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PREFACE

The present work has grown out of a doctoral thesis which was
accepted by the Faculty of Theology in the University of Oxford in
January 1984. The thesis was prepared under the supervision of the
late Professor G.B. Caird, who patiently watched and assisted its
rather wayward progress over a period of five years. Mr Robert
Morgan too was a source of much encouragement and many helpful
suggestions. However, the thesis has been very thoroughly rewritten
from the standpoint of a much more rigorous historical and socio-
logical perspective. The aim is to demonstrate from this perspective
that the view of Paul’s controversy with Judaism and Jewish Chris-
tianity which derives from the Reformation is seriously misleading,
and that the Pauline texts become much more readily comprehensible
when one abandons this overtly theological approach.

It may be as well at the outset to explain the way in which I have
tried to use sociological insights in the study of Paul. Much valuable
recent work applying sociology to the New Testament has been inter-
disciplinary in nature. The methods and the terminology of pro-
fessional sociologists are used, and accounts are given of their research
into religious movements far removed from early Christianity. In this
way, the New Testament is set against a very broad background. There
is a great deal of merit in this approach; but the danger is that
sociology will come to be regarded as an alien and exotic newcomer
to traditional New Testament studies, rather than a natural and
inevitable concomitant of the historical-critical method — which is
what I take it to be. New Testament scholars have always been
interested in the Sitz im Leben of a tradition or text — i.e. the social
reality underlying a tradition or text. A sociological analysis of how
sectarian groups work may enable one to reconstruct a Sitz im Leben
with much greater clarity and precision, but as a natural extension
of accepted historical method rather than as a radically new departure.

This sociological analysis takes as its starting-point the hypothesis

ix
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that a text presupposes an existing social situation and is intended to
function within that situation in ways not necessarily immediately
apparent from the text itself. This is a working hypothesis, and not
an q priori assumption that all theoretical statements must be socially
determined. The application of this hypothesis will be much more
fruitful with some texts than it is with others. In some cases, a writer
may be writing in a genuinely theoretical manner without any signifi-
cant relation to social realities; in other cases, lack of evidence may
make it impossible to reconstruct the social realities underlying a text.
Sociological analysis is not a satisfactory way of filling in the gaps
in our historical knowledge. It is not a substitute for historical
evidence, but a way of interpreting the evidence. It is the argument
of the present work that such an approach to Paul’s controversies
with Judaism and Jewish Christianity sheds a great deal of unexpected
light on familiar texts such as Galatians and Romans, and thus shows
up serious shortcomings in the more traditional theologically-oriented
approach.

I would like to thank Professor G.N. Stanton for the encourage-
ment that he has given during the preparation of this work, and for
accepting it for the SNTS monograph series.

FRANCIS WATSON
King’s College London
May 1985
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