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On April 5, 2004, ABC aired athree-hour documentary hosted (and co-written) by Peter
Jenningsentitled “ Jesusand Paul: Word and Witness” (see
http://abcnews.go.com/sections/wnt/World/PIR_Paul _Jesus_subindex.html). Inthisarticle| shall givea
review, noting what Jenningsand hisscholarsgot right aswell aswhat they got wrong. For ease of
reference, | will review the program segment by segment (therewere 13 segmentsasdefined by
commercia breaks).

Segment 1: Jesus Grows Up

Thefirst segment consistsalmost entirely of narration andinterview excerptsshownin
Jennings' spreviousJesusdocumentary, “ The Searchfor Jesus.” Jenningsand hisexpertsnotethat Jesus
grew up under Roman rule, with Herod Antipasasapuppet king. Jesusknew of the Jewish hopeof a
Messiahwho would liberate the Jewsfrom Roman oppression and set up the kingdom of God, and he
knew of acoupleof rebellionsthat failed tojump start that kingdom. Jenningsand hisexpertsopinethat
Jesusmay very well havegrown upwonderingif perhapshemight becometheMessiah.

Aswith “The Search for Jesus,” the analysis Jennings offers—|eaning heavily on Jesus Seminar
fellows—isnot somuchwrong asoverly political inemphasis. Thefactsarecorrect, but theemphasisis
off balance. Whilewe shoul d give seriousattention to the political context of Jesus’ life and ministry—
something evangelical shavenot alwaysdonewell, thoughthatischanginginevangelical New Testament
scholarship—we should also not go to the extreme of viewing early Christianity purely or even
predominantly in political terms.

Segment 2: Jesus Ministry

Roughly half of thesecond segment al so repeatsmaterial from*“ The Searchfor Jesus.” Weare
againtreated to Jenningsinterviewing cluelessAmericantouristsin| sragl opiningthat Jesuswasatall
man with blue eyes, anotion easily (and rightly) skewered by biblical scholars. That Jesuswas
associated with JohntheBaptist’ smovement beforelaunching out onhisownisagainasserted. His
Beatitudes (intheversionfoundin Luke) are said to have been radical and even politically dangerous,
since the promise that the well-fed rich would be trading placeswith the hungry poor might have seemed
threatening to the well-fed rich. Jenningsthen beginsto introduce some new material . Jesuswasunusual
inhisinclusiveness, welcoming “sinners” (notably shepherds, assumed to bethieves) into hisinner circle.
JesusabrogatedtheL evitical lawsof cleanand unclean by touching (and healing) peoplebranded as
unclean, especially lepersbut alsotheblind, deaf, lame, and deformed.
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The last pointisquiteright, | think, andisan insight worth picking up and giving somereflection.
But most of what Jenningsand hisexpertssay hereisspeculative. The Gospel sgiveno support
whatsoever to the notion that Jesusever traveled with John the Baptist or even spent any timewith him
beyondtheir recorded meeting at the Jordan. They flatly contradict theideathat Jesusstarted off as
John’ sfollower. Thisspecul ativetheory isdriven by theneed of somescholarsto deny that the Gospel
accounts of JohnacknowledgingJesus’ divinemissionarehistorically authentic. Theonly imaginable
evidencefor thistheory isJesus’ baptism at thehandsof John, but all of the Gospel sagreethat John
saw Jesus as his superior (e.g., Mark 1:7-8).

Itistrue that Jesus' Beatitudesmight have been viewed asradical by someonelike Herod
Antipas, butonly if hehad cared. John got himself introublewith Herod only when hedirectly criticized
theking' smarriageto hisbrother’ swife (Matt. 14:3-4). It goes beyond the evidence to theorize that
Jesus' wordswould have beentaken asathreat tothe established order. Morelikely, if Herod had
caught wind of what Jesuswas saying, hewould havelaughed it off aswishful thinking. Herod wasmore
interested in Jesus' miraclesthan his preaching (Matt. 14:1-2).

| find it odd that Jenningswoul d singleout shepherdsasexamplesof the* sinners” that Jesus
welcomedinto hiscircle. The Gospel sdo not menti on asingle shepherd among hisapostlesor other
followers. Moreover, the shepherdisauniformly positiveimagewhenever used metaphoricaly inthe
Gospels, usually of Jesushimself (Matt. 2:6; 9:36; 12:11-12; 18:12; 25:32-33; 26:31; Mark 6:34;
14:27; Luke 15:4-6; 17:7; John 10:1- 16, 26-27; 21:16-17). Thisisjust as one would expect, given that
Israel’ sgreatest Old Testament king, David, and theMessiah’ sancestor, had started of f asashepherd
boy.

Segment 3: Jesus Goes to Jerusalem

Accordingto Catholic scholar JeromeMurphy O’ Connor, when Jesusentered Jerusalemfor
Passover heprobably had only betweenten and twenty followers. Whether hethought of himself asthe
Messiahisdebated among scholars. Ben Witherington|11, thetokenevangelical scholar interviewedfor
the program (N. T. Wright isalso there, but is given little opportunity to make strong points), arguesthat
Jesus' constant self-reference as* the Son of Man” and hisfrequent teaching about the kingdom of God
both derivefromtheBook of Daniel and support theconclusionthat Jesusregarded himself ashaving a
divine, messianicmission. But others, skeptical of theGospel s, of coursedisagree. What everyone
agreeshappened isthat Jesuswent to Jerusalemfor the Passover and within aweek had beenkilled.
Therole of the Jewish and Roman authoritiesis particularly disputed. One scholar can describe Annas
(whoservedashigh priest, asdid six of hisrelatives) asakind of “godfather” of thehigh priesthood.
However, thescholarsJenningsinterviewsall seemto agreethat becausethepriestly authoritieswere
installed by the Romansthey woul d have been anxious primarily to keep the peace and keep Rome
happy. For that reason, they conclude, thehigh priest Caiaphasprobably i ntercepted Jesusand turned
himover to Pilateat Pilate’ srequest, rather than putting Pilate up to executing Jesus for them asthe
Gospelsindicate.

Onecanonly wonder how aCatholic scholar canfail to acknowledgethat Jesus had many
morethantenfollowers. Atany onetimethe contingent of men andwomentravelingwithhiminhis
itinerant ministry may havefloated between ten and twenty, but hewould surely haveleft devoted
friendsbehindin many of theplaceshevisited. | seenoreason to question theveracity of thereportin
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Acts 1 that there were 120 personsin Jerusalem in the weeksimmediately after Jesus' death and
resurrectionwho gathered together ashisfoll owers, and of coursetherewoul d havebeenothersnotin
thevicinity.

Witherington shouldbegivenalot of credit for making many pointswinsomely andforcefully,
and hispoint about Jesus’ consciousnessasDaniel’s" Sonof Man” isoneof them. To elaborate, the
criterionof dissimilarity makesitvirtual ly certainthat Jesususedthistitleof himself, sincetheNT writers
essentially never do so except in statements attributed to Jesus (Acts 7:56 and Rev. 1:13, bothin the
context of visions, being theonly exceptions). Notethat | am not arguing thereverse—that if the NT
writersthemselves used atitle for Jesusthen he must not have used it (an invalid form of the criterion of
dissimilarity).

Therelationship between the Jewish Templeauthoritiesand Pil atewaslikely to havebeen
complex. Assomeof Jennings sscholarsnoted, Pilateliked to givethe Jewishleadersahard timebut
also had to be careful not to antagonizethem too deeply (see segment 4). It isquite possiblethat from
their varying perspectives, the Templeauthoritiesthought they wereusing Pilateand viceversa. The
Gospel of John givesavery nuanced view of thematter. Caiaphasand at | east some of the Sanhedrin
privately sought to get rid of Jesusbecausethey feared hewouldinciteapopul ar uprisingthat would
resultinthe Romanstaking away what littleauthority they had (John 11:47-50). The reason they first
gave Pilate for handing Jesus over wasthat he was an evildoer who madethe political (and treasonous)
claim to be the King of the Jews (John 18:29-30, 33, 39; 19:14-15; cf. also Luke 23:1-2, 14). On the
other hand, the Sanhedrin found Jesus deserving of death because of hisalleged fal se teachings and
blasphemies, specificaly hisclaimto bethe Son of God (John 18:19-24; 19:7). The bottom lineisthat
Jesusrepresented athreat tothe Jewishreligiousand political establishment onmorethanonelevel,and
this explains the unusual and complex interaction between the high priest’ soffice and Pilate over the
disposition of Jesus.

Segment 4: Jesus|sCrucified

Onceagain, O’ Connor startsoff asegment with abasel esshit of speculation. Inanexcerpt
repeated from “ The Search for Jesus,” O’ Connor suggeststhat when Jesus and hisdiscipleswere
walkingthroughtheKidronValley “it suddenly hit him” that hemight diethat night. No counterpoint to
thistheory ispresented. Jenningsthen hasschol arsoffering different viewsonwhether Judas' s betrayal
of Jesuswashistorical fact. Both Robert Funk (thefounder of the Jesus Seminar) and John Shelby
Spong expressthe opinion that this part of the story was probably an anti- Semitic fiction: the name
“Judas” isjust the Greek form of the name “Judah” or “Jew,” and on thisview Judasisthusasymbol
for the Jawsasawholebetraying Christ. In short, Judasprobably never existed. Surprisingly, itisthe
ultra-liberal John Dominic Crossan whoiscalled ontorebut thistheory: he pointsout that the name
“Judas’ (Judah) wassuchacommon Jewish namethat the supposed symbolismwould betooweak to
benoticed. Crossan statescautiously that thereisgood evidencethat someonevery closeto Jesusdid
infact betray him to the authorities. Jennings then discusseswhat rol e the Jewish and Roman authorities
hadintheexecution of Jesus(seeal so segment 3above). MarcusBorg statesthat heand most biblical
scholarsagreethat whilethe Romansweredirectly responsiblefor Jesus' death, sincecrucifixion wasa
Romanformof execution, asmall group of Jewish establishment elites, especially priests, collaborated
withtheRomansingettingridof Jesus. Beyond thisconsensus, though, deep disagreementsemerge.
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The Gospels seem to portray Pilate asinnocent almost to the point of sainthood, contrary to what we
know about him from extrabiblical sources, according towhich hecould order peopletotheir deaths
with noremorse. For that reason, some schol arsthink that the Gospel sshift theblamefor thecrucifixion
from Pilateto the Jewishleadershipinorder toingratiatethe Christian movement withtheRoman
authoritiesintheir ownday. But asJenningsadmits, someschol arsdisagree. Aswehavenoted, Pilate
did on occasion back down under pressure from Jewish leaderswhen it seemed expedient to do so. As
for thenotionthat the Gospel shlamethe Jewsindiscriminately for Jesus’ death, Paul Maier citesLuke
23:27 asevidencethat many of the Jewsweregreatly saddened by Jesus execution.

Most of the errorsinthissegment havealready been pointed out. To Crossan’ sobservations
about thehistoricity of Judaswemay add thispoint: If the Gospel writers, or eventheir sources, had
used the name Judas asasymbol of the Jewsasevil, itispeculiar that they also use the name for one of
Jesus' brothers(Matt. 13:55; Mark 6:3) andfor oneof Jesus’ other disciples(Luke6:16; John 14:22).
Regarding Pilate, wehavealready pointed out that the Gospel sgiveamorenuanced view of his
dealings with the Jewish leadership than isoften recognized. The Gospel sdo not portray Pilateasasaint
or even asinnocent, though Matthew doesreport Pilate’ sown claimtobeinnocent (Matt. 27:24).
Rather, the Gospel srepresent Pilate asacal cul ating sort concerned only to protect his own power by
avoidingapopular uprising at any cost. Itisal soamistaketo assumethat amanwill alwaysbehavein
the sameway; and on any account the situation Pilatefaced with Jesuswasunusual.

Segment 5: Jesus' Resurrection and Paul’s Emergence

Jenningsmakesareal effort inthissegment to present aspectrum of scholarly opiniononthe
resurrectionof Jesus. Witheringtonstrongly affirmsit asthebest explanationfor thechangeinthe
apostlesfrom cowards hiding in the Upper Room to courageouswitnessesrisking their livesfor the
gospel. Crossanrejectsthestory, seeking (asheisnotoriousfor doing) to attack it at itsroot by denying
that Jesuswaseven buried. Crucifixionvictims, hepointsout, usual ly werenot buried, adding to the
indignity of that form of execution. Regarding theresurrection narratives, hesays, “| hear hopethere, not
history.” (What that meansisnot explained.) PaulaFredriksen offersamediating assessment: Asan
historian, she says, sherecognizesthat the disciplessincerely thought they had seen therisen Jesusand
thereforethat they must have had someexperiencethat they sincerely understood that way, but she
cannot say whether or not it wasreally Jesus. Wright, another believer, isgiventhelas word: the very
fact that thedi sciplesneither abandoned their messi anichopenor went looking for another political
messiah makesthisparticular story very different—and very difficult to explain away. Jenningsthen
introduces the human figure who dominatesearly Christianity after Jesus: Paul. Call him the co-founder
with Jesusof Christianity, or eventhefounder, hisimportancefor Christianity isgreat.

Inmy opinion, Jennings handlesthe resurrection in asurprisingly even-handed manner. | can’t
really fault Jenningsfor reporting onthediversity of viewsregarding Jesus' resurrection. My only
complaintisthat | wouldliketo haveseenacounterpoint to Crossan’ sobjection that Jesusprobably
wasn't buried. | agreethat crucifixion victimstypically were not buried, but the timewas not typical (it
wasthe Passover and the Sabbath wascoming), and of courseneither wastheexecuted mantypical.
Again, onemust resi st thetemptationto straitjacket history. Thereisnothingimplausibleabout oneof
theseventy or somen onthe Jewish council quietly asking Pilatefor permissionto give Jesusadecent
burial.
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The characterization of Paul asthereal founder (or even “co-founder”) of Christianity is, of
course, problematic. Arguably thisisthe overarchingissue of the entire documentary. After giving the
first hour over torecapping his* Searchfor Jesus’ (withabit moresensitivity shownto conservative
viewsthanthefirst timearound), Jenningsgoeson to devotetheremaining two hoursto Paul.

Segment 6: Paul’sConversion

Afterintroducing Paul asthe Jewishrabbi formerly knownas Saul of Tarsus, Jenningsindulges
inmoreinaneinterviews: thistimewel earn about someof thesitesclaimed by religiousorgani zationsas
the exact place where Paul had hisvision on theroad to Damascus. While conversing with the curators
of thesetouri st traps, Jenningsasksthemwhat they think of thetheory that Paul’ sconversionwasa
gradual process, rather than asudden, dramatic changeasthe Biblereports. The responses are about
asshallow asonewould expect, but then, sinceno factual basisfor the specul ation about agradual
conversionisever offered, soisthequestion. All wearetol disthat sociol ogistshave shownthat
conversion usually isaprocess. Hereagain, the statistical normisturnedinto aninflexiblelaw of nature,
akind of scholarly gamethat if played consi stently woul d homogeni zehistory beyond recognition. At the
end of thissegment, Jenningsinformsusthat after hisconversion Paul believed that the end of the world
was imminent.

Thereissolittlefactual argument or evidence offeredinthissegment that hardly any rebuttal is
needed. WehavePaul’ sowntestimony that hisconversionwastheresult of Christ’ sappearancetohim
during thetimethat Paul was out persecuting Christians (1 Cor. 15:8-9; Gal. 1:13-24). In the absence
of argumentstothecontrary, Paul’ stestimony isenoughto settlethematter.

Theclaimthat Paul thought theworld wasabout to end isrepeated throughout the rest of the
programbut never really explained. Thereal problem hereisalack of appreciationfor thecultural
context of Paul’ stheology. Paul never expressed thebelief that thefinal judgment on mankind was
about to happen or that Christ’ sreturn would take place within avery short period of time. The closest
heever cameto using the expression “theend of theworld” wasin hisstatement that the eventsof the
Old Testament should beread asexamplesto instruct us* upon whom the ends of the ages have come”
(1Cor. 10:11). But noticethat here Paul isnot speaking about an“ end” that i scl oseto happening but
about “ends’ of “theages’ (both plural) that have alr eady come. Paul’ slanguage herereflects his
rabbinical theology, adapted to the revel ation of Jesus asthe Messiah. Therabbisheld that the
Messiah’ scomingwould usher intheageto come, including thegeneral resurrection of thedead. Since
Jesuswasthe M essiah and had himsel f died and risenfrom thedead, Paul realized that inasense the
“agetocome” had already come. Thepresent age, onecharacterized by evil (Gal. 1:5), wasal ready
givingway totheageof righteousnessand peace. How long thisoverlap between thetwo ageswould
continue, Paul never says. He leaves open the possibility of the consummation comingin hislifetime, but
doesnot affirm that it will.

Segment 7: Paul Goesto the Gentiles
AccordingtoJenningsandthescholarsheinterviews, when Paul met withtheoriginal apostles

in Jerusalem they would naturally have been suspiciousof him. Asaformer persecutor of the church, his
claim now to be one of them woul d have been questioned; perhaps Paul wasreally aspy! But Jennings
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goesfurther: many scholars, henotes, think that the Jerusalem apostles continued to be skeptical of Paul
andtodisagreewith hisinterpretation of themessageof Jesus. A ccordingto Jennings, Paul interpreted
the Jesuseventsasevidencethat timewasrunning out for theworld, and for that reason went out
evangelizing in ahurry. The kingdom of God was about to beinaugurated, and peopl e needed to get on
board quick. But asPaul sought to win asmany peopleto Christ ashe could, hebegan changing the
very character of Christianity. Had it not been for Paul, the Christian movement would have remained a
small Jewish sect. Inparticular, ashewent fromcity to city and found most Jewsresistant tohis
message, hebegan turning tothe Gentilesand inviting themto believein Jesus. But to make Jesusmore
accessibleto Gentiles, “ Paul decided to changetherules’ and say that Gentile men didn’t need to be
circumcisedtobepart of the Christian community (sincecircumcisionwasaseriousstumbling block for
uncircumcised adult men). Jenningspointsout that the Gospel sdo not report Jesussaying anything
about circumcision, and hesuggeststhat Paul wasthefirst of Jesus' Jewishfollowerstosay that therite
was no longer arequirement.

If Paul had fundamental differenceswiththe Jerusalem apostlesover suchissues, presumably he
would have known about them. However, in hisown epistles Paul assertsthat heand they agreed on
thesethings. Thekey epistleinthisregardisGalatians. Inthat epistle Paul arguesthat hereceived his
commission from Christ to be an apostleindependently of the Jerusalem apostles—that he had not even
met any of them until somethreeyearsafter hisconversion (Gal. 1:15-20). Y et he attributes the
controversy over circumcision, nottothoseapostles, but to certainunnamed*“ fal sebrethren” (Gal. 2:4).
According to Paul, heand Peter differed not intheir messagebut intheir fieldsof ministry: Godwas
workingthrough Peter primarily tothecircumcised, or Jews, while God wasal soworking through Paul
primarily to the Gentiles (Gal. 2:7-9). Paul’ stestimony cohereswith the narrativein Acts 15, according
to which both Peter and James—the |eaders of the Jerusalem apostles—agreed with Paul not to impose
circumcisionontheGentilesasapreconditionfor either sal vation or churchmembership (Acts15:1-
29). Paul and Actsbath report that the circumcisionissuewasraised, not by Paul “ changingtherules,”
but by certain Jewish believersgoing to Antioch andinsisting that Gentileshad to becircumcised (Acts
15:1; Gal. 2:4).

One other element of the Jennings report in this segment may be addressed more briefly. Paul’s
view wasnot that the kingdom of God wasabout to beinaugurated but that it had al ready been
inaugurated in the resurrection of Jesus (Rom. 14:17; 1 Cor. 15:24-25; Eph. 1:20-23; Phil. 2:9; Col.
1:12-14). When that kingdom would befully realized, Paul did not speculate.

Segment 8: Paul and Jesus, Peter and Paul

Jenningsbeginsthissegment with still morepointlessinterviews, thistimewithignorant touristsat
the Vatican. Theseinterviewsreveal that many such touristsdon’ t know anything about Paul. (Jay Leno
doesthese kinds of interviews way better.) Hethen posesthe question to hisexperts: Did Paul change
or embellish ontheteachingsof Jesus?Calvin Butts, ablack New Y ork City pastor, answers that Paul
must havedoneso, because preachersalwaysdo! Jenningsacceptsthisanswer andgivesno
counterpointtoit. Accordingto Jennings, Paul departed not only fromwhat Jesushad taught but al so
what the other apostles, including James—Paul’ s “ toughest critic” —taught. Elaine Pagels expresses
astonishment: Paul, who had never met Jesus, claimed to know Jesusand to know what Jesuswanted
better than Jesus’ own brothersand closest friends. Theconflict between Paul and the Jerusalem
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apostlesfocused especially onwhether Jewsand Gentilescoul d eat together. Accordingto Paul’ s
accountin Galatians, hehad criticized Peter for withdrawing from eating meal swith Gentil esafter Jewish
Christianshad censured him for doing so. Jennings admitsthat according to Paul the matter had been
resolved, but |eavestheimpressionthat Peter and Jamesmight not have seenit that way. Accordingto
Jennings, by including Gentilesinthechurch onanequal footingwith Gentiles, Paul hadlaidthe
foundation for the separation of Christianity from Judaism.

Oneshould not missthesubtext inthecommentsby Pagel sand othersabout Paul takingit upon
himself tomakeradical changesto Christianity. If Paul could claimtoknow “what would Jesusdo”
better than those who actually knew Jesus, well then, of coursewe can makethe sameclaim today.
ThusPaul, ironically, isviewed asprecedent for setting asidetheteaching of theNew Testament
writers, including Paul himself, wherewethink weknow Jesusbetter. Pastor Butts can embrace Paul as
onewho went beyond Jesus becausethismeansthat Pastor Buttsisal so freeto go beyond Paul.

What theseexpertsaredoingisglossing over acrucia distinction between deviating from and
developing the original vision. The apostles, including Paul, did thelatter, not theformer. If Jesushad
treated theritual cleanand uncleanlawsaspassé, asJenningsreports; if, asthe Gospel sal so say, Jesus
had declared all foodsclean (Mark 7:19), announced theend of theeraof worship centered in temple
and ritual (John 4:20-24), praised thefaith of aRoman soldier over that of hisown Jewish brethren
(Matt. 8:5-13), and ordered disciplesto bemade of peoplefromall thenations(Matt. 24:14; 28:19-
20), then the opening of the community of God’ s peopleto the uncircumcised wasevidently exactly
what Jesus wanted.

Thetheory that asharp divide existed between Paul and Peter must bereadinto the New
Testament texts, in contradiction of what they actually say. Thistheory receiveditsmog radical
formulationinnineteenth century liberal German scholarship, which posited akind of Hegeliandialectic
intheNew Testament (Peter asthesis, Paul asantithesis, Lukeassynthesis). Despitethenumerousand
grave problemswith thisapproach to the New Testament, liberal scholarshave beenreluctant togiveit
up entirely.

Segment 9: Paul on the Death of Jesus

Jenningsopenswith adescription of Paul asashort, bald, unattractiveman. Hethenlaunches
into adiscussion of how Paul’ s thought devel oped ashe engaged in hismission to bring peopletofaith
inJesus. Accordingto Pagels, Paul saw himself “asChrist onearth, inaway.” Oneof thebiggest
hurdlesto making the Christian message pal atablewas Jesus' crucifixion; theideaof acrucified man as
theobject of one’ sfaithwasasevereliability. Paul, Jenningssuggests, wasthefirst Christiantocomeup
withanexplanationfor Jesus’ horrific deaththat turneditfromaliability intoanasset. In Jesus’ death,
Paul proposed, God had identified himself with the oppressed and suffering masses. Thecrucifixionwas
asymbol of hope, not of weakness. Whiletheexpertsthat Jenningshasaddresstheissuewill have
nothing to do with theideaof Christ’ sdeath asablood atonement for sin, they expressadmiration for
Paul and hisseeing Christ’ ssuffering asarevel ation of God' sdesireto savethepoor and suffering
people of theworld.

Thedescription of Paul asashort, bald, unattractive man doesnot comefromtheBible, but
from later tradition—sourcesthat Jenningstheinvestigativereporter would dismissinaheartbeat as
unreliableinanother context. (Remember Jennings salmost scornful reporting onthetraditions
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surrounding popular Nativity sitesin Bethlehem and Nazarethin“ The Search for Jesus’ ?) | myself think
thesedescriptionsareprobably accurate, but wonder at Jennings’ criteriafor what traditionshewill
accept.

WhilePaul nodoubt devel oped thechurch’ stheol ogi cal understanding of Christ’ sdeath (under
divineinspiration, | would affirm), he cannot be credited with theideathat Christ had died to save
mankind. That honor must goto Jesushimself. That Christ had “ died for our sins” waspart of the
church’soriginal confession, something that Paul said heand the other apostles had all taught and
passed downtonew believers(1 Cor. 15:3, 11). Moreover, the Synoptic Gospel sagreewith Paul that
Jesushadinstituted theL ord’ s Supper (1 Cor. 11:20) asareminder of hisredemptivedeath. According
to Paul, Jesus had said that the cup of wine represented “the new covenant” in his“blood” (1 Cor.
11:25). Thelanguagehererecall sthebl ood of the Passover lamb symbolizing thel sraglites’ redemption
frombondagein Egypt aswell asthe sprinkling of blood when God' scovenant with Israel was
formalizedinthewildernessthrough M osesasitsmediator. Paul isexplicit: thiswasnot histheol ogical
innovation but thewordsof Jesus. The Gospel sal so report that Jesusspokeof hisimpending deathasa
“ransom” (Matt. 20:28; Mark 10:45). Inthese and other ways, Jesus himself laid the groundwork for
Paul’ steaching that on the cross Christ had died for our sins.

Segment 10: No Normative Christianity

If Paul wasareligiousinnovator who offered hisowninterpretation of Jesus, so, Jennings and
hisexpertsargue, waseveryoneel se. Therewasno original Christianity, nooriginal normor standard of
theChristianfaith. Paul’ sinterpretation of Jesuswasvery different fromthat of the Gospel of Thomas,
for example, in which Jesus appearsto be something likeaZen Master. In someways, Pagelssays,
Paul’ sversionof Christianity proved tobethemost inclusiveandtheleast demanding. Hewould be
surprisedtolearnthat Christianstwenty centurieslater would bereading hislettersasif they were
blueprintsto befollowedtotheletter. Hewoul d be surprised, not only because hethought theworld
wasgoingtoendvery soon, but al so becausehehad written hislettersto addressimmediate, specific
crises. Histheol ogy waswritten on the run and was never meant to be the basis of adoctrinal system.

Itistruethat therewerealternatevarietiesof belief inthefirst century that differed significantly
fromthat of Paul. However, none of these alternateformsof Christianity wasapostalic or had any direct
connectionwith Christhimself. Wehaveno evidence, for example, of writingsby apostlesthat didn’t
makeit into the canon and that woul d provideadifferent view of early Christian belief. The Gospel of
Thomas, probably the earliest noncanonical gospel, isheterodox but i sindisputably pseudonymous.
Suchnoncanoni cal workswereexcluded becausetheevidencesimply did not winthemapproval
among thosewho val ued adherenceto the undi sputed apostolictradition.

Many of Paul’sletterswere indeed written on the run—or from prison. However, that doesn’t
meanthat hedidn’tregard them ashaving divineauthority or asrel evant beyondtheirimmediate
occasion. Paul required hislettersto beread inthe churchesand hisinstructionsobeyed (Col. 4:16; 1
Thess. 5:27; 2 Thess. 2:15; 3:14). Indoing so, Paul wasputting hisletterson apar with the(Old
Testament) Scriptures, whichwereread a oudinthecongregational meetingsof theJews(i.e.,in
synagogue). From very early on, Paul’ swritingswereregarded by Christiansas Scripture (2 Pet. 3:16).
(Evenif onedoesnot accept the apostl e Peter asthe author of 2 Peter, theepistleisafirst-century
witnesstothebelief that Paul’ swritingswere Scripture.) Theearliest collectionsof Christian writings
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andtheearliest“ canons’ orlistsof authoritative Christianwritingshad at their corethefour Gospel sand
the writings of Paul.

That Paul’ sletterswere“ occasional,” informal writingsproduced to addressimmediate
situations, is often overstatedin contemporary Paulinescholarship. Suchanassessmentisonly partially
correct. Most of Paul’ sepistleswereindeed prompted by specificsituations, such asquestionshewas
asked (see 1 Cor. 7:1) or thethreat of fal seteachings (see Gal. 1:6-9). In these contexts, though, Paul
saw himself asgiving answersor responsesbased on theauthority of the Scripturesandtherevel ation of
JesusasthecrucifiedandrisenMessiah. Hisanswersappeal ed either tothe Old Testament, to
traditions about what Jesushimself said, or (rarely) torevel ationsthat he had received fromtherisen
Christ. Inthecourseof composing theseresponsesPaul often of fered careful ly reasoned, deeply
theological argument. Hisexposition of Christ’ srelationtotheLaw in Galatians 3 and hislengthy
defenseand explanation of theresurrection of thedeadin 1 Corinthians 15 arenotableexamples.
Moreover, someof Paul’ slettersarenot focused on specificissuesof themoment but aresystematic
expositions of hisunderstanding of thegospel. Romans(whichall biblical scholarsagreethat Paul
wrote) and Ephesians(which someschol arsdispute) arestandout exampl esof such systematizing.

Segment 11: Paul, Caesar, and Sex

Having concluded that Paul wasthereal founder of what we call Christianity, Jenningstakesa
look at Paul’ steaching asit relatesto political, social, and ethical matters. Sincethe Cagsarswerecalled
Lordand Savior andKing, Jenningsand hisscholarsconcludethat Paul’ stitlesfor Jesuswerepolitical,
not religious, in meaning and that they challenged the fast-growing cult of the Roman emperor. In
contrast totheRoman gods, wholooked and acted liketherich and powerful (andimmoral) nobility,
Christ—the “god” whom Paul preached—Iooked like one of the people, adespised, suffering,
marginalized peasant. Thegospel that Paul preached wasrevolutionary initsemphasisonloveand
community: Christianswerelikeanextendedfamily, caringforitsown, reaching out totheunloved.
Some of Paul’s converts, though, took their freedominadirection hedisapproved, notably in Corinth.
Paul’ sletter tothe Corinthiansreveal shis* Puritanical” sideaswell ashistolerant, inclusiveside. Paul
not only condemned i ncest among the Corinthian believers, he advised them that although they were
permittedto havesex it would bebetter if they didn’t. Believing that theend of theworld wasimmanent,
Paul saw no point to getting married except to prevent sexual passionsfrom|leading Christiansinto
immorality. (Witheringtonisallowed asoundbiteonthissubject but it doesn’ t of fer aneffective
counterpoint.) Pastor ButtsputsPaul’ scondemnation of homosexuality alongsi dehi sinstructionsfor
women to be silent and slavesto obey their masters—and he asserts that these policies came from Paul,
not Jesus. Y et thissame* Puritanical” apostlewastheauthor of thevery moving chapter onloveinl
Corinthians13. Karen Armstrongresol vesthetensionfor Jennings: Paul wasnotinterestedindoctrines
and would not want to have his own teachingstreated as absol utestoday .

Giventhemany and contentiousassertionsmadein thisone segment, our responsewill haveto
be longer here than for any other segment.

Jennings' stendency to put too much stock in apolitical interpretation of Jesus gets him into
troublehere. Thetitlesof JesusfoundinPaul’ swritings(andintheother New Testament books) derive
fromthe Old Testament and were not chosen to represent Jesus asthe anti-Caesar. It is striking that
nowhere in Paul’ swritingsdoesheever refer to Jesusasking or emperor. ThedesignationsLord, God,
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and Savior wereall titlesof Y ahwehintheOld Testament, and Paul usesthem of Jesusin contexts
recalling those Old Testament associations (e.g., Rom. 10:9-13; Titus 2:13-14). Naturally, anyone and
anythingreveredinpagan cultureasdivinewould standin somesort of contrast tothemonotheistic God
whom Paul saidwasrevealedin JesusChrist, but thisdoesnot mean that thedivinedesignationshe
used of Jesus wereintended aspolitical statements. Paul’ smessagewasliberating, but it wasnot
liberation theology.

Jennings' saccount of Paul’ sviewson sex isbased almost entirely onafracturedreading of 1
Corinthians 7. Theissuein that chapter isreally not sex. It is, rather, whether new Christians should
seek toescapefromtheobligationsof ordinary, contractual humanrelationships. Thestatement with
whichthechapter opens, “itisgood not totouchawoman,” isprobably Paul’ squoting or reflecting
back to the Corinthiansastatement they had madeintheir letter to him (1 Cor. 7:1). Heagreesonly to
apoint: whilebeing singledefinitely hasitsadvantages, Paul doesnot want anyoneusing their new status
asChristiansasapretext for abandoning their responsibilitiesto others. Thushusbandsand wivesareto
fulfill their spousal obligations (including sex) to oneanother (1 Cor. 7:2-5). Whilein hisopinion it would
be better not to get married in thefirst place, herecognizesthat some aregifted to be single and others
are gifted to be married (1 Cor. 7:6-9). What he expectsisthat those who are married will not abandon
their spouses, thoughif theunbelieving spousechoosestoleavethe Christianisfreed fromthat
relationship (1 Cor. 7:10-15). Ingeneral, heinstructsnew believersto remain faithful to their
relationships: Jewsshould remain Jews, Gentil esshould remain Gentiles, married peopleshouldremain
married, and single people, headvises, should not golooking to get married (1 Cor. 7:17-20, 25-27).
Paul makesonebigexception: whilethosewho arefreeshould notindenturethemsel vesassl aves, those
who areslavesshould, if they can do solegally, becomefree (1 Cor. 7:21-24). He recommendsthe
single (and chaste) life, not because theworld is coming to an end, but because serving the Lord is
harder for thosewho aremarried (1 Cor. 7:28-35). It isironic that after drawing attention to the
occasional natureof much of Paul’ swritings, hisdiscussion of Paul’ sview of sexuality would take
statements from this one chapter so badly out of context.

Itisunfortunatethat Jennings sreport gavetheimpressionthat Paul viewed womenascreatures
tobekept silent and subjugated. Several women in Paul’ sorbit had notable—and vocal—rolesin
ministry. Priscillawasavocal partner inteaching ministry with her husband Aquila(Acts18:18, 24-26;
Rom. 16:3; 1 Cor. 16:19; 2 Tim. 4:19). Phoebeheld thechurch officeof deaconinthe Corinthian
segport of Cenchrae (Rom. 16:1; cf. Phil. 1:1; 1 Tim. 3:8-13). Paul spoke approvingly about women
praying and prophesying in church (1 Cor. 11:4-5, 13) and encouraged them along with all believersto
seek and exercise spiritual gifts(12:31; 14:1, 5, 31), all of which were used in the public worship of the
church (14:3-4, 26). It was Paul who gavetheringing declaration, “ Thereisneither Jew nor Greek,
thereisneither slavenor free, thereisneither malenor female; for you areall onein Christ Jesus’ (Gal.
3:28NKJV). Again, Jennings acknowledgesthe occasional nature of much of Paul’ s statements and
thenfailsto consider thecontext of themorecontroversial comments Paul made about women. For
example, in Corinth somewomenwereapparently di srupting church meetingswith supposed prophetic
revelations giving them independencefrom their husbands (see 1 Cor. 11:3-5; 14:34-38). Paul’s
directiveinthissituationthat thewomenwereto besilent wasthereforenot ageneral policy prohibiting
women from saying anything.

No one should be surprised that Jenningswould give a black pastor the one and only comment
onPaul’ scondemnation of homosexual conduct, or that an equivalency would beimplied between
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Paul’ sview of homosexuality and hissupposed endorsement of slavery. Thepolitically correct
constantly seek to draw amoral and political parallel between“ gay rights” and thecivil rightsmovement.
But Jenningswould not have needed tol ook hard tofind bl ack pastorsoutraged at the comparison.

Thethinbasisfor Butts's claim that the condemnation of homosexualsis attributable to Paul and
not Jesusisthat inthe Gospel sthereisno mention of Jesussaying anything about homosexual conduct.
Butthissilence, if it provesanything, provesthat the subject wasnot acontroversial i ssuebetween Jesus
and the Jewish leaders—which would imply, in turn, that he agreed with them that homosexual acts
were sinful . For thissame reason the Gospel sdo not record Jesus commenting on the sinful ness of
child sacrifice, bestiality, sex withminors, and various other behaviors. It should be enough to observe
that Jesusstrongly affirmed thebehavioral standardsof the Old Testament (Matt. 5:17-20), which of
courseincluded condemnation of homosexual conduct (Lev. 18:22; 20:13), and never questioned their
mora authority. Surely, then, the burden of proof ison those who would maintain that Paul had
misrepresented Jesusin hisview of such matters.

Segment 12: Was Paul Anti-Semitic?

According to Jennings, thereare aspectsof Paul’ slettersthat seem anti-Semitic. He singles out
theepistletotheGalatiansinthisregard. Paul criticizestheather apostles, issuesharshwarningsagainst
getting circumcised, andrefersto hisopponentsas Judai zers. Theseelementsof Paul havemadehima
favorite of anti- Semites, including Hitler. But Paul, Jenningsand hisscholarsagree, doesn’t deservethe
blame. (Jennings has been accused of saying that Paul was anti- Semitic, but thisaccusationisfalse.)
Paul wasaJew, after all, arguing with hisfellow Jews, vigorously disagreeing with them about matters of
religion, asJews(and others) oftendid. Jenningsthen beginstel ling about Paul’ slast days. When Paul
went to Jerusalemwithacollectionfor thepoor saintsthere (hoping withit to patch thingsup between
him and the Jerusalem apostles), hewas accused of taking an uncircumcised man intothetemple. He
wasarrested and taken to Caesarea, where he asked to have his case brought before Caesar and was
therefore sent to Rome.

Jennings gets some of thefactswrongin this segment. For example, Paul never used theword
“Judaizers’; thisisatermused by biblical scholarsasalabel for theunnamed fal seteacherswhom Paul
opposedin Galatians. Whilel am glad that Jennings clearsPaul of thecharge of being anti- Semitic, he
treats thechargemoreseriously thanit deserves. Theimpressionisleft that while Paul may not have
been anti- Semitic himself, hiswritingsarefar too easily taken that way, so modern readersshould be
cautiousin making use of them. Critics argued in much the same way with regard to Mel Gibson’sfilm
The Passion of the Christ ; ailmost no one said it was anti-Semitic, but alot of criticsworried about
someone else thinking it was.

Segment 13: The Death of Paul and the End of the World

Inthefina segment of thedocumentary, Jenningsrecountsthestoriesabout Paul’ sdeath. Once
again, hereportsthat Paul believed that theworld wasabout to cometo an end. Hewonderswhat it
would have beenlikefor Paul to go to Romeand tell the peopl e therethat their mighty empire was
abouttofall. Jenningsexpressesastoni shment that thelittleman fromadistant provincecouldlay the
groundwork for thesmall Christian movement to becomethreecenturieslater theofficial religionof the
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Roman Empire. According to tradition, Peter and Paul were both executed in or near Romewhen Nero
had ChristiansinRomeexecutedfor afirehereportedly started. Accordingtothesesametraditions,
Paul wasbeheaded. Jenningsthen visitshislast tourist trap, the Church of the Three Fountains, so called
because supposedly when Paul’ shead was cut off it bounced on theground threetimesand opened up
threefountains. Accordingto Jennings, Paul died mistakenly thinkingthat theworl dwasabout tocome
toanend. Inthelast letter we have from Paul, he reports, Paul saysthat “the end isnearer now than
whenwefirstbelieved.” AsPaul’ sexpectation provedincorrect, Christianity hadtoundergoevenmore
changesto accommodate the continued delay in Christ’ sreturn.

We have already commented on the condescending nature of Jennings’ sreporting on tourist
trapsand theignoranceof the pious. Wehaveal so already addressed morethan oncethemore serious
matter, theallegation that Paul mistakenly thought theworld wasabout to cometoan end. The
statement that Jenningsattributesto Paul isami squotation; what Paul saysisthat “ salvationisnearer to
usthanwhenwebelieved” (Rom. 13:11). Nor isthisstatement from Paul’ slast known | etter.
Philippiansand Philemon are undisputed | etters of Paul written after Romans (about AD 60), and many
nonconservativeschol arsal so acknowl edge Col ossiansand Ephesiansasal sowritten by Paul around
AD 60. (Weacknowledgethat mai nstream schol arship deni esthe Paulineauthorship of the Pastoral
Epistles, though on questionablegrounds.) Inany case, Paul wasnot asserting that theRoman Empire
wasabout tofall and theend of theworld was about to happen. Again, Paul was speaking about an
overlapping of two ages. The“ night” of the age of sin and death was passing and the“ day” of the age of
loveand lifewasapproaching (Rom. 13:12). However long it takes—and Paul offersno speculation on
the question—from that time on they wereliving in the receding shadow of thenight. Whilehe could not
say how closethey were, heknew that “ salvationisnearer.” That isall anyone canknow until theday of
final salvation actually arrives.

Oneother pointisworth noting: Paul’ steaching that the ageto comecould arrive at any time
(like athief in the night, ashe sayselsewhere) and that Christ’ sfollowersshouldliveinitslight has
strong affinitiesand connectionswith theteaching of Jesusinthe Synoptic Gospels(Matt. 24:42; 25:13;
Mark 13:33-37; Luke 12:35-40; 21:34-36; see also 1 Thess. 5:2-7). Here isanother reason to
question the attempt to drive awedge between Jesus and Paul.
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