CHAPTER 8

The Christology of the Early Pauline Letters

DoucLAs J. Moo

The christology of the early Pauline letters — here taken as Galatians,
1 Thessalonians, 2 Thessalonians, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, and
Romans, in that probable order of writing — presents a striking paradox.
For while christology pervades these letters and is basic to virtually every-
thing taught, Paul rarely tackles it as a topic in its own right. He refers di-
rectly to Jesus by one name or another almost four hundred fifty times in
these letters, or about once every three verses. And all that he teaches, like
the spokes of a wheel, radiates out from Jesus Christ — especially from Je-
sus’ death and resurrection. Yet not once is christology the central topic of a
passage in these letters. Or to introduce another metaphor, it might be said
that Jesus’ person and work in Paul’s early letters are like the foundation of a
building: it might not be seen very often, but everything rests on it.

We may draw two conclusions from this paradox. First, christology
must not have been a matter of contention in the churches to which Paul
wrote these early letters. Paul and his churches apparently were in basic
agreement about who Jesus was and what he had done. Their disagree-
ments arose over the significance of his person and work. Second, Paul
must have inherited a good deal of his understanding of Jesus’ person and
work from Christians who had gone before him. Almost all the titles that
he applies to Jesus were established before he wrote. He appears to cite
early traditions about Jesus and his work at several key points, but engages
in very little creative elaboration of the significance of Jesus.

The paucity of key christological passages in Paul’s early letters also
creates a challenge for the investigation of his christology. For it is difficult

169



DOUGLAS J. MOO

to know just how to get a handle on a christology that is more assumed
than taught and that makes its appearances in various scattered references.

Four possible approaches come to mind. One could, following out
what might appear to be an obvious approach, simply summarize the evi-
dence as it comes, working through each letter, perhaps in some chrono-
logical order, to see if any significant development occurs. But such an ap-
proach would be tediously repetitive, since Paul appeals to so many of the
same christological points in all these letters. Moreover, significant devel-
opment in Paul’s christology over the course of the decade during which
these letters were written does not seem to have taken place. A second pos-
sibility would be to follow the lead of James Dunn, who uses Romans as his
point of departure (The Theology of Paul the Apostle). But one has to won-
der whether this approach might bias the whole conception of Paul’s the-
ology in favor of the particular issues confronted in Romans. And, in any
case, the approach would not seem to be as helpful for a specific topic such
as christology, which is not a major focus of Romans.

A third possible approach would be to summarize Paul’s christology
by looking, in turn, at each of the titles Paul attributes to Jesus: “Christ,”
“Lord,” “Son of God,” “Son of David,” and so forth. However, while a time-
honored way of studying New Testament christology at various levels, the
“title” approach has fallen out of favor in recent years. And if one uses titles
as the sole approach to Paul’s christology, the disfavor is warranted. Paul is
certainly interested in who Jesus is, and a study of the titles that Paul at-
tributes to Jesus can illuminate this feature of his teaching. But the identity
of Jesus is wrapped up for Paul in what Jesus has done. Focusing exclu-
sively on titles, therefore, can miss important aspects of Paul’s christology.

Yet a fourth approach to Paul’s christology grows out of a renewed
emphasis on the narrative structures that underlie the teaching of the let-
ters in the New Testament, and so inform the study of New Testament
theology generally. Richard Hays has argued that Paul wrote his letters
with an implicit narrative of the life of Jesus in mind (see his The Faith of
Jesus Christ: An Investigation of the Narrative Substructure of Galatians 3:1—
4:11 [Chico: Scholars, 1983], especially 139-91). And N. T. Wright and oth-
ers, building on Hays’s narrative understanding, have proposed that
Paul’s theology grows out of the story of God’s dealings with Israel, with
Jesus as the hermeneutical key to the meaning of that story (see Wright,
The New Testament and the People of God [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992],
especially 31-80).
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The narrative approach is a fruitful one, rightly recognizing the de-
gree to which Paul operates within the story-centered worldview of first-
century Judaism. To be sure, Hays may find more allusions to Jesus’ life
than the evidence warrants. And Wright may put too much of his own
“spin” on Israel’s story and fail to do justice to the degree to which Paul
moves beyond the story of Israel to the story of humankind. But this is not
to minimize the usefulness of the general approach for illuminating Paul’s
theology.

But none of these approaches is by itself capable of illuminating the
full gamut of Jesus’ person and work in the early Pauline letters. This chap-
ter, therefore, will use three different approaches to survey the matter. The
first two will operate with basic narrative structures. In Part 1 we will focus
on Paul’s presentation of Christ as the climax of salvation history. In Part 2
we will use the stages of Jesus’ life to survey much of Paul’s christological
teaching. Finally, in Part 3 we will examine the implications of several of
the key titles Paul uses to describe Christ.

1. The Climax of Salvation History

Jews in Paul’s day disagreed on many theological issues. But all Jews antici-
pated the day when God would intervene on behalf of his suffering and
oppressed people, fulfilling his promises and establishing righteousness.
Influenced by the apocalyptic movement, Jews used a scheme of contrast-
ing ages or epochs to describe this transitional point in salvation history.
God’s intervention, whether it would take place directly or through an in-
termediary such as a messianic figure, would bring an end to “this age,” the
old age of Israel’s oppression, and introduce “the age to come,” a new age
of blessing and salvation.

Paul uses such an apocalyptic two-age scheme to understand and de-
scribe Jesus Christ (e.g., Gal 1:4; Rom 12:2). Jesus’ death and resurrection,
along with the pouring out of God’s Spirit, mark the transition from the
old age to the new. Jesus is the climax of salvation history, and Christians
are those “on whom the fulfillment of the ages has come” (1 Cor 10m1).

Paul inherited much of his theology from Christians who had gone
before him. Not least is this the case with respect to christology. But Paul
himself insists that the epochal significance of Jesus Christ was not passed
on to him from someone else. Rather, it came, as he puts it in Gal 112,
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