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Senior Seminar in Christian Thought is designed to facilitate majors in their mastery of their discipline.  Sitting in a lecture class, taking notes from the lectures, and reading the required readings are important academic tasks, but for a discipline to become one’s “major” discipline also requires interacting with a community (albeit small) of scholars interested in the same discipline.  The Senior Seminar is therefore designed to facilitate students entering such a community, by providing an approach to the discipline that is more active and less passive.  The instructor only lectures in the early weeks of the class; after that, he plays the mere role of referee or moderator, as the students carry the weight of the course in their presentations and discussion.

For students planning on graduate studies, the course is designed to make the transition easier.  At the graduate level (in most theological seminaries), there are differences from typical college studies.  Frequently, there are only one or two grades in the course: a final exam and/or a final paper.  Students are expected to keep up with the material without the “aid” or prompting of frequent testing.  Further, students are expected to be engaged with the material at such a level that the final paper is often either half of the course grade or the entire course grade.  In such papers, the students not only demonstrate command of the material, but critical engagement with it.  Many graduate courses are taught in a seminar fashion, where the instructor does little more (in the classroom) than introduce the material, and then moderate the student discussion.

GOALS

To prepare for graduate-level, seminar-style learning; including the critical capacities to evaluate the relative cogency of arguments and sub-arguments in various writings.

To familiarize the students with both enduring and recent issues at the center of the interpretation of the writings of the apostle Paul, specificially with the problem of the Law and the New Perspectives on Paul.

To introduce students to the intersection of systematic theology and exegetical theology.

OUTCOMES

Students will read representative important and influential works in the last half-century of Pauline research.

Students will make class presentations summarizing and evaluating important voices in contemporary Pauline studies.

Students will write papers synthesizing important issues related to the course.

Students will take a comprehensive final examination related to the course readings and presentations.

Assignments

A. Class Presentations on Books/Articles (see spreadsheet for assignments and dates)


Students will make presentations to the class about significant authors in the current discussion.  These presentations will be presented orally in the class, but must also be written as formal papers with all the requirements of formal written English.  The student is not required to read the paper per se to the class; but is free to make a presentation in another form, more suitable to oral discourse, if he/she prefers.  The class presentation is designed to facilitate further classroom discussion of a given work, and therefore ordinarily consists of four parts:

1. Abstract.  A one-paragraph summary of the author’s thesis and argument (for examples, consider those found in the periodical, New Testament Abstracts).

2. Summary.  A more-detailed presentation of the author’s argumentation and conclusion/s.  WARNING:  Summary does not mean a series of “He said x, then he said y, then he said z.”

3. Evaluation of Significance.  What is the significance of the author’s thesis, if it is right?  Does it alter confessional theology, and if so, how?  Does it alter theological method, and if so, how?  Does it alter ethical vision, and if so, how?, etc.

4. Critical Evaluation.  “Critical” here need not mean “negative.”  Rather, it is an evaluation of the arguments and conclusion in terms of their respective cogency.  Is the argumentation sound/cogent?  Is the evidence pertinent to the thesis?  Is the conclusion entirely illogical, plausible, plausible-but-unlikely, plausible-and-likely, likely, or nearly certain?


When the presenter has finished the presentation, the other students are expected to interact both with the presentation and the original material itself.  

B. Final Paper


Each student will write a 12-25 page formal paper, dealing with a significant issue in the study of Paul and the law, and/or the New Perspective(s) on Paul.  The paper is not to be a mere review (as in the above assignment), but a real paper, synthesizing the results of research and reading.  Students are encouraged to shape these papers according to their own academic emphases; a student whose interest is exegesis might write an extended exegesis paper of a controverted text, whereas a student whose interest is theology might write a more historical or theologically-oriented paper.  


Citations to sources used in your paper must use standard footnote form, being sure to make reference to the page number to which any citation refers.  Examples may be found at:

http://www.libs.uga.edu/ref/turabian.html

SOURCES FOR YOUR PAPERS


Our library is too small to contain every book ever written; and it is limited especially in the arena of religion and theology (compared to what is actually in print).  However, inter-library loan works fairly well, provided that you do not wait until the last minute (read:  the last week).  Select your paper topic early, and begin to gather your sources early; do not come to me the week before your paper is due and say you couldn’t find this or that book in the library.  It’s too late by then.

C. Final Exam


The final exam will be comprehensive of the course, and will test the student’s grasp of the major issues and ability to reason critically about them.
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SYNTHETIC OUTLINE OF COURSE


The course consists largely of two parts.  In the first, the instructor will attempt to summarize and describe the major issues faced in studying Paul and the Law (while occasionally promoting his own resolution); in the second, the students will lead us through an analysis of the major recent scholarly voices in the discussion.

I.  Issues in the study of Paul and the Law:  The “Problem” of Paul and the Law is reconciling his “positive” statements about the law to his “negative” statements.  Note below, how from a single chapter (Romans 7), Paul’s statements about “the law” are both positive and negative.  It is “spiritual,” it is “holy”, it is “righteous” and “good;” yet it “held us captive” it revived sin, and it even “proved to be death to me.”  

Examples of positive statements

Rom. 7:14 For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am of the flesh,  sold under sin.

Rom. 7:7   What then shall we say? That the law is sin? By no means!

Rom. 7:12 So  the law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good.
Examples of negative statements

Rom. 7:4   Likewise, my brothers,  you also have died  to the law through the body of Christ, so that you may belong to another, to him who has been raised from the dead,  in order that we may bear fruit for God.  5 For while we were living in the flesh, our sinful passions, aroused by the law, were at work  in our members  to bear fruit for death.  6 But now we are released from the law, having died to that which held us captive, so that we serve not under the old written code but in  the new life of  the Spirit.

Rom. 7:9 I was once alive apart from the law, but when the commandment came, sin came alive and I died.  10 The very commandment that promised life proved to be death to me.  11 For sin,  seizing an opportunity through the commandment,  deceived me and through it killed me.
A. Lexicography.  The semantic range of oJ novmo", and its relation to: 

-the English “law” (or German das Gesetz).  In theological English, “law” ordinarily means, if not qualified, God’s moral will for humanity.  Paul never uses the term that way.

-alleged first-century legalism.  Since there is no particular Greek word for our “legalism,” some individuals for 4 centuries, have assumed that whenever Paul spoke negatively of “the law,” he was speaking negatively of some (alleged) perversion of the law or misunderstanding thereof, rather than the law itself.

-the Hebrew hr:wTø.  Apart from further argumentation, one would assume that the primary lexical influence on the Greek NT is the Septuagint.  Since the regular pattern in the Septuagint is to employ oJ novmo", to translate the Hebrew hr:wTø, one would think, here again, that the ordinary understanding of oJ novmo" in the OT would be the presumptively prevailing influence on the NT use of oJ novmo",.
-the Sinai Covenant.  My thesis throughout is that for Paul, oJ novmo" is used as a synecdoche for the Sinai covenant; that Gal. 3:17 is the usual use of the term for Paul: “This is what I mean: the law, which came  430 years afterward, does not annul a covenant previously ratified by God, so as  to make the promise void.”

• The “law” came 430 years after a particular covenant (in this case, the Abrahamic covenant)

• Since “law” came later, it cannot annul the previously-ratified covenant (which implies that the “law” is a covenant/contract of some sort, but not one that annuls a previous one)

• Specifically, the “law” cannot make void the promissory character of the Abrahamic covenant

• What “came” to Israel 430 years after the Abrahamic covenant was the Sinai covenant.
B. History.  The nature of Palestinian Judaism in Paul’s day.


One way that Paul’s interpreters have reconciled his positive and negative statements about oJ novmo" is by assuming that his negative statements are directed not against oJ novmo" itself, but against some alleged abuse thereof (e.g., C. E. B. Cranfield’s argument that, since no Greek equivalent of the English “legalism” existed, Paul could employ oJ novmo" to mean “legalism.”).  With few exceptions prior to 1978, Christian students of the NT have assumed that the Judaism of Paul’s day taught that one’s justification could be merited, in part or whole, by one’s obedience to God’s law.  

E. P. Sanders’ Paul and Palestinian Judaism challenged this assumption on several grounds, and the weight of his argumentation produced what James Dunn has referred to as a “New Perspective on Paul.”  What was originally called the “new perspective” on Paul was largely a new perspective on first-century Judaism.

1. What sources provide reliable evidence for re-constructing Judaism of the pre-70 A.D. era?  Are the late-third and early-fourth rabbinic sources reliable sources to reconstruct the Judaism of the first century?

a. The general problem of anachronism (two centuries is a lot of time; imagine taking the writings of a newspaper in our day as an accurate representation of America in George Washington’s time).

b. The specific problem of post-temple sources as evidence of Temple Judaism (Jacob Neusner et al.).

2. Was there any “normative” Judaism?  How sectarian was Judaism of this time?  Can we make any sweeping generalizations about the religion?  Was it “Variegated Judaism” (Carson et al.)?

3. What do we mean when we refer to “legalism” in the first century?

a. Meritorious understanding of (eschatological) justification.

b. Adding oral sources to the written revelation of God, and regarding those sources as having equal authority to the written revelation.

4. Do the reliably-dated sources warrant the assumption that Judaism was “legalistic” in any or all of these senses?

5. What, if anything, do the NT sources say about pre-70 A.D. Judaism?

a. May Paul’s first-person biographical statements (e.g. Philippians 3) reliably be assumed to be a commentary on the entire religion?

b. Jesus surely has a critical attitude towards “the scribes and Pharisees,” but is it because of legalism, or is it because of hypocrisy and non-servant leadership?  If he had a substantial doctrinal concern (vs. a moral concern), could he have said:  “They sit on Moses’s seat, therefor do and practice whatsoever they teach” (Mat. 23:1-3)?

6. What status do historical issues, and historical investigation have, for the confessing church?  Our resolution of such matters influences our interpretation of scripture, but the source for understanding such issues is not special revelation, but natural revelation.  When (if ever) does natural revelation achieve confessional status?

7. Does it diminish the importance of Paul’s doctrine of justification if the doctrine was not polemical?  If a doctrine is not framed in a polemical context, does this make the doctrine any less important?  Paul agreed with Palestinian Judaism about monotheism, for instance; does this mean monotheism is unimportant for Paul?  

C. Paul’s Call

1. The near-universal (mis?)understanding:  Paul was converted religiously at Damascus

2. Stendahl’s (in?)famous objection:  According to Philippians 3, Paul did not struggle with an introspective conscience as Luther did.  Stendahl’s argument is essentially twofold:  That introspection is a later development in human history, and that the biblical data (Philippians 3) do not support this conclusion.

3. The actual biblical data:  The Damascus narrative (Acts 9, also Acts 22, Acts 26, and Galatians 2) has formal similarities to OT prophetic call narratives.  Presumptively, it is a narrative of God’s calling of a spokesperson, analogous to Moses, Samuel, Isaiah and Jeremiah, to interpret/proclaim significant events in the history of redemption.  It neither affirms nor denies, nor even addresses, the issue of Paul’s alleged conversion.

a. Examples of Call Narratives in OT

Exodus 3:1-6 

1Sam 3:1-14 

Isa. 6:1-8

Jer. 1:4-10

b. Features of Call Narratives

i. Theophany/Epiphany (burning bush, audible voice, etc.)

ii.  Call extended

iii. Expression of reluctance

iv. Acquiescence in call

c. Why we tend not to see Acts 9 as a call narrative

i. Experientialist hermeneutic

ii. Exemplarist hermeneutic

iii. Revivalist hermeneutic

iv. Paul was killing people, which we take to be incompatible with regeneration, but which was required of the faithful in the OT.

1. Lev. 24:16 ‘Moreover, the one who blasphemes the name of the Lord shall surely be put to death; all the congregation shall certainly stone him. The alien as well as the native, when he blasphemes the Name, shall be put to death.

2. Deut. 13:6  “If your brother, your mother’s son, or your son or daughter, or the wife you cherish, or your friend who is as your own soul, entice you secretly, saying, ‘Let us go and serve other gods’ (whom neither you nor your fathers have known,7 of the gods of the peoples who are around you, near you or far from you, from one end of the earth to the other end), 8 you shall not yield to him or listen to him; and your eye shall not pity him, nor shall you spare or conceal him.9 “But you shall surely kill him; your hand shall be first against him to put him to death, and afterwards the hand of all the people.10 “So you shall stone him to death because he has sought to seduce you from the Lord your God who brought you out from the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.

3. Gal. 1:13 For you have heard of my former manner of life in Judaism, how I used to persecute the church of God beyond measure, and tried to destroy it; 14 and I was advancing in Judaism beyond many of my contemporaries among my countrymen, being more extremely zealous for my ancestral traditions.

Thus, Paul’s complicit behavior in the stoning of Stephen was justifiable, even obligatory, by the standards of the covenant Paul then served.  There was no provision in the Mosaic law for an individual to dissent from the judgment of the Sanhedrin, such as when our Supreme Court justices render dissenting opinions.  

d. How I believe Acts 9 should be understood

i. Acts 9 follows the well-established OT literary pattern of a call narrative.  Therefore, I believe it is Luke’s purpose to describe Damascus in that manner, to call attention to the fact that Paul is not merely equal to the other apostles, but more significant than the others in one particular way:  through his ministry of proclaiming good news to Gentiles, the third aspect of the promise to Abraham (that his seed would be a blessing “to all nations”) has come to historical fulfilment.  The calling of Paul is as significant (actually more significant), in the history of redemption, as the call of Moses.

ii. Was Paul converted at Damascus?  I don’t have an opinion, nor does Luke express an opinion on the matter.  Nothing in the narrative describes the event as an ordinary example of conversion, but as an extraordinary example of prophetic calling.  Luke has no interest, in his narrative, in the question of Paul’s religious state at this moment, nor do I have an opinion on the matter.  I merely know that Paul’s stoning of Stephen is not inconsistent with true faith.  Someone reared in Judaism before the conclusion of the public ministry of Christ would have been obliged by the Mosaic law to stone  someone who was adjudged by the Sanhedrin to be a blasphemer.  So, Paul could have been, before Damascus, like righteous Simeon, who awaited the consolation of Israel, a true believer in the revelation God had given to his Sinai covenant people.  Even his later statement that he was “chief of sinners” is not inconsistent with similar statements in other prophetic call narratives, such as Isaiah saying that he was “a man of unclean lips.”  All of those OT prophets who encountered Yahweh in an epiphany/theophany, made profound statements of their own sin, due to their encounter with a profoundly holy God.


Interestingly, no one raises the question of whether Moses was converted before Exodus 3, or Samuel before 1 Sam. 3, or Isaiah or Jeremiah.  When we interpret those narratives, we take them for what they are; the unusual calling of an unusual prophet.  

iii. What should we do with Acts 9?  I don’t think we should treat it as a conversion narrative, even though I think it is possible that Paul was converted there.  It is presented to us in the scriptures as a call narrative; and just as we do not call Exodus three “the conversion of Moses,” or Isaiah 6 “the conversion of Isaiah,” I don’t think we should refer to Acts 9 as the conversion o f Paul.  He may well have been converted there; or he may have already been regenerate beforehand; but Luke says nothing about it in the text.

See:

N. Hebel, “The form and significance of the Call Narratives,” ZAW 77, no. 1 (January, 1965): 297-323.

William Baird, “Visions, Revelation, and Ministry: Reflections on 2 Cor. 12:1-5 and Gal. 1:11-17,” JBL 104, no. 4 (December, 1985): 651-662

D. Exegetical issues.  There are a number of passages relevant to the discussion, and many of these passages themselves face a number of interpretive difficulties.  Examples include:

1. Whether the ejgw; in Romans 7 is a reference to Paul the Christian, Paul the Jew, Israel at Sinai, etc.

2. Whether the ellipsis in Romans 9:32 is the copula, or divwkw (cf. my “Why Israel Did Not Obtain Torah-Righteousness:  A Translation Note on Romans 9:32.”  Westminster Theological Journal 54 (1992): 163-66).
a.  “Because they did not pursue it through faith, but as if it were based on works.”

b. “Because the Sinai covenant is not characterized by faith, but by works.”

3. Philippians 3

a. 9 “not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law”
b. 6, “as to righteousness under the law blameless”

1. hyperbole?

2. irony? 

3. perfectionism?
4. 2 Corinthians 3:  “The letter kills, but the spirit gives life.”  Most interpreters concur that “the letter” is a synecdoche of some sort for the Mosaic law or covenant, but there is discussion of how, why, and in what sense, this covenant-administration “kills.”

5. Inexplicably (yet misleading) gratuitous mis-translations such as Gal.3:10 or 5:4

a. Gal. 3:10   “Osoi ga;r ejx e[rgwn novmou eijsivn
RSV- “For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse”

NIV- “All who rely on observing the law are under a curse”

Literal-“all who are of works of the Law,” or “all who are characterized by works of the law.”  When the almost-identical expression (oiJ ejk pivstew") appears in verse 7, RSV translates “men of faith” not “men who rely on faith.”

Literal- “For all who are of the works of the law,” or “all who are characterized by works of the law”

n.b.- Three verses earlier, Paul uses an almost-identical expression: ginwvskete a[ra o{ti oiJ ejk pivstew", ou|toi uiJoiv eijsin ∆Abraavm.  Yet no translations say:  “All who rely on faith,” they simply say “all who have faith” or “all who are characterized by faith” are sons of Abraham.

b.  Gal. 5:4 oi{tine" ejn novmw/ dikaiou'sqe
RSV- “You are severed from Christ, you who would be justified by the law”

NIV- “You who are trying to be justified by law”

Literal-“You who are justified by the law.”  The Greek says nothing about attempting to be justified by the law, or desiring to be so justified; the original says “are justified by the law.”  We simply don’t like those words in Paul’s  mouth, so we translate them away, but the Greek could not be clearer.

c. Rom. 10:5  Moses writes that the man who practices the righteousness which is based on the law (th;n dikaiosuvnhn th;n ejk ªtou'º novmou) shall live by it (an incredibly poor translation of o{ti oJ poihvsa" aujta; a[nqrwpo" zhvsetai ejn aujtoi'", Paul’s citation of Lev. 18:5.  Why the RSV’s translaters omitted oJ poihvsa" aujta; will remain a mystery for some time).  6 But the righteousness based on faith says, Do not say in your heart,
E. Biblical-theological issues

1. General continuity-discontinuity issues between the Sinai covenant and the New covenant (and with the Abrahamic covenant that preceded Sinai by over four centuries).

2. Specific (the only useful category of discussion) continuity-discontinuity issues between the Sinai covenant and the New covenant.  The most-general area of continuity is the refining throughout biblical revelation of the “proto-evangelium” in Genesis 3:15, in which a “seed of the woman” is promised, who will be at enmity with the seed of the serpent.  The seed’s heel will be bruised by the seed of the woman, and perhaps we see this theme expanded with the clothing of the woman and the man by God later (3:21), since these animal skins require the death of the animals.  This notion of coming conflict/sacrifice is perhaps reiterated with Abraham being called to sacrifice Isaac, and then four centuries later with the institution of the levitical priesthood.  Many other continuities exist as biblical revelation unfolds, but this one is the most central.  Other things distinguish the Sinai covenant from the new covenant, however.

a. Israel:  

i. How she is like and unlike the church.  Israel is a theocracy, a geo-political institution with God as its monarch.  The church is not a geo-political power, though God is her Head and Ruler.  The church self-consciously employs different “weapons” in her warfare than civil states do (2 Cor. 10:4).  Israel’s land (and within it, Jerusalem, and the temple within Jerusalem, and the holy of holies within the temple, and the ark of the covenant within the holy of holies) was, in some sense “holy,” but no place on the planet today is similarly holy.  The assembled, visible body of professing and worshiping Christians is now God’s “temple,” wherever they meet (1 Cor. 3:16, 6:19, 2 Cor. 6:16, Eph. 2:21).  Israel punished certain forms of sin (such as incest) with capital punishment (Lev. 20:1); the church punishes the same sins with excommunication (1 Cor. 5:1, 11).

ii. How she is like and unlike Christ.  Israel was God’s “servant” and “son,” as was/is Christ.  Israel was the focus of forces hostile to God (Psalm 2), as was Christ (Matthew 4).  Israel’s success and prosperity were dependent upon her obedience to God (Deuteronomy 27-30); Christ’s successful accomplishment of his redemptive mission required his obedience (Rom. 5:18-19).  

b. Obedience in the Sinai administration (Deut. 27-30)

i. Its relation to temporal prosperity or adversity in the land of Canaan.  Do “life” and “death” sometimes or always have reference to temporal life and death, or to eschatological life and death?

ii. Its relation to the Adamic administration.  In what senses, if any, does the “legal” dimension of the Sinai covenant reflect the covenant of works in the original Adamic administration?  (See the forthcoming book co-edited by John Fesko and David VanDrunen).

iii. Its relation to the Abrahamic administration (Gal. 3-4).  Is the Sinai covenant essentially similar to or dis-similar to the Abrahamic covenant?   

Abrahamic
Sinaitic

“characterized by faith” 
“characterized by works of the Law”

includes nations
excludes nations

blesses
curses

justifies
justifies no one

promise
law

c. Covenant with a particular ethnic people vs. a covenant with individuals from every tongue, tribe, and nation

d. Covenant with a geopolitical people, vs. a covenant with a non-geopolitical church (“our citizenship is in heaven,” Phil. 3:20)

e. A “holy” land vs. a covenant that has no regard to national boundaries

II. Paul and the Law in Recent Study:  New Perspectives on Paul

A. Representative Advocates

1. Krister Stendahl

2. E. P. Sanders

3. James D. G. Dunn (who coined the phrase)

4. N. T. Wright

5. Conceded points

a. Stendahl’s warning regarding anachronism regarding introspective conscience

b. Various warnings regarding anachronistic reading of 1st century Judaism in light of 15th century Catholicism

c. “Law” (and “works of the law”) does not mean “God’s general moral will;” but is a reference to the Sinai covenant-administration (some are clearer on this; others conflate Sinai with the Abrahamic covenant-administration), an administration that excluded Gentiles

d. Recognition that the doctrine of justification has a future/eschatological aspect

e. Recognition that many NT texts address corporate aspects of redemption, rather than individual aspects

6. Objectionable points (n.b. not all representatives of the NPP hold all of these views; there are individual differences among them)

a. Limiting “works of the Law” exclusively to the boundary laws, the “badges” of the covenant (Dunn)

b. Finding no fundamental differences between first-century Judaism and Christianity other than that the former is not the latter (Sanders)

c. Limiting justification to a corporate doctrine that excludes individual considerations (Dunn, Wright)

d. Denying that justification is forensic (Wright)

e. Tendency to overlook the Adamic administration (and, with it, God’s judgment) altogether

f. Tendency (with nineteenth century Liberalism) to evade/avoid NT teaching about propitiating God’s wrath

B. Representative Opponents/Modifiers

1. Peter Stuhlmacher

2. Donald A. Hagner

3. Mark A. Seifrid

4. Gary L. W. Johnson, Guy P. Waters, et al.

5. D. A. Carson
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