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Editor’s preface

Although the New Testament is usually taught within Depart-
ments or Schools or Faculties of Theology/Divinity/Religion,
theological study of the individual New Testament writings is often
minimal or at best patchy. The reasons for this are not hard to
discern.

For one thing, the traditional style of studying a New Testament
document is by means of straight exegesis, often verse by verse.
Theological concerns jostle with interesting historical, textual,
grammatical and literary issues, often at the cost of the theologi-
cal. Such exegesis is usually very time-consuming, so that only one
or two key writings can be treated in any depth within a crowded
three-year syllabus.

For another, there is a marked lack of suitable textbooks round
which courses could be developed. Commentaries are likely to lose
theological comment within a mass of other detail in the same way
as exegetical lectures. The section on the theology of a document
in the Introduction to a commentary is often very brief and may
do little more than pick out elements within the writing under a
sequence of headings drawn from systematic theology. Excursuses
usually deal with only one or two selected topics. Likewise larger
works on New Testament Theology usually treat Paul’s letters as a
whole and, having devoted the great bulk of the space to Jesus, Paul
and John, can spare only a few pages for others.

In consequence, there is little incentive on the part of teacher or
student to engage with a particular New Testament document, and
students have to be content with a general overview, at best com-
plemented by in-depth study of (parts of) two or three New
Testament writings. A serious corollary to this is the degree to

x1
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xii Editor’s preface

which students are thereby incapacitated in the task of integrating
their New Testament study with the rest of their Theology or
Religion courses, since often they are capable only of drawing on
the general overview or on a sequence of particular verses treated
atomistically. The growing importance of a literary-critical
approach to individual documents simply highlights the present
deficiencies even more. Having been given little experience in
handling individual New Testament writings as such at a theolog-
ical level, most students are very ill-prepared to develop a properly
integrated literary and theological response to particular texts.
Ordinands too need more help than they currently receive from
textbooks, so that their preaching from particular passages may be
better informed theologically.

There is need therefore for a series to bridge the gap between
too brief an introduction and too full a commentary where theo-
logical discussion is lost among too many other concerns. It is our
aim to provide such a series. That is, a series where New Testament
specialists are able to write at a greater length on the theology of
individual writings than is usually possible in the introductions to
commentaries or as part of New Testament Theologies, and to
explore the theological themes and issues of these writings without
being tied to a commentary format or to a thematic structure pro-
vided from elsewhere. The volumes seek both to describe each doc-
ument’s theology, and to engage theologically with it, noting also
its canonical context and any specific influence it may have had on
the history of Christian faith and life. They are directed at those
who already have one or two years of full-time New Testament and
theological study behind them.

University of Durham JAMES D. G. DUNN
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Preface

Paul consistently refers to himself as an “apostle,” as one who has
been specifically commissioned to proclaim the gospel among the
Gentiles, to establish churches, and to nurture believers in their
faith. He nowhere refers to himself as a “theologian.” Moreover,
although the word “theology” is often employed in other ancient
Greek religious texts, it does not once appear in his letters (or any-
where else in the New Testament or in the Greek version of the
Hebrew Bible). Thus Paul’s writings must be approached first of all
as apostolic letters, not as theological documents. They are all more
or less situation-specific, having been prompted by and addressed
to issues that were current in particular congregations, or for Paul
himself. For this reason, any examination of “the theology of
1 Corinthians” must begin with some consideration of whether it
is appropriate to speak of “Pauline theology” at all, and if so, in
what sense.!

The Greek word theologia (literally, “discourse about [a] god”)
seems to have been introduced into Christian circles only in the
second century. At first it was used in rather general ways, with ref-
erence to “teaching about divine things” or, yet more generally,
with reference to “religious speech.” The earliest surviving refer-
ence to Paul as a “theologian” may be in the works of Athanasius,
sometime bishop of Alexandria (d. 373). Introducing a quotation
from the letter to the Romans, Athanasius commented that he had
learned much “from the theologians, of whom one is Paul” (4gainst
the Pagans $5.18-20). Here “the theologians” in view are the authors

! See also my essay, “Paul the Theologian,” in The Conversation Continues: Studies in Paul &
John. In Honor of J. Louis Martyn (ed. by Robert T. Fortna and Beverly R. Gaventa;
Nashville, 1990), 19-34.

xiil
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X1v Preface

of Scripture, whom Athanasius described as such because he
believed them to be divinely inspired, not because he regarded
them as concerned with doctrines or systems of doctrine (On the
Incarnation 56.6—10; cf. Against the Pagans 1.9-10).

The word “theology” was not used with reference to compre-
hensive, systematic presentations of Christian doctrine until the
twelfth century, in works by scholastic thinkers like Abelard and
Peter Lombard. The influence of this medieval usage is apparent
whenever Paul’s theology is identified with what he says about the
traditional topics of systematic theology — God, creation, sin, sal-
vation, Christ, the Spirit, the church, eschatology, and the like. Yet
the fact remains that Paul himself did not construct a “theology”
in the scholastic sense. All attempts to mine his letters for the com-
ponents of a theological system run the double risk of imposing on
his thought what is not there and of missing what is there.

Since Paul himself did not develop a theological system, and
because the traditional categories of systematic theology more
often obscure his thought than clarify it, why not abandon the
attempt to discern anything like a Pauline “theology”? Why not
attend simply to the apostle’s “practical” teachings, and to what
can be inferred from his letters about the appeals that character-
ized his missionary preaching? For instance, one recent interpreter
has argued that “it is a fundamental mistake” to regard Paul “as
the ‘prince of thinkers’ and the Christian ‘theologian par excel-
lence,’” since he was “first and foremost a missionary, a man of
practical religion,” whose thought defies logical analysis.” One
should of course take care not simply to presume that Paul was
always consistent, either in his thinking or in his articulation of his
views. Yet his letters leave no doubt that certain firmly held relig-
ious convictions shaped and informed his preaching and teaching
Moreover, the apostle himself often identified, explicated, and
even conceptualized those convictions in order to support and
commend his understanding of the gospel and of Christian faith.

There is in fact a growing consensus that one need not, indeed
must not, choose between Paul the “thinker” and Paul the “prac-
tical man.” To understand Paul the apostle one must understand

? Heikki Raisanen, Paul and the Law (Philadelphia, 1986), 266-67; see also 1-15.
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Preface xv

the way he himself reflected on his gospel, since this is what gave
his ministry its special direction and shape. Precisely because he
was an apostle, he was devoted to thinking through, and to helping
others think through, the truth and significance of that gospel.
Recognizing this, interpreters are increasingly concerned to find
ways of approaching his thought that will do justice both to its own
structure and to the situational contexts of his letters within which
it finds expression. These letters certainly do not yield “a theology,”
if by that one means an orderly, consistent construct of beliefs
about God and human existence. What they do yield is a portrait
of Paul as “theologian,” in that they disclose him engaged in
serious reflection on Christan understandings of God and of
human existence, and concerned to communicate those under-
standings to others intelligibly, and in a way that will make a
difference in their lives.

It is therefore with Paul’s theological reflection in 1 Corinthians that
the present study is concerned. This is most evident where he is
engaged in the exposition, sometimes rather extended, of particu-
lar assertions or claims. But it also comes into view when he offers
interpretive comments on Scripture or statements drawn from the
church’s tradition, when he states his own strongly held beliefs con-
cerning the truth and significance of the gospel, and not least,
when he mounts arguments against understandings of the gospel
that differ from his own.

When interpreting these passages and statements one must take
care not to import ideas and themes that surface in other Pauline
letters, as if the apostle’s thinking always started at the same place,
followed the same course, and arrived at the same conclusions. An
assessment of his theological reflection in 1 Corinthians has to
proceed with constant reference to the specific aims and character
of this particular letter. Moreover, one must not forget what
prompts Paul’s theological reflection and drives his concern to elu-
cidate the gospel. It is not an interest in establishing a specific set
of beliefs to which he can then demand that the Corinthians give
their assent. Rather, it is the conviction that he is obligated to
deepen his hearers™ understanding of the gospel in order that their

3 “Hearers” rather than “readers,” because upon receipt the apostle’s letter would have
been read aloud to the congregation.
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XVl Preface

lives may be more fully conformed to it, both as a community of
faith and as people called to live out their faith in the everyday
world.

My understanding of the theological orientation of 1 Corinthians
has been significantly enriched and informed through participa-
tion in the Pauline Theology Group, which met annually from
1986 through 1995 under the auspices of the Society of Biblical
Literature. For the privilege of membership in that group and the
opportunities it afforded for collegial dialogue, I am deeply grate-
ful.* My gratitude extends as well to James D. G. Dunn, also a
member of that group, for inviting me to contribute to his New
Testament Theology series, and then for waiting so patiently while
I completed my assignment; to the Perkins School of Theology,
Southern Methodist University, for grants of a faculty research
leave and a Scholarly Outreach Award which gave me extra time
to work on this volume; to Mr. Katsuya Kawano, for preparing the
indexes; and by no means least to the longtime friend and col-
league to whom this book is dedicated, from whom I continue to
learn so much.

Unless otherwise noted, the translations of biblical materials are
my own.

* For the results of the Group’s work, see Pauline Theology, I-HI (edited respectively by
Jouette M. Bassler; David M. Hay; and David M. Hay and E. Elizabeth Johnson;
Minneapolis, 1991—95), and IV (ed. by E. Elizabeth Johnson and David M. Hay; Atlanta,

1997).
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