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  There is a kind of book about which you may say, almost without exaggeration, that it is the whole of a man’s literary life, the unique child of his thought. Other writings he may have published, on this or that occasion; please God, the work was not scamped, nor was he indifferent to the praise and blame of his critics. But it was all beside the mark. The Book was what mattered—he had lived with it all these years, fondled it in his waking thoughts, used it as an escape from anxiety, a solace in long journeys, in tedious conversations. Did he find himself in a library, he made straight for the shelves which promised light on one cherished subject; did he hit upon a telling quotation, a just metaphor, an adroit phrase, it was treasured up, in miser’s fashion, for the Book. The Book haunted his daydreams like a guilty romance. . . .


  Strange, that a thing which is so much part of oneself should go out into the world, and lie in shop-windows, and be handled by reviewers! Yet this venture of paternity must be made, in the hope that there is some truth here worth the telling; or, if not that, tinder at least to catch the sparks of another man’s fire.


  R. A. Knox


  



  Not all writers have in them such a Book. But I understand at least something of what Knox describes (1950, p. v). I will not say that all else has been beside the mark, but, as noted in the following preface, this book has been gestating in me for a long time. Some of its ideas have seen the light in previous, more or less partial (and no longer readily available) versions. Now, finally, their fullest treatment is presented here.


  It is less odd for me than Knox would have it, then, to see this Book delivered out into the world. I have known the sensation before; readers are after all the purpose of such writing. Their responses in turn have affirmed that there is indeed some truth here worth the telling. Hence the appearance of this final version. It’s the one I envisioned from the outset.


  A work so long in the making has inevitably involved numerous contributors, too many to name here. But I must at least acknowledge my gratitude to the staff of Buswell Library at Wheaton College for their unflagging and always congenial support in the completion of this final version. To these and all the other contributors, I am indebted.


  Finally, in the passage above Ronald Knox leaves unaddressed one crucial sidelight of having a single project so long percolating in one’s mind: the patience and long-suffering of those closest to you who must endure the process secondhand. In my case, my wife, Sherri, has borne the brunt of this decades-long requirement with good cheer. For this, as for so many other things about her, I am deeply grateful.
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  Preface


  I begin this book with a personal account. I offer it not because it’s important in its own right but because it will be useful in setting the context for what follows.


  The Beginning


  I first began thinking on the subject of this book in the early 1970s while pursuing a doctoral program in rhetorical theory at Purdue University. With eight years of biblical and theological studies behind me, and with a special interest in the subject of preaching, I plunged for the first time into the arcane world of Greco-Roman rhetoric. Primed as I was, the intersection of classical rhetoric and Christian preaching—indeed, we may say the clash of these two worlds1—at 1 Corinthians 1–4 became immediately apparent.


  My first public attempt to explore this clash appeared in a Christianity Today article titled (by the editors; it was not a title I would have chosen) “The Perils of Persuasive Preaching.”2 In this article I argued that in 1 Corinthians 1–4 the Apostle Paul was calling into question the use of human persuasive techniques in Christian preaching. The article generated a range of strong responses. Most were positive, but some signaled that if my argument were to stand it would require a good deal more support than such a popular treatment could provide. Thus began an extensive search to find someone, anyone, who had explored the issues in detail. It was a search that would prove futile. No one, it seemed, had produced the study I was after.3 It occurred to me that perhaps I should attempt it.


  Looking back it is sometimes difficult to recall that Greco-Roman backgrounds were at that point still out of favor in New Testament studies. Though this ancient cultural milieu had traditionally played a prominent role in the interpretation of the New Testament, and of 1 Corinthians 1–4 in particular, over the previous half century several alternatives had come to the fore. Various theories about Gnosticism or the Philonic Wisdom of the syncretistic Hellenistic synagogue had crowded into the spotlight, particularly among German scholars. As it would happen, a dramatic resurgence of Greco-Roman backgrounds would soon emerge, but as of the 1970s this development was still only a cloud on the horizon. It scarcely seemed a promising time to make the case that Greco-Roman rhetoric might be the appropriate backdrop for Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 1–4 after all.


  Yet, convinced that I was on to something, I decided to give it a try. When the opportunity presented itself in the early eighties, we moved to England to pursue this research at Oxford University.


  The Oxford Years


  I vividly recall my first meeting with my supervisor, Anthony Harvey. Having by then spent a decade thinking through the relevant issues, both in classical rhetoric and in 1 Corinthians, I had submitted an unusually detailed research proposal. But Canon Harvey—halfway through my program he became a Canon of London’s Westminster Abbey, a destination to which I happily commuted for our periodic consultations—was at first skeptical. “I don’t know if you have a study here or not,” he commented. “What would you like me to do?” To this I remember stammering something like, “Well, you know quality research when you see it. Just look over my shoulder and tell me if I’m doing good work.” “I can certainly do that,” was his cryptic reply. It was not, it seemed to me at the time, an auspicious beginning.


  With a heightened sense of trepidation I nonetheless plunged into my work, and soon in that first Michaelmas term I caught a glimpse of my supervisor’s budding interest. I joined a small doctoral seminar with the renowned Pauline scholar G. B. Caird. When I was introduced to Professor Caird he nodded and said, “Ah, you’re the fellow Anthony spoke to me about. You must come to my rooms and tell me about your work.” Flattered, but also wary—What had Anthony said about me?—I made an appointment to meet the following week.


  On the day of my appointment I knocked on Caird’s door in the stately Queens College on Oxford’s High Street. Professor Caird greeted me cordially, sat us down and poured tea. Then, filling and lighting his pipe, he leaned back and asked me to describe my project. I recall taking seven or eight minutes to line out my work, during which time Caird said not a word. He just studied me through a wreath of pipe smoke, offering a periodic “Hmmmm.” I finished my summary with no idea of what he thought of my proposal.


  “So, that’s what I’m proposing to do,” I said. There followed one of those dramatic moments one never forgets. Professor Caird paused, leaned toward me over the coffee table, tapped out his pipe into the ash tray and said, “No, no, Mr. Litfin, this will never do.” It was a withering comment. All of my uncertainties flooded in. Why did I think I had something to contribute to the important discussion of Paul and his preaching? I had come halfway around the world to pursue this research, but with Caird’s single comment my reason for being at Oxford collapsed like the proverbial house of cards.


  It was a deflating moment. But thankfully it didn’t last. I had done my homework before venturing into this arena and when Caird began plying me with questions I produced some ready answers. Soon his resistance began to change. An hour later Professor Caird sent me on my way with his encouragement, urging me to keep him apprised of my work. What had momentarily seemed an end became instead a delightful beginning. I left Queens that day reassured that I was on to something worthwhile.


  I was only a few months into my work when Anthony, who had quickly moved from skepticism to genuine interest, decided we should bring in a second supervisor. Anthony had read “Greats” (classics) at Oxford but had since focused on the New Testament, and he wanted me to have a professional classicist. Thus he teamed up with Latin scholar Michael Winterbottom to oversee my work. The research and writing went well—with no little credit to my two supervisors—and in the end, when my project was completed, this dual supervision was followed by dual examination in the persons of F. F. Bruce (New Testament) and D. A. Russell (classics).


  The dreaded viva, the oral examination by a panel of world-class experts on one’s topic, is typically a moment of truth for an Oxford doctoral candidate. All hangs in the balance, not only your years of study and writing but also the gaining of the necessary credential for any future in the academy. Everything winnows down to this decisive event. With the stakes so high, the moment can be terrifying.


  But this was not my experience. My viva proved to be a wonderful occasion. As chair of the proceedings, Professor Bruce began by introducing us to the audience (the examination was conducted in a public setting). Then he turned to me and said, “Professor Russell and I have conferred and we are in agreement that there is no question but that this work is of DPhil quality. So our purposes today are twofold. First, we want to be assured that you are the one who wrote this; and second, we wish to talk to you about your research.”


  Was I hearing this right? You pass; now we just want to talk with you about your work? Thus began a doctoral student’s dream viva: two hours of conversation with two of the world’s leading experts on your subject, both of whom have examined your work in detail, found it convincing and now wish only to explore it with you. I could not have asked for more. I was deeply honored, and their affirming comments on my finished work proved invaluable.


  Following the viva, as we were preparing to leave I asked Professor Bruce if he thought I should seek to publish my study. He abruptly answered, “Why, of course. I’ve waited years for someone to write this.” He was pleased, he said, to see at least this aspect of Greco-Roman backgrounds emerging from the shadows.4


  The dissertation’s publication may have seemed obvious to F. F. Bruce, but it required his encouragement for it to become obvious to me. Later that year over a pleasant lunch in another part of the world, Bruce graciously volunteered to write a foreword for the work. Regrettably, he died before the other demands on my schedule permitted me to have the manuscript ready for publication.


  A Decade Later


  It was not until the early nineties that I got around to revising my research for publication. The resulting book was titled St. Paul’s Theology of Proclamation. By this time, of course, what had been a trickle in the late seventies had grown to a torrent; rhetorical studies of the biblical text were now ubiquitous. During my Oxford years I had discovered considerably more relevant literature than I was aware of when I started—though still no study such as I was attempting—but this was only the beginning. Throughout the 1980s Greco-Roman backgrounds roared back into favor and rhetorical studies began popping up everywhere. So plentiful had the literature become by 1994 that Alan Hauser and Duane Watson would compile a comprehensive book-length bibliography titled Rhetorical Criticism of the Bible. An impressive proportion of the entries had been published during the previous decade.


  What’s more, there finally appeared during the early and mid-nineties four book-length studies focused on my passage in particular, 1 Corinthians 1–4. First came Stephen Pogoloff’s Logos and Sophia (1992); then my own St. Paul’s Theology of Proclamation (1994; hereinafter SPTOP); and then Michael Bullmore’s St. Paul’s Theology of Rhetorical Style (1995). In 1997 Bruce Winter’s Philo and Paul Among the Sophists joined the group. All four largely independent investigations argued similar theses: namely, that it was not Gnosticism or Philonic Wisdom but Greco-Roman rhetoric that lay at the core of the Corinthian “wisdom of words” (σοφίᾳ λόγου, 1:17) Paul was compelled to address. These were the first book-length studies to make this argument.5


  The genealogy of these four books is significant. Each was produced in relative isolation from the others. Pogoloff’s book showed no awareness of my Oxford research from a decade earlier, and in revising that work for publication I remained unaware of his earlier dissertation. Similarly, Pogoloff’s monograph appeared a few months too late to be discovered and used in my revision. Bullmore remained unaware of Pogoloff’s work, and my book appeared too late to show up in his bibliography. But Bullmore was aware of my Oxford dissertation and spent several pages summarizing its argument, which he then used as a springboard for his own more specific thesis. Winter’s book briefly engaged both my book and Pogoloff’s but not Bullmore’s.


  It is significant, then, that these four books, while reflecting important differences, nevertheless held in common the conviction that Greco-Roman rhetoric played a crucial role in the problems Paul faced in Corinth, especially as those problems are reflected in the early chapters of 1 Corinthians. That four largely unrelated studies should emerge during such a short period is testimony to the power of this historic understanding of 1 Corinthians 1–4. Once the freeze on Greco-Roman backgrounds began to thaw, it was only a matter of time before studies such as these would appear. Today the rhetorical dimension of what Paul experienced in Corinth is almost universally granted, due at least in part to the influence of one or more of these four books.


  It would be a mistake, however, to conclude that these four studies merely duplicate one another. They are in large agreement that Greco-Roman rhetoric formed an important backdrop to 1 Corinthians 1–4, but what they do with that assumption leads them in different directions. These differences will emerge as we proceed, but for the moment let us focus on the unique nature of this present work.


  The Present Book


  This book constitutes an exploration of the origins of a crucial Pauline insight for ministry. This ancient insight is sounded throughout the apostle’s writings, and if we are alert enough to catch them, we can hear its echoes down through church history to the present day. But this insight receives its fullest biblical exploration in 1 Corinthians 1–4. What is this insight? Why is it important? What are its implications? These are the issues that will occupy us in this book.


  An exploration of Paul’s important insight constituted the core of my original research and the book that grew out of it. In both instances this key Pauline insight was gleaned from a study of 1 Corinthians 1–4 (buttressed by a range of other passages) as seen against the backdrop of Greco-Roman rhetoric. Absent this backdrop, Paul’s central insight is easily missed by modern readers. The lack of the appropriate contrast, not to mention the insight’s deeply counterintuitive nature, renders it difficult for us to discern. But lay out the appropriate background and the image changes. The Apostle’s ministry-shaping argument emerges with clarity and power.


  For his original readers, of course, the effort to recover this ancient backdrop was scarcely necessary. The relevant cultural background was their background; it was an inescapable dimension of their everyday life, part and parcel of their own thinking. But not so for us. In our case it is something we must work to reconstruct. If we are unwilling to put forth this reconstruction effort, the history of the interpretation of 1 Corinthians 1–4 suggests that we will likely fail to appreciate this important dimension of the Apostle’s thought. This book is designed to recover that background, display the Apostle’s argument against it, and then provide some analysis for the church’s contemporary thought and practice.


  It is, as we shall see, essentially this threefold treatment that is unique to this present book. Why had no such treatment appeared previously? First, focused studies such as this one (called monographs) are a fairly recent development in biblical scholarship. They were largely unknown in earlier generations when the rhetorical issues at stake in 1 Corinthians 1–4 were widely appreciated by scholars educated in the classics. But then just as these sorts of monographs were coming onto the scene, Greco-Roman backgrounds fell out of favor in biblical studies. Thus the early- to mid-twentieth-century reluctance to give attention to Greco-Roman backgrounds became the new culprit. This was the primary reason for the blind spot I originally stumbled across and set out to address in my Oxford research, not to mention the chilly reception my research proposal initially received.


  Even after Greco-Roman rhetorical backgrounds swerved back into favor during the twentieth century’s second half, however, two other factors continued to obscure Paul’s point. For starters, current fashions in contemporary biblical criticism tend to divert scholars from engaging the relevant dimensions of Paul’s thought.


  Critical Theories


  In the waning years of the nineteenth century, the focus of biblical scholarship had shifted. From studying the letters of the New Testament primarily for their historical and theological contributions, following the lead of scholars such as Adolf Deissmann the writings themselves and their authors increasingly became the focus of study.6 This led to the rise of a variety of technical approaches to the text such as structural analysis, form criticism and rhetorical criticism. As the twentieth century unfolded, this shift of focus conspired with developing theories of language, epistemology and hermeneutics7 to discourage biblical scholars from focusing on the dimensions of Paul’s thought we are after.


  For many critics today, readers are viewed as having little access to an author’s meaning in a text, first because it is naive to credit an author with actually meaning simpliciter what he says, and second because the author’s meaning—to the extent we may even speak of such a thing—is in any event unavailable to us.8 Among other things, texts are exercises in portrayal, and especially self-portrayal. Thus the only author a reader encounters in a text is not the real author but the implied author; that is, the author as displayed in the text, who may be very different from the real author. Moreover, because every use of language is essentially an exercise in influence or power, the one wielding language is always in one form or another seeking to shape the recipient to the author’s will.9 The critic’s challenge is thus to bring this rhetorical intent to the surface. In this way the focus shifts from what an author is saying in a text to what an author is doing there; that is, how he or she is using language functionally to accomplish his or her rhetorical purposes. For such a task rhetorical criticism is the ideal tool. The ascendance of these critical theories is one of the key reasons for the massive resurgence of interest in ancient and modern rhetoric that has characterized the last half century of biblical studies.


  Ever since the work of J. L. Austin and John Searle, of course, modern readers have been reminded of the performative function of language. One need only think of the title of Austin’s posthumous book, How to Do Things with Words. It is often useful indeed to inquire about what an author intends his or her words to accomplish, a point students of ancient and modern rhetoric have long appreciated.10 The problem, therefore, is not the insightful claim that humans use language not simply to “mean” things but also to “do” things. The problem arises when the latter winds up eclipsing the former; that is, when we take refuge in the performative functions of language because contemporary hermeneutical theories have trapped us in a “methodological impasse” when it comes to discerning an author’s meaning. Says Raymond Pickett,


  One conceivable way through this methodological impasse would be to suppress the urge to discern which meanings are preeminent, and to focus instead on how each meaning contributes to a particular rhetorical strategy. Instead of asking what a specific theme or symbol meant for Paul, the focus would be on the function of its various expressions within the discourse [of] a given letter(s). The objective of such an approach would be to ascertain how Paul’s statements relate to what he is trying to accomplish through his written correspondence, which is different from attempts to delineate what his statements disclose about his theology. The method being proposed here . . . is more concerned with the performance of his utterances than with what they reveal about his thought.11


  For a classic instance of this approach, consider 2 Corinthians 11:6. When we hear Paul acknowledge there that he is ἰδιώτης τῷ λόγῳ—that is, he is “unskilled” or amateurishly unimpressive when it comes to public speaking—we are regularly warned against taking this acknowledgment at face value. Instead of what it appears to be—a humble admission that by the exalted standards of Greco-Roman eloquence his critics were, at least on this point, essentially right (2 Cor 10:10)—this statement is commonly treated as a well-known rhetorical ploy,12 akin to a sly and crafty attorney seeking to disarm the jury by passing himself off as “just an ol’ country lawyer.” On this view, Paul’s statement is not to be interpreted as providing reliable information about its ostensible subject, the Apostle’s speaking abilities. In fact, it assumes the opposite: that Paul understood his humble acknowledgment to be false, just as the canny lawyer knows his humble self-deprecation to be false. As a rhetorical ploy Paul’s statement shows the curtain of appearance he was seeking to erect, but it cannot for that very reason be examined for much behind that curtain. The identification of Paul’s self-description as rhetorical artifice undermines the attempt to credit any face value to the statement itself.


  What is peremptorily ruled out of bounds in this line of thinking, of course, is the possibility that, in the what-you-see-is-what-you-get spirit of the exhortation to “let your ‘yes’ be yes and your ‘no’ be no,”13 when Paul claimed to be unskilled in speech he meant pretty much what he said. This was no mere ploy designed to misdirect his readers. Paul’s use of this language, like all language, was agenda driven; but his was not a hidden agenda. His statement was a sincere expression of the truth—a truth cited indeed with a goal of disarming his readers, but in this instance not by rhetorical artifice but by the statement’s earnest candor and authenticity.14 Paul’s unflinching acknowledgment—in a letter designed to be read publicly—of his critics’ scathing assessment of the centerpiece of his apostolic calling, his preaching (2 Cor 10:10), suggests a high level of transparency and candor; so why must we credit him with anything less just a few verses later? Paul understood all too well that by the exacting standards of Greco-Roman eloquence he was indeed “unskilled when it comes to speech.”15 As such he was no match for the polished orators so popular in Corinth. But then, he did not aspire to match them. Paul was determined to operate according to a different standard. “Our conscience testifies,” he wrote to the Corinthians, “that we have conducted ourselves in the world, and especially in our relations with you, with integrity and godly sincerity [εἰλικρινείᾳ]. We have done so, relying not on worldly wisdom but on God’s grace” (2 Cor 1:12 NIV; cf. 2:17).


  Of course, one can always argue that this last self-portrayal is but another example of Paul’s rhetorical guile and is no more to be credited than the others, and so on. But this level of skepticism16 renders the biblical text impenetrable. What’s more, in the case of the Apostle Paul it seems an unnecessarily cynical reading of a man who claimed to have renounced hidden strategies (τὰ κρυπτὰ τῆς αἰσχύνης) in favor of a much more straightforward approach. His determination, he said, was to commend himself not by artifice (πανουργίᾳ) but “by the open statement of the truth [φανερώσει τῆς ἀληθείας] . . . to everyone’s conscience in the sight of God” (2 Cor 4:2).17 Only a determined hermeneutic of dour suspicion would require us to treat such claims as contrived rhetorical strategies rather than honest expressions of the Apostle’s heart.18


  One thing is certain: delimiting our focus to the rhetorical function of Paul’s language in 1 Corinthians 1–4 is a surefire way to forfeit the core insight for ministry the Apostle explores there. But there is also a second reason this insight is sometimes overlooked. Different readings of the rhetorical background itself have conspired to obscure the Apostle’s point. We will explore this problem in the process of our examination of 1 Corinthians 1–4, but for now it is enough to note that, while (as stated above) there are other works that have focused on the rhetorical background to 1 Corinthians 1–4, our threefold treatment of these chapters remains unique to this work. This is emphatically not to claim that the core insight that animates Paul’s argument through this passage is itself unique to this book; were that the case it would render this work highly suspect. The truth is the opposite: this insight is a historic one, surfacing repeatedly throughout church history from Paul to the present. This present book is unique only in its treatment of that insight—that is, in the extent to which it documents Paul’s insight and then turns to its analysis and application.


  Broken Linkages


  I am aware, of course, that not all will find such a turn congenial. Both my original research and SPTOP hinted (but only hinted) at my interest in the contemporary implications of 1 Corinthians 1–4, “not merely for the Corinthians but for ourselves.”19 This present book presses the discussion further. It not only updates and reworks those previous efforts, but also gives much more attention (see part three) to analyzing the ideas that render Paul’s argument so relevant today. Yet this very notion of contemporary relevance is off-putting to some who have drunk deeply at the philosophical fountains of modern and postmodern criticism. The move from Paul to contemporary implications requires a set of linkages which for these critics do not exist. To which I say, fair enough. But these linkages do exist for many others.


  Readers who are not able to keep abreast of contemporary trends in New Testament criticism may be startled to see what happens when such linkages are severed. In the interpretation of 1 Corinthians, for example, the result is what one might conclude are three different Pauls.


  Paul the First (Paul.1) is the iconic apostle of church history, Paul with the linkages intact. The goal of studying a letter such as 1 Corinthians is first and foremost to engage his ideas. The structure of the letter, problems in the Corinthian church and the broader cultural influences that may have informed and fed into them are important primarily insofar as understanding them deepens our ability to appreciate Paul’s response. The working assumption behind this version of Paul is that due to his apostolic calling he had a unique access to religious truth. Thus his ideas bear a divinely ordained authority. This is why, as the hand-picked representative of the risen Christ, Paul.1 stands at the privileged center of the interpretational enterprise.


  But what happens when this working assumption is jettisoned or rendered irrelevant by modern theories of language and hermeneutics? The result is a de-privileged Paul.2. This nonapostolic Paul is just an ordinary man now, and one, moreover, who has taken a step back into the shadows. The Paul of 1 Corinthians can no longer be identified as the real Paul. The Paul we encounter there is essentially a persona created by the real Paul to accomplish his rhetorical purposes. But this also means that the real Paul has retreated from us. He has become a grayed-out figure, only dimly discerned. In any case, since he lacks any special divine authority and is as vulnerable to his own failings as any of the rest of us, this Paul no longer merits a privileged place in our interpretation anyway. The idea of trying to wrestle with his ideas, were they even available, is of less interest to us.20 Other objects compete for our attention. For example, now that the Corinthian community need no longer take a back seat to an authoritative Paul, that community itself can become our object of attention, not as a step toward understanding Paul but as fully deserving of its own turn in the spotlight. Even those who opposed Paul in Corinth must be granted their due, for they too have a right to be understood on their own terms, not just Paul’s. In this way the dim figure of Paul.2 becomes increasingly irrelevant to the interpretation of his own letter. We study 1 Corinthians not to learn from him but to learn about others.


  And then there is Paul.3. This is the Paul of those who resent the canonical status the Apostle has enjoyed for all these centuries. Their Paul.3 is not only the deprivileged Paul; he is the villain of the drama in Corinth. This Paul may have been an ordinary man, but he was a genius when it came to leveraging his outsized apostolic claims into social power, power he often wielded to silence other legitimate voices. The goal of the interpreter therefore is to rediscover those whom Paul has silenced, side with them against Paul and then hand them the microphone so their disenfranchised voices can finally be heard. Ironically, the proponents of Paul.3 are also interested in the contemporary implications of 1 Corinthians. In this case, however, what they have in mind are the social and political implications stemming from their repudiation of Paul.21


  It is important to keep in mind, of course, that these second and third versions of Paul owe their existence precisely to the towering figure of Paul the First. This is the apostolic Paul of the early church. He is the iconic Paul of the Roman Catholic, Orthodox and Reformation communions alike. This Paul is the one who has inspired Christianity’s greatest teachers, theologians, musicians and artists, and it is his ongoing significance that energizes not only our finest biblical commentaries but also vigorous theological debates such as that surrounding the so-called New Perspective. This Paul is the once-embittered Jew who was driven to the ground on that Damascus road, transformed into the indefatigable servant of the One he was persecuting and then sent out to change the world by preaching the good news of Jesus Christ. This is the Paul of this book.


  If the embrace of this canonical Paul reflects the interpreter’s willingness to acknowledge Paul’s apostolic authority (which it does22), in the same way the shift to Paul.2 or Paul.3 reflects the interpreter’s willingness to wear the bridle of contemporary critical theories. This is a bridle, however, that comes with built-in blinders. Such blinders can serve a useful temporary function, but if worn permanently they become a form of blindness. It’s important to see that the so-called hermeneutic of suspicion, so characteristic of so much modern criticism, is not a necessary entailment of a historical understanding of the rhetorical character of human discourse. It is, rather, a byproduct of a particular set of epistemological and hermeneutical commitments, none of which, despite their current prevalence in the academy, is indubitable or beyond criticism.23 Thus we are under no obligation to don these blinders as a permanent fixture.


  From my own background in rhetorical theory I find the pronounced skepticism toward Paul of many rhetorical critics overdone and underwarranted. In my estimation, the so-called face value of Paul’s statements deserves more credit than it sometimes receives.24 I do not argue for naiveté in our reading of Paul—language, including Paul’s, is after all astonishingly complex and often used to mean things it does not on the surface seem to mean—but I do think a bit more empathy25 is often in order, not to mention a damping down of the arrogance, superiority and condescension critics sometimes exude. We should not withhold from Paul the same courtesy we wish others to grant to us: the right to mean what we say. In this book my goal is to listen to the Apostle in 1 Corinthians 1–4, try to understand what he has to say there and then offer some contemporary analysis.


  Issues of Method


  These several purposes, however, present a practical difficulty. They require that this book bridge some of the demands of both academics and practitioners. The celebrated New Testament scholar C. K. Barrett addressed this problem in the preface to his work The Signs of an Apostle. That book was the printed version of his academic Cato Lecture for the 1969 Brisbane Conference in Australia, and the preparation of the book, he said, “has caused me great perplexity.”


  One thing is clear to me. I cannot put out of my mind the vast crowd that thronged the church, and overflowed it, that warm May evening. I did my best to speak to them, and I wish to write for them now. At the same time I cannot forget my obligation to the professional theologians of Australia, the ministers and the students of theology. It is not easy to combine two purposes in one book; not easy, but I hope not impossible, if my readers will be tolerant of one another, as well as of me.26


  This book will also require tolerant readers. I wish to address some of the implications of the Apostle’s argument in 1 Corinthians 1–4 that are of genuine importance for practitioners. But to do so will require some effort in reconstructing the proper background to Paul’s argument. What’s more, we cannot in the process bypass a series of scholarly debates that, depending on how they are decided, determine the nature of that argument. The relevance of Paul’s point for practitioners can only be developed by engaging those debates, not avoiding them. Hence the dual focus of this book.


  To make things easier for these two audiences I have adapted an approach other writers facing a similar dilemma have found useful. For example, in his attempt to address both specialists and a broader audience in his Where the Conflict Really Lies: Science, Religion, and Naturalism, philosopher Alvin Plantinga employs “two sizes of print: the main argument goes on in the large print, with more specialized points and other additions in the small.”27 In his book The Global Carbon Cycle, author David Archer opts for a different approach. Though he wished to keep his book as accessible to the average reader as possible, he could not adequately address his complex subject without plunging at times into technical matters. Thus throughout the book he encapsulates the more specialized material in text boxes. Closer to our own study, Jacob Milgrom and Daniel Block also employ text boxes to set apart various scholarly digressions (“excursuses”) in their commentary on the biblical text of Ezekiel. In this present book I will follow adapted versions of these approaches to bridge the interests of both kinds of readers. Those who are interested primarily in the overall argument of the book can follow the larger font, skipping over the more technical material. Readers who wish to engage the contested issues can dip as desired into the excurses, footnotes and appendices.


  Finally, because this volume stands on the shoulders of my previous book, St. Paul’s Theology of Proclamation, I will avoid duplicating that work’s copious documentation except where necessary. As a part of the well-known Society for New Testament Studies Monograph Series (SNTS, #79), SPTOP is widely available in libraries, and specialist readers who require its fuller documentation can quite easily find it. The documentation in this book will focus mainly on works actually cited or materials published since the 1994 appearance of SPTOP.


  


  Introduction


  No theory of discourse stands alone; each is rooted in the soil of its author’s presuppositions.


  This may seem at first blush an abstract point, of peculiar interest to theorists perhaps, but of little relevance to the rest of us. Yet like so many other first impressions, this one would be mistaken. This observation embodies an important truth, one we must be willing to engage if we are to grasp the Apostle Paul’s theology of preaching.


  Put simply, when it comes to human communication, presuppositions and practice tend to be organically related—the practice developing naturally from the presuppositions that generate and support it. This is especially the case when the subject is moral or religious discourse. For instance, listen to the conclusion of Raymond Anderson on the subject of Søren Kierkegaard’s theory of “edifying discourse.” According to Anderson, Kierkegaard’s ideas clearly demonstrate “the intimate relation which exists between a theory of discourse and the philosophic outlook which underlies and nourishes it. . . . One can point to any aspect of Kierkegaard’s theory of communication and rather easily relate it to the basic categories and presuppositions of his philosophy.”1


  To understand Kierkegaard’s approach to communication, says Anderson, we must understand the presuppositions that shaped that approach. Why? Because in the realm of human discourse, and in religious or moral discourse in particular, presuppositions and practice tend to reflect one another rather closely. To understand the practice we must understand the presuppositions. Only then can we fully appreciate the communicator’s chosen mode of discourse.


  The Apostle Paul’s approach to preaching is a particularly clear expression of this relationship. If we are to make sense of the Apostle’s practice as a preacher, we must grasp the theological presuppositions that, in Paul’s mind, gave rise to that practice. In other words, we must answer these two questions: How did Paul conceive of his preaching, and in what ways was this conception shaped by the basic presuppositions of his thought? It is in the answers to these two questions that we find embedded Paul’s theology of preaching.


  The Central Passage


  To answer these questions we are obviously driven to the Apostle’s writings. But when we arrive there we discover an interesting point. Only one passage in Paul’s extant epistles was written specifically to answer these questions; that is, despite the fact that preaching was one of Paul’s regular topics, there remains only one section in Paul’s letters in which we discover anything like a reasoned exploration of how the Apostle operated as a preacher and why. This section is 1 Corinthians 1–4, and the subsection 1:17–2:5 in particular. In this sense, 1 Corinthians 1–4 stands unique in Paul’s writings. Hence it is to these verses we must turn if we are to appreciate Paul’s understanding of his own modus operandi as a preacher.


  It is perhaps due to this uniqueness that immediately upon turning to 1 Corinthians 1–4 we discover a thicket of interpretational questions. Chief among them is the meaning of the important word σοφία (“wisdom”) as introduced in 1 Corinthians 1:17. This term was so widely used in Paul’s day and in such a variety of contexts, most of them interwoven with one another in the fabric of Greco-Roman society, that the interpretational possibilities are exceptionally rich. Indeed, this richness appears to have engendered much of what N. A. Dahl called the “chaos”2 that attends the modern exegesis of 1 Corinthians 1–4. Yet we cannot hope to come to grips with how Paul understood his own behavior as a preacher without sorting the matter out.


  The most important step in sifting through the questions is the realization that we must distinguish between σοφία in the mouth of the Corinthians and σοφία in the mouth of Paul. Both Paul and the Corinthians were impressed by and committed to σοφία, and both could use the term with ease. Yet the two sides seemed diametrically opposed in their meanings. Hence the semantic confusion and the difficulty in interpreting σοφία in 1 Corinthians 1–4.


  I do not mean to suggest, however, that the difficulty lies in deciphering when Paul uses σοφία in the Corinthian sense and when he uses it in his own. For the most part commentators have had little trouble distinguishing the two. Nor, perhaps surprisingly, does the difficulty lie in discovering the background of Paul’s own use of σοφία.3 This is an important investigation for other purposes—for instance, inquiry into the origins of Paul’s Christology4—but the term σοφία does not play a large role in the Apostle’s description of his own missionary methods. The main difficulty in sorting through Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 1–4 lies in determining what was behind the Corinthian use of σοφία, and hence what it was to which Paul was responding. And to this question modern scholarship has offered multiple answers.


  Prior to the twentieth century exegetes typically interpreted the crucial phrase σοφίᾳ λόγου (“wisdom of words,” 1 Cor 1:17) with primary reference to Greco-Roman rhetoric and philosophy.5 According to this view, Paul was criticized by some in Corinth because his preaching did not measure up to the standards of a culture profoundly influenced by an unparalleled rhetorical heritage. In 1 Corinthians 1:17–2:5 Paul defends himself against this charge, a charge that he took seriously because of the centrality of preaching to his apostolic calling. Hence, according to this view, the Corinthian σοφία must be understood against the backdrop of the Greco-Roman rhetorical/philosophical tradition.


  During the first half of the twentieth century, however, this traditional view was eclipsed by newer approaches to σοφία in Corinth. For example, some interpreted wisdom mainly in the light of gnostic mythological themes. The gnostic interpretation is rooted in the History of Religions School and can be traced back to late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century scholarship. According to this view, Paul’s references to wisdom and knowledge in the Corinthian correspondence belong in the context of early Hellenistic Gnosticism. Opposing Paul in Corinth were gnostic “pneumatics” who voided the significance of the cross. Paul was writing to refute and counteract their pernicious influence.6


  Another approach held that the Corinthian σοφία must be understood against the backdrop of the later Hellenistic-Jewish tradition represented by Philo and the Wisdom of Solomon. On this view the Corinthians had embraced, perhaps under the influence of Apollos, a Philonic type of heavenly Wisdom as the means of attaining the highest spiritual status or even salvation itself. These Wisdom enthusiasts considered Paul simply another Wisdom teacher and evaluated him accordingly, finding his wisdom deficient. In this light, 1 Corinthians 1:17–2:5 is construed as Paul’s defense against these Corinthian criticisms and a rebuke of the low estimate of the cross of Christ in their Wisdom theology.


  These two perspectives, including various admixtures of the two, held sway over a large proportion of Pauline studies for much of the middle of the twentieth century, particularly in Germany.7 Both Gnosticism and Wisdom theology were undoubtedly in the process of shaping, and being shaped by, first-century thought, and a clearer understanding of both has added to our insight into the Pauline letters and the milieu in which they were written. Yet today both have fallen out of favor with most New Testament scholars. As the twentieth century waned and now well into the twenty-first century, the older rhetorical view has recovered new life.


  Recovering the Rhetorical View


  How could these other options have eclipsed the earlier rhetorical interpretation and dominated the field for so long during the twentieth century? For years there seemed to be little inclination to give the rhetorical option its due.8 To be sure, some of the older commentators provided still-useful contributions,9 and a number of twentieth-century commentators at least left room for or actually gave some weight to rhetorical concerns. But in no instance did these earlier writers bring out the full force of the traditional rhetorical view. Prior to 1980 the literature remained devoid of concentrated attempts to investigate the full implications of Greco-Roman rhetoric for understanding Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 1–4.10


  The absence of such investigations inevitably contributed to the confusion that marked the mid-twentieth-century interpretation of 1 Corinthians 1–4. Consider, for example, the extraordinary range of scholarly responses the rhetorical interpretation received during this period. This range was nicely summarized by Ulrich Wilckens in his influential article on σοφία in TDNT.11 On the one hand, Wilckens referred to the rhetorical alternative as the “customary interpretation” of “most exegetes,” thus acknowledging that over the centuries this view had enjoyed wide (though we might add, in the light of the lack of thorough scholarly attention it received, not particularly deep) support. At the other end of the spectrum, Wilckens spoke for a host of contemporary New Testament scholars in rejecting the rhetorical interpretation outright. All the more surprising, then, was the absence prior to the 1980s of any thorough attempt to focus on this subject and resolve the issues, particularly in light of the importance of the early chapters of 1 Corinthians for understanding Paul’s thought in general and his view of preaching in particular.


  Since 1980, of course, the picture has changed dramatically. Rhetorical analysis of the biblical text has become widely popular. The intervening years have witnessed a veritable explosion of such studies. So profuse has been this outpouring that we will not again see a book-length bibliography on the subject such as that of Hauser and Watson (1994). Not only have such bibliographical works become superfluous in the digital age, where search engines can deliver targeted information much more quickly; such a book could no longer do justice to the volume of relevant studies.


  Yet it is crucial for our purposes to recognize that for the most part these studies have consisted of rhetorical criticism; that is, they attempt to identify recognizable rhetorical patterns12 in the text and then use those insights to shed light on the writer’s strategies, style, intent or, to a lesser extent, his ideas. What has been consistently overlooked by New Testament scholars, however, is that there are other types of rhetorical investigations that may also prove useful in biblical studies, particularly when the subject is preaching. To understand the distinction I have in mind, we must begin with our terminology.


  Clarifying Our Terms


  The terms rhetoric or rhetorical occur everywhere in biblical studies these days. Yet it is not always clear in what sense they are being used. In fact, it is frequently unclear that the users themselves understand in what sense they are employing the terms.13 The result is widespread semantic confusion, particularly around questions such as whether Paul himself employed “rhetoric.” This question is much discussed in the literature, often with little awareness that, given the ambiguity inherent in the term, the participants are talking past one another. They are using similar language to refer to distinguishably different things, or at least distinguishably different dimensions of the same thing.


  This sort of semantic disarray poses a special challenge for those who are new to the subject of rhetoric. It’s a challenge with which I can sympathize. I was months into a university doctoral program in rhetorical theory before I finally began to find my way through the linguistic fog that surrounds this ancient term. What follows is a quick primer designed to help the reader clear away some of that fog. A bit of effort here will pay dividends in clarifying the relevant issues that will occupy us later on.


  What is rhetoric? A typical academic definition sounds like this: Rhetoric is a particular type of response to particular kinds of situations; namely, it is a persuasive response to situations that are susceptible to influence. Hence the confusion. With such a broad and abstract definition of such a complex and multidimensional subject, the term rhetoric inevitably falls victim to a perplexing array of nuances.14


  To help sort through this array, philosopher Maurice Natanson categorized the “the different aspects of rhetoric” as follows, ranging from the narrowest to the broadest: (1) rhetorical intention in speech, (2) the technique of persuasion, (3) the general theoretical rationale of persuasion and (4) the philosophy of rhetoric. Says Natanson,


  Rhetoric in the narrower aspect involves rhetorical intention [1] in the sense that a speaker or writer may devote his effort to persuade for some cause or object. Since much of what is commonly called “bad” rhetoric frequently is found in such efforts, the field of rhetoric understood as the technique of persuasion [2] is systematically studied and taught. Here the teacher of rhetoric investigates the devices and modes of argument, the outline for which is to be found in Aristotle’s Rhetoric or other classical rhetorics. Reflection of a critical order on the significance and nature of the technique of persuasion brings us to rhetoric understood as the general rationale of persuasion [3]. This is what might be termed the “theory” of rhetoric in so far as the central principles of rhetoric are examined and ordered. The emphasis is on the general principles of rhetoric as rhetoric is intimately related to functional, pragmatically directed contexts. Finally, we come to the critique of the rationale of rhetoric which inquires into the underlying assumptions, the philosophical grounds of all the elements of rhetoric. It is here that a philosophy of rhetoric [4] finds its placement.15


  Here Natanson provides us with a helpful taxonomy of concepts. (I have added the bracketed numbers to help distinguish his four aspects of rhetoric.) Rhetorical situations, defined by their persuasive possibilities, give rise to rhetorical intentions in a communicator (aspect 1). To help communicators follow through on these intentions, thinkers over the centuries have wrestled with rhetoric at the level of behavior (rhetorical “technique,” aspect 2); or more abstractly at the level of theory (“rationale,” aspect 3); or more abstractly still, at the level of relating such behavior and theory to underlying philosophical assumptions (aspect 4). This last aspect Natanson calls “the philosophy of rhetoric.”


  The philosophy of rhetoric . . . has as its subject matter the application of the critique of presuppositions to those presuppositions which characterize the fundamental scope of rhetoric: Presuppositions in the relationship of speaker and listener, the persuader and the one persuaded, judger and the thing being judged. The specific object of inquiry here is not the technique of speaking or persuading or judging, but the very meaning of these activities.16


  The Distinctive Focus of This Study


  What distinguishes this present book is that it is, to use Natanson’s terms, a study in the Apostle Paul’s philosophy of rhetoric, or better for our purposes, his theology of preaching. This means that, while we will trace in some detail Paul’s core argument through 1 Corinthians 1–4, this book is not to be confused with a general commentary on 1 Corinthians, nor even a general commentary on these four chapters. Even more important, neither is this book an exercise in rhetorical criticism. Rhetorical critics tend to focus on Natanson’s first two categories: the writer’s rhetorical intentions (aspect 1) and the rhetorical techniques (“devices and modes of argument,” aspect 2) employed to implement those intentions. Such criticism is often useful as far as it can reach. But it is important to see that when it comes to the study of 1 Corinthians 1–4 this limited focus does not reach far enough. Natanson’s first two categories do not exhaust the relevance of rhetoric to these important chapters. The uniqueness of 1 Corinthians 1–4 is due precisely to the degree to which its argument plunges us deeper into the subject of rhetoric; that is, into an encounter with Natanson’s third and fourth aspects of rhetoric as well.17


  
    
Avoiding Confusion


    One of the challenges in any discussion of Paul and rhetoric is to keep the specific object of our focus clear. Failing to do so is a prescription for confusion, a problem that arises when commentators slide unwittingly, not only from one to another of Natanson’s four aspects of rhetoric, but also from one to another of at least six interrelated but distinguishable topics.


    The three primary topics in this discussion are (a) Paul’s practice as a preacher, (b) the form of Paul’s letters and (c) Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 1–4. Several potential relationships among these three then lead to a further set of topics: (d) Paul’s rhetorical practice in his preaching compared to that in his letters, (e) Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 1–4 compared to his actual practice as a preacher and (f) Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 1–4 compared to his use of rhetoric in his letters.


    Each of the first three topics can be legitimately investigated in its own right. This is an important observation for our present study. In the above paragraphs I have stated that this present book is not a work of rhetorical criticism. The focus of rhetorical criticism is typically topics (a) and (b), while our focus is topic (c). Our goal is to engage Paul’s theology of preaching (or, if one prefers, his philosophy of rhetoric) as expressed in this seminal passage on the subject, 1 Corinthians 1–4. What’s more, just as resolving topic (c) is not inherently necessary to the examination of topics (a) and (b), so also resolving the issues of topics (a) and (b) is not inherently necessary for addressing topic (c). Thus, until our summary and analysis section, the first two general topics will not occupy much of our attention.


    Yet these three primary topics are intimately related, and work on any one of them obviously raises questions about the others. Thus it is that topics (d), (e) and (f) enter the picture. But note that each of these secondary topics requires assumptions about the first three, and this is where the discussion often becomes convoluted and confusing. Tenuous arguments based on other tenuous arguments make for still more tenuous and fragile conclusions.


    For example, consider the issue of Paul’s missionary preaching in comparison to his letters (d). Some commentators seek to minimize or eliminate this distinction based on arguments about the oral and aural quality of first-century Greco-Roman culture. The claim is that Paul’s letters were meant to be read aloud and thus are essentially comparable to his oral discourse.


    But against this argument see Porter (1999), and pp. 135-37 below. For a variety of reasons the distinction between Paul’s λόγοι and his ἐπιστολαί cannot be so easily dismissed. Not least among these reasons is the fact that Paul’s evangelistic λόγοι were delivered to distinguishably different audiences than were his ἐπιστολαί (see the documentation in Olbricht, 2005; cf. also p. 304-6 below). Both Paul and his critics observed a strong contrast between these two forms of communication (2 Cor 10:10) and apparently measured them by different yardsticks. Commentators who brush this explicit assessment aside typically do so because it does not comport with their larger reading of Paul. In our case, however, Paul’s observation in 2 Corinthians 10:10 supports entirely our larger reading of the situation in Corinth, including the picture of Paul’s missionary preaching in Acts (see appendix two).


    Yet if Paul’s λόγοι and his ἐπιστολαί are not to be collapsed into one, as if in studying the latter we are ipso facto hearing the former, this also means that while we have extended examples of Paul’s ἐπιστολαί, we lack any comparable record of his missionary λόγοι. We have what Paul and others said about his preaching, and we have the abridged examples of his preaching in Acts (on which, see Porter, 2013, pp. 344-47), plus whatever patches in the Epistles may plausibly reflect that preaching. But we do not have any extended examples of Paul’s actual λόγοι. Thus our conclusions about Paul’s missionary preaching must be based on something other than direct evidence.


    Then there is topic (e), the issue of Paul’s purported repudiation of rhetoric in 1 Corinthians 1–4 versus his use of rhetoric in his missionary preaching. Because we lack full examples of Paul’s actual missionary preaching, much less multiple examples, the claim that Paul’s practice as a preacher contradicted his own analysis in 1 Corinthians 1–4 cannot bear much weight. We can understand clearly enough Paul’s concerns in 1 Corinthians 1–4, but erecting the other side of this proposed contrast requires so much extrapolation and supposition as to render the exercise dubious. Dogmatic claims about contradictions between Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 1–4 and his practice as a preacher must be viewed with skepticism.


    Finally, there is topic (f), the much-discussed issue of Paul’s repudiation of rhetoric in 1 Corinthians 1–4 versus his use of rhetoric in his letters. Given that we have in hand both 1 Corinthians 1–4 and multiple examples of Paul’s letters, this discussion would seem to stand on much firmer grounds. Even so, the questions abound. What is Paul affirming about his preaching in 1 Corinthians 1–4? What is Paul challenging in 1 Corinthians 1–4? Is it “rhetoric,” or something more specific, or something else altogether? And what about Paul’s letters? Does Paul actually use rhetoric there? If so, what do we mean by “rhetoric”—that is, in what sense are Paul’s letters “rhetorical”? Of what kind is Paul’s rhetoric? How do we account for what we find Paul challenging in 1 Corinthians 1–4 and what we see in his letters?


    On these and other related questions the commentators are conflicted, as the documentation in this book will amply testify. But this much is certain: equivocation in our use of the terms rhetoric or rhetorical, or unwittingly conflating the above six issues, can only muddy the water. If we can keep our focus and terminology clear, we can at least minimize the potential for confusion.

  


  We began this introduction by observing that every theory of discourse is anchored in the soil of its author’s presuppositions, whether philosophical or theological, and that the Apostle Paul’s approach to preaching is a particularly clear expression of this relationship. With Natanson’s categories in hand we are in a position to see the relevance of these observations for our study of 1 Corinthians 1–4. Nowhere else in Paul’s writings do we find more thoroughly explored the relationship between the Apostle’s theological premises and his understanding of his preaching practice. In these unparalleled chapters Paul is at pains to defend his approach to discourse (that is, his own preaching) against an alternative preferred by some of the Corinthians. To do so he contrasts his communication approach with their alternative and takes recourse to his theological presuppositions to explain and defend why he must practice the one and not the other. This argument is what renders 1 Corinthians 1–4 unique in Paul’s writings.18


  What we have in 1 Corinthians 1–4, then, if we have the eyes to see it, is nothing less than a study in Natanson’s fourth aspect of rhetoric, the philosophy of rhetoric. In Paul’s case, the corresponding term is the Apostle’s theology of preaching. Does not 1 Corinthians 1–4 constitute a critique of the presuppositions of those who were criticizing Paul’s preaching, and an exposition of Paul’s own? Is not Paul grappling here with, among other things, “the relationship of speaker and listener, the persuader and the one persuaded, judger and the thing being judged” (aspect 4) in Christian preaching? And in basing his approach to these things on God’s own modus operandi in the world, does Paul not strike to “the very meaning of these activities”? In each case the answer is yes.19 Paul’s argument through this first major unit of the epistle constitutes a unique record of his critical reflections on “the general rationale of persuasion” (aspect 3). As such, it provides a Pauline “critique of the rationale of rhetoric which inquires into the underlying assumptions” of the art (aspect 4). Whatever else 1 Corinthians 1–4 may be, these pivotal chapters constitute a unique study in the Apostle Paul’s own philosophy/theology of rhetoric/preaching.


  Plan of the Book


  Part one: Greco-Roman rhetoric. My goal in this book is to provide readers the full resources required for an in-depth engagement with this aspect of Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 1–4. This will require us to come to grips with the rhetorical challenge Paul faced in Corinth. Unfortunately, from our distant vantage point in history we will not fully appreciate that challenge unless we are willing to develop a fairly sophisticated understanding of what ancient rhetoric was about and what made it such a powerful cultural force. In other words, we must understand classical rhetoric as it was taught, practiced and experienced in the Greco-Roman culture Paul and the Corinthians inhabited. Only then can we appreciate the Apostle’s forceful response in 1 Corinthians 1–4. This crucial material will constitute part one of our study. There is much one does not need to understand about ancient rhetoric in order to appreciate Paul’s concerns; the following chapters are focused on what one does need to understand.


  Avoiding rhetorical stereotypes. In this discussion we will attempt to shake ourselves free from some common stereotypes of classical rhetoric. In today’s popular usage rhetoric is often a negative term, as in “mere rhetoric” or “empty rhetoric.” But in the Apostle Paul’s world and that of the Corinthians, rhetoric was often considered a noble thing. It is in fact this more positive understanding of rhetoric that we must rehabilitate if we are to do justice to Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 1–4. Thus our study will attempt to avoid four common pitfalls in the study of ancient rhetoric.


  1. Wearisome minutia. First, we will avoid being caught up in, indeed, overwhelmed by, the interminable and often tedious minutia of classical rhetoric. Spending a casual half-hour with resources such as Dean Anderson’s Glossary of Greek Rhetorical Terms, or Stanley Porter’s Handbook of Classical Rhetoric in the Hellenistic Period, or Heinrich Lausberg’s Handbook of Literary Rhetoric, or Richard Lanham’s A Handlist of Rhetorical Terms, not to mention E. W. Bullinger’s classic Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, can leave one’s eyes glazed over. We will spend little time with the seemingly endless classifications of the ancient rhetorical handbooks. What we are after is the far more important and fascinating essence of the rhetorical art.


  By way of analogy, consider our English words weather and climate. Weather reports tend to describe immediate details and change dramatically from day to day, whereas descriptions of a region’s climate, distilled from many weather reports over extended periods, address prevailing conditions or tendencies. In the same way, our goal will be to examine a wide range of rhetorical sources, drawn from before, during and after the first century, to demonstrate the prevailing rhetorical climate within which Paul conducted his ministry in Corinth. It is in the essential features of this rhetorical climate that we will find the key to understanding Paul’s concerns in 1 Corinthians 1–4.


  2. Rhetoric as manipulation. We will also try to avoid reducing classical rhetoric to not much more than techniques for manipulation.20 For example, one writer expressed the views of many when he wrote,


  Rhetoric, as antiquity understood it, has little to do with the “truth,” but it is the exercise of those skills which make people believe something to be true. For this reason, rhetoric is pre-occupied with demonstrations, persuasive strategy, and psychological exploration of the audience, but it is not interested in establishing the truth itself. Consequently, people who are interested in the truth itself must be distrustful of the “art of persuasion,” because they know of its capacity for intellectual manipulation, dishonesty and cynicism. The effectiveness of rhetoric depends primarily upon the naiveté of the hearer, rather than upon the soundness of the case. Rhetoric works only as long as one does not know how it works.21


  As we shall see, this description, common though it may be, represents a skewed caricature of classical rhetoric. It is rhetoric viewed, so to speak, through the jaundiced eye of Plato.22 It does not do justice to the central and more noble dimensions of the rhetorical tradition. Quintilian, a late contemporary of the Apostle Paul who was the leading teacher of rhetoric in first-century Rome and as honorable a pagan as one was likely to find in the empire, would have been scandalized by such a sour and tendentious definition of the art he taught. He would have rejected it out of hand as a serious distortion of what rhetoric was about.23 There were certainly those who conceived of and practiced rhetoric in this cynical one-sided manner—too many, in fact—but it will hardly do to paint the ancient rhetorical tradition per se in such negative terms. Walter Ong was closer to the truth when he spoke of the classical tradition of rhetoric as


  one of the most consequential and serious of all academic subjects and of all human activities. As the art of persuasion, the art of producing genuine conviction in an audience, rhetoric affected the entire range of human action as nothing else in theory or in practice quite did. The study and use of rhetoric enabled one to move others, to get things done. . . . The study of rhetoric required engagement in the totality of human affairs, in politics and other decision making fields, in real life. . . . Rhetoric conferred power, and admirably humane power, for its power depended on producing conviction in others, on giving others grounds to act on out of free human decision resulting from deliberation. Such power befitted human beings. It was radically different from the brute power exerted by war and other uses of physical force.24


  3. Rhetoric as mere ornamentation. Equally common is the tendency to treat classical rhetoric as if it were nothing more than a body of literary devices for stylistic embellishment. This too represents a misunderstanding of what rhetoric was about. For the ancients classical rhetoric involved issues far more substantial than how to generate purple prose. As classicist D. A. Russell points out,


  Rhetoric was always a rigorous discipline. It had arisen in a period of unparalleled inquisitiveness and doubt. It encouraged hard thinking, verbal and logical ingenuity, and shrewd psychological observation. In its long centuries of arid scholasticism, it never quite lost its edge. It is therefore something of a misunderstanding when writers on ancient literature treat the influence of the rhetorical schools as entirely negative and destructive. The mistake, now less common than it was, comes partly from taking Plato’s polemic as a decisive condemnation, partly from regarding rhetoric as basically an art of verbal embellishment, not of reasoning.25


  A failure to appreciate Russell’s point has left many with not much more than a caricature of classical rhetoric, a caricature, moreover, which on occasion in New Testament studies has served as a straw man, easily bowled over and dismissed. The truth is that the genius of classical rhetoric encompassed matters considerably more weighty than such caricatures allow. Our goal will be to focus on both the nobler and baser elements of Greco-Roman rhetoric as the mainstream of the ancient world understood it.


  4. Underestimating ancient rhetoric. This too is a common tendency, one that is particularly costly in the interpretation of 1 Corinthians 1–4. It will be crucial when we arrive at the Corinth of Paul’s day to have seen the sheer, overwhelming power of the rhetorical tradition in Greece. The practice of eloquence was not something that merely existed during Paul’s day; it was pervasive in Greece and had been for centuries. It was a prime ingredient in the cultural heritage that defined Hellenism and gave the Greek mind its shape. There can be no question of anachronism or establishing channels of influence. The reach of rhetoric was all but inescapable during the life of Paul, from city to town to village. The Greco-Roman people thrived on eloquence and lionized its practitioners as moderns do their movie stars. For the average first-century citizens of the Greco-Roman world, this popular rhetorical tradition represented the most common context in which they conceived of or used the crucial term σοφία. To understand the role rhetoric played in Corinth, we must attempt to empathize with the passion for oratory that characterized this period.26 Only then can we begin to grasp its importance to the first-century Corinthians. And more importantly, only then will we fully appreciate the Apostle’s argument in 1 Corinthians 1–4.


  For all of these reasons, the first section of this book will focus on the essential core of classical rhetoric, the alternative approach to discourse Paul was forced to disavow. In this section we will lean heavily on the primary sources. Our goal will be to provide the reader with a firsthand encounter with the essential features of the ancient rhetoric tradition.


  Part two: 1 Corinthians 1–4. The second section of the book will focus on the situation Paul encountered in Corinth and the apostolic response that situation elicited. Our goal will be to show the extent to which Greco-Roman rhetoric prompted the problems Paul faced in Corinth, and in what ways understanding this background sheds light on the full significance of the Apostle’s argument. In this section our aim will be to clarify Paul’s understanding of his own modus operandi as a preacher as expressed especially in 1 Corinthians 1:17–2:5. We will also, however, treat 1 Corinthians 1–4 in its entirety so as to give due weight to the full literary unit that forms the context of this central passage.


  It may be tempting for readers interested primarily in Paul and his preaching to bypass the early chapters on rhetoric (part one) and move directly to this second section. But there will be a price paid in doing so. I have wrestled with the issues raised in this study for years, and it is my experience that Paul’s argument in this crucial passage is so inimical to our contemporary Western ways of thinking that we are unprepared to appreciate what he is saying unless we are forced, so to speak, by the data to do so. We must be willing to prepare ourselves with a relatively sophisticated understanding of the genius of classical rhetoric if we intend to do justice to Paul’s argument and its implications.


  In part one we will focus on the rhetorical heritage that shaped the challenge Paul faced in Corinth. We will examine the pervasive cultural role of eloquence and observe its constant associations with status, power and influence in Greco-Roman society. In part two we will focus on Paul’s engagement with that rhetorical tradition in Corinth. In doing so we will observe the close interaction of the rhetorical terms that play such a crucial part in 1 Corinthians 1:17–2:5: σοφία, λόγος, δύναμις, πίστις and ἀπόδειξις. In the process it will become clear that the background of 1 Corinthians 1–4 can scarcely be other than this rhetorical tradition. Without this background—a background, we should remind ourselves, that we must take pains to reconstruct but that was second nature to the Corinthians—significant dimensions of the Apostle Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 1–4 remain inconspicuous. But against this background these dimensions rise to the surface and Paul’s argument becomes vividly apparent.


  Part three: Summary and analysis. In the final section of this book we summarize the issues and provide some analysis designed to help us make sense of them. Here we will finally be in a position to appreciate more fully some of the challenges of Paul’s ministry model. For it is not until we discover the essence of classical rhetoric and the human psychological dynamic on which it is based—and we begin to see that this fundamental human dynamic has not changed but rather is something we all value and depend on in much of modern life, and then we observe that it is precisely this dynamic that in 1 Corinthians 1–4 the Apostle is calling into question for the purposes of ministry—that our thinking is challenged rather than reinforced. It is at this point that the first two parts of this study become so valuable. They will not permit us to sidestep the Apostle’s concern. We must confront it and weigh it, not merely for the Corinthians but for ourselves.


  The Natural Paradigm


  In parts one and two we will focus primarily on Paul’s preaching, for criticism of that preaching was the presenting problem that prompted Paul’s response in 1 Corinthians 1–4. But as we do so it will also become clear that the Apostle was working with presuppositional issues that are much wider in their implications. In these important chapters Paul is operating from premises that comprise a Pauline paradigm or model for ministry in general. He applies this pattern to his preaching, but as we will see it is a pattern that applies equally to all Christian ministry. It is this paradigm that Paul sets over against its alternative.


  A paradigm is a general way of thinking about something that provides a pattern or model for decision making. The paradigm Paul wished to call into question—let us call it the natural paradigm, named after the “natural person” (ψυχικὸς ἄνθρωπος) of 1 Corinthians 2:14—is one that is familiar to us all. The natural paradigm works in concert with our native inclinations, and countless individuals, including those in ministry, function unreflectively within its framework every day. This widespread use in turn reinforces this paradigm’s dominant status.


  According to the natural paradigm, we begin by determining what we wish to accomplish. What results are we after? Then we strategize so as to accomplish these results. We ask ourselves, what means should we employ to achieve these goals? Manipulative, unethical or dishonest means are obviously out of bounds, but within appropriate ethical boundaries, what must we do if we expect to achieve our aims? This is the question that guides our ministry planning. We build our strategies so as to achieve the goals we’ve set.


  The utility of this approach is easily apparent. We decide what we’re after and then orient our plans accordingly. What could be more obvious? The advantages of this pattern are so evident that it’s difficult even to conceive an alternative—which is why we operate within its framework every day. Every businessman decides what he wants to accomplish and then builds his business plan to achieve it. Every lawyer determines what decision she wants from the jury and then organizes her case accordingly. Every advertiser decides what he wants the customer to do and then shapes his message so as to achieve that aim. Every politician judges how she wants the voters to think and vote and then designs her communication strategy appropriately. In the same way those in ministry may strategize so as to accomplish their preset goals. The wisdom of this approach is self-evident. It is universally employed, patently effective, glaringly obvious. What could be more natural?


  Yet therein lies the proverbial rub. What if the very naturalness of this paradigm, from a Pauline point of view, is the problem?


  Challenging the Natural Paradigm


  Suppose that we wished to call this natural paradigm into question precisely on these grounds; that is, however useful and legitimate it may be elsewhere, its very naturalness renders it fundamentally flawed as an approach to Christian ministry. Our complaint against the natural paradigm would not be that it is immoral or dishonest—at least not inherently. The complaint would focus on a more penetrating, but also more subtle, concern about this paradigm’s sheer humanness. The problem with the natural paradigm, we would argue, is not that it is unethical but precisely that it is so quintessentially . . . natural. It’s worth asking, were we to voice this sort of appeal, what welcome might our complaint receive? Our hearers would likely be those who have long found the natural paradigm useful. It may never have occurred to them that such an approach to ministry might be problematic. They would have no grounds on which to call it into question, or any alternative to consider in its place. So what would be their response to our complaint?


  The answer is, our complaint would likely fall on stony ground. In fact it might well be met with considerable resistance. If the natural paradigm is not unethical and it is capable of achieving results, we might hear in response, what’s the problem? On what grounds must we shy away from something so valuable? Having never grappled with the deeper issues at stake—or perhaps even realized that there are any deeper issues at stake—many would likely resist relinquishing something so obviously useful.


  We should not underestimate the strength of such resistance. This issue was, after all, a key aspect of Paul’s argument with the Corinthian church, and his mixed success in that endeavor suggests how entrenched the natural paradigm can be. What’s more, the natural paradigm’s alternative—let us call it the Pauline paradigm—is one that cuts painfully cross-grain to our typical ways of thinking and doing. It is deeply counterintuitive, not to mention countercultural. Like so many other topsy-turvy aspects of the gospel, where the way up is down and we find ourselves precisely by losing ourselves, this very contrariness constitutes the Pauline paradigm’s greatest strength. Yet Paul’s experience in Corinth, not to mention the regular recurrence of these issues throughout church history, suggests that this advantage is not everywhere appreciated. The natural paradigm is a difficult thing to relinquish. A willingness to call it into question and a readiness to embrace a radically different, Spirit-dependent alternative, one that is foreign to most of our natural inclinations, requires considerable discernment. The Apostle’s success, or lack thereof, in making the case against the natural paradigm with his ancient Corinthian readers should give us pause.


  Yet the ministry stakes are high enough that the responsibility to explore these issues anew is always with us, in our generation no less than any other. This debate has bubbled to the surface many times and in countless places throughout church history, and it remains pertinent for twenty-first-century Christians as well. It may in fact be especially pertinent for contemporary Christians, particularly in our Western, Americanized culture where pragmatism is so prized and the natural paradigm is so taken for granted. In such settings Christians may be uniquely susceptible to being captivated by this pragmatic approach to ministry, wooed by its promise and oblivious to its pitfalls.


  Clashing Paradigms


  Paul’s extended argument in 1 Corinthians 1–4 constitutes the New Testament’s locus classicus on the clash of these two paradigms. The roots of his argument reach deep into the Old Testament prophetic calling and the ministry of Jesus as portrayed in the Gospels, and its branches stretch into the remainder of the New Testament and early church literature. But 1 Corinthians 1–4 remains the seminal text on the subject. Not until the early fifth-century Book IV of St. Augustine’s De Doctrina Christiana, “the first manual of Christian rhetoric,”27 do we find a treatment that devotes more concentrated attention to the relevant issues. Augustine’s treatment, in fact, offers another cautionary insight into just how stubborn our attachment to the natural paradigm can be.


  A millennium before Augustine, Callicles sought to convince Socrates of the indispensability of rhetoric in defending the truth (Gorgias 486). Plato’s Socrates remained stubbornly unconvinced. But one cannot say the same for Plato’s erstwhile pupil, Aristotle. In his famous treatise Rhetoric, Aristotle argued that it would be “absurd” to resist the use of rhetoric in defense of the truth if others use it in service of error.28 A thousand years later, St. Augustine, himself a former teacher of rhetoric29 and now a Christian, found himself following Aristotle rather than Socrates:


  Since rhetoric is used to give conviction to both truth and falsehood, who could dare to maintain that truth, which depends on us for its defence, should stand unarmed in the fight against falsehood? . . . Who could be so senseless as to find this sensible? No, oratorical ability, so effective a resource to commend either right or wrong, is available to both sides; why then is it not acquired by good and zealous Christians to fight for the truth, if the wicked employ it in the service of iniquity and error, to achieve their perverse and futile purposes?30


  According to Sr. Thérèse Sullivan, Book IV of De Doctrina Christiana, which she calls “a handbook of Christian rhetoric,”31 was designed as “a word aiming to fit the Christian orator for his important duty of inculcating the truths of religion.”32 How odd, then, that despite their obvious relevance to his topic, the reservations Paul expressed in 1 Corinthians 1–4 play no part in Augustine’s discussion. He cites Scripture profusely throughout De Doctrina’s four books, but he essentially ignores the early chapters of 1 Corinthians. Augustine apparently found irresistible the natural paradigm’s perfectly logical argument that if the enemies of the truth use the techniques of human persuasion to promote their error, Christians must use those same techniques in setting forth the truth.


  
    
Augustine’s Consistency


    Significantly, this pattern follows throughout Augustine’s larger corpus. His extant writings demonstrate a prodigious knowledge of both the Old and New Testaments and include innumerable biblical references—especially to the Apostle Paul, on which, see Thomas Martin (2000). Yet unlike most of his patristic contemporaries (e.g., St. John Chrysostom, who engages Paul’s concerns at length), Augustine nowhere demonstrates, so far as I can discover, any interest in Paul’s worries about the potential pitfalls of “persuasive words of wisdom” (1 Cor 2:4 AT). Even other relevant Pauline references—such as the critics’ assessment of Paul’s speech as contemptible (2 Cor 10:10) or Paul’s assessment of himself as an unaccomplished speaker (2 Cor 11:6)—are essentially ignored. One looks in vain for a discussion of the relevant issues by the prolific former teacher of rhetoric, St. Augustine of Hippo.


    Augustine’s determined avoidance of these issues is striking. As noted above, even in the one place it would seem he would be required to interact with the argument of 1 Corinthians 1–4—Book IV of De Doctrina Christiana, a veritable “exposition of Christian rhetoric” (Sullivan, p. 5)—Augustine leaves the Apostle’s concerns unaddressed. He makes only one passing reference (28.61) to the σοφίᾳ λόγου Paul rejects in 1 Corinthians 1:17, but this he minimizes by associating it with the instruction to Timothy to teach his flock to avoid “quarrelling about words” (μὴ λογομαχεῖν, 2 Tim 2:14). Even then, Augustine is quick to clarify that this warning “is not said to the end that we should say nothing in defense of truth whenever opponents attack it” (Sullivan, 1930, p. 185). The problem Paul is warning against, he says, is not the defense of the truth; it’s a self-centered concern about “how your style may be preferred to another’s” (ibid., p. 187). In any case, this much remains clear to Augustine: “Whether he expresses himself in the subdued, or in the moderate, or in the grand style, [the preacher] has this aim in speaking, that truth be made clear, that truth be made pleasing, that truth be made convincing” (ibid.). Hence, in his single reference (7.15) to Paul’s assertion that he was deficient in public speaking (2 Cor 11:6), Augustine brushes the notion aside as a temporary concession to his Corinthian detractors.


    Unlike so many of the church fathers who were trained in the art of persuasion but who followed the Apostle Paul in calling it into question for the purposes of preaching, Augustine seemed oblivious to the potential pitfalls in his position. Says Kolbert (2006, p. 150), “Although Augustine abandoned his secular career as an orator and came to look upon his former self as a mere ‘seller of words’ that was paid ‘in the markets of rhetoric’ to tell lies and teach others to lie persuasively, he kept and refined the very skills that brought him from provincial North Africa to the proximate edges of imperial power in Milan. In this way, he benefited from centuries of reflection by Hellenistic philosophers on the capacity of speech to influence human souls.” Whether Augustine’s failure to appreciate Paul’s concerns about this human capacity was the reason for, or the result of, his avoidance of 1 Corinthians 1–4, we cannot know.

  


  Instead of embracing the Apostle’s critique, Augustine preferred an adapted version of the Ciceronian model33 of the “officia” of the orator (12.27), emphasizing the preacher’s threefold obligation to instruct (docere), to please or charm (delectare) and to persuade (flectere; often elsewhere, movere).


  It is necessary . . . that the sacred orator, when urging that something be done, should not only teach in order to instruct, and please in order to hold, but also move in order to win. For indeed, it is only by the heights of eloquence that that man is to be moved to agreement who has not been brought to it by truth.34


  To his credit, Augustine believed strongly in the necessity of prayer. In fact the preacher’s effectiveness would come, he said, “more through the piety of his prayers than through his orator’s skill, so that by praying for himself and for those whom he is going to address, he is a petitioner before a speaker” (15.32). This was because Augustine understood that even with the best of human efforts, only God can give the increase (1 Cor 3:7). “No one learns aright the things which pertain to life with God, if he becomes not through God, docile to God.” Yet for Augustine, this did not eliminate the need for human persuasion in preaching. Just as medicine, “administered to men by men, is of no avail except to those to whom God restores health”—God can cure even without it and without him the medicine cannot cure—we do nonetheless administer the medicine. In the same way, human persuasive efforts, when contributed “by men, are of help to the soul when God makes them of help, who could have given his Gospel to man even without man’s agency or help” (16.33).


  This is an eminently plausible line of argument. Its only weakness is its failure to appreciate how radically and completely the Pauline ministry paradigm calls it into question. Paul certainly did not deny the human element in ministry. It is Paul whom Augustine cites to the effect that God’s plan included the Apostle’s “planting” and Apollos’s “watering,” without which there would be no crop to increase. What Augustine missed were Paul’s much more searching concerns about the circumscribed role humans are to play within God’s plan, and the potential hazards of overstepping the boundaries of that role. Having failed to engage Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 1–4, Augustine, like the Corinthians before him and countless others after him, seemed scarcely aware that there were any boundaries to overstep.


  Augustine is one of my heroes of the faith, and I hold him in the highest regard. All the more sobering, then, to see how difficult it was for him to relinquish the natural paradigm. To be willing to abandon something so intuitively useful we must open ourselves to being instructed by the Apostle Paul. We must grasp the deeper issues at stake and embrace the Apostle’s radical assessment of those issues. We must be willing to enter into the Apostle’s critique of the natural paradigm so as to appreciate that critique’s depth and passion. And then we must willingly rise to the Pauline alternative. Nothing short of a thorough engagement with that apostolic critique and its implications for Christian practice will suffice. Anything less is too easily and conveniently sidestepped. Either we will be willing to hear Paul’s assessment of the natural paradigm in this central passage and be ready to embrace the alternative he puts on offer, or the issues will likely be lost on us.


  Conclusion


  In the concluding section of this book we will examine some of the implications of the Pauline ministry paradigm entailed in the theology of preaching we discover in 1 Corinthians 1–4. But we cannot begin there. Our beginning must be with the historical circumstances that prompted the Apostle to write. Then we will turn to Paul’s argument itself. To understand that argument aright we must be willing to see it for what it is. In 1 Corinthians 1–4 we find Paul describing both the shape of his own preaching and his theological rationale for why it must take that shape. It will be in understanding these two things—Paul’s own modus operandi as a preacher and his theological rationale for why this approach was the only one available to him—that we will discover the relevance for the church’s ministry today. To facilitate that discovery we must begin by exploring the alternate approach Paul was at pains to disavow, for only against that backdrop will it become clear what the Apostle was driven to put in its place.


  Part One

  


  Greco-Roman Rhetoric
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  The Beginnings


  In the introduction to his work on early Greek politicians, W. R. Connor says of the term demagogy, “The word can deceive us. It need not inevitably refer to specious or corrupt ways of appealing to the masses; indeed the early uses of the word are far more neutral and much less emotional. Today, however, the word has become unavoidably pejorative.”1 Connor thus chooses to shun the term altogether.


  Unfortunately, we cannot follow suit. Though we face a similar dilemma with the word rhetoric, the term is too central to our discussion to be replaced. Despite the fact that moderns tend to associate rhetoric with purple prose at best or shameful manipulation at worst, we shall have to begin at the beginning and see if we can recover some of this ancient word’s lost value.


  What do we mean, then, by the term classical rhetoric? Answering this question will require some effort, but it is effort well spent. It will be crucial when we arrive at the Corinth of Paul’s day to have explored the sheer, overwhelming influence of this rhetorical tradition in Greece. Rhetoric was not something that merely existed during Paul’s day; it was pervasive in his Hellenized world and had been for centuries. In fact, the first-century poet Juvenal could use its presence as proof positive of civilization’s reach: “Today the whole world has its Greek and its Roman Athens,” he said. “Eloquent Gaul has trained the pleaders of Britain, and distant Thule talks of hiring a rhetorician.”2 Where Greeks and Romans were, says Juvenal, there was rhetoric.


  This pervasive rhetorical tradition was a prime ingredient in the cultural heritage that defined the Greco-Roman world and gave the ancient mind its shape. The people thrived on eloquence and treated its practitioners as celebrities. To grasp the role rhetoric played in ancient Corinth, we must attempt to understand and empathize with this passion for the spoken word. This need not mean, thankfully, that we must attempt a full-scale history of ancient rhetoric. Splendid examples of such histories are widely available elsewhere,3 and this goal would in any case take us too far afield. But to understand classical rhetoric as the ancients did, it will be important to examine at least its beginnings and some of its most relevant features. For those who wish to engage Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 1–4, this material is important reading.


  What follows, then, constitutes a short course in classical rhetoric. It represents a distillation of the key insights we must understand if we wish to grasp the preaching challenges Paul faced in Corinth. I have attempted wherever possible to allow the ancient voices to speak for themselves. Listening to these voices is the best way to prepare our modern ears to hear and appreciate the concerns of the Apostle Paul. So let us begin at the beginning.


  Athens, the Birthplace of Eloquence


  It is to Cicero that we owe the citation from Aristotle to the effect that the first stirrings in the study of rhetoric began in ancient Syracuse.4 Aristotle was no doubt correct, and his view was widely held throughout antiquity. Yet for our purposes the point is little more than a historical technicality. It is to Greece we must turn, and to Athens in particular, if we are to understand what became of rhetoric. Why? Because, as Cicero himself put it, it was in fifth-century B.C. Athens, “that city where eloquence was born and grew up to maturity,”5 that rhetoric first genuinely thrived.


  In the midst of one of the most extraordinary centuries any nation has known, the kindling of an interest in rhetoric appears to have been a complex instance of spontaneous combustion. The place was right, the people ready, the time prepared. With conditions so ripe, it seems in retrospect scarcely avoidable that what has come to be known as classical rhetoric should first have flourished in ancient Athens.


  There was already in Greece by the fifth century, of course, a considerable tradition of delight in the spoken word. To be a man of action and eloquence had long been the ideal of the Greeks. Physical prowess counted for a great deal in Greece, but scarcely more than verbal prowess. By tradition the Greeks always reserved a portion of their highest respect for the one who, like the venerable lord Echeneus in Homer’s Odyssey, was “well skilled in speech.”6


  By the fifth century, however, this deeply ingrained cultural appreciation of eloquence reached a new stage of crystallization. The Greeks had become connoisseurs of their own language, possessed of a taste and appetite for its rich expressiveness that only the eloquence of poets or orators could satisfy. Moreover, the potential of this extant market was vastly expanded by the political and social developments of the fifth century.


  In the political realm the trends toward democracy that had begun with Hesiod and Solon were coming to full flower. Such factors as the increase in the number of elected positions, limitations on the length of terms, and the extension of both the right to vote and eligibility for office to lower classes combined to give oratory an ever-increasing role in public life. Sovereignty had come to rest in the Assembly, which decided issues by majority vote after prolonged deliberations. It was an unprecedented forum for public address in which every citizen was expected to participate either directly or indirectly.


  For not a few ambitious young men, and especially those who lacked the credentials of nobility, these political developments opened up avenues to power, position and wealth that had heretofore been closed to all but the few. Social and political mobility became a genuine possibility. What these young hopefuls lacked, however, were the skills required to take advantage of their opportunities, skills that centered and depended on the ability to speak persuasively before a crowd.


  Athens had also developed a complex legal system in which large (averaging perhaps four to five hundred), randomly selected juries were addressed in extended speeches, not by trained lawyers, which as a profession did not yet exist in Athens, but by the plaintiffs and defendants themselves. These public trials became one of the leading entertainments in Athenian life, effectively parodied by Aristophanes in The Wasps. Crowds would daily gather to hear the impassioned pleas for and against conviction, and their reactions would in turn sway the decisions of the jury. Powerful speakers gained repute, while weak speakers suffered not only defeat but ridicule. In a litigious society such as Athens the capacity to move an audience came to be valued at a premium, for therein lay the pathway to success and honor, or, as the case might be, to survival.


  Conspiring with these social and political developments were the philosophical trends of the day. The fifth century witnessed a major sea change in Greek thought. Prior to the time of Socrates, Greek philosophy had been dominated by the physical philosophers who were struggling to understand the nature of the material universe. But during Socrates’s generation a significant shift took place. The spotlight of philosophy edged away from abstract analyses of the physical world toward seemingly more pertinent considerations of humans themselves and human affairs in general.


  The apparent overload of the physicists’ speculations, as brilliant as some of them seem in retrospect, thus combined with the developing political opportunities of the day to whet the appetite of the ordinary citizen for an understanding of the principles governing the human arena, and of the arts that promised successful participation therein. Inevitably this provided a strong impetus to the development of the formal study of rhetoric, that most utilitarian of social skills. In the debates over matter versus form, being versus becoming, unity versus diversity, rhetoric could play little role. But in the decisions of city life, in matters of public justice or policy or honor, rhetoric found a cultural medium in which it could flourish. As these questions of human conduct came increasingly to the attention of the Athenian people, so did the already attractive subject of eloquence, and the τέχνη (“art” or “craft”) of rhetoric by which it was produced, grow in importance.
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