THE PRE-CHRISTIAN PAUL

Autobiographical Material in Paul’s Letters

1. Gal 1:13-14,

For you have heard of my former manner of life in Judaism, how I used to persecute the church of God beyond measure and tried to destroy it;  14  and I was advancing in Judaism beyond many of my contemporaries among my countrymen, being more extremely zealous for my ancestral traditions.

2. 2 Cor 11:22,

Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are they descendants of Abraham? So am I.

Phil 3:5-6,

circumcised the eighth day, of the nation of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the Law, a Pharisee;  6  as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to the righteousness which is in the Law, found blameless.

Rom 7:14-15,

For we know that the Law is spiritual, but I am of flesh, sold into bondage to sin.  15  For what I am doing, I do not understand; for I am not practicing what I [would] like to [do], but I am doing the very thing I hate. (Cf. 7:19, 22-24)

Romans 7? Is it…

· Not autobiographical (clashes with Phil 3:6 that he was “blameless”), speaking about the law and the presence of wrongdoing in humanity. i.e., describing general human experience. His “I” = everyone

Or…

· If “blameless” in Phil 3 is a comparative not an absolute term, Paul may be “better” than others but still may have broke the law. He is looking back on his pre-Christ life to show that he was prototypical of the failure of the Mosaic law.  

Material in Acts

22:3  "I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city, educated under Gamaliel, strictly according to the law of our fathers, being zealous for God just as you all are today.  4  "I persecuted this Way to the death, binding and putting both men and women into prisons,  5  as also the high priest and all the Council of the elders can testify. From them I also received letters to the brethren, and started off for Damascus in order to bring even those who were there to Jerusalem as prisoners to be punished.

Paul is from Tarsus (Acts 21:39; cf. 9:11, 30; 11:25)

He was a Roman citizen (16:37)

A Roman by birth (22:25-28)

A leather-worker, chiefly a maker of tents (18:3)

Analysis

From Paul

1. Judean

2. Dedicated and exemplary Judean

3. Compliance with the law

4. Hebrew

5. Israelite

6. Of the tribe of Benjamin

7. Pharisee

8. Savagely persecuted the church 

From Acts
9. Born in Tarsus in Cilicia,

10. A citizen of Tarsus 

Greek cities did not easily confer citizenship on aliens, Jewish or otherwise; did it come through his father or grandfather?

11. A Roman citizen by birth

No mention of this by Paul even in Romans! Odd that Paul was flogged three times (2 Cor 11:25) if a citizen. Historicity? Hengel is pro-historicity. Paul says nothing about his family; and he also has the Roman name of Paul. 

12. Raised in Jerusalem

13. Educated by Gamaliel

14. A maker of leather tents

 The Conversion of Paul
From Paul
1. Gal 1:12-17,

For I neither received it from man, nor was I taught it, but [I received it] through a revelation of Jesus Christ.  13  For you have heard of my former manner of life in Judaism, how I used to persecute the church of God beyond measure and tried to destroy it;  14  and I was advancing in Judaism beyond many of my contemporaries among my countrymen, being more extremely zealous for my ancestral traditions.  15  But when God, who had set me apart [even] from my mother's womb and called me through His grace, was pleased  16  to reveal His Son in me so that I might preach Him among the Gentiles, I did not immediately consult with flesh and blood,  17  nor did I go up to Jerusalem to those who were apostles before me; but I went away to Arabia, and returned once more to Damascus.

2. 1 Cor 9:1,

“Have I not seen Jesus our Lord?”

3. 1 Cor 15,

“Lastly he even appeared to me”

4. Phil 3:4-9, 

although I myself might have confidence even in the flesh. If anyone else has a mind to put confidence in the flesh, I far more:  5  circumcised the eighth day, of the nation of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the Law, a Pharisee;  6  as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to the righteousness which is in the Law, found blameless.  7  But whatever things were gain to me, those things I have counted as loss for the sake of Christ.  8  More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish so that I may gain Christ, 9  and may be found in Him, not having a righteousness of my own derived from [the] Law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which [comes] from God on the basis of faith,  

From Acts

1. 9:1-19

2. 22:3-16

3. 26:4-18

Note the differences: 

· In 1./2. the light only shines on Paul and only he falls; in 3. it happens to everyone

· In 1. all hear the voice; in 2./3. only Paul does

· In 1./2. Paul is blinded and Ananias is involved; not so in 3.

· In 1./2. news of Paul’s commission to Gentiles is given to Ananias, in 3. directly

Note important common element, “I am Jesus whom you are persecuting.”

Call/Commission or Conversion?
Krister Stendahl

· Calling of Gal 1:15 alludes to OT callings (Isa 49:1, 6; Jer 1:5)

· Commissioning of Acts 26 alludes to Ezek 1:27; 2:1, 3.

However,

· Paul had persecuted the church (suggests institutionalised separation)

· Understates the importance of rejection of Torah

· Table-fellowship issues (Gal 3:28)

But, what of Paul’s residual affiliation to his Judean ethnicity in Romans 2, 9-11.

Paul’s Damascus Road Experience in Acts

Acts 9:1-15

9:1  Now Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, went to the high priest,  2  and asked for letters from him to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any belonging to the Way, both men and women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem.  3  As he was travelling, it happened that he was approaching Damascus, and suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him;  4  and he fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, "Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?"  5  And he said, "Who are You, Lord?" And He [said], "I am Jesus whom you are persecuting,  6  but get up and enter the city, and it will be told you what you must do."  7  The men who travelled with him stood speechless, hearing the voice but seeing no one.  8  Saul got up from the ground, and though his eyes were open, he could see nothing; and leading him by the hand, they brought him into 

Acts 22:5-14

5  [I] started off for Damascus in order to bring even those who were there to Jerusalem as prisoners to be punished.  6  "But it happened that as I was on my way, approaching Damascus about noontime, a very bright light suddenly flashed from heaven all around me,  7  and I fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to me, `Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?'  8  "And I answered, `Who are You, Lord?' And He said to me, `I am Jesus the Nazarene, whom you are persecuting.'  9  "And those who were with me saw the light, to be sure, but did not understand the voice of the One who was speaking to me.  10  "And I said, `What shall I do, Lord?' And the Lord said to me, `Get up and go on into Damascus, and there you will be told of all that has been appointed for you to do.'  11  "But since I could not see because of the brightness of that light, I was led by the hand by those who were with me and came into 

Acts 26:9-16

9  "So then, I thought to myself that I had to do many things hostile to the name of Jesus of Nazareth.  10  "And this is just what I did in Jerusalem; not only did I lock up many of the saints in prisons, having received authority from the chief priests, but also when they were being put to death I cast my vote against them.  11  "And as I punished them often in all the synagogues, I tried to force them to blaspheme; and being furiously enraged at them, I kept pursuing them even to foreign cities.  12  "While so engaged as I was journeying to Damascus with the authority and

commission of the chief priests,  13  at midday, O King, I saw on the

way a light from heaven, brighter than the sun, shining all around me and those who were journeying with me.  14  "And when we had all fallen to the ground, I heard a voice saying to me in the Hebrew dialect, `Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads.'  

Damascus.  9  And he was three days without sight, and neither ate nor drank.  10  Now there was a disciple at Damascus named Ananias; and the Lord said to him in a vision, "Ananias." And he said, "Here I am, Lord."  11  And the Lord [said] to him, "Get up and go to the street called Straight, and inquire at the house of Judas for a man from Tarsus named Saul, for he is praying,  12  and he has seen in a vision a man named Ananias come in and lay his hands on him, so that he might regain his sight."  13  But Ananias answered, "Lord, I have heard from many about this man, how much harm he did to Your saints at Jerusalem;  14  and here he has authority from the chief priests to bind all who call on Your name."  15  But the Lord said to him, "Go, for he is a chosen instrument of Mine, to bear My name before the Gentiles and kings and the sons of Israel;

Damascus.  12  "And a certain Ananias, a man

who was devout by the standard of the Law, [and] well spoken of by all the Jews who lived there,  13  came to me, and standing near said to me, `Brother Saul, receive your sight!' And at that very time I looked up at him.  14  "And he said, `The God of our fathers has appointed you to know His will and to see the Righteous One…

15  "And I said, `Who are You, Lord?' And the Lord said, `I am Jesus whom you are persecuting.  16  `But get up and stand on your feet; for this purpose I have appeared to you, to appoint you a minister and a witness not only to the things which you have seen, but also to the things in which I will appear to you;  

