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
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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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through “a revelation of Jesus Christ.” Here Paul refers to the appearance of
the risen Jesus to himself on the Damascus Road. Through this event Paul
was suddenly confronted with the realization that the man he had scorned
as cursed by God (cf. Gal 3:13; see also 1 Cor 1:23 and Gal 5:11) was none
other than God’s Messiah. Jesus of Nazareth was the turning point of the
ages. And this basic fact was for Paul the essence of the gospel (cf. Gal 1:11).

Scholars, therefore, rightly point to Paul’s dramatic Damascus Road
experience as the seedbed of his theology. Here we will focus specifically
on three key facets of Christ that Paul found particularly significant in that
Christ-encounter and conversion experience: (1) Jesus as “the seed of
Abraham,” (2) Jesus as “the climax of the Law,” and (3) Jesus as “the last
Adam.”

The Seed of Abraham

In Galatians 1 Paul insists that he received his gospel directly from the risen
Christ. He does this in order to vindicate his right to define the content of
that gospel in the face of the false teachers at Galatia, who were seeking to
win his converts over to their version of the gospel. Fundamental to their
program was the insistence that followers of Jesus the Messiah needed to
confirm their identity as God’s people by submitting to certain key provi-
sions of the Law of Moses — especially those provisions pertaining to cir-
cumcision, food laws, and religious observances.

Paul’s main objection to this line of reasoning is what can be called
“salvation-historical.” For Jesus’ appearance on the Damascus Road re-
vealed to him that the turn of the ages had taken place. Paul associates the
Law of Moses with that old age and so concludes that Christians should
not have to submit to the provisions of the Law anymore. People who in-
sist on adherence to the Law of Moses for a right standing before God are,
in fact, alienating themselves from Christ — they are falling away from the
grace that marks the new age of redemption (Gal 5:4; cf. 1:4).

Paul’s salvation-historical argument and its christological founda-
tion come to expression most clearly in Gal 3:15—4:7, where he focuses on
three key events in salvation history: (1) God’s promise to Abraham,
(2) the giving of the Law at Sinai, and (3) the appearance of Christ. God’s
promise to Abraham, he insists, initiated a covenant that the subsequent
introduction of the Law could not annul (3:17). Moreover, that initial cove-
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nant, because it expressed the unconditional promise of God, was a matter
of grace. Yet the Law covenant, requiring as it does human obedience for
its validity, stands in contrast to the grace of the Abrahamic provision
(3:18). Where is christology in all of this? Just here: Jesus brings to an end
the era of the Law and introduces the fulfillment of the Abrahamic prom-
ise of grace — which is experienced through faith because Jesus is the
“seed” to whom the promise was originally made (3:16).

Paul’s claim here is notoriously difficult. The “seed” of Abraham,
whom God promised to bless in Genesis, includes his many descendants.
The word is a generic singular (Gen 12:7; 13:15; 24:7) and was so understood
in Jewish tradition. The “seed of Abraham,” therefore, was the Jewish peo-
ple, the inheritors of the blessing God originally promised to Abraham.

Paul’s exegesis in Gal 3:15—4:7 is more than a tour de force. His procla-
mation in 3:29, where he insists that everyone who belongs to Christ is
“Abraham’s seed,” reveals that he well understands the collective sense of
the noun sperma, “seed” (cf. also Rom 4:13-18). The combination in this
text, then, of first the singular — Christ is the “seed of Abraham” — and
then the plural — Christians are the “seed of Abraham” — reveals that
Paul is viewing Christ as a corporate figure. In a development hinted at in
many other New Testament texts, Jesus is viewed as the embodiment of Is-
rael, God’s true people. All of God’s promises find their fulfillment in him,
and the entire plan of God comes to its climax in him. It is, then, by identi-
fying with him in faith that others can experience the blessings of those
fulfilled promises and plan. In a somewhat parallel development, Paul in
4:1-7 can proclaim Jesus as God’s Son par excellence and at the same time
include believers as God’s sons and daughters through their inclusion in
the Son’s redemptive work.

So in what is arguably Paul’s earliest letter, Jesus Christ is presented
as the one to whom God’s promises ultimately refer and, therefore, as the
one whose appearance marks the turn of the ages. He is the center and cli-
max of salvation history.

The Climax of the Law
The “seed” christology of Galatians 3 is intended to establish the basis for
Paul’s claim that Gentile Christians need not submit to the Law of Moses

in order to maintain their position within the people of God. While the
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point is debated, it yet remains most probable that all the language ex-
pressing Christ’s relationship to the Law is temporal in force — that is, as
we would paraphrase Gal 3:25, “the law was the custodian of Israel until
Christ came.” Discontinuity between Abraham and the Law in the Old
Covenant and between Christ and the Law in the New Covenant domi-
nates Paul’s letter to the Galatians. Naturally enough, such a theology sup-
ports Paul’s plea to the Galatian Christians not to submit to the Law.

Much of this same theology reappears in Paul’s letter to the Romans.
But the lack of a clearly polemical occasion behind Romans frees Paul to
take a more inclusive approach to the matter of Christ and the Law. The
same discontinuities between the Law and Christ reappear in Romans
(e.g., 3:20, 21; 4:13-16; 6:14, 15). But these discontinuities are embraced in a
wider continuity in God’s plan. The Law and Christ are separate, repre-
senting successive stages in salvation history. But what emerges forcefully
in Romans (though it is surely implied in Galatians) is how the Law, and
the era it represents, also belong inseparably to the same salvation history.
God’s righteousness in Christ, though manifested “apart from the Law,” is
nevertheless witnessed to by the Law and the Prophets (3:21).

Paul’s famous claim about Christ and the Law in Rom 10:4 must be
interpreted in light of this comprehensive vision of salvation history. The
verse is usually rendered in English versions as “Christ is the end of the
Law.” This translation suggests — though it does not strictly require — a
discontinuous emphasis: Christ brings the Law to an end. But the word
translated “end” (telos) is not so clearly temporal in its meaning as the En-
glish “end” tends to be. It can also mean “goal” or “outcome” (e.g., Rom
6:22;1 Tim 1:5). It is the root from which we get our words “telic” and “tele-
ology” Scholars have, therefore, long debated whether Rom 10:4 means
that Christ ends the Law or that he is the hidden meaning or intended goal
of the Law. But a growing number of scholars are convinced that Paul in-
tends something of a combination of these nuances.

Exploiting the racetrack imagery that Paul uses in this context
(9:30-32), we could compare Christ to the finish line in a race. As the fin-
ish line represents both the “end” of the race and its goal, so Christ is
both the goal of the Law and its end. He is the point that the Law has all
along had in mind, the “end” toward which it is directed. His coming,
therefore, brings the Law and the era it stands for to its climax or culmi-
nation. In its context, Rom 10:4 explains the failure of the Jews to em-
brace the righteousness of God in Christ (v. 3). They have become so
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preoccupied with the race that they have failed to recognize that the fin-
ish line has been reached.

Rom 10:4 should be set alongside Matt 5:17 as a key expression of the
nuanced early Christian view of salvation history. As the culmination of
the Law, Jesus stands at the center of salvation history, inaugurating the age
in which he, not Moses, sets forth God’s demands for his people (so one
understanding of Matt 5:17). Paul can, therefore, claim that Christians are
to find authoritative divine guidance in “the law of Christ” (Gal 6:2; cf.
1 Cor 9:20-21).

We have seen that Paul claims to have derived the essence of his gospel,
focused in the epochal significance of Christ, from the revelation of Christ to
him on the Damascus Road. Scholars have speculated that the same event
might have been the impetus in Paul’s view of Christ as culmination of the
Law. For Jesus’ death on a Roman cross would, according to the Law, have
marked him as a man cursed by God (cf. Deut 21:23, which, significantly,
Paul quotes in Gal 3:13). On the Damascus Road, however, Paul is suddenly
and unexpectedly confronted with the indisputable evidence that Jesus is
none other than God’s Messiah. And this revelation confronted Paul with
the choice between Messiah and the Law. For if the Law was the final and de-
finitive expression of God’s will, then Jesus could not be the Messiah. But if
Jesus was, in fact, the Messiah, then the Law must not have the central place
in the plan of God that Saul the Pharisee had been giving it.

The Last Adam

The revelation of Christ to Paul on the Damascus Road may also have fig-
ured in another important way that Paul expresses the epochal significance
of Jesus — that is, his status as “the last Adam.” From whence Paul derived
his concept of Christ as a corporate figure, parallel to Adam, is debated.
The idea that he might have been influenced by Gnostic-type speculations
about a heavenly redeemer figure has now generally given way to attempts
to trace the concept to Jewish antecedents. One intriguing possibility is
that the appearance of Jesus to him on the Damascus Road led Paul to
identify him as the “image of God” and therefore as one comparable to the
original man, Adam, who was created in the image of God (see Kim, The
Origin of Paul’s Gospel, especially 162-268). But whatever its origin, Paul’s
conception of Christ as “the last Adam,” which comes to expression in
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1 Cor 15:21-22, 45-49 and Rom 5:12-21, is another way in which he proclaims
the epochal significance of Christ.

In 1 Corinthians 15 and Romans 5 Paul presents both Adam and
Christ as individuals whose actions affect all who belong to them. Adam’s
sin introduces sin and death into the world (Rom 5:12). In a manner never
specified, though endlessly debated by theologians, Adam’s sin is at the
same time the sin of all human beings (cf. Rom 5:12 with 5:18-19). There-
fore, as Paul puts it in 1 Cor 15:22, “In Adam all die.”

But Paul’s primary focus in these passages is not on Adam, sin, and
death, but on Christ and life. The theological debates over Adam’s repre-
sentative significance arise because Paul, who assumes that his readers are
familiar with the basic tradition, never spells out the details. He simply al-
ludes to Adam in order to argue that Christ is a figure of similar epochal
significance. The powers of the old age, sin and death, were introduced by
Adam — and not even God’s Law is capable of breaking their hold on hu-
man beings (Rom 5:20). But Adam is a “type of the one to come” (Rom
5:14). And that “one to come” is Jesus Christ, whose one act of righteous-
ness, his death on the cross in obedience to the Father’s will, introduces the
new age of righteousness and life (Rom 5:18, 19).

Romans, unlike 1 Corinthians, emphasizes the present state of righ-
teousness that is available to all who are “in Christ.” But both Romans and
1 Corinthians — though 1 Corinthians more explicitly than Romans —
emphasize the certainty of future resurrection life through Christ, whose
own resurrection is the surety and basis for the resurrection of believers
(1 Cor 15:20-23). All people bear the likeness of Adam. But the people of the
new age will bear the likeness of Christ, “the man from heaven” and “life-
giving spirit” (1 Cor 15:45-49).

If the Damascus Road experience triggered Paul’s identification of
Christ as the last Adam, the Old Testament would have furnished him with
the necessary conceptual categories to develop the corporate dimensions
of Christ’s person. For in a way quite foreign to most modern western
thinking, the Old Testament views the nature and destiny of groups of
people in terms of the actions of a key individual. Attention to this more
collective way of thinking will help us do justice to two other sets of dis-
tinctively Pauline christological passages: those that use the phrase “with
Christ” and those that use the phrase “in Christ.” Both ideas, “with Christ”
and “in Christ,” are probably corollaries of Paul’s basic conviction that
Christ is “the last Adam,” a corporate figure.
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Paul claims that believers participate “with Christ” in the whole
gamut of redemptive events: from Christ’s suffering (e.g., Rom 8:17) to his
death and burial (e.g., Rom 6:4-8; Col 2:12, 20) to his resurrection (e.g., Col
2:12) to his return in glory (e.g., 1 Thess 4:114). We must avoid a wooden lit-
eralism in explaining these passages. But they seem, at minimum, to imply
a conception of Christ according to which believers are in God’s sight in-
cluded in the redemptive actions of Christ. What he does, they do. And al-
though it does not use the “with Christ” language, a passage such as 2 Cor
s5:14b fits here: “We are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all
died.”

Paul’s notoriously difficult “in Christ” formula should probably be
explained along similar lines. Paul uses the phrase almost forty times in the
letters with which we are concerned (sometimes with “Jesus” or “Jesus our
Lord” added), and he uses the parallel “in the Lord” another twenty-five
times. To be sure, some of these phrases may have a merely instrumental
force — that is, “through Christ” (e.g., Rom 8:1; 2 Cor 3:14). Others are vir-
tually adjectival — as, for example, “the church in Judea in Christ,” which
may be read simply as “the Judean Christian churches” (Gal 1:22). But in
the majority of cases, some kind of local idea seems to be clearly expressed
— signifying that Christ is the context in which the believer lives, the
touchstone for all that the believer says and does.

The concepts of being “with Christ” and being “in Christ,” therefore,
imply that Paul views Christ as a corporate figure. And the connection
with “last Adam” christology is strongly suggested by the wording of 1 Cor
15:22: “As in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive.” Jesus Christ is
the climax not only of Israel’s story but also of humanity’s story. Renewed
attention to the Jewish matrix of Paul’s thinking should not blind us to the
fact that Paul’s vision of Christ ultimately transcends the story of Israel.
Paul may begin with the narrative of Israel, but he does not end there.

2. The Stages of Jesus’ Life

As a product of the contemporary narrative turn in theology, Pauline
scholars have suggested that the apostle’s theology may owe more to an
underlying “story” of Jesus’ life than had previously been recognized.
While some of the specific conclusions drawn from this new approach
have been unconvincing, it does appropriately recognize the degree to

177



DOUGLAS J. MOO

which Paul’s theology is the product of reflection on redemptive events.
Indeed, a narrative approach holds particular promise for a study of Paul’s
christology. So in this section we will use the stages of Jesus’ life as they are
reflected in Paul’s teaching to go more deeply into the christology of his
early letters.

Preexistence and Incarnation

Contemporary discussion of Paul’s teaching about Jesus’ preexistence and
incarnation reflects the impact of two developments. One is the claim of
James Dunn that Paul does not teach the personal preexistence of Jesus
(Christology in the Making). The other, closely related to the first, is the
suggestion that speculation in Second Temple Judaism about certain inter-
mediary figures, especially Wisdom, might have provided the context for
the early Christian ascription of preexistence — and ultimately of deity —
to Jesus. The issue of Jesus’ deity will have to wait for a later section in this
chapter. Furthermore, the texts of greatest relevance for the issue of Jesus’
preexistence fall outside the early Pauline letters we are considering. So we
will here confine ourselves to two brief points.

First, the possible Wisdom influence on certain key texts in Paul
should not be used, as Dunn does, to deny the personal preexistence of
Christ in those texts. Paul explicitly identifies Jesus as “the wisdom of
God” in 1 Cor 1:24 and may very well imply this identity in several other
texts. But the influence of wisdom thought on Paul might be exaggerated.
For outside 1 Corinthians 1—4, where Paul apparently adopts the language
of the Corinthians, the evidence for wisdom influence on the christology
in the early Pauline letters is slight and allusive. Much depends on alleged
parallels to Paul’s language in the Jewish wisdom texts. But the parallels are
not always clear. And where such parallels may be claimed to appear, they
are overwhelmed by closer parallels in other material.

But however common or basic such parallels might be, Paul’s identi-
fication of Christ with Wisdom constitutes no reason to deny personal
preexistence in the key texts. In 1 Cor 8:6, for instance, Paul associates Jesus
with God in the act of creation: “Yet for us there is but one God, the Father,
from whom all things came and for whom we live; and there is but one
Lord, Jesus Christ, threugh whom all things came and through whom we
live” Dunn argues that Paul is simply applying Wisdom language to Christ
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to affirm of him what Jews believed about Wisdom: that it embodied the
power of God (Christology in the Making, 182). But Paul’s focus is not on
the power of God generally; rather, it is specifically on the creative power
of God. The work of creation, which Jews often attributed te Wisdom, Paul
now attributes to Christ. And since Christ is a person, his personal
preexistence is clearly assumed in this text,

But this is to anticipate our second point: that Paul clearly assumes
the preexistence of Jesus in asserting (1) that Christ was involved with God
in the creation of the world {1 Cor 8:6) and (2) that he was the “rock” that
followed the lsraelites in the desert {1 Cor 10:4, which is another alleged
Wisdom text). Furthermore, in claiming that Jesus, “though he was rich,
yet for your sakes he became poor” (2 Cor 8:9), Paul anticipates the more
explicit incarnational language of Phil 2:7. And Paul’s references to Jesus
being “sent” also imply preexistence (Gal 4:4; Rom 8:3; cf. also Rom 8:32).
Nevertheless, it is true, that while Paul in his early letters assumes Christ’s
preexistence and can use his incarnation as a basis for ethical exhortation,
he attributes in these letters very little christological significance to Jesus’
preexistence or incarnation.

Earthly Life

Paul refers only rarely to the earthly life of Jesus — apart, of course, from
his death, which is critical to Paul’s christology. If we limited ourselves to
the early letters of Paul, we would know only that Jesus was human (Rom
8:3; Gal 4:4), that he was a Jew (Gal 4:4), that he was from the royal line of
David (Rom 1:3), that he instituted a meal to commemorate his death
(1 Cor 11:23-26), and that he sought to please others (Rom 15:3; cf. 2 Cor
10:1). Paul explicitly cites the teaching of Jesus on two occasions, in 1 Cor
7:10 {contrast vv. 12 and 25) and 1 Cor 9:14. Probably he does so also in
1 Thess 4:15, where “the word of the Lord” is best taken to refer to Jesus’
own teaching on eschatology.

In addition to these explicit references, there are a handful of texts in
which verbal resemblances point to Paul’s dependence on the teaching of
Jesus (see especially Rom 12:14; 14:4; 1 Cor 13:2; and 1 Thess 5:2, 4; 5:113). The
teaching of Jesus may, as well, have informed Paul’s theology in a number
of other ways (see D. Wenham, Paul: Follower of fesus or Founder of Chris-
tianity? [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995]). Scholarly assessments of the de-
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gree to which Paul was directly influenced by Jesus’ teaching and life vary
widely. Dependence is difficult to prove, for some of the similarities could
be explained by Paul’s reliance on early Christian tradition. And even on
the most generous assessment, we still end up with comparatively few ref-
erences to Jesus’ earthly life. How are we to explain this circumstance?

Rudolf Bultmann, following the lead of some other theologians of
his day, insisted that the paucity of references indicated Paul’s negative at-
titude toward the earthly life of Jesus. Paul’s interest was in the resurrected
Lord, not the human Jesus. And 2 Cor 5:16 was sometimes cited as evidence
of Paul’s disregard. The verse was understood to mean that Paul no longer
would have any concern with “Christ in his fleshly state.” But this interpre-
tation of the verse is now almost universally rejected. What Paul is claim-
ing is that he no longer regards Christ “from a fleshly point of view.” More-
over, just because Paul says little about Jesus’ earthly life in his letters does
not mean that he did not know or was uninterested in Jesus’ life.

Nevertheless, the relative silence in Paul’s early letters about Jesus’
earthly life suggests that Paul found little of theological importance in
these historical details. It was vital to his christology that Jesus was truly
human and was subject to the power of the Law and to sin (Rom 6:10). For
Paul puts these facts to work in what Morna Hooker has called the “inter-
change” pattern (see especially “Interchange in Christ,” JTS 22 [1971] 349-
61; “Interchange and Atonement,” BJRL 60 [1976] 462-81). According to
this pattern, Christ becomes what we are so that we might become what he
is. In Gal 4:3-5, for instance, Jesus, the Son of God, is “born under the Law”
so that he can redeem those who were under the Law and turn them into
God’s sons and daughters. And in Rom 8:1-3, Jesus assumes our humanity
so that he might take on himself the condemnation that we would other-
wise have merited. These texts suggest that Paul’s references to Jesus
earthly life serve especially to validate the reality of his death. For it is here
that Paul’s christology comes to its chief point.

Death

In 1 Cor 2:2, Paul claims that he “resolved to know nothing while I was
with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.” What Paul means by this
is that the crucifixion of Christ was for him the focal point of all his theol-

ogy and preaching. And it is not only among the Corinthians that Paul
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maintained the centrality of Christ’s death. In Romans, after identifying
the revelation of God’s righteousness as the heart of the gospel, Paul
grounds that righteousness in the sacrificial death of Jesus (Rom 3:21-26).
The “one act of righteousness,” or the “obedience” of Christ, which more
than cancels the effects of Adam’s sin, probably refers to Jesus’ death (Rom
5:18, 19). [n 2 Corinthians, Christ’s death, his being made sin for us, is the
basis for the message of reconciliation (5:14-15, 21). The true gospel, as dis-
tinguished from that which Paul’s opponents at Galatia were advocating,
focuses on the public presentation of Christ crucified (Gal 3:3; cf. 2:215 3113).
And Paul can encapsulate the message in which he boasts and for which he
is being persecuted as “the cross of Christ” (Gal 612, 14).

To be sure, Paul says little about the death of Christ in the Thessa-
lonian letters — the only direct references being 1 Thess 4:14, “we believe
that Jesus died and rose again,” and 5:10, “he died for us so that, whether we
are awake or asleep, we may live together with him.” But this relative silence
indicates not that the death of Christ was unimportant in Paul’s interaction
with the Thessalonians. Rather, it suggests that the death of Christ was the
assumed foundation for all the other issues that he addresses.

This conclusion is strengthened by the fact that the language of
1 Thess 5110 reflects a standard Pauline formula that speaks of Christ dying
or being handed over “for us” or “for our sins” (Rom 4:25; 5:6, 8; 8:32; 14:15;
1 Cor 8:11; Gal 2:20; 3:13) — sometimes, as in 1 Thess 5:10, with a purpose
clause added (cf. Gal 1:4; Rom 14:9; 2 Cor s5:15, 21). And it is just this point
— “that Christ died for our sins” — that Paul identifies in 1 Cor 15:3 as one
of the key components of the gospel message that he inherited from Chris-
tians before him. So we are justified in concluding that Christ’s death was
fundamental to early Christian teaching and to the gospel that Paul pro-
claimed wherever he went.

The crucified Messiah is, therefore, the center of gravity in Paul’s
christology. While considered foolishness to the Greeks and a stumbling
block to Jews (1 Cor 1:23), Jesus’ death on a Roman cross signals the turn of
the ages and is the foundation for the new people, drawn from both Jews
and Gentiles, that God calls into being. God acted to reconcile the entire
world to himself in Christ (2 Cor 5:19).

But why did Jesus’ death have such an epochal importance? A satis-
factory answer to that question would take us far beyond the bounds of
this chapter. We can, however, get a sense of the basic lines of an answer
from Rom 3:24-25 — which appears in the midst of a passage that is un-
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paralleled for its theological density. Prior to these two verses, Paul has
proclaimed the revelation of God’s righteousness as the solution to the
problem of human sinfulness (1:18-3:20) and insisted that anyone who be-
lieves has the opportunity to experience that righteousness (3:21-22). This
faith, as v. 26 will make clear, is christologically oriented — that is, it is
“faith in Jesus” (taking Iésou as an objective genitive). Then after a paren-
thetical reminder of the universality of sin (3:23), Paul resumes his exposi-
tion of God’s righteousness here in 3:24-25. Since the righteousness of God
is his acting to put his people in a right relationship before him, Paul can
use the verb “being justified” to pick up the theme of vv. 21-22.

But what is especially relevant for us in Rom 3:24-25 is Paul’s expla-
nation of the basis for God’s justifying verdict. That basis is Christ’s death.
And three aspects of that death deserve mention here.

First, Jesus’ death accomplishes a “buying back” or “redemption”
(apolytrdsis). The lytro- word group is prominent in New Testament expla-
nations of Jesus’ death, although the early letters of Paul use this specific
language in only two other places (Rom 8:23; 1 Cor 1:30). The Greeks used
this word group to denote the process by which slaves could purchase their
freedom. And this imagery fits Rom 3:24 very well, since Paul has earlier
described the condition of human beings as being in slavery to sin (3:9).
But a more specific background is probably to be found in the Old Testa-
ment, where this language was used to describe God’s delivery of the Isra-
elites from their slavery in Egypt (e.g., Deut 7:8; Isa 43:1; 44:22-24). Thus
God accomplishes a new exodus by sending his Son as the price for setting
his people free from sin. And this basic image lies behind other texts in
which Paul speaks of God “buying” or “buying back” Christians (Gal 3:13;
4:55 1 Cor 6:20; 7:23).

A second feature of Jesus’ death highlighted in Rom 3:24-25 is that of
his death as a sacrifice. Paul makes this clear in v. 25 both by using the
cultic language of hilastérion (NIV “sacrifice of atonement”) and by refer-
ring to Jesus’ blood. References to “blood” inevitably invoke the idea of
sacrifice in a world where the bloody offering of animals was basic to so
many religions (cf. also Rom 5:9; 1 Cor 10:16; 11:25, 27). Indeed, sacrifice is
the dominant metaphor that Paul uses in his letters to unpack the signifi-
cance of Jesus’ death. The widespread language we noted above of “for us”
and “for our sins” connotes the idea of sacrifice. Rom 8:3 probably also re-
fers to Jesus’ death as a “sin offering,” for the expression it uses, peri
hamartias, has this sense in the Septuagint. And, as an extension of his new
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