
Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-37676-1 — Paul and the Resurrection of Israel
Jason A. Staples
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Paul and the Resurrection of Israel

The gospel promoted by Paul has for many generations stirred passionate

debate. That gospel proclaimed equal salviûc access to Jews and gentiles

alike. But on what basis? In making sense of such a remarkable step

forward in religious history, Jason Staples reexamines texts that have

proven thoroughly resistant to easy comprehension. He traces Paul’s

inclusive theology to a hidden strand of thinking in the earlier story of

Israel. Postexilic southern Judah, he argues, did not simply appropriate

the identity of the fallen northern kingdom of Israel. Instead, Judah

maintained a notion of ‘Israel’ as referring both to the north and the

ongoing reality of a broad, pan-Israelite sensibility to which the des-

cendants of both ancient kingdoms belonged. Paul’s concomitant belief

was that northern Israel’s exile meant assimilation among the nations –

effectively a people’s death – and that its restoration paradoxically

required gentile inclusion to resurrect a greater ‘Israel’ from the dead.

Jason A. Staples is an assistant teaching professor in the Department of

Philosophy and Religious Studies at North Carolina State University.

He is the author of The Idea of Israel in Second Temple Judaism

(Cambridge University Press, ÷÷÷ø) and of numerous articles on the

themes of ancient Judaism and early Christianity.
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To my wife, Kari
And my mother, Brenda
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They supported his hands
One on one side, one on the other

So his hands were faithful.
Exodus øþ:ø÷
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Preface

I often imagine Pauline interpretation as akin to putting together a jigsaw

puzzle to best represent the image sketched out by Paul’s letters. As I see

it, the dominant paradigms for Pauline interpretation have tended to start

by putting the “easy” pieces (e.g., “justiûcation by faith”) together only to

discover that several seemingly extraneous pieces don’t seem to ût the

reconstructed image at the end. Romans ÷ and þ–øø have proven espe-

cially difûcult to ût into common paradigms of Paul’s theology, with some

going so far as to suggest that these sections do not in fact represent the

apostle’s thought or that Paul was simply self-contradictory. But in my

experience, when a few pieces remain on the table at the end, it usually

means some part of the puzzle has been wrongly put together. I would be

hesitant to board an airplane after learning that several pieces from the

inside of the engine were still laying on the ground, regardless of reassur-

ances from the airport’s mechanic that they simply didn’t ût when he was

rebuilding the engine.ø Instead, after discovering the pieces left out by the

reconstruction, the only solution is to pull the whole thing apart and start

anew beginning by ûguring out where the problematic pieces ût and then

building around them.

This book represents my attempt to do exactly that. Rather than

beginning from consensus paradigms built on the seemingly easier pas-

sages and then trying to account for why certain passages ût so poorly,

I have started from what are widely regarded as the most difûcult and

ø Will Timmins similarly compares the process to solving a Rubik’s cube: “even a single

piece which remains out of place betrays the need for a new solution” (Romans þ and

Christian Identity [÷÷øþ], þ).

xiii
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anomalous sections of the Pauline corpus. The idea is that by establishing

the proper places for the most difûcult pieces, the rest can more easily

snap into place around them. Ultimately, if my argument here is correct,

the reason these difûcult chapters have ût so poorly with modern recon-

structions of Paul’s theology is that those modern reconstructions have

built on faulty foundational assumptions, resulting in numerous loose

ends. In other words, the primary problem in Pauline interpretation has

not been what we don’t know – it’s that much of what we’ve thought we

know isn’t so.

If this is indeed the case, once those difûcult pieces are properly placed,

many other passages will need to be reexamined in light of what Paul is

doing in the chapters addressed here. Thus, although this book focuses

speciûcally on Paul’s arguments about Israel, Torah, and the gospel in a

series of speciûc passages, it represents an attempt to lay a foundation for

a new and more robust paradigm for understanding Paul’s letters and

gospel proclamation in general. (Although my analysis is limited to the

seven undisputed letters, in my judgment the framework proposed in this

study applies equally well to the rest of the Pauline corpus.) By the end of

the process, my hope is that by establishing a better foundation, a variety

of speciûc insights from previous interpreters may be seen from a different

and wider angle revealing more pieces at once, allowing the whole ele-

phant to ûnally come into view.

Seeing from a wider angle also requires stepping outside the narrow

world of Pauline studies, which too often treats the apostle in near

isolation or only engages with outside sources as foils against which

Paul, the unique and original thinker, is understood. But the Pauline

letters involve highly compressed and allusive arguments that assume

the readers share a great deal of foundational common knowledge –

knowledge modern readers do not tend to share. Arriving late to a

conversation makes it easy to misunderstand what is being said until

others explain what was said earlier in the discussion, and when reading

Paul’s letters, we are hearing only one side of a conversation that builds

on earlier discussions to which we have no access. Reading the Pauline

corpus is therefore akin to trying to understand a meme-heavy exchange

on the Internet, potentially inscrutable without shared knowledge of the

movies, television, or other popular media reshaped and reapplied in new

contexts. I am therefore persuaded that to understand Paul, one must ûrst

endeavor to reconstruct that common foundation as much as possible by

immersing in the Hebrew Bible/LXX and other source materials from the

Second Temple period, preparing to recognize the subtle, complex

xiv Preface
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nuances embedded in seemingly straightforward statements, the simpli-

city in what may initially seem hopelessly complex or contradictory.

I endeavored to reconstruct some of that core foundation in The Idea

of Israel in Second Temple Judaism (÷÷÷ø), of which this book serves as a

sequel volume. As such, I am approaching Paul not as though he were a

wholly original and unique individual disconnected from his temporal

and cultural foundation but rather as a distinct representative of early

Judaism – itself an exceedingly diverse phenomenon – in the context of

the earliest Jesus movement. This book therefore aims to put Paul in

conversation with other source material from the Second Temple period

while simultaneously using that information to delve deeply into the

exegesis of speciûc Pauline passages.

The result of this approach is that each individual chapter is both a

speciûc, self-contained argument and an important foundation stone for

the larger argument of the book. Nevertheless, no single chapter or

speciûc argument is determinative for the larger argument as a whole –

one might, for instance, disagree with much of my analysis of Rom ø or ÷

Cor ö while still agreeing with the larger paradigm as a whole or vice-

versa. Consequently, the reader most interested in the larger thesis will

have to work through numerous detailed discussions of speciûc cases,

since the larger paradigm I am proposing depends on a cumulative case

about how the various pieces of the puzzle ût together. On the other hand,

those more interested in my reading of a speciûc chapter or passage will

need to consider the relationship of those speciûc parts to the comprehen-

sive argument of the book (and in some cases foundational details found

in the preceding volume), as the cumulative weight of other passages

contributes to the plausibility of such speciûcs.÷

In the interest of readability, I have not attempted to represent the full

range of scholarship on the passages and subject matter covered in this

volume, let alone Pauline studies as a whole, and have instead limited my

engagement with previous scholarship to what seemed necessary to the

discussion. At an editorial level, I have translated all substantive foreign-

language quotes into English, providing the original quotations in corres-

ponding footnotes when that seemed warranted. All translations of

ancient materials are my own except where noted. I have also transliter-

ated a few key terms frequently used in the body text (e.g., Ioudaios,

ekklēsia) to make the book more accessible but have otherwise retained

÷ Cf. the similar caveats in Jason A. Staples, The Idea of Israel in Second Temple Judaism

(÷÷÷ø), xiii; and E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism (øþþþ), xii.

Preface xv
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Greek or Hebrew characters in parenthetical references or footnotes. All

citations and abbreviations follow The SBL Handbook of Style, ÷nd ed.,

though for economy I have eschewed the long ûrst citation with full

publication data in favor of abbreviated title and date, leaving other

information to the bibliography, with a few exceptions where more infor-

mation in context was deemed preferable. Abbreviations not included in

the SBLHS follow the conventions of their respective ûelds. All references

to the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament use the Hebrew versiûcation (“ET” =

English translation). Chapter ø, which summarizes the thesis of The Idea

of Israel in Second Temple Judaism, borrows heavily from that book.

Parts of Chapters þ and þ include material that has previously appeared in

the Journal of Biblical Literature (“What Do the Gentiles Have to Do

with ‘All Israel’? A Fresh Look at Romans øø:÷þ–÷þ” [÷÷øø]) and

Harvard Theological Review (“Vessels of Wrath and God’s Pathos:

Potter/Clay Imagery in Rom þ:÷÷–÷ö” [÷÷÷÷]).

xvi Preface
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