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Introduction



Paul is one of the most perpetually significant men who have ever lived. Without the spiritual earthquake that he brought about, Christianity would probably never have survived at all. Yet his importance also extends very widely beyond and right outside the religious field. For he has also exercised a gigantic influence, for generation after generation, upon non-religious events and ways of thinking – upon politics and sociology and war and philosophy and that whole intangible area in which the thought-processes of successive epochs become formed.


He has to be considered, therefore, not only as a religious figure of exceptional power, but as one of the outstanding makers of the history of mankind.


Nor has the passage of time diminished his ability to exercise such effects. Many people in our own age still recognize him as the force capable of bringing twentieth-century Christianity back to life. But his potency is not by any means limited to practising Christians. Jews, too, who in the past sometimes felt him to be the great betrayer, have recently written distinguished books reassessing his role. And people who practise no religion whatever, and have no intention of doing so, should find infinite interest in Paul – not least because his view that the world had been launched on a disastrous course, from which nevertheless rescue was possible, is deeply relevant today.


The man whom I have tried to describe in this book is not a figure of myth, but a person. And his own authentic voice can still be heard in his surviving Letters or Epistles, which not only contain numerous autobiographical clues, but are the earliest Christian documents in existence – much older than our written texts of the Gospels – and rank high among the most valuable literature that the world has ever produced.


I believe it a mistake to consider that ancient (or for that matter modern) life and thought falls neatly into two separate, watertight compartments, one of which is secular, reserved for historians, while the other is religious, reserved for clerics. Athens and Rome on the one hand, and Jerusalem on the other, ought to be looked at and studied on the same basis and according to the same historical criteria. It was in this belief that I wrote The Jews in the Roman World and Herod the Great, and I have here attempted a similar treatment of Paul – who pressingly invites such an endeavour to bring our methods of studying these various cultures together in a single volume, since he was a Jew who wrote in Greek and was a Roman citizen.


There is, of course, one strong practical objection to studying Greek, Roman and Jewish affairs in conjunction: to gain even the most tentative mastery of all the principal evidence for ancient Greece, Rome and Jerusalem as well is beyond anyone’s powers. An attempt, therefore, to tackle such a many-sided figure as Paul can only be made with great and all too amply justified diffidence. I am not qualified, obviously, to write this book as a theologian would. But what I have tried to do instead is to bring Paul to life as a human being of outstanding and altogether peculiar gifts who has influenced people of widely divergent beliefs and races and epochs, and who merits study and admiration amid the great and rapidly growing emergencies with which we ourselves are struggling today.


I am very grateful to Susan Loden and Olivia Browne of Messrs Weidenfeld and Nicolson, to Kate Shearman of Phoenix Press, to Sally Curtis and Julia Locke, and to my son Antony Grant, for their help.


Michael Grant
Gattaiola, 1976, 1999
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The Life and Work and Character of Paul


Paul is said to have been ‘a man of small stature, with a bald head and bow legs, who carried himself well. His eyebrows met in the middle, and his nose was rather large and he was full of grace, for at times he seemed a man and at times he had the face of an angel.’ That description is owed to a work of the second century AD known as the Acts of Paul and Thecla.1* The sixth-century Byzantine historian John Malalas added that he had a thick grey beard, light bluish eyes, and a fair and florid complexion; and that he was a man who often smiled.2 Nicephorus Callistus, in the fourteenth century, noted further that Paul’s beard was rather pointed, that his large nose was handsomely curved, and that his body was slight and rather bent.3 Are these descriptions accurate? The Acts of Paul and Thecla are crammed with myths and miracles, and Malalas and Nicephorus are late. But they may go back to reliable traditions, since heads on fourth-century paintings in Roman catacombs, and other relatively early portraits, show his pointed beard and sparsely covered head.4 Literary accounts like these illustrate a problem which extends far beyond Paul’s personal appearance: the problem created by the fragmentary, tenuous character of the evidence available to us in our search for information about his life, work and character. The descriptions just mentioned are merely curiosities. But we do also possess other, much earlier sources which, fortunately, are able – after careful scrutiny – to justify our attempts to reconstruct and estimate the achievement of Paul, not merely as a legendary personage but as a man who played a mighty part in human history. These sources are Greek writings: his own Letters or Epistles and the Acts of the Apostles.


The dates of Paul’s surviving Letters and the places where he wrote them have been the subject of endless arguments, but the probable results may be summed up as follows. I Thessalonians and II Thessalonians, both ostensibly addressed to the Christian communities at Thessalonica (Salonica) in Macedonia (although it is conceivable that the recipient of the second letter was Philippi in the same province), were written in c. AD 50 at Corinth in Achaea (Greece). I Corinthians was sent to Corinth from Ephesus in western Asia Minor between 52 and 55, and II Corinthians seems to have been written in Macedonia during the same period. Galatians, addressed to the Christians of the Roman province of Galatia in central Asia Minor – probably the southern part of Galatia, which Paul is known to have visited – is placed by some scholars first of all the Letters, in c. 49, but is more likely to have been written shortly after II Corinthians. Romans appears to have been composed at Corinth or Ephesus a few years later. In Philippians, Colossians, Ephesians, and Philemon, the writer describes himself as a prisoner. Traditionally these Letters are assigned to the period of Paul’s imprisonment at Rome (c. 61–3), though there are alternative theories assigning them to earlier captivities in other cities. But there is no sufficient reason to abandon the attribution to Rome.


The question of the development of Paul’s thought is a difficult one, which can only be pursued to a limited extent;5 the relatively few identifiable instances and trends of evolution will be mentioned in the course of this book. We may refrain from eliminating most of the fairly numerous passages from this or that Epistle which have at one time or another been regarded as subsequent interpolations – by no means always with good reason. But it cannot be denied that Ephesians, the great ecumenical Letter, and Colossians, which presents Christ as the answer to men’s questions about the cosmos, do not read quite like the rest of Paul: they show signs of having been somewhat rewritten and worked up at a later period, though they probably go back to him for their principal themes and are still to a considerable degree Pauline in character. Such rewriting has evidently been the fate, to an even larger extent, of the ‘Pastoral Epistles’, purporting to be written by Paul to Timothy (two letters) and Titus to give them pastoral advice in their supervision of churches: in their present form these letters seem to be of early second century date.


The Letters of Paul are marvellous works, as the effects they have exerted on some of the world’s greatest personalities throughout the ages amply demonstrate. In the words of John Donne, they are ‘thunder, and universal thunder, thunder that passes through all the world.’ Martin Luther said of Galatians: ‘I have betrothed myself to it; it is my wife!’ Others have felt that Philippians give the truest, completest picture of the many-sided Paul. I Corinthians provides extraordinary testimony to his indomitable belief in the power of his faith. Of II Corinthians (which may comprise what were originally two separate letters) R. P. C. Hanson writes: ‘here, broken sharply off, with none of the jagged edges filed down, is a chunk of Paul’s life.’6 I Thessalonians is perhaps the earliest surviving evidence for Christianity: and from II Thessalonians we can learn of Paul’s deepest reflections on man’s relationship to God. As for Romans, it was the inspiration of Augustine, and the prime origin of the Protestant Reformation. Samuel Taylor Coleridge described this letter as ‘the most profound work in existence’, and in our own time it has inspired the ‘New Reformation’ of the Swiss theologian Karl Barth.7


A powerful manifesto composed at the height of Paul’s missionary activity, Romans is the nearest approach among all these Epistles to a general statement of his beliefs. Yet, even so, it is nothing of the kind. For like the rest of his extant writings, it was drawn up for a special occasion, to meet the topical needs and problems and emergencies of an individual church and to attack the views of his critics whom that church happened specifically to harbour. Paul’s words, on all occasions, are only random answers to random questions; dynamic, ecstatic and exalted, but by no means systematic or logical. Nevertheless, behind them lay a background of many passionate sermons, debates and discussions, as well as such traditions as were already being handed down in the infant Church, and had been handed down to Paul.8 The Letters are full of direct evidence for what Paul intensely believed, and for what he did.


The congregations of mostly rather humble people9 who received these messages from afar off must have been stunned by their torrential, idiosyncratic drive. For Paul was an intellectual of the most imposing calibre, capable of soaring flights that have earned him comparison with Plato.* His restless mind never left any subject until he had pursued it back, in his own peculiar way, to its remotest origins and forward into all its consequences, and had worried it almost to bits. It was a truly extraordinary destiny for the Christian community, originally led by more or less uneducated apostles, to have received suddenly in its midst, at a moment when its life had scarcely begun, a man whose brain-power made him for evermore the patron saint among Christians of active, original, constructive thought.


He was also the creator of far the largest part of Christianity’s classic forms of expression. Yet this expression, like the cerebral activity that lay behind it, comes to us in a disconcerting shape. For Paul’s mind, despite its great strength, remained undisciplined, paying scant attention to the niceties of rational coherence. The Letters are vividly varied and lively, but unrounded, unarranged and muddled, making their points not by any orderly procedure but by a series of hammer-blow contrasts and antitheses. Paul is far too impulsive and enthusiastic to standardize his terms or arrange his material. He is often ambiguous – with results that have reverberated down the centuries. And he commits flagrant self-contradictions, which caused Augustine, among many others, the deepest anxiety.10


Besides, Paul, although his culture was Jewish, wrote and dictated his Letters11 not in Hebrew or the related Aramaic,* which were the national languages of the Jews, but in Greek. Indeed, Greek may even have been the language he spoke at home; certainly he read the Jewish scriptures in their Greek version, the Septuagint.* Nevertheless, Aramaic was probably the language he thought and dreamt in, and he was only imbued with Greek and pagan ways of thinking to a limited and superficial extent.12 When he attempted to address the Athenians in terms they would understand, quoting Greek poets and using Greek rhetorical style, most of them found the results unconvincing.13


Thus although Paul’s expression was externally Hellenic, his inward meaning and the structure of his thought remained Jewish.


And indeed, in spite of the cosmopolitanism of this near-eastern world the two ways of thinking had on the whole remained obstinately distinct. In its simplest form the contrast was between Greek polytheism and Jewish monotheism. But it was also emphasized at every point by divergences between the cultures: between Greek literature with its humanistic tone, and the Jewish Bible, the Old Testament, with its resolute determination that everything depends on the will of the deity. And the distinctive nature of this Jewish way of life had persistently survived many centuries of political eclipse.


Nearly a millennium ago, in the tenth century BC, Israel had been a large and powerful state under David and under Solomon. Then it had split into two kingdoms, Israel in the north with its capital at Samaria and Judah in the south, centred upon David’s Jerusalem and its Temple created by Solomon. This was the age of the prophets, but their warnings rang out in vain. For in 721 BC Israel was annexed by the greatest of the middle-eastern powers, the Assyrians. Next in 597–586 Judah succumbed to their successors the Babylonians; its capital and Temple were destroyed, and many thousands of its inhabitants were taken off into captivity in Babylonia – the first Dispersion. When the Persians, later in the sixth century, displaced the Babylonians as the principal imperial state of the region, they repatriated a number of Jews, but Palestine remained a mere dependency; and it continued so under the three successive Greek regimes that followed, of Alexander the Great (d. 323), the Egyptian Ptolemies, and the Seleucids based on Syria and Mesopotamia.


The Seleucids, finally, were ejected from Palestine by the Jewish house of the Hasmonaeans (Maccabees), who reconsecrated the Temple in 165–164 BC. But before long they became puppets of Rome, and in due course they were replaced by another such dynasty, founded by that politically very successful puppet Herod the Great (37–4 BC). After his death, the Romans split up his kingdom, leaving his son Archelaus as prince of Judaea, the central area around Jerusalem, while his brothers were allowed princedoms in outlying areas of the Jewish homeland. But in AD 6 the Emperor Augustus removed Archelaus, and Judaea became a Roman province governed by a prefect (later known as procurator*).


Throughout this whole period, ever since the time of Alexander the Great, Greek cultural influences – now prevalent throughout the near and middle east – had impinged in a variety of ways upon Judaism. In the Dispersion – which now comprised millions of Jews – this process was of course particularly evident. As we have seen, men of the Dispersion such as Paul had a Greek version of the Bible available to them; and the works, for example, of the Alexandrian Jew Philo are strongly Hellenized. Yet there was also strong resistance to such Hellenization, especially in the Jewish homeland itself. It is true that a certain amount of Greek thought had filtered into Palestinian Hebrew culture during these centuries of cultural contact. Yet, in the process, it had usually become adapted to the traditions of Judaism, so that, sometimes, in the Jewish writers of the time, it requires considerable effort to detect serious traces of these Greek influences.


In Judaism’s Christian offshoot the same history is repeated in a somewhat different form. On the whole, substantial Hellenic influences are harder to find than in Judaism; and this was partly, no doubt, because Jesus himself was brought up in Galilee and was thoroughly Jewish in culture and outlook, so Jewish indeed that his contacts with the Gentile world were only slight. Thus in the early days of the church there was no Christian Philo. The writer of the so-called Gospel according to St John, it is true, had strong Hellenistic affinities: but even he had strong Palestinian roots. And as for the authors of the other Gospels, although they were writing for Christians of Gentile origin, they wrote in Jewish tone; modern theories comparing their story of Jesus to a pagan mythology of dying and rising Gods have misfired, since such legends were quite alien to the background of Judaism. Paul, too, though he came from outside Palestine, was so completely Jewish in education and outlook that if we leave aside a few deliberate efforts such as his address to the Athenians the only Hellenisms apparent in his work were those which reached him indirectly through their infiltrations into contemporary Judaism. And yet he wrote in Greek. His highly idiosyncratic ways of thinking and expressing himself already make the problem of understanding him a daunting one. And his blend of Jewish thought with Greek expression – a forcible bringing together of two alien cultures – merely serve to make it more daunting still. In consequence, it has always been possible to take widely differing views of what he intended to say. These difficulties were already noted in the so-called Second Letter of Peter, probably written (not by Peter) soon after AD 100:


Bear in mind that our Lord’s patience with us is our salvation; as Paul, our friend and brother, said when he wrote to you with his inspired wisdom. And so he does in all his other Letters, whenever he speaks of this subject, though they contain some obscure passages, which the ignorant and unstable misinterpret to their own ruin, as they do the other scriptures.14


But that Epistle, in its eagerness to denounce variant interpretations which it regarded as heretical, was wrong to suppose that it was only ‘the ignorant and unstable’ who found it hard to interpret Paul’s words. On the contrary, men of the highest mental capacity and integrity throughout the ages have stumbled into the thousand pits of ambiguity he involuntarily left for puzzled questioners.


One feels sympathy for those who dined at the house of John Colet, Dean of St Paul’s, early in the sixteenth century. While guests ate, ‘a servant would read aloud in a clear, distinct voice a chapter from Paul’s Epistles or the Proverbs of Solomon’* – and then their host was accustomed to ask them what they believed the significance of the passage in question to be. Even Martin Luther* would have found this an awkward predicament, for he was not always at all sure what Paul really meant, though he ‘thirsted ardently to know.’ To this day, the Epistles set the same remarkable challenge. But it is a challenge that has to be met. For its reward is the comprehension of this man who has influenced his fellow beings so uniquely.


The Letters of Paul, despite all their enigmas, are by far our most reliable source of information about his life and personality and ways of thinking. Yet so occasional, fragmentary, and often spontaneous and excitable is their nature that they clearly do not add up to a story of his career; nor were they ever intended to serve any such purpose. This was, however, up to a point the aim of another work, the Acts of the Apostles; or, that is to say, of the second half of the Acts. The first half of the work deals with the very earliest history of the Church, after the death of Jesus and prior to the conversion of Paul, but the second half describes selected scenes from Paul’s missionary journeys up to the time of his arrival in Rome, near the end of his life. According to an ancient tradition the author of the book was Luke the physician,15 who accompanied Paul on some of his travels and was also believed to be the author of one of the Gospels, of which Acts is presented as the sequel.16 Some plausibility is given to this view by the so-called ‘we-passages’ in Acts, which, by the use of the first personal plural, seem to indicate participation by the writer in the events he is describing. Nevertheless, on the question of the authorship of the book, it still remains advisable, after all the arguments on both sides have been considered, to suspend judgment.17 What must be accepted, however, is the opinion recently put forward by Günther Bornkamm, as by others before him, that Acts is far inferior to Paul’s Letters as a source of evidence for his actions and thoughts – and indeed as a historical source at all.18


But, to do the author of Acts justice, that is not in the least what he was intending to provide. His aim, which he pursued with an impressive blend of emotional sincerity and literary skill, was entirely different. He was not so much trying to record exactly what had happened as to present an adjusted, idealized, general picture of what the early Church had been like; and he was doing so when no less than twenty eventful years had passed since the time of Paul’s death. After all that had happened during those two decades, the major preoccupations of Christians had altered considerably. There had been a terrible Jewish rebellion against Rome, the First Jewish Revolt* or First Roman War (AD 66–73). Thereafter, as we shall see further in the last chapter of this book, it seemed imperative to Christian writers to dissociate the non-Jewish, Gentile Christians – whom their work represents and applauds – from the disgraced Jews and scarcely less discredited Jewish Christians. This was one of the main purposes of Acts. And it was imperative also to show that the Romans and Christians had always, traditionally, got on pretty well with one another – so that it was reasonable, the writer of Acts implied, for the Romans to continue to manifest tolerance to the Christians of his own day. Furthermore, he wanted to present, in retrospect, those early days of the Christian community as times of roseate unity – which they had quite evidently not been at all. The driving power of the Holy Spirit, before which the Church could not fail to expand: that was what this author wanted to display. He was primarily writing to show the deeds of God, not those of man. As the divine plan begins to unfold, the air fills with wonders and legends.


True, ingenious use is often made of local colour and atmosphere; for example, in the towns of Asia Minor and Macedonia. But there are also manifest factual errors and exaggerations,19 and the method is so highly selective as to record only a fraction of the hardships which Paul himself reports (see the quotation on pp. 25f., n. 75). Besides, the speeches recounted in Acts, like those of the classical literary tradition of Greece and Rome, could not possibly have been copied down by any bystander at the time and are for the most part inventions.


A notable example of the method employed in Acts is displayed by the account of Paul’s final journey from Judaea to Rome. The passage contains brilliant and plausible narratives, including an engrossing account of shipwreck at Melita (Malta).


For days on end there was no sign of either sun or stars, a great storm was raging, and our last hopes of coming through alive began to fade . . .


The fourteenth night came and we were still drifting in the Sea of Adria. In the middle of the night the sailors felt that land was getting nearer. They sounded and found twenty fathoms. Sounding again after a short interval they found fifteen fathoms; and fearing that we might be cast ashore on a rugged coast they dropped four anchors from the stern and prayed for daylight to come. The sailors tried to abandon ship; they had already lowered the ship’s boat, pretending that they were going to lay out anchors from the bows, when Paul said to the centurion and the soldiers, ‘Unless these men stay on board you can none of you come off safely.’ So the soldiers cut the ropes of the boat and let her drop away.


Shortly after daybreak Paul urged them all to take some food. ‘For the last fourteen days,’ he said, ‘you have lived in suspense and gone hungry; you have eaten nothing whatever. So I beg you to have something to eat; your lives depend on it. Remember, not a hair of your heads will be lost.’ With these words, he took bread, gave thanks to God in front of them all, broke it, and began eating. Then they all plucked up courage, and took food themselves. There were on board two hundred and seventy-six of us in all. When they had eaten as much as they wanted they lightened the ship by dumping the grain in the sea.


When day broke they could not recognize the land, but they noticed a bay with a sandy beach, on which they planned, if possible, to run the ship ashore. So they slipped the anchors and let them go; at the same time they loosened the lashings of the steering paddles, set the foresail to the wind, and let her drive to the beach. But they found themselves caught between crosscurrents and ran the ship aground, so that the bow stuck fast and remained immovable, while the stern was being pounded to pieces by the breakers. The soldiers thought they had better kill the prisoners for fear that any should swim away and escape; but the centurion wanted to bring Paul safely through and prevented them from carrying out their plan. He gave orders that those who could swim should jump overboard first and get to land; the rest were to follow, some on planks, some on parts of the ship. And thus it was that all came safely to land.


Once we had made our way to safety we identified the island as Malta. The rough islanders treated us with uncommon kindness: because it was cold and had started to rain, they lit a bonfire and made us all welcome. Paul had got together an armful of sticks and put them on the fire, when a viper, driven out by the heat, fastened on his hand. The islanders, seeing the snake hanging on to his hand, said to one another, ‘the man must be a murderer; he may have escaped from the sea, but divine justice has not let him live.’ Paul, however, shook off the snake into the fire and was none the worse. They still expected that any moment he would swell up or drop down dead, but after waiting a long time without seeing anything extraordinary happen to him, they changed their minds and now said, ‘He is a god . . .’20


It is an engaging and brilliantly told story, and in its main lines it may be true. But miracles abound, and the endeavour to show Paul’s wisdom and leadership as superior to the qualities of human kind is patent and didactic: a sad complement to the book’s failure to do justice at all to his actual opinions and teachings and controversies as revealed by his Letters. For despite all its skilful narration, Acts is not in their intellectual class at all. In comparison with the Letters’ vivid flashes of brilliant insight combined with real historical events, Acts is a composition which often seems closer to Greek romantic novels and travellers’ tales, or to fictionalized works celebrating ancient religious heroes. For example, there is a collection known as the Acts of the Pagan Martyrs* with which, though superior, it has something in common.21


The Acts of the Apostles, then, is a secondary source for Paul, not primary as it is often believed; and when it deviates from what we are told in the Letters, as it quite often does, it is the Letters that we generally have to believe. Yet Acts remains indispensable all the same. For however emphatically it may select its scenes from Paul’s career on the basis of edification rather than history, nevertheless, when the appropriate allowances and subtractions have been made, there is still a great deal of history to be extracted from its pages. The author of Acts, with imperfect sources at his disposal,22 was the first man to realize that there was such a thing as Church history to be written. And in its chosen, romantic way, the work is a superb success. It needs approaching by the historian with the utmost caution; but any student of Paul can only ignore any part of it at his peril.


The Letters and Acts, then, give us almost all the evidence about Paul’s career that we possess. Viewed as collections of historical evidence, as we have seen, they present difficulties. Yet these difficulties are not fatal. The eighteenth-century German writer and critic Gotthold Lessing found it hard to see how the certainty required for faith could be related to the mere probabilities of historical research. Yet in considering Paul as a personage in history, although this divergence between the two sorts of approach has to be constantly borne in mind, it need not overawe us too completely. For the Letters and Acts, despite all the problems they present, are sufficient to enable us to build up a good deal of information about the life of Paul.


It can be reconstructed from them, with some caution, but also with some measure of confidence, approximately in the following terms.


He was probably born at about the same time as Jesus. He was a Jew of the Dispersion, that is to say, a member of one of the Jewish communities outside Judaea or Palestine. These communities were both numerous and extensive. How extensive cannot be said for certain, but out of a total of not far short of eight million Jews in the world (they number fourteen million today) there may have been six or seven million in the Roman Empire (the rest being mostly in Babylonia and other parts of the eastern kingdom of Parthia). This total of about six or seven million Jewish subjects of Rome included not only perhaps something like two and a half million in the Judaean homeland, but a million in Egypt, and nearly another million in Syria, in addition to sizeable communities in Asia Minor and as far afield as Rome itself.23 These figures, though conjectural, are enough to suggest the importance of the Jewish Dispersion to which Paul belonged. He came from the ‘free’ (that is to say self-governing and privileged) Greek city of Tarsus in Cilicia, a region of south-eastern Asia Minor which was part of the Roman province of Syria-Cilicia. Paul claimed descent from the Jewish tribe of Benjamin and belonged to a family of strict Pharisees.24* Acts even suggests that he studied at Jerusalem under the principal Pharisee of the day, Gamaliel 1, though a passage in his own Letters suggests that he had not yet visited Jerusalem at this period at all – ‘I remained unknown by sight [or personally] to Christ’s congregation in Judaea’25 – and it is more probable that he spent his youth at his native Tarsus, as a Jew of the Dispersion.


His father was a Jewish merchant there, engaged in the weaving of cloth for tents, carpets and shoes from the goat’s hair which was named cilicium after the country; and the merchant’s son learnt the same craft in his turn,26 and presumably practised it from his youth onwards. The family was evidently prosperous, and Paul, although sometimes prepared to accept financial contributions from local communities,27 always remained very proud of not accepting funds from them, and of not even living on the proceeds of his preaching. For he had two resources to fall back on, his own capital and the work of his hands; since, in accordance with Jewish precepts,28 he was always prepared to work at his trade, wherever he went.29


Tarsus was also a centre of advanced Hellenic culture, and that was why Paul was so familiar with Greek and wrote his Letters in that language. Greek cities like Tarsus had their own citizen bodies, of which a small number of resident Jews were members according to their individual rank and means; though for the most part Jews in these Hellenic townships had to be content with the special, considerable, privileges which the Roman imperial government accorded to their own quasi-autonomous communities. So Paul and his relatives, like most other Jews of Tarsus, possessed local Jewish privileges but were not enrolled in the Greek citizen-body of the place. Nevertheless, they enjoyed a more unusual distinction. For they were one of the families, found in inconsiderable quantities at such towns (and rarer still among their Jewish inhabitants), which had been granted Roman citizenship.* It had perhaps been acquired by Paul’s father, either as a reward for services rendered to the Romans or because he was a freed slave or prisoner of war. When he had a son, he gave him the Jewish name of Saul. But this was on occasion replaced by a Roman equivalent, Paul – probably chosen because it was the Latin name which most closely resembled Saul.30


Thus Paul possessed the remarkable multiple qualification of belonging to three different worlds, Jewish, Greek and Roman; and he proved able to make excellent use of this threefold status.


Above all, Paul was a Jew, and a very active one. Soon after the Crucifixion (?c. AD 30), he began to object strongly, perhaps as a member of an extreme ultra-pious group, to Jesus’ Jewish disciples, who believed that their leader had been the Messiah the Jews failed to see in him. Some years later one of these disciples, Stephen, met his death at the hands of indignant Jews in Jerusalem. That Paul was present when he died and held the coats of his killers, as Acts reported,31 is unlikely, because, as he suggests (p. 110), apparently he had not yet visited Jerusalem. Nevertheless, he took an active part, he tells us, in the sanctions the Jewish authorities pursued against these dissidents, in accordance with the coercive powers which the Romans delegated to the Jews’ Council (Sanhedrin*) at Jerusalem, and its smaller counterparts at other cities. Which of these councils entrusted Paul with his punitive missions we cannot say; since he had not been to Jerusalem his immediate instructions may well have come from the Council in Tarsus itself (or maybe from the greater city of Syrian Antioch) – though the Sanhedrin at Jerusalem may have been the ultimate source of the order (p. 105). Presumably what Paul had to do was to exercise upon his deviants the force of his eloquence, supported by such sanctions as the council’s writ could impose – for instance expulsion from the synagogues. In any case it was on some such disciplinary mission, shortly after Stephen’s death, that Paul departed, perhaps from Tarsus or Antioch, for Damascus. This was an important ‘free’ Greek city which was loosely attached, like Tarsus, to the Roman province of Syria-Cilicia, and contained a Jewish community of appreciable size. It was the devotees of Jesus among their number whom Paul had been commissioned to bring to order.


Instead, on the road to Damascus, Paul claims that a blinding vision of Jesus descended upon him.32 The vision overpowered him and felled him to the ground, and when he recovered he had utterly changed his attitude to Jesus and his followers and was a fanatical member of the group which before long would be described as Christians.33


Paul had never, it seems, known Jesus personally. The light came to him out of his own psychological wrestlings, which will be reconstructed from his Letters in the course of this book. Once converted he entered Damascus to meet and join the Christian community, but was compelled by the local administration to leave. At this juncture the city had been ceded or leased by the Romans to one of their dependent or ‘client’ kings, Aretas IV of Arabia (Nabataea), and either his representative or the local Jews, or both, had Paul evicted.34 He then travelled round other parts of Arabia, doing we know not what but presumably proclaiming his conversion, and in that distant area he remained for three years.


During the period that followed, the youthful Jewish movement which accepted the Messiahship of Jesus assumed a variety of divergent forms, thus mirroring contemporary Judaism itself. In particular a split developed between those Christians wishing to restrict the new faith to the people who, like Jesus himself and his disciples, were Jews, and those displaying eagerness to convert the Gentiles,* that is to say the Greeks who populated the eastern provinces of the Roman Empire.


The former school of thought was sponsored by the leaders of the community at Jerusalem, where Jesus had died. The best-known personalities of these Jewish Christians were Peter, who had been a close personal associate of Jesus, and James the Just, who was Jesus’ brother. James had not joined the cause of Jesus during his lifetime, but adhered to it after the Crucifixion, and before long superseded Peter as its head. However, it was Peter, for the time being at least, who directed the fairly extensive missionary movement which this recently established Christian community was already directing towards its fellow Jews in Judaea and in neighbouring lands. Paul on the other hand came to assume the leadership of a mission to the Gentiles of his own Dispersion. This was something substantially new, since, even if there were Gentile converts to Christianity before, they had not amounted to more than a few isolated individuals.


Paul himself attributed God’s demand for a Gentile mission to the moment of his conversion; but Acts ascribed his own determination to undertake it to two later occasions. What he did for nearly a decade after his conversion remains a mystery which neither his Letters nor Acts effectively clarify. But after his retirement to Arabia came to an end, he spent ten years as a missionary in Syria and in his native country Cilicia – primarily to Jewish converts who, it was hoped, would form the principal human source of supply to the Christian community, in the Dispersion as in Judaea itself. But it was perhaps during this period, at the Syrian capital of Antioch (Antakya) which became his base of operations for a year, that Paul and others of like mind formulated the idea of seeking out Gentile converts, initially as supplements and appendages to the Jewish body of the faithful.


Then, in c. 45, Paul and Barnabas, who for the time being shared his activities and views,35 set out on a missionary tour in Syria, Cyprus and Asia Minor – the First Journey of Paul, lasting several years. It seems probable that they had the cautious backing of James the Just and Peter in Jerusalem, and that the travellers were to speak in Jewish synagogues, probably on the understanding that they might also as far as possible convert suitable individual Gentiles as well. Yet matters did not turn out that way. For the Jews of the Dispersion, unable to accept Jesus as the Messiah, proved shocked and recalcitrant, so that Paul and Barnabas turned more and more to the Gentiles instead. But the question whether such Gentiles ought to be expected to undergo circumcision (as many of them were unprepared to do) raised difficult problems at Jerusalem. These dilemmas are symbolized in Acts by an account of a Jerusalem Council convened to discuss the matter. No such single dramatic meeting may ever have been held (chapter V, section 2). But discussion and tension were evidently vigorous.


Before long, however, Paul was away on another great journey, covering huge areas of Asia Minor, Macedonia and Achaea (Greece). This second journey continued for three years and included an encounter with the Roman governor (proconsul*) of Achaea, Gallio, whom we know from pagan sources to have held office in c. 52.36 His provincial capital was Corinth, where Paul spent eighteen months or more. Next he returned to Antioch, and then, presumably in spring 53, left for his third missionary journey. This may have lasted for five years, of which about three were spent at Ephesus, the great Greek city on the Aegean coast of Asia Minor.37


On returning to Jerusalem in 58 (his third visit there to be recorded by the Letters, his fifth according to Acts) he was detained by the Roman authorities in order to save his life from the angry Jews, who were nevertheless undeterred from bringing official accusations against him. These charges were heard by the governor (procurator*) of Judaea, Antonius Felix, at his capital Caesarea Maritima (Sdot Yam). But no verdict was pronounced, and for two years Paul was in prison at that city. In 60 a new governor, Porcius Festus, again deferred a decision, and when Paul, in his capacity of Roman citizen, appealed that his case should be transferred to the Emperor’s court at Rome, the request was granted.38 His journey to the imperial capital, recounted with many dramatic details by Acts, was broken by a stay of three winter months at Melita (Malta), after the shipwreck that Acts so vigorously describes.


At Rome Paul spent two years. He seems to have been at first under informal house arrest, and thereafter in prison (the report that he left for a time to go to Spain is dubious). The Romans put him on trial, but whether there was one trial or two is unclear. In the end, however, it seems that Nero’s court condemned him to death and he was executed. This was possibly part of the Emperor’s action in AD 64, attested by the Roman historian Tacitus, against the Christian community as scapegoats for the Great Fire of Rome; but Paul’s death may have taken place later.


Paul’s surviving Letters, written at various periods of his life, were follow-ups to his teaching and preaching, and as such they give us a good idea of what this must have been like. ‘I cannot help myself,’ he told the Corinthians, ‘it would be misery for me not to preach.’39 ‘Proclaim the message,’ urged II Timothy, ‘press it home on all occasions, convenient or inconvenient; use argument, reproof and appeal’40 – and whether or not Paul wrote this Letter himself, that is just what he had done, over a huge geographical area. Somehow or other, he mustered up the enormous courage and endurance needed to perform almost incredible feats of missionary travelling. In Asia Minor alone if we add up the mileage of Paul’s three journeys we arrive at the following figures: the first journey from Attaleia to Derbe and back, 625 miles; the second journey from Tarsus to Troas, 875 miles; the third journey, from Tarsus to Ephesus, 710 miles.41 I myself have covered part, only part, of this territory with benefit of mechanical transport. How Paul traversed it all, as well as vast regions in other lands, without any such aid, often in the crushing heat of summer and equally savage cold of winter, one can only marvel.


And everywhere he went he taught and preached. It was a slavery, he said, not a source of personal satisfaction. He felt he had to do it. The task was all the harder because he knew he created an impression of personal ineffectiveness which hindered his ability to be persuasive.


I am so feeble (you say) when I am face to face with you, so brave when I am away . . . ‘His Letters,’ so it is said, ‘are weighty and powerful; but when he appears he has no presence, and as a speaker he is beneath contempt’.42


In consequence, he admitted,


I came before you, weak, nervous and shaking with fear.43


And yet he was capable of extreme and rigorous firmness. ‘Have I in any way come short of those superlative apostles? I think not. I may be no speaker, but knowledge I have’44 – and his instructions must be obeyed.45 Paul’s Letters display a startling mixture of conciliatory friendliness and harsh, bitter, inexorable bullying. On the one hand, he had a genius for friendship and depended longingly upon affection and appreciation. Yet if once his motives were questioned, he would object with ferocity.46 Although constantly urging his correspondents to practise sensitive tactfulness and in dealing with the principles of others, and no less frequently asserting that this was precisely the method he practised himself,47 he nevertheless indulged in violent, stubborn outbursts, devoid of any consideration or sense of humour.48 And yet as we shall see at the end of this book, all his passionate arguments, all his resounding eloquence, did not gain him during his lifetime the adherents he had hoped for. He seems to have been an exciting person with a talent for upsetting people, but he was not, apparently, winning or attractive.


His character was torn apart by inner conflicts. One of the strangest of them was a clash between genuine modesty and overwhelming self-confidence. It was a conflict of which he was only too well aware, since his surviving Letters use the word ‘boast’ nearly sixty times, with a host of explanatory comments and justifications.49 He realized that he ‘had not yet reached perfection’,50 and in the spirit of Jewish insistence on the divine goodness and omnipotence51 he insisted that whatever he may have achieved stood not to his own credit but to God’s.52 Nevertheless, since his life was ‘the life which Christ lived in him,’53 he unhesitatingly claimed full equality with the prophets of old and with the apostles who had known Jesus personally. Indeed, after his death he hoped for early, individual translation to the presence of Jesus himself in heaven.54 And meanwhile he bore no resemblance whatever to Paul the docile follower of other men’s leads whom we find described in Acts. On the contrary, his Letters reveal a man who is extremely touchy about not wanting to work where others have laboured. On another’s foundations he disdains to build.55


Paul is the very opposite of a tranquil, serene personality. Always pursuing, always pursued, he is the victim of violent, manic-depressive alternations of moods. And he feels a terrible discord between his actions, as they were, and what he would have liked them to be.


I do not even acknowledge my own actions as mine, for what I do is not what I want to do, but what I detest . . . though the will to do good is there, the deed is not . . . Miserable creature that I am!56


Some have denied that this passage is strictly autobiographical, preferring to see in it a general dramatization of the human predicament.57 But it is difficult not to detect an echo of his own psychological experience. When the German philosopher Nietzsche called him a tormented, morbid crank, repellent both to himself and others, he was perhaps speaking too strongly. But Paul was tormented all the same – tormented by a constant feeling that he did not accomplish what he wanted to and that he fell agonizingly short of perfection.


One trouble was that he suffered on occasion from what he describes as a skolops, a ‘thorn’ (or mass of thorns) in the flesh – a disability of which he three times asked God to relieve him, without success.58 Some have believed that this is a metaphorical term, meaning ‘a painful wound to his pride’. But certain of the Fathers of the Church* and many subsequent writers on asceticism thought it referred to sexual temptation, and they may have been right. A great modern Pauline scholar, Arthur Darby Nock, although unwilling to commit himself on the meaning of the particular phrase in question, has lent his authority to this interpretation of Paul’s general attitude: ‘The point of difficulty for him perhaps lay in sexual desire, of which he speaks.’59


Indeed he does, and in pretty bleak terms. It is not so much that his actual precepts about the social situation regarding women and marriage and sex are unusually severe; they are at least no more illiberal than the general Jewish views of his time, and perhaps less so. Women, he said, must obey their husbands; their husbands must repay their obedience, in strict reciprocity, with love: and neither must abuse, by fornication or perversion, the bodies that had been given them by God.60 These are all injunctions that could be found in earlier and contemporary Jewish writings, enlightened or otherwise, as well as his explanation why woman must be obedient (and must keep silent at meetings)61: it is because she is inferior, not having been created directly by God but indirectly out of the flesh of his earlier creation, man.62 But Paul on occasion tentatively contradicts this implication of inferiority, pointing out that theoretically the sexes are equal in Jesus Christ.63 And he advances beyond Jewish practice in one respect, namely by relying on women not merely as disciples and companions and contributors to the commonweal, as Jesus evidently did in unprecedented fashion, but as very active and constant helpers in his work. They occasionally caused trouble, it is true.64 Nonetheless, one of his female associates, Prisca or Priscilla, is even on occasion given pride of place before her husband Aquila.65


Yet Paul retains a definite, if somewhat guarded, preference for celibacy over the married state. This was in contrast to the general opinion of Judaism,66 which emphasized the duty of procreation. The Essene* and Qumran* communities (without enforcing total abstinence) would have agreed with him; moreover, according to the Talmud* Moses had voluntarily renounced cohabitation; there was also the recent precedent of John the Baptist, and, it would seem, of Jesus as well.67 All the same, Paul’s preference is expressed to the Corinthians with a grudging sourness which strikes a curiously personal note.


It is a good thing for a man to have nothing to do with women; but because there is so much immorality, let each man have his own wife and each woman her own husband . . . To the unmarried and to widows I say this: it is a good thing if they stay as I am myself; but if they cannot control themselves, they should marry. Better be married than burn with vain desire.68


Then Paul goes on to say that, as the time left for the future of the world is short, it is better to concentrate on what is really important – not pleasing one’s wife, which is what the married man has to do, but pleasing God, to which the unmarried man is much better able to devote his time.


However, Paul’s hostility to sex cannot be entirely attributed to this belief in the imminence of the Second Coming. The harshness of his judgments on sexual offenders seems too marked for that; and so does his general contempt for the flesh and fleshly things.69 This attitude has made him one of the principal ancestors and models of all the monastic, puritanical self-mortifications which flourished and proliferated during the subsequent centuries of antiquity and through the middle ages.70


Since sexual difficulties and problems of various kinds are so common a feature of most societies, it is probably not necessary to go all the way with Havelock Ellis in assailing Paul as a morbid neuropath with a twisted personality who ‘trampled on nature when it came in his way, and for the rest never saw it.’71 Yet his unmistakably pejorative attitude towards sex does raise insistent questions about his own tastes and practices. Evidently, he felt a deep distaste for sex, and (if we leave aside inconclusive speculations that he had once been married) it appears that he refrained from practising it. And this abstinence may partly account for the vast amount of energy he channelled into his work instead, and for the nervous, almost hysterical manner in which this energy was sometimes deployed.


Suppressed and frustrated sexual desire, then, may be the ‘thorn in the flesh’ of which Paul complains. This ‘thorn’ has been more generally regarded, however, as referring to some physical ailment instead. That he was not always well we know from what he told the Galatians: ‘As you know, it was bodily illness that originally led to my bringing you the Gospel, and you resisted any temptation to show scorn or disgust at the state of my poor body.’72 Attempted definitions of his illness have included ophthalmia, epilepsy, malaria, erysipelas, and neurotic disorders producing migraine.73 However, these are only conjectures.


In any case, whatever he suffered from cannot have been altogether crippling, or how would he have accomplished his immense travels? Besides, his own description in II Corinthians of the sufferings he had endured makes no specific reference to physical ill-health.


As God’s servants, we try to recommend ourselves in all circumstances by our steadfast endurance: in distress, hardships, and dire straits; flogged, imprisoned, mobbed; overworked, sleepless, starving . . .74


Later in the same Letter he adds a further and more specific outburst about his missionary journeys.


But if there is to be bravado (and here I speak as a fool), I can indulge in it too. Are they his [opponents in the church] Hebrews? So am I. Israelites? So am I. Abraham’s descendants? So am I. Are they servants of Christ? I am mad to speak like this, but I can outdo them. More overworked than they, scourged more severely, more often imprisoned, many a time face to face with death.


Five times the Jews have given me the thirty-nine strokes; three times I have been beaten with rods; once I was stoned; three times I have been shipwrecked, and for twenty-four hours I was adrift on the open sea. I have been constantly on the road; I have met dangers from rivers, dangers from robbers, dangers from my fellow-countrymen, dangers from foreigners, dangers in towns, dangers in the country, dangers at sea, dangers from false friends.


I have toiled and drudged, I have often gone fasting; and I have suffered from cold and exposure.75


‘What is there expressed,’ preached Dr John Barwick, Dean of St Paul’s, in 1660, ‘will make another man shrink at the very reading of it.’


In the all too selective narrations of Acts, however, it is impossible to trace more than a small proportion of these hardships. For example, if we consider the five Jewish inflictions of the thirty-nine strokes (the scriptures prescribed forty strokes, but one was habitually omitted in case by a miscount the regulation might be broken), not one of these scourgings is mentioned in the work. Paul also refers to three beatings with rods – a Roman penalty. Acts only mentions one of these punishments. Paul reports three shipwrecks. The only such event Acts mentions was the adventure at Malta subsequent to the writing of II Corinthians. Nor does Acts say anything about imprisonment and the other hardships which Paul, elsewhere, declares he experienced at Ephesus.76 But he would scarcely have provided these very explicit statistics if they could have been shown to be untrue, and we must therefore suppose that he is describing sufferings he actually underwent. Their horrifying nature explains why it was his endurance as a missionary, above all else, which won him the acceptance and admiration of the later Church.77


What it was that maintained his tremendous energy, despite every obstacle and hardship, he tells us himself. ‘In future let no one make trouble for me, since I bear the marks (stigmata) of Jesus branded on my body.’78 He is not referring to any miraculous stigmata of the Crucifixion but to some visible physical damage or disfigurement resulting from his exacting experiences. But his deliberate linkage of this mark with Jesus Christ is highly characteristic of his thought.


Hard-pressed on every side, we are never hemmed in; bewildered, we are never at our wits’ end; hunted, we are never abandoned to our fate; struck down, we are not left to die. Wherever we go we carry death with us in our body – the death that Jesus died . . .79


So Paul compared and identified his sufferings with those of Jesus, and it was this identification which inspired him and drove him to carry on. ‘We are treated as the scum of the earth, the dregs of humanity’,80 but our hardships, being like Christ’s, will eventually bring us to him – and since that is the case, ‘in the hope of the divine splendour that is to be ours, let us even exult in our present sufferings.’81


Paul seems, then, to have conceived his almost ceaseless journeyings and troubles not only as an inescapable slavery, but actually as a martyrdom, like the martyrdoms not only of earlier Jews but of Jesus Christ himself. It was this in a twofold sense. First, it was a martyrdom in the present time, since ‘every day I die’82 – and others too, including the recipients of his letters, have the privilege of dying the same ever-renewed daily death if they take on a share of his sufferings.83 But it was also, above all, the prelude to a climactic martyrdom in the future, once again in imitation of Jesus. ‘If my life-blood is to crown that sacrifice which is the offering up of your faith, I am glad of it, and I share my gladness with you all . . . for to me life is Christ, and death gain.’84 And so Paul’s Letters became the inspiration not only of ascetics in later centuries, but also of martyrs, starting almost at once85 and continuing throughout the centuries. ‘Back to the cloister,’ cried Sören Kierkegaard, ‘there is only one thing higher, and that is martyrdom!’ Paul by no means lived in the cloister. But martyrdom, in the image of Jesus, seemed to him an utterly desirable end. And it was by means of this conviction that he was able to perform such uncanny feats of perseverance and endurance.





II



[image: image]


Our Disastrous Past History



1 The Age-Long Rule of Evil



Paul was convinced that the world, up to and including a portion of his own lifetime, was a horrible place, plunged in evil. He believed this partly because his own mind and character showed a ready tendency to reject worldly and fleshly considerations with disgust. But he was also, like any other thinker and writer, affected by his own times and by contemporary events.


To us, the Roman Empire in the first century AD, that vast, complex organism, extending from the Euphrates to the Atlantic, seems a relatively peaceful and prosperous place. After the civil wars of the previous century, during which the Republican system of government gradually collapsed, the entire administration had been overhauled and set on a stable basis by the first Roman emperor (princeps) Augustus (31 BC–AD 14); and under the successors of his dynasty during the next fifty-four years – Tiberius, Gaius (Caligula), Claudius, Nero – for all their personal aberrations the empire, as a whole, remained flourishing and tranquil. Indeed Paul himself felt it both useless and undesirable to resist imperial authority. Yet he was a Jew, and for the Palestinian Jews this was a period of great and growing unhappiness. For from AD 6 onwards, continuously except for an interval of only three years (41–4), their homeland of Israel or Judaea was a third-class Roman province, ruled with a lack of imagination that was untypical on the whole of Rome’s government elsewhere. Indeed, in Judaea this bad government was so conspicuous that unrest and turbulence were on the increase, and it had become possible to foresee the violent outburst of the First Jewish Revolt in AD 66–73, shortly after Paul’s death. The Jews felt themselves to be in a trough, with God very remote from them.1


Now it is true that Paul was a Jew not of Palestine but of the Dispersion – those millions of Jews who lived not in Palestine but in other parts of the Roman Empire, and principally in the near east. The position of the Dispersion Jews was relatively satisfactory, since they enjoyed, within each of the self-governing pagan city-states of which the eastern provinces were made up, a sort of autonomy protecting their religious customs, under their own local councils. Nevertheless Dispersion Jews remained conscious of a powerful emotional link with the homeland of Judaea, and felt profoundly involved in its troubles. Paul was no politician and does not refer to such matters, but he cannot have been oblivious of the tensions which enhanced and accentuated his already powerful predisposition to see the world around him as evil, as John the Baptist and Jesus had seen it before him.2

OEBPS/9781780221137_oeb_005_r1.jpg
Second Jéurgey of Paul






OEBPS/9781780221137_oeb_006_r1.jpg
it ety






OEBPS/9781780221137_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/9781780221137_oeb_004_r1.jpg
First Journey of Paul






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/9781780221137_oeb_007_r1.jpg
Paul’s Joutney to RomeJpi






OEBPS/9781780221137_oeb_009_r1.jpg
5 UPPER SAINT MARTIN’S LANE
LONDON
WC2H 9EA





OEBPS/9781780221137_oeb_001_r1.jpg
PHOENIX
PRESS





OEBPS/9781780221137_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/9781780221137_msr_cvi_r1.jpg






