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Foreword



I have long yearned for a New Testament that would put “first books first”—that would sequence the books of the New Testament in the chronological order in which they were written rather than in the order in which they appear in the New Testament familiar to Christians.

Scholars have known for a long time that the canonical sequence of the New Testament is not the same as its chronological sequence. The earliest documents are not the gospels, but at least seven of the letters of Paul, written in the 50s. The gospels come later, beginning around the year 70. And though Revelation ends the canonical New Testament, it was not the last to be written. That distinction almost certainly belongs to the second letter of Peter—and others are also later than Revelation.

I can still remember my surprise long ago when I learned that the first things written about Jesus and early Christianity were in the letters of Paul and not in the gospels. Since then I have heard and read a lot about all this and have tried to explain it to others, but fear that it probably sounds abstract and is soon forgotten.

I wish a seminary professor had shown me a “first books first” New Testament and that I’d had copies to “show and tell and sell” throughout my ministry. Presenting the book and having people young and old hold it in their hands and look at it would teach more than hundreds of words about dates and authorship.

If I were still a parish pastor, I’d hand out copies to all my Confirmation students and say, “Here’s a different New Testament. You have never seen one like it. Take a good look at it and then tell me how it’s different.”

In a few minutes they would learn something that they had never thought of before and that many would never forget. We would spend the class thinking about how this can help us understand the New Testament. At the end of the class, I’d ask them to take this strange new New Testament home to show their families, asking them, “How is it different?” If they couldn’t figure it out, the confirmands were to tell their families what they had learned in class that day.

I’d do something similar with adult Bible studies and forums. I would encourage members to buy a copy, read the New Testament in this chronological order, ponder the introductions, and join a group to share and discuss their experience of reading this New Testament with others.

I think every pastor, seminary professor, and seminary student should have a copy of this chronological New Testament. And every congregation should have a stack for purposes of “show and tell and sell.” It will change the way we see the emergence and development of earliest Christianity. It will be an adventure of exploration and discovery.

—Bishop Lowell Erdahl

Evangelical Lutheran Church of America












[image: image]

A Chronological New Testament

The Evolution of the Word



This chronological New Testament is the same as and yet different from the canonical New Testament. It contains the same twenty-seven documents, but it puts them in the order in which they were written.

The gospels do not come first. Rather, seven letters written by Paul do. Revelation is not at the end. Second Peter is, and eight other documents are later than Revelation.

Seeing the documents of the New Testament in chronological sequence illustrates and demonstrates a central theme of this book, namely, that the “Word”—shorthand for the “Word of God”—evolved. By “evolved,” I mean simply that it developed and grew over time.

For Christians, the “Word of God” refers to both a book and a person. As a book, it includes both the Old and New Testaments. Though Christians have often (and wrongly) thought of the Old Testament as having inferior status, it does not cease to be the “Word of God” because of the New Testament. Rather, the New Testament is an evolution, a development, that does not leave the old behind.

The “Word of God” as the Bible evolved over a period of a thousand years. Most biblical scholars date the earliest written parts of the Old Testament to the 900s BCE and the latest parts of the New Testament to the 100s CE.

The “Word of God” as a person refers of course to Jesus. He is the “Word” made flesh, incarnate, embodied in a human life. Of course, he himself evolved—from childhood into early adulthood and into and through his public activity. But also—and this is what a chronological New Testament illustrates—understandings of his significance and meaning evolved, developed, in the decades and century after his historical life. The Word as book and as person is not static, but the product of a process.

The process, however, is not intrinsically about improvement. Later does not always mean better. Rather, as we will see, some of the later documents in the New Testament reflect a domestication of the radicalism of Jesus and early communities of his followers.

Canonical New Testament and Chronological New Testament

The canonical New Testament (in other words, the official ordering of the books in church Bibles) begins with the gospels and concludes with Revelation. Because Jesus is the central figure of Christianity, it makes sense that the New Testament begins with narratives of his life, teachings, and passion. Thus the gospels are “chronologically” first in a biographical sense. And because Revelation is about the “last things” and the second coming of Jesus, it makes sense that it comes at the end. Revelation and the gospels function as bookends for the New Testament; everything else comes in between.

By putting these documents in a quite different sequence, namely, the order in which they were written, this book presents a literary chronology—a panoramic view of how the ideas and stories of the New Testament changed over time. It also emphasizes chronology in a second important sense, namely, that of seeing, reading, and hearing these documents in their historical context, the world of the first century and a bit beyond.

Both of these emphases are the product of modern biblical scholarship. Its roots go back to the birth of modern thought in the Enlightenment of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Though the Enlightenment began with science (Copernicus, Galileo, Newton, and so forth), it soon extended to other areas of inquiry, including the study of the past. It generated a historical approach to the Bible and early Christianity that emphasizes the importance of seeing its documents in their ancient settings. When were they written? What were the historical circumstances in which they were written? What did they mean in their ancient context?

This historical approach to the Bible and the New Testament is not universally embraced by Christians. Those in churches committed to biblical inerrancy and a literal interpretation of the Bible reject much historical scholarship, because it calls into question their understanding of the Bible as having a divine guarantee to be factually and absolutely true. Some Christians are unaware of the historical approach and thus neither reject nor affirm it. But it is taught in most universities and colleges and in mainline Protestant and Catholic seminaries.


Though modern biblical scholarship has not led to unanimity about how to sequence all of the New Testament, there is a consensus about a basic chronological framework:


	The earliest documents are seven of the thirteen letters attributed to Paul. There is universal agreement that these seven were written by Paul in the 50s. They are earlier than the gospels.

	The first gospel is Mark, written around the year 70. Matthew and Luke both used Mark when they later wrote their own gospels.

	Revelation (probably from the 90s) is not the last book of the New Testament to be written.

	Second Peter is almost certainly the latest, from near the middle of the second century.



And so this chronological New Testament does not begin with the gospels, but with seven of Paul’s letters. Moreover, the gospels appear in a different order: Mark is first, not Matthew. It does not end with Revelation, but with several documents written later than Revelation.

Within this consensus framework, there is also uncertainty about the dates and sequence of some documents. Though seven letters of Paul are certainly by him and from the 50s, what about the other six attributed to him, but probably written a generation or two after his death? Are they from the 80s and 90s or from the early second century? So also how are we to date other letters—James, Hebrews, Jude, two attributed to Peter, and three attributed to John? Most are dated—estimated, guesstimated to be—from the 90s to the early 100s. How to sequence them is at best an educated guess. Should 1 Peter be before or after Hebrews or the letters of John? Hard to know.

But uncertainty about the sequence of some documents does not negate the twofold foundation of this chronological New Testament: the scholarly consensus that the chronological order and canonical order are different and that the general framework for ordering them is clear.

The Value of a Chronological New Testament

Seeing and reading the New Testament in chronological sequence is illuminating, making many things apparent:


	Starting with seven of Paul’s letters illustrates that there were vibrant Christian communities spread throughout the Roman Empire before there were written gospels. These seven letters provide a “window” into the life of very early Christian communities.

	Placing the gospels after Paul’s letters makes it clear that, as written documents, they are not the source of early Christianity, but its product. The gospel—the good news—of and about Jesus existed before the gospels. They were produced by early Christian communities several decades after Jesus’s historical life.

	Reading the gospels in chronological order beginning with Mark demonstrates that early Christian understandings of Jesus and his significance developed over time. When Matthew and Luke used Mark as a source, they not only added to the Markan material, but often modified it.

	Seeing John separated from the other gospels and relatively late in the New Testament makes it clear how different from them John’s gospel is.

	Realizing that many of the documents are from the 90s and later allows us to glimpse developments in early Christianity in the late first and early second centuries.



“Documents” Rather Than “Books”

Though it is conventional to call the writings in the New Testament “books,” this is somewhat misleading. In ordinary English today, “book” refers to a relatively long document. We do not commonly use the word for a writing that is a few pages or ten, twenty, or even fifty pages long, though we might call the last a booklet.

In this modern sense, none of the writings in the New Testament is a “book.” The longest is the gospel of Luke, with just under twenty thousand words. Depending upon type size, modern books typically have about four to five hundred words per page. Thus Luke is fewer than fifty pages—and even less in the small print of most Bibles. Mark, the earliest gospel, has about eleven thousand words—fewer than thirty pages. The longest of Paul’s letters, Romans, has about seven thousand words—around fifteen pages. The shortest documents—Philemon, Jude, 2 John, and 3 John—are a page or less.

There is another reason that the modern meaning of “book” is misleading. In our world, books are typically written for people the author does not know and then published—they are for “the public.” But the authors of the New Testament did not “publish” their works in this sense. They wrote for people they did know or knew about. They wrote from within Christian communities and for Christian communities. They weren’t publishing books for a general reading audience. Indeed, in their largely preliterate and completely preprint world, doing so would have been a waste of time.

Chronology and Historical Contextualization

This New Testament has a second feature. It not only places the documents in chronological sequence, but also contextualizes them in their time and place. It emphasizes the importance and illuminating power of setting them in their historical context and seeking to discern their meanings in their ancient setting.

Context is not the same as “background.” I recall from graduate school forty years ago books with titles like “The Background of the New Testament” and “The New Testament in Its Background.” But context is more than background. Context is the world in which we live. Where we grew up is not only the background of our lives, but the context that shaped us. For example, I was born in the United States not long before the middle of the last century and thus grew up in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s. These decades not only contain the facts of my background; they also provide the context for the era that shaped me, as have the decades since.

Unlike background, context is interactive. We live in a particular time and place, and that affects what we think and how we respond and act. To illustrate from the recent past, American racism in the 1950s and 1960s was not simply the background for Martin Luther King’s life, but the interactive context in which he lived and to which he responded. To imagine seeking to understand King’s words and life by treating his time and place as a mere set of background facts rather than as the interactive context would be to miss understanding what shaped him, what guided him, why he made the decisions he did, and even why he matters so much to us today.

By viewing the documents of the New Testament in their historical context, we recognize that they were not written to us and for us, but to and for the ancient communities that produced them. They tell us how formative figures in early Christianity saw things within their historical context, their time and place. To try to read the New Testament without taking into account its historical context produces misunderstanding. What we read is about “their then,” not directly about “our now.”

Contextualizing the documents means asking:


	What did Paul’s letters mean to him and to the communities that received them? What was going on in those communities that led Paul to address the issues he did?

	What did the gospels mean in and for the communities that produced them and to whom they were addressed?

	What did Revelation mean to the early Christian groups in western Asia Minor (modern Turkey) to whom it was addressed?



Not only do the New Testament texts come alive in their ancient settings, but we are saved from the fanciful misunderstandings that result from nonhistorical interpretations. For example, the book of Revelation tells us what some early Christians thought would happen soon in their time, not about what will happen in our time or some future time. Passages in the New Testament that affirm slavery and patriarchy and condemn same-sex relationships tell us how some of our spiritual ancestors saw things, not necessarily how we should see things. Of course, what they thought in their then matters—but it may or may not be normative for us in our now. Context matters.

The Threefold Historical Context

Taking the chronological context of the New Testament seriously involves paying attention to three contexts: Jesus and early Christianity, Judaism, and the Roman Empire. They are not successive chronological contexts, one after the other, but are more like three concentric circles, one within another. Jesus and his followers must be seen within the context of first-century Judaism, and all of that must be seen within the context of the Roman Empire.

The Context of Jesus and Early Christianity

Jesus’s historical context was the Jewish homeland in the first third of the first century. He was born around 4 BCE and crucified around the year 30. The movement he had begun continued after his death among his followers. We commonly call the movement “early Christianity,” though this is a bit anachronistic. The word “Christianity” does not appear in the New Testament, and “Christians” only appears twice. The people around Jesus understood themselves as followers of him and “the Way” that he proclaimed. For them, it was a movement within Judaism and not yet a new religion distinct from Judaism. That came later.

Soon after Jesus’s death, the movement expanded geographically beyond the Jewish homeland—into Syria, Egypt, Asia Minor, Greece, and Rome. Initially, it spread within the Jewish Diaspora (Jewish communities outside of the homeland). Within no more than twenty years, it had begun to include Gentiles, that is, non-Jews.

These early Christian communities are the historical context for the oral traditions about Jesus and what it meant to follow him (more about this in Chapter 2). They are also the context of the whole of the New Testament: its twenty-seven documents are the product of early Christians in the first hundred years or so after the end of Jesus’s historical life.

The Context of Judaism

Early Christianity and the New Testament emerged within the larger context of Judaism. To say the obvious, Jesus, Paul, and most or perhaps all of the writers of the New Testament were Jewish. The exception may be the author of Luke and Acts, who may have been a Gentile—but if so, a Gentile who knew Judaism well.

First-century Judaism was diverse. In the Jewish homeland, there were a number of groups with different ways of being Jewish within the context of Roman rule, which began in 63 BCE, about sixty years before Jesus was born.

A group known as the Essenes advocated withdrawal from mainstream society and established monastic communities near the Dead Sea. Pharisees remained within society and advocated rigorous observance of laws that distinguished Jews from non-Jews as a way of maintaining Jewish identity. Violent resistance movements (sometimes called “Zealots,” though this is historically inaccurate) opposed Roman rule through armed insurrection. There were three major Jewish revolts in the time around Jesus: in 4 BCE, 66–73 CE, and 132–135 CE. Sadducees (generally understood as a wealthy aristocratic group) took the opposite course and collaborated with Roman rule. A majority of Jews were not part of any of these groups, but lived their understanding of Judaism as they knew it. Many resigned themselves to Roman rule, even as they may also have resented it.

But within this diversity, Jews shared in common a core of convictions, sometimes called “covenantal theology” or “common Judaism.” This common core included:


Radical monotheism. God is one. God alone is Lord and is to be loved with heart, strength, soul, and mind.




Promise and hope. In Genesis, God entered into a covenant with Abraham and Sarah and promised that they would have many descendants who would live in their own land—and land was the material basis of existence in the ancient and premodern world. God’s promises continued as the prophets proclaimed God’s dream of a world of justice and peace during the time of the monarchy and in the centuries of ancient Israel’s subjugation by one empire after another. Except for a hundred-year period that ended in 63 BCE, the Jewish homeland had been ruled by foreign empires for roughly six centuries by the time of Jesus. Foreign rule created an urgent issue: When and how would God’s promises be fulfilled?





Observance. Covenantal theology included living in accord with its way, its laws. What this meant varied among Jewish groups, but all affirmed that the covenant told them how they should live.



The Context of the Roman Empire

The third concentric circle of context is the Roman Empire. Jesus and his followers lived within it, and all of the documents in the New Testament were written within it. Though Christians are generally aware that Christianity began within the Roman Empire, the importance of this fact is not as widely recognized. In a sentence, its importance was that Rome was a particularly powerful form of an ancient domination system legitimated by an imperial theology.

An Ancient Domination System. “Domination system” is a semitechnical term for the most common form of structuring societies from the birth of agriculture and cities in the 3000s BCE until the industrial and democratic revolutions of the last few centuries. Premodern domination systems ranged in size from small kingdoms to large empires. Seeing their central features illuminates thousands of years of human history, from prebiblical through biblical times, to the Middle Ages, and the centuries that followed. Ancient domination systems were:


Politically oppressive. Societies were ruled by a few—by monarchies and aristocracies, the powerful and wealthy elites. Ordinary people, the vast majority of the population, had no voice in how these societies were structured.




Economically exploitative. The ruling elites structured society in their own economic self-interest. About half to two-thirds of the annual production of wealth went to the top few percent of the population. The great gap between the wealthy and the rest (90 percent or more) had calamitous effects on the latter, including a life expectancy about half that of the elite class.




Chronically violent. Elites maintained power by the threat and use of violence against their own populations. In addition, wars were frequent, initiated by one group of elites against another for the sake of expanding their wealth and power by controlling more people and land.




Legitimated by religious claims. Elite religion proclaimed that kings ruled by divine right and that the social order, the way the world was put together, reflected the will of God.



The world of the ancient domination system is the context not only of Jesus and early Christianity, but of the Bible as a whole. It is the context for the story of the exodus, which is about liberation from the domination system of ancient Egypt. It is the context for the prophetic protest against the re-creation of a domination system within Israel during the time of the monarchy. It is the context of Jewish voices, from the sixth century BCE on, crying out against oppression by a succession of foreign domination systems.

Rome was an especially large domination system, controlling much of Europe, the Middle East, and North Africa. Its military was both powerful and efficient. Its legions were highly trained professional soldiers and engineers who built a system of all-weather roads, so they could move quickly to quell resistance in any part of the empire.

It was even more economically exploitative than its predecessors. Not only were conquered provinces required to pay annual tribute to Rome (a form of taxation collected by local authorities), but Roman economic policy promoted the commercialization of agriculture. Small plots of land that had been farmed for centuries by families to produce food for their own use were combined into large estates owned by the wealthy to produce crops for sale and export. Having lost their land, many in the rural class became tenant farmers, sharecroppers, or day laborers, producing not their own food, but commercial crops like grains, olives, and grapes. Outside the Jewish homeland, the commercialization of agriculture also resulted in large-scale migration to cities, where former agricultural laborers became part of the urban working poor—a situation that becomes important for understanding the urban context of Paul’s activity.

Roman Imperial Theology. Like most domination systems, Rome legitimated its rule with religion. Though Roman imperial theology began earlier, it was amplified during the reign of Caesar Augustus, emperor from 31 BCE to 14 CE. His birth name was Octavian, and he was about nineteen when Julius Caesar was assassinated, in 44 BCE. For the next thirteen years, Octavian and his rival, Mark Antony, carried on a devastating civil war—Roman legions fought each other on the battlefield—for the imperial throne. The war ended in 31 BCE when Octavian defeated Antony and Cleopatra in a naval battle at Actium, off the coast of Greece.

As a result, Octavian became “Augustus.” The word means “he who is to be worshipped and revered.” He was heralded not only as “Augustus,” but also as “Son of God” and “Lord.” He was called the “savior of the world” who had brought “peace on earth” by ending the civil war that was tearing the empire apart. His birth was the beginning of the “gospel,” the “good news” (the Greek word used in the New Testament and translated into English as “good news” or “gospel”). Stories were even told about his divine conception: he was the son of the god Apollo.

The titles conferred upon Augustus continued to be used by his imperial successors, though some took their divine status more seriously than others. From Augustus on, imperial theology imparted the message that Roman domination was divinely ordained. The gods had chosen Rome to rule the world.

Roman imperial theology is the oppositional context for much of early Christian language about Jesus. The gospels, Paul’s letters, and the other New Testament writings use the language of imperial theology, but apply it to Jesus. Jesus is the “Son of God”—the emperor is not. Jesus is the “Lord”—the emperor is not. Jesus is the “Savior” who brings “peace on earth”—the emperor is not. The contrast is not just a matter of language. The contrast is also about two different visions of how the world should be. The world of the domination system is a world of political oppression, economic exploitation, and chronic violence. The alternative is a world in which everyone has enough and no one needs to be afraid. The gospel phrase for this is the “kingdom of God,” the heart, as the gospels proclaim, of Jesus’s message.

And so, throughout this chronological and contextual New Testament, the relationship of Jesus and early Christianity to the Jewish world that shaped them and the imperial context to which they responded will be emphasized. To take these ancient texts seriously requires taking their ancient contexts seriously. Contextualization matters.











[image: image]

Before Anything Was Written



Recall from Chapter 1 the scholarly consensus that Mark is the first gospel, written around the year 70, four decades after Jesus’s historical life. During those decades his followers’ memories of Jesus—what he said, what he did, and what he was like—circulated orally and were not yet in written form.

Though at least seven of Paul’s letters were written in the 50s, they are not an exception. They say very little about the historical life of Jesus. Scholars have sometimes used this silence to argue that Jesus’s earthly life didn’t matter very much to Paul, but this is unpersuasive.

There is an obvious reason that Paul did not often refer to what Jesus said and did. He wrote to communities that he had taught in person, and so he would already have told them about Jesus. The one exception is his letter to Christians in Rome, but they also already knew about Jesus. The purpose of Paul’s letters was not to tell people about Jesus, but to stay in touch with his communities and to address issues that had arisen in his absence. They are about applications of Paul’s understanding of life “in Christ”—one of his most important phrases—to particular circumstances.

That the story of Jesus wasn’t written down until several decades after his death is puzzling to many in our time. I have often been asked why his followers waited so long to do so. Indeed, why didn’t Jesus himself put his message into writing? If it was so important, why didn’t he write it down? These questions reflect our modern historical context and mind-set. In our time of widespread literacy and reliance on print (ink or electronic), writing something down is taken for granted as the way to preserve memory and accuracy.

But the historical context of the world of Jesus and his followers was very different. They lived in a preliterate and preprint culture. Most people—probably 95 percent or more—did not have the literacy necessary to read biblical documents—whether from the Old Testament or the soon-to-be-born New Testament. Moreover, until the invention of the printing press in the 1400s, documents were expensive to produce. To say the obvious, copies had to be made by hand. So until relatively recently, most people knew their sacred stories and sacred teachings orally and aurally—by hearing them and holding them in memory.

Thus during the time of Jesus, written documents were not an effective way to spread a message. Writing, of course, did have a purpose. Letters—like the letters of Paul—were a way of communicating with a community that had somebody who could read the letter aloud to the rest. Gospels were a way of preserving an early Christian community’s traditions about Jesus.

But putting traditions into written form was not the first thing that a new religious movement would put its energy into. Rather, doing so came later, as early Christian communities began the process of institutionalization, which included preserving their traditions for the future.

So we should not be surprised that the story of Jesus was not put into writing until the last third of the first century. How then did Paul and other early followers of Jesus know about him before anything was written about him? Some had known him during his historical life, but most knew about him through the oral tradition of the early Christian communities.

Early Christian Oral Tradition

In New Testament scholarship, “oral tradition” refers to both a time and a process. It refers to the time from Jesus’s death until the gospels were written. The process—how Jesus was remembered—involved memory, development, and testimony.

It was a communal process. The traditions about Jesus—what he said, what he did, and what he was like—were remembered within communities of his followers. We should not imagine individuals remembering Jesus privately, alone, and then decades later putting their memories into writing. Nor should we imagine the authors of the gospels as independent researchers, seeking to contact as many people as possible who had known Jesus during his historical lifetime. Rather, they were themselves part of a Christian community and wrote from and to that community, even as they may also have thought that what they wrote might be of importance beyond their community.

Early Christian communities were small and intimate. According to a recent scholarly estimate, there were about two thousand followers of Jesus by the year 60. Perhaps half of these were in the Jewish homeland and the other half in other parts of the Roman Empire. Thus, with perhaps an exception or two, the size of a community would have been fifty or fewer. They were also committed and intentional: it took courage and passion to be part of an early Christian community.

In these communities the traditions about Jesus were remembered and used in a number of ways. They were used in recruitment, to enlist “outsiders” into the movement Jesus had begun. They formed the core of instruction, or catechesis, to teach those who desired to become part of the movement about Jesus. And they were used in devotion. Early followers loved Jesus and commemorated him in their worship. No doubt they also enjoyed talking about him. These communities are the context in which Jesus was remembered during the decades of oral tradition.

Oral Tradition and Memory

The oral tradition contains memory. It and the written gospels are about Jesus remembered. But memory is not the same as memorization. We should not imagine Jesus’s followers memorizing what he said and did and then decades later putting their historically exact memories into writing.

One reason is that Jesus was an itinerant teacher whose most characteristic forms of speech were striking short sayings, called “aphorisms,” and short stories, called “parables.” The use of memorable aphorisms and parables is a brilliant and necessary strategy for a teacher in a preliterate and preprint culture.

As a teacher on the move, he would have spoken his aphorisms and told his parables many times. No itinerant teacher uses great one-liners like “Let the dead bury their own dead,” or “Do you have eyes, but fail to see?” or “Blessed are the poor” only once. They would have been spoken many times in different contexts and with different “lead-ins.” Their literary context in the gospels is one particular setting in which Jesus may have said them, but obviously they were not said only in that setting.

So also no itinerant teacher tells a story like the good Samaritan or the prodigal son only once. Moreover, there is no reason to think that Jesus would have told his parables exactly the same way each time. That’s not how stories work. He most likely told them in shorter and longer versions. For example, the parable of the prodigal son in Luke 15.11–32 takes about four minutes to read out loud, but it is easy to imagine it being expanded into a thirty- or forty-minute story.

Thus his followers’ memory of what Jesus taught is not about “memorization,” but about “gist.” We have the “gist” of sayings and the plot summaries of stories he would have spoken many times. “Gist” is what was remembered, not exact wording.

A second reason for saying that we do not have exact memory flows from a careful comparative reading of “gospel parallels,” sayings and stories that appear in all three of the synoptic gospels, Mark, Matthew, and Luke. Most often the accounts of something Jesus said or did are not exactly the same. Sometimes they are quite different.

Some of the differences fall into the category of “copyediting.” Matthew and Luke used Mark as they wrote their gospels. As they did so, they made changes. Some were grammatical, and some involved condensing a story. But sometimes the differences are about more than “copyediting.” They are about the development of the tradition.

Oral Tradition and Development

The oral tradition involved development as well as memory. Traditions about Jesus sometimes developed in different ways in different Christian communities. For example, consider the prayer known by Catholics as the “Our Father” and by Protestants as “the Lord’s Prayer.” It appears in two quite different forms in Matthew and Luke. A third form is in an early Christian document known as the Didache, which many scholars think was written around 100 and thus earlier than some of the New Testament documents.

Matthew’s version is best known, because it is used in Christian worship and devotion. It begins with the solemn “Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be your name,” and continues with “Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as in heaven,” followed by petitions for daily bread, forgiveness of debts, and deliverance from temptation and evil. It lacks the concluding doxology familiar to Protestants: “For yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever.”

Luke’s begins with the simple “Father,” continues with the brief “Your kingdom come,” and lacks the final petition for deliverance from evil and, like Matthew’s, the concluding doxology. A form of the latter is found in the Didache: “For yours is the power and the glory forever.”

How do we account for these three forms of the Lord’s Prayer in early Christian documents? A possible answer is that Jesus taught the three different forms on three different occasions, and those who were at any one session memorized the form they heard. A more plausible answer is that they are the way the prayer developed in three different communities.

Oral Tradition and Testimony

Testimony is testifying, witnessing, to what matters, to the truth that matters. In this sense, everything about Jesus in the oral tradition is testimony. Early Christian communities wouldn’t have remembered a saying or story by Jesus or a story about something he did unless it mattered to them.

This realization impacts how we should hear, read, and understand the story of Jesus—of what he said and did, what he was like, and what happened to him. The stories are not simply “factual” reports—they are about what mattered to his followers. As such, they have a surplus of meaning. They are to be read for their meaning and not primarily for their factuality. If they also have a factual basis, fine—but it is their more-than-factual meaning that matters most.

Testimony involves both memory and development. It is grounded in early Christian memory of Jesus and the remarkable person that he was. And it developed beyond what Jesus himself said and did.

For example, in the earliest layers of the developing tradition, Jesus does not proclaim an extraordinary status for himself. Mark, the earliest gospel, affirms that Jesus is the “Son of God” and “Messiah,” but, as Mark tells the story of Jesus, this extraordinary status was not part of Jesus’s own teaching. The two times Jesus seems to affirm an exalted status in Mark do not take place in public, but in private—once alone with his disciples and then in the story of his trial at the end of his life. The fact that it was not part of Jesus’s own public teaching in Mark has been called the “messianic secret.” Jesus’s identity as Son of God and Messiah was a secret, unknown by almost everybody while he was alive and only openly proclaimed after his death. Matthew and Luke change this a little, but not much.

John’s gospel is very different. Jesus frequently speaks of himself in the most extraordinary language. He is the Light of the World; the Bread of Life; the Good Shepherd; the Way, the Truth, and the Life; and the True Vine; before Abraham was, he was. He identifies himself with God: “The Father and I are one”; “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (10.30; 14.9). John opens his gospel with a magnificent prologue that speaks of Jesus as the “Word of God,” who was with God at creation and who has now become flesh. Jesus is the incarnation of God, the embodiment of what can be seen of God in a human life.

These affirmations go way beyond anything Jesus said about himself as reported by Mark, Matthew, and Luke. It is highly unlikely that Jesus ever said them. But that doesn’t mean they are to be devalued and dismissed, because they are not factually accurate memory. Rather, they are testimony to the significance of Jesus as it had developed within the community (perhaps communities) that John wrote from and for. They testify to what Jesus had become in their experience, thought, and conviction. But it is a stage of development within the oral tradition that occurred much later than what is in Mark, Matthew, and Luke.

Testimony about Jesus within early Christian communities developed for more than one reason. In addition to people’s memory of him as the extraordinary person he was, their understanding of his significance grew in the years after Easter. Some of them experienced him after his death as a living figure of the present, not simply as a remembered and dearly beloved figure from the past. Moreover, they did not experience him as a ghostly survivor, but in a radically new way as a divine reality now one with God. These experiences generated the conviction that God had vindicated Jesus and what he was doing. To echo language from Paul’s letters, God had raised Jesus to God’s right hand, exalted him, and given him the name above every name: Jesus is Lord.

Thus within modern biblical scholarship, there is a near consensus that the “titles” of Jesus—as the Son of God, Lord, Word of God, and so forth—are post-Easter developments; testimony, not memory. But they are testimony grounded in memory and experience.

The process of development within the oral tradition produced earlier and later layers. The earliest layer is closest in time to Jesus and represents a period when memory was still dominant and relatively little development had occurred. The latest layers—which are crystallized in written form in the gospels—do contain memory, but also include decades of development and testimony. They come from a time in which Jesus’s followers affirmed him in the most exalted language.

What Is Most Likely Early?

What parts of the oral tradition are early? What did it say about Jesus in its early stages? How much was there by the time Paul wrote his letters? How much might Paul have known about Jesus from oral tradition?

The question is of more than historical interest. It is important for a chronological New Testament, in which seven of Paul’s letters come first. They are a bewildering place to begin unless one already knows something about Jesus. His letters presuppose Jesus and knowing about Jesus, even though they do not presuppose the not-yet-written gospels.

But a growing number of people today do not know much about Jesus and the gospels. About half of American Christians cannot name the four gospels. Two-thirds do not know that the Sermon on the Mount is in Matthew. Moreover, more and more Americans are growing up outside the church and thus have little or no exposure to Jesus and the gospels.

I experienced this problem firsthand when I began my introductory New Testament course one year with Paul’s letters rather than the gospels. About half of my students had grown up without any involvement in a church, and so they knew little or nothing about Jesus and the gospels. Paul knew about Jesus, but they didn’t. They were lost as they tried to figure out what on earth Paul’s letters were about. I taught the course that way only once.

So before we turn to Paul’s letters, it is important and helpful to provide a concise summary of what is likely to be very early tradition about Jesus, already there by the time of Paul and from which Paul himself would have learned. The following are likely to be components of the early communities’ historical memory of Jesus:


	Jesus was born shortly before the death of Herod the Great in 4 BCE and grew up in Nazareth, a peasant village in Galilee, in the northern part of the Jewish homeland.

	In his mid to late twenties, he went to a wilderness prophet known as John, who became his mentor. Presumably after some time (rather than immediately), he was baptized by John. After John was arrested by the ruler of Galilee, Jesus began his own public activity.

	At the center of Jesus’s message was the kingdom of God. His first words in Mark, our earliest gospel, are about the coming of the kingdom of God. They are Mark’s advance summary of what Jesus and his story are about.

	The kingdom of God was not about “heaven,” but about the transformation of this world, the earth, which is clear from the Lord’s Prayer: “Your kingdom come on earth.”

	He spoke primarily to the peasant class (90 percent of the population), which was made up of agricultural and manual laborers who lived in rural areas: small towns, villages, hamlets, the countryside. He didn’t go to cities, except Jerusalem.

	As a teacher he consistently used arresting aphorisms and provocative parables to invite his hearers to image reality, life, and their lives differently.

	He was a healer and an exorcist. More stories of healings and exorcisms are told about him than about any other figure in the Jewish tradition.

	He broke social boundaries. He was known and criticized for eating with marginalized people, including virtual outcasts and untouchables, and for his associations with women.

	His followers spoke of him as “anointed by the Spirit.” The Spirit of God was present in him and flowed through him.

	He went to Jerusalem at the season of Passover, most likely in the year 30. His last week was filled with confrontation and conflict, leading to arrest and execution by the imperial and religious authorities who ruled his world.

	Some of his followers experienced him after his death—not simply as a “ghost,” but as a divine reality with the qualities of “Lord” and “God.”



Details could be added to this list, but its purpose is not to provide an in-depth account of the historical pre-Easter Jesus. That would require a book-length treatment, and a multitude of books have been written that do just that. Rather, its purpose is twofold. It presents a scholarly consensus; most mainline scholars would agree that at least this much is early historical memory. And it is a crystallization of what Paul is likely to have known about Jesus. He may well have known more, but he knew at least this much. To Paul we now turn.
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Paul and His Letters



Knowing what we can about Paul and his historical context greatly illuminates the seven letters that were definitely written by him. Indeed, it is not just illuminating, but essential. Without historical contextualization, Paul’s letters remain opaque and subject to great misunderstanding, even as a number of verses virtually glow in the dark apart from context.

Next to Jesus, Paul is the most important person in the New Testament. Thirteen of its twenty-seven documents are attributed to him. More than half of Acts is about him. Paul’s significance for Christianity extends beyond the New Testament. Augustine (356–430), the most important Christian theologian in the first thousand years of Christianity, was converted by a verse in Romans, and Paul’s thought greatly influenced his theology for the rest of his life.

Paul’s letters were the biblical foundation of the Reformation in the sixteenth century. He has been especially important for Protestants ever since. Many of their “big” words come from Paul: “justification,” “grace,” “faith,” “sanctification,” “Christ crucified,” “dying and rising with Christ,” “the body of Christ,” and so forth. Some scholars call him the “founder of Christianity” or the “second founder of Christianity.” Those who call him such often do so with a negative spin. They see Paul as the “spoiler” of Christianity, who turned the good religion of Jesus (what Jesus himself taught) into a not-so-good, or even bad, religion about Jesus (believing a collection of doctrines about Jesus). But admirers and detractors alike agree that Paul is very important for understanding Christianity.

He is also the only New Testament author about whom we know much. The others are essentially anonymous. Even when we think we know their names, our other information about them is negligible. Compared to Paul, we know very little about Peter, the other most important early follower of Jesus. But we know about Paul firsthand from what he says about himself in his letters and secondhand from Acts, where he is the central character. Acts is significantly later than Paul’s letters and, like the gospels, combines memory, development, and testimony a generation or two after Paul. Thus it is a secondary source for knowing about Paul.

In contrast to Jesus, Paul has a mixed reputation. Jesus is almost universally admired, but Paul is not even admired by some Christians. Of course, he is highly regarded by Christians who see his letters (like the Bible as a whole) as the inerrant and infallible divine revelation of God. For them, his letters contain absolute truth.

Most Christians would not go that far. Many are troubled by some of what is in the thirteen letters attributed to Paul. There are passages they have difficulty believing are or ever were the will of God, texts, for example, that condone slavery, command the subordination of women, condemn same-sex relationships, and commend complete obedience to established authority.

So, to use language from an earlier book, is Paul appealing or appalling? The jury is out. The verdict depends on how we see the letters attributed to him. Were all thirteen written by him? If so, there is much in Paul that is appalling. But most of the problem passages referred to above appear in the six letters that modern scholarship puts in the disputed or definitely post-Pauline category. The seven letters universally accepted as coming from Paul in the 50s portray a Paul quite different from the Paul of the other six letters.

Paul’s Life

Modern historical study of Paul’s seven letters and Acts has produced a consensus about the following biographical sketch. The primary source is the letters; Acts is important, but secondary. When Acts and Paul’s letters disagree, Paul’s letters take precedence.

We do not know when Paul was born, but it was probably in the first decade of the first century. He was thus a near contemporary of Jesus, perhaps ten years or so younger. He lived vigorously into the 60s of that century, even though he was plagued by a recurrent malady. He was executed in Rome in the early to mid 60s.

He was born Jewish in the Diaspora, a term referring to Jews living outside of their ancestral homeland. Most did. Estimates of the number of Jews in the first century hover around six million, about one-tenth of the population of the Roman Empire. One to two million lived in the homeland. Two-thirds or more were in the Diaspora.

According to Acts, he was born in Tarsus, a cosmopolitan city in southern Asia Minor (today’s Turkey). Capital of the Roman province of Cilicia and renowned for a university said to be as excellent as the one at Athens, Tarsus was, as Acts puts it, “an important city” (21.39).

We do not know how Paul’s parents came to live there. The reasons Jews lived in areas other than the Jewish homeland were diverse, ranging from capture and enslavement to voluntary emigration. According to Acts, Paul’s father was a Roman citizen, and thus Paul was a Roman citizen by birth. “Citizen” did not mean simply somebody who lived within the Roman Empire; it was an elevated status that belonged to a very small percentage of the population. If Paul’s father was a Roman citizen, the most likely reason is that he had been a slave of a Roman citizen, who then liberated him. But Paul in his letters never refers to himself as a Roman citizen, and so scholars are uncertain whether this detail from Acts is correct.

Paul obviously had an excellent education. His letters reflect an intimate knowledge of the Jewish Bible, and his use of the Greek language and its rhetorical style is remarkable. He knew both Judaism and the Gentile world firsthand and may even have had a Greek education as well as a Jewish one. In Tarsus, he grew up in both worlds, a superb context for one who was to become the “apostle to the Gentiles” (that is, non-Jews, whom Paul frequently calls “Greeks”).

He was a passionate Jew. He became a Pharisee, a member of a Jewish movement that sought through sharp social boundaries to preserve Jewish identity and community in a historical context in which accommodation to Hellenistic and Roman culture was a very real threat. According to Acts, he studied in Jerusalem under Gamaliel, one of the most renowned rabbis of the time. Paul himself does not mention this, and some scholars think this may be part of the “upgrading” of Paul’s stature by the author of Acts. But whether or not he studied in Jerusalem, he was a brilliant, passionate, committed Pharisaic Jew.

Paul never met the historical Jesus. But almost immediately after Jesus’s crucifixion, within at most a few years, he became a persecutor of Jesus’s followers. That he did so is an indicator not only of his religious passion, but also that he knew enough about Jesus at this point in his life to think his movement should be stopped. That’s the purpose of persecution.

Acts introduces Paul in the story of the first fatal persecution of a follower of Jesus, the martyrdom of Stephen in Jerusalem (Acts 7). Paul, still named “Saul” according to Acts, stands in the crowd consenting to Stephen’s execution. Then Acts 9 narrates that Paul was given authority by the high priest in Jerusalem to arrest followers of Jesus in Damascus and bring them to Jerusalem in chains. For more than one reason, that is historically unlikely, perhaps even impossible.

But that Paul was a persecutor of followers of Jesus almost from the beginning is certain. He says so himself as he briefly refers to his life: he was “circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless” (Phil. 3.5–6). Paul was a young man when he was a persecutor. If he was born in the first decade of the first century, he would have been in his twenties or early thirties.

Then he had an experience that caused a dramatic reversal of his life. It happened in or near Damascus, the capital of Syria, then and now, three to five years after the death of Jesus. Paul’s time as a persecutor was quite brief.

So famous is it that the phrase “Damascus road experience” has become a common metaphor for a life-changing experience. It changed Paul from persecutor of Jesus’s followers to advocate of Jesus, from adversary of Jesus to Jesus’s apostle to the Gentiles, the non-Jewish world.

Acts narrates the Damascus road story three times in slightly different ways (Acts 9; 22; 26). What they have in common is that Paul, while traveling to Damascus to arrest followers of Jesus, had an experience in which Jesus appeared to him as a living reality in the present, as Lord, and called Paul not only to be his follower, but his apostle to the Gentiles.

Paul refers to this experience in his letters, though he doesn’t narrate the story. In Galatians, he acknowledges his past as a persecutor of the Jesus movement and then speaks of his transformation. Damascus is mentioned in the last verse:


You have heard, no doubt, of my earlier life in Judaism. I was violently persecuting the church of God and was trying to destroy it. I advanced in Judaism beyond many among my people of the same age, for I was far more zealous for the traditions of my ancestors. But when God, who had set me apart before I was born and called me through his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son to me, so that I might proclaim him among the Gentiles, I did not confer with any human being, nor did I go up to Jerusalem to those who were already apostles before me, but I went away at once into Arabia, and afterwards I returned to Damascus. (1.13–17)



Both Acts and Paul’s letters agree that Paul was radically transformed by this experience.

Though often called Paul’s “conversion,” the term can be misleading. In modern English, a common meaning of “conversion” is to convert from one religion to another or to convert from being nonreligious to being religious. Neither meaning applies in Paul’s case. He was passionately religious before the experience, and he didn’t think of himself as having converted from one religion (Judaism) to another (Christianity). He regarded himself as Jewish all of his life, not as a member of a new and different religion. His conversion was not from Judaism to Christianity, but from Pharisaic Judaism to Christian Judaism. They were different ways of being Jewish. The division into two religions came later.

Paul’s experience is commonly called a “vision.” According to Acts, Paul saw a great light, and the light identified itself as Jesus. According to Paul’s letters, Paul saw Jesus: “Have I not seen Jesus our Lord?” (1 Cor. 9.1); “he appeared also to me” (15.8). What he saw and experienced convinced him that he was wrong, that the Jesus whom he had been persecuting was not only alive, but Lord. The obvious inference was that if Jesus still lives and is Lord, it can only be because God had vindicated him. God had said “yes” to Jesus and “no” to the powers that had killed him. They were wrong. Paul had been wrong. Now Paul had been called to be Jesus’s apostle to the Gentiles.

So, not later than five years after the death of Jesus, in the mid-30s of the first century, Paul began his vocation as a follower and apostle of Jesus. We know little about the next few years. He tells us he went to “Arabia” (not Saudi Arabia, but ancient Nabatea in present-day Jordan), presumably on a “mission” and not a desert retreat. He seems to have had no success there. Around the year 40, he went on his first mission to Asia Minor (Turkey) as an associate of Barnabas, an early Christian missionary to whom Paul was subordinate. Then Paul and Barnabas separated, and Paul traveled on his own to major cities in Asia Minor during most of the 40s. In the late 40s, he went to Greece, beginning in Macedonia in the north and continuing on to Athens and Corinth in the south. During most of the 50s, he traveled back and forth between Asia Minor and Greece, spending much of his time in Corinth and Ephesus.

Paul’s life as an apostle often got him in trouble. Sometimes he had to flee cities because his message and activity caused conflict. He was arrested several times, often beaten, and thrown in prison more than once, in danger of being executed. Plus we need to imagine the privations and danger involved in his extensive travel. He walked thousands of miles, including through mountain passes and across high arid plateaus. Despite paintings that depict his being knocked off his horse during his Damascus experience, he didn’t travel by horse. Only the military and the wealthy did. Sometimes he traveled by sea, and he was shipwrecked at least three times.

He refers to his trials as he defends himself against critics and opponents in his community in Corinth:


Are they ministers of Christ? I am talking like a madman—I am a better one: with far greater labors, far more imprisonments, with countless floggings, and often near death. Five times I have received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I received a stoning. Three times I was shipwrecked; for a night and a day I was adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from bandits, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brothers and sisters; in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, hungry and thirsty, often without food, cold and naked. And, besides other things, I am under daily pressure because of my anxiety for all the churches. (2 Cor. 11.23–28)



In the late 50s, he traveled to Jerusalem. It resulted in his arrest and confinement for the rest of his life. His purpose was to bring a collection of money that he had raised in his largely Gentile communities to benefit followers of Jesus in Jerusalem. He planned to then take his apostolic vocation westward to Rome and Spain.

But in Jerusalem he was arrested by temple authorities and handed over to Roman authorities. Although the latter found him innocent, they did not release him. So Paul appealed to his right as a Roman citizen to have a hearing before the emperor himself, and he was transported to Rome as a prisoner. At the end of Acts, he has been living in Rome under house arrest for two years, “proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ.” Neither Acts nor any other New Testament document tells us what happened to Paul. But early Christian traditions, which report that he was executed in Rome around the year 64, during the reign of Nero, are generally accepted as historically factual. Like Jesus, Paul was killed by the powers that ruled his world.

The Urban Context of Paul’s Apostleship and Letters

Paul was a city person. Unlike Jesus, who grew up in a small village and whose activity was among the peasant class in small towns and rural areas of the Jewish homeland, Paul was urban. He grew up in a city and carried out his vocation in major cities of Asia Minor and Greece, most of them capitals of Roman provinces. There is no report of his bringing his message to a small town or village.

Thus, to understand the historical context of Paul and his letters we need to know something of the cities in the Roman Empire of his time. The largest was Rome itself, with perhaps a million people. A number of others had six-figure populations: Alexandria in Egypt, Antioch in Syria, Ephesus in Asia Minor, perhaps Corinth in Greece. Most were smaller. Estimates for Jerusalem are around forty thousand, and for Tarsus, Paul’s city of birth, around fifty thousand.

Cities in the Roman Empire shared a number of features. They were very densely populated. Because most were walled cities, population expansion occurred within the walls. For example, the walls of Antioch enclosed two square miles, within which lived two hundred thousand people. Its population density exceeded that of the most densely populated cities today, and without high-rise buildings. Most of the urban working class lived in four- or five-story tenements. Most families had only a room or two, used primarily for storage and sleeping.

There was no sanitation. Today’s visitors to the remains of ancient cities of the Roman Empire often marvel at their water systems, including even toilets, but these were luxuries for the wealthy. In the tenement areas, where most of the population lived, water had to be carried, most often up several flights of stairs. Human waste was dumped into gutters. These conditions and crowding meant that contagious disease was rampant. Life expectancy was low, about thirty years for those who survived the high mortality rates of infancy and childhood.

The urban working population could be sustained only by continuing migration from rural areas. Roman agricultural policy virtually compelled migration to cities. Small peasant farms that had provided basic sustenance to the families that had lived on them for centuries were being combined into large estates that now produced grains and other agricultural products for export. Many of the rural class, now without their own land, moved to cities to find work. Most did so out of desperation, not because they desired city life.

Migration to cities destroyed the extended family and village relationships that marked traditional rural communities. Newcomers to cities, even if they arrived with their family, were severed from the familiarity and common concern of village life. They were, in an important sense, alone and on their own. Moreover, cities were populated by many ethnic and linguistic groups, in contrast to the homogeneity of village life. Ethnic estrangement and conflict were frequent.

Thus life was difficult for most of those who lived in cities. Earning enough money to pay for food and shelter was always an issue. Disease and death were constant threats. Community was no longer something that one was born into, but was either absent or newly formed.

Paul’s Audience

Paul’s purpose as apostle was to create and nurture urban communities of Christ-followers—from among Gentiles in particular. That was his commission: to go to Gentiles, not Jews. Preaching to the Jews was Peter’s commission.

And yet when Paul arrived in a new city, he consistently went to a synagogue to tell people about Jesus. Why? Was he trying to convert Jews, in spite of his commission to go to the Gentiles, a vocation and restriction that he and other early Christian leaders had apparently agreed upon?

Almost certainly, the explanation is that synagogues in major cities were likely to have a number of Gentiles who were strongly attracted to Judaism, but not willing or ready to fully convert. Known variously in Acts and other ancient sources as “God-fearers,” “God-worshippers,” and “God-lovers,” they were Gentiles involved in but still on the fringe of Judaism. They often attended synagogue services and thus knew quite a bit about Judaism, its scriptures, rituals, festivals, yearnings, and vision. Some became benefactors. No doubt they had Jewish friends. But the men did not get circumcised, and households may or may not have observed Jewish food and purity laws.

That Gentile “God-lovers” were Paul’s primary audience not only is affirmed by Acts and implied in his letters, but makes great sense. The Gentiles to whom he had the most immediate access were the “God-lovers” whom he would find in synagogues. So when Paul arrived in a new city, he went first to the synagogue—not because his mission was to convert Jews, but because Gentile “God-lovers” would be there.

He sought to enlist them in communities of Christ-followers either by creating a new community in that city or by integrating them into an existing community. Christian groups existed in some cities before Paul got there, including Ephesus and Rome. In others, they were Paul’s creation.

Other than synagogues, the other context in which Paul encountered Gentiles was in his work. Paul supported himself by “tent-making,” an umbrella term that included making awnings, in great demand in the Mediterranean world, and perhaps also making leather goods more generally. Paul’s skill gave him great mobility and self-sufficiency. The basic tools could be carried in a waist bag. He could travel light and find a job in any significant city. No doubt Paul met some of his Gentile converts while working next to them in a shop.

Paul’s Approach

The above realizations about Paul’s audience should affect our image of how Paul “preached” Jesus. Because of modern images of preaching, we tend to think of Paul standing in front of a crowd, large or small, and proclaiming the gospel. Acts sometimes portrays Paul this way; he preaches in synagogues and even in a theater filled with twenty thousand people. But it is unlikely that Paul preached in synagogues or to crowds of strangers who were completely unfamiliar with Judaism. What would his message, which makes so much use of Jewish language and tradition, have meant to Gentiles who knew nothing about Judaism?

We need to imagine Paul’s approach as much more conversational. Consider the story in Acts 16 of Paul’s conversion of a Gentile “God-lover” named Lydia, whom he met in a Jewish gathering just outside the gates of Philippi in northern Greece. Lydia was a successful and cosmopolitan businesswoman. A dealer in purple dye, which was highly valued and expensive in the ancient world, she was from Thyatira in Asia Minor and was now in Greece. Obviously very competent and intelligent, she had become attracted to Judaism.

According to Acts, Paul engaged her in conversation. Soon she and her whole household converted to become Christ-followers. What might Paul have said to Lydia? I cannot imagine that he simply proclaimed, as some Christian preaching today does, that we are all sinners and that Jesus died for our sins, so we can be forgiven and go to heaven if we believe in him. What reason would she have had for responding to that?

Instead, we need to imagine Paul telling her about Jesus, about the kind of man he was, what he taught, and what he did; about his execution by the authorities; about Paul’s own experience of Jesus appearing to him, convincing him that the way of Jesus was the way of the God of the Bible; and that Jesus was Lord and Messiah, the promised one of Israel. In short, he would have talked about Jesus and testified to his meaning and significance. And he would have emphasized that in Jesus a new form of Judaism had been created in which Gentiles could be full participants. “In Christ,” as he wrote in one of his most famous verses, “there is no longer Jew or Greek” (Gal. 3.28). He would have invited her into a new community in which she could be both Gentile and Jew. Indeed, Paul’s purpose was to create communities of Christ-followers or to integrate converts into Christian communities that already existed.

Paul’s Communities

Paul’s communities of Christ-followers are called “churches” in most English translations of the New Testament. Doing so is potentially misleading, because of the modern associations with the word “church.” It most commonly means a building and/or a community of Christians, large or small, organized for “religious” purposes with designated leadership roles and a set of beliefs or doctrines.

The communities of Paul were not churches in this modern sense. The first church building dates from the mid-200s, and churches were not common until after Constantine legalized and became a patron of Christianity in the 300s. So also the communities of Paul were not primarily intended for the practice of “religion” as one dimension of life; rather, they were groups learning about and practicing a comprehensive way of seeing and living.

The Greek word translated “church” is ekklesia (from which, for example, we get the word “ecclesiastical”). It means “assembly” and “those called out”—a community. Lacking the modern associations with “church,” the Greek word is a good term for Paul’s communities.


Another reason “church” is misleading is that Paul’s communities were small, much smaller than most modern “churches.” Recall from the previous chapter that the total number of followers of Jesus by the year 60 was about two thousand, half in the homeland and half in the Diaspora. Thus any particular community would have been small. We perhaps should imagine Paul’s communities as small as fifteen or twenty people and perhaps as large as a hundred or two (as in Corinth?). And even when there were that many Christ-followers in a given city, they most often probably met in smaller groups.

One reason is the architecture of the ancient world. The spaces in which communities of Christ-followers could meet were small. It is common to speak of the earliest Christian communities as “house-churches.” That term correctly makes the point that they did not have “church buildings.” But it is misleading because it uses the words “church” and “house.” “House” implies a private family home large enough for a gathering. Most early Christians, with some exceptions, however, lived in more modest accommodations in the four- and five-story tenement buildings mentioned earlier. They would not have had space for a gathering of fifteen or twenty or more.

But some of these tenement buildings and some homes of the wealthy on main streets had “shops” on the ground floor. These included retail shops and manufacturing and repair shops in which artisans like leatherworkers and others worked. These spaces were not large; they averaged about two hundred square feet. But, unlike residential space, they were unused some of the time. In them, small early Christian communities met. Thus some contemporary scholars speak of Paul’s communities of Christ-followers not as “house-churches,” but as “shop-churches.” “Shop-communities” would be even more accurate, given the modern meaning of “church.”

Paul’s communities were not only small, but deeply committed and intentional. To become part of one was a serious undertaking. Jesus had been condemned and executed by Rome. Joining this movement meant risk—to call Jesus “Lord” and “Son of God” meant that the emperor was neither of these things. It meant becoming countercultural, rejecting the values of dominant culture and living in accord with another vision of how things should be. Paul referred to them as communities whose identity was “in Christ” and as “the body of Christ.” They were “a new creation” in the midst of “this world” that subverted “this world.”

The small size of these communities meant that they were intimate. Their members knew and were committed to taking care of each other. Paul’s frequent use of the language of “brothers and sisters” is not just affectionate; it is “new family” imagery. People who became part of one of his communities took on the same responsibilities for each other that blood brothers and sisters had. In the first-century urban context in which many had lost their blood families because of migration and high mortality rates, this was a powerful image of community. It also meant that these were “share” communities: if you were part of this community, you would eat.

For the above reasons, I will not use the word “church” to refer to early Christian communities. Instead, I will use “Christ-communities” to refer to these small, committed, intentional, and intimate groups. Over time, what we call “churches” would emerge; but that time was not yet.

Paul’s Letters in the Context of His Communities

Paul’s relationship to urban Christian communities is the historical context of his letters. With one exception, the seven genuine letters of Paul were written to communities. The only one addressed to an individual is Philemon. But even it was to be read to the group of Christ-followers who gathered in his house. Again with one exception, the seven letters were written to communities Paul had founded and thus knew firsthand. The exception is Romans. When he wrote to the Christian community in Rome, he had not yet been there. But he planned to be, and Romans is to some extent an introduction to Paul’s way of seeing things for Christians whom he planned to visit.

Paul’s communities were sometimes conflicted, especially in Galatia and Corinth. Though they were all committed to Jesus, they sometimes differed about what that meant. Some who were deeply conflicted wrote to Paul with questions.

His letters are correspondence in context—as all correspondence is. Letters are not meant “for the world.” They are meant for the person(s) to whom they are sent. They presuppose a relationship, a connection. And the context for understanding them is what we can know about that relationship.

Thus what we have in Paul’s letters is not what he would have said to “outsiders,” but what he wrote to Christian communities that already existed, whether he or somebody else had begun them. We do not have his “preaching”—used now as an umbrella term to refer to the content of what he said about Jesus. Instead, what we have is his very personal response to what he had learned was going on in these communities. With the mix depending on circumstances, his letters combine thanksgiving, tenderness, encouragement, teaching, affection, correction, conflict, and anger.

The Canonical and Chronological Sequences of Paul’s Letters

In the canon, the thirteen letters attributed to Paul are organized according to two principles. The nine letters addressed to communities are placed first, followed by the four letters addressed to individuals. Then, within each category, the letters are arranged in descending order of length, from longest to shortest. The exception is Galatians; it comes before Ephesians, even though the latter is about two hundred words longer.

Thus the canonical order of the letters begins with Romans, the longest, continues with 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and 1 Thessalonians, and ends with 2 Thessalonians, the shortest. The letters addressed to individuals begin with 1 Timothy, the longest, continue with 2 Timothy and Titus, and end with Philemon, the shortest. To say the obvious, the organizing principle of the canonical order is not about chronological order.

In this chronological New Testament, the thirteen letters attributed to Paul appear in a very different sequence. The seven letters from Paul in the 50s begin not with Romans, but 1 Thessalonians. Indeed, Romans is the last of the seven. In between are Galatians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Philemon, and Philippians.

The other six letters appear much later. Three—1 and 2 Timothy and Titus—appear almost at the end. The other three—Colossians, Ephesians, and 2 Thessalonians—are interspersed among the gospels and other early Christian documents. And so we turn to the first document in a chronological New Testament.










Time Line



30s









	
Execution of Jesus (30)

	
 


	
His followers continue his mission in the Jewish homeland, especially in Galilee

	
 


	
Conversion of Paul (ca. 33–35)

	
 


	
Christ-communities already in Syria, in the Jewish Diaspora beyond the homeland

	
 





40s





	
The emperor Caligula orders the erection of a statue of himself in the Jerusalem Temple, sparking massive nonviolent Jewish resistance

	
 


	
Paul in Asia Minor (Turkey)

	
 


	
Christ-communities reach Rome (how, we do not know)

	
 


	
Controversy about whether Gentile converts need to become Jewish (circumcision for males)

	
 


	
Jews expelled from Rome (49)

	
 


	
Paul enters Europe (Greece)

	
 





50s





	
Paul in Greece and Asia Minor 

Near the end of the decade, he goes to Jerusalem where he is arrested, imprisoned, and finally sent to Rome in chains

 Perhaps as early as the mid 50s, a collection of Jesus’s teachings is put into writing for the first time (Q)

	
Seven genuine letters of Paul:
 1 Thessalonians
 Galatians
 1 Corinthians
 Philemon
 Philippians
 2 Corinthians
 Romans





60s





	
Paul a prisoner in Rome

	
 


	
The emperor Nero blames Christians for a massive fire in Rome and kills many, including Paul and Peter (64)

	
 


	
Armed revolt against Roman rule in the Jewish homeland begins (66)

	
 





70s





	
In 70, Roman legions re-conquer Jerusalem and destroy the temple, the only place of Jewish sacrifice

	
The first gospel: Mark


	
The end of sacrifice begins to transform

	
 


	
Judaism Probably a majority of the followers of Jesus live in the Diaspora even though many are Jewish

	
 






80s and onward





	
The center of Judaism in the homeland moves to Galilee
 
 Judaism and followers of Jesus begin to separate into two different religions
 
 Hostility between non-Christian Jews and Christian Jews grows
 
 Second- and third-generation Christians struggle with issues of adaptation to Roman culture

	
James
 Colossians
 Matthew
 Hebrews





90s





	
Earliest reference to Jesus in a non-Christian source (Josephus)

 The final part of the Jewish Bible is canonized, creating the three sections of Law, Prophets, and Writings

	
John
 Ephesians
 Revelation





100s





	
 

	
Jude
 1 John
 2 John
 3 John





110s





	
Earliest references to Jesus and Christianity in Roman sources: Tacitus, Suetonius, and Pliny

 Unsuccessful Jewish revolt in Egypt because of tension between Jews and Gentiles

	
Luke
 Acts
 2 Thessalonians
 1 Peter
 1 Timothy
 2 Timothy
 Titus





120s





	
 

	
2 Peter





130s





	
Jewish revolt against Roman rule in the Jewish homeland, brutally suppressed by the Romans; surviving Jews exiled from Jerusalem (132–135)

 Christianity now largely in the Gentile world of the Roman Empire beyond the Jewish homeland, but perhaps the majority of Christians are Jewish in origin
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