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  Preface

  Many people find Paul difficult to comprehend. Some, in this age of political correctness, find him offensive. Those who attempt to understand him are sharply divided in their
  opinions: while some would agree with William Tyndale, who described Romans as the ‘purest gospel’, others dismiss Paul as the great perverter of the true religion of Jesus.

  What is the truth? This book is based on the conviction that he is perhaps the most exciting theologian of all time, and certainly one of the most influential. The shape of Christian belief and
  the course of Christian history would have been very different without him. If we want to comprehend Christian thought, we need to wrestle with Paul’s writings.

  Attempting to understand Paul’s thought is no easy matter, however. The challenge he presents is somewhat like that which would confront us if we were attempting to join together the
  pieces of a jigsaw, when many of the pieces were missing from the puzzle and there was no copy of the completed picture to guide us. We might well imagine features that were not there, and miss
  details that should be. Piecing together Paul’s theology can be a frustrating task – but also a fascinating one. Grappling with what Paul really believed – and why he believed it
  – is well worth the struggle.

  Paul’s letters express his personal faith, and much of what he writes is written in the first person. In trying to explain what he means, I have frequently done the same, preferring to use
  ‘we’ and ‘us’ rather than employ ugly expressions such as ‘humankind’.

  Since much of what is written here depends on arguments that I have developed elsewhere, I have included indications as to where these more technical discussions can be found, for the benefit of
  those who may wish to examine them.

  In referring to dates, I have preferred to use the conventional BC and AD, rather than BCE and CE. The latter terms were
  introduced in an attempt to be ‘inclusive’, but in fact exclude everyone except Jews and Christians! It seems better, when writing about a Christian theologian, to use a Christian
  calendar.

  Finally, I would like to express my thanks to Anthony Bash, who both read the typescript through with a careful eye for problems, and encouraged me by his enthusiastic comments to complete
  it.
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  How important was Paul?

  Two figures dominate the pages of the New Testament. The first is Jesus, the second, Paul. Although Paul himself would undoubtedly have protested that even to link his name
  with that of Jesus in this way was improper – since he was the ‘slave of Christ’, whose mission was to proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord – it is nevertheless true that
  Paul’s influence on the development of what came to be known as ‘Christianity’ was immense. Thirteen of the twenty-seven documents that make up the New Testament claim to be
  written by him, and the larger part of the Acts of the Apostles is devoted to relating the story of Paul’s missionary endeavours. Paul is the central figure in the New Testament between the
  middle of Acts and the end of Philemon.

  Why was Paul so important? It is, in fact, worth reframing that question and asking whether he was as important in his own lifetime as we suppose. Or was his later influence
  due rather to the devotion of some of those who were close to him, and who carefully preserved his letters – perhaps even wrote, in his name, letters for the churches of the next generation,
  saying what they believed would have been his message for their particular situations? And since Paul is so clearly Luke’s1 ‘missionary
  hero’, the impression we gain from Acts – that the spread of the Christian gospel throughout the Mediterranean world was due almost entirely to Paul and his fellow-workers – may
  be a distorted one. What role did other Christians play in the spread of the gospel? How important a figure was Paul in the councils of the Church of his day? To many of his fellow-Christians, he
  seems to have been – to borrow Paul’s own phrase – something of ‘a thorn in the flesh’.2 To the outside world, he was
  totally insignificant – except on those occasions when he was a nuisance to the authorities. And though he undoubtedly planted the Christian gospel in various strategic cities in the Roman
  world, the communities he formed were small, and largely ignored or abused by those around them.

  Paul’s legacy

  Paul’s legacy to later generations, however, was undoubtedly enormous, and he influenced the Church for all time. He is important, first, because his insistence that
  membership of God’s people had been thrown open to Gentiles, and that the gospel must therefore be taken to them without demanding that they should become Jews in order to receive
  it, meant that what had begun as a Jewish sect became, within a few generations, a largely gentile movement; although Paul was not alone in taking up this position, he seems to have understood the
  issues involved more clearly than anyone else, and he certainly threw himself into the gentile mission without reserve. He is important, secondly, because the profound insights expressed in his
  epistles have fed and shaped Christian theology, spirituality and ethics ever since.

  Paul’s conviction that the gospel was intended for the Gentiles was not unique to him, and he was not alone in preaching to them. According to Galatians 2:6–12, it is true, the
  leaders of the Jerusalem Church had recognized that Paul was called by God to be the apostle to the uncircumcised – though some Jewish Christians clearly disapproved (v. 12). But if Luke is
  to be believed, then even before Paul began his missionary work, there were moves in this direction. Luke tells us how Philip, one of the Greek-speaking members of the early Christian community,
  had preached the gospel to Samaritans and to an Ethiopian eunuch – someone who was not only not Jewish, but who (as a eunuch) was debarred from becoming a proselyte3 – and had baptized them; his work in Samaria had been endorsed by Peter and John (Acts 8). Luke records, too, a tradition that Peter had been persuaded by a vision
  to visit Cornelius, a Gentile, and to preach the gospel to him; then, when the Holy Spirit descended on Cornelius, Peter realized that Gentiles might be baptized (Acts 10:1–11:18). When Paul
  himself began his mission work it was in Antioch (Acts 11:25–6), a city where the gospel had already been preached, not only to Jews but to Gentiles also (Acts 11:19–20).4

  How reliable are these traditions? Scholars differ in the value they place upon them, but it seems reasonable to suppose that they reflect a development that was already taking place before Paul
  became a Christian. Paul may have been the apostle to the Gentiles par excellence, but he himself is aware that others were working in the same field (Rom. 1:13; 15:20). Indeed, the news
  that Christian Jews were mixing with Gentiles and worshipping with them may well have been one of the factors that led the pre-Christian Paul to persecute the Christian community with such
  vehemence.

  Paul’s second legacy is in his writings. But to what extent was the interpretation of the gospel expressed in Paul’s epistles his own interpretation, and to what extent did he share
  it with other early Christians? In what ways did his beliefs overlap with theirs?

  One of the reasons that it is so difficult to answer these questions is that Paul’s letters are the earliest Christian documents to have come down to us. The accounts of Jesus’ own
  teaching, the Gospels, were almost certainly written after Paul’s death, and have been shaped by the needs and beliefs of those who passed on the tradition and wrote the Gospels. In the Acts
  of the Apostles, Luke tells us something of the early years of the Church, but there were no written records of what was said and done, and he is dependent on oral traditions. These were formative
  years, when men and women, reeling from recent events and trying to understand their significance, had not yet formulated their faith. We cannot assume that Luke’s account of what the
  apostles said represents the way they expressed their beliefs at the time. Writing, as he does, with the benefit of hindsight, he is likely to assume that they understood then what in fact they
  came to grasp only later.5

  Pre-Pauline tradition

  In the absence of reliable accounts of what Christians before Paul had believed, scholars have turned to Paul’s own letters in an attempt to discover
  ‘pre-Pauline’ tradition. Neat summaries of faith found in his writings are, they suggest, credal statements that were used in the early Christian communities, and which Paul has adopted
  and incorporated into his letters. There must, to be sure, have been ways of expressing Christian belief that would quickly become recognizable summaries: ‘Jesus is Lord’ is an obvious
  one – quoted both in Romans 10:9 and 1 Corinthians 12:3. Paul himself refers to ‘the tradition’ that he received, in 1 Corinthians 15:1ff, and this tradition consists of a summary
  statement of Jesus’ death, burial, resurrection and appearances to various witnesses. Each of these summaries is quoted because it is relevant to the subject under discussion; the one quoted
  in 1 Corinthians is clearly adapted by Paul, who has added a reference to an appearance of the risen Christ to himself to the list of names included in the tradition.

  Are there other such summaries of the gospel elsewhere? There are indeed – but are they Paul’s own summaries, or did he ‘inherit’ them from other Christians? In
  favour of the latter, it is suggested, is the fact that these summaries are often ‘rhythmic’ in structure and sometimes employ ‘unPauline vocabulary’. Unfortunately, in
  order to uncover the ‘rhythmic structure’, it is often necessary to delete certain phrases as ‘Pauline additions’! In Romans 1:3–4, for example, we find this summary
  of the gospel concerning God’s Son,

  
    
      
        who was descended from David according to the flesh

        and was declared to be Son of God [with power] according to

        
          
            the Spirit [of holiness by resurrection from the dead].6

          

        

      

    

  

  If such credal summaries were indeed in circulation, we can understand why Paul might quote this couplet at the beginning of a letter written to a Christian community which does
  not know him, in order to establish that they share a common faith. If that was his intention, however, it would surely have served his purpose better if he had quoted the summary without
  any additions of his own! In fact, the whole passage may well have been written by Paul himself, since it is particularly appropriate as an introduction to the Epistle to the Romans, where Paul is
  going to discuss what is involved in life lived ‘according to the flesh’ and ‘according to the Spirit’ and the way in which, through Christ, Christians can move from one
  sphere to the other.

  If the ‘rhythmic structure’ of these passages is not always obvious, neither is the ‘unPauline’ character of the vocabulary. The language of the summary in Romans 4:25,
  for example, which refers to Christians’ belief in God,

  
    
      
        who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead –

        who was handed over to death for our trespasses

        and was raised for our ‘justification’,

      

    

  

  sounds remarkably Pauline, though it is often assumed to be a traditional formula that he inherited. This time, the rhythmic structure is plain, and there are no
  ‘additions’ in need of excision. Are we to conclude that Paul’s understanding of the gospel agreed exactly with that of those who were responsible for formulating this particular
  summary? Or that he wrote the summary himself?

  At other times, the vocabulary is unfamiliar. Romans 3:24–5, thought by many to be pre-Pauline, speaks of Jesus as the one ‘whom – God put forward as a
  hilastērion’ – a Greek word whose meaning is disputed and which occurs nowhere else in Paul.7 But do we have
  enough authentic Pauline material to be able to say which words were and which were not part of his vocabulary? The answer is clearly ‘no’. On the whole, it seems probable that Paul
  himself was responsible for using this striking image. It is certainly appropriate in the context in which he uses it.8

  Perhaps the most notable example of so-called ‘pre-Pauline tradition’ is to be found in Philippians 2:6–10. Once again, its ‘rhythmic structure’ and confessional
  character – the passage, like so many others, is introduced with the word ‘who’ – distinguish this section from its context. The use of parallelism and dramatic
  ‘punchlines’ make this a powerful summary of the gospel:

  
    
      
        Who, being in the form of God,

        Did not consider as something-to-be-exploited

        Equality with God,

        But made himself nothing,

        Taking the form of a slave!

         

        Having been born in human likeness,

        and being found in human appearance,

        he humbled himself,

        becoming obedient to death,

        even death on a cross!

         

        Therefore God has highly exalted him,

        and given to him the name

        that is above all names,

        that at the name of Jesus

        every knee should bow,

        in heaven and on earth and under the earth,

        and every tongue confess

        that Jesus Christ is Lord

        to the glory of God the Father!

      

    

  

  Was this passage written by Paul himself? It is possible. It is also possible that he was making use of a ‘spiritual song’9 composed by someone else. What is clear is that – as we shall see later10 – he uses this passage in the course
  of his argument in a typically ‘Pauline’ way.

  The search for ‘pre-Pauline tradition’ in Paul’s own letters takes us nowhere. There had probably been little time for anything but the briefest of summaries to develop before
  Paul’s own conversion. If there are any quotations in his letters, they are on the whole too brief, and too close to Paul’s own beliefs, to enable us to distinguish anything
  distinctive about his own theology. Moreover, it should be obvious that Paul would not ‘borrow’ any confessions of faith unless he agreed with them. What he clearly inherited, and what
  was certainly being preached before Paul, is summed up in the tradition he cites in 1 Corinthians chapter 15 – the conviction that Jesus died and had been raised from the dead
  – and in the confession that he had therefore been made Lord.11

  If pre-Pauline summaries of Christian belief are difficult to discover in the letters, so too are traditions about Jesus’ own teaching, of which we might have expected frequent echoes.
  Paradoxically, the clearest parallel between a reference to what Jesus did and said in Paul and the tradition preserved in the Synoptic Gospels occurs in 1 Corinthians 11:23–6 – the
  account of the Last Supper – which Paul insists he received ‘from the Lord’. Perhaps these words should be understood to mean that the tradition originated with
  the Lord, rather than as a claim to direct revelation; however, Paul is not necessarily denying that the tradition was passed on by those present at the Last Supper. Elsewhere Paul appeals to
  commands given by the Lord, not himself: these include the prohibition of divorce12 and the instruction to evangelists to rely on the community
  for their support.13 Other appeals to ‘the Lord’14 or ‘the word of the
  Lord’15 seem to reflect teaching attributed to Jesus in the Gospels, but this may have been delivered by Christian prophets speaking in
  the name of the Lord.

  If we cannot deduce the pre-Pauline gospel from Paul’s own writings, we may find it more helpful to compare those writings with other New Testament documents. Even though these were
  written subsequently they may help us to uncover Paul’s unique contribution to the development of Christian thought. In what ways did Paul’s understanding of the gospel differ from that
  of his fellow-Christians? Was he basically in agreement – or disagreement – with his fellow-Christians? And to what extent was his preaching true to the teaching of Jesus himself? Was
  he guilty, as has sometimes been argued, of ‘distorting’ the original gospel? These are questions which we cannot answer, however, until we have examined Paul’s letters, and
  discovered what his understanding of the gospel in fact was. They are questions, therefore, to which we must return at the end of this book, when we shall be in a better position to understand and
  assess Paul’s contribution to the development of Christianity.
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  What do we know about Paul?

  Anyone wanting to write a ‘life’ of Paul would almost certainly turn, instinctively, to the Acts of the Apostles. Here we read, in considerable detail, the story of
  Paul’s ‘conversion’ (told three times over) and subsequent missionary journeys. We learn how he endured various hazards, how he was imprisoned, shipwrecked, and finally taken to
  Rome as a prisoner. Luke’s dramatic stories about Paul provide all the material for a classic Hollywood drama. But we are all aware of the dangers of Hollywood dramas, and their ability to
  distort the truth! Acts is, in effect, ‘the book of the film’, the presentation of a particular interpretation of Paul, not an attempt to discover the ‘real’ man
  behind the myth.

  Luke’s story

  There are obvious gaps in the story that Luke tells. Paul first appears as a grown man, persecuting Christians (Acts 7:58; 8:1–3), though in the course of the story we are
  told that he was born in Tarsus (22:3), was a Pharisee (23:6) and had been taught by the eminent Rabbi Gamaliel (Acts 22:3), and that he was a Roman citizen (16:37; 22:25–30). We gather, too,
  that at some stage he had been known by the Jewish name ‘Saul’, rather than by the Roman name ‘Paul’. But of the end of Paul’s life we learn nothing: the story ends
  with Paul spending two years in Rome awaiting trial.

  How much reliance can we place on Luke’s account of Paul’s middle years? A moment’s thought will make us realize that we ought to hesitate before accepting even that as the
  framework for a reconstruction of Paul’s life. Acts is the second part of a two-volume work, the continuation of the story begun in the first volume. When we turn to Part 1 – the Gospel
  of Luke – we have three parallel accounts with which to compare it, and it is obvious that each evangelist has told that story from his own particular viewpoint, relating incidents and
  sayings that are meaningful to him, and ordering the material in such a way as to bring out particular theological emphases. If Luke has done this in his Gospel, then we would expect him to do the
  same with Acts, and it is only the absence of the Acts of the Apostles according to Matthew, Mark and John, that makes us imagine that Luke’s second book should be approached differently from
  his first.

  As with the Gospel, Luke wrote ‘Acts’ with a purpose. He wanted to show how the apostles continued ‘everything that Jesus did and taught’ (1:1) and how they were
  commissioned to be his witnesses ‘in Jerusalem, in all Judaea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth’ (1:8). The Eleven (together with Judas’ replacement, Matthias,
  1:15–26) preached the gospel in Jerusalem (Acts 2–12), while others took it to Judaea and Samaria – where their work was ratified by Peter and John (8:1–25) – and even
  to Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch (11:19). In order to show how the gospel spread ‘to the ends of the earth’, however, Luke needed to tell the story of Paul. Since this story ends in
  Rome, it is possible that Luke thought of Rome as representing ‘the ends of the earth’. But if it ends in Rome because Paul’s missionary work did in fact end there, with his
  execution, Luke perhaps intended his book as a challenge to his readers to complete the unfinished task and take the gospel beyond Rome, until it reached every corner of the world.

  Since it was Paul, rather than the disciples of Jesus, who spread the gospel throughout the eastern Mediterranean world, Luke may have felt the need to show how Paul’s work was,
  nevertheless, part of the Church’s response to the charge given by Jesus to his eleven disciples. Certainly he says nothing about the apostles going to the ends of the earth, for he insists
  that they remained in Jerusalem, in spite of persecution there (8:1), and so formed the control centre of the Church. It was the Christians in Jerusalem, he tells us, who sent Barnabas to Antioch
  (11:22) when news reached them that Gentiles there had become Christians, and Barnabas who then enlisted Paul (still called ‘Saul’) to help him with this new venture. The Antioch church
  in turn commissioned Barnabas and Paul to take the gospel to other regions (13:1–3), and not long afterwards Luke refers to them as ‘apostles’ (14:4, 14), a term he elsewhere uses
  only of Jesus’ disciples.1 Is the term used here because Paul and Barnabas were regarded as apostles of the Antioch church? This is the
  solution given by most commentators, who assume that Luke has taken it over from his source.2 If so, there is a marked difference between
  Paul’s understanding of his status and Luke’s, since Paul himself insists vigorously that he is an apostle of Christ, and that he has ‘seen the Lord’.3 Or is the word perhaps used here because Luke wants to remind us that Paul and Barnabas also had been called and sent, in the power of the Holy Spirit (13:2), just like
  the original group of apostles (1:8)?4 Certainly Luke tells us that, just as the members of that group had preached the gospel and performed
  miracles similar to those done by Jesus himself,5 so Paul and Barnabas now preach the gospel and perform miracles.6 Moreover, the fact that he tells the story of Paul’s conversion and call no fewer than three times demonstrates his concern to emphasize that Paul had been commissioned
  to take the gospel to the Gentiles by Christ himself.7

  It was perhaps this conviction on Luke’s part that Paul’s missionary work was the legitimate extension of Jesus’ original commission to the disciples that led him to depict
  Paul’s travels as a series of ‘missionary journeys’ that brought him back to base to report. In Acts 14:24–8 Paul and Barnabas, after preaching in Cyprus, Pamphylia and
  Pisidia, return to Antioch and relate their success among the Gentiles to the assembled Christian community. Since Luke tells us that the Antioch church has sent Paul and Barnabas on this journey
  (13:2), he naturally assumes that they will report back to the community there. When Christians from Judaea arrive in Antioch, protesting that Gentiles must be circumcised in order to be saved,
  Paul and Barnabas go to Jerusalem to thrash out the question there, and then return to Antioch (15:1–35).

  Setting out again, Paul travels further afield and then, without explanation, sets sail for Caesarea, ‘goes up’ (Luke probably means to Jerusalem), greets the Church, and returns
  once again to Antioch, where he spends some time – though what he does there Luke fails to tell us (18:22–3). Leaving Antioch, Paul revisits his churches, and then decides to go to
  Jerusalem once more – this time, aiming to be there for Pentecost (20:16). He goes, not knowing what will happen there, but aware that he is heading for danger (20:22–4). Luke seems to
  be deliberately depicting Paul as following in the footsteps of Jesus.8 Warned on the way that he will be ‘handed over to the Gentiles’
  (21:11; cf. Luke 18:31–2), he declares that he is prepared to die in Jerusalem (21:13; cf. Luke 13:33). Why Paul thought it necessary to return to Jerusalem is not explained. When he
  finally arrived in Jerusalem he ‘related one by one the things that God had done among the Gentiles through his ministry’ (21:19). Then the Jerusalem church praised God (21:20) and
  approved his work (21:25).

  A comparison of Paul and Acts

  Our suspicions about Luke’s scheme are aroused when we try to compare his account with the information provided by Paul himself in his letter to the Galatians. There he
  lists the visits he has made to Jerusalem since his conversion. These, of course, can only be those he had already made when the letter was written, and unfortunately we do not know when that took
  place – or even the point in Luke’s story at which it might have been written. When we try to fit together Paul’s account of his dealings with Jerusalem
  in Galatians 1 and 2 with what Luke tells us in Acts chapters 9 to 15, we find that Luke records too many visits by Paul to Jerusalem. Perhaps, then, Galatians was written before the
  meeting in Acts 15 took place; but though Luke’s account and Paul’s are very different, Paul’s description of what he insists was only his second visit to Jerusalem since his
  conversion (Gal. 2:1–10) suggests that the matter under discussion was the one dealt with in Acts 15. So did Paul in fact go to Jerusalem more often than he admits? That seems unlikely, since
  he swears that he is telling the truth (Gal. 1:20). Perhaps, then, Luke has simply confused the various traditions he has received about Paul’s visits to Jerusalem and to Antioch, and assumed
  that two of these accounts referred to two different visits when in fact they referred to the same one. Perhaps the importance that Luke undoubtedly attached to Jerusalem has led him to believe
  that Paul paid more visits to that city than he did.9

  Luke’s accounts of Paul’s later visits to Judaea, too, are puzzling. He offers no explanation for Paul’s visit in Acts 18:18–23, and it is possible that this is a
  duplicate account of an earlier visit. As for his final, fateful, visit, the first thing Paul does on arrival in Jerusalem is to visit James and report the success of his mission (21:17–20).
  No other explanation for his visit is given until chapter 24, verse 17, when Paul tells his opponents that he came to Jerusalem in order to bring alms to his nation and to offer sacrifices. This is
  the first time Luke has mentioned such a purpose, but by ‘alms’ he is presumably referring to the gifts that Paul collected from his churches and took to Jerusalem – and which
  were indeed, as we know from Paul’s letters, the real purpose for his visit. These gifts, however, were for the Christians among his fellow-countrymen,10 and were of enormous significance to Paul – far greater than Luke suggests.

  It is Luke, then, who is responsible for the idea that Paul went on three missionary journeys, and that he returned at the end of each one, like a twentieth-century missionary on furlough, to
  report to headquarters and recuperate. By showing Paul as commissioned by Antioch, and as answerable to Jerusalem, he attempted to smooth over any disagreements there may have been between Paul and
  the Jerusalem authorities, and depicted Paul’s work as an extension of that entrusted by Jesus to the eleven apostles. At the same time, however, by telling the story of Paul’s
  conversion and call three times over, he insists that Paul had been commissioned by Christ to take the gospel to the Gentiles.

  Even though Paul is clearly Luke’s great hero, we can be fairly certain that Paul would not have approved of Luke’s understanding of his activity! That he had been
  commissioned by Christ himself (Acts chapters 9, 22 and 26) and had been set apart by the Holy Spirit (13:2) certainly agrees with Paul’s own understanding of things,11 but his picture of Paul as having been authorized by the church in Antioch is in direct conflict with Paul’s emphatic declaration that his commission as an
  apostle came through Christ and God the Father, and not through any human authority (Gal. 1:1). The Jerusalem authorities did not authorize him to preach, he tells us, and though,
  three years after he had been called by God to preach to the Gentiles, he did pay a visit to Jerusalem, he saw only Cephas (i.e. Peter, Gal. 1:18). He then preached in Syria and Cilicia – but
  not with any authority from Judaea! (1:21–2). Later, he visited Jerusalem again – not, he insists, because he needed authority, but in order to ensure that his work was not
  undermined by others (2:2). Although he was not answerable to the leaders of the Jerusalem church he needed their support, for it was essential that they recognized his converts as
  fellow-Christians. Paul tells us that the Jerusalem authorities had recognized him as an equal, and acknowledged that he ‘had been entrusted with the gospel for the uncircumcised, just as
  Peter had been entrusted with the gospel for the circumcised: for he who was working through Peter, making him an apostle to the circumcised, worked also in me, sending me to the Gentiles’
  (2:7–8).

  Galatians shows us clearly how Paul himself understood his commission, and it throws light also on his dispute with those who claimed to have the backing of the Jerusalem authorities. According
  to Acts chapter 15, certain unnamed individuals came to Antioch from Judaea demanding that gentile converts must be circumcised. Paul and Barnabas and others then went to Jerusalem to discuss the
  matter ‘with the apostles and the elders’. In the ensuing debate, Peter is said to have reminded the company that God had chosen him as ‘the one through whom the Gentiles
  would hear the message of the gospel and believe’ (15:7) – a very different view from that expressed in Galatians 2:8! According to Acts chapter 15, Peter champions the position of Paul
  and Barnabas, affirming that ‘we believe that we [Jews] will be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as [the Gentiles] will’ (v. 11). Peter’s words here sound like a
  summary of Paul’s teaching in his letters, and the agreement that is said to exist between Paul and Peter corresponds with what is said in Galatians, where Paul reminds Peter of the
  conviction they share, that ‘a person is not put right with God by the works of the law, but through faith’ (Gal. 2:16). Significantly, however, the statement in Acts is attributed to
  Peter, not Paul! Moreover, in Galatians 2:11–21 the dispute in Antioch is said to have taken place after the council in Jerusalem rather than before it, as in Acts 15:1–2. In
  Acts, Peter is shown to be supporting Paul, while in Galatians he vacillates, and Paul has to remind Peter that salvation is by the grace of God alone. Paul, still sore from the incident, remembers
  that Peter failed to support him (though he should have done, since they shared a common belief), while Luke has clearly smoothed over the disagreement between Paul and the Jerusalem
  authorities.

  The claim attributed to Peter in Acts 15:7 – that he is the one whom God has entrusted with the mission to the Gentiles – is significant, since it shows that Luke believes Peter and
  Paul to have been engaged in the same mission. Clearly Peter, based in Jerusalem, did not preach only to Gentiles. But neither, according to Acts, did Paul! Luke consistently shows Paul
  beginning his missionary work in every centre by going first to the synagogue and addressing Jews, before approaching Gentiles. Indeed, on three occasions, Paul despairs of winning over
  the Jews and declares that he will go in future to the Gentiles (Acts 13:44–9; 18:5–6; 28:23–8) – though always continuing as before. Although the problem discussed between
  Paul and Barnabas and ‘the apostles and elders’ in Jerusalem centres on the position of the Gentiles, Luke clearly does not think of Paul as preaching exclusively to Gentiles, even
  though in each account of his conversion this feature of his calling is mentioned (9:15; 22:15; 26:17f.). For Luke, Peter and Paul were engaged in the same mission – except that Peter
  remained in Jerusalem, while Paul took the gospel ‘to the ends of the earth’, and therefore necessarily increasingly had to proclaim it to the Gentiles.

  Had Paul himself set out an account of his travels, he would clearly have told the story very differently. Did he in fact begin in each centre he came to by preaching to Jews, as Luke suggests?
  Tactically, an approach to the Jews would be useful, since they would naturally welcome a fellow-Jew – at least until they heard his message! But Paul believed himself to have been called to
  be the apostle to the Gentiles,12 and it is inconceivable that he would preach to them only when Jews refused to listen to him. Although he would
  surely have seized every opportunity to preach the gospel, whether to Jews or Gentiles, he was clearly convinced that his task was to evangelize. He saw himself as engaged in a special mission,
  not part of the mission entrusted to the Jerusalem apostles, and not under their authority.

  The ‘spin’ put on the interpretation of events by Luke and Paul is inevitably different. Paul’s task in explaining his mission was the more difficult, for he needed to insist,
  on the one hand, on his independence from the Jerusalem authorities, and on the other, on his basic agreement with them – even though, on occasion, they had clearly failed to back him!

  The fact that Luke tells his story in order to persuade his readers to understand events from his point of view should not surprise us: all historians do it! However impartial they try
  to be – and they do not all try very hard – they inevitably interpret events from a particular point of view. A notorious example of this is the way in which Richard III has been
  treated by different writers: Tudor historians depicted him as a great villain, but those of more recent times have suspected that he was being deliberately maligned by supporters of a rival
  dynasty. We must expect Luke’s account of events – like the accounts of all historians – to be told from a particular point of view.

  Luke’s method of handling his material can be examined in his Gospel, as well as in Acts, and for the Gospel, we have parallel accounts from three other authors with which to compare it.
  But it is not easy to say how he has changed his material, since when we compare Luke with the other Gospels, we cannot be sure whether he is using them as sources, or writing independently, though
  drawing on the same sources that they used, or perhaps sometimes using quite different sources.13 Since he begins his Gospel by telling us that
  many writers had undertaken the task of relating the events that he describes, he clearly knew several sources. The fact that he undertook to tell things his way, and said that he was
  setting them out ‘systematically’ (Luke 1:3), suggests that he arranged his material with a particular purpose in mind. Part of that purpose, at least, is disclosed in the way he
  describes the events that have taken place, since he says that these ‘have been fulfilled among us’. The story he tells in his Gospel, in other words, is for him the fulfilment of
  God’s promises and purpose, as set out in the Old Testament. In the Acts of the Apostles he deliberately continues that story (Acts 1:1). His books were not intended to be history textbooks
  but Christian propaganda, designed to confirm Theophilus, for whom they were written, in the faith (Luke 1:4).

  Luke’s sources

  How reliable, then, is the information that Luke gives us about Paul? However carefully he may have collected his material, Luke’s reliability as an historian depends
  ultimately, not simply on the way in which he has handled that material, but on the accuracy of his sources. This, too, it is impossible to test, except by comparing what Luke tells us with
  information in Paul’s letters – and very occasionally, in contemporary extrabiblical sources – which seems to refer to the same event.

  What were Luke’s sources in writing Acts? There are passages in the later chapters which are written in the first person plural, suggesting that one source available to him was
  composed by someone who accompanied Paul on some of his travels.14 Was this perhaps ‘Luke’ himself? And why are so many passages
  not told in the first person plural? This suggests that the author was using traditions that had come to him secondhand. Perhaps the ‘we’–passages were one source among
  many available to him. It has even been suggested that the use of the first person plural is merely a literary device, intended to make the narrative more vivid. Certainly it is not easy to believe
  that the author of Acts was himself a travelling-companion of Paul, since he shows little understanding, in what he tells us about Paul’s dealings with his churches, of the issues that we
  know from the letters were important to him. The speeches put in Paul’s mouth were probably composed, as was the custom among ancient historians, by the book’s author: certainly they
  sometimes sound only superficially Pauline.

  At times, as we have seen, Luke’s account seems to conflict with Paul’s, or is difficult to reconcile with it. According to Acts 17:2, for example, Paul spent three sabbaths arguing
  with his fellow-Jews in the synagogue, and then left the city in a great hurry, following a riot (v.14): a period of just over a fortnight is a short time to found a church which was so firmly
  established that it received a glowing testimonial from Paul himself in 1 Thessalonians chapters 1 to 3 – a church, moreover, which consisted of Gentile converts, who had been pagans, not
  God-fearers,15 before their conversion (1 Thess. 1:9)! Luke appears to have compressed Paul’s stay in Thessalonica into an impossibly short
  time. But other information supplied by Luke fits neatly with details given to us by Paul. Thus Paul’s statement in 1 Thessalonians 3:1–2 that he stayed in Athens, waiting for Timothy
  to go to Thessalonica and return with news of the Christian community there, appears to tally with what Luke tells us in Acts 17:15–16.

  Whom do we trust when Paul and Acts conflict? Usually, one is clearly on safer ground with Paul himself, rather than with a secondary source: Luke could easily have got the details about
  Paul’s length of stay wrong. When Paul insists that he is telling the truth (as in Gal. 1:20), there is no reason to doubt him. But it is not always easy for one person to see ‘the
  whole truth’. Paul tells the story from his point of view – and he, too, has an axe to grind!

  Dates are obviously important for anyone attempting to write an account of Paul’s life. Unfortunately it is very difficult to establish any! Acts offers a few hints, however. The most
  important, in chapter 18, verse 2, refers to an edict of the Emperor Claudius expelling Jews from Rome, among them Aquila and Priscilla, who arrived in Corinth shortly before Paul himself. This
  expulsion was dated by Orosius, a fifth-century Church historian, to AD 49: but was he accurate? Although we cannot be sure, this date seems to be supported by the reference to Gallio,
  proconsul of Achaia, in Acts 18:12. Fragments of an inscription found at Delphi appear to refer to Gallio as proconsul at the time of the twenty-sixth acclamation of the Emperor Claudius (whose
  dates are known), and this enables us to establish that Gallio was proconsul in AD 51–2. Since there is no reason to doubt Luke’s information that Paul was in Corinth
  ‘when Gallio was proconsul of Achaia’, we can reasonably assume that Paul was in Corinth in AD 51–2.

  Attempts to date the rest of Paul’s life begin from this fixed point, but clearly depend very largely on the story as Acts tells it. Paul is described as being ‘a young man’ at
  the time of Stephen’s death (Acts 7:58), but we have no firm date for that, or indeed for Jesus’ crucifixion, though that may have taken place as early as AD 27. Since Paul
  refers to periods of ‘three years’ and ‘fourteen years’16 in Galatians (1:18 and 2:1) before he began his missionary work
  beyond Syria and Cilicia, and since he must have arrived in Corinth some considerable time after that, we can reasonably date his conversion and call to the early thirties of the first century. He
  was probably born at about the same time as Jesus. Since we do not know whether or not Paul died in Rome, it is impossible to date his death; but if the tradition that he was put to death there is
  correct, this may have taken place as early as AD 62, or perhaps in AD 64, when a persecution of Christians was unleashed by Nero.
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