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Next week the epistle readings switch to Paul’s letter to the Church at Philippi, so I thought it a good 

opportunity to comment today about St. Paul’s writing and teaching. We read a lot from Paul’s 

letters, and certainly there is much to love in his writing, especially 1 Cor. 13, for instance, his 

beautiful hymn to love, but some of his sentences are difficult to read and understand, as in the Book 

of Romans which we have been reading throughout the season of Pentecost thus far. And some of 

his more popular statements, popular in the sense of widely known and used over the centuries, are 

not very appealing in the 21st century, but are indeed rather appalling: women be silent in the 

churches, slaves obey your masters, wives obey your husbands, Christians be subject to authority. 

How are we to understand and respond to Paul today? During Lent, I recommended to you The Last 

Week by Marcus Borg & John Dominic Crossan. Their most recent book together is The First Paul, 

and it offers great insight, so I want to give you a brief review of this latest offering by these two 

wonderfully contemporary Biblical scholars and theologians. 

 In addition to the 13 letters attributed to Paul in the NT, it is important to realize that over half 

of the book of Acts tells the story of Paul, his conversion, his missionary journeys, his arrest and 

imprisonment in Jerusalem, and his final journey to Rome. Thus half of the 27 books of the NT are 

about Paul, so it’s important to try to understand him. As the subtitle of their book states, Borg & 

Crossan are “reclaiming the radical visionary behind the church’s conservative icon.”  

 The basic contention of Borg & Crossan’s analysis is that there are actually three different 

“Pauls.” The seven letters accepted by most scholars as written by Paul in the 50s of the Common 

Era (Romans, 1&2 Corinthians, 1 Thessalonians, Galatians, Philippians & Philemon), are the oldest 

witness we have to the movement that was to become Christianity. They were all written 20 years 
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earlier than any of the gospels, the earliest being Mark’s in the year 70. Borg and Crossan label the 

writer of these seven authentic letters “the radical Paul.” Three other letters (Ephesians, Colossians 

& 2 Thessalonians), probably did not come from the pen of Paul, but were written a generation or so 

after his death in 65CE. It was not uncommon for followers to write in their teacher’s name as a 

form of homage. These three letters are called “the conservative Paul” by Borg and Crossan. Three 

“pastoral” letters (1&2 Timothy & Titus) scholars agree were not written by Paul, but written around 

the year 100 or as late as 120; Borg & Crossan label these three letters as “the reactionary Paul.” So, 

chronologically, Borg & Crossan present three “Pauls”: the radical Paul, the conservative Paul and 

the reactionary Paul. 

 The basic thesis of Borg & Crossan’s book is that over the course of the last half of the first 

century CE, we can see that the authentic Paul’s message was changed to accommodate the Roman 

world’s values. In other words, the genuine letters of Paul reveal a radical message consistent with 

the radical message of Jesus, calling for equality among all people before God, seeking social justice 

through non-violence, in direct contrast to the Roman imperial “peace through violence.” But in the 

years after the death of Paul, Rome destroyed the temple in Jerusalem and completely vanquished 

the people of Israel. In the face of this oppression and violence, Paul’s radical message is diluted in 

the conservative Paul and the later reactionary Paul, his teachings made more palatable to normal 

Roman social standards of hierarchy and patriarchy. In other words, Paul’s egalitarian message was 

changed by others writing in his name near the end of the first century when Christians were being 

actively persecuted by Rome. 

 For example, on slavery: Paul’s comments about slavery have been quoted often in the past 

2000 years to justify slavery. However, careful study reveals a different view. Paul’s one-page letter 

to Philemon is a public encouragement for Philemon to recognize his slave as “more than a slave, a 
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beloved brother . . . both in the flesh and in the Lord,” for “Philemon cannot keep . . . a Christian 

slave by claiming that—inside, spiritually, in our souls—we are all equal before God and Christ. 

The equality of liberation must be both physical and social as well as spiritual and theological.” This 

authentic letter by Paul presents a radical stance in first-century Rome, but this radical message in 

the letter to Philemon “was swiftly and thoroughly sanitized into the conservative Paul of Colossians 

and Ephesians where slaves are told to “obey your earthly masters with fear and trembling . . . as 

you obey Christ” (6:5). In Colossians and Ephesians, this pseudo-Paul addresses slaves and slave 

owners and thereby depicts those relationships as perfectly normal, and the ratio of advice for slaves 

to advice for owners is four verses to one. Then, in the later letter to Titus, any sense of mutual 

obligation between slaves and masters is completely removed: “Tell slaves to be submissive to their 

masters.” (2:9) No direct address to slaves, just one single verse and it begins, “Tell slaves.” Hence 

we “can see how the radical Paul of the certainly Pauline letters is transmuted first into the 

conservative Paul of the probably not . . . Pauline letters and finally into the reactionary Paul of the 

certainly not Pauline letters.” (47) 

 Borg & Crossan go on to demonstrate the same pattern with regard to patriarchy. We’re all 

familiar with Paul’s patronizing advice for women to keep silent in church. However, the seven 

authentic letters address men and women, husbands and wives, equally, that is, with the same 

number of verses, and advocate gender equality in marriage, home and church. Listen to this from 1 

Corinthians, where “Paul deliberately . . . make[s] certain that any obligation of the wife is balanced 

by that of the husband”: “The husband must give the wife what is due to her, and equally the wife 

must give the husband his due. The wife cannot claim her body as her own; it is her husband’s. 

Equally, the husband cannot claim his body as his own; it is his wife’s” (1 Cor. 7: 3-4). Then, in the 

later letters, Colossians and Ephesians, likely not written by Paul, hierarchy is restored, and 
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Christian gender equality is de-radicalized back into Roman gender hierarchy: “Wives, be subject to 

your husbands as you are to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife just as Christ is the 

head of the church” (Eph. 5:22). Finally, in the reactionary letters to Timothy and Titus, written at 

the turn of the first century, female leadership within the Christian assembly is absolutely forbidden, 

suggesting that it may indeed have been happening, but was now to stop. For Borg & Crossan, this 

passion for equality is the key for understanding Paul, as well as Jesus: rejection of Roman 

hierarchy, of cultural norms. Justice and right(eous)ness constitute the radical gospel. 

 Now, Borg and Crossan’s book is not easy to understand all the time, for they are trying to 

explain Paul in a mere 225 pages, so sometimes their assertions and analysis are too brief; I’m left 

asking questions, wishing further clarity and explanation. But on the whole they make the original 

Paul more admirable. Borg and Crossan in this book go a long way to taking us back to an original 

radical message of Paul, which is an extension of Jesus’ radical message of equality, justice and 

non-violence as the key characteristics of God and God’s kingdom. And also they make a sensible 

point that one does not have to accept everything Paul says as gospel: “we are quite willing to say he 

was wrong about some things. To see Paul positively does not mean endorsing everything he ever 

wrote” (11). Moreover, Borg & Crossan go on to assert, “we see [Paul] as an appealing apostle of 

Jesus whose vision of life ‘in Christ’—one of his favorite phrases—is remarkably faithful to the 

message and vision of Jesus himself . . . Paul emerges as a faithful apostle of the radical Jesus who 

became his Lord.” I commend The First Paul to you; it will renew both your understanding of Paul 

and your commitment to the way of the Lord. Next Sunday, we’ll see what Borg & Crossan make of 

Paul’s letter to the Philippians.  

 


