PAULINE WRITINGS II

II. LETTER TO THE GALATIANS

1. Main themes

Freedom and unity in Christ are central themes of Paul's letter to the Galatians. His letter addresses Christians, whose preoccupation with keeping the Law was splitting their churches along racial lines, separating Jews from Gentiles. Such splits could not be tolerated because "there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female; for you are all, one in Christ Jesus" (Gal 3:28). This new unity which tran​scends all racial, social and sexual barriers is based upon the "truth of the gospel" (Gal 2:5): Christ was crucified to set its free from the curse of the Law so that we might receive his Spirit (Gal 3:13-14). It is the Spirit, not the Law, who gives us our identity as children of God (Gal 1:6). Believers must protect their freedom from slavery to the Law (Gal 5:1) and yet use their freedom to fulfill the Law by serving one another through love (Gal 5:13-14). We are no longer under the Law that divides us; we are led by the Spirit who unites us. Paul undergirds these central concepts of freedom through the cross of Christ and unity by his Spirit with other complementary themes: an account of his own call to evangelize the Gentiles (Gal 1:13-16), a record of his loyalty to the gospel for the Gentiles in his relation​ship with the other apostles (Gal 1:17-2:21), an explanation of justification by faith, not by works of the Law (Gal 2:16; 3:6-12), an exposition of OT text on the Abrahamic promise and the Mosaic Law in the context of salvation history (Gal 3:6-25; 4:21-31), and a definition of Christian ethics in terms of the flesh and the spirit (Gal 5:13—6:10). 

2. Historical Context

To understand the central themes of the letter we must consider the historical context: the authorship, addressees and date of the letter.

  2.1. Authorship. Paul introduces himself in the first line as "Paul an apostle" (Gal 1:1) and underlines the authority of his decision regarding the problem in the Galatian churches with the words, "Behold, I Paul say to you…" (Gal 5:2). His authorship is accepted by all except a few radical critics. Almost all scholars view Galatians as the standard example of Paul's style and theology.

2.2. Addressees. Paul addresses the recipients as his own children (Gal 4:19). To sharpen our focus on these believers we need to consider their location. Paul's relationship with them and the crisis they faced in their churches.


The Crisis in the Galatian Churches: Soon after Paul planted the churches in Galatia, they were infiltrated by "troublemakers" who preached a gospel different from Paul's (Gal 1:6-9). The identity of these troublemakers has been the subject of extensive discussion. 


It is most likely that were Jewish Christians who insisted that it was necessary to belong to the Jewish nation in order to receive the blessing of God. Therefore they required the badges of identity perculiar to the Jewish people: circumcision, Sabbath observance, and keeping the Mosaic Law. No doubt they appealed to the example of Abraham’s circumcision in their campaign to persuade the Galatian believers that without circumcision it was impossible to participate in the covenantial blessings promised to Abraham. Probably the intruders had Paul's authority by claiming support from the higher authority of the original apostles in the Jerusalem church.

The troublemakers were winning the Galatian converts over to their side. Evidently their message met a need in the Galailan Churches, They may well have felt a loss of identity since their faith in Christ excluded them from both their pagan temples and from the Jewish synagogues. So they sought identification with the Jewish people to gain a sense of belonging to God’s people. It also appears that they wanted to come under the discipline of the Mosaic Law because they believed that the Law would give them clear guidance in their moral struggle. In any case, they were mesmerized by the message of the intruders and had become negative toward Paul.

2.3. Date.The question of the date of the letter is related to the question of des​tination. But it must be admitted that a determination of the destination does not necessarily decide the date. If the framework of Acts is accepted, then a des​tination of north Galatia means that the letter was written after the so-called second missionary journey ​(after Acts 18:22), sometime between A.D. 53 and 57. If south Galatia was the destination (as seems more like​ly in light of the discussion above), the letter could have been written immediately after the first mission​ary journey and before the Jerusalem conference in A.D. 49. But if the equation of Galatians 2:1-10 = Acts 15:1-20 is slightly favored by the evidence as argued above, then the letter was written to south Galatia sometime after the Jerusalem conference, anytime between A.D. 50 and 57.
3. Literary Forms

Considerable attention has been given in recent years to the literary form of Galatians.

3.1. The Form of the Letter. A detailed comparison of Galatians to Hellenistic letters of the same period indicates that Paul used a standard form of letter called the "rebuke-request" form. Unlike his custtom in all the rest of his letters, in Galatians Paul does not follow his salutation (Gal 1:1-5) with any form of thanksgiving. Instead, he expresses astonishment and rebuke: "I am astonished that you have so quickly departed from the one who called you by grace" (Gal 1:6).


The expression "I am astonished" was often used in letters of that time as a rebuke for not meeting the expectations of the writer. The expression of rebuke was usually followed by reasons for the rebuke. Paul scolds his leaders for their disloyalty to the gospel (Gal 1:6-10) and undergirds that rebuke with an auto​biographical account of his loyalty to the truth of the gospel (Gal 1:11—2:21). Then he rebukes them for their foolishness regarding the gospel (Gal 3:1-5) and undergirds that rebuke by explaining the meaning of the gospel in the light of his exposition of the Scriptures (Gal 3:6-4:11). Letters of rebuke contained re​quests to set things right. Paul begins his request in Galatians 4:12 with the personal appeal to imitate him in his stand for the freedom of the gospel. This appeal is strengthened by an autobiographical ac​count of his relationship with the Galatian believers (Gal 4:12-20) and in allegorical treatment of the Ab​raham story (Gal 4:21-31). The request to stand fast for freedom is then spelled out in a series of specific eth​ical instructions (Gai 5:1--6:10). Paul underlines the main themes of the letter in his own hand-written subscription (Gal 6:11-18).

3.2. The Structure of the Argument. Recent rhetorical analyses have attempted to explain the methods and structures of Paul’s argumentationin Galatians. They point to many similarities between the structure of Paul's argument in Galatians and the guidelines for rhetoric in classical rhetorical handbooks. H. D. Betz classifies Paul’s argument as an example of forensic rhetoric since he is viewed as adopting the tactics of persua​sion used in the law court to address the judge or jury in order to defend or accuse someone regarding past actions. Paul defends himself against accusations (Gal 1:1-10); at the same time he accuses his opponents of perverting the gospel (Gal 1:7). Using the categories of classical forensic rhetoric, Betz outlines Galatians as follows:
I. Epistolary Prescript (Gal 1.1-5)

II. Exordium ("introduction," Gal 1:6-11)

III. Narratio ("narration," Gal 1:12-2:14)

IV. Propositio ("proposition," Gal 2:15-21)

V. Probatio ("confirmation," 3:1--4:31)

VI. Exhortatio ("exhortation," (Gal 5:1--6:10)

VII. Epistolary Postscript-Peroratio ("conclusion," (Gal 6:11-18)

But Betz has to admit that he is not able to cite paral​lels to the exhortation section (Gal 5:1--6:10) from the classical rhetorical handbooks. For this reason G. Kennedy argues that Galatians is best viewed as deliberative rhetoric, since its aims to exhort or dis​suade the audience regarding future actions by dem​onstrating that those actions are expedient or harm​ful. Paul seeks to dissuade the Galatian believers from following the false teachers by pointing to the harmful effects: severance from Christ and grace (Gal 5:4), exclusion from the kingdom of God (Gal 5:21) and a reaping of corruption (Gal 6:8). He underscores the expediency of the course of action which he has exhorted them to follow by giving them the promise of the harvest of eternal life (Gal 6:8) and granting them the benediction upon all those who walk according to "this canon" (Gal 6:16).


It seems best to classify Paul's argument in Gala​tians as a mixture of forensic and deliberative rheto​ric. The rebuke section of the letter (Gal 1:6-4:11) has the characteristics of forensic rhetoric, but at Ga​latians 4:12 a major rhetorical shift to deliberative rhetoric occurs. Paul is no longer so much concerned to accuse or defend as he is to persuade the Galatian believers to adopt a certain course of action. He be​gins his appeal to this new course of action in Gala​tians 4:12: "Become as I am." That exhortation is then supported by the command from the Abraham story to cast out the slave and her son" (Gal 4:30), clarified by authorative instructions to stand in freedom (Gal 5:1-12) and defined in specific terms in the ethical exhortation to walk in the Spirit (Gal 5:13--6:10). The following pattern thus emerges:
Salutation (Gal 1:1-5)

Rebuke (Gal 1:6-4:11)

Autobiography (Gal 1:13—2:21) 

Argument from Scripture (3:6-29) 

Request (Gal 4:12--6:10)

Autobiography (Gal 4:12-20)

Allegory from Scripture (Gal 4:21-31) 

Ethical instruction (Gal 5:1-6:10) 

Subscription (Gal 6:11-18)

4. Contents
4.1. Salutation (Gal 1:1-5). Beyond the standard ele​ments of sender, addressees and greetings, present in all his salutations, this opening paragraph contains two significant theological statements which antici​pate central themes of the letter. First, in Galatians 1:1 Paul's designation of himself as an apostle goes beyond his references to his apostolic position in his other letters. His double denial of any dependence on human agency or authority for the legitimacy of his apostleship and his claim to a divine commission, place an emphasis on apostolic authority that will be an important feature in his letter. Second, Paul's dec​laration that the cross of Christ is the way to freedom from the present evil age (Gal 1:4) sets the cross in the center of his theology, where it stays through to the very end of the letter (Gal 2:19. 21: 3:1, 13; 4:5; 5:11, 24; 6:12, 14). Paul's central argument is that the cross alone is the way of salvation and therefore all attempts to supplement the work of the cross with works of the Law, must be totally rejected.

4.2. Rebuke (Gal 1:6-4:11). Immediately after the opening paragraph Paul expresses his rebuke for the Galatians' desertion to a perverted gospel (Gal 1:6) and places anyone who distorts the gospel of Christ under a double curse (Gal 1:7-9). In this way Paul establishes at the outset the ultimate measure of gen​uine authority: adherence to the one gospel. Paul's recognition that he himself will be judged by the stan​dard of the gospel as a servant of Christ keeps him from seeking human approval (Gal 1:10). The stan​dard of the gospel was not derived from human tra​dition: it was given by "the revelation of Jesus Christ" (Gal 1:11-12): Jesus Christ hrist is both the source and the subject of the gospel.


4.2.1. Autobiography (Gal 1:13-2:21): Paul's autobi​ography is essentially a portrayal of his faithfulness to the one true gospel: he was called by God to preach the gospel (Gal 1:16); he defended the gospel in the Jerusalem conference (Gal 2:1-10) and in the conflict with Peter (Gal 2:11-14); and he embodied the essence of the gospel (Gal 2:15—21). His record as a loyal representafive of the gospel stands as the basis of authority as an apostle and as a sharp rebuke to the Galafian believers' disloyalty to the gospel.


The primary point of Paul's story of his call (Gal 1:13-21) is to stress that he was called by God, not by the church, to preach the gospel. Before God's gracious call stopped Paul in his tracks, he was engaged in a campaign to destroy the church of God because of his zealous devotion to the traditions of Judaism (Gal 1:13-14). God's call was not an afterthought; like the prophets of old (see Jer 1:5 and Isa 49:1), Paul had been set aside from his mother's womb (Gal 1:15). Paul heard the call when God revealed his Son to him so that he would preach Christ to the Gentiles (Gal 1:16). When Paul heard the call, he did not confer with "flesh and blood" or go up to Jerusalem to those who were apostles before him; instead he went into Arabia and then returned to Damascus (Gal 1:16-17). It was only three years later that he first had a short visit with Peter in Jerusalem. Except for-James, Peter was the only apos​tle that Paul saw at that time (Gal 1:18-19). And after that visit he was in the regions of Syria and Cilicia, unknown by face to the church in Judea; they only heard that he was now preaching the faith he had previously tried to destroy (Gal 1:21-24), This part of the story defends Paul's independence from the orig​inal apostles. God directly commissioned him to be an apostle to the Gentiles.


But Paul did not work independently. As the next episode in his autobiography shows, he had the full support of those considered most important as leaders in Jerusalem (Gal 2:1-10). As a result of the council in Jerusalem, Paul and Barnabas were given the right hand of fellowship by the leaders of the mother church in support of their mission to the Gentiles. The leaders in Jerusalem did not add anything to Paul's message (Gal 2:6-9). But even though Paul worked to establish a consensus with these leaders, he was not willing to allow arch-conservative Jewish "Christians" (counterfeit Christians, in Paul's eyes) to destroy his mission to the Gentiles. When there was pressure to get his Gentile companion, Titus, circum​cised, Paul refused to give in; he stood for "the truth of the gospel." (As he, hopes the Galatian believers will also do when they are pressured to be circumcised.)

  
In the next episode of his autobiography, Paul de​scribes how he confronted Peter in order to defend the truth of the gospel (Gal 2:11-14). When Peter visited the church in Antioch, he followed the cus​tom in the integrated congregation of Christian Jews and Gentiles of eating with Gentile Christians. Undoubtedly his presence at table fellowship with Gentiles was taken as an official stamp of approval on the union and equality of Jews and Gentiles in the church. But when some representatives who were sent by James from the church in Jerusalem came to Antioch, they persuaded Peter to stop the practice of Jews eat​ing with Gentiles in the church. According to Paul, Peter gave in to their demand because he feared those who were circumcised, namely, the Jews. This proba​bly means that he became concerned about the det​rimental effect that his table fellowship with the Gentiles would have on the mission of the church in Jerusalem to the Jews. If non-Christian Jews in Jeru​salem heard that Peter was eating with Gentiles, they might not only turn away from the witness of the church but also become actively hostile to the church for tolerating such a practice.


Peter's withdrawal from table fellowship with the Gentiles split the church into Jewish and Gentile fac​tions and by action if not by word compelled the Gen​tiles to think that they would have to become Jews if they wanted to enjoy table fellowship with the apostles and the mother church. From Paul's perspective, Pe​ter's action was not a legitimate accommodation for the sake of the gospel: it was a compromise of the essential truth of the gospel. Peter was charged with hypocrisy, not heresy. Peter and Paul did not disagree about the truth of the gospel; but Peter's action was inconsistent with his belief in the gospel. By going along with Jewish adherence to the Law, which re​quired the separation of Jews and Gentiles and implied that incorporation into the Jewish nation was necessary for salvation, Peter had denied the essence of gospel, which proclaimed that salvation for both Jews and Gentiles was by way of the cross and incorporation into Christ. The conflict in Antioch was a mirror image of the crisis faced by the Galatian believers, since the issue of compelling Gentiles to live like Jews was precisely the central issue for the churches in Galatia.


Paul wraps up his autobiography with a statement that is both intensely personal and at the same time serves as a paradigm for all Christians (Gal 2:15-21). In his own experience as a Jew by birth (Gal 2:15), he knew that he was justified by faith in Christ, not by works of the Law, (Gal 2:16). By implication it must be clear that those who are Gentile sinners (Gal 2:15) could only be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the Law. Paul sought justification only in Christ, but he was found to be a sinner on the basis of the Law (Gal 2:17) because he was eating with Gentiles. Since his table fellowship with Gentiles was on the basis of common faith in Christ, Christ was blamed for being the agent who caused Paul to break the Law by eating with Gentiles (Gal 2:17). But Paul adamantly, rejects any notion that Christ is an agent of sin. For it is only if the Law which separates Jews and Gentiles were to be rebuilt that then Paul would be proved to be a sinner on the basis of the Law (Gal 2:18). But in fact he has died to the Law, so the Law can, no longer be used to con​demn table fellowship with Gentiles. His death to Law was accomplished by union with Christ in his death—"I am crucified with Christ" (Gal 2:19).



Death to the Law did not mean moral license but the means for achieving the highest goal—"that I might live to God" (Gal 2:19). This life to God is empowered by Christ ("Christ lives in me"): it is lived by faith in Christ ("I live by faith in the Son of God"); it is motivated by the sacrificial love of Christ ("who loved me and gave himself for me"). Paul's experience sets forth an either-or choice: either attempt to attain righteousness "through the Law" and so negate the value of Christ's death (Gal 2:21); or die to the Law by participation in the death of Christ and so live to God by the indwelling life of Christ (Gal 2:19-20). Paul sets forth his own experience in Ga​latians 2:15-21 to prove that participation in the events of the gospel, not adherence to the Law, is the source of life and righteousness. In the next chapter he uses the story of Abraham to prove the same thesis.


4.2.2. Argument from Scripture (Gal 3:6-29). The Abraham argument is introduced by five barbed ques​tions (Gal 3:1-5) which rebuke the Galatians for their foolishness. Implied in these questions is the charge that the Galatians have failed to understand the sig​nificance of the message of Christ crucified (Gal 3:1) and have not realized the implications of their expe​rience of the Spirit (Gal 3:2-5). Then past (Gal 3:2, 3) and present (Gal 3:5) experience of the Spirit is indis​putable evidence that they are already experiencing the full blessing of God. Paul's questions are posed as sharp antitheses so that the Galatians will be com​pelled by their own experience of the Spitit to choose ​the right answer: "Not by observing the Law, but by believing what we heard about Christ crucified!”


The Galatians’ expected answer is confirmed by the exposition of Scripture. 

Paul quotes Genesis 15:6 to redefine the basis of Abrahamic sonship. The sign of the covenant – the true sign of Abrahamic sonship is faith, not circumcision.  His second quote from the Abraham story (Gen 12:3 and 18:8) is interpreted as a prophecy of the present experience of Gentile believers. Because Scripture foresaw that it would be by faith that God would justify the Gentiles, it preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham: Gentiles would be included in the blessing promised to Abraham.


The Galatian believers had been lured into think​ing that they could he included in the promised bless​ing of Abraham by keeping the Law of Moses. But in fact those who are of faith are already in the circle of blessing (Gat 3:9), while those who rely on the works of the Law are under a curse (Gal 3:10) be​cause Scripture (Deut 27:26) puts all who do not keep all the things written in the book of the Law under a curse. If the Law keepers themselves are under a curse since even they have not kept all the Law, then the risk of incurring a curse is even greater for Gentile believers who accept only certain items of the Law in order to identify with Israel. Habakkuk 2:4 proves that righteousness by faith is the way to life (Gal 3:11).


But the Law is not of faith because it demands do​ing works of the Law as the way to life as the quotation of Leviticus 18:5 proves (Gal 3:13). The Law demands perfect obedience (Gal 3:10) and offers life on the basis of this perfect obedience (Gal 3:12), but the Law is incapable of engendering life or righteousness be​fore God (Gal 3:21). The way to blessing is not though the Law but through the cross of Christ. Christ redeemed us from the curse of the Law by becoming a curse in our place (Gal 3:13-14). The Galatian believ​ers had already received the blessing of Abraham when they received the Spirit by believing in the mes​sage of the cross (Gal 3:1-2, 14).


Following this contrast of Law and faith, Paul turns to a contrast of Law and promise by sketching out the flow of salvation history. Since the promise of blessing had been given to Abraham and his seed 430 Years before the giving of Law, it could not be modified or annulled by the giving of the Law. This argument from history is designed to destroy the synthesis of the Abrahamic promise and Mosaic law which had led the Galatians to turn to the Law as the way to experience the promised blessing, And Paul's messianic defini​tion of seed (Gal 3:16) removes Jewish national boundaries as the limits of the inheritance of the Abrahamic blessing. The link Paul makes between Ab​raham and Christ bypasses the Mosaic Law and the Jewish nation as channels for the reception of the promises to Abraham, with the result that Christ alone is the channel of the promised blessing.

  
Two rhetorical questions in Galatians 3:19-21 dis​close Paul's own awareness that his argument so far would lead his readers to question whether he has denied any purpose to the law ("Why then the Law? ... Is the Law therefore opposed to the promises of God?"). Paul's description of the negative purpose, temporary function and mediated origin of the law leaves the Galatian converts without any sound reasons for turning to the Law (Gal 3:19-25). The focus of Galatians 3:26-29 is the union of the Gentile believers with Christ. The equal status of all believers as “children of God," "Abraham's seed" and "heirs" in Christ renders any attempt to gain superior status by circumcision or Law observance of no value whatsoever. At the beginning and end of his argument from Abraham story, Paul's main point is that the inclusion of Gentile believers in the people of God is based solely upon their identification with Christ. Identification by race, class or sex no longer has any significance because of identification with Christ.


Paul closes the rebuke section of his letter with a dramatic before-and-after picture (Gal 4:1-11) to contrast the slavery before and the freedom after Christ was sent by the Father and accepted by the Galatians believers. Now that they have experienced the Spirit who gives them assurance that they are children of God, it is absurd for them to turn back to live as slaves under the Law. Formerly they were slaves to the gods of this world, now they are children of God. Paul’s rebuke ends with an expression of fear that his efforts for them may be in vain (Gal 4:11).

4.3. Request section (Gal 4:12-6:10). Paul turns from rebuke to request. The initial request of Galatians 4:12 ("Become as I am!") really amounts to a call for loyalty to the truth of the gospel and decisive resistance against the troublemakers. Paul developed his autobiography to illustrate how at Jerusalem (Gal 2:3, 5) and at Antioch (Gal 2:11-14) he had remained loyal to the gospel and decisively resisted pressures from Jewish Christians similar to those faced by the Galatian churches. Now he turns to autobiography again to strengthen this initial request by reminding the Galatians of the close relationship which they and Paul enjoyed prior to their departure from the gospel.


4.3.1. Autobiography (Gat 4:12-20). Paul's account of the Galatians' previous welcome (as if he were Christ Jesus), even when he was suffering from repulsive illness and their willingness to give him their own eyes, adds great force to his request for renewed identifica​tion and imitation. His request that they imitate him is also intensified by contrasting the evil intentions of the intruders with his own concern for his “children" as a mother in labor with unborn children, laboring for them until Christ is completely formed within them.


4.3.2. Allegory from Scripture (Gal 4:21-31). Paul's initial request of Galatians 4:12 is now spelled out by quoting an imperative from the Law itself. If the Ga​latians are so eager to be under the Law, then let them follow the Law. The "punch line" of the allegory is to command the Galatians through the Law to "cast out the bondwoman and her son” (Gal 4:30; Gen 21:10). Paul interprets Genesis 21 within the framework al​ready established in Galatians 3. Within that frame​work Paul sees a real correspondence between the historical situation of the two sons of Abraham and the two sons of descendants of Abraham in his own day, those born according to the flesh and those born according to the Spirit.


But Paul moves from typological interpretation built on historical correspondence to allegorical defini​tions. Here again, however, the key is the theological framework of Galatians 3. For in that argument Gen​tile converts were identified as true children and heirs of Abraham in the same sense as Isaac on the basis of the promise given to Abraham and their experi​ence of the Spirit. And in that argument there is a contrast between the Abrahantic covenant and the Si​naitic covenant, which leads to slavery. Thus when Paul redefines the terms in his allegorical treatment of Genesis 21, Sarah (and her counterpart, the Jeru​salem above, the true mother Zion) is identified as the mother of the Galatian believers in Christ.


Paul's Hagar = Sinai and Sinai = present Jerusalem equations are problematic. The major difficulty with them is their apparent lack of validity in the face of the fundamental Jewish conviction that the Mosaic Law had been given to the descendants of Isaac at Mount Sinai and had nothing to do with Hagar. The most satisfactory explanation of Paul's allegorical equations is simply stated in Galatians 4:25; "for she is in slavery with her children." Slavery is the common feature that links Hagar (the slave woman), the covenant given at Mount Sinai and the present Jerusalem. Paul had already attributed this feature of slavery to the Mosaic Law (Gal 3:22-24; 4:1-10) and to a certain faction at Jerusalem (Gal 2:4). His allegorization must be seen as a counterattack upon that Jewish-Christian faction within the church at Jerusalem which tried to rob Gentile believers of their freedom by requiring them to be circumcised (Gal 2.3-6) and which was now attempting to do the same thing at Galatia. It was this actual experience of "troublemakers" in the church that gave rise to Paul's allegorical treatment of the text, and is the key to its interpretation.


While the Hagar-Sarah allegory serves primarily as the basis for Paul's biblical appeal to resist the influence of the intruders, it also sets up a conceptual foundation for the ethical instructions of the rest of the letter. The freedom-slavery and spirit-flesh antitheses presented in the allegory set the stage for the ethical appeal to stand for freedom against slavery under the Law and to walk by the Spirit and so overcome the desires of the flesh.


4.3.3. Ethical instructions (Gal 5:1-6:10). The new identity of the Galatian believers leads to a new behav​ior. By grace they are true children of the free woman (Gal 4:31), born by the power of the Spirit (Gat 4:29). Now they must learn to express their new identity in new behavior. Paul gives instructions about their behavior. But he constantly bases his imperatives on the indicatives of'grace:

- For freedom Christ has set you free (indicative). Stand firm (Gal 5:1)!

- You were called to freedom (indicative). Serve one another (Gal 5:13)!

- We live by the Spirit (indicative). Keep in step with, the Spirit (Gal 5:24)!

After the emphatic declaration in Galatians 5:2-12 that faith and Christ, on the one hand, and circumcision and Law, on the other, are exclusive alternatives. Paul's imperative of Galatians 5:13 echoes tile command of Galatians 5:1. In both Galatians 5:1 and Galatians 5:13 there is first an indicative statement regarding freedom in Christ, which is then followed by an imperative and a warning. In Galatians 5:1 Paul commands the Galatians to stand fast; in Galatians 5:13 he exhorts them to serve one another in love. The warning of Galatians 5:1 is against a return to slavery under the Law; in Galatians 5:13 it is against giving opportunity to the flesh.


The fact that in Galatians 5:13 Paul warns that the flesh is the danger to freedom in Christ, instead of slavery to the Law, has led many to suppose that Paul begins to attack libertinism alld lawlessness in Galatians 5:13. The description of the warfare between the flesh and the Spirit in the verses which follow is un​derstood to confirm this supposition. But in the alle​gory which precedes this section, Paul identified slav​ery with both the Sinaitic covenant and the flesh. Those who are according to the flesh, like Ishmael, are identified with those who are proponents of the Sinaitic covenant. And in the subscription which follows this section those who campaign for circumcision boast in the flesh. So it seem best to interprate Galatians 5:13—6:10 in context. Paul has not changed fronts to fight against libertinism in this section. His attack against the works of the flesh is a continuation of his attack against the works of the Law.


The intruders’ campaign for circumcision and the Law evidently led to social disorder and a lack of love in the Galatian community. In Paul’s list of the works of the flesh these social sins receive the major emphasis. Paul’s description of the opposition of the flesh and the Spirit is developed as a way of explaining the Christian relationship to the Law. The Law is still a central factor in Paul’s thinking (Gal 5:14, 18, 23, 6:2). His statement that one who is led by the Spirit is not under the Law (Gal 5:18) implies that a life under the Law is a life subject to the desires of the flesh. The works of the flesh, then, are to be seen as the result of living under the Law rather than under the guidance of the Spirit results in the fruit of the Spirit, against which there is no Law (Gal 5:23). For love fulfills the Law (Gal 5:14), the “Law of Christ” (Gal 6:2). It is the Spirit, not the Law, which has the power to liberate one from the desires of the flesh.

  4.4 Subscription (Gal 6:11-18). In common Hellenistic letters, the author would close the letter by writing a summary of the contents of the letter in his own hand. Paul does that in this letter. The denunctiation of the intruders (Gal 6:12-13), the autobiographical statement of personal loyalty to the cross of Christ (Gal 6:14), with the mention of the marks of Christ as evidence of that loyalty (Gal 6:17), and the reminder that circumcision means nothing whereas the new creation means everything (Gal 6:15) all repeat and underscore the main themes of the letter. The first benediction on those who follow his rule, even on the Israel of God (Gal 6:16), his second benediction (Gal 6:18), the appelation “brothers and sisters” and the final “Amen” all express Paul’s confidence that his request to “stand firm” for freedom in Christ by “keeping in step with the Spirit” will be followed by his Christian readers.
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III. LETTERS TO THE CORINTHIANS

1 and 2 Corinthians represent at least two of the four or more letters that Paul wrote to his church in Cor​inth together with the churches in the region of Achaia which surrounded this important Roman city (I Cor 1:2; 2 Cor 1:1; cf. Rom 16:1). As its founder (cf. 1 Cor 4:14-15; 2 Cor 10:13-14), Paul knew well the church's history, character and problems. 1 Corinthi​ans provides the most detailed example within the Pauline corpus of the way in which Paul applied his theological convictions, especially his Christology and eschatology, to the practical issues facing the church. In contrast, due to the circumstances which later developed in Corinth with the arrival of Paul's opponents, 2 Corinthians contains Paul's most sus​tained apologetic for his apostolic authority of any of the Pauline letters. In addition, both letters deal with the collection for the saints in Jerusalem, which was so important to Paul (cf. 1 Cor 16:1-9; 2 Cor 8-9).
1. The Contents of I Corinthians

2. The Contents of 2 Corinthians

3. The Church and Its Apostle

4. Theological Themes of 1 and 2 Corinthians

1. The Contents of 1 Corinthians
  
1.1. The Salutation. Paul's salutation in 1 Corinthians 1:1-3 is typical of ancient letters in that it first identifies the sender and then the recipients, after which a greeting is extended. Paul's salutation in I Corinthi​ans is distinct, however, in that he expands both the identification of the sender (Paul and Sosthenes) and the recipients (to the church in Corinth, "together with all those who are calling upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ in every place," (1 Cor 1:2). On the one hand, joint authorship of an ancient letter is rare. We are not sure who Sosthenes was (cf. the same name in Acts 18:17 for the ruler of the synagogue in Corinth), or what contribution he made in writing the letter, for as 1 Corinthians unfolds it becomes clear that Paul alone is speaking. Moreover, Paul's position as "an apostle of Christ Jesus" is clearly distinguished from that of Sosthenes, who is identified merely as "our brother" (1 Cor 1:1). On the other hand, this is the most extensive elaboration of the recipients found among Paul's letters. In it Paul indicates that he views the church in Corinth to be the center of a cluster of house churches in the surrounding area.

But what is most striking in the salutation are the two supporting clauses which give the general reason both for Paul's writing (i.e., because he has been called by the will of God to be an apostle of Christ Jesus), and for his writing to the Corinthians (i.e., because they too have been called to be "saints" as those "set apart" or "sanctified in Christ Jesus"). In both cases the focus on Christ in the salutation points forward to the christological foundation of Paul's arguments in 1 Corinthians. The prayer/wish in I Corinthians 1:3, "grace (charis) ... to you," is a Christianized form and expansion of the typical greeting used in ancient letters: "greetings (chairein) to you."


1.2. The Opening Thanksgiving. Again according to his normal custom, Paul follows his salutation with a thanksgiving for his church in 1 Corinthians 1:4-9. More than merely a spontaneous expression of personal praise, the thanksgiving introduces the central theme of the letter as a whole. Despite the Corinthians' current problems; Paul begins by expressing his gratitude to God for the sufficiency of their spiritual gifts (i.e., the concrete expression of the "grace" of God given to them), since Paul is thereby assured that God has ir​revocably called the Corinthians and will therefore sustain them faithfully until judgment day. Hence, the problem in Corinth is not their spiritual gifts per se, but their attitude toward and use of them (cf. 1 Cor 12-14). As will become clear, the Corinthians are boasting in the very calling and gifts (= grace) for which God alone is to be thanked (cf. 1 Cor 1:26.31, 4:7).


1.3. Responses to Reports about Corinth. 1 Corinthians 1:10 begins the body of Paul's letter and introduces the first major section, which runs from 1 Corinthian 1:10 to 6:20. This section contains Paul's responses to the issues which he has heard about from "ChIoe’s people" (1 Cor 1:11, i.e., a certain group, most likely from Ephesus, in contact with the Corinthian situation) and from other oral reports (1 Cor 5:1; cf. 16:15 18). In this first major section Paul also attempts to clear up the Corinthians' misunderstanding of his earlier correspondence (1 Cor 5:9, 11).


In the first unit within this section (1 Cor 1:10–6:20), Paul deals with the causes of and the solution to the dissension and rivalry that has developed between some of the Corinthians based on their loyalty to various Christian leaders, including Paul himself (to posit actual divisions or "parties" within the church is too strong a reading of 1 Cor 1:10-12). The many attempts to ascertain the origin and distinctive theological perspective of those who claimed to belong to Paul, Apollos, Cephas and, more generally, to Christ (1 Cor 1:12) have not been successful. The attempt to read this text as evidence for a pervasive conflict within the early church between Peter, repre​senting the Jewish Christians, and Paul, representing the Gentiles, as first championed by F. C. Baur, has also failed.

  
What can be said with confidence is that the root of the problem was the Corinthian addiction to the power, prestige and pride represented in the Hellenis​tic rhetorical tradition, with its emphasis on the glory of human wisdom and attainment and its correspond​ing flagrant and flamboyant lifestyle. It is this Helle​nistic "wisdom of the word" (1 Cor 1:17, 20, 26; 2:1; 3:19) that Paul combats by calling attention to the con​trary "wisdom" and "power” of God as manifested first in the cross of Christ (1 Cor 1:18-25), then in the calling of the Corinthians themselves (1 Cor 1:26-31), and finally in the intentional nature of Paul's own ministry and apostolic way of life (1 Cor 2:1-5; 4:1‑13).

  
Yet since "the word of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing" (I Cor 1:18; cf. 2:14), only those whose hearts have been transformed by the work of the Spirit will be able to accept the true wis​dom and power of God as revealed in the gospel (1 Cor 1:20-24; 2:6-16). Paul therefore warns the Corinthians that their boasting in themselves and in their various spiritual leaders is a dangerous sign that the Spirit is not prevailing in their lives, since they are acting like those who are still "natural" or "unspiritual" (1 Cor 2:14-3:4). Should such an attitude and its behavior continue, they too will thus find themselves under the judgment of God, who will destroy the wisdom of this world and all those who work to destroy the church as the temple of the Spirit, built on the foundation of the cross of Christ (1 Cor 1:19-20; 3:10-23). The Corinthians must consequently repent of their boasting, recognize that everything they have is a gift, and follow in the pattern of their own apostle, whose life of weakness and suffering manif​ests both the power of the kingdom of God and the reality of the cross (1 Cor 1:31; 2:3-5; 4:6-13, 14-21).

  
The same arrogance and spiritual competition based on one's spiritual gifts and leaders, which some Corinthians had wed to a boasting in the achieve​ments of Hellenistic wisdom (I Cor 1:10-4:21), had also manifested itself in flagrant immorality within the church and in lawsuits between fellow believers (cf. 1 Cor 5:2, 6; 6:9). In 1 Corinthians 5:1-6:20 Paul now addresses these problems and their underlying causes. 

  
In the first case Paul responds by exercising his own authority. With the cooperation and consent of the Corinthian church, he disciplines the man who is living with his father's wife with excommunication for the sake of his ultimate restoration (1 Cor 5:3-5). Paul then proceeds to make it clear that one's new position in and worship of Christ demand a corresponding purity and separation, not from the world, but within the world (1 Cor 5:6-13), since "the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God" (1 Cor 6:9). The Corinthians' present status of having been justified and sanctified in Christ must work itself out in a corresponding life of growing obedience to the demands of God, for they are the temple of God's own Spirit (1 Cor 6:11, 12-20). Though all things are "lawful" for the believer, the Spirit does not free one from the call to holiness in this age; it frees one for it (1 Cor 6:12).


In the midst of this discussion, Paul addresses the fact that the Corinthians are taking their disputes to the secular courts for arbitration. Here too the Corin​thians' spirituality ought to equip them to express God's wisdom, rather than allowing them to capitulate to the world, especially when they are being equipped as God's people to share in God's ultimate judgment of the world (1 Cor 6:1-6). And in the event that no settlement can be reached, those who are spiritual ought to be willing and able to suffer wrong unjustly for the sake of Christ (1 Cor 6:7-8). As 1 Corinthians 8:1 —11:1 and 1 Corinthians 13 will make clear, this is the true way of Christ-like love and the true expres​sion of one's spiritual power, maturity and giftedness.


1.4. Responses to the Letter from Corinth. Beginning with 1 Corinthians 7:1, Paul turns his attention to the issues concerning which the Corinthians have recent​ly written to Paul for clarification of his views and their implications. Paul's treatment of these matters constitutes the second major section of the letter, which extends to 1 Corinthians 16:12 (cf. the repeated use of the "concerning" formula in 1 Cor 7:1; 8:1; 12:1; 16:1; 16:12).

In 1 Corinthians 7:1-40 Paul discusses marriage and celibacy. Here he is mindful of the tensions and anxieties caused by living in an evil age between the first and second comings of Christ (1 Cor 7:25-35), and of the God-given physical and emotional needs and desires of his people (1 Cor 7:1-5, 36-38). The basis of Paul's instruction is once again the determinative role that the calling and gifting of God play in one's life (cf. I Cor 7:15, 17-24 with 1:26-31). And here again, though Paul himself prefers being single as the way of life most suited to serving God (cf. 1 Cor 7:8, 32-34, 38), the goal is to live, whether married, widowed or single, in the kind of devotion to the Lord that corres‑ ponds to God's work in one's life and reflects God's character (cf. 1Cor 7:19-20.35
  
In 1 Corinthians 8:1--11:1 Paul confronts the prob​lems that have arisen due to the fact that the more knowledgeable within the church are eating food which has been sacrificed in a pagan temple. These individuals have come to understand that idols do not actually exist (1 Cor 8:4-6). But their behavior has become a stumbling block for those who do not yet share this understanding, defiling their weaker con​sciences and destroying their faith (1 Cor 8:7, 9, 11​12). Paul considers such disregard for the disposition of others, based on one's own rights and knowledge, to be a sin not only against them but against Christ himself. Those who truly know God and are known by him will employ their freedom and knowledge for the sake of building up others in their faith, even when this entails denying one's own legitimate rights as a believer (1 Cor 8:1-3; 13). This is the "love that builds up," rather than knowledge alone, which mere​ly "makes one arrogant" (1 Cor 8:1).


To support his point Paul illustrates this principle of love by pointing to his own decision to support him​self financially while in Corinth (1 Cor 9:1-27). Although the Corinthians accepted Paul as an apostle (1 Cor 9:1-2), others criticized him for not exercising his legitimate apostolic right to finan​cial support (1 Cor 9:3-14) even when this meant much undue hardship and suffer​ing on Paul's part (cf. 1 Cor 4:11-13). Paul's answer is that he has given up his rights as an apostle for the sake of the progress of the gospel and for the reward God has promised for such acts of love (1 Cor 9:15​8). Paul thus makes himself "a slave to all, that [he] might win the more" (1 Cor 9:19) even though he is free to do as it is appropriate in Christ. This is the trainng in love that all must engage in, who, like Paul, are called to persevere in self-control in order to pursue the prize of the gospel (I Cor 9:23- 27).


In chapter 10 Paul goes on to warn the Corinthians of what will happen if they too fail to persevere in love, and misuse their knowledge and experience as an excuse for continual immorality and evil (cf. 1 Cor 10:11-12). Like Israel in the wilderness, they will be destroyed (I Cor 10:1-10). Indeed, God has provided a way of escape from overwhelming temptation, so that there is no excuse for not enduring in the love that is produced genuine faith (1 Cor 10:13). As an example of this Paul gives theological parameters and practical advice for dealing with the temptation to par​take of food offered to idols. This temptation was com​mon among the Corinthians in general, for whom it was a common social practice to eat in the precincts of a pagan temple. But Paul warns of the inherent spiritual dangers, arguing that even if an idol is "nothing," those who partook of food offered to idols were partaking of the table of demons (I Cor 10:14-30). Finally, Paul returns once again to his own apostolic lifestyle of not seeking his own advantage but living to please others for Christ's sake (1 Cor 10:31-32). Here too this is an example for the Corinthians themselves, calling them once more to be "im​itators" of him, as he is of Christ (1 Cor 11: 1; cf. 4:16).


In 1 Corinthians 11:2-34 and I Corinthians 12-14 Paul turns his attention to three matters concerning Christlike behavior in worship: (1) the relationship between men and women in worship as expressed in the cultural practice of women wearing veils (1 Cor 11:2-16; unlike his response to the following two problems, Paul here praises the Corinthians and merely writes to give them a theological grounding for their practice), (2) the setting up of class distinctions during the celebration of the Lord's Supper as an abuse of its very meaning (1 Cor 11:17-34), and (3) the proper use of prophecy and tongues in worship (1 Cor 14:1-40) against the backdrop of the significance of spiritual gifts in general (1 Cor 12:1-31).


In view of Paul's arguments thus far in 1 Corinthi​ans it is not surprising that in each of these cases Paul's approach is to make it clear that true spirituality and giftedness are not compatible with arrogant boasting and competition based on one's place in the body of Christ or in society, or with parading one's gifts before others (cf 1 Cor 11:18-22; 12:14-26; 14:6-12). Genuine spirituality manifests itself in mutual interdependence and complementarity, both among men and women in view of their distinct roles, and among those within the church due to the variety of their spiritual gifts. The same principles are to be manifest in dealing with their cultural diversity and economic distinctions (cf 1 Cor 11:11, 33-34; 12:4 31; 14:26-40). And in each case this practical spiritu​ality is grounded in theology, whether that be the creative work of God (1 Cor 11:2-16), the redemptive work of Christ (1 Cor 11:17-34), or the gifting of the Spirit (I Cor 12-14).


Finally, as "the more excellent way" outlined in 1 Corinthians 13 makes evident, the criterion for es​tablishing the appropriate application of this theology is that of "love," the character of which is outlined in 1 Corinthians 13:4-7 (cf. its application in 1 Cor 12:4-11; 14:6-19). Hence, apart from faith in Christ, working itself out in love for the body of Christ, partcipation in the Lord's Supper and apparent possession of spiritual gifts do not ensure one's right standing before God. In fact, they bring one under the judgment of God (cf. 1 Cor 11:16, 21-32: 14:37-38), since only love, as the outward expression of faith and hope remains forever (1 Cor 13:1-3, 8-13). Paul can thus admonish the Corinthians, who pride themselves on their spiritual gifts and experiences, that strike that you may abound in building up the church (1 Cor 14:12).


Having begun by grounding his opening section in the cross of Christ (cf, 1 Cor 1:18-25), Paul now concludes his application of theological truths to practical problems by dealing in 1 Corinthians 15:1-58 with the surety and nature of the future resurrection in view of the resurrection of Christ. Paul first calls attention in 1 Corinthians 15:1-5 to the death and resurrection of Christ as the center point of the gospel, which Paul had received as the common tradition of the church and then passed on to the Corinthians as the basis of their salvation. This is the earliest account we have of the contours of the early Christian message and its historical evidence. Paul then supplements this evi​dence with the recital of Christ's further resurrection appearances. He concludes with his own experience of the resurrected Christ and its consequences for his life as the "least of the apostles" (1 Cor 15:9-11).


In turning his attention to the Corinthians, Paul draws out a threefold significance from the fact of Christ's resurrection. First, no one can conclude that there is no resurrection from the dead (1 Cor 15:12​-19, 29-34). Second, Christ's resurrection is the "first fruits" of what will happen to all "in Christ" at his second coming when God's "final enemy," death is destroyed and all authorities are put back subjection to the reign of God. Hence, contrary to the Corinthians' belief that they were al​ready experiencing the fullness of the resurrection age to come in their own current life of the Spirit (i.e., their "over-realized eschatology"), the final resurrec​tion is by no means merely an experience of spiritual power and gifting in the present (1 Cor 15:20-28), Rather, it is a qualitatively different bodily existence which can only be gained through the granting of a new, resurrected and spiritual body (1 Cor 15:35-56). Third, believers now live "between" the two resurrections, Christ's and their own. They live in the midst of an age which is still evil, but which can be endured and overcome by the sure confidence that Christ's resurrection experience and victory over death as the "last Adam" will be shared by them because then are "in Christ" (1 Cor 15:42-54). The practical implication of this hope is that the believer is encouraged to “be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain” (1 Cor 15:58).


As the last of the matters raised by the Corinthians’ letter, Paul ends his responses by outlining his instructions concerning the management of the collection being taken for the poor believers in Jerusalem, noting his future travel plans, providing a recommendation for Timothy, and then giving a brief explanation of Apollo’s reason for not visiting Corinth (1 Cor 16:1-12).


1.5. Concluding Remarks. The letter ends with a final series of admonitions and greetings from Paul and those with Paul in Asia (1 Cor 16:13-24). As a fitting capstone to the letter as a whole, these admonitions center on the need for perseverance in one’s faith as it works itself out in love (1 Cor 16:13-14) and the corresponding pronouncement of God’s judgment on those who “have no love for the Lord,” with Paul himself longing for the return of Christ (1 Cor 16:22).

2. The Contents of 2 Corinthians
  
2.1. The Salutation. The salutation in 2 Corinthians 1:1-2 follows the same pattern as 1 Corinthians 1:1-3, though in comparison both the identification of the sender and of the recipients are now abbreviated. Paul’s apostolic identity by means of the will of God is again expressed, with Timothy now noted as the letter’s cosender. But as in the case of Sosthenes, here too Timothy is identified merely as a “brother,” once again clearly highlighting Paul’s apostolic office. Though there has been considerable discussion concerning whether the first person plurals in 2 Corinthians 1—7 refer to a wider circle of apostles or coworkers (cf. e.g., 2 Cor 1:19; 8:16-23), the internal evidence of the letter suggests that Paul alone remains the subject and object of the discussion throughout 2 Corinthians, apart from those texts where it is explicitly indicated otherwise (e.g., 2 Cor 3:18; the focus on the Corinthians in 2 Cor 6:14—7:1; 8—9). The recipients of the letter remain the house churches in Corinth and those believers scattered in small groups around this center. The greeting is also the same as in 1 Corinthians.

  
2.2. The Opening Thanksgiving. But unlike the situation he faced in 1 Corinthians, Paul now finds himself in a new polemical situation in which his own legitimacy as an apostle had been severly called into question at Corinth and still is being doubted by a significant minority within the church (see 4.2 below). This polemical situation and the corresponding apologetic tone which characterizes much of 2 Corinthians are evident from the beginning of the letter. In contrast to Paul’s opening thanksgiving in 1 Corinthians 1:4-9, Paul begins 2 Corinthians not by thanking God for God's work of grace among the Corinthians, but by praising God for his work of comfort and de​liverance from adversity in his own life (2 Cor 1:3-11). In doing so, Paul uses a formula in 2 Corinthians 1:3 which is typical of Jewish worship ("blessed be God . . .") and which calls attention to blessings in which he himself has participated. These thanksgivings function in Paul's letters to introduce the main themes of his writing, to express his perspective on them, and to introduce an implicit, appeal to his readers in response.


Second Corinthians 1:1-11 thus establishes the apologetic tone and central theme of what is to follow: rather than calling his apostleship into question, Paul's suffering validates his call. God has called Paul to suffer in order that through the merciful "com​fort" of God's sustaining power and ultimate deliver​ance, which Paul experiences in his affliction, he will be able to make God's power and comfort known to others (2 Cor 1:6-7, 10). Paul can thus interpret his own suffering (= "death") in terms of the death of Christ, and his deliverance front this suffering as a type of the resurrection (2 Cor 1:9). As such, these too become a means by which the church is encouraged in its faithfulness in the midst of adversity (2 Cor 1:7). Paul's suffering, being the vehicle through which the comfort God provides is made manifest, is therefore the very mark of his genuine apostolic calling. Paul consequently concludes this section by calling the Co​rinthians to join him in thanking God for his suffering and deliverance, the very thing his opponents claimed disqualified him as an apostle (2 Cor 1: 11).


2.3. Paul's Defense of the Change in His Travel Plans. In the first major section of Paul's letter, 2 Corinthians 1:12-2:13, Paul explains the theological rationale for the recent unexpected change in his travel plans (2 Cor 1:15-16). Paul's purpose is to demonstrate that his behavior has been an expression of the sincerity of motives which only God can discern (2 Cor 1:12). Conversely, Paul's ac​tions have not been the result of "fleshy wisdom" (2 Cor 1:12) and the vacillations of one who makes his plans "according to the flesh." This may reflect an allegation, apparently made by his opponents, that Paul was guilty of an elaborate scheme to defraud the Corinthians in connection with the collection for Je​rusalem and his own practice of preaching for free (2 Cor 1:17: cf. 2:17; 7:2; 8:20-21: 11:7-11; 12:13-18).


Paul's point in 2 Corinthians 1:15-2:1 is that his earlier decision not to visit Corinth on his way to Je​rusalem from Macedonia (cf. I Cor 16:5-9), but to come directly to Corinth first (2 Cor 1:15), as well as his later decision not to return to Corinth a second time (2 Cor 1:23), were all the actions of one who is “sealed by the Spirit" and is therefore acting in a Christ-like manner. As the full realization of the promises of God (2 Cor 1:19-20), Christ makes it clear that God's purpose in acting toward his people is to establish mercy before judgment. In the same way, Paul's changes in travel plans were all motivated by his desire to extend mercy to the Corinthians in order to effect their restoration, rather than to come in judg​ment (2 Cor 1:23-24). Paul changed his travel plans in order to give the Corinthians the chance for repen​tance (2 Cor 7:8-13), deciding not to come back to Corinth after his "painful visit," but writing the "sorrowful letter" instead (2 Cor 2:1-5). Far from being an expression of fleshly behavior, Paul's changes in plans were thus an extension of God's action in Christ.


In 2 Corinthians 2:5-11 Paul turns his attention back to those Corinthians who have already repented of their disloyalty to Paul in response to his previous “sorrowful letter” (cf. 2 Cor 2:5, 8-9; 7:7-16). Paul ad​monishes them to follow in his footsteps. Just as Paul acted to extend mercy to the Corinthians, they too should extend mercy to the repentant offender who caused Paul so much pain. They must welcome this one back, lest he be "overwhelmed by excessive sorrow" (2 Cor 2:7). Moreover, just as Paul's actions toward the Corinthians demonstrate his genuine apos​tolic standing, their willingness to extend mercy to this person takes on the character of a test of their faith (2 Cor 2:9). Those who have experienced God's mercy have no choice but to extend mercy to those who have sinned against them, but have now repented. Paul therefore ends this section by reminding the Conthians of the ultimate purpose of his admonitions: to prevent Satan from using this situation against the church (2 Cor 2:11).


Finally Paul provides the transition to the next ma​jor section of his letter by calling attention to his most recent change in plans. When Titus, failed to arrive as prearranged, Paul could not use opportunities for ministry in Troas but went to meet with Titus in Mace​donia (cf. 2 Cor 7:5-7) because of his overwhelming concern for Titus and his earnest desire to hear the news Titus was to bring from Corinth (2 Cor 2:12-13). In view of 2 Corinthians 11:28 this anxiety over his "brother" and the Corinthians was yet another ex​pression of Paul's greatest suffering as an apostle. This apparently insignificant transition thus calls us back to the central theme of the letter.


2.4. Paul's Direct Defense of His Apostolic Authority. Rather than calling the legitimacy of his apostleship into question, Paul's suffering as related in 2 Cormthi​ans 2:12-13 leads him once again to praise God in 2 Corinthians 2:14, just as it did in 2 Corinthians 1:3​-11. Moreover, here too Paul employs a typical Jewish thanksgiving formula in 2 Corinthians 2:14 ("thanks be to God") in order to signal the introduction of the central theme of the next section, which now runs from 2 Corinthians 2:14 to 7:16: "Thanks be to God who always leads us in a triumphal procession (thriambeuo) unto death in Christ, and in so doing man​ifests the fragrance of the knowledge of him through us in every place" (see Hasemann for a defense of this translation).


Just as in 1 Corinthians 4:9 Paul could picture him​self as sentenced to death by God as a spectacle in the Roman arena, and in 2 Corinthians 1:9 as having been given the "sentence of death," Paul now portrays his suffering as an apostle in terms of the Roman triumphal procession in which those taken captive by the victor (like Paul by Christ!) are led like slaves to their death (2 Cor 2:14). Paul thus views his suffering as the divinely orchestrated means by which the knowledge of God is revealed in the world. With this as its introduction, this section sets forth Paul's most detailed defense of his apostolic ministry. Here his defense is aimed at those who called Paul's apostleship into question on account of his suffering (cf. 2 Cor 4:7-15; 6:3-10; 11:23-33), his weak personal appearance (cf. 2 Cor 10:10; 1 Cor 2:1-5) and his com​mitment to preach the gospel at his own expense. His opponents took these things to be signs of his inferiority as an apostle, of the worthlessness of his mes​sage and as part of his scheme to defraud the Corin​thians (2 Cor 2:17; 11:7-15: 12:13-19).

  
At the heart of Paul's self-defense is the twofold argument in 2 Corinthians 2:14--3:6 for his sufficien​cy and boldness as an apostle. On the one hand, Paul argues that he is sufficient for the apostolic call​ing (2 Cor 2:16) precisely because his apostolic life of suffering, the means of revealing the knowledge of God, brings about the same dual effect in the world that Paul attributed to the word of the cross in 1 Co​rinthians 1:18-25 (2 Cor 2:15-16). Moreover, unlike his opponents, Paul has willingly taken up this suffering by preaching the gospel free of charge as evidence of his sincerity and divine call (2 Cor 2:17). On the other hand, Paul can point to the Corinthians themselves as additional concrete evidence for his sufficiency, since their own conversion and life in the Spirit, brought about through Paul, testify to the genuine nature of Paul’s ministry among them (2 Cor 3:2-3). Paul's minitry of suffering and the Spirit thus combine to support his assertion that his sufficiency is from God and that God has made him a minister of the "new cov​enant" of the Spirit in fulfillment of Ezekiel 36 and Jeremiah 31 (2 Cor 3:4-6).

  
In 2 Corinthians 3:7-18, one of the most complex passages in the Pauline corpus, Paul proceeds to com​pare his role as an apostle of the "new covenant" established by Christ to that of Moses' role as media​tor of the "old covenant" established at Sinai. Such a comparison is necessitated by the fact that in 2 Corin​thians 2:16 and 3:5 Paul's sufficiency as an apostle is based on his call according to the pattern of the call of Moses as portrayed in Exodus 4:10 (LXX, ouk hika​nos eimi). If Paul has been called like Moses, how then is his ministry different from that of Moses?


Paul answers this question by contrasting the events of Exodus 32-34 and their significance for under​standing the nature and purpose of the old covenant to the new covenant in Christ. Paul's main point is that from the very beginning the Law functioned to "kill" Israel by condemning it for its sinfulness. This was not because the Law itself was somehow deficient, but because the vast majority of Israel was left in a hard​ened condition so that it was unable to keep the cov​enant (cf. Ex 32:1-10; 33:3, 5; 34:9). As a result, Israel could not endure the glory of God without being de​stroyed (cf. Ex 33:3, 5). Moses had to veil himself, therefore, not because the glory was fading, but so that the effects of God's glory against a stiff-necked people might be brought to an end (katargeo; 2 Cor 3:7, 11-12, in view of Ex 34:29-35). This would make it possible for God's presence to continue in Israel's midst in spite of Israel's hardened nature. The veil of Moses thus becomes a metonomy for the hardness of Israel's hearts under the old covenant (2 Cor 3:14-15). The "letter" (gramma) of 2 Corinthians 3:6 is there​fore the Law apart from the power of the Spirit, which by itself can only declare God's will and pro​nounce judgment for not doing it, but cannot empow​er one to keep it. Only God's Spirit, which is now being poured out in the new covenant as a result of the work of Christ, can "make one alive" (2 Cor 3:6) and bring about this righteousness (2 Cor 3:8-9). Hence, believers may now encounter in the Spirit the same glory of God that Moses encountered "with un​veiled faces" (2 Cor 3:16-17). As a result, rather than being judged and destroyed by the presence of God, they are transformed by it into the very image of God himself (2 Cor 3:18). Whereas Moses had to veil him​self (2 Cor 3:12-13), as an apostle of the new covenant Paul can be bold in his declaration of the gospel be​cause he is confident that he has been called to a ministry of the Spirit (2 Cor 3:8). Inasmuch as Paul’s ministry thus mediates the glory of God to those whose hearts have been changed and thus need not fear their destruction, his ministry "outshines" that of the old covenant (2 Cor 3:10-11).


In 2 Corinthians 4:1-6 Paul draws the necessary conclusion from his preceding argument. On the one hand Paul's apostleship is legitimate in that it func​tions, both through his preaching and his way of life, to make known the "light of the gospel of tire glory of Christ, who is the image of God" (2 Cor 4:4). This was the purpose of Paul's own call, pictured in 2 Co​rinthians 4:6 in terms of a new creation in which God "shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ". On the other hand, this can only mean that those who reject Paul and his message do so be​cause their own minds have been hardened by Satan, the "god of this age" ( 2 Cor 4:3-4).


In 2 Corinthians 4:7--6:13 Paul returns once again to the theme of his suffering, this time by both intro​ducing and concluding this unit of thought with the second and third of his "catalogues of suffering" (2 Cor 4:7-15 and 6:3-13 respectively; cf. I Cor 4:11-13). Having argued for the legitimacy and function of his suffering thus far, Paul now addresses the question of the actual necessity for his suffering, which he says in 2 Corinthians 4:7 is to demonstrate that the power and glory that is revealed in him is clearly God's and not his own. The way in which this is accomplished is through Paul's repeated experience of suffering (i.e., "carrying around in our body the death of Jesus," 2 Cor 4:10; "being handed over to death for Jesus' sake," 2 Cor 4:11; and having "death at work in us," 2 Cor 4:12) in order that God's power to sustain him might be seen (i.e., "that the life, of Jesus might also be manifested in our [mortal] body," 2 Cor 4:10, 11) and experienced by others (2 Cor 4:12). Paul thus follows in the footsteps of the suffering righteous of the OT (cf. the quote from Ps 115:1 LXX in 2 Cor 4:13) and of the suffering Righteous One, Jesus, both in enduring suffering for the sake of oth​ers (cf 2 Cor 4:15) and in his confidence in God's righteous vindication and reward in the future (2 Cor 4:14, 16-18).


Paul's confidence in his future vindication, when he will be "at home with the Lord" (2 Cor 5:8), is based on the guarantee of his present possession of the Holy Spirit (2 Cor 5:5). This confidence causes him not only to long with courage for its reality (2 Cor 5:2​-4), but also to endeavor to be pleasing to God, know​ing that all must appear before the judgment seat of Christ to be recompensed for their deeds (2 Cor 5:9- 10). This healthy fear of God also motivates Paul in his ministry and in his defense of his apostleship (2 Cor 5:11), not for his own sake, but in order that the Corinthians might have just cause to be proud of Paul (2 Cor 5:12-15) and to affirm the truth of his gospel of reconciliation (2 Cor 5:14, 16-21).


The consequence of Paul's ministry is then made clear. Those who have been reconciled to God in Christ are a "new creation" (2 Cor 5:17), which in the context entails not only a new relationship with God but also a new, righteous way of life in which one takes on the very character of God in Christ by living one's life for the sake of others (2 Cor 3:18; 4:5, 14-15; 5:21). Rather than rejecting Christ because of his sufferering, as Paul himself formerly did when he regarded Christ from the nonspiritual point of view (i.e, “according to the flesh"), those who have been creat​ed anew see both Christ and others in the light of God's purpose of reconciliation (2 Cor 5:16, 19, 21).


Paul concludes this section and at the same time introduces the next by calling those within the Corin​thian church who are still rejecting Paul and his mes​sage to be reconciled to God and not to presume upon God's grace and mercy. By doing so they will demon​strate that their prior acceptance of God's grace has not been in vain (2 Cor 5:20; 6:1). For as an ambas​sador for Christ (2 Cor 5:20), Paul, like the servant in Isaiah 49:8, is called to bring the people back to their God (2 Cor 6:2). The catalog of suffering in 2 Corin​thians 6:3-13 functions to support this appeal further by demonstrating again that, rather than calling his legitimacy into question, his opponents should observe that Paul's endurance in the midst of adversity commends him as an apostle. The section therefore ends with yet another appeal to those Corinthians still under the influence of Paul's opponents to be recon​ciled to Paul (2 Cor 6:11-13).


In view of the fact that the Corinthian church now stands divided over the legitimacy of Paul's apostleship and his understanding of Jesus and the Spirit (cf. 2 Cor 11:4), 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:2 addresses the question of the relationship between believers arid unbelievers, the latter of which are now implicitly identified as those who will not repent and be recon​ciled to Paul as an apostle of the gospel of God. Paul's admonition is straightforward. Based on his under​standing of the church as the temple of God (2 Cor 6:16) and the biblical injunction for God's people to separate themselves from idolatry in order to be God’s "sons and daughters" (2 Cor 6:17), Paul calls the faith​ful Corinthians to separate themselves from those among them who continue to reject Paul and his gospel (2 Cor 6:14-15; 7:1). In 2 Corinthians 7:2-16 Paul resumes his account of the recent events in Corinth, focusing on the good news he received when he finally did meet Titus. Al​though Paul initially regretted having sent them such a severe reprimand, Paul is relieved by the fact that his letter of rebuke (2 Cor 7:5-8) brought about among the majority of Corinthian believers the kind of godly sorrow which leads to repentance rather than the "world​ly grief” which merely brings death (2 Cor 7:9-13). Paul's defense of his apostleship in 2 Corinthians 2:14-7:16 consequently ends with a great expression of joy, comfort and confidence in the Corinthians as a whole, since their positive response to Paul's pre​vious warnings and to Titus's mission was a sure sign of the genuine nature of their faith and of the bond between Paul and his church (2 Cor 7:2-5, 11-16).


2.5. The Collection. In 2 Corinthians 8:1-9:15 the subject matter changes completely. Paul now takes up the theological foundation and practical administra​tion of the collection for the believers in Jerusalem which he had initiated in Corinth, but which due to the problems in the church had not been completed as anticipated (2 Cor 8:6-7, 10-11; 9:2; cf. 1 Cor 16:1​-4). The necessity for the collection is based not only on the needs of the church inJerusalem and the ability of the Corinthians to give (2 Cor 8:14-15) but also on the implications of Christ's own self-giving for those under his lordship (2 Cor 8:8-9). Giving to the needs of others therefore becomes a test of the gen​uineness of one's faith (2 Cor 8:8, 24; 9:13), with Titus providing an example of just such a genuine faith and the love it produces (2 Cor 8:16-17). Two unnamed, but well-known and respected, brothers will be sent by Paul with Titus to ensure the completion and credibil​ity of the collection to the glory of God (2 Cor 8:18​-23; 9:1-5).


In 2 Corinthians 9:6-15 Paul then concludes his dis​cussion of the collection by returning to its theological foundation. The collection is necessary because it ex​presses the church's trust in God to meet their needs to such a degree that they are willing and able to give cheerfully to others (2 Cor 9:6-9). God is faithful and he will respond to such acts of faith by working to supply the needs of those who give and then by rewarding those who use their resources for the benefit of others (2 Cor 9:8. 10-12). In going forward with the collection the Corinthians will therefore glorify God by affirming with their actions the gospel of Christ (2 Cor 9:13) and causing others to join thern in glorifying God (2 Cor 9:12). The collection will also create a unity of prayer and appreciation between the Corinthians and the church in Jerusalem (2 Cor 9:14), which leads Paul in response to close this section by praising God for his own “inexpresible gift (2 Cor:9-15).


2.6. Paul's Final Defense and Attack on His Opponents. In the last major section of 2 Corinthians, 10: 1-13:10, the tone, style and subject matter again change dra​matically from the pastoral admonitions of 2 Corinthians 7:2-15 and chapters 8-9. Here is an aggressive apologetic and counter-attack against those within the church who still oppose Paul (2 Cor 13:5-10) and against his opponents from outside Corinth who stand in the shadows behind them (2 Cor 10:10; 11:4, 12-15, 21-23). The issues are still Paul's personal weak​ness and suffering (2 Cor 10:1, 10; 11:23-33), his vol​untary self-support (2 Cor 11:7-15; 12:13-17) and his apparent lack of charismatic power (2 Cor 12:12; 13:3), Paul's upcoming visit consequently dominates this sec​tion in the hope that it will be a constructive time of healing, rather than a time of judgment for the church (cf. 2 Cor 10:2; 12:14, 20-21; 13.1-4).

 

2 Corinthians 10:1-6 is Paul's final appeal to the church for reconciliation in order that he might not have to "show boldness" in punishing disobedience when he arrives—although he is ready to do so (2 Cor 10:2, 6). In 2 Corinthians 10:7-11 Paul supports this appeal by reaffirming his legitimacy both as a Christian and as an apostle on the basis of the appropriate nature of his recent conduct, including his forceful boasting in his authority over the Corinthians. The appropriateness of Paul's conduct becomes evident once the right criterion for apostolic legitimacy is ap​plied, namely, the concrete evidence of God's own work through him as seen in Paul's apostolic activity of founding, the church in Corinth (2 Cor 10:12-18). When Paul lays claim to his authority he is thus not commending himself (2 Cor 10.12) but boasting "of the Lord," of what God himself has accomplished through Paul as evidence of the fact that he is the one whom the Lord “commends” (2 Cor 10:17-18).

  
Since God has already commended Paul through his apostolic work, the need to boast in one's own behavior or accomplishments is "foolish" (cf. 2 Cor 11:1, 16-21; 12:11). Yet in 2 Corinthians 11:1-12:10 Paul feels forced to do just that in order to counter the claims of his opponents and to win back those who have fallen under their sway. At the heart of the issue is the opponents' claim that they, not Paul, represent and are equal to the "eminent apostles" in Jerusalem. In this section Paul endeavors to show that he is the one who is a genuine apostle, on a par with the lead​ers of the mother church (2 Cor 11:5: 12:11), while his opponents’ claiming some connection with the Jerusalem leaders, are in fact "false apostles" and "deceit​ful workers” who disgiuse themselves as “servants of righteousness” (2 Cor 11:12-15). Thus in 2 Corinthians 11:5 and 12:11 Paul compares himself positively with the "eminent apostles." while in 2 Corinthians 11:12-15 he draws the sharpest possible distinction be​tween himself and his opponents.


In this section Paul therefore "boasts" first in his decision to preach the gospel free of charge in Cor​inth (2 Cor 11:7-12), and then in his other sufferings (2 Cor 11:23-33), as the tole marks of his legitimacy as an apostle, only to boast finally in his own spiritual experiences. In this last case, however, Paul is exceed​ingly hesitant, knowing that this is the epitome of fool​ishness and the very thing concerning which God has given him a "thorn in the flesh" to keep him from doing (2 Cor 12:6-10). Furiliennore, Paul asserts that the real reason his opponents halve criticized him for his preaching free of charge, for his suffering and for his refusal to boast in his spiritual experiences is that his lifestyle and practice call their own legitimacy apostles into question, based as it is on a demand for payment and their own tales of spiritual experiences (2 Cor 11:12). Paul's point is that neither human dis​tinctives nor religious pedigree make one a servant of Christ (cf. 2 Cor 11:21-23), but weakness, since God has declared that his "power is made perfect in weak​ness" (2 Cor 12:9).


In 2 Corinthians 12:11-13:10 Paul brings the sec​tion to a close by reminding the Corinthians for the last time of his sincerity and apostolic legitimacy, as evidenced in his ministry of the Spirit and his suffer​ing as a result of refusing to burden the Corinthians (2 Cor 12:11-18). Those who are still rejecting Paul must therefore repent in anticipation of his final visit (2 Cor 12:19-13:10). Not to do so will bring them under the judgment of God, since Paul has identified his own person and message with the glory of God in Christ and the true gospel (2 Cor 11:4; 12:21; 13:14). The ultimate test of the genuine nature of their faith is thus whether or not they will be reconciled with Paul (2 Cor 13:5-9). Hence, Paul's elaborate self defense has not been for his own sake, but for the good of the Corinthians (2 Cor 12.19), since Paul is writing "these things while being absent in order that when he is present he might not have to use his authority severely, which the Lord gave him for building up and not tearing down (2 Cnr 13:10).


2.7. Final Greetings. In 2 Corinthians 13:11-13 (14) Paul ends his letter by calling his church to mend its ways, heal its rivalries, and live in unity and peace with one another. This closing appeal is based on the promise that in doing so "the God of love and peace will be with them.

3. The Church and Its Apostle.


The church in Corinth was largely, though not exclu​sively, Gentile, as reflected in their former back​ground in pagan idolatry (1 Cor 6:10-11; 8:7; 12:2) and in the issue of partaking in temple feasts (1 Cor 8:1​11:1). It was also normal for Greeks and Romans to go to secular law courts with their disputes, whereas Jews were forbidden to do so, which helps explain this practice in Corinth (cf. 1 Cor 6:1-6). The acceptance of prostitution discussed in I Corinthians 6:12-20 and the attitudes toward marriage reflected in 1 Corinthi​ans 7 are also more in keeping with a Gentile back​ground.

The church in Corinth met in various houses, since there was no possibility for a public meeting place, such as a synagogue, for a newly constituted religious movement which still lacked government recognition (cf. Rom 16:23). Based on the excavation of the four houses in Corinth from the Roman period (one from Paul's time) and the listing of the fourteen male members of the church in 1 and 2 Corinthians, Murphy-O'Connor estimates the base figure of the Corinthian church to be fifty members (Murphy‑O’Connor, 158). But such a gathering of the “whole church” was unususal, since the church usually met in smaller groups in various members’ homes (cf. 1 Cor 16:19; Rom 16:5; Col 4:15; Phlm 2).

 
3.1. The Problems behind 1 Corinthians. G. D. Fee’s commentary on 1 Corinthians represents the most thoroughgoing presentation of the “apologetic” view of the problems behind 1 Corinthians. In this view the historical situation behind 1 Corinthians is fundamentally one of conflict between Paul and the church as a whole, in which the Corinthians’ rejection of Paul’s authority as the founder of the church is perceived to be at the heart of their troubles. For Fee, therefore, the most serious division of the church is between the majority of the community and Paul himself (Fee, 8). Paul’s language throughout the letter is taken to be combative, and his references to his apostleship are read to be apologetic (cf. esp. 1 Cor 4:1-21; 9:1-27; 15:8-11).

  
But Paul’s purpose in writing 1 Corinthians is best seen not to be primarily apologetic but didactic. Nowhere in the letter does Paul argue for his own authority as an apostle per se, since he continues to bang on the fact that the Corinthians recognize him as their founder (1 Cor 4:15) and as legitimate apostle, even though others outside the church night not (1 Cor 9:1-2). Rather, Paul writes to “remind” the Corinthians of “his ways in Christ” (1 Cor 4:17) and to call their attention to the fact that as their “father” (1 Cor 4:15) it is hia “way,” the way of the cross, that is to be imitated (1 Cor 4:16, 11:1). The appropriateness of Paul’s suffering is therefore nowhere defended in 1 Corinthians. Instead it functions as the foundational premise for Paul’s arguments (cf. esp. 1 Cor 1:10—4:21; 8:1—11:1; 13; 14:18-19), which in turn are based on his parental authority over the Corinthians in Christ (1 Cor 4:14-21). The very fact that Paul can enlist his practice of preaching free of charge to support his hortatory purpose in 1 Corinthians 8—10, climaxing in his call to imitate him in I Corinthians 11:1, would have collapsed. Throughout 1 Corinthians the focus of Paul’s arguments is thus on the Corinthians and their behavior, and the mode of Paul’s address is not apologetic, but directive. Paul’s ability to pronounce authoritative judgments on the Corinthians’ behavior throughout the letter is based on his assumption that his apostolic authority is still in place in Corinth. The problems that 1 Corinthians addresses are essentially within the church and not tensions between the church and its apostle.

3.2. The Problems Behind 2 Corinthians. By the tithe Paul wrote 2 Corinthians everything had changed. For a while, between the writing of 1 and 2 Corinthians, the church as a whole was in open rebellion against Paul and his gospel due to the influence of Paul's opponents who had recently arrived (cf. 2 Cor 11:4). Since then a significant segment of the church had repented and returned to Paul's side. But Paul's apos​tolic authority is no longer common ground between Paul and his entire church. There is still a sizeable opposition to Paul among the Corinthians, with Paul's opponents lurking behind them. As a result, the church now stands divided over Paul and his legitimacy as an apostle. This current condition is reflected in the absence of the call to imitate Paul in 2 Corinthi​ans, in the consistent focus on Paul's own authority as an apostle throughout most of 2 Corinthians, and most clearly in the different ways in which Paul's suf​fering functions in the two letters. In 1 Corinthians 4:8-13 and 9:1-27 Paul's suffering can be used to support his argument on behalf of the Corinthians, whereas throughout 2 Corinthians Paul must argue for the legitimacy of his suffering itself (cf 2 Cor 2:17; 11:7-15; 12:13-18). Hence, whereas the problems in 1 Corinthians were within the church, the central problem to be solved in 2 Corinthians is the authority and legitimacy of Paul as air apostle.


3.3. The Source of the Problems in Corinth and Paul's Response. The source of the problems in Corinth, whether in 1 or 2 Corinthians, can be traced back to the Hellenistic culture which so influenced the Corinthians. The key issue was what it meant to be "spiritual” (cf. Paul's use of pneurnatikos fourteen times in 1 Corinthians alone, over against only four times in the other undisputed Pauline letters). Even as believvers, the Corinthians held on to that part of the Hel​ennistic body/soul or material/immaterial dualism which disdained the physical world for the "higher" knowledge and wisdom of spiritual existence. Although it is anachronistic to speak of gnostics or gnos​ticism in Corinth, one may thus speak of an "incipient gnosticism" in the theology of the Corinthians (so Martin, following Bruce). Un​der its influence the Corinthians were prone to intel​lectual pride, placing a high value on their "knowl​edge' and spiritual experiences (cf. 1 Cor 1:5; 8:1, 7, 10, 11; 12:6; 13:2; etc.). The result was an attitude of boasting and competition within the church, which was further fed by their cultural arrogance and admi​ration of the public power, style and polish of the Sophistic rhetorical tradition. Such a disdain for this world could also lead them to consider participation in its law courts and immorality as of no consequence on the one hand (cf. I Cor 5:1-6:20), and to the practice of an undue asceticism on the other (cf. 1 Cor 7:1-5).


But equally important, this dualism also provided the conceptual support which made the Corinthians so susceptible to an "over-realized eschatology” that spiritualized the future resurrection as already hav​ing taken place in their own experience (cf. 1 Cor 4:8; 15). One's present life was therefore viewed as already participating in the fullness of the heavenly reality of the world to come. Such an over-realized eschatology further inflated the Corinthians' estimation of their spiritual knowledge, gifts and religious experiences, especially that of tongues, which they saw as indicat​ing that they too shared the spiritual existence of the angels (cf. 1 Cor 13:1; 14:37). This in turn led to more boasting and disunity in the church, as well as to the eventual rejection of Paul's legitimacy as an apostle and of his gospel.


Paul's response in I Corinthians was decidedly based on the twofold foundation of the OT and christology (cf. his OT response to the problem of boasting in wisdom in 1 Cor 1:18-3:23, with direct quotes of the OT in 1 Cor 1:19: 1:31; 2:9; 2:16: 3:19- 20). Both make it clear that the power and wisdom of God have now been revealed in Christ and his cross. At the same time Paul's message of the cross (1 Cor 1:17-19) and his own apostolic experience of suffering (1 Cor 4:8-13) demonstrate that the kingdom of God, though here in power, is not yet present in all of its fullness. Hence if suffering arid weakness are the es​sential characteristics of the apostolic ministry' upon which the Corinthians' lives are based, then as chil​dren of their spiritual father the lives of the Corinthi​ans also ought to be characterized by the power of the cross and not by boasting in their own spiritual attainments or leaders. Paul's most basic advice, therefore, was to "imitate me" (1 Cor 4:16; 11:1).


By the time of 2 Corinthians, however, Paul's oppo​nents had arrived from outside Corinth and had cap​italized on the Corinthians' over-realized eschatology. Preaching a view of Christ and of the Spirit that the Corinthians were open to receiving (2 Cor 11:4). In​stead of calling the Corinthians to endure faithfully in the midst of adversity in hope of their future resurrection and vindication, Paul's opponents promised the Corinthians a life in the Spirit that was characterized by deliverance from suffering and by a steady diet of miraculous experience. They supported their claims to be apostles with letters of recommendation from other churches (cf. 2 Cor 3:1), by their ethnic distinctives as Jews (2 Cor 3:4-18; 11:21-22), and by boasting in their spiritual attainments and supernatural sign), together with then rhetorical abilities (2 Cor 10:10, 12; 11:12, 18; 12:12). Paul's apologetic in 2 Corinthians 3 leads one to posit that they also tied their mininistry in some way to the ministry of Moses and the Law, although unlike Galatians the issues of ritual purity and circumcision are not mentioned in 2 Corinthians. Moreover, Paul’s opponents sealed their claims by demanding money from the Corinthians as a sign of the value and legitimacy of their message (2 Cor 2:17). But in order to make their claims and demand this payment they had to attack Paul himself and his apostolic legitimacy, which called both their gospel and their lifestyle into question. 

In response, Paul now had to defend his own legitimacy as an apostle in order to establish the verarity of his gospel. Once again he does so by returning to the OT and to Christology to demonstrate the necessity and purpose of his suffering in relationship to his ministry of the Spirit under the new covenant.

4. Theological Themes of 1 and 2 Corinthians.


It is striking that most of the commands throughout 1 Corinthians center on some aspect of church unity (cf. 1 Cor 1:10; 3:1-3; 4:14, 16; 5:4, 5, 7, 8; 6:1, 4, 6-7, 18, 20; 8:9, 13; 10:14; 11:33-34; 12:14. etc.). Clearly Paul's primary concern is with the true nature and life of the church, making ecclesiology the most important theme of I Corinthians. As the "church of God" (1 Cor 1:1), the Corinthians are "the temple of God," due to their reception of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 3:16-17; 14:24-25); and the "body of Christ," due to their submission to the lordship of Christ (1 Cor 6:17: 10:17; 11:29; 12:12-16, 27). But in focusing his attention on the Corinthians as the people of God, the eschatolog​ical framework of Paul's theology also stands out in this letter. Throughout 1 Corinthians Paul strives to make it clear that although the kingdom of God has already dawned, as evidenced by the resurrection power of Christ and the pouring out of the Spirit in the lives of the Corinthians (cf. 1 Cor 4:20), it is nevertheless not yet here in all of its fullness, a "proviso' seen clearly in Paul's own suffering and the qualitatively different nature of the future bodily resurrection and the end of age. At the same time, Paul must also make it clear to the Corinthians that although the kingdom of God is not yet present in all its fullness, one's ethical life as a follower of Christ is still to be controlled by the dawning reality of the age to come in which the power of the Spirit enables one to keep God's commandments (cf. 1 Cor 5:7-8; 6:1-6; 7:29-31; 10: 11; etc.). Paul's insistence throughout 1 Co​rinthians on the inextricable link between faith and obedience is therefore framed theologically by the cross (cf. 1 Cor 1:10-4:21) and the resurrection of Christ (1 Cor 15). In the end, therefore, 1 Corinthians demonstrates that both ecclesiology and eschatology are rooted in one's understanding of Christ "accord​ing to the Scriptures" (cf. 1 Cor 15:3-5).


In 2 Corinthians the central theological theme be​comes the relationship between suffering and glory as this is determined and illustrated in Paul's apostolic experience. Here too Paul's arguments are grounded throughout in his eschatology and Christology, both of which are developed within an OT framework and consistently applied to his own life as an apostle. Paul's point is as simple as it is profound. Rather than calling his legitimacy as an apostle into question, Paul's suffering is the very vehicle which God has or​dained to validate his apostleship and to make known the knowledge of his own power and glory, now re​vealed in the gospel of Christ. Paul's ministry of suf​fering and of the Spirit does not represent an unre​solved tension which calls into question his sufficiency as a true apostle. Indeed both the cross and the resurrection power of God are being revealed through Paul's life of divinely ordained suffering. And although there is no call for all Christians to suffer in either I or 2 Corinthians, nor any sign of a martyrdom theology, Paul affirms that whenever God's people are brought into the same kinds of sufferings to which he was called as an apostle, they too will become vehicles for the manifestation of the power of God in the midst of their adversity (cf. 2 Cor 1:7). In support of this main point and his corresponding apologetic for his apostolic authority, Paul outlines the nature of the new covenant in relationship to the covenant at Sinai (2 Cor 3:6-18), the nature of the new creation in the midst of the old (2 Cor 4:6-5:21) and the christological foundation for living for the sake of others be​cause one now lives for the sake of Christ (2 Cor 5:15; 8:1-9:14).
S. J. Hafemann
IV. LETTER TO THE PHILIPPIANS
Philippians is a letter the apostle Paul wrote to the church in the city of Philippi in Macedonia, the first church he founded in Europe. It is the most personal of all of his letters. Although not a theological treatise, Philippians does have a great deal to say about God and his ways with people, about Christ Jesus and about Christians and how they should live in this world. The terms "overseers" and "deacons" (1:1) oc​cur here for the one and only time in Paul's letters, but without any elaboration on what these people did or about what kind of authority they exercised within the church.

1. Contents

2. Some Critical Questions

3. Theological Themes

1. Contents.

1.1. The letter begins with a salutation that is both like (e.g., "A to B, greetings!”) and unlike (e.g., "from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ”) letters that were typical of first-century letter forms (1:1-2). 
1.2. Paul then thanks God for the Philippians, re​minds them of his constant prayer and affection for them, of his confidence in God concerning them, gives a brief account of his imprisonment and the unexpected positive effects it has had and informs them of the likelihood that he will be released from prison and reunited with them (1:3-26).

1.3. Paul turns from thanks to plead with the Phi​lippians to live in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ: harmoniously with one another. striving for the faith of the gospel, unafraid of opponents of the gospel, willing to suffer for the gospel, eager to imitate Christ Jesus in seeking the welfare of others with humility, carring out responsibilities without murmuring or grumbling and keeping themselves pure and holy, blameless children of God (1:27—2:18). 

  1.4. Paul tells them of his desire to send Timothy to them, but until he is able to do so, of his intention instead to send back to them Epaphrodius, one of their own people, their messenger to him -- a man who had risked his life in order to bring their gift to him (2:19-3:1).


 1.5. The letter changes tone it this point. Paul now begins a bitter attack on those who would subvert the Philippians—upon people who are “enemies of the cross of Christ.” He counters whatever influence they may have had with an assertion of his own authority based not on status but sacrifice, taking the Christ of the Christ hynn as his model (cf. 3:4-11 with 2:6-11), not on his own self-worth but the exceeding worth of Christ Jesus (3:2-21).


1.6. In conclusion. Paul pleads for
unity in the church, especially among its leaders, gives his advice about how Christians are to feel and think and act, relieves the Philippians of any sense of guilt they may have had for those times when they were not able to send him aid, gives then thanks for their renewed generosity and brings the letter to a close with a doxology to God, greetings to all and a benediction (4:1-23).

2. Some Critical Questions.


2.1. Authorship. Although the letter to the Philippi​ans opens with the words "[From] Paul and Timothy" (1:1), it is clear that whatever may have been the rea​son for Timothy's name being linked together with that of the apostle, it was Paul alone who was responsible for this letter and its contents. The tone of the letter is far too personal to be otherwise. For example, Paul's use of the singular personal pronouns “I," “me," "my"—occurring fifty-one times in such a short letter—alone argues for this. But, in addition, Timo​thy's name reappears again only in 2:19 and not at all as might be expected, in the final salutation. In effect, therefore, it is Paul alone who lays claim to being the author of Philippians.


2.2. Place and Date. The place and time of Paul's writing the letter to the Philippians are important questions with a bearing on the interpretation of the text, particularly the issues of the identity of Paul's opponents and the nature of their opposition.
  - Place: Not all questions can be answered in this matter, and in reality there is no possibility of knowing with absolute certainty where it was that Paul wrote Phi​lippians. Yet for the sake of trying to understand this letter, and especially in the interest of trying to identify the opponents mentioned in it, it may be argued that Caesarea fits the evidence as well as, or perhaps better than, any other theory of the letter’s provenance.

  - Date. If Paul wrote the letter to the Phi​lippians from Rome, then he wrote it sometime in the early 60s, between A.D. 60 and 63; if from Ephesus, between A.D. 54 and 57; if from Corinth, about A.D. 50. But if he wrote this letter from Caesarea, then he wrote it some​time in the period A.D. 58-60.


2.3. Opponents. The opponents mentioned in Phi​lippians cannot be understood as a single group of people, but as several. One group opposed Paul him​self, and though they preached Christ, they did so for the purpose of adding to Paul's sufferings while he was in prison. These were fellow Christians, irrespec​tive of such a hostile attitude on their part, for Paul calls them "brothers" (1:14-15). These Christians may have had a divine-man theology that made them view such matters as humility, meekness, imprisonment and suffering—things that Paul advocated or was ex​periencing—as proof that he knew nothing of the tri​umphant power of Christ and hence was an unworthy candidate for a Christian leader who might be emu​lated. Or they may have been Judaizers, who taught not only the need for faith in Christ but the necessity also of keeping the Jewish Law, including circumci​sion and regulations about food and drink, and who thus were at odds with Paul since he held tenaciously to the necessity of faith in Christ but rejected the necessity of keeping the Law.


But there was also a second group of opponents--people very different from those in the group men​tioned above. These had threatened the Phi​lippians, had made them afraid because of their threats and had tried to undermine the firmness of the Philippi​ans' faith in the gospel (1:27-29). Very likely this group was the same as those Paul would call "dogs," "evil workers," “mutilators” (3:2), "enemies of the cross of Christ" (3:18), people "whose end is destruction” (3:18). They can hardly be identified, as Judaizers--that is, Jewish Christians--but rather as Jews, Jewish missionaries in particular, who aggresively pushed for converts at Philippi, even with force. They proclaimed a message that righteousness and perfection were attainable "now" (cf. Phil 3:12-15) by submitting to circumcision and complying with certain ritual laws (3:19)—a message that offered visible and tangible tokens of Gods favor in the present, not in the future and invisible world. Paul's exceedingly harsh words in 3:2 probably reflect his own frustration over the fanatical and unrelenting opoosition he was encountering from the Jews both in Jerusalem and Caesarea (Acts 21:37--26:32; cf. 28:19).


2.4. The Christ-Hymn. Phi​lippians 2:6-11 is the prime example of an early Christian hymn. But who wrote it and what was the source of the ideas expressed here? Many scholars consider that Paul was its author (cf. Martin, 1960) and this has been the traditional view. The way in which this section dovetails so perfectly into Paul’s argument in chapter 2 and into the whole tenor of the letter does not immediately lead one to look for another writer. Some scholars, however, have seen feature of style, vocabulary and doctrine in the hymn that suggest a composer other than Paul. But whether it was the work of Paul or some other Christian hymn writer makes little dif​lerence, since it fits Paul's purpose at this point, har​monizes with his own thinking as he writes to the Philippians and is incorporated into his letter without reservation.


Scholars have looked in many different directions for the source of the ideas of this hymn. Some have suggested the background of the Gnostic "Re​deemed—Redeemer" myth that describes the descent into this world of a "light-person," who comes to bring knowledge to the sons of light, appears in human form and endures misery, pain and suffering like oth​er humans such he leaves this world and returns to the world of light (Bultmann, 1.167).

 
Others have looked to the Adam theme from the Old Testament. Both Adam and Christ were human beings made in the image of God (Gen 1:26; Phil 2:6, “image" and “form” being treated as synonymous); but whereas Adam disobeyed and grasped after being like God, Christ obeyed God and instead of grasping for equality with God chose the way of servanthood and mortality. As a consequence the first Adam was cast out of paradise because of his self-seeking, but the last Adam, Christ, was waited by God and given the highest place because of his self-giving (Dunn, 114-21; but contrast Wright).


Perhaps one does not need to look so far afield as these scholars have suggested. There is recorded in the gospel tradition (Jn 13:3-17) an incident from the life of Christ that provides an almost perfect model for the movement of the Christ hymn of Philippians 2. Both the Fourth Evangelist and Paul begin what they have to say in a similar fashion. John starts his narrative by saying that Jesus washed his disciples' feet (the work of a slave/servant) because he knew that the Father had given everything into his hands and that he himself had come out from God and was going back to God (Jn 13:3; cf. Hawthorne (1983, 78​-79). The Philippian hymn begins by stating “that Je​sus, being in the image of God and yet not taking ad​antage of his being equal with God, took the form of a slave, and did the work of a servant (Phil 2:6-8). The entire hymn preserves the descent-ascent motif that is prominent in the gospel story (13:3-17; Hawthorne 1987, 65). 
3. Theological Themes.

Because of its theological themes, the influence of the letter to the Philippians on the church seems to be out of all proportion to its size. Perhaps this in large part is due to the exquisite Christ hymn (2:6-11), a hymn that clegantly sums up Paul's teaching about the person of Jesus Christ and of the nature of God.


While prodding a magnificent description of Jesus Christ--pre-existent, equal with God, becoming incarnate, a human being, a servant, totally obedient to God, in turn exalted by God to the highest place in heaven or on earth, the object of worship for all created beings to the glory of God the Father—this hymn also articulately describes who God really is. For Jesus Christ, who shared the very nature of God and acted out of that nature, showed by what he chose to do and by what he in fact did that God's true nature is not characterized by seizing, grasping or attaining, but rather by sharing, by open-handed giving and by pouring oneself out for others in order to enrich them.


Whether or not Paul composed this hymn, it un​doubtedly was an integral part of the letter and not a later interpolation because by it Paul provides the Phi​lippians with the basis of his ethical appeal. He begs them to live humbly, generously, unself-consciously, while being thoughtfully concerned for the welfare of those around them (2:1-5), for this was the attitude that Christ Jesus possessed and that governed all of his conduct—an attitude to be emulated by all who call themselves by his name.


The Christ hymn is not the only factor contributing to the influence of Philippians. Here in this letter one also finds Paul's motto for life, which in turn has be​come the life motto for many Christians ever since: "For me to live is Christ to die is gain" (1:21). These two statements, coupled with the one that follows, namely that "to depart and to be with Christ is a very much better thing [than living]," have had great theo​logical significance. They suggest that the condition of Christians who die in the Lord is one of conscious happiness beyond anything experienced on earth. If indeed they do make such a suggestion, they then raise the question of the need for the resurrection of the body or for a new body from heaven (see Cull​mann; but see also Phil 3:20-21).


Furthermore, there is in Philippians the often-quoted remark of Paul, "work out your own salvation... for it is God who is at work in you" (2:12-13). This remark, rarely put in its context so as to be properly understood, has influenced the thinking both of those who argue for the sovereignty of God, and of those who champion the free will of human beings. In the context of Philippians 2, Paul is not using the word salvation to refer to eschatological salvation, the salvation of one's eternal soul, but rather to the health of the Christian community in Philippi. Torn apart by conceit, pride and selfishness (2:3-4) the Philippians hear in these words the urging of the apostle to follow the example of Christ (2:5-11), to humble themselves and to take the role of the servant, to work obediendy at bringing healing (i.e., "salvation”) to their church and to work at this task until it is accomplished. If they do this, they will discover that they have only been cooperating with God, who is already at work among them giving there these desires for wholeness and the energy to fulfil their desires.


In all of Paul's letters, perhaps the most important single statement having to do with the doctrine of sanctification is found in Philippians 3:8-16. Holi​ness described here is an ever-increasing apprehen​sion of the surpassing worth of Jesus Christ by the Christian, with nothing whatsoever allowed to destroy or to diminish this apprehension. In turn it is also an apprehension of the Christian by Jesus Christ. Both elements are present—the work of God or Christ, and the work of the Christian. Sanctification for Paul, therefore, allows room for growth, increase, advance​ment and progress on the part of the Christian (1:9, 25). As the many imperatives present throughout this letter indicate, sanctification in fact demands progress.


Finally, the theme of joy that runs throughout Phi​lippians has had a profound influence on Christians through the centuries, drawing them back to this letter again and again. Here one learns that joy is not so much a feeling as it is a settled state of mind charac​terized by peace, an attitude that views life—including all of its ups and downs—with equanimity. It is a con​fident way of looking at life that is rooted in faith in the living Lord of the church (1:25: 3:1; 4:4, 10). For Paul, joy is an understanding of existence that makes possible for one to accept both elation and depres​sion, to accept with creative submission events that bring either delight or dismay, because joy allows one to see beyond any particular event to the sovereign Lord who stands above all events.

G. F. Hawthorne

V. LETTERS TO THE THESSALONIANS

Paul and Silas, accompanied by their assistant, Tim​othy, took the first steps toward the establishment of a Christian community in Thessalonica as part of the first Christian mission to the province of Macedonia. Thessalonica was one of the major cities of the Roman Empire. The mission​aries' subsequent contact with the Thessalonian church included two letters, which are probably the oldest Christian documents that we possess. Despite their brevity and their relative lack of significantly developed theological themes compared to the other letters in the Pauline corpus, the two letters to the Thessalonian Christians have become the object of much recent scholarly examina​tion, particularly in the areas of rhetorical criticism, sociological analysis and the early development of Paul​ine theology.

1. Contents of the Letters

2. Early Pauline Theology

1. Contents of the Letters.


Both 1 and 2 Thessalonians identify themselves in their prescripts (1 Thess 1:1; 2 Thess 1:1-2) as co​authored by Paul, Silas (called Silvanus in the letters) and Timothy. But we can probably assume on the basis of Paul's later letters (and see I Thess 3:6) that Paul at least played the leading role in their compo​sition.


1.1/ 1 Thessalonians. In 1 Thessalonians Paul thanks God for the Thessalonian Christians, remembering in particular how they "received the word" preached by Paul and his coworkers "in the midst of much suf​fering" (1 Thess 1:6) and thus became an example for others who would hear the gospel (1 Thess 1:7-10, He goes on to recall for them the difficult circum​stances and the earnest sincerity that characterized the initial apostolic mission to Thessa​lonica (1 Thess 2:1-12). He does so apparently to set forth himself and his coworkers as examples of blamelessness for his readers. Paul then returns to thanksgiving for the Thessalonians' reception of the Gospel. He sets them on one side of a divide between God's suffering people and the persecuting rejectors of God's Word, the latter exemplified by the "the Jews" (1 Thess 2:13-16). He then tells of how his love for them and concern for their steadfastness has led him and his coworkers to seek renewed contact with the Thessalonians. Now, with Timothy successfully re​turned from Thessalonica, news of their steadfastness has arrived and has brought rejoicing (1 Thess 2:17​-3:10).

 
A prayer for continued contact, love and blameness (I Thess 3:11-13) closes out the first major section of the letter (1 Thess 1—3). In this section Paul has drawn strong continuities between the Gentile Christians of Thessalonica (see 1 Thess 1:9) and oth​ers among the people of God, including the OT prophets (1 Thess 2:15) and especially the missionar​ies who brought the gospel to Thessalonica. By this emphasis on their place in the people of God and their links with the apostolic mission, Paul gives the Thessalonian Christians a way of thinking about themselves that will enable them to stand with certain​ty in the adversity  that they are experiencing. This in turn lays the foundation for the second major section of the letter, in which Paul will repeatedly refer to traditions and instructions that the Thessalonians have received from the missionaries (1 Thess 4:1, 2, 9, 11).


The second section (1 Thess 4-5) begins with an exhortation to holy living (1 Thess 4:1-12), the main focus of which is sexual morality. Paul then deals with Christ's return (1 Thess 4:13-5:11), which provides the basis for an exhor​tation to alert and sober living, to faith, love and hope, and to mutual encouragement (1 Thess 5:4-8, 11). His main motivation in penning this eschatolog​ical section appears, however, to have been concern on the part of some Thessalonian Christians about the fate of those of their number who had died before Christ's return (1 Thess 4:13-18). The letter closes with general admonitions and benedictions (1 Thess 5:12-28).


1.2/ 2 Thessalonians. Paul's thanksgiving in 2 Thessa​lonians (2 Thess 1:3-12), like that in 1 Thessalonians, mentions the Thessalonian Christians' characteristic steadfastness in suffering and their example to others. Once again eschatology is the framework in which Paul viewes both their suffering and their accomplishments.

 
2 Thessalonians also reveals that central to Paul's concerns for the Thessalonian Christian community were questions regarding eschatology (2 Thess 2:1-12). Here the problem seems to be that some believed that "the day of the Lord" had already occurred (2 Thess 2:2). Paul answers this belief by speaking of events that must take place before "that day" (2 Thess 2:3-12). As in 1 Thessalonians, having answered these initial concerns Paul returns to thanksgiving for the Thessalonians (2 Thess 2:13-17). A particular problem addressed in the general admonitions in 2 Thessa​lonians (2 Thess 3:1-15) is the refusal of some in the church to work (2 Thess 3:10-12); here the practice of the apostolic missionaries is offered as an example of labor and economic self-sufficiency (2 Thess 3:7-9). The letter closes with benedictions and Paul's personal greeting (2 Thess 3:16-18).

2. Early Pauline Theology.


Much of the value of 1 and 2 Thessalonians as doc​uments of Pauline theology is based on their apparent closeness to Pauline mission preaching. The two let​ters are addressed to a church that has been in exis​tence just a short time. Much of both letters speaks of the work of proclamation to which the church owes its beginnings, and little of their content is prompted by special situational concerns, at least in comparison with other letters of Paul. To a large extent they seek merely to encourage the members of the new Chris​tian community in their new standing. Even where they do respond directly to special situational con​cerns—in the eschatological sections and in the words about the obligation to work—they do so in language that was probably used in the primary gospel procla​mation and which is certainly no more than an expan​sion of themes in that proclamation.


1 Thessalonians 1:9-10 in particular allows us to see something of the general pattern of Paul's early preaching to Gentile audiences. The focus of this preaching was on the one God and Jesus, the coming one, the mediator to humankind of divine redemption (cf. Acts 17:23-31; 1 Cor 8:6). The one God was essen​tial to any Judaism, and the message of the apocalyptic end of the age was at home in much of Judaism, though, of course, the place of Jesus in Paul's preaching went beyond most Judaism.


1 Thessalonians 1:9 also shows that Paul's preach​ing of Jewish monotheism included the stan​dard Jewish polemics against pagan idolatry (cf., e.g., Jer 10:1-10; Wis 13-15). This one God Paul identified as the "father" of Jesus and of Christians (e.g., I Thess 1:2-3, 9-10). Paul the preacher also spoke of Jesus' death (1 Thess 1:6; 2:15; 5:10), resurrection (1 Thess 1:10; 4:14), and expected eschatological return (1 Thess 1:10; 2:19; 3:13; 5:23—these references apart from the specific eschatological sections of both letters). The main motivation given for accepting Paul's message (for "re​ceiving the word of God," 1 Thess 2:13) was that faith in Jesus, "our Deliverer from the wrath* to come," is the way of escape from coming divine judgment (I Thess 1:10; 5:9; 2 Thess 2:13).


Though the letters do not make explicit any devel​oped Christology, Jesus, "the Lord," is placed along​side God the Father as the source of the Thessalonian church's existence (1 Thess 1:1; 2 Thess 1:1), as the guide of the apostolic mission (1 Thess 3:11) and as the giver of Christian comfort and hope (2 Thess 2:16). He is also seen as a model member of the suf​fering people of God, along with the prophets, the apostles and the Thessalonian Christians (1 Thess 1:6; 2:15). But his suffering and death have a greater significance: it is that which brings about believers eternal life "together with him" (1 Thess 5:10, 17).


This prospect of life with Christ (2 Thess 2:1-2) sets apart Christians as people who have hope (1 Thess 4:13, 18). This life will begin with the divine initiative in Jesus' descent from heaven and the archangel's call (1 Thess 4:16; cf. 1 Cor 15:52); believers who have died will be resurrected and those living will be lifted up into the clouds so that both may share life with him (1 Thess 4:14-17; 5:10). This, the coming of Jesus and "our assembling together with him" (2 Thess 2:1), will be preceded by a manifestation of evil so great that it will attempt to take the place of God himself as the one who is worshipped, backing its claims with mira​cles and so convincing nonbelievers (2 Thess 2:3, 9​:). Such evil is already at work, though its effectiveness is now limited (2 Thess 2:6-7). When it does come to its full manifestation, it will do so only as part of God's plan for judgment (2 Thess 2:11-12) and only to be destroyed by Christ in his coming for believers (2 Thess 2:8).


Christ's coming will be unexpected by unbelievers, and no timetable can be set for it (1 Thess 5:1-3). For believers it is not only the focus of hope but also the fundamental motivation for right living and the build​ing up of the community (1 Thess 5:4-11). Nothing in the details of Paul's moral exhortations to the Thessa​lonians is distinctively Jewish or Christian; all of it could be found among Gentile preachers and moral philosophers of the time (see Malherbe 1987). But for Paul the basis of ethical exhortation is different: It is God's call "into his own kingdom and glory" (1 Thess 2:12; cf. 2 Thess 1:11), God's will (1 Thess 4:3), knowledge of God through the Christian proclamation (1 Thess 4:5) and expectation of God's ("the Lord's": perhaps Je​sus') judgment (1 Thess 4:6). The call was to holiness (1 Thess 4:3-4, 7; cf. 5:23) and to a relationship with God enjoyed by those who partake of his Spirit (1 Thess 4:8; 5:19; 2 Thess 2:13).


Faith in the gospel had brought about a community that was to be focused on mutual love (1 Thess 3:12; 4:9; 2 Thess 1:3) and admonition (1 Thess 5:11; 2 Thess 3:15). The spread of the gospel to new areas was a major concern of the church and, even more, of its missionaries (1 Thess 1:8-9; 2 Thess 3:1). The letters grant little insight into the church structures that had emerged by this early stage, but Paul makes clear that both the missionaries and the local leaders were regarded as having authority in the lives of believers. A significant function of both local and apostolic leaders was providing ethical example and exhortation (1 Thess 2:11-12; 5:12-13; 2 Thess 3:4, 14‑15), but this responsibility was borne also by the rank and file of church members (1 Thess 5:11).


The centrality in Paul’s theology of the suffering of the procIaimers of the gospel, particularly of Paul himself, apparently received much of its formation in connection with the church of Thessalonica (see es​pecially 1 Thess 2 and cf. in particular 2 Cor 10—13; Phil 3; Gal 4:12-19; 5:11). Imitation is the link between those coming to faith and their suffering leaders and predecessors in the faith (1 Thess 1:7; ; 2:14; cf. 2 Thess 1:4), and suffering is the inevitable experience of both the preachers and the Christian community (1 Thess 3:3-4).
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