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Preface


AS WITH MANY BOOKS, this work evolved in stages. Some forty years ago I noted that 1 Corinthians 13 was composed in the following manner:


Love and the spiritual gifts (13:1-3)

Love defined positively (4a)

Love defined negatively (4b-6)

Love defined positively (7)

Love and the spiritual gifts (8-13)



A few years later I observed that this same chapter was encased within two discussions of “the spiritual gifts” (1 Cor 12 and 14:1-25). After another decade I became aware of a yet wider format that came to a climax in the chapter on “love.” This involved 11:2–14:40 and is as follows:


1.Men and women leading in worship (11:2-16)

2.Disorder in worship—Holy Communion: Sacrament (11:17-34)

3.The spiritual gifts—In theory (12:1-31)

4.Love (13:1-13)

5.The spiritual gifts—In practice (14:1-15)

6.Disorder in worship—Preaching: Word (14:16-33a)

7.Women and men worshiping (14:33b-40)



These seven sections are clearly a single essay focused on conflict and confusion in worship and the need for love. The Corinthians were quarreling over the place of men and women in worship, disorders in both sacrament (cameo 2) and word (cameo 6), and over the spiritual gifts and their use (cameos 3 and 5). None of these problems could be solved without the “love” that forms the center of the seven sections (cameo 4). Presenting the various parts of the discussion in this carefully balanced way was clearly important for Paul as he tried to communicate with his readers. The women worshipers were chatting in church (cameo 7) and failing to listen to the women (and men) prophets who were addressing the congregation (cameo 1). In short: Some women were preaching—and other women were not listening to them! But the reader would not catch this connection between cameo 1 and cameo 7 without awareness of the structure of the overall essay that began in chapter 11 and concluded at the end of chapter 14. More of this below.

Observing the construction of this “essay” was a turning point in my journey with 1 Corinthians. If Paul had gone to the effort to put chapters 11–14 together in this thoughtful way, the question became “what about the rest of the epistle?” Ever so slowly the composition of the other chapters in the epistle appeared like a magnificent castle emerging into bright sunlight with the gradual lifting of a dense fog (that was in my mind). More years of study and reflection were necessary before I cautiously dared to commit my findings to paper. My interest was not merely biblical theology as it relates to rhetorical structure, but also the Middle Eastern cultural context of the entire epistle.

A huge, usually neglected source for New Testament studies is the Oriental Versions. As always, to translate is to interpret. Over four decades, I taught New Testament in English and in Arabic in Egypt, Lebanon and then in Jerusalem. Gradually I came to appreciate the amount of interpretive content that is encoded in the Middle Eastern versions of the New Testament in Syriac, Arabic and Hebrew. For more than thirty years I collected twenty-three versions of 1 Corinthians in those three languages that were translated across more than 1,600 years. Gradually these versions became an ever more important part of my journey.1 At critical points in the text, I have asked, “How did Middle Eastern Christians across the centuries understand this text?” Their translations provide an important key to the answers to that question. What then of Middle Eastern commentaries?

The early centuries of Middle Eastern Christian scholarship reflected in John Chrysostom and others is well known. The last of the Eastern fathers who wrote in Greek was John of Damascus (d. A.D. 750). With his passing, to a large extent, Middle Eastern Christian scholars and people disappeared from the mind of Western Christianity primarily because their major theological language became Arabic.

As to Middle Eastern commentaries written in Coptic, Syriac or Arabic, much has been lost. Ibn al-Salibi (d. 1171) left us Syriac language commentaries on the Gospels that were translated into Arabic and published. In his introduction to those volumes, Ibn al-Salibi mentions his sources and lists: Ephraim the Syrian, Ya’qub al-Sarrugi, Filiksinus al-Manbaji, Sawirus al-Antaqi, Watha al-Takriti, Ya’qub al-Sawahiri, Andarawus al-Urushalimi, Zur’a al-Nasibini, Danial al-Suluhi, Yu’annus al-Dari and others.2 To my knowledge, of this list, only Ephraim the Syrian has survived. Centuries of persecution caused the irreplaceable loss of many resources. In 1957 I was privileged to visit the Monastery of St. Anthony in the desert between the Nile Valley and the Red Sea. On that occasion the monks told me that over the centuries their monastery had been overrun and burned seven times. In 1849 Austen H. Layard published a detailed account of the massacres of Nestorian Christians in Northern Iraq by Kurds and Turks. He discusses what he personally witnessed and what is known of the long centuries of persecution. The destruction of Christian books was a significant part of that continuing tale of suffering.3 Yet, as noted, in spite of monumental losses, numerous translations of the New Testament into Arabic from Greek, Syriac and Coptic have survived.

Printing did not arrive in the Middle East until the nineteenth century, and any Christian Arabic book published before 1900 is considered by Western librarians to be a “rare book.” The one commentary on 1 Corinthians known to me that has survived was completed in A.D. 867 by Bishr ibn al-Sari, a Syrian Orthodox scholar who translated the Acts, the Epistles of Paul and the Catholic Epistles from Syriac into Arabic and then wrote an Arabic commentary on those same books. The only known copy is housed in the library of the Monastery of St. Catharine in Mt. Sinai. Harvey Staal transcribed, edited and translated the text and commentary which has been published.4 In the modern period, Fr. Matta al-Miskin of the Coptic Orthodox Church has produced a large volume titled al-Qiddis Bulus al-Rasul: Hayatuhu, Lahutuhu, A ‘maluhu ([Arabic] Saint Paul the Apostle: His Life, his Theology and his Ministry).5

As noted, in the wider Christian world, Middle Eastern Christians are often forgotten. The current discussion of the emergence of the Christian “Global South” (Africa, Asia and South America) and its numerical dominance over Christians in Western Europe and North America, overlooks the Middle East entirely. Having already discussed a few topics in the Gospels in the light of important Middle Eastern Christian sources,6 this volume intends to focus similar attention on 1 Corinthians.

I am deeply indebted to my teachers in New Testament, who include Marcus Barth, Fredric K. W. Danker, Edgar Krentz, William Orr, Martin Scharlemann, Theophilus Taylor and James Walther, who both taught me and set for me a high standard of excellence. Colleagues and friends near and far who across the years have encouraged me in this journey include Fahim Aziz, Craig Blomberg, Gary Burge, George Carey, James Dunn, Craig A. Evans, Edith Humphrey, Howard Marshall, ‘Atif Mehenne, Cecil McCullough, Lesslie Newbigin and N. T. Wright. I am indebted to Victor Makari for his efforts in checking the numerous quotations from the Arabic Gospels noted throughout the book and in the Oriental Versions Index. I am deeply indebted to The Bodleian Library, Oxford, the Cambridge University Library and the British Museum Library for allowing me access to their Oriental resources and for the microfilms that they graciously produced for my use. Other libraries to whom I owe thanks are the Borgianus Vatican Library and the National Libraries of both Paris and Berlin. Father Justin, the head librarian at St. Catherine’s Monastery, has been most kind in filming for me important rare texts unique to their famous collection.

Every commentator on the Scriptures writes in a context and out of a series of deep commitments. I am a confessing Christian with a high reverence for the Bible as the inspired Word of God, which I approach with awe and gratitude. Many of the ideas formulated in this work come out of the non-Western world and have been presented by me in Arabic and in English to numerous audiences around the globe for more than forty years. The larger context in which I spent decades of teaching was that of a series of wars “From Beirut to Jerusalem” and beyond that stretched from 1956 to 2006. For years, staying alive in the midst of heavy cannon fire was an almost daily and nightly pre-occupation. The result of these modest efforts is not intended to be a “Commentary on First Corinthians” modeled after the forty-seven extended commentaries on the desk before me. “Cultural Studies” intends to suggest a more modest enterprise.

Beirut and Jerusalem face both East and West. I am writing for native English speakers, but also looking to the new Global South where the majority of the world’s Christians now live. Thiselton, Garland, N. T. Wright, Hays, Kistemaker, Orr/Walther, Barrett, Fee and many others have nobly discussed the many questions raised in the massive literature available in the West. I am deeply indebted to that detailed discussion from which I have learned much and which I have followed at a distance with respect and appreciation. Years of war made engagement with it nearly impossible.

In this study I have three basic concerns. The first has to do with Hebrew rhetorical style. I will present evidence for the fact that in 1 Corinthians, Paul, a Middle Easterner Jewish Christian, uses rhetorical styles that were available to him in the writing of the Hebrew prophets (particularly Isaiah and Amos). This study will investigate the significance this has for understanding Paul’s thought. The second concern is, as much as possible, to bring to life Paul’s metaphors and parables. Such word pictures are not illustrations of concepts, but rather primary modes of theological discourse. As he uses these metaphors and creates these parables Paul is creating meaning, not simply illustrating it. Middle Eastern life and literature will be of assistance in this attempted recovery.

The third is to examine twenty-three representative samples of the long and illustrious heritage of translations of 1 Corinthians into Syriac, Arabic and Hebrew. On numerous occasions critical words and phrases will be traced in those versions to see how Middle Eastern Christians across 1,600 years have read and understood the text. The Syriac Peshitta was finalized in the fourth-fifth centuries. The Arabic versions begin to appear in the ninth century. The two Hebrew versions available to me are from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The evidence from these versions appears in the notes and the original texts are set out in appendix II.

I wish also to thank students and countless audiences across America, South Asia, Europe and the Middle East who over five decades have patiently listened to my lectures on 1 Corinthians, stimulated my thought with their questions and encouraged me to undertake this project. I am also grateful to Harvest Communications of Wichita, Kansas, and its director, Mr. Ray Dorsett, who gave me the opportunity to travel to ancient Corinth and record video lectures on 1 Corinthians while there. My editor, Michael Gibson, has rendered invaluable help and I am indebted to him for his patience, understanding, diligence and care throughout the editorial process. My thanks goes out also to Rev. George Bitar of Lebanon who created the beautiful and expressive Arabic calligraphy that appears on the dedicatory page. Most of all I wish to thank Sara B. Makari for her long hours working with my manuscript. To her no expressions of thanks are adequate.

For decades The Foundation for Middle Eastern New Testament Studies, now in partnership with the World Mission Initiative at Pittsburgh Theological Seminary, has provided funding for research travel (to many locations from Oxford to Mt. Sinai). It has financed the editorial assistance and the acquisition of books and microfilms needed for this manuscript. Without its help this book would not have been written. Special thanks also must be expressed to Dr. Atif Mehenni, president of Cairo Evangelical Seminary, for his friendship and partnership in the great task of trying to reclaim the biblical insights of the thousand years of unknown and forgotten New Testament scholarship of the Arabic-speaking Christians of the Middle East. The New Center for the Study of Middle Eastern Christianity that has come to life under President Atif ’s leadership offers hope and encouragement for our journey together along this long forgotten way.

My dear wife, Ethel, has patiently supported and endured a husband whose mind was “always somewhere else,” focused on “the book” for far too long. To her my gratitude can never be fully expressed.

It is my fervent prayer that this modest effort may help others to discover a little more of St. Paul’s original intent, who with great care, wrote this epistle for the Corinthians and “for all those in every place upon whom is called the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.”

 

Soli Deo Gloria,

Kenneth E. Bailey






Introduction


THE PREACHER IN ECCLESIASTES considers “wisdom and madness and folly” and then seems to accept his fate as he bemoans, “What can the man do who comes after the king? Only what he has already done.”1

With the indescribable richness of many recent major commentaries on 1 Corinthians stretching for over a hundred years from Robertson/Plummer2 to Thiselton,3 what else can possibly be said about 1 Corinthians that has not been said?

This study will make no systematic attempt to review or interact with all the magisterial work currently available. Rather, with deep gratitude for what has already been accomplished, this book will attempt a fresh look at what can be called “Paul’s most contemporary letter” and see if there is a layer of meaning that remains to be uncovered.

The lenses I intend to use for this purpose are the rhetorical styles of 1 Corinthians that can be traced to the writing prophets of the Hebrew Scriptures, and the culture of the eastern Mediterranean world as it can be recovered. The rhetorical styles I refer to are not directly related to the classical Greek rhetoric so ably described by Aristotle4 and reviewed in its relationship to 1 Corinthians by Thiselton5 who comments, “The literature on this subject has now become breathtakingly immense.”6 More exactly, as noted, my own decades of study of the epistle have led me to an extensive use by St. Paul of rhetorical patterns traceable to the writing prophets of the Hebrew Scriptures. These patterns are formed from the well-known parallelisms of the Hebrew Bible where ideas are set out in pairs. In this type of writing the author presents an idea and then adds a second line that may repeat the first line, or present the opposite of the first line. It may illustrate the first line or simply complete it.7 The Psalms, and almost all of the writings of the Prophets, are composed of these Hebrew parallelisms and modern translations format the text accordingly. Our concern here is to see how Paul has arranged collections of Hebrew parallelisms into larger patterns that are important to identify for a deeper understanding of his intent. In the following chapter I will set forth the three basic types of these collections of parallelisms with a few examples from the prophets. This raises the question: Does Paul always write this way?

First Corinthians exhibits this style of writing throughout its chapters with a few exceptions, which will be noted. These exceptions are either “asides” or connectives between two rhetorical homilies. But the carefully balanced rhetorical homilies that we will examine in this study are not Paul’s “default” style. There are examples in 2 Corinthians of this classical Hebrew style, but most of it appears to be straightforward prose.8 First Corinthians is different. Why so?

Every interpreter of 1 Corinthians is obliged to make a watershed decision as he/she examines the first three verses of the first chapter. In Romans Paul writes, “To all God’s beloved in Rome” (1:7). In Galatians 1:2 he says, “To the churches of Galatia.” Philippians opens with, “To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi” (1:2).9 Second Corinthians is addressed to “the church of God which is at Corinth, with all the saints who are in the whole of Achaia” (1:1). In this last instance, the readers of 2 Corinthians are not a single church in one urban center. Rather, the letter is written for the church at Corinth and for all believers in the surrounding district. The intended readership of 1 Corinthians is, however, broader.

Paul addressed 1 Corinthians to the Corinthian Christians “together with all those in every place on whom is called the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours” (1:2, my translation). Paul states openly and boldly that this letter is addressed to the entire church. Is he serious?

Ambrosiaster (fourth century), writing in Latin, affirmed, “Paul writes to the church as a whole.”10 A few years later John Chrysostom, writing in Greek, made the same identification in his first homily on 1 Corinthians.11 In the ninth century, Bishr ibn al-Sari completed his own translation of the letters of Paul into Arabic with thoughtful notes.12 Writing in A.D. 867, Bishr comments on 1:2 and explains Paul to be saying, “That is, we are writing this letter not only to you, Oh assembly at Corinth, but also to all the people of every country who profess the name of Jesus Christ, those who love him.”13 John Calvin of Geneva, in his commentary on 1 Corinthians, concurs.14 There is, therefore, a strong witness across the centuries that sees 1 Corinthians as a letter to the Corinthians and to the whole church. But in the modern period this view is often set aside.

Many interpreters have argued that of all Paul’s letters, 1 Corinthians is the most “occasional.”15 That is, unlike other letters, in 1 Corinthians Paul mentions names and particular incidents, some scandalous. In addition to discussing special problems like getting drunk at Holy Communion and a man sleeping with his father’s wife, 1 Corinthians appears to be disjointed as though it were written in a great hurry. Conzelmann writes of its “loose construction” and of “breaks and joins.”16 Héring and Schmithals feel that these “breaks and joins” demonstrate that various letters compiled at various times have been brought together by an editor.17 Barrett, Conzelmann and Orr/Walther cautiously affirm unity for the entire book as it now stands.18 Orr/Walther mention the traditional outline, which is:


A. Subjects raised with Paul orally by messengers from Corinth, 1–6.

B. Subjects about which the Corinthians have written, 7–16.



Orr/Walther then observe a series of inserts placed into the topics of the letter and note:

One has to decide whether these inserts are to be connected with the topics from the letters Paul is answering or are to be interpreted as independent items—and this in turn bears upon the editorial unity of the epistle.19


Barrett discusses the same problem, follows the same twofold division suggested above, and notes that Paul was a busy man with little time for writing. Barrett states,

This means that the writing of the letter will have been spread over some time; it may well have been laid aside from time to time, and taken up again after an interval. A letter written in such circumstances may be expected to show occasional inconsistencies and passages in which the same topic is looked at from different points of view. Fresh news may reach the writer; plans may change with changing needs and opportunities.20


Coupled with the above rationale for the supposed disjointedness of 1 Corinthians, the comment is often made that the book is a practical letter, not a theological treatise. Thus naturally, no careful, ordered presentation of material is expected. Again Barrett writes,

I Corinthians is anything but a work of systematic theology. It is a practical letter addressed to a single, though complex situation, aimed at telling its readers not so much what they ought to think as what they ought to do—or ought not to do.21


At the same time Barrett also observes, “The practical advice, however, is consciously grounded in theological principles which can usually be detected.” Yet, in spite of this latter admission, the conclusion that Barrett and many others come to is that the book is, as it were, “written on the run,” and that its outline is dictated by the list of questions that came first orally (1–6) and then in writing (7–16) from Corinth. It is practical, not theological, we are told; occasional, not universal in outlook. Commenting on 11:2-16, Richard Hays represents many when he writes,

His [Paul’s] reasoning is notoriously obscure,… because the line of argument is—by any standard—labored and convoluted.22


I am not sure that even Paul’s opponents in Corinth would have agreed. He records them saying about him, “His letters are weighty and strong” (2 Cor 10:10). With deep respect for the above mentioned modern position, I would offer an alternative. The view presented in this study is that the entire book has a carefully designed inner coherence that exhibits amazing precision in composition and admirable grandeur in overall theological concept. This study will argue that the outline of 1 Corinthians is as precise as any of Paul’s letters and that it falls into five carefully constructed essays, which themselves showcase a discernible theological method, both internally as individual essays and together as a collection.23 The overall outline of the five essays, reduced to their simplest form and to their dominant themes, is as follows:









	I.

	The Cross and Christian Unity 1:5–4:16




	II.

	
Men and Women in the Human Family 4:17–7:40





	III.

	
Food Offered to Idols (Christian and pagan) 8:1–11:1





	IV.

	
Men and Women in Worship 11:2–14:40





	V.

	The Resurrection 15







Figure Int.1. Summary of 1 Corinthians




When the complementary pairs of essays are placed together it is evident that Paul has three principle ideas on his mind. These are:


	The cross and the resurrection (I, V)


	Men and women in the human family and in worship (II, IV)


	Christians living among pagans: To identify or not to identify (III)




Some of the Corinthians’ questions (oral and written) are worked into Paul ’s outline, instead of the other way around. He sets the agenda, not the Corinthians. Rather than 7:1 being a critical shift from oral reports to a written report, 11:34 looms large. At the end of that verse Paul says, “About the other things I will give directions when I come.” This important aside makes it clear that there are problems in Corinth relating only to the Corinthians. Ergo, the rest of the book relates to the Corinthians and to others. This in turn leads us to conclude that Paul is deadly serious when he affirms that his intended readers are the Corinthians and all Christians everywhere.

What then is the meaning of the “hinge” in 7:1 where Paul appears to turn from problems he has heard about orally to problems that came to him in writing? We note that this verse appears in the middle of Paul’s essay on acceptable and unacceptable patterns of human sexual practice (4:17– 7:40). Paul opens this topic with a discussion of the sordid incident where a man was sleeping with his father’s wife and some of the Corinthians were proud of this behavior (chapters 5–6). In chapter 6, he also discusses sleeping with prostitutes and like matters. It is clear that the Corinthians did not write to Paul about these incidents. They most likely hoped that he would never find out about them. Their attempt to hide this behavior failed; Paul found out anyway. They did however write to him asking for his advice on the topics that appear in chapter 7. They wrote about divorce, remarriage after the death of the spouse, marriage to unbelievers and the like. While they presented their “polite” problems to Paul in writing, at the same time they concealed the unpleasant cases that had erupted in their midst. This understanding of 7:1 harmonizes with the “other matters” mentioned in 11:34 and with the clear affirmation in 1:2 that this letter is for the whole church. The message of 1 Corinthians cries out to all Christians.


	Are we to imagine that questions such as


	Christian divisions and the need for unity


	How to understand the cross


	Standards for Christian sexual practice


	How to live the Christian life in the midst of a pagan world


	How to understand and celebrate the Eucharist


	The place of women and men in worship leadership


	Understanding and using the spiritual gifts


	The centrality of costly love and how it is to be defined


	How to understand the resurrection




were unique to Corinth? Granted we are here making an assumption. But surely at least most of this list of problems was of deep concern across the church. We can hope that there were no other cases of incest in the churches, but were the Corinthians alone in their struggle over meat offered to idols? Did all the churches already have a deep theological foundation for sexual ethics? These are critical issues debated around most of the Christian world in our time. How, in Paul’s day, could they have been problems that erupted only in Corinth?

Building on the above, it appears that Paul looked at the specific problems that surfaced in Corinth and selected some of them. The topics he chose were those that the new Christian communities were debating in many places. He then composed 1 Corinthians and sent a copy to Corinth and to churches everywhere. He did address the Corinthians and at the same time, he invited the rest of the Church to “listen in” on his “phone conversation” hoping to serve the entire church.

If this is the case, would we not expect Paul to have composed this letter with great care? The evidence indicates that he did so. Using his own Jewish literary tradition, he built on the rhetoric of the classical writing prophets and composed a series of masterpieces on the topics selected. As we will see, each essay is composed of a series of shorter homilies each of which has its own interior structure. Paul’s basic methodology for constructing each of the five essays is largely the same. That methodology appears below in figure Int.2.





	1. The tradition. (This is at times quoted and on other occasions referred to in passing.) The idea of reminding and remembering in connection with the tradition is mentioned at the beginning of three of the five essays. In the other two, the tradition is quoted directly.


	2. A practical/ethical problem is presented (in bold negative colors).


	3. A foundational theological statement is carefully composed and presented as a place where the church can stand to address the problem. This foundation is usually presented as two interlocking aspects of a single theme.


	4. The practical/ethical problem is restated (usually more positively) and is generally discussed in the light of the theological statements just made.


	5. A personal appeal concludes each of the five essays. Two of these have the “imitate me” theme; two reflect “I have the Spirit/command of the Lord,” and two include the imperative “therefore, my beloved brethren, etc.” The appeal at the end of the fourth essay has two of these components. Twice a summary of the essay in included in the personal appeal.






Figure Int.2. Paul’s outline for the essays in 1 Corinthians




In short Paul does not say:


Here is the problem!

Here is what you must do!



Instead he writes:


You have received the tradition from me.

Here is the problem.

Consider the following theological foundation

on which a solution can be built.

Look at the problem again in the light of this theology.

Imitate me/I think I have the Spirit of the Lord.



When the five essays (noted above) are observed and the above methodology discerned24 the apparent “confusion” disappears. Yes, there is repetition. The discussion “Paul, Apollos and Cephas” occurs in chapter 1 and again in chapter 4, but this is a deliberately constructed order that fits into the outline of the essay. The same is true for the double discussion of food offered to idols seen in chapter 8 and again in chapter 10. Chapters 12 and 14 discuss the spiritual gifts. All of this is deliberate. But there is a remaining question.

Written before 1 Corinthians, the letter to the Galatians opens with three chapters on theology which are followed by three chapters on ethics. In his letter to the Romans Paul opens with eight chapters on theology. This is followed by three chapters in which Paul discusses Christians and Jews. The epistle concludes with four densely packed chapters on how we should live in the light of the theology set out in the opening chapters. With this first-theology-then-ethics pattern in use before and after the writing of 1 Corinthians, why does Paul compose a letter using the finely balanced construct of ethics and theology that appears in 1 Corinthians and then not use it again?

I do not know, but a conjecture is possible. Perhaps Paul, writing his first “general letter,” tried this clear, yet sophisticated way to “do theology and ethics” and some readers were confused by it.

This possibility is in harmony with Paul’s statement in 2 Corinthians 1:13-14 where he says, “For we write you nothing but what you can read and understand; I hope you will understand fully, as you have understood in part.” Most likely Paul is referring to the reception 1 Corinthians received in Corinth. Thus we are obliged to ask: Why does Paul feel the need to make such a statement? Clearly, some of his readers had complained that they were not able to follow what he wrote to them. Paul is perhaps replying:

Do not say you cannot understand. You can! I engaged a brother with good handwriting to make sure the copy I sent to you was easy to read, and I was careful not to use words you do not know. I included many metaphors and parables (from your world) and I repeated most of the major topics to assist comprehension. You can indeed read my long letter—and you can understand it. It is actually very clear. You have already understood part of it. Keep trying and you will be able to understand all of it!


A further concern is the presence of the often noted “asides” in 1 Corinthians. Why in the middle of a discussion of patterns of sexual practice (in harmony with the gospel) does Paul suddenly open a discussion of “the circumcised and the uncircumcised” and add to it a discussion of “slavery and freedom”? At times these “asides” interrupt a very carefully structured “apostolic homily.” Sometimes they are more like a parenthesis between homilies. Some are serious statements of some length. Others appear to be “marginal notes.” Each of these is a special case and each in turn will be discussed when it appears in the text.

In regard to the epistle as a whole, it is quite possible that some of the “set pieces” that make up an essay may have been composed by Paul at an earlier stage and were, so to speak, “in the file.” The author of 2 Timothy instructs Timothy to bring “the books and above all the parchments” (2 Tim 4:13). It is hard to imagine that a scholar like Paul did not have some prepared material that, with a bit of adaptation, he could incorporate into a larger document. Paul was lecturing in the Hall of Tyrannus every day for two years (Acts 19:9). The Western text of Acts adds, “from the fifth hour to the tenth.” Metzger suggests that this latter reading “may represent an accurate piece of information.”25 The time reference is from 11:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. For most of the year, those hours would have been “siesta” time. Few would have wanted to rent the hall in the heat of the early afternoon, and the cost of doing so would have been much lower. Did Paul have no notes, or carefully prepared material for any of those classes?

By way of summary, it appears that when a long list of problems surfaced in Corinth, Paul selected those of general concern and addressed both the Corinthians and the church at large in a single letter. For this extraordinarily well-constructed, important document Paul reached back into his own Jewish past and co-opted rhetorical styles sanctified by the classical writing prophets.26 Occasionally his mind moved sideways to bring in related topics, and once in a while he added a few “notes” to a homily readily available in his mind or among his papers. The result was one of Paul’s finest efforts and it can indeed be called “Paul’s most contemporary epistle.”

Throughout this study Paul’s use of metaphor and parable will be noted. It is easy to see these metaphors as “illustrations” brought in to elucidate a point. But to make this assumption in studying a biblical text is to miss much of what the Middle Eastern author is trying to say. Middle Easterners create meaning through the use of simile, metaphor, parable and dramatic action. They do not simply illustrate concepts. Jesus used metaphors, parables and dramatic actions in this way. Paul’s parables and metaphors can also be seen as primary theological statements.

Some of Paul’s metaphorical language is buried in our traditional translations. Thiselton has written, “Most English translations, especially NRSV and often NIV, simply abstract the conceptual content of the metaphor from its forceful emotive imagery.”27 Thomas Friedman has astutely observed that when you “opt for a big metaphor… you trade a certain degree of academic precision for a much larger degree of explanatory power.”28 Often this is what Paul has done. But to recover the impact of that “explanatory power” we must penetrate as deeply as possible into his metaphorical and cultural world. How can that best be accomplished?

In this study my goal is to allow Paul’s metaphors and parables to exert their full strength as they appear in the text. Ancient and modern Middle Eastern sources, as available, will be utilized in attempting to achieve this goal. John Chrysostom left us a full commentary on 1 Corinthians. As noted in the preface, a translation of 1 Corinthians from Syriac into Arabic (with commentary) was completed by Bishr Ibn al-Sari of Damascus in A.D. 867. That fine work is now also available in English. Matta al-Miskin (d. 2008) has left us a weighty tome of 783 pages titled St. Paul the Apostle: His Life, His Theology and His Ministry.29 There are many references in this study to 1 Corinthians, but the book does not focus on any particular letter.

Beyond these few sources are the many translations of 1 Corinthians into Arabic, Syriac and Hebrew that stretch from the fourth through fifth centuries up to the present. Over a lifetime, I have managed to acquire twenty-three such translations and have consulted them throughout the writing of this book.30 Translation is always interpretation and these versions open an important window into how Middle Eastern Christians across the last 1,600 years have understood 1 Corinthians. Many of them add short interpretive phrases to the text by way of interpretation. Such phrases intensify the character of these versions as mini-commentaries. Translated out of Greek, Syriac or Coptic, these versions are important for this search.

The New Testament can be likened to a vast ocean. There are two well-known ways to sail upon it. One is to set the sails to the prevailing winds and currents and to use great caution in any deviation from them. The other is to move through uncharted waters, explore neglected islands and inlets and then return and attempt a faithful report on the journey. I have chosen the second.

It is important now to turn aside to take a brieflook at a few cases of the kinds of “prophetic homilies” that were available to Paul as models for his first letter to the Corinthians. After a careful examination of the Hebrew writing prophets, two decades ago I chose Isaiah as a rich mine for a study of biblical rhetorical styles.31 To a small part of that great prophetic witness we now turn.






Prelude

The Prophetic Homily Rhetorical Style and Its Interpretation


TO BEGIN THIS TOPIC, a brief overview of the history of “rhetorical criticism” may be helpful.

In 1969, in his presidential address to the Society of Biblical Literature, James Muilenburg issued a call for moving beyond form criticism to what he titled “rhetorical criticism.” He said that his primary interest was:

in exhibiting the structural patterns that are employed for the fashioning of a literary unit, whether in poetry or in prose, and in discerning the many and various devices by which the predications are formulated and ordered into a unified whole. Such an enterprise I should describe as, rhetoric and the methodology as rhetorical criticism.1


Although the name “rhetorical criticism” was new, the interest in discovering the interrelatedness of ideas in a single passage of biblical literature was not. In the eighteenth century Bishop Robert Lowth broke new ground with his influential work, De sacra Poesi Hebraeorum.2 His work was followed by Bishop John Jebb (1820),3 Rev. Thomas Boys (1825)4 and Professor of Oriental Languages, John Forbes (1854).5 In the twentieth century the discussion was moved forward by C. F. Burney (1925)6 and N. W. Lund (1942).7 The entire book of Hebrews was analyzed by Vanhoye in 19648 and, in 1966, John Bligh published a rhetorical study of Galatians.9 In this current study I build on my previous essay on the outline of 1 Corinthians.10 More recently Victor Wilson published Divine Symmetries: The Art of Biblical Rhetoric. That volume provides thoughtful material on the topic and includes an excellent recent bibliography.11

Our working assumption in this study of 1 Corinthians is as follows: Paul, as a trained rabbinic scholar, would have memorized at least most of the Torah and the Prophets.12 Thus he would have been familiar with the various literary styles developed by the writing prophets.13 Composing a major work for the entire church, Paul would have wanted to produce a polished epistle. I am convinced that Paul fell back on his own sacred literary heritage in the Hebrew prophets. What then were the major building blocks of the rhetorical patterns available to him?

The well-known Hebrew parallelisms were widely used in ancient Hebrew literature.14 When the author is repeating or reversing individual words we catch it easily. But at times the biblical author is creating a “rhyme of ideas.” In the Isaiah 28 passage examined below, the prophet repeats or reverses some of his ideas as he presents his case. The claims of the rulers in Jerusalem are mocked on one side, and God’s answer is presented on the other side. Then in the center of the homily Isaiah sets out “the building material” in the third cameo in the homily and then affirms the need for “builder’s tools” in order to build the future house promised by God. These two cameos are also clearly “parallel.” The type of parallelism is not easy to specify—but it is there. Here is where the work of James Kugel is extremely helpful. He argues convincingly that what the ancient Hebrew author was trying to say was, “A, and what’s more, B.”15 The author presents one idea (slight pause), and then offers a related idea (longer pause). Kugel shows that there are hundreds of ways in which the second line is related to the first. Instead of insisting on a few strict categories like “synonymous parallelism” and “antithetical parallelism” one must allow for a rhyme of ideas that hold two lines or sets of lines together. In modern Bibles, the individual pairs of ideas are already set out for us in the Psalms and the Prophets. The same development has yet to take place in the New Testament. But more than that, we are looking for how sets of lines come together in a unit (cameo) and how that cameo is matched, balanced or completed by a second cameo somewhere else in the homily. The numbers in our Bibles only help us to find our place. They often work against any attempt to understand the larger units we have called “homilies.”

The centuries-old number system in our Bibles inevitably presses the average reader into assuming that the material was composed in a “straight-line sequence” of “this after that.” This pattern does occur and can be seen in Isaiah 55:6-7 below.










	1.

	A. 55:6Seek the Lord while he may be found,

	SEEK THE LORD




	 

	A. call upon him while he is near;

	Call on Him




	 

	 

	 




	2.

	B. 7let the wicked forsake his way,

	HIS WAYS




	 

	B. and the unrighteous man his thoughts;

	His Thoughts




	 

	 

	 




	3.

	C. let him return to the Lord, that he may have mercy on him,

	TO LORD—MERCY




	 

	C. and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon.

	To God—Pardon







Figure 0.1. Straight-line parallelism (Is 55:6-7)




The key words on the right attempt to summarize and highlight the ideas that repeat. The indentations on the page are simply a visual device to help the reader’s eye catch the repetitions and inversions in their various patterns.16 Figure 0.1 above presents a set of three parallelisms. In each, an idea is stated and then repeated. The three pairs move in a straight-line sequence. Granted, there is an inversion of ideas as well. Summarized, the six lines do indeed say:


A.Seek/call upon the Lord

B.Forsake wicked ways/thoughts

A.Return to the Lord/God



That is, the final pair of lines picks up ideas from the first pair and repeats them. But there is also progression. The last two lines in the series of six announce the result of the seeking and calling. Those who “seek, call and return” will receive mercy and pardon. Thus we have a “counterpoint” in these six lines. Indeed the pairs have an A-B-A structure as noted. At the same time they exhibit an A-B-C movement which seems to dominate. The climax comes at the end with the promise of mercy and pardon. In these six lines, the prophet is the speaker.

This passage in Isaiah continues with what has historically been called “chiasm” or “inverted parallelism.” More recently this second rhetorical style has been labeled “ring composition.” In this case God is the speaker. The text reads:










	4.

	A. 8For my thoughts are not your thoughts,

	THOUGHTS




	 

	B. neither are your ways my ways, says the Lord.

	Ways




	 

	C. 9For as the heavens are higher than the earth

	Parable




	 

	B. so are my ways higher than your ways

	Ways




	 

	A. and my thoughts than your thoughts.

	THOUGHTS







Figure 0.2. Inverted parallelism (Is 55:8-9)




The center of figure 0.1 (noted above) focuses on “ways” and “thoughts” of the wicked. Here in figure 0.2 those twin ideas of “ways” and “thoughts” are repeated, only this time they are the “ways” and “thoughts” of the Lord. The repetition and movement of the words “ways” and “thoughts” tie the two stanzas (cameos) together. Also, figure 0.2 uses “ring composition.” The five lines interrelate using an A-B-C-B-A pattern. Thoughts and Ways form two outer “envelopes” and in the center the prophet places a “parable” in the form of a concrete image of the heavens and the earth. The metaphors of “the heavens and the earth” become an “an encased parable.”

However, this second set of lines creates a theological problem. In figure 0.1 the prophet tells the reader to seek the Lord. Now in figure 0.2 the reader discovers that God is not available. God is in the heavens with his thoughts and ways, and the reader/listener is trapped on the earth with the ways and thoughts of the wicked. What is the solution to this dilemma? The third rhetorical section (cameo) comes to the rescue.










	5.

	a.10For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven,

	THE RAIN




	 

	b. and return not thither but water the earth,

	Not Return




	 

	c. making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater,

	Result




	 

	 

	 




	6.

	a.11so shall my word be that goes forth from my mouth;

	MY WORD




	 

	b. it shall not return to me empty,

	Not Return




	 

	c. but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and prosper in the thing for which I sent it.

	Result







Figure 0.3. Step parallelism (Is 55:10-11)




The ordering of the above eight lines I have called “step parallelism.” The ideas are presented in a series of matching steps. Rain comes down—it doesn’t return—here are the results. Like the rain, God’s word comes down—it does not return—it also produces results. We are obliged to ask: What results? The answer is clear; the assumed results are the “mercy” and “pardon” promised at the end of the first section of this prophetic homily. The crisis created by the impassable distance between the believer and God (cameo 4) is bridged by the coming down of the Word of God (cameo 6) to deliver the promised mercy and pardon. (I can hear Christmas bells ringing in the background.)

From this third cameo of the homily it is obvious that Isaiah has again taken the center of one stanza (figure 0.2) and used it as a building block for the following stanza (figure 0.3). In figure 0.2 “the heavens” and “the earth” form the metaphorical climax in the center of the five lines. Here in figure 0.3 Isaiah starts with these two concrete images and creates a mini-parable with moving parts. The rain comes down from the heavens and falls upon the earth. Like the Word of God, it does not return but accomplishes its purpose. These comparisons are put together with “step parallelism.”

These deceptively simple eleven lines of text form a very sophisticated piece of literature that skillfully uses three different ways of presenting parallels to the reader/listener (straight-line parallelism, inverted parallelism and step parallelism). These literary tools were already available and in use more than 500 years before the time of Paul.

But moving even further back in history, Isaiah of Jerusalem penned the following rhetorical masterpiece about 701 B.C.










	28:14Therefore hear the word of the Lord, you scoffers, who rule this people in Jerusalem!

	 




	 

	 




	15Because you have said,

	 




	 

	 




	1.

	a. “We have made a covenant with death,

	 




	 

	b. and with Sheol we have an agreement;

	COVENANT WITH




	 

	c. when the overwhelming scourge passes through

	Death, Sheol—affirmed!




	 

	d. it will not come to us;

	Scourge avoided (?)




	 

	 

	 




	2.

	a. for we have made lies our refuge,

	REFUGE




	 

	b. and in falsehood we have taken shelter”;

	Shelter




	 

	 

	 




	 

	16therefore thus says the Lord God,

	 




	3.

	“Behold, I am laying in Zion for a foundation

	BUILDING




	 

	a stone, a tested stone,

	Material




	 

	a precious cornerstone, a sure foundation:

	 




  
	 

	 

	 




  
	4.

	‘He who believes (in it—lxx)

	BELIEVER




	 

	will not be shaken.’

	Not shaken




	 

	 

	 




	5.

	17And I will make justice the line,

	BUILDING




	 

	and righteousness the plummet;

	Tools




	 

	 

	 




	6.

	a. and hail will sweep away the refuge of lies,

	REFUGE




	 

	b. and waters will overwhelm the shelter.”

	Shelter




	 

	 

	 




	7.

	a. 18Then your covenant with death will be annulled,

	 




	 

	b. and your agreement with Sheol will not stand;

	COVENANT WITH




	 

	c. when the overwhelming scourge passes through

	Death, Sheol—canceled!




	 

	d. you will be beaten down by it.17

	Scourge beats down







Figure 0.4. Isaiah’s parable of the two buildings (Is 28:14-18)




In this prophetic homily Isaiah is criticizing the government of Judea in Jerusalem for its covenant with Egypt that he calls “a covenant with death.”

Initially we note that the entire passage makes sense when read as a “straight-line sequence” of parallelisms. But there is also a “counterpoint” at work. The material falls into seven “cameos” that use “ring composition.” Furthermore, cameo 1 is composed of four lines that are precisely reversed by the four lines of cameo 7 using “step parallelism.” Working with two line cameos, cameo 2 is contradicted by cameo 6, again using step parallelism. In short, the homily makes sense as a straight-line sequence. As a whole it exhibits inverted parallelism, and in two cases the various cameos relate to each other using step parallelism.

Moving to the center, the prophetic homily is so well constructed that if cameos 3-5 were missing the reader would not notice their absence. The affirmations in cameos 1 and 2 are neatly contradicted in cameos 6 and 7. But the message of “doom and gloom” is not the entire prophetic message. All is not lost. The climax of the homily is the future hope that is expressed in the center. Cameo 3 describes the building material that God will provide and cameo 5 identifies the tools needed for the new foundation stone to be placed “in Zion.” Those tools are justice and righteousness. This is a rare case of the use of two metaphors (line and plummet) that are identified at once in the text itself. The climax appears in the very center in the form of a motto to be inscribed on the new foundation stone. That motto will read:


He who believes

Will not be shaken.18



The first line of this motto raises the question: Believe in what? What precisely is the reader/listener expected to believe? The answer to this question appears in the first line of cameo 1 where the word “covenant” appears. Indeed, the covenant mentioned is “a covenant with death” (read: Egyptians). But the reader knows that Israel has another covenant—with God, and if they will return to that covenant and trust in the one who made it (rather than trusting in the Egyptians) all will yet be well.

The second line of this climactic center assures the one who “believes” (in the covenant) “will not be shaken.” This second line is illuminated by the last line in cameo 7 where those who are trusting in the “covenant of death” will “be beaten down by it.” That is, the rhetorical center of the homily relates on the deepest level to the beginning and to the end. This is a common feature of “ring composition.”

The use of seven inverted cameos (the perfect number) with a climax in the center is so common it deserves a name. I have chosen to call it “the prophetic rhetorical template,” and I have found seventeen of these prophetic rhetorical templates in the Gospel of Mark alone. Psalm 23 uses this same form and Paul employs it many times in 1 Corinthians. As seen here in Isaiah 28:14-20 both “step parallelism” and “inverted parallelism” appear in a single passage and are woven together with great skill.

My own rhetorical analysis of Isaiah 40–66 has uncovered extensive use of these forms of parallelism. They form the “backbone” of many “prophetic homilies.”19 A few more examples from Isaiah (and before his time) may be helpful to illuminate the literary tools available to Paul in his own Jewish heritage. Psalm 23, mentioned above, is structured as follows:










	1.

	23:1The Lord is my shepherd,

	LORD—SHEPHERD




	 

	I shall not want;

	No Wants




	 

	 

	 




	2.

	2he makes me lie down

	 




	 

	in green pastures.

	FOOD &




	 

	He leads me beside still waters;

	Drink (animals)




	 

	 

	 




	3.

	3He brings me back/he causes me to repent.

	RESCUE &




	 

	He leads me in paths of righteousness

	Security




	 

	for his name’s sake.

	 




	 

	 

	 




	4.

	4Even though I walk through

	 




	 

	the valley of the shadow of death

	DEATH




	 

	I fear no evil,

	Sin




	 

	for thou art with me.

	 




	 

	 

	 




	5.

	Thy rod

	 




	 

	and thy staff

	SECURITY &




	 

	they comfort me.

	Comfort




	 

	 

	 




	6.

	5Thou preparest a table before me

	 




	 

	in the presence of my enemies.

	FOOD &




	 

	Thou anointest my head with oil,

	Drink (people)




	 

	my cup overflows.

	 




	 

	 

	 




	7.

	6Surely goodness and mercy

	 




	 

	shall follow me all the days of my life;

	GOODNESS AND MERCY




	 

	and I will dwell in the house of the Lord

	LORD—House




	 

	for the length of the days.20

	 







Figure 0.5. Prophetic rhetorical template (Ps 23)




This psalm uses the “prophetic rhetorical template” with its seven inverted stanzas. The “Lord” is mentioned by name only in cameos 1 and 7. In cameo 1 the psalmist refers to his wants. Security, food, drink and freedom from fear are all discussed, but his deepest wants are for the “goodness and mercy” of God that are mentioned in cameo 7. Food and drink for animals (cameo 2) are parallel to food and drink for people (cameo 6). Two matching cameos on security appear in cameos 3 and 5. The climax is (as usual) in the center where the psalmist declares his freedom from both death and sin (evil). The beginning (cameo 1) and the end (cameo 7) are related to the center (cameo 4) in that only in these three sections does the first person appear. The third person (he) appears in cameos 2 and 3 while the second person (thou) occurs in cameos 5 and 6. If the ascription to David is historical, this psalm demonstrates that the prophetic rhetorical template style was at least a thousand years old by the time of Paul.

Two shorter rhetorical pieces of interest are recorded in the famous suffering servant songs that appear in Isaiah. The first of these is found in the second of these songs (Is 49:5-6) and is as follows.










	1.

	49:5And now the Lord says,

	GOD SAYS:




	 

	who formed me from the womb to be his servant,

	His Servant




	 

	 

	 




	2.

	to bring Jacob back to him,

	JACOB—RETURN




	 

	and that Israel might be gathered to him,

	Israel—Gathered




	 

	 

	 




	3.

	for I am honored in the eyes of the Lord,

	SERVANT HONORED




	 

	and my God has become my strength -

	Made Strong




	 

	 

	 




	4.

	6he says: “It is too light a thing,

	HE SAYS: TOO LIGHT




	 

	that you should be my servant

	My Servant




	 

	 

	 




	5.

	to raise up the tribes of Jacob

	JACOB—RAISED




	 

	and to restore the preserved of Israel;

	Israel—Preserved




	 

	 

	 




	6.

	I will give you as a light to the nations,

	TO NATIONS




	 

	that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.”

	Salvation to All.







Figure 0.6. Step parallelism (Is 49:5-6)




Here Isaiah uses “step parallelism” as a framework for his ideas. The special servant of God opens the passage with a speech. He, the servant, is aware of his task. He knows (cameo 1) why he was formed in the womb. His calling (cameo 2) was to bring “Jacob back to him [God]” and to “gather Israel to him [God].” The text does not say that the servant’s task is to bring Jacob and Israel back to Jerusalem! Rather he is to lead Jacob and Israel back to God. In cameos 1-3 (above) the servant accepts this destiny. It is also clear that the servant is not the community. Rather, the servant is an individual whose task is to restore Israel to God.

The three matching cameos (4-6) then affirm that the above amazing assignment is not enough for this particular servant. His mandate reaches far beyond the confines of Jacob and Israel. Indeed, that task, although valid, is “too light” for this extraordinary servant. His larger mandate is to be “a light to the nations,” the goyim (who have oppressed Israel). The final vision is of a salvation that reaches “to the end of the earth.” This extraordinary message, rare in the Hebrew Scriptures, is presented in “step parallelism” and the rhetoric highlights and clarifies the message.

A second brief prophetic homily appears in Isaiah 53:3-4 and is as follows:










	1.

	53:4 He was despised

	DESPISED




	 

	and rejected by others;

	By Others




	 

	 

	 




	2.

	a man of sorrows,

	ACQUAINTED WITH




	 

	and acquainted with grief;

	Sorrow/Grief




	 

	 

	 




	3.

	and as one from whom others hide their faces

	PARABLE OF




	 

	he was despised, and we esteemed him not.

	A Person Despised




	 

	 

	 




	4.

	4Surely he has borne our griefs

	HAS BORNE OUR




	 

	and carried our sorrows;

	Grief/Sorrow




	 

	 

	 




	5.

	Yet we esteemed him stricken,

	ESTEEMED NOT




	 

	smitten by God, and afflicted.

	Smitten by God







Figure 0.7. Isaiah 53:3-4




The ring composition of the text is obvious (note the indentations formatted above). As noted in Isaiah 55:8-9 so here this brief rhetorical homily has a simile in the center. This is another example of an “encased parable.”

The point of special emphasis in the center of ring composition is often filled with one of three types of sayings. These are:


	A nature miracle


	A simile/parable


	A Scripture quotation (or a reference to an earlier sacred tradition)




In 1 Corinthians, Paul used the second and third of this series. Here in Isaiah 55:3-4, as is common, the center is related to the outside. When the beginning, the center and the end are compared the following is evident.


Beginning:Others despise the servant

Center:We despise the servant

End:(We thought that) God despises the servant



At the end the people “esteemed him smitten by God.” That is, the people thought God was punishing him. But the text is careful to leave that possibility as a conjecture in the minds of the people. Isaiah wanted his readers to face their personal responsibility for rejecting the servant. The issue was not “others” or “(perhaps) God” but rather “we” despised the servant even though he bore our griefs and carried our sorrows. Thus “we despise the servant” appears in the center.

There is also a progression between cameos 2 and 4. In cameo 2 the servant endures sorrows and griefs, while in cameo 4 that same servant endures sorrows and grief—for us. This illustrates a further feature of “ring composition.” The author often presents his/her case in a series of stanzas. That series comes to a climax in the center. Just past the center, where the series begins to repeat backwards, there is often a point of emphasis or a point of turning. Even so, in this figure, the servant is despised also by us (3) and at the point of turning (4) we find that in spite of our having joined those who despise him, he yet bears our griefs and carries our sorrows. Awareness of these rhetorical features is an important aid to interpretation.

A number of times Paul composes a homily using what I have called “the high jump format.” This can be simply described as “ring composition with an introduction.” It can also be seen to have four distinct parts. These are like a “high jump.” The high jumper starts with a short sprint. Then comes the ascent, the crossing of the bar and the descent on the far side. The climax of the jump is the crossing of the bar. In like manner, a biblical homily is at times composed of (1) an introduction (the sprint) followed by (2) a series of ideas (the jump) that come (3) to a climax (the crossing of the bar) and conclude (4) with a presentation in reverse order of the original series of ideas (the descent to the ground). Paul uses this style often. It also appears in Isaiah. A clear case of this “high jump format” appears in Isaiah 43:25–44:5. The text reads:










	1.

	43:25I, I am He who blots out your transgressions

	 




	 

	     for my own sake,

	MERCY




	 

	     and I will not remember your sins.

	 




	 

	 

	 




	2.

	26Put me in remembrance, let us argue together;

	 




	 

	  set forth your case, that you may be proved right.

	 




	 

	27Your first father sinned,

	 




	 

	  and your mediators transgressed against me.

	JUDGMENT




	 

	29Therefore I profaned the princes of the sanctuary,

	 




	 

	  I delivered Jacob to utter destruction

	 




	 

	  and Israel to reviling.

	 




	 

	 

	 




	3.

	44:1But now hear, O Jacob my servant,

	JACOB MY SERVANT




	 

	    Israel whom I have chosen!

	Israel




	 

	   2Thus says the Lord who made you

	(I choose you)




	 

	    who formed you from the womb and will help you:

	 




	 

	    Fear not, O Jacob my servant,

	 




	 

	    Jeshu’run21 whom I have chosen.

	 




	 

	 

	 




	4.

	3For I will pour water on the thirsty land,

	PARABLES OF




	 

	 and streams on the dry ground;

	Water/Streams




	 

	 

	 




	5.

	I will pour my Spirit upon your descendants,

	MY SPIRIT




	 

	and my blessing on your offspring.

	My Blessing




	 

	 

	 




	6.

	4They shall spring up like grass amid waters,

	PARABLES OF




	 

	 like willows by flowing streams

	Water/Streams




	 

	 

	 




	7.

	5This one will say, “I am the Lord’s,”

	JACOB




	 

	 another will call himself by the name of Jacob,

	ISRAEL




	 

	 and another will write on his hand, “The Lord’s,”

	(You choose me)




	 

	 and surname himself by the name of Israel.22

	 







Figure 0.8. Judgment/mercy on Jacob/Israel (Is 43:25–44:5)




This text shows that when Paul uses this “high jump format” he has models in his Jewish heritage.

Isaiah 56:1-8 is our final example and it appears in figure 0.9.










	1.

	56:1Thus says the Lord:

	 




	 

	 “Keep justice,

	 




	 

	 and do righteousness,

	THE BELIEVER’S PIETY




	 

	for soon my salvation will come,

	God




	 

	and my deliverance be revealed.

	Saves




	 

	2Blessed is the man who does this,

	THE BELIEVER’S PIETY




	 

	 and the son of man who holds it fast,

	 




	 

	 

	 




	2.

	who keeps the Sabbath, not profaning it,

	THE SABBATH




	 

	and keeps his hand from doing any evil.”

	 




	 

	 

	THE FOREIGNER




	3.

	3Let not the foreigner who has joined himself to the Lord say,

	 




	 

	 “The Lord will surely separate me from his people”;

	 




	 

	 

	 




	4.

	and let not the eunuch say,

	THE EUNUCH




	 

	“Behold, I am a dry tree.”

	(no children)




	 

	 

	 




	5.

	4For thus says the Lord:

	FAITHFUL TO:




	 

	 “To the eunuchs who keep my Sabbaths,

	My Sabbaths




	 

	 who choose the things that please me

	My Covenant




	 

	 and hold fast my covenant,

	GOD GIVES




	 

	5I will give in my house and within my walls

	Monument/Name




	 

	 a monument and a name.

	 




	 

	 

	 




	6.

	Better than sons and daughters;

	 




	 

	I will give them an everlasting name

	(TO THE EUNUCH)




	 

	which shall not be cut off.

	Better than children




	 

	 

	 




	7.

	6And the foreigners who join themselves to the Lord,

	 




	 

	to minister to him, to love the name of the Lord,

	 




	 

	and to be his servants,

	THE FOREIGNER




	 

	 

	 




	8.

	every one who keeps the Sabbath, and does not profane it,

	 




	 

	and holds fast to my covenant—

	THE SABBATH




	 

	 

	 




	9.

	7these I will bring to my holy mountain,

	GOD SAVES




	 

	 and make them joyful in my house of prayer;

	 




	 

	their burnt offerings and their sacrifices

	The Believer’s




	 

	will be accepted on my altar;

	Piety




	 

	for my house shall be called a house of prayer

	 




	 

	for all peoples.”

	 




	 

	8Thus says the Lord God,

	 




	 

	 who gathers the outcasts of Israel,

	GOD SAVES




	 

	 “I will gather yet others to him

	Outcasts and Others




	 

	 besides those already gathered.”

	 







Figure 0.9. Isaiah 56:1-8




This remarkable prophetic homily exhibits a sophisticated use of the rhetorical devices noted above. Initially we observe that the first cameo (1) and the last cameo (9) form an outer envelope within which is placed a seven-cameo prophetic rhetorical template. An interest in the sabbath appears at the beginning (2), in the middle (5) and at the end (8) of these seven cameos. These language markers create a balanced whole out of the seven cameos. Its outline is as follows:





	Sabbath


	Foreigner


	Eunuch


	Sabbath, covenant faithfulness



          

            	& its rewards


          


          	(Eunuch)


	Foreigner


	Sabbath






Figure 0.10. Summary of Isaiah 56:1-8




The parallels are clear and strong. They come to a climax in the center with its reference to holding fast to the sabbath and to the covenant. But then, two carefully balanced (extended) cameos are added to the beginning and the end of this prophetic rhetorical template. When seen side by side, they appear as follows:










                  

                    	Thus says the Lord:


                    	 

                  


              
	1.

	56:1“Keep justice,

	 




	 

	and do righteousness,

	THE BELIEVER’S PIETY




	 

	for soon my salvation will come,

	God




	 

	and my deliverance be revealed.

	Saves




	 

	2Blessed is the man who does this,

	THE BELIEVER’S PIETY




	 

	and the son of man who holds it fast,

	 




              

                    	

                    	


                    	

              


              
	9.

	7these I will bring to my holy mountain,

	GOD SAVES




	 

	and make them joyful in my house of prayer;

	 




	 

	their burnt offerings and their sacrifices

	The Believer’s




	 

	will be accepted on my altar;

	Piety




	 

	for my house shall be called a house of prayer

	 




	 

	for all peoples.

	 




	 

	8Thus says the Lord God,

	GOD SAVES




	 

	who gathers the outcasts of Israel,

	Outcasts and Others




	 

	I will gather yet others to him

	 




	 

	besides those already gathered.”

	 







Figure 0.11. Isaiah 56:1-2 and 7-8




The organization of the material in cameo 1 is reversed in cameo 9. This can be traced as follows:








	The first of these presents

	The second sets forth




	1. The Believer’s Piety

	9. God Saves




	God Saves

	The Believer’s Piety




	The Believer’s Piety

	God Saves








Obviously in cameo 9 Isaiah has reversed the order of his presentation of the two themes of “God saves” and “the believers piety” that he set out in cameo 1. Furthermore, the nature of the “believer’s piety” in cameo 1 has to do with social acts of “justice and righteousness” while the “believer’s piety” in cameo 9 focuses on “offerings, sacrifices and prayers.” The first discusses a concern for justice in the extended community. The second focuses on acts of piety in worship in the gathered community. Each is incomplete without the other. They form a pair. Isaiah assumes that at least the more astute of his readers can follow all of this, otherwise he would not have bothered to put together such a sophisticated homily.23

In a similar manner, in cameo 1 God’s acts to save are non-specific references to “salvation and deliverance.” Then in cameo 9 God acts in history by bringing the people to “my holy mountain” along with a pledge that after gathering “the outcasts of Israel” he will bring in others “besides those already gathered.”

In passing we can also note that this particular creative expansion of the prophetic rhetorical template (to my knowledge) does not occur again in Isaiah 40–66.24 This shows that “variations on a tune” were acceptable, and perhaps even anticipated. The various rhetorical building blocks could be used in different ways in the presenting of a message.

At the same time, as noted, Isaiah has a prophetic rhetorical template in the center of the homily. He then adds two balancing sections to the beginning and to the end. This creates a larger homily of three parts. This same literary style reappears with (with one variation) in 1 Corinthians 1:17–2:2. There in the hymn to the cross Paul also composes a center of seven cameos to which he adds three extra cameos to the beginning and three matching cameos to the end. Paul opens with an A-B-C format which he repeats (backwards) at the end. Isaiah, however, chooses an A-B-A pattern which he balances with a B-A-B as we have seen. Each author has seven cameos in the center and three units of material at the opening and the closing of the homily. A great deal of artistic skill is involved in the composition of each homily. The two authors are offering variations on a single melody.25

This remarkable prophetic homily had a strong influence on the New Testament. It stands behind “the Jew first and also to the Greek” (Rom 1:16) in that “the foreigners” are singled out for special assurance of welcome (cameos 2 and 6) and God’s house is designated as “a house of prayer for all peoples/ nations.” This latter text is quoted by Jesus in his dramatic act of “cleansing the Temple” (Mk 11:17). Furthermore, Jesus may have built his parable of the great banquet on this text (Lk 14:15-24).26 In that parable, outcasts from within the community are gathered. The master then orders the servant to bring in others from beyond the community. All of this points to the influence this particular prophetic homily may have had on Jesus and Paul.

These short prophetic homilies offer a whiff of the rhetorical heritage that was a part of Paul’s bloodstream. If indeed, like any learned rabbi, he had large portions of the sacred Hebrew writings memorized, would we not expect a strong influence from those sources to appear in his own writing, especially when he sat down to compose an important document for the entire church? But, as noted, this was not “simply the way Paul wrote.” When Paul offers an aside, such as his comment on who baptized whom, his language appears to be straightforward prose (1:14-16). How then can we best unlock the treasures of this kind of rhetoric?

Traditionally we have often assumed a “this after that” straight-line sequence for most of 1 Corinthians. Some of the homilies in the epistle do indeed follow in that order. But when “ring composition” is used the average modern reader has a special problem. Sometimes the ring composition is short, as in the case of Luke 16:13 that reads:










	1.

	No servant can serve two masters;

	Two Masters




	2.

	For either he will hate the one

	Hate




	3.

	And love the other

	Love




	4.

	Or be devoted to the one

	Love




	5.

	And despise the other

	Hate




	6.

	You cannot serve God and Mammon.

	Two Masters







Figure 0.12. Luke 16:13




Clearly cameos 1 and 6 are a pair and the reader can easily remember the “two masters” of cameo 1 and mentally wait for their identification in cameo 6. When Jesus says “two masters” in cameo 1 he means “God and Mammon” mentioned in cameo 6. But what if the passage is a prophetic rhetorical template with seven cameos such as we noted in Isaiah 28:14-18? In this case cameo 1 is very carefully matched by cameo 7 but it is easy for the modern reader to miss the connection due to the distance between them on the page. What can be done to make this connection clear to modern readers?

To ease the making of these connections, I have opted to repeat the text and print the matching cameos side by side, starting from the outside and working toward the center. That is, if the homily under study has seven cameos (as in the case of the Is 28 passage) it seems right to examine the various pairs of cameos one at a time beginning from the outside [see figure 0.13].










	1.

	a.28:15We have made a covenant with death,

	 




	 

	b.and with Sheol we have an agreement;

	COVENANT WITH




	 

	c.when the overwhelming scourge passes through

	Death, Sheol—affirmed!




	 

	d.It will not come to us;

	Scourge Avoided (?)




                      

                        	

                        	


                        	

                      


                
	7.

	a.18Then your covenant with death will be annulled,

	 




	 

	b.and your agreement with Sheol will not stand;

	COVENANT WITH




	 

	c.when the overwhelming scourge passes through

	Death, Sheol—Canceled!




	 

	d.you will be beaten down by it.

	Scourge Beats Down







Figure 0.13. Is 28:15, 18




After reflecting on these two carefully matched cameos we would then turn to cameos 2 and 6. Finally, the three center cameos would be examined together.

If a modern English language text refers to do-re-mi-fa-so-la-ti-do, the reader is able to “hear the tune” as he/she reads the words. No one needs to tell us that the beginning and the end are the same note an octave apart. In like manner, an ancient, literate (and illiterate) Hebrew listening to or reading a text such as the Isaiah passage presented above would be able to “hear” the 1-2-3-4-3-2-1 and would naturally compare the two cameos numbered 1 on the outside and then the pair of cameos numbered 2 and so forth. Current estimates are that not more than 10 percent of the people in New Testament times could read. Learned Jews would be able to follow Paul’s prophetic style “tunes” and explain them to non-Jewish believers. Furthermore, this is not the only aspect of 1 Corinthians in which Jewish believers would have needed to explain things to Greek believers.

In 1 Corinthians 10 Paul writes, “our fathers were all under the cloud, and all passed through the sea” (10:1). Paul does not explain what he is talking about. Unless they were “God fearers” worshiping with the Jews, Greeks would not be able to follow this kind of a discussion without help from Jewish Christians who knew the appropriate stories. We modern Christians may have the Old Testament stories in the backs of our minds, but not their literary “tunes.” The longer the “tune” the more difficult it is for us to hear it.27 By first presenting the entire homily and then examining it (one “envelope” at a time) it is my hope that the reader will be able follow Paul’s argument with relative ease. The longest and most complex of all the homilies in the epistle appears near the beginning in 1:17–2:2. For that homily in particular I beg the readers’ patience. In a lecture, armed with some study sheets and a few histrionics, I can make all of this easy for a Western audience to follow—I have been doing it for decades. Gold is available where you find it. Sometimes one must dig to mine it. I will do my best.

A further question remains: Why bother? This kind of analysis may be seen by some as “interesting” and “artistically intriguing” but is it significant for interpretation? To this important question we must turn briefly because if it is not, it can be ignored. For centuries the church has generally seen most of the texts examined in this study as having a straight-line “this after that” order.28 What difference does it make if we observe Paul using the classical rhetoric of his Jewish past? A few comments on this important question may be helpful.29

1. If the author is presenting his/her case using an ABC-CBA structure, then half of what he/she has to say about (A) will appear at the beginning and the other half will appear at the end. The same is true of the first (B) and the last (B) which again form a pair. To miss this pairing of ideas is to miss an important part of the author’s intent. The larger the ring composition, the harder it is for the modern mind to follow the parallels without some assistance.

2. Biblical “ring composition” usually places the climax in the center, not at the end. We saw cases of this “center climax” in the texts examined above. Our centuries-old “default” assumption is that the climax appears at the end of any discussion. If the author has placed his/her conclusion elsewhere, the reader should have a chance to observe and ponder that climax. In the case of ring composition, rhetorical analysis offers that opportunity.

3. Where a particular text begins and ends can often be determined with greater certainty when the rhetorical form is uncovered. Paul’s hymn to the cross appears in 1:17–2:2. Our chapter numbers do not assist us in noting either the beginning or the end of this great hymn.30 Particularly our chapter 2 division is in the wrong place. Paul’s hymn opens with reference to the preaching of Christ crucified. Christ crucified is restated in the middle and again at the end.31 The rhetorical style identifies the beginning and the end of this masterpiece and allows us to reflect on it as a whole. (Obviously the people who gave us the chapter numbers did not see the hymn with its threefold reference to preaching the cross.)

4. When the structure of a homily is identified, the smaller cameos maintain their integrity rather than becoming fragmented or absorbed into other verses.

5. Rhetorical analysis delivers the reader from the tyranny of the centuries-old number system. The text is allowed its own ordering of ideas. However useful they are for finding one’s place, the numbers subtly dictate to the reader, “You will see these ideas or stories as a straight line sequence that follows the numbers!”

6. At times the rhetorical makeup of a particular homily is a key internal component to help choose between variant Greek readings of a text. External evidence related to which texts are the oldest and most reliable is very important. Internal evidence of the rhetorical style involved also needs consideration. We will observe one text in 1 Corinthians where the rhetoric of the passage is significant in selecting a reading (see below on 3:5).

7. Noting the parallels (straight-line, inverted or stepped) between cameos or within cameos often unlocks important meanings otherwise lost. In the Isaiah 28 passage noted above, the prophet presents the government’s case in cameos 1-2 and then demolishes it line by line in cameos 6-7. We need to be able to observe him engaging in this dialogue and critique.

8. Occasionally in 1 Corinthians there are carefully balanced sets of lines, to which some “footnotes” have been added. Three such “notes” appear in 1:17–2:2. These explanatory remarks can be spotted when the basic rhetorical structure is identified. Paul may be adding notes to homilies composed at some earlier time. Isaiah 47:1-7 also includes an extra “note.”32

9. As noted, the rhetorical styles that appear can be traced to the writing prophets and beyond. The reappearance of these styles in 1 Corinthians makes clear that Paul was deeply embedded as a writer in his Jewish heritage.

10. When one observes the sophisticated, thoughtful and artistic precision of these rhetorically shaped passages Paul emerges as a skilled writer and indeed as a “poet” in the Jewish tradition. We have long noted history, theology and ethics in 1 Corinthians. “Art” has been seen in the great hymn to love in chapter 13. Some have admired the majesty of the final “ode to the resurrection” (chapter 15). Can we not also be moved and enlightened by the literary art that appears throughout the epistle?

11. The rhetoric of 1 Corinthians encourages the reader to rethink our understanding of the epistle as a whole. The various homilies here examined and their use in the creation of essays exhibits great care in composition.

Before we proceed, a few words of caution seem appropriate. Engaging in the rhetorical analysis of biblical texts is like playing the saxophone: it is easy to do poorly. In the name of “quality control” the following can be noted:

1. The goal of this work is to illuminate Paul’s message. This is not “art for art’s sake.” You, gentle reader, will be the judge of any success or failure in this regard.

2. My chosen focus is on the cameo and the homily. In rhetorical analysis it is very easy to allow one’s attention to shift to short phrases and individual words.33 This can become a sort of “word game” that has its own fascination, but is minimally relevant to the sacred task of interpretation. It is like taking one of Churchill’s great wartime speeches and diagramming each sentence. The exercise might be an engaging grammatical exercise but would probably distract rather than add to an understanding of what Churchill was trying to say to his listeners.

3. The ideas in one cameo that appear to repeat in another cameo must be the major ideas in the two cameos. If they are not, one must exercise great caution in affirming that the two cameos are “parallel.” Subtlety must be avoided.

4. We will examine various types of homilies in 1 Corinthians that Paul uses again and again. When the same style (in the work of a given author) appears repeatedly the interpreter is reassured of being on the right track. Rarities must be examined with special caution lest they be imaginary.

5. This kind of close work requires a knowledge of the original languages. The words and phrases in modern English translations are naturally arranged to provide smooth idiomatic English. To discover how Paul organized his phrases one must read the Greek text. Furthermore, occasionally the same Greek word ties two cameos together in the original text, but the translators have not used the same English word for both of them and thereby the connection is lost in English. The reverse is also true. An English word that appears in two cameos may have two Greek words behind it.

6. On rare occasions I have suggested that Paul has added a comment to his own text. This possibility introduces an option that can be abused easily. It is effortless to mark off one section as “original” and another section as “secondary.” The result can fragment the text and lead nowhere. The possibility that Paul has added a “comment” to his own homily must be considered with caution.

7. The basic presupposition of this study is that Paul’s Hebrew literary heritage profoundly influences Paul’s rhetorical style. If that proves to be the case, that literary heritage becomes an important lens through which to examine 1 Corinthians.

The rhetorical analysis in this book suggests new approaches to well-known texts. The work here is offered with great appreciation for the extensive work of others and with openness to further refinement.

With the above prophetic heritage in mind, and with the chosen methodology in focus we turn to the text of 1 Corinthians with the hope of uncovering a fresh layer of meaning that is encoded in the homilies Paul composed for his readers in Corinth and for the church at large.








0.1

Greeting and Prayer of Thanksgiving

1 CORINTHIANS 1:1-9


PAUL’S LETTER OPENS WITH an identification of the senders (Paul and Sosthenes) and the receivers (the Corinthians, and all Christians). He then offers his introductory prayer. These two sections are tied together by their rhetorical form and by their theological content with its focus on God, Christ Jesus and the believing community. The text is displayed in figure 1.0(1).










	 

	The Greeting (1:1-3)

	 




	1.

	1:1Paul, called by the will of God

	GOD (His Will)




	 

	to be an apostle of Christ Jesus,

	Christ Jesus




	 

	and our brother Sosthenes,

	Paul & Sosthenes




	 

	 

	 




	2.

	2To the church of God which is at Corinth,

	 




	 

	to those made holy in Christ Jesus,

	TO CORINTHIANS




	 

	to those called out as saints

	(Christ, you)




	 

	 

	 




	3.

	together with all those who are called

	 




	 

	by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,

	TO ALL CHRISTIANS




	 

	in every meeting place of them and of us.

	(Christ, they)




	 

	 

	 




	4.

	3Grace to you and peace

	GRACE TO YOU




	 

	from God our Father

	From God our Father




	 

	and the Lord Jesus Christ.

	& Lord Jesus Christ




	
	

	




	 

	The Prayer of Thanksgiving (1:4-9)

	 




	5.

	4I give thanks to God always for you

	GRACE TO YOU




	 

	because of the grace of God

	From God




	 

	which was given to you in Christ Jesus,

	In Christ




	 

	 

	 




	6.

	5that in every way you were enriched in him

	 




	 

	in all speech and all knowledge

	CHRIST SUSTAINED




	 

	6even as the testimony to Christ was sustained among you

	Among You (now)




	 

	7so you are not lacking in any spiritual gift,

	 




	 

	 

	 




	7.

	as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ;

	 




	 

	8who will sustain you to the end,

	LORD JESUS CHRIST




	 

	guiltless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.

	Will Sustain You (then)




	 

	 

	 




	8.

	9God is faithful,

	GOD is faithful




	 

	by whom you were called

	Your Calling




	 

	into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.

	Christ Son/Lord







Figure 1.0(1). 1 Corinthians 1:1-9





THE RHETORIC


In these opening verses references to the senders, the addressees, the greetings, the tradition, the initial thanksgiving prayer and the introduction to the entire epistle are woven tightly together into eight interlocking cameos. This particular rhetorical style with two sections (each composed using an A-B-B-A structure) appears in five other texts in this same letter.1 Here, important themes run throughout the eight cameos.




COMMENTARY


The simplest expression of the underlying structure of these eight cameos is demonstrated in figure 1.0(2).









	 

	Paul called by the will of God




	 

	To the Corinthian saints




	 

	To all those called by the name of Jesus Christ




	 

	God is our Father




  

    	

    	


  


  
	 

	The grace of God to you




	 

	Believers enriched in the present




	 

	Believers sustained to the end




	 

	God is faithful







Figure 1.0(2). The underlying structure of 1 Corinthians 1:1-9




Initially it is clear that this passage says four things about the nature of God and these references appear at the beginning and at the end of each of the two halves of the passage. The list is as follows:


	1. God has a will


	4.  God is our Father


	5.  God extends grace


	8.  God is faithful




These same eight cameos have eight things to say about Jesus. In order these are:


	Christ Jesus calls apostles


	Christ Jesus makes the Corinthians holy


	All believers are called by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ


	The Lord Jesus Christ extends grace and peace


	Grace to them in Christ Jesus is a source of thanksgiving


	A testimony to/from Christ that was available to the Church


	Our Lord Jesus Christ is able to sustain them guiltless


	Jesus Christ our Lord is the Son (of God) and he creates a special fellowship




Amazingly there are also eight things said about the believing community. Following the order of the text these are:


	The Church has apostles and brothers/sisters


	The Corinthians are “made holy” and called to be “saints”


	All believers are called by the name of “our Lord Jesus Christ”


	They are recipients of grace and peace


	The grace they received is a source of thanksgiving


	They are enriched by speech, knowledge and all spiritual gifts


	They will be sustained guiltless to the end


	They are called into the fellowship of God’s Son




Noting these three lists of weighty theological statements, there are aspects of each of the eight cameos that deserve comment. We will repeat the text for easy reference.









	1.

	1:1Paul, called by the will of God

	GOD




	 

	   to be an apostle of Christ Jesus,

	CHRIST




	 

	   and our brother Sosthenes,

	APOSTLES (senders)








As he opens the epistle, Paul is already defending his apostleship. That defense comes to full flower in 9:1-18. Here he reminds his readers that he did not choose his calling as an apostle, but he was called by the will of God to this ministry.

It is impossible to prove that the Sosthenes mentioned in this text is, or is not the Sosthenes who initially opposed Paul in Corinth (Acts 18:12-17). But there are good reasons to suppose that the two may be the same man. In Acts 18:17 Sosthenes is identified as the head of the synagogue in Corinth. Under his leadership the synagogue initiated a case in the Roman courts against Paul before Gallio, a famous Roman judge. Gallio dismissed the case, publicly humiliating the Jewish community which then took out its frustrations and ensuing anger on Sosthenes by beating him in front of the court for having led them into this public debacle. What happened next?

We are not told what happened to Sosthenes after his beating. But it is natural to assume that the evening of the beating, Sosthenes and his family were trying to recover from the day by dressing Sosthenes’ physical and psychic wounds. They were isolated, humiliated, wounded and frightened. The Jews had beaten him and the Roman authorities had watched the violence without intervening. No one could expect Paul’s new converts to side with the man who tried to harm their leader and their cause. But is it not like Paul to have visited Sosthenes on that occasion to express sympathy for the abuse that Sosthenes had sustained? The irony of such a visit could not have been missed by anyone. The purpose of Sosthenes’ action was to harm Paul. That plan failed, and the harm intended for Paul ricocheted back onto Sosthenes. Overcoming evil with good was a formative part of Paul’s theological and ethical DNA (Rom 12:19-21). In this very epistle Paul writes, “When reviled, we bless; when persecuted, we endure” (4:12). Had Paul made such a visit, Sosthenes would have been deeply moved. Did such a visit take place, and did it lead Sosthenes, in time, to follow Jesus the crucified Messiah? We do not know, but we can entertain this outcome as a possibility.

If he is the same man, having served as the head of the synagogue in Corinth, Sosthenes naturally would have known a great deal about the Jewish-Christian members of the Corinthian church and could have provided great help to Paul in the writing of this letter. Regardless of his identity, Sosthenes was most certainly known to the Corinthians, otherwise Paul would not have mentioned him by name. The two of them undoubtedly discussed what to include and what to omit in this critical epistle.

At the same time, by including Sosthenes as a joint sender of the letter, he is saying,

I know that I am a newcomer to your city. Please understand that I am not sitting here in Ephesus in grand isolation from the real world of Corinth and its society, dreaming up criticisms of your theology and ethics. Sosthenes agrees with everything I have to say to you. Keep that in mind as you read. We are together sending you this letter.


Paul could “field test” his letter simply by reading it to Sosthenes. In any case, Paul offers Sosthenes a high compliment by attaching his name to this famous letter as a “joint author.” It is a very nice touch.

After naming the senders, Paul identifies the recipients of this letter [see fig. 1.0(3)].










	2.

	2To the church of God which is at Corinth,

	 




	 

	to those made holy in Christ Jesus,

	TO CORINTHIANS




	 

	to those called out as saints

	(Christ, you)




	 

	 

	 




	3.

	together with all those who are called

	 




	 

	by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,

	TO ALL CHRISTIANS




	 

	in every meeting place of them and of us.

	(Christ, they)







Figure 1.0(3). The receivers of 1 Corinthians (1:2)




As observed in the introduction, Paul routinely identifies the recipients of his letters. The book of Romans was addressed to “God’s beloved at Rome” (Rom 1:7). Galatians mentions “the churches of Galatia” (Gal 1:2), and Philippians tells of “the saints in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi” (Phil 1:2). But here in 1 Corinthians Paul describes two types of readers, the Corinthians and all Christians everywhere. The Corinthians are identified as “Those who were made holy” and who were “called out as saints [i.e., holy ones]” (1:2). They were getting drunk at Holy Communion and shouting insults at each other. One of them was sleeping with his mother-in-law. The prophets (preachers) were all talking at once in their worship services and some of the women were chatting and not listening to anyone. They had split into factions, and some thought that polished language was more important than historical realities like the cross. Others denied the resurrection. Yet Paul called them “saints.” Remarkable! Clearly, for Paul, “a saint” meant a person who had received the Holy Spirit and not a person who had reached some undefined stratospheric level of piety. The troublesome Corinthians were saints!

Second, as noted, Paul includes the entire church among his readers. He appears to be doing more than merely reminding the Corinthians that they belong to a larger fellowship, although that is surely part of his intent. Nor is he primarily affirming his authority over all the church, and thereby building his case for the authenticity of his apostleship. Rather, he stresses that he is indeed writing this letter for all Christians everywhere. This helps explain the extensive use of polished rhetoric, and the meticulous construction of the five essays before us. From Paul’s own words we can be confident that Paul means this epistle as a “general letter.” How so?

Initially we see that the word “called” (epi-kaloumenois) used here is a passive. The BAGD Greek-English Lexicon affirms that this passive word is used when “someone’s name is called over someone to designate the latter as the property of the former.”2 Isaiah 43:7 reads, “everyone who is called by my name, whom I created for my glory.” Jeremiah 7:11 states, “Has this house, which is called by my name, become a den of robbers in your eyes?” Such language declares that God’s name is called upon the things that belong to God, be they objects like temples, or people. They are no longer their own— they belong to the God who calls his name upon them. Many English translations have turned the passive tense of the key verb (in this text) into an active tense and read “who call upon the name” as though the Christians were doing the “calling.” This latter is possible, but it loses the weight of the affirmation that all those “sanctified in Christ Jesus” now belong to the Son of God. God in Christ called them “into the fellowship of his Son” (1:9) and they are thereby a part of his very body of Christ (12:12-27). Later in the epistle, using the language of the institution of slavery (6:19-20), Paul writes, “You are not your own; you were bought with a price.” Paul’s readers belonged to God. Surely Paul intends his readers to understand that they belong to God as affirmed both in 6:19-20 and here in the opening verses of the epistle. “All those on whom is called the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” means all Christians everywhere. Furthermore, even if we disregard the passive tense of the verb epikaloumenois, Paul affirms that he is writing this book for the Corinthians along with all Christians in every place. Realizing the full scope of Paul’s intended readership is critical for how we understand much of what Paul has to say throughout the epistle.

The fourth cameo states:









	4.

	3Grace to you and peace

	GRACE TO YOU




	 

	from God our Father

	From God our Father




	 

	and the Lord Jesus Christ.

	& Lord Jesus Christ








“Peace to you” was a standard Jewish greeting. Greeks would expect “chairein” (Hail!), which sounds much like Paul’s greeting of “charis” (grace).3 By writing “Grace to you and peace,” Paul is identifying with both “Jew and Greek.” Paul desires intensely to unite Jewish and Gentile believers into one body and one temple and this yearning appears a number of times throughout the epistle. The crosscultural Greek/Jewish greeting encourages that journey of reconciliation. It also brings together two of the greatest words in Paul’s theological vocabulary. Grace (Hebrew: khesed) has to do with covenant faithfulness that expresses itself in mighty acts in history to save. Peace (Hebrew: shalom) refers to a comprehensive reconciling peace that flows from the grace of God. It is through grace that deep peace is possible. God is “our Father” and the above mentioned grace and peace flow to us from the Father through the Lord Jesus Christ. After this introduction, Paul turns to his opening prayer of thanksgiving.

Paul’s letters usually open with a thanksgiving prayer. To the Corinthians Paul writes:









	5.

	4I give thanks to God always for you

	GRACE TO YOU




	 

	because of the grace of God

	From God




	 

	which was given to you in Christ Jesus,

	In Christ








This is Paul at his diplomatic best. He cannot thank God for their “faith” (Rom 1:8), or for their “partnership in the Gospel” (Phil 1:5), or for their “faith… and… love” (Col 1:4), or for their “faith,… love… and hope” (1 Thess 1:3). So he offers thanks for the grace given to them. This is like a father addressing a “difficult child” at dinner and saying to him, “Johnny, every night I am deeply grateful to your mother who bathes you and dresses you in clean clothes before supper.” This is not a compliment to Johnny. The Corinthians had received a great deal of grace. Their responses to that grace were deeply flawed. The most kindly thing Paul can honestly say to them is to remind them of the grace they have freely received. They have no grounds for boasting because all their spiritual heritage was a gift.

Cameos 6 and 7 are a carefully balanced pair [see fig. 1.0(4)].










	6.

	5that in every way you were enriched in him

	 




	 

	in all speech and all knowledge

	CHRIST SUSTAINED




	 

	6as the testimony of Christ was sustained among you

	Among You (past & present)




	 

	7so you are not lacking in any spiritual gift,

	 




	 

	 

	 




	7.

	as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ;

	 




	 

	8who will sustain you to the end,

	LORD JESUS CHRIST




	 

	guiltless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.

	Will Sustain You (present & future)







Figure 1.0(4). Cameos 6-7 (1 Cor 1:5-8)




The Corinthians were proud of their “speech” (tongues), “knowledge” and “spiritual gifts” in general. Actually, they were quarreling over these matters. Paul does not deny their gifts or the importance of them. He will discuss this subject in detail in chapters 12 and 14.

The testimony they have heard is “of Christ” (NRSV) or it is testimony “to Christ” (RSV). The first means that they have heard some of the teachings of Jesus. The second would only indicate that they have been told about him. Both options are faithful to the original text. What matters for Paul’s larger argument is that with these words he is invoking the tradition which they had received. He will do this at the opening of each of the five essays. Everything Paul says to them is built on the foundation of a tradition which they had heard and received.

Cameo 6 discusses the present while cameo 7 holds up the mirror of eternity. The key word bebainoo occurs in each of these stanzas. The RSV translates “confirmed” for the first and uses “sustained” for the second. The NRSV chooses “strengthened” for both texts which allows the English reader to more easily observe the connection between the two. The point is that the confirming/sustaining/strengthening that has already taken place in the present will continue until the Day of Judgment. Regardless of all the ethical and theological failings that Paul found in the church in Corinth, he was confident that the Corinthians would stand “guiltless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.” O that the antagonists in church fights in every age might maintain this amazing confidence.

The final cameo in these opening verses (8) makes a concluding statement about the nature of God.









	8.

	9God is faithful,

	GOD is faithful




	 

	by whom you were called

	Your calling




	 

	into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.

	Christ Son/Lord








The Corinthians may not be faithful—but God is! Furthermore, it is instructive to note that the word “to call” (kaleo) occurs three times in the opening lines and reappears here in cameo 8. Paul, Sosthenes, the Corinthians and all Christians everywhere were called into “the Church of God” (cameos 1-2) and into “the fellowship of his Son” (cameo 8).

Finally, the rare phrase “our Lord Jesus Christ” appears three times in this introduction along with the similar phrase “Jesus Christ our Lord” shown here. It ties the Corinthians to all believers in every place. Paul uses it once more in the following verse as he introduces the problem of their divisions. But then this four-word phrase disappears until the very end of the fifth essay where in 15:57 Paul affirms victory over death through “our Lord Jesus Christ.” In spite of denials, divisions, ethical failings and theological lapses, Jesus is still “our Lord Jesus Christ.” Paul uses this phrase as a golden thread at the beginning and at the end of the epistle, binding the letter together.

This densely packed introduction and thanksgiving is like a diamond that sheds light in many directions. To summarize it is to recite the full text. Having said very important things about God, Jesus and the church, Paul is ready to launch into the first essay, which focuses on unity, the cross and the Spirit.










  


  ESSAY 1


  The Cross and


    Christian Unity


  1 CORINTHIANS 1:10–4:16


  

    

      αυτοις δε κλητοις


      ‘Ιουδαιοις τε και Ελλησιν


      Χριστον θεου δυναμιν και θεου σοφιαν


      (1:24)


    


  








1.1

The Problem

Divisions, Baptism and the Cross

1 CORINTHIANS 1:10-16


THIS FIRST ESSAY IS COMPOSED of four sections that are as follows:


1.1. The Problem: Divisions, Baptism and the Cross (1:10-16)

1.2.The Wisdom and Power of God: The Cross (1:17–2:2)

1.3.The Wisdom of God: Revealed Through the Spirit (2:3-16)

1.4. Christian Unity: Paul, Apollos and Cephas as One (3:1–4:16)



Having invoked the tradition in his introduction, Paul is ready to present the first problem he wants to discuss with them, which has to do with serious divisions in the church (note italics above). After naming the problem (1.1) he sets to work at once building a theological base out of which a solution to that problem can be found (1.2 and 1.3). He then returns to the problem in the light of that theology (1.4). The problem (1.1) is set out in figure 1.1(1).


THE RHETORIC


Using ring composition, Paul opens with three positive cameos that are then matched (in reverse order) with three negatives. At the end of the homily he adds an aside.

The center is a point of special emphasis. He urges them to unite, not fight.










	1.

	1:10I appeal to you, brethren,

	JESUS IS OUR LORD




	 

	by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,

	Name—of Jesus




	 

	 

	 




	2.

	that all of you agree

	DIVISIONS




	 

	and that there be no divisions among you,

	 




	 

	 

	 




	3.

	but that you be united in the same mind

	 




	 

	and of the same judgment.

	MUST UNITE




	 

	 

	 




	4.

	11For it has been reported to me, my brethren,

	 




	 

	by Chloe’s people, that there is quarreling among you.

	NOT FIGHT




	 

	 

	 




	5.

	12What I mean is that each one of you says,

	 




	 

	“I am of Paul,” or “I am of Apollos,” or “I am of Cephas,”

	 




	 

	or “I am of Christ.” 13Is Christ divided?

	DIVISIONS




	 

	 

	 




	6.

	Was Paul crucified for you?

	JESUS DIED FOR YOU




	 

	Or were you baptized in the name of Paul?

	Name—of Paul?




  

    	


  


  	
(aside 1:14-16)
 14I am thankful that I baptized none of you except Crispus and Gaius; 15lest any one should say that you were baptized in my name. 16I did baptize also the household of Stephanas. Beyond that, I do not know whether I baptized anyone else.







Figure 1.1(1). Divisions in the church: Paul, Apollos and Cephas as competitors (1 Cor 1:10-16)







COMMENTARY


Cameo 1 begins with “I appeal to you” (parakaleo). This verb is used to describe the father in the parable of the prodigal son as he goes out to reconcile his older son standing defiantly in the courtyard of the family home (Lk 15:28). It is a strong word that indicates a deep desire for reconciliation. Paul “entreats them” “in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” They were baptized using this latter phrase or something close to it. Also, as noted, the full phrase “our Lord Jesus Christ” occurs four times at the beginning of chapter 1 and is not heard again until the conclusion of chapter 15. Its repetition is a strong call for unity.

The declaration “I appeal to you—in the name…” is Paul’s strongest theological appeal. In cameo 2 he requests them to “say the same thing,” that is, to agree, with no divisions (literally skhisma [schism: no splits]). Rather, he calls on them to “agree,” literally “fit together” (kat-artizo). The language is that of a tentmaker or indeed, of a brass-maker. Pieces of canvas must “fit together” or the tent will leak. If the canvas “splits,” the tent is worthless. Corinth was famous for its brass work (13:1-13). No one will buy a brass pot with a handle that does not fit tightly to the pot. Paul summons (cameo 3) his readers to be of the same “mind” and the same “purpose/intention.”1 People with differences can work together if they have the same purpose. Paul wants all of them to think along the same lines, and to have a united purpose.

He then turns from his intended goals for their life together, and faces them with the present reality by naming names (cameo 4). The family of Chloe must have been prominent and respected or Paul would not have revealed his source. The divisions within the church were serious. The word here translated “quarreling” is the Greek word Eris, who was “a goddess who excites to war.”2 In Greek mythology Eris’s brother was Aris, the Greek god of war. Aris in turn was the equivalent to Mars, the Roman god of war.3 In Greek the word eris was also used to depict “battle-strife.”4 With such language, Paul was not discussing a “little misunderstanding” but rather bitter quarreling and contention. There was a battle raging in Corinth. What was the root of it all?

In cameo 5, Paul identifies four parties in the church. Chrysostom argues that Paul is really talking about known leaders in the church in Corinth and their followers, but that Paul “makes his argument less severe, not mentioning by name the rude dividers of the Church, but concealing them, as behind a sort of masks [sic], with the names of the Apostles.”5 This is a thoughtful suggestion. To call the leaders of the various factions by name would have inflamed the situation and put Chloe into an impossible position. What then was Paul talking about?

Having lived for decades in multicultural Middle Eastern communities, I know that ethnic divisions run deep. As far as we know there was no successful “melting pot” ideology in the ancient world. The city of Corinth was destroyed in 146 B.C. by the Romans for having opposed them, and then in 44 B.C. it was reborn as a Roman colony to facilitate the movement of goods across the isthmus of Corinth and as a center of trade. As a commercial town composed of various ethnic communities it was thriving in the first century, and the three groups that would have naturally dominated the young Christian community would have been the Romans, the Greeks and the Jews.

Writing to a church in the largest Roman colony in the empire, Paul would have triggered unnecessary hostility in the wider community if he had written, “In our new fellowship, Romans, Greeks and Jews are all equal.” In Corinth the Romans were inevitably at the top of the pecking order. The town was in Greece, so the Greeks would have been second. As powerless foreigners the Jews would naturally have been at the bottom of that three-some. A rough equivalent might be an American military base in Germany. On the base, the Americans run everything. The Germans who work there would be second, and any Turkish guest workers would be third. Paul was a Roman citizen. Apollos was Greek and Paul refers to Peter as “Cephas,” using his Jewish name. Romans would naturally prefer Roman leadership. Greeks wanted to listen to a native Greek speaker and Jews would naturally lean toward a Jewish leader, especially if he “was from Galilee or Judea” and thereby “from the home country.” Their various ethnic loyalties were quite likely causing serious tension in the church and Paul may well have been referring to those loyalties. Bishr ibn al-Sari thinks Paul added his name to the list “to demonstrate that it was not necessary for anyone to call himself a follower of Paul.”6 What then of the fourth party?

A group in the church claimed “we are of Christ” and that phrase implies, “The rest of you are not ‘of Christ.’ We alone can claim that identification.”Many churches have a small clique of people who consider themselves “the true believers.” They are not sure of the salvation of their pastor, but they are praying for him! Self-righteousness is usually on display in such groups and dealing with them can be extremely difficult. Perhaps something of this same dynamic was present in Corinth and elsewhere. Paul continues,









	6.

	Was Paul crucified for you?

	JESUS DIED FOR YOU




	 

	Or were you baptized in the name of Paul?

	Name—of Paul?








Assuming the centrality of Christ, and denying that he seeks any party loyalty to himself, Paul rings “the big bells” by invoking baptism and the cross. Each is given special prominence. Their unity is anchored in these two realities. Who died for us? In whose name were we baptized? The shift from the singular to the plural is significant. Each is saying “I am of Paul,” etc. But Paul asks, “Who was crucified for you [pl.]?” They are a community united around a cross and for Paul their baptism is profoundly related to that cross.

He then appears to have added an aside of the type that is outside of the rhetorical structure of the passage. This is called a katacrusis and is as follows:

The “aside” (1:14-16) reads:

14I am thankful that I baptized none of you except Crispus and Gaius; 15lest any one should say that you were baptized in my name. 16I did baptize also the house-hold of Stephanas. Beyond that, I do not know whether I baptized anyone else.


This fascinating “aside” mentions “Stephanas” who was the first convert in the province and whose name reappears at the very end of the epistle. He and his friends brought written messages to Paul in Ephesus and most probably carried the finished epistle back to Corinth.

This appears to be the way Paul writes when he is not following prophetic models. Second Corinthians is full of this kind of composition. Verses 14-15 make a statement. Verse 16 “dribbles on” indicating something that he forgot to mention in the first part. He baptized one household—perhaps others—he can’t remember. After this very human aside, Paul is ready to discuss the central event that can bring them together—the cross.

The following high points are prominent in this brief homily.


	Breaking into ethnic enclaves is unacceptable. Furthermore, loyalties to individuals is not an excuse for breaking the unity of the church. Their leaders are not adequate centers of primary loyalty.


	No group in the church has the right to claim that they alone are loyal to Christ.


	They are “called by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1:2) and in that name they can find their unity (1:10).


	Baptism and the cross also call them together.


	The question is not “Who is my leader?” but rather, “Who died for us?”




With the problem of this first essay stated boldly, Paul turns to the cross in the shadow of which their divisions can be eclipsed (1:17–2:2).









1.2

The Wisdom and Power of God

The Cross

1 CORINTHIANS 1:17–2:2


IN THE EARLY CENTURIES of the Christian church, as the Greek world became Christian, a group of scholars now called “the apologists” arose and took up the daunting task of relating the new Christian faith to their Greek intellectual heritage. Their task, as Andrew Walls the distinguished Scottish church historian has described it, was “to baptize their memories into Christ.”1 As the twenty-first century unfolds, Christian theologians of the global South are taking up this same important task.2 Paul’s hymn to the cross is a brilliant start to an early journey down that road. Only, as we will see, Paul managed to relate to both the Jewish intellectual past and to Greek history at the same time in the same passage.

Paul’s majestic chapter on love in chapter 13 is widely acclaimed. The great hymn to the cross under study in this chapter is worthy of the same attention and praise. Initially we intend to observe the “ring composition” of the passage with its three sections and its balanced cameos.3 Second, this passage needs to be compared with the third of the great servant songs of Isaiah (50:4-11) in order to hear the bells that were ringing in the minds of Paul’s Jewish readers. Finally, we will examine how this hymn to the cross relates to Greek history and literature. Greek readers could also hear connections to their world. The hymn relates profoundly to Pericles’ oration in praise of the fallen Athenians at the end of the first year of the Peloponnesian war. We will attempt to trace those ties as well. First then is the text itself with its parallel stanzas.










	1.

	1:17For Christ did not send me to baptize

	PAUL SENT




	 

	but to preach the gospel,

	Preach Gospel




	 

	not with wise words,

	Not Wise Words




	 

	lest it be emptied of its power, the cross of Christ.

	The Cross




	 

	 

	 




	2.

	18For the word of the cross, to those being destroyed, is folly,

	Destroy




	 

	but to us who are being saved

	The Power




	 

	it is the power of God. 19For it is written,

	of God




	 

	“I will destroy the wisdom of the wise men,

	Scripture: Destroy




	 

	and the cleverness of the clever I will thwart.”

	 




	 

	 

	 




	3.

	20Where is the one who is wise?

	 




	 

	Where is the scribe?

	JEWISH SCHOLAR




	 

	Where is the scholar of this age?

	Greek Scholar




	 

	Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?

	 




  

    	

    	


    


  
	4.

	21For since, in the wisdom of God,

	WISDOM OF GOD (past)




	 

	the world did not know God through wisdom,

	World Ignorant




	 

	 

	 




	5.

	it pleased God through the folly of the kerygma

	KERYGMA




	 

	to save those who believe.

	Believers




	 

	 

	 




	6.

	22For Jews demand signs

	JEWS




	 

	and Greeks seek wisdom,

	Greeks




	 

	 

	 




	7.

	23but we preach

	WE PREACH




	 

	Christ crucified,

	The Cross




	 

	 

	 




	8.

	a stumbling block to Jews

	JEWS




	 

	and folly to Gentiles,

	Greeks




	 

	 

	 




	9.

	24but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks,

	THOSE CALLED




	 

	Christ the power of God and wisdom of God.

	Christ: Power/Wisdom




	 

	 

	 




	10.

	25For the foolishness of God is wiser than human wisdom,

	GOD WISE/STRONG (present)




	 

	and the weakness of God is stronger than human strength

	Humans Weak/Foolish




	 

	26(for example, consider your call brethren).

	 




	
	




	11.

	For (there are) not many wise (m.pl.) according to the flesh,

	 




	 

	not many (are) powerful,

	JEWISH SCHOLARS—FEW




	 

	not many of noble birth;

	Greek Scholars—Few




	 

	27But, the foolish things (n.pl.) of the world God chose to shame the wise people [m.pl.],




	 

	 

	 



	[The weak things (n.pl.) in the world, God chose to shame the strong things (n.pl.).28 The low/base, and contemptible things in the world, God chose even the things (n.pl.) that are not, to make powerless the things (n.pl.) that are,]



	 

	 

	 




	12.

	29so that all flesh might not boast in the presence of God.

	BOASTING




	 

	30From him you are in Christ Jesus,

	The Wisdom—of God




	 

	who became wisdom for us from God (that is, righteousness, sanctification and redemption)




	 

	31therefore, it is written, “Let him who boasts, boast in the Lord.”

	Scripture: Boasting




	13.

	2:1And I came to you brethren,

	I PAUL CAME




	 

	not in lofty words or wisdom,

	Not Wise Words




	 

	proclaiming to you the mystery of God.

	Proclaiming




	 

	2For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. The Cross







Figure 1.2(1). The wisdom and power of God: The cross (1 Cor 1:17–2:2)





THE RHETORIC


This homily is about the inadequacy of wise words and wise people and the resulting necessity of the cross as the wisdom and power of God. The hymn contains three major sections that include a seven cameo ring composition in the center. The preaching of the cross appears at the beginning, middle and end of the homily. The six outer cameos produce three pairs. Each of these six is composed of four lines. These three pairs are like three outer envelopes around the center. Each of the seven cameos in the center is composed of two lines. The seven cameos form a prophetic rhetorical template. The shift from four lines per cameo (on the outside) to two lines per cameo (in the center) is a significant linguistic “tag” that separates the three sections.4 This is not the only time Paul divides a larger homily into three parts.

On three occasions Paul organizes a larger homily into three sections. This occurs in his discussion of the Lord’s Supper which is as follows:



      I.  Hunger, Drunkenness, Quarreling: Not the Lord’s Supper (11:17-22)

II.   The Received Tradition: The Lord’s Supper (11:23-26)

III.Examine Yourselves, Discern the Body: Then Celebrate (11:27-33)



A similar threefold division of a single homily appears in Paul’s discussion of love in chapter 13, which is divided into:



        I.  Love and the Spiritual Gifts (13:1-3)

II.   Love Defined (13:4-7)

III.Love and the Spiritual Gifts (13:8-13)



In like manner, here the hymn to the cross is in three parts. References to the “preaching of the cross” brilliantly tie the three together. The three sections can be roughly summarized as follows:



          I.  Wise words and wise people are inadequate [Needed: the cross] (1:17-20)

II.   The Power and wisdom of God in the Cross (1:21-26a)

III.Wise words and wise people are inadequate [Needed: the cross] (1:26b–2:2)



There are three “asides” that appear to be additions to the larger hymn.

These will be examined with care as they appear.




COMMENTARY


The beginning, the middle and the end of this glorious hymn (seen side by side) appear as follows:









	The beginning:



	1.

	a. 1:17For Christ did not send me to baptize

	PAUL SENT




	 

	b. but to preach the gospel,

	Preach Gospel




	 

	c. not with wise words,

	Not Wise Words




	 

	d. lest it be emptied of its power, the cross of Christ.

	The Cross




	
	

	


	The center:



	7.

	but we preach

	WE PREACH




	 

	Christ crucified,

	The Cross




	
	

	


	The end:



	13.

	a. 2:1And I came to you brethren,

	I PAUL CAME




	 

	c. not in lofty words or wisdom,

	Not Wise Words




	 

	b. proclaiming to you the mystery of God.

	Proclaiming




	 

	d. 2For I decided to know nothing among you

	The Cross




	 

	  except Jesus Christ and him crucified.

	 







Figure 1.2(2). Cameos 1, 7 and 13 (1 Cor 1:17–2:2)




In the introductory chapter on prophetic rhetorical styles, we observed Isaiah’s parable of the two buildings (Is 28:14-18). That homily, like the passage above, opens and closes with cameos of four lines and shifts to two-line cameos in the center. The beginning, center and end of Isaiah’s homily are as follows:









	The beginning:



	1.

	28:15a. “We have made a covenant with death,

	COVENANT WITH DEATH




	 

	     b. and with Sheol we have an agreement;

	Sheol




	 

	     c. when the overwhelming scourge passes through

	Scourge Passes Through




	 

	     d. it will not come to us;

	Scourge Avoided




	 

	

	 



	The center:



	4.

	16e ‘He who believes

	BELIEVER




	 

	will not be shaken.’

	Not Shaken




	 

	

	 



	The end:



	7.

	a.18Then your covenant with death will be annulled,

	COVENANT WITH DEATH




	 

	b.  and your agreement with Sheol will not stand;

	Sheol




	 

	c.  when the overwhelming scourge passes through

	Scourge Passes Through




	 

	d.  you will be beaten down by it.

	Scourge Beats Down







Figure 1.2(3). Cameos 1, 4 and 7 (Is 28:14-18)




Clearly this rhetorical model was available to Paul and is exhibited in 1:17– 2:2. In this Isaiah passage the four opening lines (cameo 1) are in the same order as the four matching lines at the end (cameo 7). Paul also opens and closes with four matching lines, but the order is not quite the same. Paul may have written this hymn to the cross some time before the composition of 1 Corinthians. As he incorporated it into his letter, he may have rearranged the order of ideas in his first cameo (1) to make a smooth transition from the subject of “baptism” (in the previous section) to that of “the cross.” The original may well have been:









	1.

	a. 17For Christ sent me

	SENT




	 

	b.   not with wise words,

	Not Wise Words




	 

	c.   to preach the gospel,

	Preach Gospel




	 

	d.   lest it be emptied of its power, the cross of Christ.

	The Cross








This is the order of phrases that appears in cameo 13 at the end of his hymn. In any case, the themes of sent, no wise words, to preach and the cross occur in the opening and the closing of the hymn. Here Paul declares that he is rejecting “lofty words and wisdom.” But he makes this declaration using language that is constructed with great care following classical prophetic patterns. This is somewhat like the winner of the Miss Universe beauty pageant saying, “Physical beauty doesn’t matter. What matters is having a beautiful spirit.” When a beautiful woman makes such a statement, it has a powerful impact. Using highly polished language, Paul says, “Polished language is not the point!” The Corinthian setting for such a statement is also important.

Dio Chrysostom (born ca. A.D. 40) visited the city of Corinth and in his Discourses commented on his visit. He noted the “large numbers gathered at Corinth” and attributed this to the harbors, the prostitutes and to the fact that the city was situated at the crossroads of Greece. He noted that when the Isthmian Games were held, “everybody was at the Isthmus.”5 While there one could hear

Crowds of wretched sophists around Poseidon’s temple shouting and reviling one another, and their disciples, as they were called, fighting with one another, many writers reading aloud their stupid works, many poets reciting their poems while others applauded them, many jugglers showing their tricks, many fortune-tellers interpreting fortunes, lawyers innumerable perverting judgment, and peddlers not a few peddling whatever they happened to have.6


Paul wants to emphasize that he will not under any circumstances join the “carnival” described by Dio Chrysostom. He is not showing off his rhetorical skills and he has no desire to entertain his readers. In 2 Corinthians he writes, “For we are not, like so many, peddlers of God’s word; but as men of sincerity, as commissioned by God, in the sight of God we speak in Christ” (2 Cor 2:17). None of this prevents him from presenting his message as winsomely as he can.

Paul is not providing an excuse for sloppy preaching; rather he is affirming that the preacher does not create the meaning in his/her mind, but reports God’s acts in history, and the report of those acts should be well composed. Paul’s hymn is so carefully composed that in the center (in cameo 7 and in the two lines that follow in cameo 8) each line has seven syllables, with an end rhyme (as we will note).

A further pair of important ideas emerges when cameos 1 and 13 are compared. In cameo 1 Paul is “sent” while in cameo 13 he says, “I came.” God acts to send, and Paul responds by coming. The sovereignty of God in “sending” and the freedom of the human response in “coming” is presented in balanced lines. This same set of ideas will reappear in cameos 4 and 9 where they are applied to the readers who are “called” (God’s act) and yet must “believe” (their act).

There remains the question as to what Paul means when he denies using “wise words” lest the cross be “emptied of its power.” Paul proclaims saving events in history; he does not offer a beautifully formulated series of better ideas than his philosophical competitors. What matters on the deepest level for Paul is that God acted in history to save. His text reads like Isaiah, not like Aristotle. If history is not proclaimed as the arena of revelation and salvation, then the cross, for that speaker/writer, is “emptied of its power.” This hymn is an anti-Gnostic text and yet it is not anti-intellectual.

Anti-intellectualism has tried for centuries to find a home in the last line of cameo 13, as if in Corinth Paul rejected all attempts at scholarship and instead determined to present the gospel to his Jewish and Greek audiences by simply preaching “Jesus Christ and him crucified.” The inadequacy of this understanding of the text will become clearer as we discuss the Jewish and the Greek texts that stand behind this hymn. Keeping in mind the above threefold affirmation of the preaching of the cross in cameos 1, 7 and 13, we turn to the second set of matching cameos (2 and 12) set out in figure 1.2(4).










	2.

	1:18For the word of the cross, to those being destroyed, is folly,

	DESTRUCTION




	 

	but to us who are being saved

	The Power




	 

	it is the power of God.

	of God




	 

	19For it is written “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise men,

	SCRIPTURE:




	 

	and the cleverness of the clever I will thwart.”

	Destruction




	 

	




	12.

	29so that all flesh might not boast in the presence of God.

	NO BOASTING




	 

	30From him you are in Christ Jesus,

	The Wisdom




	 

	who became wisdom for us from God (that is, righteousness,

	of God




	 

	sanctification and redemption)

	 




	 

	31therefore, it is written, “Let him who boasts,

	SCRIPTURE:




	 

	boast in the Lord.”

	Boasting







Figure 1.2(4). Cameos 2 and 12 (1 Cor 1:18-19, 29-31)




Each of the above cameos opens with a negative (folly/boasting) which in each instance is matched and reinforced at the end of the cameo with a Scripture quotation. The centers of these two cameos together affirm the two leading ideas in the hymn. The first focuses on the power of God and the second describes the wisdom of God. The two cameos are carefully matched.

Paul knew that his message of a crucified Son of God was heard as weakness in Jewish scribal circles and as utter foolishness in the Greek academy. Yet his confidence in its power (cameo 2) and wisdom (cameo 12) was unshakable. In cameo 12 (above) Paul is adamantly against boasting in the presence of God. Unfortunately, our traditional translations of cameos 10-11 give the Corinthians reasons for boasting to the high heavens. For centuries we have read cameo 11 as a series of compliments to the Corinthians. We imagine that the Corinthian reader is led to understand that not many of the Corinthians were wise, powerful or nobly born, and yet God used them (above all others) to shame the wise and turn the strength of the powerful into weakness. Such compliments would be enough to swell the head of any member of the Corinthian congregation! How then can Paul claim to be writing these things “so that all flesh might not boast in the presence of God”? This question will be examined below with some care.

But why does Paul insist that no one can boast? The negative side of “boasting” for Paul was the attitude of “self-confidence which seeks glory before God and which relies upon itself.”7 The Roman could boast of the power of empire. The Greek could boast of the greatness of Greek civilization. The Jew could boast in the covenant, the patriarchs, the law and much more (Rom 9:4-5). But for Paul the power and wisdom of the cross made all such boasting meaningless. God chose to save by means of weak things (the incarnation and the cross) so that no one could boast in his presence (1:29).

The only legitimate “boasting” had to do with serving Christ in ways that went beyond what Christ commanded. In such a case, on the Day of Judgment, one would be able to “boast.” To this topic Paul will return, but here he is affirming that earthly power is not a mirror image of the power of God. Granted, righteously executed earthly power was not for Paul inherently evil (Rom 13:1-7). The problem emerges when individuals, communities and nations begin subtly to see their power as an extension of the power of God. Then “boasting” emerges, and as that happens, disaster ensues. The broad sweep of history gives chilling witness to many such disasters.

We have translated the third line in cameo 12 as “who became wisdom for us from God (that is, righteousness, sanctification and redemption).” The words here translated “that is” are te kai. The best understanding of these two words, as they appear in this text, is to translate them “that is.” The same two words appear in the center of the hymn (cameo 9) where Paul writes, “but to those who are called te kai Jews and Greeks.” Who are “those who are called”? They are “Jews and Greeks.” Both occurrences of te kai in this hymn introduce explanations of what has just been said.8 Someone asks at a dinner party, “What is for dessert?” The host answers, “I can bring a bowl of fruit, that is, apples, oranges and bananas.” In first-century Greek the words “that is” would be te kai.9 The generic “bowl of fruit” is explained with the words “apples, oranges and bananas.” What is the meaning of the affirmation “Christ Jesus who became wisdom for us from God”? The text is not clear. So Paul adds te kai and explains his meaning with three profound theological words that do not appear elsewhere in the entire hymn. These are “righteousness, sanctification and redemption.” Through his grace flowing from the cross, God grants believers the status of acceptance in his presence which is righteousness.10 Through faith and baptism they receive the Spirit that “makes holy” which is sanctification, and in the process are rescued from the power of sin through the cross of Christ which is redemption. The first word focuses on God, the second on the Holy Spirit and the third on the work of Christ. These three noble words clarify mightily what Paul means when he affirms “Christ Jesus who became wisdom for us from God.”

The third pair of matching cameos (also using four lines per cameo) needs to be examined along with the extended aside that Paul adds to his hymn. The two cameos (with the aside) read:










	3.

	1:20 Where is the one who is wise?

	 




	 

	Where is the scribe?

	JEWISH SCHOLAR—(?)




	 

	Where is the scholar of this age?

	Greek Scholar—(?)




	 

	    Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?

	 




	 

	




	11.

	For (there are) not many wise people [m.pl.] according to the flesh,

	 




	 

	not many (are) powerful,

	JEWISH SCHOLARS—FEW




	 

	not many of noble birth;

	Greek Scholars—Few



	
27But, the foolish things [n.pl.] of the world God chose to shame the wise people [m.pl.],
 [the weak things (n.pl) in the world, God chose to shame the strong things (n.pl.),28 the low/ base, and contemptible things in the world, God chose, even the things (n.pl.) that are not, to make powerless the things (n.pl.) that are,] (my translation)







Figure 1.2(5). Cameos 3 and 11 (1 Cor 1:20, 26-28)




Cameo 3 is constructed as follows:


a. Where is the wise one

b.The scribe

c.The scholar of this age

d. God has made wisdom foolish



The first line (a) is best read as a general reference. And the fourth line (d) looks backwards and negates the first line. The wisdom of the wise one (a) is made foolish by God (d). Three times in the middle of this hymn Paul specifically mentions “Jew and Greek.” It is possible to see the center of this stanza as a fourth case of that same pairing. The “scribe” (b) is clearly a Jewish reference, while it is easy to see “the scholar of this age” (c) as referring to a Greek scholar.

Cameo 11 also has four lines which literally translated and summarized are as follows:


11. a. For not many wise people [masculine plural] according to the flesh

b.Not many powerful

c.Not many of noble birth

d. but God used foolish things [neuter plural] to shame the wise people

    (masculine plural).



Cameo 11 (like cameo 3) starts (a) with a general reference to “the wise people” (masculine plural). In the matching fourth line (d), God shames those same “wise people” using “foolish things” (neuter plural) as his agents. Cameos 3 and 11 are a closely matched pair. But we have a translation problem. Cameo 11a literally reads:

For not many wise [m.pl.] according to the flesh,


Many of our English versions have added three words (not in the Greek) and translated this line as:

For not many of you were wise according to the flesh


Two important decisions are encoded in those three extra words. Paul’s original sentence has no verb “to be.” Hebrew has a verb “to be” in the future and in the past tenses but none in the present. As in this text, Paul sometimes leaves out the verb “to be.” Because Paul was a Hebrew-speaking Jew, when he omits the verb “to be,” it is natural to assume that he is thinking in the present tense. Thus in the text before us it is appropriate to add “are” (present tense) rather than “were” (past tense) as happens in RSV and NRSV. The end result is as follows.

Paul wrote, “not many wise [m.pl.] according to the flesh,” meaning: wise people are few in number. With a present tense assumed, we can translate this sentence literally to read, “There are not many wise people according to the flesh.” Paul can be understood to be saying:

Yes, the scribes like to think of themselves as a powerful intellectual guild. I lived in Jerusalem and I know them. But they are very few—do not be intimidated by them. On the Greek side, the philosophers of Athens like to think that they are the center of intellectual life for the entire world. But they also are very few. Trust me—I have just spent a serious block of time debating with them and I am not impressed. Do not be afraid of them.


For more than a millennium Middle Eastern translations have read this text, “not many wise according to the flesh.”11 As in cameo 3, so here in cameo 11 Paul starts with a generic statement. So if with Paul and the long tradition of Middle Eastern Semitic versions we keep this statement in the present tense we have only solved half of our problem.

The second half has to do with the addition of the two words “of you” which changes everything. When those two words (absent from the Greek text) are added, the sentence is no longer a general reference that means “there are few wise people” but rather becomes a specific reference that now means “Among you Corinthians, not many were wise.” The reader is then led to understand that Paul is offering to the Corinthians the highest possible praise. Even though few of them were wise, or powerful or nobly born, yet God fashioned them into his instrument for shaming the wise and breaking the power of the strong. Such a compliment would have led the Corinthians to boast to the highest heavens! But this possibility for understanding the text is flatly denied in cameo 12 where Paul affirms clearly that God’s goal is to make it impossible for anyone to boast in the presence of God.

Furthermore, did the Corinthians have any contacts either with Greek philosophical scholarship or with the Jewish academy represented by the scribes? Were the Christians of Corinth such outstanding examples of the faith that they were useful instruments in the hand of God to shame the wise and break the strength of the powerful with whom they had never engaged? In what contexts did these theologically and ethically flawed Christians achieve great victories over the Greek and the Jewish worlds? Where was Rome’s power broken by them?

Add to this the fact that some of the members of the church in Corinth were wealthy enough to host the entire church in their homes. Among them were Aquila and Priscilla who had a home in Corinth into which they welcomed Paul as a guest. In addition, they also had a home in Ephesus large enough to accommodate a “house church.” It is also possible that they had a home in Rome. How would the leaders of the Corinthian church feel if Paul referred to all of them as “low born, despised in the world, even those who do not exist” (1:28)? Paul may be writing this letter while living with Aquila and Priscilla in Ephesus. Is he insulting his hosts? How can this possibly be what Paul means?

Finally, such an understanding cannot be correct because it cuts out the heart of the hymn. The solution to this part of the puzzle is simple. Paul is not talking about the Corinthians. Here in cameo 11 he is making a general statement that mirrors cameo 3. Paul’s intent can be summarized as follows:


11. a. There are not many wise (people) according to the flesh


                b.not many are powerful [like Jewish scribes]


                c.not many of noble birth; [like Greek scholarly aristocrats]


                d. But, the foolish things (neuter plural) God chose to shame the wise people (masculine pl.)



What is this all about? The scribes were a powerful guild in the Second Temple period and they were one of the three groups that composed the Sanhedrin. Regarding the scribes, Shaye Cohen writes, “A new type of authority figure emerged to replace the classical prophets; the scribe, whose authority derived … from his erudition in the sacred scriptures and traditions.”12 Saldarini summarizes Ben Sirach’s views on the scribe13 and writes, “The scribe is not simply a scholar or a teacher in the modern mold, but a high official, advisor to the governing class, and international ambassador and traveler.”14 But they were, so far as we know, few in number. Having lived for some time in Jerusalem, Paul understood all of this. What then about the Greeks?

The Greek intelligentsia was composed of noblemen. With their wealth and slaves, they alone had the leisure necessary to cultivate the mind, and Aristotle waxes eloquent when he discusses the importance of “noble birth” for the scholarly guild.15 They were also few in number. When understood in this manner, references to Jews and Greeks appear in the center of cameo 11. The fourth line shows that they were shamed, not by the Corinthians, but by “the foolish things [neuter plural] of the world.” What things we ask?

Paul is talking about the incarnation and the cross (not the Corinthians). Here he seems to be sorely tempted to “stop preaching and start meddling.” That is, he would love to offer specific details. But to do so would be very dangerous. A Roman court in Corinth (a Roman colony) had ruled in his favor and declared Christianity to be a sect of Judaism, and thereby a legal religion. At this point in his discussion Paul adds an astute aside. He writes,

[the weak things (n.pl.) in the world, God chose to shame the strong things (n.pl.), 28the low born, and contemptible things in the world, God chose, even the things (n.pl.) that are not, to make powerless the things (n.pl.) that are,]


Events in Bethlehem (a humble birth) and Jerusalem (death on a cross) possess wisdom and power that unmask the powerful as weak and the wise as foolish. The manger and the cross are here affirmed to be things that “are not” and it is they that make powerless “the things that are.” Herod, Pilate and Caiaphas were gone—Jesus was not! The cross was the instrument in the hand of God to shame the powerful, not the Corinthians! This is the heart of the entire hymn. At the cross the world discovered that you cannot beat brokenness!

He means that the Greeks see Jesus as worthless because he was “low born.” He is despised by Jews, Greeks and Romans because he died on a cross. But God used those despised events to set loose in human history a power and a wisdom that makes Rome appear weak and Athens look foolish. The risen Christ is alive and active through the Spirit across the Roman world and beyond. Paul’s language is forthright but guarded. Each reader/listener must “fill in the blanks.”

Paul could have caused great harm to the church in Corinth and endangered the lives of its members if he had written, “The cross (and the resurrection) make Rome look weak.” Writing to the largest city in Greece, is he expected to say, “The Greek heritage of art, architecture, philosophy and democracy is foolishness when compared to the cross”? Rather he observes that “the things that are not” make “powerless the things that are.” He is not subverting Rome and turning the world upside down—or is he?

If this extended “aside” is lifted out of the text, cameo 12 follows cameo 11 seamlessly, and the text would read:


(cameo 11)But, the foolish things of the world God chose to shame the wise people, (…)

(cameo 12)so that all flesh might not boast in the presence of God.



This flawless connection supports the idea that Paul’s original hymn did not have the “aside” that appears between cameos 11 and 12.

The Corinthians, along with the rest of us, have no grounds for boasting. In any age the faithful can appropriately sing, “In the cross of Christ I glory, towering o’re the wrecks of time.”16

With this understanding of stanza 11, we have yet to deal with the dangling phrase in cameo 10c, “For consider your call brethren,” that appears between stanzas 10 and 11.17 That discussion needs to be a part of an examination of the seven cameos that form the center of the hymn. This brings us to figure 1.2(6).










	4.

	21For since, in the wisdom of God,

	WISDOM OF GOD (past)




	 

	  the world did not know God through wisdom,

	World Ignorant




	 

	 

	 




	5.

	it pleased God through the folly of the kerygma

	KERYGMA




	 

	to save those who believe.

	Believers




	 

	 

	 




	6.

	22For Jews demand signs

	JEWS




	 

	  and Greeks seek wisdom,

	Greeks




	 

	 

	 




	7.

	23but we preach

	WE PREACH




	 

	  Christ crucified,

	The Cross




	 

	 

	 




	8.

	a stumbling block to Jews

	JEWS




	 

	and folly to Gentiles,

	Greeks




	 

	 

	 




	9.

	24but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks,

	THOSE CALLED




	 

	  Christ the power of God and wisdom of God.

	Christ: Power/Wisdom




	 

	 

	 




	10.

	25For the foolishness of God is wiser than human wisdom,

	GOD WISE/STRONG (present)




	 

	  and the weakness of God is stronger than human strength

	Humans Weak/Foolish




	 

	26(for example, consider your call brethren).

	 







Figure 1.2(6). Cameos 4-10 (1 Cor 1:21-26a)




As noted above, here Paul shifts from four lines to two lines per cameo. This shift marks these seven cameos as the center of a three-section hymn.

Before examining the seven cameos before us, it is possible to reflect on what can best be understood as a brief comment that closes this central section. Adding a contextualized reference to these seven cameos Paul writes, “For example, consider your call brethren” (emphasis mine). The topic of “calling” is important to Paul all through the epistle and each reference to it must be taken seriously. Usually the brief command to “consider your call” that appears in this line is attached to what follows. However, the only other reference in this hymn to any call occurs in cameo 9 just before this command and reads “but to those who are called both Jews and Greeks.” There Paul was talking about a “call” in general. Now he applies this to his readers. In the light of all that he has said thus far in the hymn, Paul can be understood to mean,

Each of you has come recently into faith in Jesus from Judaism or from Paganism. So, why did you believe? Consider your call! Why did you accept baptism? Were you attracted by “human wisdom” or by “human power”? Had we dazzled you with our philosophical acumen and the irresistible force of our logic? Were we a military force headed for victory and you wanted to join? What was the driving force behind your call—to what did you respond? Did you not see that the foolishness of God in sending his Son to earth as a babe is wiser than all the philosophers of Mars Hill? Did you not understand that the weakness of God in allowing his only Son to absorb ultimate evil and die on a cross—seen by many as utter foolishness on God’s part—was stronger than human strength? It is stronger than Herod, Pilate, Caiaphas and all the legions of Rome! Yes, I know, that in the eyes of the world this story makes God look foolish and weak. But consider your call! Think about it! Your decision of faith, deep in your own hearts resonates with what I am trying to say!


Such an understanding of the text supports Paul’s claim that he is writing to make certain that no one can boast in the presence of God! The Corinthians were guilty of considerable boasting on various levels, none of it noble. Love does not boast (13:4). With this understanding of Paul’s command to “consider your call” Paul’s emphasis on the power of the cross is confirmed rather than weakened. Cameos 4-10 must now be examined.

The two outer cameos presented here (4 and 10) are precisely balanced. The first (4) tells the reader that (in the past) the wisdom of God was not known through human wisdom. This idea is reinforced in cameo 10 with the affirmation that God at his most foolish is wiser than human wisdom at its peak. In addition, God’s greatest weakness is stronger than human power in its most powerful expression. Picture a man on a roof trying to pass a delicate glass, full of diamonds, to a man on the ground. The man on the roof slowly stretches down as far as he can. The man on the ground reaches up on his tiptoes straining to grasp the precious glass. The man on the ground fails—he cannot reach the diamonds; the distance is too great. In like manner Paul affirms (cameo 10) that God in his greatest weakness and in his most foolish moment is beyond what humans can reach even at the point of their greatest wisdom and strength. The seamless way that cameo 10 complements cameo 4 is so smooth that if cameos 5-9 were missing, the reader would not notice any interruption in the flow of the text.

Moving toward the center, in cameo 5 Paul affirms that God saves through the “folly of the kerygma” (the message). Then in cameo 9, that kerygma is defined as “Christ the power of God and wisdom of God.” Furthermore, cameo 5 mentions “those who believe” while in cameo 9 there is reference to “those who are called.”18 God calls, and we must believe. We have already noted that in this homily Paul speaks of his own spiritual journey in the same way. In cameo 1 he mentions that he was “sent” while in cameo 13 he affirms, “I came.” The first is God’s call and the second is Paul’s response. This same balancing of the sovereignty of God and the responsibility and freedom of the individual, Paul applies here to his readers.

Cameos 6 and 8 form an unmistakable set of parallels that focus on “Jew and Greek.” Paul knew exactly what the two major ethnic (unbelieving) communities around him wanted to hear. As with Jesus, Paul’s Jewish listeners wanted proof through miraculous signs. The Greeks wanted meaning created by syllogisms fashioned into an interconnected logical whole. Paul boldly affirmed that his message was Christ crucified, even though this was “a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles.”

Paul’s rhetorical skills come to an even finer polish in the center where the four lines in cameos 7 and 8 each have seven syllables and all four of them rhyme at the end. These are:









	7.

	1:23He-meis de ke-rus-so-men

	η-μεις δε κη-ρυσ-σο-μεν




	 

	   Chris-ton es-tou-ro-men-on

	Χρισ-τον εσ-ταυ-ρω-μεν-ον




	8.

	   Iou-dai-ois men skan-da-lon

	Ιου-δαι-οις μεν σκαν-δα-λον




	 

	   Eth-ne-sin de mo-ri-an

	εθ-νε-σιν δε μω-ρι-αν








The creation of two lines with seven syllables per line was a well-known ancient Semitic poetic meter. Ephraim the Syrian used this meter extensively in the fourth century A.D. It is amazing to find this classical Semitic meter in a Greek text. In the hymn at large, Paul not only presents seven cameos which he matches in reverse, he also manages to state his climax in the center with seven syllables per line—and the lines rhyme at the end. But of course, he has no “lofty words” or “wise words” in this hymn!
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