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Introduction

How well did the Apostle Paul know the earthly life of Jesus of Naz-
areth? Did Paul know anything of the life and ministry of Jesus or was
he only interested in the theological implications of the crucifixion and
resurrection? These questions have divided New Testament scholars for
many years. The classic contrast is that of W.D. Davies who argued
that “Paul is steeped in the mind and words of his Lord”! and R. Bult-
mann who claimed that “the teaching of the historical Jesus plays no
role, or practically none, in Paul”.? This debate has expanded beyond
the disputes of the academic world, as seen by the recent claim of one
former New Testament professor writing for a popular audience:

What is absolutely striking about [the writings of Paul] is their virtual
silence on the whole subject of a historical Jesus of Nazareth. There is
no question that this is the datum that ultimately stares down the
proponents of historicity.?

Is it true that the teachings and life of the historical Jesus was at best
unimportant and at worst unknown to Paul?

There is, in fact, evidence to support that the earthly life of Jesus
was both known and used by Paul in his Epistles. This paper will focus
on 1 Corinthians as a case study on Paul’s knowledge and use of the
Jesus story. It is helpful to focus on one letter, in order to obtain a clear
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understanding of the possible uses of the Jesus tradition and how that
fits with Paul’s overall argument for the particular situation. While
there are some important references in other epistles, 1 Corinthians is
one of the most important sources for our understanding of Paul’s
knowledge of Jesus. S. Kim, in his generous list of references, allusions
and echoes of Jesus’ sayings, offers four certain or probable references
and eight possible echoes in 1 Corinthians, a frequency comparable
only to that found in Romans.* What is also helpful about focusing on 1
Corinthians is the fact that Paul uses the Jesus story in a number of dif-
ferent ways, which clarifies how he understood this material. This
paper will look at (1) Paul’s explicit citation of Jesus’ sayings, (2)
Paul’s use of liturgical traditions of the Jesus story and (3) Paul’s
echoing of imagery or statements known to us from the Gospel
narratives.

1. Explicit Citation of Jesus’ Sayings

In Paul’s writings, there are six explicit references to the “words of the
Lord”. When those that are words of the risen Lord or prophetic teach-
ings by Paul are removed from the list, there are only three references
in 1 Corinthians and one in 1 Thessalonians. One of the references in 1
Corinthians is the liturgical tradition found in 1 Cor. 11:23-25, which
will be dealt with below. The remaining two references in 1 Corin-
thians are seen by some—known as “minimalists”—as the only two
explicit references to sayings of Jesus in Paul.®

1 Corinthians 7:10-11

And to the ones having married, not | but the Lord commands that a
wife should not be separated from her hushand. But if she is indeed sep-
arated, let her remain unmarried or let her be reconciled to her husband
and a husband is not to leave his wife.®

This passage takes place in the context of a lengthy answer by Paul to a
particular question concerning marriage, which was asked by the
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Corinthians. The length of the reply gives some indication of both the
importance of this subject for Paul and the level of misunderstanding
by the Corinthians. Within this argument, Paul takes the rare action of
quoting a saying of Jesus to support his position. There is no reason to
presume that this was a direct revelation from the risen Christ rather
than a reference to a well-known teaching.’

The teaching of Jesus found here is from Mk 10:2-12 and parallels,
where Jesus taught that divorce was only a temporary concession, that
divorce was contrary to God’s will and that remarriage after divorce
was adultery. C.K. Barrett sees Paul’s use of Jesus’ teaching on divorce
as evidence that Mark gives the original form of the teaching rather
than Matthew who gives an option of divorce in cases of fornication.®

The divorce sayings appear both in Mark (Mk 10:11 // Mt. 19:9) and
in Q (Lk. 16:16 // Mt. 5:32). Mark and Paul apply the saying to wives
and husbands. In both Mark and Q, the form is of casuistic law. How-
ever, Paul remolds the saying into its apodictic form to fit with the
Corinthian situation.®

While it is likely that Paul did remold this teaching to fit the
Corinthian context, there are some who have seen greater changes.
Nikolaus Walter sees Paul’s divorce teaching as

an expansion of older tradition on the basis of Hellenistic laws
regarding marriage. So it is beyond question that here we have a saying
of Jesus which has been expanded and “applied” after Easter and in an
“alien” environment and that furthermore this new version has been
attributed to Jesus. .. 0

However, this interpretation is not necessary, since Paul’s use of the
divorce teaching is faithful to Jesus’ teaching as recorded in the Synop-
tic Gospels. There is nothing to indicate that this passage is anything
more than Jesus’ teaching applied to the Corinthian situation. As
Traugott Holtz states, “In form its presentation is fitted to the present
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text and its situation, although it is closely dependent ibe
instructions of the Lord received in the traditioA'O

Although Paul considers his teaching to be authoritative, even when
not quoting Jesus, it is clear that he sees JesusO authority as higher than
his own. When Paul speaks on his own authority, hpe@ls,O not
OcommandsF.W. Grosheide worded it this way: OThe apostle may
recommend, the Saviour command&\®@hile, most likely Paul saw his
teaching as more than recommendations, his regret at not having a
word of the Lord in 1 Cor. 7:12 demonstrates kesteem for JesusO
teaching: Olt is not PaulOs practice to quote dominical sayings, but he
evidently takes JesusO instructionEas absolutely binding on the
church.® In contrast to this, J. MurphpOConnor sees PaulOs apparent
allowance for divorce in 1 @r. 7:15 as questioning JesusO absolute
authority: OWe are forced to the conclusion that Paul considered JesusO
prohibition of divorce, not as a binding precept, but as a significant
directive whose relevance to a particular situation had to be evaluated
by the pastor responsible for the community owever, PaulOs teach
ing about divorce in 1 Cor. 7:15 may simply be explicative of the
radical prohibition for dealing with mixed marriag&s.

Why does Paul explicitly use a teaching of Jesus at this point when
most often he does not? Fee sees the reason for PaulOs usual fack of e
plicit reference to Jesus as the result of (1) Paul seeing all his kthica
commands as coming from the Lord as Paul models himself after Jesus
and (2) that many of the situations facby the Gentile churches were
not addressed by JestiBarrett sees one reason for PaulOs use of Jesus
in this case as the difference between this teaching on divorce and that
of the current Jewish teaching and even the Old Testament allowance
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