texts that are plausibly
intended for broader dissemination.
In contrast to a “real letter,” Deissmann argues that even though an epistle resembles a
letter in form, it is not a real letter— “[t]he epistle is distinguished from the letter just as the
historical drama is distinguished from a piece of actual history, or a Platonic dialogue from a
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confidential conversation.”447 Deissmann further explicates the distinction between a letter and
an epistle:
A letter serves separated people instead of conversation. It is an ‘I’ that speaks to a ‘you.’
Individual and personal, only intended for the person or persons addressed, it is not
destined for publication, even by custom and right it is protected from publication. It is
private. The real letter is unliterary, just as is a receipt or a lease. It concerns only the one
who has written it, and the one who is to open it, whether the addressee intended to be a
single person or a family or other circle of persons. Its contents are as varied as life itself.
The letter may be trifling, commonplace, passionate, kindly, trivial, wearisome, and it
may reflect human fate or family tragedy, moving the souls of writer and recipient to
mountain heights or to abysmal depths.
It is otherwise with the epistle. It is a literary artistic form, like the drama, the epigram,
the dialogue. The epistle has only the outer form of a letter; apart from that it is the
opposite of the real letter. It intends to interest and influence a public, or even the public.
Since to be published is in its very nature, it uses the personal note only to preserve the
illusion that it is a ‘letter.’ If the letter is private, the epistle is a marketable article. It does
not go forth to the world as a single sheet of papyrus like the letter, but from the very first
it is reduplicated by the slaves of the bookseller in the great city; it is intended to be
bought, read and discussed in Alexandria, in Ephesus, Athens and Rome.448
While the two-fold classificatory scheme is presented in a rather dogmatic fashion, this should
not be taken to imply, necessarily, that Deissmann’s model is inherently oversimplistic, or that
there is no room for nuance. On the contrary, he recognizes that there are instances where
correspondence betrays signs of both a real letter and an epistle, making classification more
difficult. In the case of the Pauline correspondence, for example, Deissmann ultimately classifies
all of the authentic Pauline letters—ten of them, excluding the pastorals449—as real letters. In
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doing so, Deissmann makes particular note of Romans, which he recognizes as a letter that poses
some challenges to his classificatory scheme:
In the case of “Romans” one might at first be in doubt whether it were a letter or an
epistle…Yet it is not an epistle addressed to all the world or even to Christendom,
containing, let us say, a compendium of St. Paul’s dogmatic and ethical teaching. Its mere
length must not be held an argument against its letter-like character: there are long letters,
as well as short epistles. “Romans” is a long letter. St. Paul wishes to pave the way for his
visit to the Roman Christians; that is the object of his letter. The missionary from Asia
does not yet know the Western church, and is known to it only by hearsay. The letter
therefore cannot be so full of personal details as those which the apostle wrote to
churches long familiar to him. “Romans” may strike many at first as being more of an
epistle than a letter, but on closer examination this explains itself from the circumstances
of the writing.450
At its point of composition, then, Deissmann asserts that Romans is a real letter. At the same
time, however, he also recognizes that the classification of a particular text as a letter or an
epistle does not necessarily remain static. For example, a text that is authored and originally
intended as a letter can eventually become a piece of literature, i.e. a published product. 451
Indeed, this is precisely what occurred with the Pauline correspondence—as Deissmann
explains, these texts composed as real letters eventually became literary texts:
[A]ll the [authentic] letters of Paul are real, non-literary letters. St. Paul was not a writer
of epistles but of letters; he was not a literary man. His letters were raised to the dignity
of literature afterwards, when the piety of the churches collected them, multiplied them
by copying and so made them accessible to the whole of Christendom. Later still they
became sacred literature, when they were received among the book of the “New”
Testament then in a process of formation; and in this position their literary influence has
been immeasurable. But all these subsequent experiences cannot change the original
character of Paul’s letters.452
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In Deissmann’s view, then, it is a mistake to classify the authentic Pauline letters as epistolary
texts, or literature, at their time of composition. Granted, as the letters were more widely
circulated and disseminated, their function evolved, and they gradually became identifiable as
literature—indeed, this reification culminated in their canonization as part of the New Testament.
Nonetheless, the development of the letters into literature is something that, to Deissmann, must
be distinguished from the initial classification of the letters as real letters, which were intended to
be read by a limited audience. This led Deissmann to a fundamental conclusion concerning the
nature of Paul’s correspondence:
Paul had no thought of adding a few fresh compositions to the already extant Jewish
epistles, still less of enriching the sacred literature of his nation; no, every time he wrote,
he had some perfectly definite impulse in the diversified experiences of the young
Christian churches. He had no presentiment of the place his words would occupy in
universal history; not so much as that they would still be in existence in the next
generation, far less that one day the people would look upon them as Holy Scripture. We
now know them as coming down from the centuries with the literary patina and the
nimbus of canonicity upon them; should we desire to attain a historical estimate of their
proper character, we must disregard both.453
While there is much in Deissmann’s words here that ought to be taken seriously by Pauline
scholars, there are two points in particular that I wish to address. First, and perhaps foremost,
Deissmann emphasizes a tendency in Pauline studies that persists today: we fixate on and engage
the letters in the context of their scriptural milieu, a milieu which itself functions to imbue the
letters with an illustrious literary aura, displacing their more modest compositional context. This
fixation occurs in spite of the uncontroversial recognition that this scriptural, or canonical milieu,
is a second-order production, occurring well after the composition of the letters themselves. Yet
if we take Deissmann’s view to heart, this recognition should compel us to strip the letters of any
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artificial literary eminence that they accumulated by virtue of their place in the canon. For
insofar as one is engaged in any attempt to construct the real Paul, Deissmann’s admonishment is
on the mark. Now, granted, it is surely naïve to think the letters can be severed entirely from the
canonical location in which we encounter them. Nonetheless, it is incumbent upon us to do our
best to divest them of any theological or hermeneutical encumbrances that have accumulated as a
byproduct of their canonization.
The second point of note in Deissmann’s remarks relates to his suggestion that Paul had
“no thought of adding a few fresh compositions to the already extant Jewish epistles,” and had
“no presentiment of the place his words would occupy in universal history.” While it is not
explicitly stated, it is clear here that Deissmann is operating with a particular Paulusbild already
in mind—in Deissmann’s view, Paul would have given no consideration to his words even being
“in existence in the next generation” on account of his imminent eschatological expectations, as
expressed in various places in the correspondence (e.g. Rom 13:11-14; 1 Cor 7:29-31; 1 Cor
15:51-52; 1 Thess 4:13-18). Consequently, if he held such expectations, then the thought of an
enduring literary legacy would have been outside of Paul’s consideration—indeed, it would have
been utterly nonsensical to him. Elsewhere, Deissmann expresses a similar notion, albeit with
greater sentimentality:
That after centuries some of these confidential letters would still be in existence Paul
neither intended nor anticipated. His glowing faith never reckoned on coming centuries.
Spanning apostolic Christendom, like the sultry sky of thunderous weather, was the hope
that the present age of the world was hastening to its close, and that the new world of the
kingdom of God was just about to appear. Such a hope does not thirst for earthly fame of
authorship, it reaches out longing after the new, the heavenly.454
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The relevance of Deissmann’s views here are for our purposes two-fold. First, his commitment to
a Paulusbild with imminent eschatological expectations—while certainly well-evidenced in the
epistles—further supports a key underlying thesis in this study: all investigations of Paul are
preceded by an already-existing image, whether complex or rudimentary, that inform our
encounters with his ideas or theology. And insofar as Deissmann’s Paul is one who was most
certainly devoted to the idea of an imminent eschaton, this proto-Paulusbild colours
Deissmann’s general understanding or construction of Paul, and also his distinction between real
letters and epistles.
Second, if we grant Deissmann’s distinction between real letters and epistles, and
contemplate his related assertion that Paul’s letters, at the time of composition, would never have
been intended for our eyes, what implications follow from this? In other words, if Deissmann is
correct in this regard, how does this realization impact the study of Paul, and more specifically,
our use of the letters?
Deissmann himself provides an answer to this question. According to him, the
classification of Paul’s letters as real letters actually fosters a greater understanding of Paul and
his thought than we could attain through classifying his letters as epistles. As Deissmann puts it,
the “non-literary characteristics [of the letters]…are a guarantee of their reliability, their
positively documentary value for the history of the apostolic period of our religion particularly
the history of St. Paul himself and his great mission. His letters are the remains (unfortunately
but scanty) of the records of that mission.”455 To Deissmann, then, identifying Paul’s letters as
real letters is in fact a boon to the Pauline reader. As he romantically puts it,“[t]o regard Paul’s
letters as unliterary takes nothing essential from them, rather it restores to them their original
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fire. And whoever has seen the sacred flame glowing in these jewels has noticed that they are
genuine precious stones.”456
To be sure, Deissmann’s views in this regard again betray a certain comportment he
brings with him to his construction of Paul. Specifically, Deissmann’s classificatory scheme
permits him to distinguish somewhat strangely between “religion” and “theology,” with Paul
being a herald of the former:
Paul at his best belongs not to Theology, but to Religion...Paul the theologian looks
backward to Rabbinism. Paul the religious genius gazes into the future history of the
world. Paul is essentially first and foremost a hero of religion. The theological element in
him is secondary. Naïveté in him is stronger than reflection; mysticism stronger than
dogmatism; Christ means more to him than Christology, God more than the doctrine of
God. He is far more a man of prayer, a witness, a confessor and a prophet, than a learned
exegete and close thinking scholastic.457
In my estimation, it is at this point that Deissmann’s views become far less compelling. For
notwithstanding the merit to his underlying distinction between real letters and epistles, it is also
clear that he utilized this distinction largely in the services of formulating, as Stowers puts it, “a
romantic picture of Paul, a champion of the lower classes and the uneducated, pouring forth his
passionate responses to church crises in a way unaffected by literary or rhetorical convention.”458
This Paul was a guerilla theologian, focused on tackling immediate issues arising in his ekklēsiai,
as opposed to carefully working towards crafting a comprehensive theology characteristic of a
corporate religion.459 To put it with anachronistic bluntness: Deissmann’s Paul was clearly a
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Protestant, not a Catholic. This, however, should not be viewed as outlandish in the scholarly
milieu in which Deissmann wrote. On the contrary, as Stowers notes, “Deissmann’s antithesis
between the natural and the conventional was typical of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
Romanticism popularized in Deissmann’s day.”460
Stowers is quite right to identify in Deissmann’s work a romantic aesthetic. Indeed,
Deissmann can scarcely contain his reverence for Paul as the archetype of the gifted, innovative
visionary—his works are littered with expressions of adulation, e.g. “Paul must be classed with
the few people regarding whom that much misused phrase ‘religious genius’ can rightly and
fittingly be used,”461 “[i]n the letters of Paul, there speaks to us a commanding
personality…every sentence is the pulse-throb of a human heart,”462 and that Paul was “prophetlike [in] rising above his class and surveying the contemporary educated world with the
consciousness of superior strength.”463
In Deissmann’s work one thus finds an interesting picture of Paul. On the one hand, he is
rather critical of the literary appropriations of real letters, expressing an aesthetic or ideological
distaste for the theologically-oriented motivations of “epistles,” and preferring the apparently
more pure or pristine thinking reflected in Paul’s real letters.464 On the other hand, it is of course
the canonical Paul, or the literary Paul, that Deissmann encounters at the outset. This is a state of
affairs that Deissmann reflects on only superficially: while he certainly recognizes that we
literary class, and by the help of these literary letters the attempt has been made to represent the Apostle as a literary
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encounter the letters within their canonical context, or as literary works, and that they require
“liberation”465 from that milieu, he never fully delves into the epistemological implications—and
limitations—that follow from the distinction between real letters and epistles. Rather, for him,
the distinction in fact purports to somehow foster an enhanced understanding of Paul, as it
grounds his romantic construction of Paul as a “religious genius” whose thought is entirely
distinguishable from the dogma that characterizes a rigid, formal, and more organized religion.
Nonetheless, if one is able to get past Deissmann’s flair for the romantic, and his
unabashed idolization of Paul, there remains in his work a certain verisimilitude, one that flows
directly from his proposed distinction between real letters and epistles:
The letters of Paul...share with their writer the fate of being frequently misjudged. I do
not refer to single cases of exegetical misunderstanding but to a false valuation as a
whole. Their intimate peculiar character—their soul—has been misunderstood. They
have been regarded as treatises, as pamphlets in the form of letters, in any case as literary
productions, as the theological works of the primitive Christian dogmatic theologian.466
This realization remains fundamentally important. For even though contemporary scholarship
typically acknowledges the occasional nature of Paul’s letters, this move is frequently reflexive,
and amounts to little more than a cursory acknowledgement of a socio-historical setting in which
the letters were composed.467 It is worth considering whether Pauline scholarship should be
obliged to reflect on this issue with greater earnestness.
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Deissmann’s Legacy
While contemporary scholarship owes much to Deissmann’s distinction between real
letters and epistles, it can hardly be said that scholars today adopt his rather straightforward
dichotomy. Deissmann’s critics claim that his distinction between real letters and epistles
involves an oversimplification, given that it is frequently difficult to categorize a letter as entirely
private (as is the case with a real letter) or entirely public (as is the case with an epistle).
In an assessment that echoes the earlier-noted remarks by Stowers, William Doty, for
example, rightly asserts that “[t]he distinction between literary and non-literary, between epistle
and letter, is pressed by Deissmann to emphasize the natural and genuine beauty of the early
Christian writings.”468 This leads Doty to conclude that “[t]he absolute distinction between Letter
and Epistle should be dropped. Instead we should give specific letters a relative position
somewhere in the spectrum of private, intimate letters and open public letters.”469 Stowers
himself holds—or at least previously held—a similar view:
The distinction between private (letters) and public (epistles) does not hold well for either
Greco-Roman society in general or for letter writing. Politics, for example, was based on
the institutions of friendship and family. It is characteristic for moderns to think of
politics as the epitome of the public sphere in contrast to friendship and family, which
constitute the private sphere. The distinction between private friendly letters and public
political letters is thus a distinction more appropriate to modernity than antiquity…It is
difficult to answer the question, “How public or private were Paul’s letters? They were
addressed to specific communities based in households, were meant to be read to any
who were in attendance at the community assembly, and were perhaps copied and
circulated to communities in other cities even before Paul’s death.470
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Such concerns led Stowers to conclude that “[t]he distinction between private and public letters
is not very helpful.”471 Stowers’s judgment in this regard strikes me as being unduly absolute,
and I suspect that it comes across as unequivocal in a way that Stowers did not actually intend. In
my view, his underlying critique of Deissmann’s theory is more precisely stated thus: the
distinction between private and public letters is not very helpful to the task of formulating a
robust, well-developed theory on ancient Greco-Roman letter-writing in general. This, I think, is
a fair assessment. However, if one’s focus is on the Pauline correspondence, I think that
Deissmann’s distinction becomes much more difficult to dispose of.472 For what is key here for
our purposes is not the issue of who ultimately read the letters—an issue to which I will
comment on further below—but the nature or size of the audience contemplated by the author
(i.e. Paul). Bearing this in mind, Stowers’s more recent work suggests that he has refined his
position on the intended audience of Paul’s letters:
[W]hat we know for sure is that Paul did not envision the kind of institution that became
“the church”…Whatever his “assemblies of God” or “of Christ” are, when he wrote 1
Thessalonians he assumed that this movement consisting of a paltry handful of followers
in the North East quadrant of the Mediterranean and a few other places would have
reached its missionary end during his lifetime when Christ returned from heaven. When
he writes Romans, he says that he has fully preached the good news to the Gentiles all the
way from Jerusalem to Illyricum and that he will soon be ready to go on to Spain by way
of Rome in order to finish the mission by going to the West. He clearly does not have the
later idea of either an enduring worldwide church or of a mission to convert the whole
world.473
Granted, Stowers presents this view in the context of an argument that is quite distinct from the
focus of this study. Specifically, Stowers makes this claim in the course of calling upon scholars
to interrogate presuppositions about early Christian communities, arguing that “writers do not
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give evidence and arguments for taking the social formations in question to be highly cohesive
with commonality in belief and practice…Appeal to what Paul and other writers thought some
population had miraculously become and ideally ought to be is not good evidence for actual
community.”474 Regardless, I believe that there are at least two ways in which Stowers’s
argument relates to the issue of Deissmann’s legacy.
First, in entreating scholars to more closely examine our presuppositions concerning the
cohesiveness of early Christian communities generally, Stowers of course implicates the
communities identified in the Pauline correspondence. In other words, Stowers’s mandate
demands, among other things, that we scrutinize preconceived notions about the more or less
homogenous nature, or identity, of Paul’s audiences. For while it is trite enough to assert that
some of Paul’s missives are aimed at correcting ideas or practices that Paul finds concerning,
this is not tantamount to knowledge concerning whether, or to what degree, particular beliefs and
practices were uniformly adhered to between his various ekklēsiai. Indeed, we really have a
rather limited understanding of what his ekklēsiai thought they were doing from their own
perspective. We have Paul’s perspective, of course (subject to the previously-described issues
relating to pseudonymity and interpolation). But we don’t have any report from his audience,
other than what Paul himself presents as an intermediary (e.g. 1 Cor 1:11; 5:1; 7:1; 11:18). Thus,
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to contemporary readers, Paul is effectively the only correspondent. In other words, we have a
correspondent in Paul, but are not in possession of true correspondence.475
This state of affairs is reflected in one of the methodological axioms set out in the Society
of Biblical Literature’s Seminar on Ancient Myths and Modern Theories of Christian Origins in
connection to the study of Paul and the Corinthians: “The collective identity of those to whom
Paul writes was never assumed [by the seminar] merely on the basis of Paul’s representation of
the Corinthians or of his own practices. Whether some Corinthians could be characterized as
Pauline ‘Christians’ was a matter of debate.”476 Turning again to Stowers, one can see an
interesting conclusion that follows from such an approach:
In my view two things are very clear from the evidence of the Corinthian letters: first,
Paul very much wanted the people to whom he wrote to be a community, and he held a
theory saying that God had miraculously made them into a community “in Christ”;
second, the Corinthians never did sociologically form a community and only partly and
differentially shared Paul’s interests and formation. In my estimation, it is very unlikely
that “the Corinthians” ever had any more social organization than households that may
have had previous ties with other households and, after Paul, a roughly shared knowledge
that Paul wanted them to be an ekklēsia in Christ and that he kept telling them that God
had transformed them into one.477
While I am unconvinced by Stowers’s argument that “the Corinthians never did sociologically
form a community,” I recognize that any objection on this front boils down to an issue of
definition, and depends upon one’s criteria for identifying the presence of a “community.”
Nonetheless, this small quibble takes nothing away from Stowers’s more important point:
regardless of whether or not the Corinthian ekklēsia meets a type of sociological threshold for
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establishing a “community,” it is certainly the case that the ekklēsia was involved in an identitybuilding project that was very different from what Paul had in mind.478
In any event, while the above-noted views are expressed in the context of the Corinthian
correspondence, there is good reason to adopt the same type of approach in connection to all of
the Pauline letters. For it is integral to keep in mind that even though the letters were generally
addressed to various ekklēsiai, this is not tantamount to evidence of an audience that possessed
ideas and adhered to practices congruent with those advocated by Paul. On the contrary, the
contents of various letters, especially those containing admonishments, doctrinal developments,
clarifications, or modifications (e.g. 1 and 2 Corinthians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, and Galatians),
very much indicate otherwise. This is an important point to reflect upon. For we err in simply
assuming, anachronistically, that the letters can be framed simply as correspondence from one
“Christian” to a group of other “Christians.”479 Wayne Meeks summarizes this point effectively:
[T]he early Christians put a great emphasis upon unity amongst one another, and the odd
thing is they seemed always to have been squabbling with one another over what kind of
unity they were to have. The earliest documents we have are Paul’s and what do we find
there? He is, ever and again, having to defend himself against some other Christians who
478
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have come in and said, “No, Paul didn’t tell it right. We have now to tell you the real
thing.” So, it is clear from the very beginning of Christianity, that there are different ways
of interpreting the fundamental message. There are different kinds of practice; there are
arguments over how Jewish are we to be; how Greek are we to be; how do we adapt to
the surrounding culture—what is the real meaning of the death of Jesus, how important is
the death of Jesus? Maybe it’s the sayings of Jesus that are really the important thing and
not his death and not his resurrection.
Now, this runs very contrary to the view…which the mainstream Christianity has always
quite understandably wanted to convey. That is, that at the beginning, everything was
unity, everything was clear, everything was understandable and only gradually, under
outside influences, heresies arose and conflict resulted, so that we must get back
somehow to that Golden Age, when everything was okay. One of the most difficult things
which has emerged from modern historical scholarship, is precisely that that Golden Age
eludes us. The harder we work to try to arrive at that first place where Christianity, were
all one and everything was clear, the more it...seems a will-o’-the-wisp. There never was
this pure Christianity, different from everybody else and clear, in its contours.480
Indeed, Meeks’s point hearkens back to the nature and meaning of the term ekklēsia: while the
term clearly denotes multiple individuals, it cannot be taken to assume the existence of an
ideologically uniform entity that one tends to associate with the word “church.” In other words,
as Arnal states, “[t]he concept homogenizes the groups to one another,” leadings us to assume,
problematically, that “one ‘church’ must be the same as the next, more or less.”481
The point here then is this: we tend to possess an unwarranted assuredness about the
identity of Paul’s audiences. Typically, we identify or cognize them as uniform “Christian”
communities, and view Paul’s correspondence as pleasant or harsh interventions—as occasions
for him to articulate his ideology in general (e.g. Romans), to clarify certain ideas (e.g. 1
Thessalonians), to offer stern admonishment (e.g. 1 Cor and Gal), or simply to offer thanksgiving
or encouragement (e.g. Phil).482 And in those instances where Paul’s tone is particularly severe
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(e.g. 1 Cor and Gal), a reflexive hermeneutical position involves the claim that Paul’s
temperament is understandable—even defensible—on the grounds that he is dealing with
delinquent ekklēsiai that have deviated from a kind of established, normative, theological
identity. Rarely is there an alternative proposed: that the ekklēsiai were in the process of eking
out their particular identities, and as such, were plausibly both ideologically or theologically
relatable and distinguishable from one another. Indeed, bearing in mind the paucity of
information we have on what, precisely, Paul outlined to the various ekklēsiai in the first place, it
is hardly surprising that such a project was occurring on the part of the ekklēsiai. Given the
exiguous nature of Paul’s initial contact with them, there were lacunae that they had to fill in, or
try to fill in, with or without Paul’s help or endorsement.483 This is perhaps most clearly
evidenced in the case of 1 Thessalonians, where Paul references his “labor and toil” alongside
the Thessalonians while he preached to them (1 Thess 2:9). Granting serious consideration to this
statement, Richard Ascough convincingly argues that Paul essentially preached to the
Thessalonians while they were all “on the job,” so to speak:
Presumably Paul and the Thessalonians worked at the same trade, or at least trades within
the same general area, thus facilitating contact between Paul and the Thessalonians. And
it was while at work that Paul preached the gospel and presumably made his initial
converts. Thus, the core of the Thessalonian community comprised handworkers who
shared Paul’s trade…As an itinerant worker, Paul probably worked in one of the local
shops at Thessalonica. Since Paul was there “night and day,” presumably he would have
used the opportunity to share his gospel message with fellow workers and customers, the
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former being the most likely candidates for proselytizing. Such workers were probably
already involved in some form of voluntary association.484
This being the case, it is entirely understandable that the Thessalonians would have been
presented with a somewhat sparse and underdeveloped theological picture. For the context in
which Paul, an itinerant worker, encountered the Thessalonians did not afford the luxury of
careful exposition of, or sustained reflection on a comprehensive theological system (to say
nothing of the suggestion that Paul did not have one to offer in the first place—indeed, perhaps
he had no need or desire to, owing to the imminence of the eschaton). This state of affairs is
completely consistent with the fact that the Thessalonians subsequently encountered problems—
namely the deaths of members—that they were unable to formulate theological solutions to.
Thus, it is precisely their lacking a well-developed theology that occasions their request for more
information. Understood in this fashion, 1 Thessalonians evidences that any notion of a
developed, uniform, and resilient “Christian” identity among the ekklēsiai is, at the very least, a
presumption that needs to be carefully scrutinized in Pauline scholarship.485
Added then to Deissmann’s distinction between real letters and epistles, the
epistemological implications of this point sink in further. For at the outset, we are mistaken to
assume that the letters are addressed to ekklēsiai that are theologically homogenous between
themselves, and are distinguishable only locatively. Nor for that matter is it evident that these
484
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ekklēsiai were presented with a reasonably well-developed theological picture in the first place.
Rather, what is apparent in the critical Pauline corpus is that there is no ideological, corporate
singularity,486 and no strong evidence of a comprehensive or robust theology being presented to
the various ekklēsiai.487 As noted earlier, the letters are simply “interventions,” which at best
reveal only a fragmentary Paul.
Yet even apart from any problems that relate to our assumptions about the identification
of the ekklēsiai, there exists a second issue or question of significance, one that has been touched
on earlier, and is encapsulated also in Stowers’s earlier-noted consternation regarding the
identification of Christian communities: who were Paul’s intended recipients in the first place?
More specifically, was it Paul’s intention to write to an audience beyond the immediate
recipients of his correspondence? And can we as contemporary readers plausibly identify
ourselves as an intended audience, or at least an intended second-order audience?
These sorts of concerns are reflected in an old Peanuts cartoon, where in speaking with
Charlie Brown about the study of Paul’s letters, Linus confesses: “I must admit it makes me feel
a little guilty…I always feel like I’m reading someone else’s mail.”488 Although the remark is
obviously intended to be humorous, it actually points to an entirely legitimate issue that deserves
careful contemplation. For even though virtually all scholarship recognizes the Pauline
correspondence as occasional, this is frequently presented as little more than a perfunctory
recognition, one that is thereafter set aside, so that we can proceed with mining the epistolary
data in the services of our endeavours to get Paul right. By and large, this sort of approach is
486
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methodologically questionable, and serious reflection upon this state of affairs involves a twofold inquiry: 1. the intended audience contemplated by Paul in the letters; and 2. the
epistemological burden we place on Paul’s letters as letters.
Dealing first with the former issue, it is necessary to articulate why, exactly, a concern
over Paul’s intended audience is important, or why it is relevant to studies aimed at grasping the
real Paul. In contrast to Linus’s statement, the problem is not so much whether there is, or should
be, any moral concern that leaves us with a kind of unease when reading letters that were
addressed to other recipients. While this is an interesting theoretical issue, to be sure, 489 it is also
one long moot in Pauline studies: practically speaking, a corollary of Paul’s canonization is that
any moral concern over our status as unintended readers is rendered trivial. For even though the
historical Paul may have originally directed his correspondence to particular ekklēsiai, the
canonical Paul speaks not to these individual ekklēsiai, but to a much wider audience—the
canonical Paul speaks universally.
A by-product of Paul’s canonization however, is that there tends to be little serious,
sustained consideration in scholarship as to whether the letters were ever intended to be read by
an audience beyond those to whom Paul originally directed them. My concern, then, lies simply
with how this issue is inadequately contemplated in Pauline studies.
What we generally find in scholarship—when the issue is addressed at all, that is—are
casual and ultimately quite vacuous justifications for the ubiquitous appropriation or universal
application of Paul’s letters. This phenomenon can be observed in a variety of cases, and is often
guised as a critique of Deissmann’s epistolary model. Doty, for example, suggests that “[s]ince
Deissmann wrote, New Testament scholars have come to realize that Paul’s letters are by no
489
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means ‘private personal letters’ in the usual sense of that term. Rather, they were written to
communities of Christian believers for use in their common life, and they were written by Paul in
his self-conscious capacity as an official representative of early Christianity (as an
‘apostle’)…Paul’s letters were intended for public use within the religious gatherings.”490
While Doty’s assertion surely holds a visceral allure to those of us already accustomed to
reading Paul, it is nonetheless rather devoid of substantive foundation, and is questionable on at
least two grounds. First, as Stowers has pointed out, it is problematic to think of the Pauline
ekklēsiai, let alone early Christianities generally, as homogenous entities.491 Given this, Doty’s
reference to “communities of Christian believers for use in their common life” implies a general
level of applicability that is incongruent with the particular, limited, and interventionist character
of the letters. Second, the issue of what Paul represented himself to be is one that contributes
nothing to the question of who his intended audience was—to paraphrase Galatians 2:6, Paul’s
self-identification makes no difference to our identification of his audience.492 In fact, Paul’s
self-identification as an apostle does not relate at all to the identification of his intended
audience, but rather to his status as an authoritative figure. Accordingly, appealing to Paul’s
“capacity as an official representative of early Christianity” does not grant us some type of
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license from Paul for us to read the letters; rather, it serves simply as one explanation (among
others) for our persistent interest in the Pauline correspondence.493
In any event, Doty’s view is consistent with a general disposition that is conspicuous in
Pauline studies. Similar to Doty, Murphy-O’Connor writes—again in the course of criticizing
Deissmann—that even though “Paul wrote to specific people for a limited purpose…Nonetheless
[the letters] were meant for public consumption (Col 4:16). In this respect they are epistles.”494
Murphy-O’Connor’s assertion involves a curious but vital appeal to a single statement in
Colossians: “And when this letter has been read among you, have it read also in the church of the
Laodiceans; and see that you read also the letter from Laodicea.” While the statement certainly
points to a readership beyond the Colossian ekklēsia, the directive here can hardly be taken to
suggest that the epistles were meant for “public consumption” in the manner alluded to by
Murphy-O’Connor. Indeed, Col 4:16 attests neither to an intended universal audience, nor even a
“Christian” audience for that matter (if such a thing could even be contemplated at that point).
The directive in Colossians is not a directive to read the letter to audiences other than Laodicea,
nor is the directive stated in such a way as to render it applicable also to other correspondence (a
consideration that would also implicate, by extension, concerns over the chronological
composition of the letters, i.e. what Pauline correspondence was available at the time that
Colossians was composed). Rather, the passage contemplates only a reciprocal reading of two
493
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pieces of correspondence—the letter to the Colossians is to be read in the Laodicean ekklēsia,
and the letter to the Laodiceans is to be read in the Colossian ekklēsia. It is not an injunction, nor
even a license, for Paul’s letters to be read, en masse, in broad settings.
Beyond such considerations, moreover, one must also give some thought to whether the
instruction even comes from Paul in the first place. For any appeal to Col 4:16 as a justification
for widespread reading of Paul’s correspondence also assumes, of course, that Colossians is not a
pseudonymous writing.
Despite these concerns, arguments such as those by Doty and Murphy-O’Connor are
rather commonplace in scholarship. A third example can be found in the work of Collins, who
presents an even more elaborate justification for insisting that Paul’s correspondence was
intended for wide consumption:
[D]espite an English translation (Revised Standard Version, New American Bible) that is
more precise than the Greek text necessarily calls for (the Greek anagnōsis literally
means “reading,” not necessarily the “reading of the Scriptures”), 1 Timothy 4:13
suggests that Christian writings were read in the liturgical gatherings of the Christian
churches. The use of the second person plural in 1 Timothy 6:21 (cf. 2 Tim 4:22; Tit
3:15) suggests that the document is intended for a larger audience than the beloved coworker of Paul to whom it is apparently addressed. The presence of liturgical greetings at
the close of 1 Thessalonians (5:28) as well as at the end of so many other letters in the
New Testament suggests that these letters were destined for public reading before an
assembled body of the brethren. Thus it is difficult to take issue with the claim that Paul’s
letters, whether authentic or not, were intended by their author for public reading.495
The conclusion here by Collins involves no small level of hermeneutic maneuvering. As with the
above-noted reference to Colossians, we again face, with the pastoral epistles, debates over
whether Paul truly authored these at all. Yet even apart from this preliminary consideration, there
is nothing in these verses that involves an instruction to read Paul’s letters to a broad audience,
beyond the immediate addressees. Granted, Collins is quite right in noting that 1 Thess 5:28
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implies that the “letters were destined for public reading before an assembled body of the
brethren.”496 Indeed, there is no question that the Pauline epistles, excepting the pastorals, are
expressly addressed to either hagiois (i.e. “holy ones,” or “saints”), adelphois (i.e. “brothers, or
“brethren”), or the ekklēsiai, or klētois (i.e. “those called”) at certain locations. As such, these
letters are directed to groups of people, rather than individuals. 497 This, however, is an obvious
and ultimately rather mundane observation. More important, it in no way establishes that the
letters were intended for a “public” that was any broader than the particular individuals or
ekklēsiai identified in the correspondence. Yet this is precisely what is implied in the views of
Collins, Doty, and Murphy-O’Connor. Indeed, their arguments suggest, essentially, that by virtue
of the original recipients being communities of “Christian” believers at large, the letters are
therefore bequeathed to us—we are somehow the heirs of the original recipients, and are
therefore equally identified as the rightful recipients of the correspondence.
These arguments are far from compelling. In my estimation, they are animated by an
unexpressed, subconscious kind of protectionism, one that tacitly functions to legitimize our
appropriation of the letters for manifold purposes (including, among others, the task of getting
Paul right). This legitimizing move involves an odd sort of transmutation, as the “public”
character of the canonical Paul gets retrojected back onto Paul the letter writer. To put it in
distorted biblical terms, the “humble” Paul who speaks “face to face” with his audience (2 Cor
10:1) yields to the literary Paul, who speaks “openly and unhindered” (Acts 28:31). A key
implication of this shift is articulated by Stowers:
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[A] change in the context of shared meaningful activity in which a text is used means a
change in the codes of its interpretation, a change of genre. The most obvious change of
genre for Paul’s writings in the ancient church is that from occasional letters of various
sorts to that of scripture addressed to the universal church or to humanity rather than to
individual congregations at specific times and places.498
As Paul Schubert notes, this sort of distinction, between occasional letters and scripture, or
between Paul the letter writer and Paul the literary figure, is highly relevant to how we approach
and classify the material:
At some definite point within [a] wide framework of Hellenistic epistolography the
Pauline letters have genetically their own proper place, their native habitat, in regard to
both their function and form. No one would hesitate to search for and assign this place to
them if they had recently been recovered from an Egyptian rubbish pile, or if we could,
methodologically, disregard the genetically irrelevant form and function which they have
assumed and discharged through the centuries as a distinct and distinguished part of the
New Testament canon.499
The problem, of course, is that it is virtually impossible to disregard the form and function that
the letters have assumed. Consequently, the general position held by Doty, Murphy-O’Connor,
and Collins tends to be dominant in Pauline studies: by and large, there is a sense in which the
letters are somehow directed at us.
When scrutinized, however, one can readily identify the cracks in this position. For rather
than proving somehow that Paul intended for a readership beyond the immediate addressees,
scholarly attention to this issue actually evidences something else altogether: namely, that there
is not only a deeply entrenched attachment to the letters as repositories of universal wisdom, but
also the sense that there is a public ownership of them. This is neither surprising, nor, in the case
of the latter, necessarily erroneous. For insofar as Paul the letter-writer has become the canonical
Paul (or the “published Paul,” as it were), his work has, as Deissmann puts it, been “raised to the
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dignity of literature,”500 engendering a de facto, culturally-embedded ownership of it.
Nonetheless, it bears noting that our appropriation of Paul’s correspondence is, in a sense, an
unlicensed appropriation—at the very least, it is an appropriation not contemplated by the author.
And regardless of whether this leads to any feeling of moral culpability on the part of us as
readers (as it does for Linus), earnest reflection on this issue ought to lead, at the very least, to an
important hermeneutic concession: Paul the letter-writer does not intend to speak to us.501
Rather, Paul the letter-writer is appropriated, or unwittingly conjured by us, through the medium
of Paul the literary figure.
In stating this, however, let me be clear: I am not suggesting that proper recognition of
the occasional nature of the letters ought to preclude us from appropriating them. Obviously, the
fact that Paul’s letters were not intended for us hardly deters us from reading them and utilizing
them for a variety of purposes. Indeed, even if one expressed any kind of moral objection to this
state of affairs, it would practically come much too late, given the entrenchment of the canonical
Paul. The Pauline Pandora’s box has long been open. Moreover, the issue of Paul’s intended
audiences is one that must be distinguished from the issue of how various readers encounter
Paul. In this regard, it is worth considering the view of Stowers in connection to the Roman
correspondence:
Pauline scholarship is in great need of conceptual discipline regarding the question of
audience or reader. Literary theory has developed several approaches to the problem of
the reader…Three basic categories are compatible with a wide range of literary theories
and approaches: the empirical reader, the encoded explicit reader, and the encoded
implicit reader.
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If we presume that the letter reached Rome and was read, those readers are empirical
readers. I too am an empirical reader. Empirical readers can represent vastly different
periods and cultural assumptions. The encoded explicit reader, on the other hand, is the
audience manifest in the text. When Paul writes “all the gentiles, including you
yourselves” (1:5) and “yes I am speaking to you gentiles, however” (11:13), this is the
reader explicitly inscribed in the text. Other examples of the explicit reader in the text
include direct address of the audience in the second person plural and direct reference in
the first person plural as well as the expression “brothers.” The encoded implicit reader in
some ways resembles what scholars call the ideal or competent reader. One
conceptualizes this reader by asking the question, “What assumptions, knowledge, frame
of reference, and horizon of expectations does Romans implicitly assume in order to be
well or fully understood?” The letter, for example, implies an audience that understands
something about Jewish scripture and the logic of its use and authority in Judaism or
certain types of Judaism. At some points this assumption about the audience’s knowledge
of scripture may become an aspect of the explicit reader…Normally one expects
continuity between the explicitly inscribed and the implicitly encoded reader. Both,
however, must be sharply distinguished from empirical readers of any sort. The encoded
audience is a feature of the text itself.502
The distinctions laid out by Stowers here are fundamentally important to the study of Paul
generally, and are particularly relevant to the foregoing discussion concerning the intended
audience of the Pauline correspondence. Indeed, the view of Stowers leads us to some pivotal
observations.
First, the preceding discussion has focussed on what Stowers terms the “encoded explicit
reader.” In other words, discussion of Paul’s intended audience refers ultimately to the encoded
explicit readers. These are the readers who were within the direct contemplation of the author,
i.e. the intended recipients of Paul’s letters.
Second, and recognizing, as Stowers notes, that “[n]ormally one expects continuity
between the explicitly inscribed and the implicitly encoded reader,” we cannot—and need not,
for that matter—assume that Paul’s audiences, i.e. the encoded explicit readers, were also the
encoded implicit readers (or the ideal or competent readers, to put it in other terms). For
example, remaining within the context in which Stowers writes, we need not assume that
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references to Jewish scripture in Romans means that the encoded explicit readers actually
understood anything about “the logic of its use and authority in Judaism.” Granted, they may
have. But it is also entirely possible that Paul’s references in the letter were part of a rhetorical
strategy, one aimed at eliciting acceptance, concession, or agreement on the part of the encoded
explicit readers. This, however, does not necessarily equate to comprehension or understanding
on the part of the readers. This distinction between concession and comprehension relates to the
issue of authority, and is eloquently articulated by Bruce Lincoln:
In practice, the consequentiality of authoritative speech may have relatively little to do
with the form or content of what is said. Neither officers’ commands nor experts’
opinions need to be artfully phrased or even make sense in order to yield results. (Indeed,
the authority of the latter may be enhanced by a certain incomprehensibility).503
With this in mind, it becomes quite plausible to suggest that Paul’s intended encoded explicit
readers (his intended audiences) were not encoded implicit readers. Indeed, one could well argue
that contemporary empirical readers are in some respects better positioned as encoded implicit
readers than were Paul’s original audiences. At the very least, owing to the greater literary
context within which we find the Pauline correspondence—i.e. the canon in general, and the
New Testament canon in particular—our natural hermeneutic instinct is to interpret the Pauline
correspondence in a manner that supplements, synthesizes, or even harmonizes it with the other
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early Christian literature that canonically surrounds it. And to be sure, this instinct operates
reciprocally—the non-Pauline material of the New Testament is often tacitly interpreted through
the lens of the Pauline correspondence. On no topic is this more evident than that of soteriology.
For with the synoptic gospels, textual indications of Pauline soteriology are at best scant, and in
certain cases arguably even absent entirely.504 However, given the canonical milieu of these
works, or the physical, literary proximity of the Pauline correspondence to the gospels, there is
frequently a reflexive sort of “reading in” of Pauline soteriology that occurs in our
interpretations. As such, the relation between the Pauline correspondence and the gospels is
ultimately rather symbiotic: interpretation of the Pauline correspondence occurs through the lens
of the gospels, and interpretation of the gospels is informed by the Pauline correspondence.
Thus, despite any hermeneutic dangers that might lie in our habitual synthesis or harmonization
of New Testament material, this activity arguably engenders a more robust interpretative
construction of the material, evidencing, as noted, that we are perhaps hermeneutically
“advantaged,” so to speak, by our status as empirical readers.
Consequently, it is plain that our status as empirical readers, rather than encoded explicit
readers, does not automatically impede our ability to formulate effective understandings of texts
that are not intended for us. On the contrary, it can in some respects be beneficial. But at the
same time, it is also necessary to concede that our status as empirical readers forecloses to us
504
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epistemological possibilities that would have been open to the intended recipients of the letters,
the encoded explicit readers.

Intentionality and Epistemological Expectations
Building on this then, we turn once more to the second vital point concerning the occasional
nature of Paul’s letters: the epistemological burden we place on Paul’s letters as letters. In
identifying this concern, however, it is important to note that it can prove problematic in varying
degrees—or even not at all—depending on the nature of one’s research endeavour. For example,
if one is simply mining theological content from Paul’s letters in the interests of comparing,
combining, or aligning it with other theological data, drawn from non-Pauline sources (biblical
or otherwise), one might find it relatively easy to set aside preoccupations with the occasional
nature of the correspondence.505 Likewise, if one is using the letters as a resource for uncovering
a certain socio-historical situation, the letters might well be up to that task, too.506 These are but a
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couple of examples, to be sure—there are no doubt a host of research endeavours that arguably
have little or no need to dwell on issues of genre or intentionality as it relates to the Pauline
correspondence.
The situation differs, however, when it comes to studies concerned with grasping the real
Paul. For I think it is fair to say that those research projects are generally governed by
Schleiermacher’s understanding of hermeneutics as “the art of understanding particularly the
written discourse of another person correctly.”507 If this is one’s aim, one must reflect upon
questions of genre and intentionality, and carefully deliberate on whether we over-encumber the
letters with our epistemological expectations.
Returning once more to Deissmann, we can see how such a concern is entirely justified.
For what Deissmann asserts specifically about the Corinthian correspondence is no less true of
the other Pauline letters:
The great difficulty in the understanding of it is due to the very fact that it is so truly a
letter, so full of allusions and familiar references, so pervaded with irony and with a
depression which struggles against itself—matters of which only the writer and the
readers of it understood the purport, but which we, for the most part, can ascertain only
approximately. What is doctrinal in it is not there for its own sake, but is altogether
subservient to the purpose of the letter.508
Deissmann’s remarks underscore an important consideration about the dual ways in which Paul’s
letters are “occasional.” As Joseph Marchal puts it, “the letters were written occasionally in at
least two senses of the word occasional: not systematically but every now and then, and for a
specific reason or purpose.”509 One cannot avoid coming to appreciate the significant
epistemological implications of this realization: insofar as we undertake to apprehend the real
Paul, or get Paul right, we are in possession of a woefully inadequate data set. For even apart

507

Schleiermacher, Hermeneutics and Criticism, 3.
Deissmann, Contributions, 47.
509
Marchal, “Asking the Right Questions,” 4-5.
508

176

from the issues of pseudonymity and interpolation discussed earlier, we are faced also with the
monumental task of trying to construct a reasonably cogent theology or thought-system with
recourse only to epistolary odds and ends. Zetterholm articulates this very same point:
By writing letters, [Paul] answered questions and set about correcting matters regarded as
unsatisfactory. Because of this, it is quite difficult to reconstruct a systematic theology
with the Pauline letters as a point of departure. Most of the letters at best offer limited
glimpses of what Paul thought about certain matters.510
Pervo echoes a similar, though more forcefully-stated sentiment:
One must…take with utmost seriousness the function of letters. They are irrevocably
dialectical in character. The letter is an appropriate genre for a movement that
understands itself to be in the process of formation, on the way…The ephemeral and ad
hoc character of these epistles says something about the totality of the theological
enterprise. The difficulty of accepting this leads some to wish to treat Paul’s letters as if
they had been dropped from the sky on tablets of stone. That is a serious error. These
letters are exploratory probes.511
While Pervo’s reference to the letters as “exploratory probes” is perhaps a somewhat cavalier
descriptor for letters that (for the most part) concern matters of significant gravitas, I think that
his comments are nonetheless quite on the mark. But if he is right about the true function of the
letters, what then are the implications on us as readers of Paul?
On the one hand, I believe that appreciation of this state of affairs actually becomes a
scholarly boon in some research endeavours. For example, a certain fixation on the occasional
nature of the letters functions as the lifeblood of socio-historical studies on the various Pauline
ekklēsiai. In fact, the occasional nature of the letters renders them particularly well-suited to
those studies aimed at examining the variety of socio-historical sites and situations to which they
apply. Indeed, these texts are arguably more manageable candidates for socio-historical inquiries
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than are the gospels (though this is hardly to suggest that the latter are immune to such
examinations).
On the other hand, sustained reflection on the occasional nature of the letters is the bane
of any study concerned with grasping the real Paul. For the task of getting Paul right involves a
desire to understand Paul’s thought as systematic and concrete. We seek to cognize Paul on a
general level, as a thinker who has something to say universally—something to say to us. To
those engaged in this kind of enterprise, it is analytically and epistemologically perilous to
become fixated on the occasional nature of the letters. For those seeking to grasp the real Paul, it
is simply not possible to abide with the notion of Paul as a disjointed and sporadic writer. The
letters must be plucked from their occasional milieu. This sentiment is consistent with Arnal’s
assertion that Pauline scholars “still speak of a corpus of Pauline letters, with the seven authentic
letters read by most scholars as an integral unity, thus homogenizing each letter to the situation
and circumstances of the others.”512 Indeed, this is precisely what occurs. The Pauline
correspondence in all of its particularity is sacrificed in order to foster the production of a general
account of Paul.513
512

Arnal, “The Collection and Synthesis of ‘Tradition’”: 209. I should note here that while I am specifically
speaking of whatever correspondence one holds to be genuinely authored by Paul—and in this regard I lean towards
adhering to the seven-letter critical corpus mentioned by Arnal—the point does not necessarily depend on any
particular conclusion regarding the authenticity of the epistles. For example, even if one admits the pastorals into
evidence as authentic letters, this does not alter anything relating to the underlying occasional nature of the letters.
Granted, the pastorals contain instruction that presents itself as more unequivocally normative and universal than
what is found in the other letters, and is thus arguably more conducive to the project of grasping the real Paul. But
the fact remains that the immediate addressees of the pastorals remain individuals: Timothy and Titus. As such, one
is again sucked back into acknowledging that the letters are particular, occasional, interventions. In stating all of
this, however, I would also add that my own view on this matter is quite different. Following scholars such as
MacDonald (among others), who convincingly argues that the pastorals were second-century compositions aimed in
part at opposing certain teachings, I concur with those who view the pastorals as one of the earlier attempts to place
Paul into the realm of the universal (or “domesticate” him, as MacDonald puts it). See MacDonald, The Legend and
the Apostle, 89. As Pervo writes, “[t]he Pastoral Epistles seek to tie up the package with secure twine. In them the
shift from particular to general is complete and enduring.” Pervo, The Making of Paul, 84.
513
Along the same lines as the statement from Arnal above, a lament by Dunn evidences some recognition of this
problem: “A decade-long seminar at the annual Society of Biblical Literature attempted to refocus the old questions
about a centre or core of Paul’s theology and about a discernible development through is letters; but found itself
becoming bogged down in the problem of deciding whether ‘the theology of Paul’ is the theology of each letter as

178

More often than not, then, accounts of the real Paul shrug off the immense
epistemological caveats that ought to follow from reflecting upon the occasional nature of the
letters. Yet in light of the situation described by writers such as Zetterholm and Pervo, I think it
quite prudent to soberly reflect on a significant question: do a handful of occasional letters,
written to specific churches and concerned with particular situational conflicts or issues,
constitute data sufficient enough to enable us to formulate a comprehensive and robust account
of the real Paul?
I find it impossible to respond to this question in the affirmative. Yet at the same time, I
do not intend for this expression of skepticism to be interpreted as a clarion call to abandon all
endeavours to apprehend the real Paul. For while I believe that diligent reflection on the
occasional nature of the letters should at the very least engender some level of epistemological
turbulence or humility, I know that it will not—and believe that it need not—preclude us from
continuing on with our endeavours to get Paul right. For just as Kant writes in relation to the
unyielding human pursuit of metaphysics, the cessation of our quests to grasp the real Paul is
likewise “as little to be expected as that we, to avoid inhaling impure air, should prefer to give up
breathing altogether.”514 As such, a sober level of epistemological reflection on our inability to
apprehend the real Paul should not be mistaken as a license to jettison the enterprise altogether.
In this regard, I think it vital to distinguish between the limits of our epistemological abilities and
the incessancy and inextricability of our epistemological impulses.515 In my view, a recognition
of the former does not necessitate that we must (or for that matter even can) somehow outgrow
such, or is better conceived as the theology upon which Paul drew to write the letters and which he reshaped by
writing them. James D.G. Dunn, “Introduction,” in The Cambridge Companion to St. Paul, ed. James D.G. Dunn
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 11.
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the latter. Rather, I think that the quest for the real Paul very much aligns with Kant’s words
concerning the relentless quest for metaphysical researches. Consequently, while it might appear
naïve to some, I am of the view that sustained rigorous discourse on Paul can continue to bear
fruit, even if it is of a type different than what we ideally strive for. Indeed, Pauline inquiries can
engender (deliberately or otherwise) valuable discourse on a variety of topics that are both
distinct from yet collateral to the quest to get Paul right (e.g. literary, socio-historical, and
theological matters). Moreover, even if we are unable to apprehend the real Paul with absolute
certainty, this hardly precludes us from attempting to construct cogent accounts, especially if
those accounts exhibit a reasonable level of introspection about the formation our Pauline
Archimedean points.
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CHAPTER 5
LOCATING PAULINE AUTHORITY
A number of pivotal preliminary issues have now become apparent in the study of Paul. As the
previous chapter demonstrates, readers of Paul must take into consideration the onerous
epistemological expectations we place on the correspondence, bearing in mind its occasional
nature. Equally important is attention to the choices we make in constructing our Pauline
archives, in terms of contemplating risks and benefits that accompany the inclusion or exclusion
of certain data. Essentially, these choices relate to the selection and hierarchical arrangement of
authorities, selections determined by our pre-understandings of Paul and the nature of our
inquiries into him. For example, if Acts is excluded as an authority, then it becomes possible to
avoid preoccupation over any points of inconsistency or dissonance between events described in
the letters and events described by Luke. In some respects, this makes one’s research much
easier to manage, and enables one to avoid awkward or unconvincing hermeneutic maneuvers
that can accompany attempts to harmonize the material. Yet the decision to remove Acts from
the data set also comes at a cost. For it requires one to concede that Acts is unreliable, or is at the
very least subordinate to the data contained in the epistles. Moreover, omitting Acts from one’s
archive also engenders a less robust account of Paul. Thus, depending on the nature of one’s
proto-Paulusbild, and depending also on one’s epistemological goals, this tack may or may not
be a desirable.
Yet ultimately, one’s disposition towards the selection of admissible data, and the
formation of a Pauline Archimedean point, relates in no small part to the concept of authority.
Indeed, the notion of authority is pivotal to the study of Paul, in a myriad of ways. For what
reasons do we find Paul’s thought compelling, or somehow authoritative? Moreover, how can
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the phenomenon of Pauline authority be theorized? And perhaps most important for the purposes
of this study, how is the concept of authority relevant to the formation of our Pauline
Archimedean points?

Canonical Authority
For many, the allure of Paul as an authority figure derives from his place in the canon, a topic
discussed earlier.516 Recalling for example the words of Adolf Jülicher, “[t]he canon is the norm
to which everything in the Church accommodates itself; to canonize means to recognize as part
of this norm. The Christian of c. 400 felt at the mention of the word ‘canonical’ precisely as we
do when we say divine, holy, infallible, absolutely authoritative.”517 A. van de Beek expresses a
similar sentiment:
According to the church, the canon has divine authority. In these books it is not only our
forebears in culture and faith who are speaking, but in their words the word of God
comes to us. Judaism, Islam, and Christianity technically agree with one another that
there is a canonical book, which is the word of God for mankind. This book is even the
normative Word of God, so that other words stand under its critique, and may even be
discounted in advance.518
What follows, for those who adhere to this particular view of canon, is a necessary allegiance to
a particular hermeneutic, whether in relation to the study of Paul or any other biblical topic of
inquiry: the contents of the canon cannot be severed in any manner, nor is there any relative
authoritative weighting to its individual books. All of it is equally and absolutely authoritative.
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To put it in terms of an admittedly pejorative expression, this sort of stance might be summarized
thus: “the bible says it, I believe it, and that settles it.”
In any event, while this position is obviously not shared by all who engage in the critical
study of Paul, it is hardly uncommon among Paul’s general readership. Moreover, it is one that
aligns entirely with a key aspect of Lincoln’s theoretical understanding of religion:
[Religion involves] a discourse whose concerns transcend the human, temporal, and
contingent, and that claims for itself a similarly transcendent status...Insofar as certain
propositions or narratives successfully claim such status, they position themselves as
truths to be interpreted, but never ignored or rejected.519
The texts of the New Testament, and in particular the material that forms the Pauline data
archive (i.e. the Pauline epistles and Acts), can most assuredly be classified as this kind of
discourse. Now granted, in the case of Paul, it is not that the text claims for itself a transcendent
status.520 Rather, it is the collection of that discourse, or its formation into a canon, which
metamorphizes mere writing, or “scripture” (i.e. graphē), to “Scripture.” For example, the words
in 2 Tim 3:16 (“All scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for
correction, and for training in righteousness”) do not expressly make the claim that 2 Timothy is
itself “Scripture.” Rather, that reinscription occurs later—it is with the canonization of 2
Timothy that the reference to “scripture” is augmented into something that is self-referential.521
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Nonetheless, insofar as the Pauline archive comes to us in its canonical guise, it is
frequently understood as fitting quite comfortably in the category of discourse outlined by
Lincoln: it is a discourse that not only relates to concerns that transcend the human, temporal,
and contingent, but also a discourse that claims for itself—or in this case, has been sanctified
with—a similarly transcendent status. Bearing this in mind, Pauline readers ought to reflect on
whether or how this milieu in which we engage Paul impacts the manner in which we approach
our studies. For as Deissmann rightly notes, “the letters of Paul have come into our possession
with the venerable halo of canonical dignity.”522 Consequently, it is clear that this canonical
setting accounts for one of the ways in which Pauline authority is generated.

Literary Authority
Interestingly, the phenomenon of Paul’s canonical authority has what might be viewed as a
“secular”523 equivalent. In this regard, it is evident that the Pauline legacy has been impacted by
what Pervo describes as a “shift in the nature of religious authority,” as traditional views on the
bible as “the sole basis of doctrinal and other authority” have given way in some circles to “the
rise of critical skepticism that emphasized reason. This generated widespread challenges to
traditional authority.”524 These challenges, however, have not necessarily eradicated Pauline
authority. On the contrary, one result of these challenges is that Pauline authority has simply
been reconstituted. To some, Paul retains a level of authority or renown as a literary figure, a
renown that evidences Paul’s evolution or development in western culture. Indeed, this kind of
522
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development accords with Smith’s suggestion that “[c]anonization, as a secondary process, is
inseparable from modes of production; it is as much an affair of technology as theology.” 525
Thus, while the mass production of the canon reflects an ostensible interest in disseminating
Christian doctrine to the masses, there is something more that occurs in the process: the canon
also becomes a capital good that possesses value or utility—e.g. literary, aesthetic, or cultural—
apart from its primary identification as a theological or religious resource. Consequently, even if
one does not value the Pauline material on account of its canonical status or theological content,
one can in many cases detect that a certain valuation of Paul nonetheless subsists—it is
modulated, however, for the purposes of exploiting the Pauline writings in an alternate (and
frequently non-theological) context.
In recent years, for example, Paul’s continuing appeal as a literary authority is evidenced
in the work of contemporary philosophers such as Alain Badiou, Giorgio Agamben, and Slavoj
Žižek.526 These writers do not view Paul’s canonical authority as inherently important, nor are
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185

they particularly interested in any sort of theology, per se. Rather, what one finds in their works
is a “hermeneutic reversal,” as described by Peter Frick:
On the one hand, the vast majority of theologians employ philosophy in order to interpret
and understand Paul’s letters, and correspondingly his theology. They treat Paul as an
author and his texts as legitimate sources for speaking about objective realities; they
begin with Paul. On the other hand, contemporary philosophers interested in Pauline
thought do not begin with Paul and his texts. They have their own ideological structures
and therefore employ Paul in the services of those structures. They also do not
substantially use theology to clarify their philosophy; the former is hardly ever the
handmaid of the latter.527
John Caputo expresses a similar sentiment concerning the contemporary appropriation of Paul by
some philosophers:
These are secular philosophers who pointedly do not share Paul’s core belief in the
resurrection of Christ but regard his project as centrally important for contemporary
political life and reflection. The Pauline project, as they see it, is the universality of truth,
the conviction (pistis) that what is true is true for everyone and that the proper role of the
subject is to make that truth known, to fight the good fight on behalf of the truth, to all
ends of the earth (apostolos). They have in mind the dramatic conversion of Paul—the
event!—and Paul’s subsequent dispute with the leaders of the early Jewish Christian
community in Jerusalem that Christ belongs to all, that in Christ there is neither Jew nor
Greek, male nor female, master nor slave, and the militant vigor with which Paul
promulgated that belief across Asia Minor.528
Whatever else may be said about such appropriations of Paul—and to be sure, they have
generated lively discourse529—I raise them here solely in connection to the issue of authority.
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For despite the fact that thinkers such as Badiou, Agamben, and Žižek (among others) hold no
fidelity to any traditional “Christian” understanding of Paul, it is nonetheless evident that they
view Paul’s writings as possessing a kind of subversive utility, and implicitly ascribe some level
of authority to the writings. In my estimation, this appeal to Paul’s authority as a literary figure
simply represents another iteration, or is perhaps the cultural evolution of Paul’s allure as a
canonical figure.530 For as John Howard Schütz rightly observes, “[w]hether the collection of
[Paul’s] letters is testimony to his importance or more nearly the occasion of it…that collection
also thrust Paul into a position of authority for a later age.”531 Schütz’s assertion rings true, and
applies also to contemporary non-theological thinkers who look to Paul as a figure that can be
weaved into their own political, philosophical, or other ideological projects.532

Chronological or Historical Authority
Apart from the issue of Pauline authority as it relates to his place in canon, or his literary
entrenchment generally, one also finds his authority linked to both his chronological place in the
history of Christianity, and the chronological place of his letters in early Christianity. With
respect to the former, the situation is aptly summarized in the words of Deissmann:“[t]wo names
contain in themselves the primitive history of Christianity: The names of Jesus and Paul…From
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the broadest historical standpoint Jesus appears as the One, and Paul as the first after the One.”533
In relation to the latter, the chronological location of Paul’s literary activity is routinely
referenced in New Testament studies. As Collins notes, “Paul was the first Christian missionary
to have written a letter or at least the first to have written a Christian letter.”534 Such
chronological considerations have no small impact on the value we ascribe to the Pauline
correspondence. Mack elaborates on this point:
[Paul] looms so large in the pages of the New Testament that what he calls his gospel has
served for the Christian church as the definition of the new religion…many scholars also
continue to imagine Christian origins as in keeping with Paul’s views. The reasons for
this impression are obvious. His (partially pseudonymous) authorship accounts for over
one-half the books in the New Testament. His letters from the 50s are the earliest
Christian writings for which we have manuscript documentation.535
Perhaps even more to the point, White writes:
Why does the “real” Paul carry so much authority in Christian polemics? For modern
scholars, the answer to the…question is clear. Paul is our earliest window into developing
Christianity. How we describe that movement in its nascent form provides rhetorical
payoffs in the authorization of various modern forms of Christianity through a kind of
archaizing argument: “We ought to be ‘x’ because Christianity in its earliest genius was
‘x.’”536
White is certainly right in asserting that Paul’s writings purport to provide us with the earliest
tangible “window into developing Christianity.” Indeed, Paul is easily distinguished from other
sources and figures associated with the New Testament in this regard. The Jesus of history, for
example, consistently eludes us, given that the gospels are second-order productions. In fact,
even the true authors of the gospels are themselves unknown; in most scholarship, authorship of
the gospels is rarely associated with their eponymous composers.537 Comparably, the non-
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Pauline epistles in the New Testament (i.e. James, Peter, Jude, and John) are generally identified
as being written by persons other than their purported authors. Consequently, Paul is the one
figure that would seem to be on solid footing when it comes to associating at least some New
Testament texts with their putative author(s). In fact, among biblical scholars at least, it is fair to
suggest that Paul is the only biblical character who has at all been able to withstand modernity’s
deconstruction of traditional or apologetic assumptions concerning the authorship of the
canonical texts.
Yet at the same time, White’s assertion about the resulting kind of “archaizing argument”
must also be considered. For any appeal to Paul as some type of early Christian Rosetta Stone is
rather misplaced, for multiple reasons. Some of these have been addressed already in this study.
For one, such an appeal to Paul overlooks a fundamental realization about his literary
development and eventual canonization: the canonical Paul, or the literary Paul, is the product of
a protracted dialectical encounter, one that involved various thinkers and iterations of early
Christianities. Given this, it is difficult for us to assume that the textual Paul of canon is in fact
an accurate reproduction of what a single, historical figure generated.538 Further, it is clear that
even at best, the canonical Paul only offers a glimpse into the thought of any historical figure,
recognizing the limited number of writings we possess, coupled with sober reflection upon their
genre and occasional nature. Yet despite such vital caveats, Pauline readers nonetheless remain
captivated by his historical allure as the supposed wellspring of foundational Christian thought.
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Apostolic or Charismatic Authority
In addition to the above, Paul’s inherent authority is sometimes associated with his position as an
apostle, or as a kind of charismatic figure. Granted, when it comes to Paul’s status as an apostle,
there is a palpable tension on this point readily evidenced in the New Testament. Luke, on the
one hand, does not grant Paul that designation—in Acts, Paul is ineligible to join the group of
twelve.539 In the Pauline correspondence, conversely, it is a status frequently claimed as an
introductory title,540 appealed to on some occasions for rhetorical purposes,541 or even
passionately argued for in a few instances.542
In any event, it is certainly the case that Paul’s standing as an apostle is at times invoked
as an independent rationale for the valuation of his thought. Collins, for example, writes that
“[Paul’s] message is authoritative because it comes from an apostle of Christ. Indeed, Paul’s
letters are always written from an apostolic perspective. In this respect, they are never merely
personal letters; they are always apostolic letters.”543 To some degree, the view of Collins trades
on a particular understanding of the word apostle, i.e. apostolos. While the term traditionally
referred simply to a messenger, ambassador or envoy, its meaning was augmented in Christian
discourse, where an apostle came to designate a person with special or privileged status, i.e. a
kind of sacred messenger.
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Regardless, the relevance of Paul’s status as an apostle is evidenced also in the Pauline
correspondence itself. Nowhere is this more explicit than the introductory words in Galatians,
where Paul’s identification as an apostle is qualified as being “not from men nor through man,
but through Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from the dead” (Gal 1:1).
Consequently, the notion of Paul’s apostleship holds a clear relation to his status or appeal as an
authority figure.
Somewhat comparably, Paul’s authoritative status might be related to his identification as
a charismatic figure. This kind of tack has been taken by scholars such Anthony Blasi, who
employs Max Weber’s notion of charisma:
The charismatic hero derives his authority not from an established order and
enactments, as if it were an official competence, and not from custom or feudal fealty, as
under patrimonialism. He gains and retains it solely by proving his powers in
practice...his divine mission must prove itself by bringing well-being to his faithful
followers.544
Building upon the work of Weber, Blasi develops a notion of “charisma” that could be applied to
the way in which audiences receive Paul:
[T]he fact is that the charisma to which we respond is not the real human. It may belong
or pertain to a real person, but it is our creation...We transform public persons so that they
become items of our vocabulary, figments of our collective imagination, and fulfillments
of our societal needs.545
In Blasi’s work we find an indication of something vital to the notion of authority as it pertains to
Paul: the ascription of authority (or in the case of Blasi’s study, charisma). This is something that
will be examined in more detail below. Regardless, what remains clear here is that Paul’s
identification as either an apostle or a charismatic figure evidences a couple of further ways in
which Pauline authority is accounted for.
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Revelatory Authority
Apart from the above, there is little doubt that to some, Paul’s authority derives from claim that
his gospel comes from a divine source (Gal 1:11-12). In other words, Paul’s situation involves
the idea that his gospel was imparted to him through a revelation, i.e. an apokalupsis.546
In this regard, however, some attention must be given to the interpretation of the term
apokalupsis, particularly as it is used in Gal 1:12 and 2:2. Typically, the word is translated as
“revelation,” and is commonly understood more literally as an “unveiling” or “uncovering.” A
problem with the usual understanding, in Paul’s case, is that any reference to “revelation” tends
to evoke the mythic “road to Damascus” episode as described on three occasions in Acts, even
though the word apokalupsis appears nowhere in these accounts.547 In the first account, narrated
in third person, Paul was journeying to Damascus when “suddenly a light from heaven flashed
about him. And he fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, ‘Saul, Saul, why do you
persecute me?’” (Acts 9:3-4). The second and third accounts are related by Paul himself, first to
a crowd in Jerusalem following his arrest (Acts 22:6-21), and later before King Agrippa (Acts
26: 12-18). While the major aspects of the account remain consistent within Acts, there are
certainly differences between them.548 In the third account, Paul himself relates the occasion of
his conversion to King Agrippa, indicating that he saw “a light from heaven” and heard “a voice
saying to me in the Hebrew language, ‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?’” (Acts 26: 13-
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14). Interestingly, these components are present nowhere in the Pauline correspondence. 549
Furthermore, the accounts in Acts are not entirely consistent themselves: in Acts 9:7, Paul’s
companions hear a voice but see “no man,” while in Acts 22:9, Paul’s companions see “the
light,” but do not hear a voice.
What one frequently finds, then, is an account of Paul’s revelation that conflates the
description of Paul’s revelation in Galatians with the accounts in Acts. Yet even though it is
common enough to reflexively synthesize the two accounts, Bernard Brandon Scott reflects upon
the difficulty in translating apokalupsis in a manner that accords with the accounts in Acts:
“Revelation” as a translation has the disadvantage of reading into Paul’s account the
vivid image of the in-breaking of the supernatural world in the form of the blinding light
and dramatic voice addressing Saul that occurs in the Acts account. “Insight” and “to
make known” sidestep Acts’s dramatic image and imply that it might not be a single,
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dramatic moment, but may have occurred over a period of time. But it risks downplaying
that, for Paul, the event is from God.550
To a certain extent, Scott’s sentiment is echoed by Burton Mack, who writes that Paul “was not
claiming a personal, private experience of encounter with God’s son,” but rather that he “was
reporting a sense of divine commission resulting from his insight (or ‘revelation’) that the
Christians’ claim about Jesus had significance for Israel’s mission and that he, Paul, would have
to lead the way.”551
At the very least, the remarks of Scott and Mack highlight the fact that the translation of
the term apokalupsis warrants careful consideration. Indeed, by translating the term as “insight,”
one more readily recognizes, as Scott suggests, that an apokalupsis does not necessarily entail an
experience involving the senses. On the other hand, the term “insight”—when thought of
colloquially, at least—implicates no external agent as being involved in a subject’s apokalupsis.
This, however, becomes problematic in the context of the Pauline epistles, given that Gal 1:1516 makes it quite evident that there is an external agent, God, who is involved in the
apokalupsis.552
The important implications of this are explicated by Kierkegaard, who writes that “[t]he
divine authority is what is qualitatively decisive...the one called by a revelation, to whom a
doctrine is entrusted, argues on the basis that it is a revelation, on the basis that he has
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authority.”553 Indeed, Kierkegaard specifically references Paul as an example of one possessing
divine authority, noting “I am not to listen to Paul because he is brilliant or matchlessly brilliant,
but I am to submit to Paul because he has divine authority.”554
For Kierkegaard, then, the recipient of this divine authority “belongs in the sphere of the
transcendent, the paradoxical-religious sphere, which, altogether consistently, also has a
qualitatively different expression for the relation of other people to an apostle.”555 In other
words, though the apostle is appointed or called to be the emissary of God, this calling
simultaneously puts the apostle outside of any universal, comprehensible, system of thought, and
thus paradoxically renders him incapable of being fully apprehended or understood by those
within such a system. Consequently, under Kierkegaard’s framework, the notion of Paul being
“unintelligible to posterity”556 is merely a by-product of the divine source of his message.
Bearing all of this in mind, one can recognize that for some, Paul’s appeal as an authority
figure is simply connected to him being the recipient of a revelation. For logically speaking,
Kierkegaard’s analysis of the category is quite cogent: if one subscribes to the notion that Paul’s
message is of divine origin, then it indeed follows that one ought to “submit to Paul because he
has divine authority.”557
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Theorizing Pauline Authority
Following from the above, it is evident that appeals to Paul and the Pauline writings frequently
evoke one iteration of authority or another. Yet beyond simply accounting for some of these
iterations, it is worth thinking about how one might go about theorizing them in Paul’s case. For
in doing so, we might gain further insight how we cognize our Pauline Archimedean points. In
particular, it is worth considering how the study of Paul might be related to two notions of
authority: executive authority and epistemic authority.
Executive authority, as defined by Richard De George, “is the right or power of someone
(X) to do something (S) in some realm, field, or domain (R), in a context (C).”558 In the case of
Paul, one can locate, on multiple levels, a kind of executive authority in him or his writings. For
example, with Paul himself, his status as the recipient of revelation or as an apostle can
conceivably imbue him with a level of executive authority. Comparably, the writings attributed
to him—or about him, in the case of Acts—possess their own level of executive authority, on
account of either their canonical status or even their entrenched literary status.
Epistemic authority, on the other hand, relates to an authoritative status conferred on
account of expertise or knowledge that a person or text exhibits (or appears to exhibit, at least) in
a particular field of knowledge.559 This notion of authority aligns with what H.L.A. Hart
describes as “theoretical authority”:
To be an authority on some subject matter a man must in fact have some superior
knowledge, intelligence, or wisdom which makes it reasonable to believe that what he
says on the subject is more likely to be true than the results reached by others through
558
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their independent investigations, so that it is reasonable for them to accept the
authoritative statement without such independent investigation or evaluation of his
reasoning.560
In the case of Paul, the most straightforward examples of this sort of identification are reflected
in contemporary references or appeals to him as a “gifted exegete”561 or “genius.”562
To be clear, however, these categories of authority are by no means mutually exclusive.
Rather, as Lincoln notes, “[e]pistemic and executive authority are not necessarily opposed to one
another, but can be complementary. Often the two articulate in hierarchic fashion, such that
epistemic authority supplies advice, expertise, and the like to executive authority, while the latter
retains final decision-making power.”563 Accordingly, I should make it clear that I do not intend
to suggest that Pauline authority lies unequivocally in the realm of either epistemic or executive
authority. To be sure, there is overlap and interplay between these two in the case of Paul, and it
would prove exceedingly difficult to fully detach one from the other. For example, Paul’s
epistemic authority might itself be tied to the claim that he was given a revelation. Yet at the
same time, as the recipient of a revelation, Paul is also an executive authority—indeed, this is
consistent with Kierkegaard’s identification of “divine authority,” i.e. executive authority, as the
type of authority that Paul possessed. In other words, as a recipient of a divine revelation, Paul’s
thought is imbued not only with a type of executive authority (on account of the divine’s
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omnipotence), but also a level of epistemic authority (on account of the divine’s omniscience).
564

Locating Pauline authority firmly in one category or another also proves difficult in
relation to Paul’s canonization. For on the one hand, one might be inclined to argue that Paul’s
writings were to some degree valued on account of their epistemic authority, and that this
valuation occasioned their reinscription as canonical authorities, i.e. executive authorities. On the
other hand, one might otherwise insist that the Pauline writings possessed executive authority
from the very outset, on account of Paul’s apostolic authority, or again, on account of his status
as the recipient of a revelation.565 Consequently, while I think it is worthwhile to reflect upon the
ways in which the authority of Paul and the letters might be framed in terms of executive or
epistemic authority, I do not intend to suggest that all modes of Pauline authority can be
subsumed exclusively under one category or the other.

The Final Authority
Admittedly, all of this discussion about executive and epistemic authorities skirts around a
fundamental issue relating to the concept of authority. For what has been absent thus far is due
consideration to how authority is conferred, or more precisely, who confers it. This issue is
touched on by Gadamer:
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speaking, however, that sort of analysis is technically applicable not so much to Paul, but rather God. In the case of
Paul, the executive authority is actually one step removed from God. Accordingly, one might be inclined to think of
the situation here as involving three, rather than two categories, as outlined by Joseph Raz: “To have authority is,
sometimes, (1) to have (a right created by a) permission to do something (which is generally prohibited). It is also
(2) to have the right to grant such permissions, and finally, it is (3) to be an expert who can vouch for the reliability
of particular information.” Joseph Raz, “Introduction,” in Authority, ed. Joseph Raz (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd.,
1990), 2. The first and second categories described by Raz are both aspects of executive authority. Paul’s executive
authority might be placed into subcategory (1), as his authority is one permitted by the divine.
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Regardless of how one theorizes this particular issue, I would at the very least maintain that the canonization of
Paul reifies him and his epistles as executive authorities.
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[T]he authority of persons is based ultimately, not on the subjection and abdication of
reason, but on an act of acknowledgement and knowledge—the knowledge, namely, that
the other is superior to oneself in judgment and insight and that for this reason his
judgment takes precedence, i.e., it has priority over one’s own.566
Taking this notion further, it is worth turning again to Lincoln, who asserts that irrespective of
the distinction between executive and epistemic authority, the concept of authority in general “is
best understood in relational terms as the effect of a posited, perceived, or institutionally ascribed
asymmetry between speaker and audience that permits certain speakers to command not just the
attention but the confidence, respect, and trust of their audience, or—an important proviso—to
make audiences act as if this were so.”567 In this framework, the role of the audience is critical—
indeed, the audience has an integral role in the identification of the “ascribed asymmetry” that
Lincoln notes.
In the case of Paul, then, this brings us back once more to the issue of our protoPaulusbilder, and the formation of our functional Pauline Archimedean points. For any
recognition of authority in Paul and the Pauline corpus (or elements of it) is ultimately a product
of our own cognition. Given this, it is actually we, the readers or interpreters of Paul, who are the
ultimate arbiters. In other words, we are the final authorities on all things Pauline.
Elements of this realization have been evidenced throughout this study. It is clear, for
example, that we are not passive recipients of Pauline data. On the contrary, we are active in a
variety of ways: in selecting which data (and even further in some cases, which parts of that
data) represents the authentic voice of Paul, in pressing this data into service for a variety of
purposes (many of which are grounded in the audacious endeavour to apprehend the real Paul or
566

Gadamer, Truth and Method, 281.
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“defining an epistemic authority in terms of those for whom he is an authority...It emphasizes the relation of an
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the historical Paul), and in general, choosing to identify Paul or the letters as being authoritative
in some respect or another. Our role in this relates fundamentally to our own status as Pauline
authorities. Indeed, Collingwood’s analysis of the historian’s role applies equally to readers of
Paul:
Throughout the course of his work the historian is selecting, constructing, and
criticizing; it is only by doing these things that he maintains his thought upon the sichere
Gang einer Wissenschaft [secure course of a science]. By explicitly recognizing this fact
it is possible to effect what, again borrowing a Kantian phrase, one might call a
Copernican revolution in the theory of history: the discovery that, so far from relying on
an authority other than himself, to whose statements his thought must conform, the
historian is his own authority and his thought autonomous, self-authorizing, possessed of
a criterion to which his so-called authorities must conform and by reference to which they
are criticized.568
This leads Collingwood to conclude that “[f]or the historian there can never be authorities,
because the so-called authorities abide a verdict which only he can give.”569 Or as Johann
Gottlieb Fichte puts it, “[a]uthority is trust in our power of correct observation and in our
veracity.”570 In the case of this particular study, then, this realization might simply be
summarized thus: we are the loci of Pauline authority. Consequently, our Pauline Archimedean
points are not fixed external points that we locate. Rather, these Archimedean points are
constructed within us, being informed by our pre-understandings of Paul or proto-Paulusbilder:
we are the ones who determine the overall valuation of Paul and his writings, the ones who
determine what does or does not constitute reliable data on Paul, and the ones who determine the
hierarchical ranking of that data.
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Given all of this, it would seem that what we find in the notion of Pauline authority is
something perhaps different than expected. Granted, it is clear that there are multiple ways to
think about Pauline authority—from canonical authority to revelatory authority—and these
iterations of Pauline authority can be further theorized in relation to the concepts of epistemic
and executive authority. Yet the foundation of all Pauline authority lies with us, the readers and
interpreters of the canonical Paul. Accordingly, in reflecting upon the formation of our functional
Pauline Archimedean points, it is clear that we are the final adjudicators of the data, and we are
the ones who imbue both Paul and the Pauline texts with authority.
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CONCLUSION
Pauline Anarchivists
Quests for the real Paul or the historical Paul are founded on a set of preliminary choices or
assumptions often not reflected upon in Pauline studies. Moreover, the issues that relate to these
choices or assumptions—notably, questions over the reliability of texts, or parts of them—
distinguish the study of Paul from many other ancient literary figures. For with Paul, there is
clearly a lingering ambiguity over which data can be relied upon as authentically representing his
thought. On top of this, there is an additional burden we place on the Pauline correspondence, as
we frequently expect the occasional letters to foster the production of a compelling, logical, and
reasonably robust account of Paul’s thought. These preliminary methodological concerns do not
plague the study of other ancient seminal literary figures in the way they do Paul.
However, this study is not intended to be a lament over the state of Pauline studies.
Rather, it is simply aimed at reminding Pauline readers that methodologically speaking, we
would do well to reflect upon the preliminary choices we make. Put different, it is important for
Pauline scholars to think carefully about our pre-understandings of Paul, and the formation of
our functional Pauline Archimedean points.
In addition, we would do well to think about where the abundance, or overabundance of
scholarship leads in relation to the quest for the real Paul or the historical Paul. For in a sense,
the aggregation of scholarship actually increases the distance from our object of study. In other
words, the selections made by contemporary scholarship about the Pauline data, and the
conclusions that are generated from the analysis of that data, leads to an ever-growing
accumulation of archival data. Derrida notes the implications of this:
By incorporating the knowledge deployed in reference to it, the archive augments itself,
engrosses itself, it gains in auctoritas. But in the same stroke it loses the absolute meta-
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textual authority it might have. One will never be able to objectivize it with no remainder.
The archivist produces more archive, and that is why the archive is never closed.571
In the case of Paul, the reliability of the data found in the canonical Paul becomes continually reentrenched through repetitious reliance on it. At the same time, nuanced variations in the use of
that data result in varied interpretations of Paul. Consequently, the study of Paul of course
engenders the production of further archival material. Given this, there is some merit to
MacDonald’s statement that “Paul is a ‘Christian Proteus,’ like the Proteus of the Odyssey, a sea
daemon who eluded capture by continually changing his form.”572 I basically concur with
MacDonald, but would be inclined to recalibrate his remark slightly: it is not so much that Paul
changes his form, but rather that the diversity and malleability of the Pauline data permits us to
readily change his form.
Building on this realization, one might return once more to the question of whether the
quest for the real Paul, or the historical Paul, is one worth continuing. Concannon, for one,
suggests that it is not:
Pauline scholars should stop trying to craft “real” Pauls that can pronounce judgment on
our political and theological projects. What do we really need such Pauls for
anyway? We should have the courage to confront our world and its problems without
having to hide behind some historically-constructed Paul. Let’s not start with the
presumption that the Pauline archive will provide us with answers once we have revealed
the real Paul; rather, we should allow our work to ask if anything from the Pauline
archive (or any early Christian text for that matter) might yet become weaponizable in the
struggle for a more just future. Even if we could get to the actual, historical person of
Paul through our analysis, why would we need his approval for how we put his work into
action?573
I do not entirely agree with Concannon’s sentiment. For as alluded to earlier, I believe that
ending the quest for the real Paul, or the historical Paul, is as “as little to be expected as that we,
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to avoid inhaling impure air, should prefer to give up breathing altogether.”574 But more than
that, I am not inclined to pass judgment on the merit (or lack thereof) in these quests, and the
frequently ancillary desire—tacit or otherwise—to employ Paul to adjudicate contemporary
matters. In this regard, I concur with Paula Fredriksen, who writes that “[t]heological readings of
foundational religious texts are intrinsically anachronistic…Systematic rereading is how these
ancient Jewish eschatological texts that are Paul’s letters retain—or, rather, obtain—
contemporary meaning. There is no dishonor in this. It is theology’s project.”575 Given that many
Pauline scholars are in fact theologians, I find Concannon’s injunction too methodologically
dictatorial, even though I myself have little personal interest in “theology’s project,” and
subjectively share many of Concannon’s underlying worries about Pauline studies.576
What I would suggest, however, is that Pauline scholars embrace their roles as
“anarchivists.” I mean this in two ways. First, I believe that part of this study serves as a call to
think again, or anew (i.e. ana-), about our Pauline Archimedean points, and our active role in the
management of Pauline data. For the most part, scholarship tends to treat this issue only
fleetingly, with little regard to our own involvement in the generation of Pauline Archimedean
points. Second, and relatedly, I think that recognition of this state of affairs can occasion at least
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a kind of tempered “anarchy” in Pauline studies.577 In this regard, I would return one last time to
White:
Until we can fully admit that the prevailing modern discourse on the “real” Paul comes
from a long-standing tradition that elevates the Hauptbriefe to the front and center of the
Pauline canon, not just materially (they stand at the front of ancient manuscripts merely
because of their length), but theologically and hermeneutically, we will never approach
the kind of deconstructive position necessary for developing more transparent
methodologies for reconstructing the “real” or the “historical” Paul. If we were serious
about this task, and not merely interested in using Paul as a pawn for modern rhetorics,
we would begin to view all the Pauline Epistles, for instance, as Pauline “tradition”:
diverse images of Paul mediated to us through historically and socially conditioned texts
and manuscripts.578
Insofar as this study calls for self-reflection on the choices we make about the Pauline data, I
think it also serves as some fertile ground on which to take White up on his challenge, and revisit
the sort of sentiment exhibited by Dutch Radicals in questioning the Pauline data, even if we do
not reach their same conclusion.579 For despite our contemporary, perennial allegiance to the
Paul of the Hauptbriefe, or the seven-letter corpus, it is clear that this allegiance is borne just as
much out of disciplinary habit and convenience as it is out of analytic rigour. Given this, and
given our own palpable role in the production and promulgation of a core, normative Pauline
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data set, perhaps it is time that we explored the implications of alternative functional Pauline
Archimedean points—what might result from different or more novel combinations and
permutations of the Pauline data?
This is a shift worth contemplating in Pauline studies. For even though there are risks or
dangers in venturing off the well-worn path in Pauline studies—such ventures could ultimately
lead to dubious conclusions and require correction, after all—the foregoing has nonetheless
demonstrated that we often fail to reflect sufficiently on how we find ourselves on this path in
the first place. And perhaps the exploration of different avenues and different functional Pauline
Archimedean points might result in fruitful discourse about not only Paul, but ancillary sociohistorical, literary or even theological matters relating to early Christianities. Thus, I think that
pursuing alternative paths, or Pauline Archimedean points, involves both risk and promise. For
as Hölderlin writes, “But where danger threatens / That which saves from it also grows.”580
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AFTERWORD
Some might view Paul as a figure who today remains significant only to Christians or navelgazing biblical scholars. I disagree. Paul’s relevance and influence extends beyond these
audiences. In the political sphere, for example, American Attorney General Jeff Sessions
appealed to Paul in the course of defending Donald Trump’s zero-tolerance prosecution policy
on illegal immigration, stating in a 2018 speech, “illegal entry into the United States is a crime—
as it should be. Persons who violate the law of our nation are subject to prosecution. I would cite
you to the Apostle Paul and his clear and wise command in Romans 13, to obey the laws of the
government because God has ordained them for the purpose of order.”581 While this is hardly the
first political appeal to Paul, it is nonetheless one that attests to his enduring importance—or
perhaps better utility—in contemporary discourse. At the very least, it is clear that there is a
persistent sort of functional value associated with Paul.
That being the case, I would like to think that the issues addressed in this study are
entirely relevant to any who would acknowledge and recognize Paul’s functional or rhetorical
utility, if not argue for his inherent and incontrovertible importance. Now granted, for those who
count themselves among the latter, some may find the contents of this study either unpalatable or
perhaps even irrelevant. This depends in large part on what disposition, or prejudice, one
possesses in connection to Paul. In other words, one’s response to this study depends on what
kind of proto-Paulusbild one brings to the table. I concede, for example, that this study may well
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prove pointless to those who view the New Testament Paul as an immutable and absolutely
uninterrogable divine authority. For as Kierkegaard points out, the category of divine authority
leaves no room for cross-examination:
[T]he divine authority is the category. Here there is very little or nothing at all for
assistant professors and licentiates and paragraph swallowers to do. The assistance of
these gentlemen is needed here no more than a maiden needs a barber to shave her beard
and no more than a bald man needs a hairdresser to “style” his hair.582
Strictly speaking, I think that Kierkegaard is right—when one takes seriously the implications of
the category of divine authority, there is little to no place for rational analysis.583 Given the
nature of this study, however, I would maintain that a hasty appeal here to this category is rather
misplaced. For the New Testament, and more specifically the Paul of the New Testament, did not
appear suddenly from nowhere—the formation of the New Testament Paul was “not done in a
corner” (Acts 26:26), so to speak. Bearing this in mind, I think it is incumbent upon all serious
readers of Paul to grapple with the sorts of challenges outlined in this study. In other words, to
appropriate, or contextually misappropriate a Pauline injunction, I think that readers of Paul
would do well to “test everything,” and “hold fast what is good” (1 Thess 5:21).
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS
“Getting Paul right”: The phrase “getting Paul right” here refers to the traditional endeavour to
properly or accurately interpret Paul, or understand what Paul meant in his writings. Thus, the
effort to “get Paul right” accords with Friedrich Schleiermacher’s formulation of the hermeneutic
task as “the art of understanding particularly the written discourse of another person correctly.”
In this study, the phrase “getting Paul right” is also used interchangeably with the notion of the
“real Paul.”
Historical Paul: The notion of the “historical Paul” picks up on the phrase used to reference the
quests for the “historical Jesus.” Here, however, the phrase is used only occasionally, in
reference to the task of determining what the Paul of history actually said or did. In this study,
the quest for the historical Paul is distinguished from the task of interpreting Paul (see “Getting
Paul right”).
Pauline Archimedean Point: In this study, the notion of an Archimedean point is not used in
the Cartesian sense to denote absolute epistemological certainty. Rather, it is employed in a more
tempered or functional sense to refer to our selection of Pauline data that establishes the measure
for determining what is or is not representative of Paul’s authentic thought. Further, this study
maintains that our Pauline Archimedean points are informed by and very closely related to our
proto-Paulusbilder (see Paulusbild).
Paulusbild: The term Paulusbild (“Paul picture”) is used here in two distinct ways. First, the
term proto-Paulusbild (or pre-understanding of Paul) is used to denote how any attempt to
formulate an understanding of Paul requires some nascent or incipient notion of who he was,
what he said, or what he was up to. The second sense of Paulusbild in this study refers to the
final product of our studies, i.e. the picture or construction of Paul that we ultimately formulate
through our studies and close readings of him.
“Real Paul”: See “Getting Paul right.”
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