PAUL:  INTRODUCTION

Paul was a man of three worlds: Jewish, Hellenistic and Christian. 
Although born in the Hellenistic city of Tarsus of Cilicia, he was reared in a Jewish home according to strict Jewish customs (Philippians 3:5) and was proud of his Jewish heritage (Romans 9:3; 11:1). He claims to have lived as a Pharisee in obedience to the Law (Philippians 3:6; 2 Corinthians 11:22) and to have been outstanding beyond many of his contemporaries in zeal for the oral traditions of the Pharisaical circles (Galatians 1:14).

While born in Tarsus, Paul’s family may have moved to Jerusalem while Paul was still a child and he had all his schooling in Jerusalem (Acts 22:3). He was trained in Jerusalem in the school of the famous rabbi Gamaliel, and while it is uncertain if he was ordained a rabbi, his letters show he thought and argued like a Jewish rabbi.
Paul was also at home in the Greek world and found his mission in extending the church throughout the Greco-Roman world, and interpreting the gospel in a form that was compatible with Hellenistic culture. There is no evidence that Paul had any real acquaintance with Greek philosophy and literature, and it is highly unlikely that strict Pharisee parents would have sent their son to study in a pagan school. Paul was fluent in the Greek tongue and his writing reflects the city life more than the rural.

There are elements in Paul’s thought that can only have come from his Greek environment and particular words that belong distinctly to the Greek world of thought.
 Paul does not borrow Greek philosophical ideas though and uses words belonging to the mystery religions in a completely different way.
Paul’s insistence that he was set apart before he was born to serve God (Galatians 1:15) must include his experiences as a child and young man preparing him to fulfill his divinely ordained task.

It seems that Paul was prepared as a Jewish theologian to think through under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, the implications of the crucified Jesus of Nazareth being the Messiah, the resurrected and ascended Son of God. This would lead him to many conclusions radically different to those he held as a Jew, particularly the role of the Law
(1) Paul as a Jew

Paul was an uncompromising monotheist (Galatians 3:20) and sternly rejected pagan religion (Colossians 2:8), worship (1 Corinthians 10:14,21) and immorality (Romans 1:26ff). He regards the Old Testament as the true Scripture (Romans 1:2; 4:3), the inspired Word of God (2 Timothy 3:16). Paul’s method of interpreting the Old Testament places him in the tradition of rabbinic Judaism.
As a Jewish rabbi, Paul unquestionably shared the Jewish belief in the centrality of the Law. Even as a Christian he asserts the Law is spiritual (Romans 7:14), holy and good (Romans 7:12) and he never questions the divine origin and authority of the Law. The Law to a Pharisee meant both the written Law of Moses and the oral “traditions of the fathers” (Galatians 1:14). Judaism had lost the sense of God’s self-revelation in historical events and His speaking through prophets. The Jewish doctrine of revelation centred all knowledge of God and His will in the Law. The Holy Spirit had departed from the nation with the last of the prophets but what was needed was contained in the Law. Only one mighty act of God remained in the future when He would manifest His Kingly power to destroy His enemies, redeem Israel, and establish His reign effectively in all the world.

Belief in this future act of God remains the basic structure of Paul’s thought as a Christian. Paul’s letters reflect the wording that was emerging in both apocalyptic and rabbinical literature of two ages – this age and the age to come. Paul frequently speaks of ‘this age’ as the time of evil and death. The wisdom of this age cannot bring people to God (1 Corinthians 2:6; 1:20). Those who occupy places of power in this age are blind to the truth of God; in their blindness they crucified the Lord of glory (1 Corinthians 2:8). The “age of this world” (Ephesians 2:2) ie. the age identified with the world in its fallen condition, is characterised by a life of self gratification rather than obedience to God’s will (Ephesians 2:3) – a state Paul describes as deadness in transgressions and sins (Ephesians 2:1). This age, in its rebellion against the living God, and its blindness to God’s redeeming work in Christ, is described as subservient to Satan, “the god of this age”(2 Corinthians 4:4; cf. Ephesians 2:2).

This age will come to an end with the Day of the Lord (1 Thessalonians 5:2; 
2 Thessalonians 2:2) which for Paul is also the Day of the Lord Jesus Christ 
(1 Corinthians 1:8; 2 Corinthians 1:14; Philippians 1:6), when the return of Christ takes place (1 Thessalonians 2:19; 2 Thessalonians 2:1) to end “this present evil age” (Galatians 1:4). Apart from Ephesians 1:21 Paul does not speak of the future era as “the Age to Come” but he does frequently speak of the eschatological Kingdom of God (1 Corinthians 6:9; 15:50; Galatians 2:21).
 What this means for Paul is the complete destruction of every power hostile to the will of God, the last of which is death. 
  Christ must reign as King until this goal of redemption is achieved. In this basic eschatological structure of the two ages divided by the Day of the Lord, when God will deliver His fallen creation from the ravages of evil and sin (Romans 8:21), Paul agrees with the Old Testament perspective developed in apocalyptic Judaism, and found also in the Gospels.
As a Jewish rabbi, zealous for the Law, Saul was equally zealous to stop this new religious movement which exalted the memory of Jesus of Nazareth. He participated in some way in the death of Stephen (Acts 8:1) and was driven to crush the movement represented by Stephen (Galatians 1:13; 1 Corinthians 15:9; Philippians 3:6). This persecuting zeal was directly related to his zeal for the Law. For the Pharisee the Law was everything and the ministry of Jesus had been a challenge to everything the Pharisees stood for. Jesus had broken the Law, associated freely with those who did not observe the scribal understanding of the Law, and claimed divine authority for challenging the foundation of Jewish religion. This new fellowship of Jesus’ disciples was made up of men and women, like Jesus Himself, untaught in the scribal traditions, who ignored the pharisaic definition of righteousness (Acts 4:13). Stephen’s “defence” was in effect a repudiation of the Law because it argued that the Law had never produced a people yielded and obedient to God (Acts 7:35ff). These people claimed that Jesus was the Messiah and they were the people of the Messiah. On Jewish premises neither claim could be true.
Execution by the Romans (the hated enemies of God’s people), was an outright contradiction of Jewish expectations for the true Messiah. The Messiah will “have the heathen nations to serve him under his yoke … and he shall purge Jerusalem, making it holy as of old” (Psalms of Solomon 17:32). So Jesus could not be the Messiah and His disciples could not be the people of the Messiah. If their claim was valid, the whole foundation of Judaism as a religion of the Law was invalid. The existence of the church with its claim to be the people of the Messiah was a threat to Judaism. Saul the rabbi was certain he was doing God’s will and standing firmly on God’s Word in trying to crush this new movement
(2) Paul as a Christian

Paul himself insists that what happened at Damascus was an appearance to him of the risen, glorified Jesus, which he classifies with the appearance of Jesus during the forty days (1 Corinthians 15:8). He, like the other disciples, had seen Jesus the Lord (1 Corinthians 9:1). He has received a revelation of Jesus Christ (Galatians 1:12). While Paul places Jesus’ appearance to him on a par with the appearances of the forty days, he says “and last of all, as if to one untimely born, He appeared to me also” (1 Corinthians 15:8 NASU). Paul uses the phrase “to one untimely born” because Jesus’ appearance took place many years after He had appeared to the other disciples. 
Christ’s appearance proved to Paul that the Christian proclamation was correct; that Jesus had been raised from the dead; that He therefore must be the Messiah; and not only the Messiah but the Son of God (Acts 9:20). In all three accounts of Paul’s conversion, the exulted Jesus identified Himself with the Christians “I am Jesus whom you are persecuting” (Acts 9:5). This established that the church, which Paul had been persecuting, really was the people of the Messiah.

But if a people who did not observe the Law as the Pharisees defined it were the people of the Messiah, then salvation could not be by the Law; it must be a gift from the Messiah. And it followed that if the messianic salvation had been bestowed on Jews apart from the Law, then this salvation must be universal in its scope and be the gift of God to all people.

Jesus had been condemned by conscientious, devout Jews who believed they were defending the Law. If Paul’s effort to establish righteousness by the Law had blinded him to the true righteousness of God in the Messiah (Romans 10:3) then the Law could not be a way of righteousness. It was this certainty that brought Paul to the conviction that Christ was the end of the Law as a way of righteousness (Romans 10:4). So all the essentials of Paul’s theology – Jesus as the Messiah; the gospel for the Gentiles; justification by faith as against works of the Law – are contained in the Damascus experience.

(3) All Things New 

The realisation that Jesus was the Messiah promised in the Old Testament required a revision of Paul’s understanding of redemptive history. He continued to look forward to the Day of the Lord, the appearance of the Messiah in power and glory, to establish the eschatological Kingdom. Paul does not surrender the Jewish scheme of the two ages and the evil character of the present age (Galatians1:4). Demonic powers still oppose God’s people (Ephesians 6:12ff), who are still subject to bodily evil, sickness (Philippians 1:26,27) and death (Romans 8:10). The physical world is still in bondage to decay (Romans 8:21) and the spirit of the world of human society is opposed to the Spirit of God (Ephesians 2:2; Romans 8:5-11). The world stands under divine judgement 
(1 Corinthians 11:32). Believers are still in the world, use the things in the world (1 Corinthians 7:31) and associate with the people in the world (1 Corinthians 5:11).

But if Christ is the Messiah and has brought to His people messianic salvation, then the Kingdom of God must be a present reality into which His people have been brought, even if the world can’t see it (Colossians 1:13). The Kingdom is present because Jesus has in some sense begun His messianic reign (with His resurrection and ascension). This reign will continue beyond the parousia to the telos, when, having conquered all His enemies, the Kingdom is handed over to the Father (1 Corinthians 15:23-25).
Paul saw that Christ’s resurrection was an eschatological event. The resurrection of the dead remains an event at the end of the age, when mortality is exchanged for immortality (1 Corinthians 15:52ff). However, the resurrection of Jesus meant this eschatological event had already begun.

Paul contrasts death, which has entered the world through a man, with the resurrection of the dead, which has also entered the world through a man. The resurrection takes place in different stages. Christ, the firstfruits, is the first stage; the second stage is those who belong to Christ at His return 
(1 Corinthians 15:21-23). The resurrection of Christ is the beginning – the beginning of the eschatological hope. The resurrection has been divided into two stages, the first of which has transpired. It is because the resurrection has already begun that the Christian knows there is a resurrection in the future.
The term “firstfruits” illustrates what happens. Firstfruits is the term used for the beginning of the harvest – the first of what has been planted that comes to maturity before the rest of the crop. The first of the crop assures the farmer that the full harvest is coming. Jesus’ resurrection is the firstfruits, bringing with it the assurance that the full harvest will follow.

Paul describes life in the Spirit in a similar way. The Old Testament viewed the outpouring of the Spirit on all flesh as an eschatological event with the coming of the Day of the Lord, messianic judgement and salvation (Joel 2:28-32). For Paul, the full expression of life in the Spirit is a future eschatological event associated with the resurrection when the dead in Christ will be raised with ‘spiritual bodies’ 
(1 Corinthians 15:44). The natural body is one designed for the experience of human life; the spiritual body will be a body so infused with the life-giving Spirit of God that it will be an imperishable, glorious body. The perfect experience of the Spirit will mean the redemption of the physical body (Romans 8:23). We already have the firstfruits of the Spirit (Romans 8:23). The indwelling of the Spirit, like the resurrection of Jesus, is the initial enjoyment of the eschatological event which lies in the future.
Paul also describes this same eschatological enjoyment of the Holy Spirit in terms of an initial payment. God has sealed us with the promised Holy Spirit “who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession” (Ephesians 1:14 cf. 2 Corinthians 1:22; 5:5). The Holy Spirit is spoken of here as an arrabon, a down payment or security of the final payment. It was a partial payment in promise of the full payment. Our experience of the Holy Spirit in this age is the deposit or down payment, and at the same time the guarantee of the future eschatological inheritance that will be ours at the resurrection.
The resurrection is both history and eschatology; life in the Spirit is both experience and hope; the Kingdom of God is both present and future; the blessings of the age to come remain in their fullness objects of hope and expectation; yet these very blessings have in part reached back into the present age.
Paul’s conversion meant the realisation that the eschatological events had begun, but within history – within the present evil age. The Messiah had begun His reign; the resurrection had begun; the eschatological gift of the Spirit had been given; yet the coming of the Messiah, resurrection and eschatological salvation remained future. This conviction required a modification of two-stage structure, at least for believers. Christ gave Himself to deliver us from this present evil age (Galatians 1:4). Those who are in Christ, although living in this age, are no longer to be conformed to this age (Romans 12:1,2). For the believer ‘the ends of the ages’ have arrived (1 Corinthians 10:11).
It is possible this unique expression (the ends of the ages) is used to explain that the two ages – this age and the Age to Come – overlap. The first part of the Age to Come reaches back into the last part of the old age, so that the period between Christ’s resurrection and parousia is a period “between the times” or a period belonging to both times

The eschatological is marked by ‘newness’ – new heavens and a new earth (Isaiah 65:17; Revelation 21:1; 2 Peter 3:11), a new Jerusalem (Revelation 3:12; 21:2); new wine for the eschatological banquet (Revelation 2:17; 3:12), a new song of redemption (Revelation 5:9; 14:3). ‘Behold I make all things new’ (Revelation 21:5; Isaiah 43:19). Paul’s assertion is that in Christ the new has come, even though the old has not yet passed away.

2 Corinthians 5:16,17 this is a summary of Paul’s new understanding of 

                                   redemptive history. Because of Christ’s death on the

                                   cross (v.15) a new life has been opened up – life ‘in

                                   Christ’
                                   Before coming to Christ Paul knew all people from a 

                                   worldly point of view (NIV), according to fleshly or 

                                   worldly standards. He even saw Christ from this 

                                   perspective – as a blasphemous messianic claimant 

                                   who transgressed the Law of God as the Pharisees 

                                   understood it, and who deserved to be executed. But

                                   because of his Damascus Road conversion, Paul now 

                                   knows that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, who

                                   has inaugurated a new age that requires a new attitude 

                                   toward all people. Old distinctions (Jews, Gentiles, 

                                   slaves, free …) no longer matter. They are all people 

                                   God loves, for whom Christ died, and who he must 

                                   bring the gospel of newness in life in Christ to
(4) The Centre of Pauline Theology

The centre of Pauline thought is the realisation of the coming new age of redemption by the work of Christ. In the death and resurrection of Christ, the Old Testament promises of the messianic salvation have been fulfilled but within the old age. The new has come in the framework of the old; but the new will transform the old. Paul’s message is one of both realised and future eschatology.
Much debate on the centre of Pauline theology has revolved around either justification by faith or the experience of being “in Christ.” But a proper understanding of the new age in Christ includes both. Justification is essentially an eschatological reality; but even as the eschatological gift of the Spirit has been given in history because of Christ’s resurrection and glorification, so has the eschatological judgement taken place in the death of Christ. Both justification – acquittal by the righteous judge – and the gift of the Holy Spirit belong to the Age to Come, but they have become matters of present experience in the person of Christ.

This understanding of Paul sets him in sharp contrast to Judaism. Paul as a Jew felt that revelation was embodied in its totality in the Law. Nothing more to this age was to be expected from God beyond the Law. God was no longer active in self-revelation, in the prophetic word or in historical events. But his Damascus Road experience made him realise that the message of the early Christians that he had vigorously rejected was true; God had acted again to reveal Himself and His salvation in a historical event – Jesus of Nazareth. ‘God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself’ (2 Corinthians 5:19). Paul’s conversion meant a recovery of the sense of redemptive history that Judaism had lost. His experience of Christ forced him back beyond the Mosaic Law to rediscover the promise given to Abraham and to see its fulfillment in the life, death and resurrection of Christ. 
This study is largely a summary of ‘A Theology of the New Testament’ by G.E.Ladd. Revised Edition edited by D.A.Hagner (William Eerdman’s Publishing Company: Grand Rapids, Michigan) 1988, Chapter 28 ‘Paul: Introduction’
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