THE SOURCES OF PAUL’S THOUGHT
(1) The Nature of our Sources

There are difficulties trying to recreate Paul’s theological thought from his letters. They were not penned as theological treatises but as personal correspondence, written with deep feeling to Christian congregations that for the most part Paul himself had brought into being. While Paul obviously left the church no systematic theology in the sense of a consistent, coherent system of theology, he was nonetheless a theologian from his Jewish origins and clearly tries to think through the implications of God’s redemptive work in Christ so far as the needs of the churches demanded it. Pauline theology was an interpretation of the meaning of the person and work of Christ in its practical relevance for Christian life, both individual and collective. 
The fact that Paul’s letters are ad hoc correspondence, usually called forth by specific situations in the Pauline churches, places limitations on any study of his thought. The Christian world has not been left with Paul’s complete thought. His letters don’t record all his ideas. To assume that because any particular matter is not discussed means that matter had no place in Paul’s thinking is a false assumption. Paul discusses many subjects only because a particular need in a given church required the instruction. The letter of Romans is the nearest of Paul’s letters to a balanced statement of his message. But even Romans is not a complete outline although the core of Paul’s gospel is clear. Practically nothing is said about the church or eschatology and there is no parallel discussion to Philippians 2 about Christ.
We owe whatever understanding we have of Paul’s thought largely to the problems arising within the churches. We only know what Paul thought on the resurrection because the Corinthian church questioned its truth. Paul’s response to the abuses of the Lord’s Supper, again in Corinth, tells us much about the place of the practice in Paul’s thinking.
Other questions were never raised and so we will never know what Paul’s response might have been. Paul never discusses what he believes about the fate of the ‘wicked.’ He has much to say about the destiny of those in Christ who are to share the likeness of Christ’s resurrection but only because the Thessalonians were unsure about the fate of believers who had died before the return of the Lord (1 Thessalonians 4:13) and because some in Corinth denied the resurrection of the body (1 Corinthians 15:12). The fate of those not in Christ apparently never became an important issue. Our knowledge of Paul’s thinking would be much more complete if in one of the churches, a group of converts from the synagogue had carried over into their Christian faith the belief held by some Jews that a sort of purgatory cleansing fire awaited those who had been only moderately sinful, and that some way of salvation was available for those who had never heard and so had never fully rejected the gospel.

Another problem that faces the modern interpreter is the loss of knowledge of the historical setting for much that Paul says. In 2 Thessalonians Paul speaks of the events that will precede the Day of the Lord: a rebellion, a man of lawlessness, a restraining power that will be removed (2 Thessalonians 2:3ff). In the midst of this passage is the comment ‘Don’t you remember that when I was with you I used to tell you these things’ (v.5). We have no way to recover the background to this oral teaching. Paul’s reference to baptism for the dead (1 Corinthians 15:29) is another problematic text without the historical setting.

(2) Paul’s Attitude towards his own Message   
Paul lays claim to an understanding of the mind and will of God that reflects constantly in his letters. In dealing with the question of marriage, he places his own authority on a level with that of Jesus Himself (1 Corinthians 7:10,12). He challenges the Corinthians that those who consider themselves spiritual (those led by the Holy Spirit), must recognise that what he is writing to them is the will of God. If anyone does not recognise this, Paul pronounces that the person is not to be recognised (1 Corinthians 14:37f). He sets himself up over other teachers in Corinth because of his knowledge of the will of God (2 Corinthians 11:6). He calls down a curse on any who preach a gospel not in accordance with his message (Galatians 1:6ff). He instructs the Thessalonians that any in the church who do not submit to his instructions are to be excluded from fellowship (2 Thessalonians 3:14). He expects his authority to be recognised and submitted to, and his many injunctions obeyed (2 Corinthians 2:9; 8:8), and he holds the conviction that God will eventually show even those who disagree with him that he is right (Philippians 3:15).
Paul writes with the consciousness of having been called by God to a position of apostolic authority. He is conscious that the Word of God has been committed to him and that he has been made a mouthpiece of Jesus Himself. He is aware of 

the difference between the will of God and his own opinions (1 Corinthians 7:6,25; 

2 Corinthians 8:10), even though he has the leading of the Holy Spirit in his personal opinions (1 Corinthians 7:40).
(3) Paul the Apostle
Paul knows his authority has been conferred by Jesus on him as an apostle. Jesus had selected twelve of His disciples to be particularly close to Him and sent them out to share the same mission and message in which He was engaged. The term apostolos for the twelve in the Gospels (Mark 6::30) designates their function as those sent by Jesus (Mark 3:40) and is not yet a title. The twelve apostles were authoritative leaders in the church. It seems that the circle of apostles was enlarged to include others, such as James the brother of Jesus (Galatians 1:19), Andronicus and Junias (Romans 16:7), possibly Silvanus (1 Thessalonians 2:6; cf. Acts 17:10), Barnabus and Paul (Acts 14:4,14). It is clear that other men who claimed to be apostles attempted to oppose Paul’s work in Corinth (2 Corinthians 11:5,13; 12:11), but Paul denies their claim to the position.
It is as an apostle that Paul lays claim to a high authority. His experience on the Damascus Road not only brought him to a recognition of Jesus as the resurrected and exalted Messiah, but also contained a call from God to a particular mission (Acts 9:15,16; 22:15; 26:17,18). God had set him apart before birth to preach the gospel to the Gentiles (Galatians 1:15f). The consciousness of fulfilling a divinely ordained mission runs throughout his letters. He is an apostle to the Gentiles. He has a commission that he did not choose for himself and that lays upon him the necessity of preaching the gospel (1 Corinthians 9:16f). After his first mission in the Gentile world, when his gospel was challenged by the Judaisers, Paul’s apostleship to the Gentiles was recognised and approved by the church in Jerusalem, including the apostles – James, Peter and John (Galatians 2:7-9).

Paul did not carry an exclusive authority but one that he shared with the other apostles. The unique factor in Paul’s apostleship was his distinctive mission to the Gentiles. In his lists of leaders in the churches, Paul ranks apostles first 

(1 Corinthians 12:28; Ephesians 4:11). The primary qualifications of apostles were that they were eye-witnesses of the resurrection (Acts 1:22; 1 Corinthians 9:1) and received a distinct call and commission from the risen Lord. An apostle had the primary function of being a delegate of the risen Christ, going as His representative and in His authority. This idea of an authoritative representative possibly comes from the Jewish institution of seluhim or authorised messengers representing a person or group. This concept of authoritative representation is behind Matthew 10:40 ‘He who receives you receives me’ and is implicit in Mark 6:11 where Jesus tells the twelve to shake off the dust from their feet in places where they are not received. The apostles are personal representatives of the risen Christ, called and commissioned by Him to go in His authority to preach the gospel and to found churches. To be ‘called to be an apostle’ is to be ‘set apart for the gospel of God’ (Romans 1:1). As preachers of the gospel, apostles founded churches. Paul reminds the Corinthians that he needs no letters of commendation to establish his apostolic authority, as some recent teachers who had come to Corinth claimed to have. Paul labels these teachers ‘false apostles’ (2 Corinthians 11:13). They have human letters but no call from Christ. Instead of human letters the church in Corinth is itself a letter of commendation that confirms his apostolic call (1 Corinthians 2:17-3:3).
Another evidence of apostleship is the ‘signs of an apostle’ (2 Corinthians 12:12) – deeds that demonstrate the power of the Holy Spirit in signs and wonders (Romans 15:19; Galatians 3:5) and that support the apostle’s words.
While Paul is conscious of apostolic authority (2 Corinthians 10:8; 13:10) this authority was never thought to make an apostle infallible. Paul is conscious of the difference between his own opinions and the authoritative word of the Lord. The open conflict of opinion between the two apostles, Paul and Peter (Galatians 2:11), illustrates that even an apostle can act contrary to his own best convictions (Galatians 2:7-9; Acts 15:7ff). The authority of the apostles seems to have been exercised more at the moral and spiritual level and not to have been embodied in legal or institutional structures. While they exercised God’s authority  

(1 Thessalonians 2:13), they still saw themselves subject to Christ (1 Corinthians 4:1). Apostolic authority was not an authority under the control of the apostles or at their disposal. They saw themselves controlled by the authority of the risen Lord and by His Spirit. The mark of a false apostle was failure to be exclusively devoted to Christ. Self seeking takes the place of selfless service (2Corinthians 11:12). Such people prided themselves on their position (2 Corinthians 5:12) and so exulted their apostleship (2 Corinthians 11:5; 12:11). They delighted in comparing themselves with others (2 Corinthians 10:12) and were dominating, arrogant and greedy (2 Corinthians 11:20). A true apostle did not ‘lord it over’ the faith of his churches (2 Corinthians 1:24) and did not exalt himself; he preached Christ as a servant of those he ministers to (2 Corinthians 4:5). The ultimate authority is so vested in the gospel that he dare not preach another gospel (Galatians 1:6). Believers are not slaves of the apostles (1 Corinthians 7:23; 2 Corinthians 11:20). Apostles are servants of Christ, stewards of God’s mysteries (1 Corinthians 4:1) and slaves of the churches (2 Corinthians 4:5). The authority of apostles was not an external authority; it could be recognised only by those enlightened by the same Spirit who imparted to the apostles their authority (1 Corinthians 14:37). It follows that Paul’s way of commending himself as an apostle was not by an appeal to an external authority but by a direct appeal to the conscience of his hearers 
(2 Corinthians 4:2).

(4) The Apostles and Revelation 
In Romans 16:25 and 26 Paul writes of ‘my gospel and the proclamation of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery hidden for long ages past, but now revealed and made known through the prophetic writings … so that all nations might believe …’  Paul’s use of the term ‘mystery’ is not the Hellenistic esoteric rites and teachings disclosed only to initiates by which those initiates became perfect (teleios) or spiritual (pneumatikos) but is the Old Testament concept of God disclosing His secrets to human beings. The New Testament use of ‘mystery’ is practically synonymous with the gospel but placed in the perspective of God’s overall redemptive purpose. It is God’s provided salvation which has been His purpose for ages, but has been hidden from people until the right time, when it was revealed in Christ and proclaimed to all nations. It is a divine secret, but one designed by God to be revealed.
In correcting problems in the Corinthian church, Paul makes it clear that the mystery involves three elements: the fact in history of Jesus crucified, His resurrection and exaltation as the glorified Lord, and the redemptive meaning of Christ’s crucifixion. Dissensions had arisen around the names of certain Christian leaders that threatened to disrupt the church. Apollos, an eloquent, well trained Alexandrian, had come to Corinth after Paul had founded the church and had ministered there effectively (Acts 18:24-19:1). Apparently Jewish leaders arrived from Palestine claiming special ties with the mother church at Jerusalem where Peter had been the first leader. The Corinthians aligned themselves around these teachers, some retaining loyalty to Paul, others preferring Apollos’ eloquence, still others boasting of the superiority of Peter (1 Corinthians 1:10-12).

Influential in these divisions was a distortion of the gospel by certain teachers who claimed access to a wisdom that secured a perfected salvation (1 Corinthians 2:6) and a quality of spirituality (1 Corinthians 3:1) that led to indifference to the flesh. This indifference to the flesh expressed itself both by indulgence and denial. ‘Everything is permissible for me’ (1 Corinthians 6:12) expressed the indulgence, which from the context allowed free reign of bodily appetites, including sexual abuses. The same indifference seems to have been associated with a denial of the resurrection of the body (1 Corinthians 15).
In correcting this distortion of the gospel, Paul speaks scornfully of these wise pneumatikoi, labeling this wisdom as foolish (1 Corinthians 1:20). He says there is a wisdom of God known by the Christian teleios (mature) that is unavailable and inconceivable to human beings, but is revealed by the Spirit of God (1 Corinthians 2:6-10). It is a wisdom that the psychikoi (natural) cannot receive, but which is known only by the true pneumatikoi (1 Corinthians 2:14-16). In contrast to the pneumatikoi are not only the psychikoi (those who do not have the Spirit) but also the sarkikoi (fleshly: 1 Corinthians 3:1ff). The sarkikoi act like people of this age because they substitute for the true wisdom of God a wisdom of this age. They are sakikoi, not because they have not received the Spirit, but because, having received the Spirit, they don’t act like it. Paul could not treat them as pneumatikoi (as those led by the Spirit), but as infants, although ‘infants in Christ’ (1 Corinthians 3:1). Mature Christians will preserve the unity of Christ and will not easily be led into jealousy, strife and party loyalty. The pneumatikoi are not an esoteric circle initiated into inner secrets of spiritual truth; they are mature believers (teleioi) who understand the meaning of the cross and live consistently with this truth. The crucifixion of Jesus is the basic fact of the cross. The gospel is the message of the cross (1 Corinthians 1:17), the only message Paul preached among them 

(1 Corinthians 2:2). But the cross is more than a historical event; as such it is foolishness and offensive (1 Corinthians 1:23). To both Jews and Greeks the idea that a person executed as a common criminal, suffering a degrading, humiliating death, could have anything to do with divine wisdom and salvation was ridiculous. 
Paul’s argument is that this degrading, humiliating death reveals the wisdom and power of God. This is the meaning of the cross, decreed by God ages ago 
(1 Corinthians2:7), hidden in God’s mind and heart, but now revealed in the proclamation of the gospel message. The redemptive meaning of the cross, although openly proclaimed (1 Corinthians 1:17,23) is, from a purely human perspective, such foolishness that people unaided by the Spirit, cannot accept it. But those who believe are enlightened by the Holy Spirit to see in the cross the divine redemption (1 Corinthians 1:21,24) as announced in the apostolic proclamation.
The gospel is the proclamation of the historical fact and redemptive meaning of the cross, including both present and future blessing. Humanity cannot conceive of all the amazing things God has prepared for those who love Him, but He has revealed something of the blessing that awaits the eschatological consummation, implicit in the cross, through the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 2:9,10).
Paul’s sense of authority derives from his apostolic consciousness of being the bearer of revelation. The ‘mystery of Christ’ (the divine purpose accomplished in the coming of Jesus) was not made known to people in former generations but has now been revealed to the apostles and prophets through the Spirit (Ephesians 3:5). The particular aspect of revelation here is the fact, undisclosed by the Old Testament prophets, that the salvation of the Gentiles would involve the creation of ‘one new man’ (Ephesians 2:15) by the incorporation of Jewish and Gentile believers alike, on the common ground of God’s grace, as equal fellow members of the body of Christ. The revelation imparted to the apostles and prophets was not to create a spiritual elite elevated above the rank and file of believers. The apostles are recipients of revelation that they might in turn ‘make plain to everyone the administration of this mystery, which for ages past was kept hidden in God’ (Ephesians 3:9). This mystery hidden for ages is ‘now disclosed to the saints’ (Colossians 1:26). The apostles are ‘administrators’ of the mysteries of God (1 Corinthians 4:1) and have received this ‘divine office’ to bring God’s word to its completion by making it fully known (Colossians 1:25; Romans 15:19).
The way revelation came could not be reduced to a formula. For Paul the revelation of Jesus Christ (Galatians 1:12,16) on the Damascus Road was a unique experience and was distinguished from other experiences he calls ‘revelations of the Lord’ 

(2 Corinthians 12:1,7). Sometimes revelations were given to prophets in an immediate and direct way so the prophet could disclose the mind of God 

(1 Corinthians 14:6,30).

In Jesus, God has made known the mystery – the hidden purpose of His will to restore harmony to a disordered world (Ephesians 1:9,10). Revelation then is the totality of the historical event of Jesus Christ plus the apostolic interpretation of the divine meaning of the event (the apostolic interpretation being itself part of the event). This divinely initiated apostolic interpretation includes an eschatological dimension. The righteousness and wrath of God that have already been revealed in God’s redemptive act in history (Romans 1:17,19) await a future consummation at the revelation of Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 1:7; 2 Thessalonians 1:7) in both glory (Romans 8:18f) and judgement (1 Corinthians 3:13; Romans 2:5). What God has done in history is inseparable from the eschatological consummation.
(5) Revelation and Tradition
Paul frequently referred to his preaching and teaching in the same terms used of the Jewish oral traditions: to ‘deliver’ and to ‘receive’ tradition. Jesus had contrasted the Jewish traditions with the word of God (Matthew 15:6) and warned His disciples not to imitate the rabbis (Matthew 23:8-10). Paul had commended the Corinthians for maintaining the traditions he had delivered to them (1 Corinthians 11:2), exhorted the Thessalonians to hold to the traditions they had been taught 

(2 Thessalonians 2:15) and to shun those who ignored the tradition they had received from Paul (2 Thessalonians 3:6). There is a distinct similarity between Jewish rabbinic tradition and Christian tradition. The term ‘tradition’ (paradostes) is used for both and it is used at times synonymously with preaching content. The Corinthians received the gospel (parelabete) that Paul had preached to them 
(1 Corinthians 15:1). The gospel the Galatians received (parelabete) was normative; there could be no other gospel (Galatians 1:9). The Thessalonians received (parelabete) as the word of God the message they heard from Paul, recognising in Paul’s words something more than human tradition – the word of God itself (1 Thessalonians 2:13). In all of these passages, the language reflects the handing on and receiving of an oral tradition with a fixed content.
The tradition embodied the apostolic preached word or gospel. Paul delivered to the Corinthians the gospel that he had also received (parelabon), that Christ died for our sins, that He was buried, that He rose on the third day and that He appeared to His disciples (1 Corinthians 15:1-5). It is generally agreed that verses 3b-5 are an earlier piece of pre-Pauline kerygma that Paul had received as a tradition from those who were apostles before him.
The same idiom of oral tradition appears in the Lord’s Supper. Paul received ‘from the Lord’ the account that he delivered to the Corinthians (1 Corinthians 11:23), meaning he received it either directly from Jesus by way of personal revelation, or, more likely, he received it from other apostles, but its historical origin was with Jesus. Either way, the chain of historical tradition that Paul received goes back unbroken to the words of Jesus Himself.

While the oral gospel tradition is in some ways similar to Jewish oral tradition, it is in at least one way quite different. To accept the gospel tradition means more than just accepting the truthfulness of a report of historical facts or even receiving instruction intellectually. To receive the tradition means to receive (parelabete) Christ Jesus as Lord (Colossians 2:6). The voice of God Himself is in the voice of the tradition, and through this word, God Himself is present and active in the church (1 Thessalonians 2:13). So the Christian tradition is not like the instruction passed on like Jewish oral tradition from one teacher to another. The tradition is handed on through preaching and the reception of the message involves a response of faith (1 Corinthians 15:2). The tradition about the resurrection of Jesus must be believed in the heart and confessed with the mouth (Romans 10:8,9) and results in salvation (Romans 10:10). This confession is only possible through the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:3).
So the tradition has a two fold character: it is both historical and kerygmatic-pneumatic. It is historical because it is tied to events in history, and the tradition preserves the report of these events. It is kerygmatic because it can be passed on only through preaching and received as a confession of faith. It is pneumatic because it can only be received and preserved by the enabling of the Holy Spirit.
Although the Christian message (tradition) is expressed in human words mediated through preaching, it is the word of God (1 Thessalonians 2:13). This word of God (tradition) is also the gospel (Ephesians 1:13; Colossians 1:5), the kerygma 

(1 Corinthians 1:18,21), the mystery (Colossians 1:25) which is not only preached by the apostles but is spread forth into all the surrounding areas (1 Thessalonians 1:8). While it is a word that can be taught and learned (Galatians 6:6), it is also a divine trust committed to humanity (2 Corinthians 5:19). The word of God is a word about a crucifixion (1 Corinthians 1:18), but the cross seen not as an isolated event in history but as the disclosure of the age-long redemptive purpose of God (Colossians 1:25,26). This word is the subject of preaching (2 Timothy 2:19), to be received by its hearers (1 Thessalonians 1:6) and indwell them (Colossians 3:16), bringing salvation (Ephesians 1:13; Philippians 2:16).

Neither the historical nor the kerygmatic aspects of the word should be emphasised to the neglect of the other. As the word of God, the gospel is a divine communication of facts, truths and doctrines. But if the gospel communicates no more than these facts, truths and doctrines, it has been reduced to a human tradition. In the word God communicates not only truths about Himself but He communicates Himself, salvation, eternal life. The word of God is both a truth about a redemptive event and is itself a redemptive event. In the word of the cross the crucified Saviour confronts humanity to show them the benefits of His redeeming death.
So a number of conclusions can be drawn about Paul’s concept of revelation. The focus of revelation is Jesus Christ. In the event of history of Jesus’ life, death, resurrection and exaltation, God has revealed Himself redemptively to humanity. The revelation that occurred in the cross and resurrection is not complete; still coming is the revelation of the glory and salvation (Romans 13:11) of God at the parousia of Christ when faith will be exchanged for sight and we will see Him face to face (2 Corinthians 5:7; 1 Corinthians 13:12). Both the redemptive meaning of what God has done in the cross and resurrection and the disclosure of what God will do at the consummation (1 Corinthians 3:10) are revealed in the kerygma, the gospel, the word of God, which exists as a historical kerygmatic-pneumatic tradition. This tradition has several streams including traditions from the life of Jesus (1 Corinthians 11:23), a summary of the Christian message expressed as a formula of faith and uniting facts of the life of Jesus and their theological interpretation (1 Corinthians 15:3f), and also regulations for practical Christian conduct (1 Corinthians 11:2; 2 Thessalonians 3:6). The tradition has its origin with Jesus Himself (1 Corinthians 11:23) and with apostolic eyewitnesses 
(1 Corinthians 15:1f,8). Among the primary apostolic functions is not only the propagation of the tradition, but also the preservation from corruption with human traditions (Colossians 2:8), and from distortion by false apostles who preach a different Jesus from the Jesus of the apostolic tradition (2 Corinthians 11:3-5). 
The tradition is both fixed and growing. The tradition cannot be changed but it can be enlarged. The Holy Spirit can add to the tradition by giving through the apostles and prophets an unfolding and outworking of the redemptive purposes of God that is already implicit in the redemptive work of Christ. This is seen in Paul’s use of the term mysterion (revealed secret). The ‘mystery’ is the total meaning of God’s redemptive purpose accomplished in Christ (Romans 16:25,26).
Particular disclosures of God’s secret purpose revealed through the apostles include the fact of Christ as the embodiment of all wisdom and knowledge (Colossians 2:2), the indwelling Christ in the hearts of His people (Colossians 1:27), the abolishing of the distinction between Jew and Gentile in the body of Christ (Ephesians 3:3-6), the intimacy established between Christ and His church (Ephesians 6:19), the present rejection of the gospel by Israel, the salvation of the Gentiles, which will lead to the future salvation of Israel (Romans 11:25,26), the translation of living saints into resurrection life at the parousia (1 Corinthians 15:51) and the final restoration of divine order in Christ of our disordered universe (Ephesians 1:9,10). While all these facets of the mystery of God’s redemptive purpose embody new understandings, they are all implicit in what God has done in the death, resurrection and exaltation of Christ. The meaning of the events in history and their implication for Christian life are given in a historical tradition through which the exalted Christ speaks, and in direct disclosures by the Holy Spirit through the apostles and prophets.
In his letter to the Galatians, Paul seems to reject the role of tradition in revelation and to claim revelation occurs only by direct revelation of the Holy Spirit. He says he did not receive his gospel from others, that it did not come to him by tradition (parelabon) or instruction, but by direct revelation from Christ (Galatians 1:12). After his conversion, he did not go up to Jerusalem to receive the approval of the apostles but withdrew to Arabia. When he did go to Jerusalem three years later, it was not to establish a long term fellowship, but to make a short visit to meet Peter and James (Galatians 1:17-19). 

Does this contradict 1 Corinthians 11 and 15 where Paul says he handed on what he had received by tradition? In Corinthians Paul refers only to the facts about Jesus that he learnt from other Christians, while the meaning of those facts (their interpretation) came to him by direct revelation. Paul would have been familiar with many of the facts about Jesus’ life and death, as well as the Christian claim that He was the Messiah, even while he was still an unconverted Jew. It was his Jewish understanding of the facts that made Saul a persecutor. What happened on the Damascus Road is that Paul’s understanding changed; he realised Jesus actually was the Messiah. Even the tradition in 1 Corinthians 15 contains interpretation: ‘Christ died for our sins’ and not just that Christ died.
In 1 Corinthians Paul is thinking of particular aspects of the substance of the gospel: the Lord’s Supper, the saving death, the resurrection and the appearances of Jesus. These include both the facts and the meaning of the facts. In the substance of his gospel Paul stands in agreement with earlier Christians, and he clearly received information from them as to the gospel itself. In Galatians, by contrast, Paul is dealing with his apostolic authority and the one central fact of the gospel –that Jesus was the resurrected and exalted Messiah. This was not learnt from others, although it was later corroborated by others. Paul was not converted by preaching but by a confrontation with the exalted Christ. Nor did Paul receive his apostolic office from others. His office was given to him, again by the exalted Christ. Subsequent to his conversion, Paul consulted with Peter and James about the gospel and their understanding of it, but this in no way weakened his claim to complete independence in his receiving it initially. The purpose of the Galatian passage was to argue that Paul enjoyed the same apostolic authority as those who were apostles before him (Galatians 1:17) because he, like them, received his commission from Christ.
(6) Paul and the Old Testament
As well as tradition and the direct revelation of the Holy Spirit as important sources of Paul’s theology, we must add the Old Testament. Paul not only used many quotations and allusions to the Old Testament but the Old Testament was quite foundational for his theological ideas.

For Paul the Scriptures were holy and prophetic (Romans 1:2; 4:3) and were the very words of God (Romans 3:1,2). Paul used the formula ‘the Lord says’ often. The Scripture was the word of God because it was God-breathed (2 Timothy 3:16).
Paul frequently appealed to the Old Testament in support of his teaching (quoting from it 93 times). His concern was not to gain biblical authority for specific doctrines as much as to show that redemption in Christ stood in direct continuity with the revelation in the Old Testament and was in fact the fulfillment of that revelation. It is significant that 26 of his quotations occur in Romans 9-11 where he is dealing specifically with the history of salvation, showing that the church is directly continuous with Israel, and that the word of God (Romans 9:6) given to Israel was not frustrated by Israel’s unbelief, but is fulfilled in the church. Paul was concerned to establish that the gospel was the fulfillment of the promises given to Abraham (Romans 4:17,18; Galatians 4:27,30) and that justification by faith was taught in the Old Testament (Romans 1:17; 4:3,7,8: Galatians 3:6,11). The events of redemptive history in Christ have happened ‘according to the Scriptures’ 

(1 Corinthians 15:3,4). The revelation of God’s secret redemptive purpose, accomplished in Christ, is now made known to all nations ‘through the prophetic writings’ (Romans 16:26). This infers the Old Testament was used widely in the churches as a source of Christian truth. Because the Old Testament is inspired, it ‘is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness’ 

 (2 Timothy 3:16). The Old Testament was the first Christian Bible.
Paul’s use of the Old Testament was to place the new redemptive events squarely in the stream of Old Testament redemptive history. This led him to find in the Old Testament meanings that do not immediately appear in the quotations in their Old Testament setting. He can apply to the church scriptures that in the Old Testament refer only to Israel (Romans 8:25,26; Hosea 2:23; 1:10). This illustrates something essential in Paul’s thought: that Jesus, though crucified, is the Messiah foretold in the Old Testament, and that the people of the Messiah are the true people of God, continuous with Israel of the Old Testament. The church is in fact the true Israel of God.

These meanings are not however, self evident in the Old Testament and require the illumination of the Holy Spirit to be understood. When the Old Testament is read by unbelieving Jews, a veil of unbelief lies over their minds (2 Corinthians 3:15) and they cannot see that the Old Testament witnesses to the glory of God shining forth in Christ Jesus. The Old Testament had its glory but it was a passing glory, in contrast to the glory now revealed in Christ (2 Corinthians 3:7ff). So the Old Testament must be read in the light of its fulfillment in Christ and with the illumination of the Holy Spirit. Otherwise the Old Testament becomes a dead letter – a lifeless written code (2 Corinthians 3:6). The Holy Spirit enables the believer to understand from the Old Testament the meaning of the redemptive event wrought in history in Jesus Christ.
Because Paul sees the Old Testament as the word of God, it is only to be expected to see his theological thought grounded in Old Testament theology. His understanding of God, of humanity, atonement, promise of the Law, and eschatology cannot be understood apart from the Old Testament.
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 29 ‘The Sources of Paul’s Thought’
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