
Paul the Jewish
Theologian

Let us plunge straight in and begin with Paul’s origins.
It must be stressed quite emphatically, against a current
trend in scholarship which seeks to see Paul exclusively as a
“Hellenistic Diaspora Jew,” that in his own testimonies, in the
letters, the Pharisee connected with Jewish Palestine stands
in the foreground, to whom Jerusalem seems to be more
important than anywhere else. Only from Luke do we learn
that he came from Tarsus, the capital of Cilicia, and that
he was a citizen of both Tarsus and Rome. Paul the author
of the letters no longer thinks this part of his past worth
mentioning; it seems to him to be much more remote than
his time as a Pharisee in Palestine.

Martin Hengel

PAUL was Jewish. He was a theologian. But is it possible to
describe Paul as a Jewish theologian? Sometimes Paul’s

rich Hebrew heritage has been hidden from view because of
his work among the Gentiles. After all, first and foremost
Paul is remembered as a Jewish apostle to the Gentiles. Such
a career is doomed to stir up debate. Paul’s life has never
disappointed the journalist breed of individual who is looking
for some kind of  religious or political ruckus. As a pioneer
theologian, Paul created problems for his own people—the
Jews—as well as for the Gentiles. Going beyond his own
culture and faith, Paul crossed over into diverse cultural set-
tings and interfaith relationships. Yet he still referred to him-
self as a Pharisee.



Paul stepped outside his own Jewish environment to as-
sume a leading role in an international outreach to the multi-
ethnic peoples of Asia Minor. He was sent to the Gentile
nations. So perhaps the first question that we should ask
relates to Paul’s own background: Was Paul influenced more
by Tarsus  or  Jerusalem?  While  he  was born  in  Tarsus, Paul
lived and studied in Jerusalem.1 Was he authentically Jewish in
his approach to his religious teachings and efforts to bear
witness to his experience? Later in life, Paul worked primarily
among the Gentiles. Indeed, he challenged the dominant relig-
ious views of his time, preaching against the syncretistic relig-
ious pluralism and various forms of idolatry he encountered
everywhere he went.2 Through the coming of the Jewish Mes-
siah he saw the righteousness of God revealed to those who
were far away. Clearly Paul’s work among the Gentiles and our
unfamiliarity with ancient Judaism make understanding his
Jewish theology difficult. In spite of this, his mission to the
Gentiles is deeply rooted in his Jewish way of thinking. His
upbringing as a Pharisee molded his character and guided his
teachings. His writings, moreover, have both captured the
hearts of many disciples and enraged numerous antagonists.3

As a religious genius who built bridges between diverse com-
munities and as a letter writer who treated complex issues of
faith and practice, Paul has always excited lively debate within
his circle of followers as well as among his adversaries. Often
we misunderstand Paul: first,  because we do not know the
problems he was trying to solve, and  second, perhaps even
more significantly, because we do not know very much about
his Jewish faith and culture. The Judaism of Paul must be the
starting point for any serious analysis of his writings.

Reading the epistles of Paul with comprehension, conse-
quently, presents quite a challenging undertaking. After all,
reading someone else’s mail tends to be confusing and often-
times reveals some unexpected surprises. Studying the Pauline
epistles has been compared to the popular television game
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show Jeopardy!. To play  this game, contestants are  given  an
answer to a hidden question. Then they must guess what the
question is, based upon what they can learn from the answer.
The audience delights in watching the contestants struggling
with the answers, trying to identify the questions. It is much
more entertaining than simply asking the contestants ques-
tions that they are expected to answer. By way of comparison,
studying Paul’s correspondence is like reading answers with-
out the questions. The student of Paul’s writings is forced to
guess what the original questions surrounding his correspon-
dence really were.

In a similar way, eavesdropping on one side of  a phone
conversation can be a very perplexing enterprise. One cannot
always be sure of the topic under discussion. In the Epistles,
one line is open, and modern-day readers are eavesdropping.
Paul answers questions for his friends and treats serious mat-
ters of faith and practice for the congregations with whom he
corresponds. The other line, however, is not connected.4 Today
no one knows what was the exact nature of the diverse prob-
lems confronting the original readers of Paul’s epistles. That
line is closed.

Nonetheless, one thing is certain. The Jewish apostle to the
Gentiles is well known for the controversy he stirred up wher-
ever he traveled. Times were changing in the Roman Empire,
and Paul was a major figure in the blossoming movement of
Jesus’ followers, which was spreading beyond the borders of
the land of Israel. Paul’s teachings flow from what David
Flusser has called the second stratum of Christianity.5 The first
stratum was laid in the life of Jesus and in the movement of
his earlier followers, who were active before Pauline thought
became so influential. Jesus labored among his own people on
the soil of the land of Israel, whereas Paul crossed the border,
breaking down walls of separation between Christians, Jews,
and Gentiles. But surely the message of Paul would be better
appreciated if the questions he treated were more accessible to
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later readers. No doubt the apostle invited dialogue with his
correspondence and sometimes desired an interactive response.
The reader of Paul’s congregational correspondence must re-
member that these epistles are open letters. Each reader must
try to decipher the message and understand its significance
within Paul’s original context.

What makes Paul so difficult to understand? Why do
scholars and ordinary readers of the apostle’s letters come up
with such different answers to questions concerning Paul’s life
and teachings? First, as has been mentioned already, a number
of key issues can be resolved only by correctly identifying
those questions Paul was answering. But the major difficulty
in grasping Paul’s thought is really context. We misunderstand
Paul because we do not understand his Jewish faith. Without
esteeming Paul’s Judaism, we cannot comprehend his message.
Striving to identify the questions Paul was answering is a first
step. But the serious reader of Paul’s letters must struggle with
the thinking of a Pharisee who studied in Jerusalem. A more
intimate knowledge of Paul’s Judaism unlocks the mysteries of
his religious experience. So the Judaism of Jerusalem, rather
than the paganism of Tarsus, seems to be the foundation for
Paul’s approach to the problems besetting the early Christian
congregations to whom he directed his correspondence.

Much of the controversy ultimately stems from questions
concerning Paul’s own background. Was Paul a hellenized
Greek Jew from Tarsus? Or was he a Pharisee trained by
Gamaliel in Jerusalem? Did he cancel the Torah once and for
all? Have works of Torah lost significance because of faith? Did
he exclude the Jewish people from the family of God by
speaking of the church as the new Israel that completely
replaced the old? Did he deny the teachings of Jesus and
become the second founder of Christianity? What is crucial for
Pauline theology? What would be his “ultimate concern”—to
use the overly burdened terminology of yet another famous
theologian named Paul but with the family name of Tillich?
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The Apostle Paul did not belong to the circles of systematic
theologians from Germany or any other Western nation. This
Paul’s theology was rooted in Judaism from late antiquity, and
his family heritage was Jewish stock. He was from the Middle
East. His mentality was quite different from that of the West.
How, then, can the modern reader of Paul, whether he or she
ascribes to the apostle’s doctrine or admittedly feels uncom-
fortable with some of his ideas, make peace with the enthusi-
astic Jewish preacher to the Gentiles?

To make peace with Paul, we must listen carefully to the
apostle’s message in his original cultural context. The starting
point is crucial. When the starting point is Paul’s Jewish theol-
ogy, many issues of his cultural environment are resolved. To
study Paul, we must begin somewhere. Where we begin, more-
over, determines the course of research and the impact of the
final conclusions. Most scholars begin in Tarsus. Here, how-
ever, I will contend that Paul’s theology is more a product of
Jerusalem than of Tarsus. Paul never canceled Torah, but made
the necessary distinctives between Jews and Gentiles in the
mysterious plan of God. He taught that the Gentiles were
grafted into the olive tree Israel, and he never intended for a
replacement theology to take root in the Christian church. In
dealing with matters of concern among the Christian commu-
nities, Paul upheld the teachings of Jesus as well as the author-
ity of  the law and the prophets. Ultimately, Paul discovered
self-fulfillment and personal pride in his mission of leading
the pagan Gentiles into the family of God by faith in Jesus the
Messiah. The resurrection power of Jesus flowed through his
life in a deep spiritual experience in which Paul felt the pres-
ence of God. At least in Paul’s view, the Holy Spirit empow-
ered him to live a life pleasing to God. By dying to himself and
experiencing the Messiah’s resurrection through faith,  the
apostle could obey God. All the while, he was filled with
expectancy as he looked ahead to the final redemption that
would appear in the future when all Israel would be saved.
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The contours of Paul’s thought must be sought in his
cultural setting. Jerusalem is the starting point. The Apostle
Paul, moreover, is a conceptual theologian. He makes use of
interactive theological concepts. Paul’s theology begins with an
unshakable  faith in the one  God  of Israel. Paul  possesses  a
great love, derived from his rich Hebrew heritage, for all
humanity. Indeed, Paul himself tells his followers that, con-
cerning the law, he is a Pharisee.

Like other Pharisees, Paul believed in reward and pun-
ishment from God. Every human being will experience either
God’s abundant grace or divine wrath in the day of retribu-
tion.  When dealing with the towering issues of his day, he
affirmed the validity of Torah in his teachings and practical
theology. Because of his belief in the goodness of God, Paul,
like  other Pharisees, had looked for a future  redeemer who
would resemble Moses and bring help to people in need.
Paul’s approach to the Bible is paralleled in similar interpreta-
tions among the sages of ancient Israel as well as in the
precious manuscripts of the Dead Sea Scrolls. But in contrast,
Paul focused upon Jesus as the anointed one designated to
bring God’s goodness to all humanity,  including the pagan
Gentiles.  He struggled with the seeming contradiction of a
suffering Messiah and a future redeemer. After the experience
with Jesus on the road to  Damascus, Paul was driven by a
renewed, heightened awareness of the divine presence and a
consuming desire to bear witness to the pagan cultures of the
world. In any event, as can be seen in his writings, Paul quoted
the Bible frequently and discussed its application among Jews
and Gentiles. Indeed, he talked about Torah constantly. His
incessant occupation with the biblical foundation of his beliefs
and his conceptual approach to his interactive theology might
even be described as a passion. Why would Paul talk about
Torah so much? Because he was a Jewish theologian. He was a
Pharisee who sought the wisdom of Torah for guidance and
direction.
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TARSUS OR JERUSALEM?

What was Paul really like? Many have tried to describe
him, and probably every reader of his epistles creates his or
her own mental picture of the fiery Jew from Jerusalem.
Though he was born in Tarsus, he grew up in Jerusalem. His
parents may have brought the young Paul to Jerusalem solely
for the purpose of Jewish education. Many residing in the
Jewish communities outside the land of Israel went up to
Jerusalem in order to study and learn. It is likely that Paul’s
father brought Paul, a Pharisee among Pharisees, to the na-
tional homeland for the sake of Torah learning. Paul studied
under the grandson of Hillel, Gamaliel the Elder, and pos-
sessed an overriding zeal for his faith. Hillel himself came to
Jerusalem from the Jewish Diaspora in Babylon. Hillel is
sometimes referred to as “the Babylonian,” especially in the
Babylonian Talmud. It should not be surprising,  then,  that
Acts refers to Paul as “Saul of Tarsus.” The move from Tarsus
to Jerusalem, nonetheless, most likely occurred very early in
Paul’s childhood. Paul himself  never mentions Tarsus in his
letters.

While we learn something about Paul’s background and
upbringing from  the  New Testament, it does not reveal the
way Paul looked. Probably the earliest physical description of
Paul is found in the apocryphal Acts of Paul:

A man of little stature, thin-haired upon the head, crooked in the
legs, of good state of body, with eyebrows joining, and nose
somewhat hooked, full of grace: for sometimes he appeared like a
man, and sometimes he had the face of an angel.6

Paul’s mother would not have been too pleased with this
description of her  son’s physical features, but she  may well
have sensed the boy’s strong-willed personality at a tender age.
He was short, balding, and bowlegged, and his bushy eyebrows
joining together remind one of a modern-day villain. But the
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inward force of Paul’s personality is emphasized in this apoc-
ryphal depiction.

At Lystra, during Paul’s first missionary journey, the people
assumed Paul to be the Greek god Hermes. Was this because of
his eloquent speech or his clean appearance? Paul displayed
humility about his eloquence. Perhaps his appearance reminded
the people of the many artistic expressions of Hermes in the
popular religious cults of the area. Barnabas, Paul’s distin-
guished traveling companion, was taken for Zeus. No doubt it
was Barnabas’ older and more mature dignity that invited such
an association between him and Zeus. The book of Acts re-
cords that when Paul came to Lystra, he observed a crippled
man who possessed faith. He looked at him and said, “Stand
upright on your feet” (Acts 14:10). Seeing that the man had
been healed, the people of the city rushed over to Paul and
Barnabas. They wanted to deify the pair and offer sacrifice to
them as gods. Imagine the shock! Paul was a Pharisee. From
his earliest days he had been inculcated with the reality that
there was only one true living God.

In any case, much more can be learned about Paul’s back-
ground as a Pharisee than can be known about his appearance,
which is merely speculation. But probably most students of
the New Testament already have developed firm ideas con-
cerning the controversial apostle. Some view him as a traitor.
Still others see him in a positive light as a great teacher or an
evangelist. For many he is a model missionary. In popular
discussions, he assumes various roles and takes on quite strong
characteristics. He lived life boldly and has become as much a
legend as he was a historical figure.

Two types of evidence will be considered here to describe
Paul. One source is the record of the book of Acts. The other is
what he tells his readers about himself in his epistles—this is
of primary importance. Many of his readers knew him person-
ally.  Therefore,  he could not speak about himself in wildly
exaggerated terms. At any rate, one discovers many differences
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between modern popular descriptions of  Paul and what the
apostle actually tells us about himself. In the case of Paul,
the many  inconsistencies between  Tarsus  and Jerusalem are
decisive.

It is from the book of  Acts that we learn that Paul was
born in Tarsus (Acts 9:11). And only through the record of the
book of Acts is Paul’s Roman citizenship revealed (Acts 22:25).7
On his final trip to Jerusalem, Paul was arrested in the temple
and carried away by Roman soldiers. When he was being
arrested on the Temple Mount, Paul fearlessly made a request
to the Roman cohort. The military commander apparently
noticed Paul’s accent. He asked the apostle, “Do you know
Greek?” He appeared surprised that Paul addressed him in the
Greek language. Paul wrote Greek as if it were his mother
language. Even if his style would not be described as eloquent
by a classicist, he possessed an extensive knowledge of Greek.
And  when the Roman soldier heard  Paul’s question, he de-
tected the accent of a foreigner speaking Greek.

A notorious messianic pretender, known as the Egyptian,
was wanted by the Roman authorities. The Egyptian had led a
sizable group of his followers into the desert, where he prom-
ised to bring redemption to his people in the same way an-
other Egyptian, Moses, had led the people of Israel into the
desert for their deliverance. The Romans captured and slaugh-
tered many of this notorious false messiah’s followers, but the
so-called  Egyptian himself escaped. When  the Roman  com-
mander was quick to accuse Paul of being the Egyptian, Paul
denied the charge. It was a case of mistaken identity.  Paul
explained to the Roman military man, “I am a Jew, from
Tarsus in Cilicia, a citizen of no mean city” (Acts 21:39).

Indeed, Tarsus was no mean city. Connected to the Medi-
terranean Sea by the Cydnus River, it was strategically located,
a thriving center of commerce, Greek culture, and philosophic
learning. The city had a university and was greatly influenced
by the Stoic philosophical schools.  It was the birthplace of
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Chrysippus, the well-known leader of the Stoic movement in
the third century BC. Many scholars have detected an element
of Stoic philosophy in Paul when he wrote, “Not that I com-
plain of want; for I have learned, in whatever state I am, to be
content. . . . I can do all through Christ who strengthens me”
(Phil 4:11–13). A Stoic philosopher could accept hardship with
serenity and a sound mind, though the Stoic would not look
for inner strength from Jesus. Certainly Paul’s birthplace had
its impact upon the apostle. The ancient geographer Strabo
praised the keen educational interest of its citizens:

The people at Tarsus have devoted themselves so eagerly, not only
to philosophy, but also to the whole round of education in gen-
eral, that they have surpassed Athens, Alexandria or any other
place that can be named where there have been schools and
lectures of philosophers.8

The Roman cohort who had arrested Paul apparently was
so impressed with Paul’s courage, background, and knowledge
of Greek that he  allowed him to address the crowds in the
temple that day. The shock, however, is that Paul spoke to the
crowd in Hebrew, not in Greek or Aramaic. On the one hand,
the Roman soldier seemed surprised that Paul could speak
Greek so well; on the other, the people whom he addressed on
the Temple Mount seemed impressed that he could speak to
them in the Hebrew language. In this scene from the Acts of
the Apostles, the connection between Tarsus and Jerusalem is
illuminated. In some ways Paul was at home in both cultures.
The content of his speech definitively demonstrates that he
was bilingual, fluent in both Greek and Hebrew. Paul clearly
told the people that although he was born in Tarsus of Cilicia,
he had been raised in Jerusalem. Moreover, he studied at the
feet of Gamaliel.  The phrase “at the feet of” is a technical
expression found in Jewish literature to indicate serious
discipleship.
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Paul also revealed on this occasion that he was “educated
according to the strict manner of the law of our fathers,”
which most probably was a reference to the spiritual heritage
of the Pharisees. But unlike most other Pharisees, and espe-
cially his reputed teacher Gamaliel, who protected leaders of
the Jesus movement such as Peter and the apostles, Paul had
collaborated with the Sadducees.9 In his zeal for God, he had
once felt that it was his duty to persecute the early church.
Paul’s sincere “no” to Jesus and his followers was his “yes” to
God, although it seemed greatly misguided in the eyes of the
Christians. All this changed when he had an experience on the
way to Damascus. Ironically, Paul’s personal encounter with
the risen Lord occurred as he was carrying letters, written by
the high priest himself, sanctioning the arrest of believers in
Damascus. The high priest was a Sadducee, and the Sadducees
were closely linked to the Roman authorities. Paul’s motiva-
tion for persecuting the Christians was fueled by the politics of
the Sadducees and the Romans rather than by the religious
piety of the Pharisees.

A PHARISEE AMONG THE CHRISTIANS

Paul’s background in the book of Acts is very informative
for a careful reading of his epistles. In contrast to  popular
depictions of the apostle in modern times, Paul in his epistles
gives  a quite  distinct  portrayal  of himself. He does  not  de-
scribe himself as a Hellenistic Jew or a Gnostic believer. Ac-
cording to Paul, he was born of the people of Israel and
circumcised on the eighth day. In his family tradition, he knew
that he came from the tribe of Benjamin. Paul describes him-
self as  a Hebrew  of the  Hebrews, which probably reflects a
cultural disposition as well as linguistic ability. It may well
indicate that Hebrew was his mother tongue or the language
spoken in his home. He is a Pharisee in his religious orienta-
tion. Paul is even bold enough to say that he is blameless
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before the law. Such a remark only reflects his strong commit-
ment to orthodox religious observance. Paul was not without
sin, but he could be forgiven, like all members of the Jewish
community. After all, according to the teachings of the Phari-
sees, God’s great compassion is revealed when people ask for
forgiveness. No one could live a life without sin, but each
individual could be blameless before God as he or she asked
for forgiveness and lived an observant life. Paul celebrated the
Jewish festivals.

The apostle does not refer to himself as a Stoic philoso-
pher. It is perhaps worthwhile to observe what he does not say
about himself. Paul does not claim to be a Greek of the Greeks
or even a Jew who is conversant in Greek language and culture.
He does not emphasize any training he received in philosophy.
According to the two best sources for his life—the book of
Acts  and his own writings—Paul  is  a Pharisee. The  scholar
should pursue every discipline of research that may shed light
on Pauline thought, including Stoic philosophy, Epicureanism,
Greek mystery religions, Gnostic religious systems, Hermetic
writings, and the rich imagination of the religious minds who
created such masterpieces as have recently been discovered in
the Nag Hammadi codices—all fascinating currents of com-
parative study. Spheres of influence outside the parameters of
ancient Judaism or those only indirectly touched by Jewish
thought should never be ignored. Nevertheless, even though
all of these studies may  provide insight into Paul’s thought
and his work among the pagan nations, the apostle’s own
self-portrait is of foremost importance. Paul describes himself
as a Pharisee.

The Jewish roots of his “ultimate concern” are sometimes
neglected. Yet  the  value  of the Jewish  background to Paul’s
teachings cannot be overemphasized. Indeed, the religious lit-
erature of the treasured Dead Sea Scrolls demonstrates re-
markable parallels between Paul and the authors of these
Hebrew manuscripts. Paul is a Hebrew of the Hebrews. Paul
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was much more in his element when he sat at the feet of
Gamaliel in the academies of learning in Jerusalem than
when he was placed in the halls of the philosophic schools of
thought influenced by Chrysippus in Tarsus.

PAUL AND JERUSALEM

Paul was from Jerusalem. In Acts, he says that he grew up
in Jerusalem. His relatives were living in the holy city. The son
of Paul’s sister was residing in Jerusalem when Paul was held
in custody in the Roman prison, which was probably located
in the  fortress  of Antonia  (Acts  23:16). His  nephew  caught
wind of a murder plot: the plotters planned to ambush Paul
during a prisoner transfer. How did the nephew find out? The
family of Paul seems to have had some influence in the city
and been acquainted with the local gossip. At any rate, Acts
suggests that Paul and his family were not at all strangers to
the holy city. During his confinement, Paul’s nephew was able
to visit him and explain the scheme to kill him. When Paul
asked the Roman guard to take the young man to the Roman
cohort, the centurion obeyed.

Paul’s connection to Jerusalem ran deep into the political
organization, the social structure, the religious institutions,
and the centers of learning in the city. Paul knew the operation
of his place of confinement. His family had connections in the
city. Earlier, Paul had been authorized to persecute Christians
in Damascus. He had studied at the feet of Gamaliel. Further-
more, he knew enough about the differences between the
Pharisees and the  Sadducees  to use  their strong theological
disagreements among themselves for his own advantage in the
judicial proceedings against him (Acts 23:6–10). When he was
led before the council, he realized that some were Pharisees
and others were Sadducees. So Paul mentioned the resurrec-
tion, and a great clamor of debate arose between the factions
of the Sadducees and the Pharisees.
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The members of the council were more interested in de-
bating the theological issue of the resurrection than in dealing
with Paul’s case. Paul was at home in the tense atmosphere of
religious debate. He was familiar with the inner workings of
the different factions in Jerusalem, and he knew that his friends
among the Pharisees would support him. He was not disap-
pointed. The Pharisees argued on Paul’s behalf; they stood up
and contended, “We find nothing wrong in this man” (Acts
23:9).10 After all, Paul had already declared, “I am a Pharisee.”
This declaration, moreover, was made many years after his
Damascus Road experience.

PAUL AND TORAH

Paul’s Jerusalem connection is essential for a proper un-
derstanding of his theological writings. One feature of Paul’s
correspondence is unmistakable—his extensive use of the
Bible. For him all authority is derived from the teachings of
Torah. In Torah he unravels the promise of the coming Mes-
siah, whom he has discovered through his personal experience
to be Jesus. But the teachings of the Bible are more to Paul
than proofs for the messianic mission of Jesus.11 The Torah,
Prophets, and Writings are not merely a reservoir of proof
texts from which Paul draws to inculcate would-be converts.
On the contrary, Paul employs the Bible as his primary source
of faith and practice.

The Hebrew Scriptures are the foundation of his teach-
ings. In Gal 5:3 he writes, “I testify again to every man who
receives circumcision that he is bound to keep the whole
law.”12 Was Paul circumcised? Did he ever stop obeying the
teachings of Torah? This verse from Galatians must be recog-
nized  for its  far-reaching  implications. It suggests  that Paul
continued to live an observant life even after his experience
on the road to Damascus. Though he became all things to all
people so that he might win them for the Lord (1 Cor
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9:19–23), this does not mean that he stopped living an obser-
vant life. He would not rob a bank to win a bank robber or
commit murder to convince a murderer. Paul was a man of
integrity.

Like other Pharisees and religious Jews, the Apostle Paul
would deal with issues of ritual practice in each situation
according to his understanding of Torah. Other Pharisees had
relationships with non-Jews and traveled in areas that re-
stricted their freedom of ritual observance. Religious Jews
were required to know Torah and its accepted interpretations
in order to properly adjust their ritual observance in different
circumstances. As a Pharisee, eating pork would be a very
troublesome proposition for Paul; he would probably much
prefer a vegetarian menu as an alternative. Upholding the
commandment of love, however, was pivotal in the apostle’s
relationships with others. Indeed, Paul never denies the valid-
ity of Torah as revealing God’s will. Even in Galatians, he
affirms that the whole law is fulfilled in the commandment
“Love  thy neighbor as thyself” (Lev 19:18).13 By strictly ob-
serving the principle of love, a person is able to fulfill all the
requirements of Torah regarding interpersonal relationships.

Paul  did  not  want  the  non-Jew  believing  in  Jesus  to be
circumcised and take on the ceremonial observance of all the
laws of Torah. But would he seek to remove the marks of
circumcision in his own body and deny the essence of the
covenant God made with the Jewish people? The apostle was
proud of his heritage, which attained deeper meaning for him
in the coming of Jesus. His job was teaching Gentiles about the
Lord and winning acceptance for them in a community of
faith where many thought that circumcision and total obser-
vance of Torah should be a required of each individual be-
liever: both Jews and proselytes esteemed the covenant of
circumcision. The proselytes who believed in Jesus were the
strongest opponents of Paul’s gospel of grace, which allowed
Gentiles to enter the community without circumcision. Alan
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Segal notes the irony of the situation: “Paul’s preaching would
have offended the circumcised, ex-gentile Christian.” After all,
the ex-Gentile believers had become proselytes to Judaism
first. They had already been circumcised and had accepted the
difficult challenge of living everyday life as religious Jews.
Should other Gentiles be accepted in any other way? “Paul
took the role of representative of Gentile Christianity seri-
ously. Thus we have a double irony. Circumcision was de-
fended by gentiles who had undergone circumcision to become
Jews, and the gospel of the uncircumcised was defended by a
former Pharisee.”14

Perhaps some Pharisees would have rejected him, but Paul
does not seem to reject Pharisaism. Even his doctrine of the
coming of the Messiah is rooted in Pharisaic teachings, though
many of Paul’s Pharisee colleagues would take issue with his
final analysis. In any event, Paul, the Pharisee among the
Christians, was trying to build a bridge between the diverse
groups flowing into the popular Jesus movement. He was
spearheading the missionary outreach to the pagan Gentiles.
As a Pharisee, born in Tarsus but educated in Jerusalem, he
was able to reach out to the different factions, seeking recon-
ciliation between them. Paul argued vigorously his very strong
opinions concerning this issue.

Paul did not cancel the law. In Galatians he is not opposed
to the observance of Torah. On the contrary, he upholds the
teachings of Torah. But in Jewish theology the teachings of
Torah have a different application for Jews, who are from the
circumcision and thus part of the covenant relationship, than
they have for non-Jews, who have not entered fully into God’s
covenant with the people of Israel. Can they, too, be included?

Paul’s answers to questions concerning the life of the
Christian communities were rooted in Torah interpretation
and underscore his background as a Pharisee. He possessed a
bubbly personality. The words of the Bible flowed through his
thought patterns as if  they came straight from his heart. In
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accordance with Jewish practice, Paul must have memorized
much Scripture and oral tradition. Gnostics might be inter-
ested in the Bible  to understand the creation  of the  world.
Greek philosophers sought wisdom where it might be found,
even in the Bible. But Paul studied Torah for a different
reason. First, he affirmed the validity of Torah for illuminating
the significance of the coming of Jesus. But he did not begin
there, because he was a Pharisee with a strong education in the
Bible in his pre-Christian days. Paul did not stop there, be-
cause as a Pharisee, Paul viewed Torah as giving divine revela-
tion  for  holy  living. Paul  learned  the teachings of Torah in
order to understand the mystery of God and to revere him by
entering into a life of obedience. The apostle loved the Hebrew
Scriptures and lived his life in accordance with the moral and
spiritual values expressed in them.

LAW OR TORAH?

Paul’s view of Torah  and  his whole  cultural  orientation
evolved during the years he trained in  Jerusalem under the
guidance of Gamaliel, and presumably other Pharisaic leaders
as well. His approach to the Bible and the system of interpreta-
tion he used to expound it was basically that of the Pharisees.
While scholars have struggled with the possible meanings of
the law in Paul’s theology, a Jewish view of Torah closely
associated with rabbinic-Pharisaic thinking provides the most
productive model. Why  must there exist different meanings
for the Greek term nomos in Paul’s letters? When Paul used
nomos, he was referring to Torah within the context of Juda-
ism. Paul does not mean natural law, as distinct from spiritual
law, or the various other suggestions for the meaning of nom-
os. The Hebrew concept of Torah is Paul’s intended meaning.
Law is a poor translation of nomos in Paul’s writings. This
translation stems from the Latin Vulgate. In it nomos is trans-
lated by the Latin word lex, which means “law.” For Paul
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nomos has a vastly greater significance than the concept of law.
Although in his letters Paul quotes the Bible according to the
Septuagint as the accepted translation for his Greek-speaking
congregations, his theology is thoroughly Hebraic. He is think-
ing Torah, not law.

When the translation of nomos as “law” becomes norma-
tive in English discussions of Pauline thought, a great deal of
the apostle’s Hebrew heritage is eradicated from his life experi-
ence. He could only see the world through his understanding
of Torah. For a Pharisee such as Paul, Torah was an all-con-
suming passion. It was the apostle’s cherished tradition. It
guided his way of living from day to day. Torah for Paul, as it
was for Israel’s sages, is as vast as God himself. Torah teaches
God’s higher purposes and reaches far beyond a simple enu-
meration of the five books of Moses.

Torah is spiritual. When Paul writes, “The law of the Spirit
of life,” in Rom 8:2, he is referring to the higher meaning of
Torah. It is a spiritual force. The same Torah that gives life
through Jesus the Messiah, in Paul’s thought, also exposes human
need and moral failure. Torah is both the “law of the Spirit”
and the “law of sin and death” (Rom 8:2). All depends upon
the human response to the divine initiative. In Paul’s thinking,
Torah is good. The apostle declares, “So the law is holy, and the
commandment is holy and just and good” (Rom 7:12). The
problem is human weakness. In his weakness Paul had failed to
live by the higher principle of God’s reign, and in this respect
Torah had shown his own shortcoming. Only because of hu-
man weakness can Torah be spoken of within the framework
of sin and death. But because of God’s mercy, it is spirit and
life. Hence, Torah means both the “law of the Spirit” and the
“law of sin and death.” Through his experience with the power
of the Holy Spirit, Paul reached beyond to the greater force of
Torah in his personal encounter with daily living. Holding
Torah in high esteem, he applied it in every aspect of life. Paul
revealed an intense passion for the higher meaning of Torah.
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The anti-Judaism of the church has roots running deep
into the core of her history. The early-second-century heretic
Marcion completely rejected the Hebrew Bible. Although
many church leaders fought his doctrines, at times Marcion’s
theology managed to infiltrate orthodox teachings.15 As Chris-
tians, we have learned about Judaism from one-sided ac-
counts of inner struggles within the church and have viewed
Jews and Judaism from our own biased perspective. We receive
a derivative view of Judaism based upon false evidence. With-
out having read the ancient literature Israel’s sages left behind,
we  malign  Judaism  as a religious system of legalism with a
salvation-by-works infrastructure.16 The heresy of Marcion’s
teachings tainted unfavorably the progression of ecclesiastical
doctrines. Christianity became defined as the antithesis of the
faith experience of the Jewish people. The acknowledgment
of roots relatedness and interconnectedness between the
mother—Judaism—and her daughter faith was obscured by a
battle of hate and polemic. Paul’s experience, nevertheless, was
vastly different. He experienced Torah learning at the feet of
Israel’s most notable sages. Perhaps the time has finally come
for us as Christians to learn about Judaism firsthand from the
rich sources of Jewish belief rather than from the prejudices of
the past. We can study the sayings attributed to Gamaliel in
the talmudic literature for our own enrichment and under-
standing of God’s nature and, of course, for better comprehen-
sion of Paul.

PAUL’S CONCEPTUAL APPROACH

In Paul’s day, the essence of Jewish faith had little to do
with an earn-your-salvation religious system. Jewish faith be-
gins with the nature of God. He is one. He is compassionate
and full of grace. In Exod 34:6, this high, lofty Hebrew idea of
God is expressed: “The LORD, the LORD God, merciful and
gracious, long-suffering and abundant in goodness and truth.”
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The Hebrew mind viewed God quite differently from the
systematic theological thinking of the West, which defines God
and his work with creation in a linear manner. The Western-
style treatment of the divine character attempts to explain
inconsistencies  and harmonize contradictions  systematically.
The Hebrew mind was filled with wonder at the mystery of
God. The vastness of God and his inscrutable ways left them
awestruck. Inconsistencies and  contradictions  are intimately
related to human, finite understandings of the infinite God.
He is beyond human comprehension. First-century Jews ap-
proached God through an interactive associative mentality.
The fact that God is incomprehensible is very much a part of
Jewish thought processes. The Western mind, however, ex-
plains everything but understands so little of the divine na-
ture. The Hebrew mind, on the other hand, is overpowered by
a sense of wonder and amazement.17 It thrives on the inconsis-
tencies and contradictions of the one awe-inspiring God.

Paul has a conceptual approach to theology. It is not linear.
His theological worldview is circular and interactive. A sys-
tematic approach to Paul draws a straight line and follows his
reasoning from creation and the fall all the way along to the
redemptive suffering of Jesus and the second coming. But Paul
is much more complex and far less linear and systematic. On
the one hand, Paul views history as moving toward the goal of
God’s final redemptive plan, which will culminate in the Parousia
and the eschatological judgment; on the other, he views God
through the prism of perplexing curiosity, which inspires won-
der. He does not preach a cycle of salvation history, but the
apostle does conceive of the divine ways in a circular dynamic
process. In his contemplation of the mystery of God, like other
Jewish theologians of his day, the apostle is content to leave
questions unanswered and inconsistencies unresolved. He views
theology as a conceptual whole.

Torah encompasses so much of what can be known about
God in the conceptual worldview. Max Kadushin has tried to
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describe rabbinic theology in these terms.18 As will be seen, this
approach is quite effective for Paul’s view of Torah. Paul focuses
on the sum of the whole instead of dissecting the individual
parts. As Kadushin points out, the rabbis could not speak about
the kingdom of heaven without a myriad of verses coming into
their minds. Not only did they realize that these Bible passages
possess a literal meaning, but they pushed beyond to deeper
realms of Torah learning. It is a conceptual approach. The mere
mention of the term “kingdom of heaven” brought to their
minds verses such as “The LORD reigns forever and ever” (Exod
15:18) and “The LORD reigns” (Ps 93:1). Although these passages
mention only that the Lord reigns, for the rabbis they refer to the
kingdom of heaven. Through the conceptual approach of the
rabbinic mind, many other meanings were associated with God’s
reign. The kingdom conveys a cluster of theological ideas. In the
higher view of Torah, God’s reign means affirming who God is by
praying, “Hear O Israel, the LORD our God, the LORD is one.”
The kingdom of  heaven means obedience to the command-
ments. It refers to the deliverance of the people from the yoke of
bondage in Egypt and their great liberty when they entered the
promised land. It is divine protection and God’s salvation. In
Jewish thought, one discovers a rich associative method. The
theological ideas come in clusters. So it is with Paul. His theology
is not systematic; rather, it comprises clusters of associated
concepts. Describing the vitality of Paul’s flowing discussions,
Hans J. Schoeps has revealed the apostle’s vibrant persona:

Paul was a dynamic personality, on whom thoughts rained so that
he was driven ceaselessly from one to the other. Moreover, his
thought was penetrating, leading us to well-nigh unfathomable
depths. Often he merely suggests and instead of a whole chain of
thought will give us flashes of ideas.19

Torah for Paul cannot be defined simply by the term law in
English. The term Torah expresses the highest dimension of
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Jewish experience because it reveals the nature of God to his
people. Torah encompasses all that is known about God and
his love for each individual created in the divine image. Paul
possesses a passion for Torah as the quintessential self-disclo-
sure of God and the divine will. Its preeminent  purpose is
found in Jesus the Messiah because, as Paul declares, now the
Gentiles have been grafted into the olive tree (Rom 10:4). He
glories in his ministry as the Jewish apostle to the pagan
nations. For Paul, Torah has not lost its force after the coming
of Jesus, but now Jews and Gentiles occupy their distinctive
positions in the mystery of God’s higher plan.

As a Pharisee, the focal point of Paul’s thought was Torah.
After his experience on the road to Damascus, Torah for Paul
took on a deeper meaning in the coming of Jesus. Paul’s
Torah-centered theology was eclipsed with an understanding
of the Messiah as the higher purpose of Torah. The great
vision of the Hebrew prophets is realized when the Gentiles
come into a relationship with the one God of Israel.20

REPLACEMENT OR ENGRAFTMENT?

Has God rejected his people? The mere idea of God’s
rejection of his people was repugnant to Paul. The apostle
declares, “The gifts and call of God are irrevocable” (Rom
11:29). In Paul’s mind, God does not break his promise to
Israel in order to reach out to the Gentiles. Paul prefers to
speak of a great mystery. Instead of explaining everything like
a brilliant theologian, Paul is awestruck at the mystery of God.
In the passion of a Hebrew prophet, he is filled with wonder
and amazement.

Paul makes one thing clear for his Gentile readers con-
cerning the people of Israel, for whose sake Paul would wish
that he himself  could be cut off from Jesus.21 The depth of
Paul’s emotion is overwhelming. Despite the fact that the
Jewish people as a whole have not come, like himself, to a faith
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in Jesus, he possesses an all-consuming and unconditional love
for his own. The apostle is referring to the Israelites according
to the flesh who have not come to believe in Jesus. The one
major point for him is that God has not rejected the people of
Israel. Paul begins his discussion of the great mystery of God’s
higher purposes by affirming the irrevocable divine call that
was made to the Jewish people.

They are Israelites, and to them belong the sonship, the glory, the
covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises; to
them belong the patriarchs, and of their race, according to the
flesh is the Christ. God who is over all be blessed for ever. Amen.
(Rom 9:4–5)

God has not rejected his people. The Jewish people are the
true Israel according to Paul. God’s call cannot be lifted.
Traditionally Christians have tended to divide people into two
groups, believers and nonbelievers. The Jewish people were
placed in the second group. But Paul would never feel com-
fortable with such a neat category for the Israelites according
to the flesh. In Paul’s metaphorical way of thinking in Rom
11:17, they represent the olive tree. He does not speak of
replacement. Instead he describes engraftment, which joins
the wild olive shoot to the tree. Moreover, the comparison of
the Gentiles to a wild olive branch is not altogether flatter-
ing.22 Clearly the church has not replaced Israel. On the con-
trary, for Paul the destiny of the church and the synagogue is
interrelated in the incomprehensible mystery of the divine
purpose. He warns the church, however, against choosing to
follow the precarious path of pride. Arrogance has charac-
terized  the  church’s  attitude to  God’s  people  Israel. Indeed,
historically speaking, Christian anti-Semitism always begins
with the so-called Jewish rejection of  Jesus when Christians
cannot tolerate a Jew who refuses to accept Christ. In perspec-
tive, however, the Jewish “no” to Jesus is in reality a “yes” to
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the  God  of Israel. Christians  cannot hate Jews who seek  to
serve the God of the Bible in good conscience.

Paul understood the relationship more clearly than later
church leaders because of his powerful love and personal
involvement. As a Jewish theologian from the East, Paul speaks
of the relationship between the people of Israel and the follow-
ers of Jesus in metaphoric language. His message is clear.
Arrogance is not an option for the followers of Jesus.

But if some of the branches were broken off, and you, a wild olive
shoot, were grafted in their place to share the richness of the olive
tree, do not boast over the branches. If you do boast, remember it
is not you that support the root, but the root that supports you.
(Rom 11:17–18)

As Christians, we have often viewed ourselves as the true
Israel. We have claimed that the Christians have replaced the
Jewish people  as  God’s  chosen. Paul teaches a  different  ap-
proach. Engraftment is not the same as replacement.23 Paul
cannot accept God’s rejection of his people Israel. On the one
hand, the apostle affirms his strong belief in Jesus as Messiah.
On the other, he declares that God did not and will not violate
his word to the Jewish people.  Even Paul’s ministry to the
Gentiles is based upon his understanding of the root and the
branches. While Paul did not believe that God had rejected his
people, he was very much aware that many of the faithful
within Israel had rejected Jesus.

Perhaps Paul foresaw the danger. The so-called Jewish
rejection of Jesus would become the foundation of Christian
anti-Judaism. Perhaps he realized that hatred would be gener-
ated by the perception that the Jewish people had rejected
what is so obvious for the Christian, namely, that Jesus is the
fulfillment of messianic expectation in Hebrew prophecy.

Throughout history, Christians have resented Jews because
they have not accepted the gospel. Paul recognized the serious
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nature of the problem. In his wisdom and foresight, Paul
warned against such an attitude of arrogance, which he knew
would eventually foster hate. Today Christians should realize
that many of the Jewish people living in the first century had
good reasons for rejecting Jesus. Paul himself was sincere in
his rejection of Jesus before the vision on the road to Damas-
cus. John the Baptist himself developed severe skepticism con-
cerning the messiahship of Jesus.24 Jewish views concerning
the messianic idea were diverse, and the words of the Hebrew
prophets were always subject to different interpretations. Even
in our day and age, some within the Jewish community cannot
resolve why so many Jews accepted Jesus in the first century.
Nonetheless, wide Jewish acceptance of Jesus as Messiah is a
fact of history. Jesus himself defined the meaning of his mis-
sion by word and deed in a way that his early disciples could
comprehend and follow. In any case, Paul warned the church
against ignorant arrogance. His teachings were designed to
create genuine love and respect rather than contempt. In the
mystery of God, the church and the synagogue are tied one to
the other. Not everyone embraced the preaching of Paul, and
the apostle could accept this. Paul recognized that when some
of the Jewish people rejected his preaching of Jesus, they were
really only reaffirming their own strong faith in God. Their
“no” to Paul’s preaching was not synonymous with a “no” to
God almighty. In their minds, they were saying “yes” to God.

Paul’s anguish and frustration seem to be directed mainly
toward an arrogant church at Rome that was distorting the
relationship between Jews and non-Jews. Above all, Paul longed
to see this relationship characterized by unconditional love.
Love is more powerful than theological dogma and must flow
from the heart of faith. Paul was willing to sacrifice a part of
his theological integrity in order to achieve the higher goal of
unrestricted love. He could agree to disagree on some theo-
logical issues in order to pursue the objective of God-like love
in his relationship with all people. Indeed, the relationship
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between Jews and Gentiles occupies a significant portion of
Paul’s epistle to the church at Rome.25

Paul was sensitive to people’s backgrounds. In Rom 1:16,
when the apostle speaks to the “Jew first and also to the
Greek,” he recognizes the unique cultural and ethnic heritages
of two distinct peoples. The crucial issue for the congregation
at Rome revolved around the fellowship of Jew and non-Jew in
a culturally biased society. Too often Paul has been read to
exclude the Jewish people. A more careful study of Romans
would demonstrate that he intended, rather, to include the
Gentile. The root supports the branch. The people of  Israel
have not been replaced, but the Gentile nations have been
grafted into the olive tree. For Paul, through Jesus the door
had been opened for the Gentiles to reject idolatry and enter
into a relationship with the one true God through faith.

Often Rom 10:4 has been translated improperly, “For
Christ is the end of the law . . .” The Greek word telos, which is
translated as “end” in this verse, is better understood in its
wider meaning, “goal” or “purpose.”26 Paul viewed the coming
of the Messiah as the climax of salvation history. When the
New International Version, New American Standard Bible,
Revised Standard Version, and King James Version translate
the Greek word telos with “end,”  the result is devastating.
Instead of stressing the crucial significance of reaching the
ultimate goal of Torah, which is indeed foremost in Paul’s
thought, Christians fall prey to Marcionism: the “end” of the
law means license; the law has been canceled and has lost its
practical application in living. On the contrary, through Jesus,
Paul argued, Torah had reached its objective by bringing the
Gentiles into a right relationship with God.27 Paul is the Jewish
apostle  to the Gentiles, and the higher purpose of Torah is
achieved as the pagan nations reject idolatrous practices and
accept Jesus. Through faith they reject idolatry and come into
a personal relationship with God. In the mind of Paul, Jesus
the Jewish Messiah makes this possible. Earlier in the epistle he
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declares, “Do we then overthrow the law by this faith? By no
means! On the contrary, we uphold the law” (Rom 3:31; cf.
Matt 5:17). Paul upholds the goal of Torah. The wild branch
has been grafted into the olive tree.

THE MYSTERY

Hence the great mystery involves both Israel and the non-
Jews who have been grafted into the tree. Yet in Paul’s theol-
ogy, the mystery also involves the fact that “a hardening has
come upon part of Israel.” Paul does not explain the mystery.
Apparently the apostle could not fully grasp the complexity of
all the far-reaching ramifications of the situation. He him-
self no doubt had experienced personal suffering, intense
hardship, immense pain, and emotional stress as a result of his
work among the Gentiles. He would cut himself off out of love
for his own people (Rom 9:3). In Paul’s thought, they are true
Israelites, whether they accept Jesus or not. Nonetheless, he
offers praise for the depth of God’s wisdom. To achieve his
higher purpose, God expresses his compassion to all people in
need. Paul describes the divine mystery in bold words:

Lest you be wise in your own conceits, I want you to understand
this mystery, brethren: a hardening has come upon part of Israel,
until the full number of the Gentiles come in, and so all Israel will
be saved. (Rom 11:25–26)

The Christians must learn to love the Jewish people with-
out condition. According to Paul, the people of Israel have not
been replaced or rejected. Indeed, in an unfathomable mys-
tery, both the church and the synagogue are inextricably
bound together in the final drama of redemption. Paul does
not explain it. He merely pronounces a blessing of praise to
God because he recognizes that God’s way is unsearchable and
incomprehensible for the finite human mind (Rom 11:33–36).
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The apostle is not a systematic theologian. Paul possesses an
Eastern mentality that thrives on contradictions and cherishes
the element of mystery in religious faith. In essence, Paul
stands in awe and astonishment at the magnitude of God. Let
the Master of the universe be God: “To him be glory for ever.
Amen” (Rom 11:36).

MARCION OR JESUS?

Since he was a Pharisee, the center of Paul’s theology was
Torah. After his experience on the road to Damascus, Torah
took on new significance because of Jesus. For Paul, Jesus the
Jewish Messiah brought a deeper meaning to Torah by his
teachings, his life, and his suffering. While it would be wrong
to say that Torah had been replaced by Jesus in Paul’s theology,
the apostle saw Jesus as the culmination of the divine redemp-
tive purpose. Jesus who died will return to complete the messi-
anic task. The drama of salvation is moving toward the goal.
Paul affirms the historical teachings of Jesus as well as the
redemptive nature of his sufferings on the cross. Jesus died,
rose on the third day, and promised to return. Paul even goes
so far as to identify with the physical sufferings of Jesus: “I am
crucified with Christ” (Gal 2:20). He says that when he is
weak, like Jesus who suffered, then he is made strong. The life
of Jesus means that God participates with his people in their
pain, sharing in their suffering all the while he works to reach
the objective of his higher redemptive purpose. Paul was a
disciple of Jesus. Jesus brought about the actualization of
Torah through his message, model conduct, suffering, and
triumph.

While Paul was a disciple of Jesus, Marcion (ca. 130 CE)
was a follower of Paul. Marcion, however, distorted the origi-
nal thrust of Paul’s teachings. On the one hand, early church
leaders condemned Marcion as a heretic (144 CE), but on the
other, they were influenced by his theological reflection. Even
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today Marcion-like ideas continue to circulate, exerting influ-
ence in Christian teachings. The habit of referring to the
Hebrew Bible as the Old Testament, so common among Chris-
tians, creates the image of obsolescence. The idea that God’s
grace is first revealed in the New Testament countering the
legalism of the old covenant is a dangerous doctrine linked to
the heretical theology of  Marcion, who rejected the Hebrew
Bible and the God of Israel. The Jewish people were despised
by God in his teachings. In a similar fashion, many in today’s
church adamantly contend that the New Covenant (the New
Testament) supersedes the Old Covenant (the Hebrew Bible),
even though this attitude does not reflect historical orthodoxy.
Hence a prominent Christian minister could confidently de-
clare, “God doesn’t hear the prayers of a Jew.” In such an
approach to salvation history, the church has completely re-
placed the synagogue in God’s strategy of redemption. Even
Martin Luther described the letter of James as a “right strawy
epistle,” calling for its removal from the canon because of the
message, “So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead” (Jas 2:17).

Today Judaism is portrayed as teaching a God of wrath,
and Christianity, a God of grace. Marcion loved Paul accord-
ing to his own interpretation of the apostle’s teachings—but
he hated the Bible. He nullified the divine  word spoken to
Moses and the Hebrew prophets. For Marcion, Jesus became a
revealer of hidden truths. In Marcion’s interpretation, it was
only in Paul’s writings that the truth about grace and works
was revealed. In his Bible, he accepted only an edited version
of Luke’s gospel and ten epistles of Paul. To him the historical
life and teachings of Jesus were not relevant. Marcion empha-
sized knowledge from personal revelation. Knowledge was the
way of salvation. When reading Paul, Marcion taught that the
law was canceled and that the God of Israel was the evil deity
of creation. He longed for the true God of light, a God he
supposed had nothing to do with the God of Israel and who
was approachable only with the assistance of revelation.
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The decisive difference between Marcion and Paul is cap-
tured in one word—Jesus. Marcion taught a different way of
salvation. His approach had deep roots in anti-Judaism and
hatred of the Jewish people. In contrast, Paul makes constant
reference to Moses and the prophets and also affirms God’s
promises to Israel. Paul was a disciple of Jesus because he
recognized the authority of his Master’s teachings on issues
such as marriage and divorce or the observance of the Last
Supper. First, Paul affirmed the teaching of Jesus, but he also
recognized the deep significance of Jesus’ physical sufferings.
Moreover, Paul emphasized  the  message  of the early move-
ment of Jesus’ disciples. He was not a maverick like Marcion,
who rejected all other apostolic teachings. Paul affirmed the
tradition that he had received and passed it on to others.

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received,
that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures,
that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in
accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas,
then to the twelve. . . . Last of all, as to one untimely born, he
appeared also to me. (1 Cor 15:3–9)

Here Paul employs what may be called technical language.
In Jewish literature, the verbs deliver and pass on are used to
describe a chain of tradition and how it is preserved from one
generation to another.28 According to traditional Judaism,
Moses received the oral teachings of Torah on Mt. Sinai. He
delivered what he received to Joshua. Likewise, the oral law has
been received and passed on to each subsequent generation.

Paul received a revelation of Jesus the Messiah on the road
to Damascus. It was a call to take God’s message to the Gentile
world. Although Paul received a special revelation of Jesus that
was independent of the Jerusalem fellowship of disciples, he
still wrote about the tradition that he received, and he passed
it on to the congregation at Corinth.  Clearly Paul received
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teachings concerning Jesus from others; in Corinthians, he
mentions Cephas, that is, Simeon Peter and the twelve. Paul
should not be viewed as an independent freethinker who
isolated himself from other leaders in the Jesus  movement.
Paul’s controversial ministry, however, reached out to the pa-
gan world and built bridges between different cultures. The
most pressing issue confronting the early movement was what
should  be required  of the new believers from a non-Jewish
background. Should they observe the law like Jews and prose-
lytes to Judaism? The issue of the new, non-Jewish believers
ultimately had to be decided by the Jerusalem council.

THE JERUSALEM COUNCIL

Because of the success of the mission to the non-Jewish
world, social and theological problems erupted within various
groups of the early followers of Jesus. Socially it was difficult for
Jews and non-Jews to interact with each other. Theologically, the
Jewish believers had to determine whether the non-Jews would
be required to convert to Judaism in order to follow Jesus. Paul
was caught in the middle of the maelstrom. Peter was more
ambivalent. The example of Peter will illustrate the problem.

On one occasion, Peter went to Caesarea to visit the home
of a Gentile named Cornelius. According to Acts, Peter had to
be convinced by  a vision to  make the  trip  to a non-Jewish
household.  In the vision,  he was told to eat food that was
unclean. When Cornelius’s messengers found Peter, he real-
ized that the vision pertained to visiting a Gentile’s home. He
decided to  follow the messengers  in spite of his  traditional
reservations. As a guest of Cornelius, Peter interacted socially
with a Gentile who feared God. Though a God fearer, Cor-
nelius had not converted to Judaism. In other words, he had
rejected idolatry but had not passed through the whole process
of formal conversion, which would have included circumci-
sion. But to Peter’s utter amazement, the Spirit fell mightily on
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uncircumcised men. His response captured the essence of the
moment: “Surely no one can refuse water for those to be
baptized who have received the Holy Spirit just as we did, can
he?” (Acts 10:47). Because of a dramatic demonstration of the
Holy Spirit’s presence during his visit in this Gentile home,
Peter instructed Cornelius to be baptized even though he had
not been circumcised.29 Hence, Cornelius was accepted into
the  full fellowship  of the  followers of Jesus without  formal
conversion to Judaism.

A convert to Judaism had three requirements: he was first
required to be circumcised, then to undergo ritual immersion
in baptism, and finally to offer a sacrifice in the temple. Peter
himself instructed Cornelius to be baptized without circumci-
sion. So, on the one hand, according to Acts, Peter accepted
Cornelius without circumcision; but on the other hand, later
Peter refused to eat with non-Jewish believers in Antioch. Paul
complained about Peter’s hypocrisy when he refused to eat with
uncircumcised disciples in Antioch. The raging argument came
to a head at the Council of Jerusalem. The heart of the prob-
lem is described in Acts 15:1: “But some men came down from
Judea and were teaching the brethren, ‘Unless you are circum-
cised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.’ ”

What is the significance of Acts 15:1? One needs to under-
stand the problem. The council is considering the question of
non-Jews. If they are circumcised first, they have undergone
conversion to Judaism before being accepted into the full
fellowship of the disciples of Jesus. If they have not been
circumcised, they are still considered pagan Gentiles. Perhaps
they are still worshiping false gods? But there is another status
in Jewish thought represented by an individual such as Cor-
nelius: the God fearer. God fearers are referred to in the book
of Acts and are mentioned in rabbinic literature. They have
not converted to Judaism. But they have rejected all idolatrous
practices  and have become devoted to the one true God of
Israel. In Jewish law, they were not expected to keep all the
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commandments that the Jewish people observed. They were
like the children of Noah. God made a covenant with Noah that
focused on the basic moral and ethical requirements that uphold
the high spiritual values of the worship of the one true God.

The decision of the Jerusalem council resolved the issue
for most of the conservative members of the community, who
were stringent in the moral requirements for non-Jews, as well
as for the more liberal members of the debate, such as Paul,
who desired a more lenient ruling. Moreover,  the council’s
decision is fascinating because of its parallels in Jewish litera-
ture. In essence, the council came to a compromise. The
decision had roots in Jewish legal discussion. The non-Jews
from a pagan background would be viewed more like God
fearers than like converts to Judaism. The Apostle Paul and his
companion Barnabas, as well as the leaders representing the
more conservative side of the issue, such as James and Peter,
could reach an agreement to write a letter to the non-Jewish
believers: “For it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us
to lay upon you no greater burden than these necessary things:
that you abstain from what has been sacrificed to idols and
from blood and from what is strangled and from unchastity. If
you  keep yourselves from these, you will do well. Farewell”
(Acts 15:28–29). The strongest point of the letter is the refer-
ence to avoid idolatrous worship.

In Jewish law there are references to the laws for the
children of Noah. In some sources there are seven such laws.30

But probably the earliest reference to these commandments
makes mention of three: idolatry, shedding of blood or mur-
der, and unchastity.31 People who feared God would obey these
fundamental ethical requirements.

One of the greatest of all the commandments was consid-
ered to be the fear of the  one  true God. Perhaps this vital
characteristic contributed to the use of the designation “God
fearer” in many Jewish sources from late antiquity. The God
fearers had rejected the ubiquitous idolatry of the ancient
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Greco-Roman world. Because they had abandoned the idola-
trous practices of their secular environment, confessed the one
true God of Israel, and committed themselves to a moral
lifestyle, the God fearers were welcomed into the synagogue.
The Jerusalem council did not encourage circumcision for the
non-Jew. For an uninitiated person, observance of all the
Jewish customs would be too burdensome. For a Pharisee such
as Paul,  the observance of Torah was integrated into every
aspect of daily life and was not a burden, but rather, a delight.

Some important New Testament manuscripts of the deci-
sion of the Jerusalem council are even nearer to the Jewish
literature. In Codex Bezae, the same three commandments
appear as are enumerated in the Jewish sources. The manu-
script mentions idolatry, shedding of blood, and unchastity,
which are the same three sins as preceded the flood.32 Codex
Bezae also mentions the negative version of the Golden Rule,
“Whatsoever you do not want others to do to you, do not do
to them.” It may be that Codex Bezae represents a more
original form of the council’s decision. In any case, the out-
come of the council was something of a compromise. Paul
would probably view these legal requirements as a maximum
for the non-Jews to observe. Peter, on the other hand, would
tend to view these laws as a minimum. He would hope that the
new believers from pagan backgrounds would adopt more of
the Jewish religious observance.

The model of Paul in Romans is very instructive. He
captured a vision of the mystery of God’s higher redemptive
purpose. Paul did not want to compromise the sacred identity
of the Jewish people by asking the Gentiles to imitate Judaism.
In his wisdom, the apostle desired to preserve the special
distinctions between Jews and non-Jews as they both wor-
shipped the one true God.33 Let Jews be Jews and let Gentiles
be God fearers! In Paul’s teachings, no one possesses an
inferior status when the redemptive plan of God is imple-
mented. While Jewish identity is preserved, Paul does not
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teach inequality. On the contrary, the coming of Jesus creates a
powerful invitation to the Gentile nations. The time has come
for them to believe in God by faith in the Messiah. Jesus shows
them the way. The theology of replacement does not originate
with Paul. In the final analysis, Paul preserves the national
character and unique distinctions of the Jewish people in their
covenantal relationship with God.

PAUL’S CONCEPTUAL APPROACH:
A JEWISH WAY OF THINKING

PAUL’S CONCEPTUAL THEOLOGY
Circular Thought—Not Linear

The Concepts are interactive:
in circular thought the conceptual theological ideas

are connected together in continuous motion.
The focal point is Jesus as the goal of Torah.

As a Jewish theologian, Paul pursues a conceptual approach
to his teachings. His thought processes are not linear but circular
(see above). His theological concepts are interactive. Indeed,
they are connected one with another in continuous motion.
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Paul’s keen intellect works quickly. The apostle understands
God and his great love for all humanity as a vibrant whole. One
concept belongs to a complex of interactive ideas. Each term he
uses to communicate his thought is clustered with other inter-
active concepts concerning God’s relationship to people.

Paul often uses contrasts to express his Jewish theology.
The employment of antonyms to define lofty themes is not
unusual in early Jewish thought. What is holy? The opposite of
profane. What is the good way to which a person should
cleave? It is the opposite of the evil way from which a person
should flee. What is the good inclination? It is the opposite of
the evil inclination. In a similar vein, Paul speaks of the flesh,
which for him is the opposite of the spirit. The juxtaposition
of terms with opposite meanings is not dualism of the same
order as that seen in the Dead Sea Scrolls. Rather, Paul’s
dualism represents more an antithetical parallelism, which the
apostle uses in describing his conceptual approach. Nor is it
the same type of dualism found in Gnostic theosophical
speculation. Yet Paul would be much closer to the Essenes of
the Dead Sea Scrolls than to the Gnostics.34 The Essenes would
never approve, however, of Paul’s accommodating approach to
the Gentiles. The apostle actively sought the full inclusion of
the Gentiles. In sharp contrast, the Essenes believed in double
predestination, which is to say that already God has predeter-
mined who will be saved and who will be damned. In other
words, with Essene dualism the sons of light and the sons of
darkness have already been predetermined. Paul’s universal
view of God’s love is not compatible with the sectarian relig-
ious system of Qumran, which even excluded most Jews from
the favored lot of the “children of light.”35 The Jewish apostle
to the Gentiles calls all people to a loving God who has
revealed his goodness in Jesus. Paul endures great hardship to
persuade the Gentiles into a decision for God. The gospel is
the power of God to the Jew first but also to the Gentiles (Rom
1:16). He contrasts the righteousness of God with the wrath of
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God. Paul focuses on God’s strategy for the final redemption.
He discusses sin as it must be viewed in the context of God’s
grace, which is made manifest through Jesus.

When the contours of Pauline thought are considered in a
cycle of interactive concepts rather than in a straight line
where each new idea supersedes and eliminates the previous
one, the apostle’s conceptual approach to God is given fresh
vigor. It is a Jewish way of thinking. Paul, for instance, does
not annul Torah by the preaching of grace. Was not the giving
of Torah a powerful manifestation of divine grace? In reality,
grace and Torah are interrelated. He recognizes that the flesh
continues to function even though the power of the spirit is
given greater force by faith through the empowerment of the
Holy Spirit. He cannot understand the righteousness of God
apart from the wrath of God. They have been revealed through
the coming of Jesus. Jesus has shown God’s righteousness and
will demonstrate divine wrath.

The center of Paul’s conceptual way of thinking is Jesus,
both as he is seen in his life and teachings and as he is revealed
in Torah. All of Paul’s theological expressions have their ori-
gins in his Pharisaic background. As a Pharisee, the central
focus of his theology was Torah. From that epicenter he devel-
oped all other theological motifs. But with his new belief in
the Messiah and his already firm commitment to Torah, the
person of Jesus has invaded the epicenter. The notion of a
messianic deliverer, it must be remembered, also has its roots
in the teachings of the Pharisees. Even while focusing on Jesus,
Paul did not see a break in the continuity of his thinking from
his Hebrew heritage as a Pharisee. Now he has received a
special task because of his call to preach to the Gentiles. Paul’s
destiny was rooted in the visions of the old Hebrew prophets.
At least some of them foresaw the day when the Gentile
nations would serve God. The Apostle Paul told his story to
the Jew first but also to the Greek. He was the apostle to the
Gentiles, and he glories in his call. His career was based upon
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the foundation of calling the pagan nations to a new under-
standing of the one true God of Israel through faith in Jesus
the Jewish Messiah.

At this juncture we discover the major distinctions be-
tween Jesus and Paul. Jesus spoke to his people living in the
land of Israel. He would have taught them primarily in He-
brew (and/or Aramaic). Jesus was provincial. Paul was interna-
tional. The apostle worked outside the land of Israel, teaching
and preaching in Greek. Jesus spoke to the Jews. Paul, on the
other hand, spoke mainly to the Gentiles. Nonetheless, both
Jesus and Paul possessed a high view of Torah. Gospel teach-
ings such as the Sermon on the Mount indicate that Jesus had
a far superior understanding of Torah.36 His educational back-
ground in Hebrew literature and oral tradition greatly sur-
passed that of the Apostle Paul. But Torah gave Jesus and Paul
a common bond. In contrast to Jesus, Paul’s epicenter of Torah
had absorbed a new and powerful theological component. The
messianic idea as it revolves around the person of Jesus be-
came dominant in Paul’s thinking.  The Messiah had come.
Both Jesus as the anointed one of God and Torah occupy the
position of centrality for the theology of the Apostle Paul. He
is  called  to preach  the  message  of Jesus the Messiah to the
Gentile nations. Paul may indeed be described as a Pharisee, a
Jewish theologian living among the diverse groups of early
Christians in the Greco-Roman world. He was trying to bring
the Jews and non-Jews tightly together into the circle of early
Christian community through a more meaningful relationship
one with the other, based upon their common faith in God,
the message of Jesus, and the teachings contained within the
Hebrew Bible.
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