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Preface

How have Pauline thought and Pauline tradition been reinterpreted, reused, 
reframed, and reconstructed in the first centuries of Christianity? This is the 
question at the heart of After Paul: The Apostle’s Legacy in Early Christianity. 
If the question of Paul’s metamorphosis broadly conceived is the underlying 
and animating question for us, it is insufficient simply to focus on Paul or on 
his legacy in the Greco-Roman world. We need a bifocal look at Paul with 
the reference points being both how Paul transformed his own thinking and 
later how Paul and his thought were transformed by others in the church. 
The methodological proposal here is that the modern approach needs to be 
attentive to three superimposed levels of analysis. First, the topics, themes, 
and ideas represented in the various aspects of his legacy will be investigated, 
which in this book are indicated most directly by the titles and subheadings of 
the respective chapters. Second, the most significant lines of development that 
thread their way through Paul’s legacy will be identified and examined. These 
are (1) tradition, canon, and Scripture; (2) unity and diversity; (3) the Church’s 
institutional development; (4) the character of the truth; (5) Paul’s legacy and 
empire; (6) the relationship between Judaism and the early church; (7) sexuality, 
marriage, and the place of women; (8) asceticism. Third, we need to consider 
what we have identified as location and legacy, ecclesiology and opposition, and 
function and formation. Each of the figures and materials examined in these 
chapters represents certain identifiable contexts, whether they are geographi-
cal, ecclesiological, theological, institutional, reflective, or performative. These 
contexts shape the way Paul’s legacy or legacies take form. While each of the 
chapters deals with its own topics, themes, and arguments, these various lines 
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of development are woven throughout them. By beginning each chapter with 
a Pauline point of entry into its discussion, we are able to see more clearly the 
continuity and discontinuity between Paul and Pauline tradition as the his-
torical Paul became a figure of memory and remembrance, and was framed 
and reframed. This is at the heart of Paul’s legacy as it developed and changed 
over time in the early church, and on that question this project seeks to make 
a contribution, including to those readers who may not be directly familiar 
with the origin and development of Paul’s legacy in early Christianity or with 
contemporary scholarship on these issues.

The expression “Paul’s legacy” implies more than the reception of his texts, 
his ideas, or his theology. It also implies more than the interpretative tech-
niques or the references to Paul by early post-Paul writers. It refers to the 
wider impact, influence, and sway of the apostle in the first centuries of the 
church as well. It may be that his legacy is at work even when he is not men-
tioned or his epistles explicitly cited. The questions he addressed, his impulse 
toward theological reflection and argumentation, and his approach to pasto-
ral and ethical concerns also undoubtedly influenced the future course of the 
Christ movement. This, too, would become part of his legacy. Determining 
these things, of course, can be very subtle, and for this reason it is sometimes 
considered beyond the methodological pale by scholars who think about Paul 
and the early church. However, it would be a mistake to exclude these pos-
sibilities from our consideration at the outset. Moreover, this terminology 
keeps the focus of attention squarely on Paul. Hence, I use the word legacy 
rather than the phrases reception history or patristic exegesis. It is also worth 
noting that at a recent Society of Biblical Literature annual meeting, three dif-
ferent sessions were devoted to early Christianity, and the titles and terminol-
ogy of those sessions are revealing of the contemporary conversations: “Rede-
scribing Christian Origins,” “Reinventing Christianity . . . ,” “. . . Reassessing the 
Categories of Heresy and Orthodoxy . . .”

The upshot of this for the arguments that unfold in the following pages 
is that the terminology and language we use is critical and must be thought 
through with care, while at the same time recognizing that no language in 
these matters is ever entirely neutral. This is especially true in this book, 
where we repeatedly move back and forth between the “historical Paul” and 
the “post-Pauline” legacy where the terminology and language used in one 
case may be inappropriate in the other. I have tried to deal with this chal-
lenge with nuance and subtlety without overburdening the reader with cum-
bersome rhetoric and idiosyncratic vocabulary. While most of the materials 
discussed in the pages that follow come from the first two centuries after 
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Paul’s death, chapters 6–8 include certain aspects of Paul’s legacy that extend 
into the late third and fourth centuries. They are included to bring certain 
features of Paul’s legacy that may have been latent or not fully matured in 
earlier periods to light, especially in view of the historical changes that took 
place in the fourth century.

This book is not and is not intended to be a history of the first centuries of 
Pauline Christianity. Likewise, it is not and is not intended to be an exhaustive 
account of everything that pertains to the early development of Paul’s legacy. 
In fact, that may well be beyond the reach of any single volume. We may rather 
describe this book as methodologically conceptual and experimental. It will 
be noted that many of the books and much of the recent scholarly literature on 
Paul’s legacy and the reception of his epistles in the early church is in the form 
of discrete essays, often in edited volumes devoted to the general topic of Paul 
in the second and third centuries. In these volumes, the editors, often with 
some difficulty, try to draw the diverse topics together into some kind of con-
ceptual whole, or at least try to describe the state of scholarship on the issue 
of Paul’s reception or developing legacy in the early church. This approach 
has many advantages. Narrow topics can be investigated and the relevant texts 
examined in some detail. But there are also problems with this state of affairs. 
Among them can be the problem of not seeing the forest for the trees. Further-
more, the audience for this work can be very small and the work off putting 
to wider audiences who are potentially interested in the general topic. With 
this in mind, this book seeks to plot connections and to identify relationships 
and patterns in the early development of Paul’s legacy. It invites readers to lift 
their heads up from the furrow and hopefully, in responsible fashion, to see 
more broadly. This approach, of course, is not without risks. The material is 
vast, complex, and not always easy to interpret. Hence, being responsible to it 
can be challenging. Or despite our best efforts, the results may simply end up 
being superficial. But on the assumption that scholarship must periodically 
take such risks, this book is presented as an attempt to make connections, see 
relationships, and develop a theoretical context for understanding Paul’s leg-
acy in early Christianity.
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Introduction
An Overview of Paul’s Legacy

Paul and Religion

From the beginning of my work on late second temple Judaism, the New Testa-
ment (especially Paul and his letters), and the history of the early church (espe-
cially Paul’s legacy), one question has consistently sparked my interest. How 
have early Jewish and early church groups (and individuals) reinterpreted their 
foundational traditions and texts and in turn transformed themselves over time 
into something new? This has animated both my writing and my teaching. The 
specific form of this larger question that informs this study is, how have Pauline 
thought and Pauline tradition been reinterpreted or reconstructed and in the 
process come to be something new and different?1 To address this question, one 
needs to have at minimum a general notion or theory of what religion is and 
how it operates.2 In other words, no matter the extent to which religions are 
psychological phenomena or symbolic systems or represent a series of theolog-
ical claims or manifest ritual practices, they are also social constructs. They are 
not fixed and unchanging. Although it may be true that some general features 
of religions, for example, Christology in Christianity, Torah in Judaism, and 

1	 See the conclusion below, 225–29.
2	 For example, to follow the arguments of Emil Durkheim as opposed to Sigmund Freud 

or to follow the claims of Paul Tillich as opposed to Clifford Geertz or Pascal Boyer will 
have a profound effect on how we understand the development of these religious traditions 
and their various religious subsets. See Jeppe Sinding Jensen, What Is Religion? (Durham: 
Routledge, 2014), 2–6; and also Anthony F. C. Wallace, Religion: An Anthropological View 
(New York: Random House, 1966), especially the subsection entitled “The Function of Reli-
gion in Sociocultural Systems,” 25–29.
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Qur’an in Islam, persist across time, it is also the case that they are reinterpreted, 
rethought, and reframed in each new age, each new controversy, each new con-
text. This also suggests that some sense of what constitutes religion, at least in 
general terms, is critical for making sense of how religious expressions, ideas, 
practices, and memories develop over time;3 and in this case, the ways Paul’s 
legacy is formed and re-formed.

This is made even more complicated by the fact that the way we in the 
twenty-first century think about the phenomenon we call religion is very dif-
ferent from the way the ancients in the Mediterranean world thought about 
it. We in the West are influenced by developments in Christianity and Islam 
in which religion is an overarching abstraction separated from a particular 
ethnic group or limited to a specific regional location (in the case of later Juda-
ism, this may be true as well). For us what connects people with a common 
religious affiliation from different ethnic groups and different regions of the 
world is a set of ideas, symbols, memories, beliefs, and practices that identify 
the group. It is not necessarily physical proximity, cultic location, similarity of 
culture, ethnic identity, common family, or tribal tradition. Once Christianity 
and ultimately Islam grew beyond their places of origin into more global phe-
nomena, a more expanded concept of religion began to emerge to account for 
these wider realities of life, practice, and belief. Hence, we call them religions 
in the more modern and to us familiar sense.

This is not how most ancients themselves would have thought about these 
emerging phenomena, but it is probably fair to say that the seeds for this later 
development were being sown already in the first-century Roman world as 
people from one part of the empire were relocated voluntarily or involuntarily 
to other regions. Some of these people were simply absorbed into the larger 
Roman culture with its many gods, temples, and practices, whereas others 
undoubtedly took their distinctive traditions, beliefs, practices, and collective 
memories with them. What this meant is that they needed some other way 
of maintaining their group, its identity, practices, and beliefs. In response to 
these changed circumstances, it is perhaps likely that an expanded concept of 
religion began to emerge even then among diaspora Jewish groups and per-
haps other ethnic groups as well. However, it was a far cry from anything that 
we today might identify as a discrete notion of religion.4 Within two centuries 

3	 For discussions of memory see 23n1, 24–25n2, and 25n3 below.
4	 Paula Fredriksen puts it this way: “Is Paul talking here about ‘religion,’ about ‘social 

practice,’ or about ‘ethnicity’? Posing the question puts the answer: Paul at one and the same 
time speaks to all of these categories. And this is so because these categories, in his period, 
intimately correspond. In other words, the distinctions that we as Western twenty-first 
century people draw between ‘religion,’ ‘ethnicity,’ and ‘traditional behaviors’ . . . measure 
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after Paul, perceptions of the Christ movement as a religion (and Pauline tra-
dition as part of it) had begun to take shape. New ideas were being expressed 
and new connections made. We might even say that one of the remarkable 
achievements of the early centuries of the church was the construction of 
ideas, practices, and social systems that came to represent it as a transportable 
religious phenomenon.5

Luke (in Acts), Marcion (at least as represented by his opponents), and 
Irenaeus constructed views of the early church that in their own ways inte-
grated Paul into the heart of what Christianity was thought to be. Irenaeus, 
writing late in the second century, was not the first to construct a theological 
history of Christian beginnings—both Luke and Marcion predated him—but 
he was the first to put at the core of early Christianity the documents that 
were to become part of the New Testament: the four Gospels, the Acts of the 
Apostles, and the Pauline Letters including the Pastoral Epistles.6 In so doing, 
he would place the Paul of the New Testament at the center of early Christian 
history,7 and we might even say that this was his attempt to understand early 
Christianity as a religion.8 Within several decades following the death of Jesus, 
the church produced thinkers and writers who set about constructing views of 

the difference and distance between Paul’s day and our own, a difference compounded by 
the complexities of translation. Our Western, post-Enlightenment culture defines ‘religion’ 
as something personal, private, and largely propositional—we ‘believe in’ or ‘believe that,’ 
which are mental operations” (Paul: The Pagans’ Apostle [New Haven, Conn.: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 2017], 58).

5	 We might include this question of religion, both ancient and modern, among the 
important hermeneutical considerations for the study of Paul’s legacy identified by Schröter, 
Butticaz, and Dettwiler in their introduction to the volume they edited, Receptions of Paul 
in Early Christianity: The Person of Paul and His Writings through the Eyes of His Early Inter-
preters (Boston: De Gruyter, 2018), 11. To see how this was developing ecclesiologically in 
different early church communities, we need to look no further than the so-called apostolic 
fathers, Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Augustine. See also the discussion of Paul and empire 
below, 139–40. Here we see still other features of the church’s development as a religion in 
contrast to Roman imperial religions.

6	 Christopher Mount, “Paul’s Place in Early Christianity,” in Paul and the Heritage of 
Israel: Paul’s Claim upon Israel’s Legacy in Luke and Acts in Light of the Pauline Letters, ed. 
David Moessner, Daniel Marguerat, Mikeal Parsons, and Michael Wolter, LNTS 452 (Lon-
don: T&T Clark, 2012), 93.

7	 Mount, “Paul’s Place in Early Christianity,” 96.
8	 Christopher Mount also suggests this implicitly about Marcion and Luke: “Marcion 

connected Jesus and Paul through a canon of written texts set over against Judaism. The 
author of Luke-Acts, on the other hand, connected Jesus and Paul not through a canonical 
collection of texts but through a narrative placing Jesus, the twelve apostles, and Paul in a 
history of the spread of Christianity in the Roman Empire. Both Marcion and the author of 
Luke–Acts construct the history of early Christianity as authoritative investigators into the 
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early Christian history and so also began to construct religious conceptions of 
Christianity, which in turn would become the foundation for still later forms 
of Christianity. Over time other early Christian thinkers such as Tertullian, 
Clement of Alexandria, Origen, and Augustine also began to explicate and 
elaborate theologically what Christianity was as a belief system. Underneath 
all of this, there emerged an abstract notion of Christianity that was identifi-
able and that could be described in terms of its beliefs, traditions, texts, prac-
tices, and historical character.9

The social dimension of Paul’s world is critical to understanding his life and 
legacy. Much of his thinking was shaped by the needs, concerns, and problems 
of the various groups with which he interacted. He functioned as a pastor, 
guide, and authority figure who sought to hold these small assemblies of people 
together in the face of problems, differences of perspective, personal frictions, 
and failed expectations. Likewise, following his death his legacy developed in 
the fledgling church as he and his letters were used to address a series of new 
issues facing the church in new and varied contexts: the changing roles and 
place of women, the nature of the church itself, new issues of unity and diver-
sity, the formation of the Pauline canon, the relationship between scripture 
and tradition, asceticism, and the church’s ongoing connection to Judaism. As 
an authority figure, his voice would now speak to different people in new and 
different contexts facing a host of new problems, and in that process his leg-
acy would be established yet again for later generations of Christians. And in 
each of these contexts and with each of these issues, the sociology of what was 
happening in Christianity was critical to his developing reputation and legacy. 

traditions of the apostles. Marcion used the tools of a literary critic; the author of Luke-Acts 
the tools of a historiographer” (“Paul’s Place in Early Christianity,” 100).

9	 Likewise, in the golden age of Islam, the classical philosophical traditions of Neopla-
tonism and Aristotle were picked up by the likes of Avicenna (980–1037) and Averroes 
(1126–1198) who sought to work out some of the philosophical and theological implica-
tions of Islam. And by the fourteenth century the great North African Muslim historian Ibn 
Khaldun broke new ground as he advanced his understanding of history leading some to 
acclaim him the founder of social history and even sociology itself. In the later Talmudic 
traditions of Judaism, the rabbis, too, presented a thoroughgoing interpretation of Torah, 
and in so doing developed a deeply philosophical and hermeneutical understanding of 
Judaism that we can legitimately describe as religious. And in the process, they authorized a 
way of being Jewish. While none of these figures can be described as historians of religion in 
the modern sense, it is not hard to see them contributing to our understanding of religion. 
Whatever else Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are, they can also be described as systems 
of belief and practice represented by an identifiable sociohistorical group. And whether we 
acknowledge it or not, we are heirs of these thinkers and their ideas, and we are indebted to 
them for our notions of religion.
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His religion was always in play, taking on new dimensions, whether in life or in 
death. Pauline religion was driven first by his own voice and personal energy 
and then later by the effort and energy of those who appealed to his letters and 
legacy for their own purposes. In both cases, the emerging religion of Paul and 
the emerging religion of the early church came together to shape the legacy of 
the Paul who lived on in the Christian community’s memory.10 And both of 
these dimensions of Pauline religion incorporated his pastoral theology, his 
Christian practice, and his rootedness in the social reality of the emerging 
church. In the one, he was an active agent and in the other an indirect agent; 
but in life and in death, the Pauline presence lived on in the church.

Hence, Pauline religion broadly conceived is a framework of cultural sym-
bols, texts, narratives, beliefs, and communities that were remembered, if not 
reinvented, over time. What began as a small movement within the wider world 
of first century Judaism became an expanding community and eventually grew 
into what we today call early Christianity. Paul and his legacy are an important 
subset of this larger phenomenon. The earliest Pauline presence in the Christ 
community represented a number of different threads running through the 
earliest church (e.g., faith and faithfulness, life in the Spirit, important roles for 
women, the rootedness of the church in Israel, attempts at maintaining church 
unity, eschatological expectations, and serious theological reflection about the 
nature of Christ and the church). These threads were woven together in the 
making of the church and then rewoven again and again as the church faced 
new situations and new contexts.

In these new situations, new questions and problems confronted the 
church, and with them came new interpretive lenses and frames of mean-
ing. The church was not only growing, but it was confronting challenges that 
needed satisfying responses for it to adapt and survive as a community in the 
wider Roman Empire.11 If we stand back and look retrospectively at the his-
torical Paul and his place in early Judaism and the early Christ community, it 
is clear he stood at a nexus of profound change, even though he and others in 
the church could not have fully understood this. He was a Jew and presum-
ably remained a Jew throughout his life.12 What kind of Jew he was after his 

10	 See Sandra Huebenthal’s threefold distinction regarding memory: social memory, 
collective memory, and cultural memory: Reading Mark’s Gospel as a Text from Collective 
Memory (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2020), 164–72; and also 24n1 below, where the terms 
are described more fully.

11	 See below, 140; and the similar comments by Schröter, Butticaz, and Dettwiler, Recep-
tions of Paul in Early Christianity, 9–11.

12	 For recent discussions of this question, see the essays in Mark D. Nanos and Magnus 
Zetterholm, eds., Paul within Judaism: Restoring the First-Century Context to the Apostle 
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Damascus Road experience may be debated, but that he remained some kind 
of identifiable Jew seems clear.

But even more, he was a forceful agent for much of the change we see in 
the first century of the church. Would the Christ movement break through 
and become not just a Jewish phenomenon but also a non-Jewish move-
ment? Would the Christ movement become an urban social reality or would 
it remain a mostly rural Palestinian religious expression? Would it become 
a movement of small communities spread throughout much of the Roman 
Empire, or would it remain largely a regional and ancestral phenomenon? 
Paul was the principal figure in most of these transformations. He argued 
passionately for the inclusion of non-Jews even though he probably could 
not appreciate fully how that would ultimately change the church. Unlike 
Jesus, Paul was comfortable in an urban environment, having been born and 
educated in Tarsus, a not insignificant Greco-Roman city in Asia Minor. And 
he was well equipped and prepared to make good use of the Roman trans-
portation system on his way into far-flung regions of the Roman Empire. In 
addition to Paul’s profound effect on the early Christ movement, he occupied 
a difficult place intellectually and religiously in the landscape of the first-
century Mediterranean world, even though this was not fully apparent until 
much later. To be sure, he was jailed and persecuted by Roman authorities, 
vilified and challenged by opponents, and sorely tried for his convictions and 
practices, as even a superficial reading of his epistles and Acts makes clear.13 
What he would not have been able to appreciate fully is how his work would 
transform the Christ movement and enable it to survive as a vibrant religious 
and institutional community beyond the first century.

If the reinterpretation and reconstruction of Pauline thought and tradition 
broadly conceived is the underlying and animating question for us here, it 
is insufficient simply to focus on Paul or on his legacy in the Greco-Roman 
world. We need a bifocal look at Paul with the reference points of both Paul’s 
transformation of his own thinking and the transformation of Paul’s thought 

(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2015); Fredriksen, Paul; and Matthew V. Novenson, “Did Paul 
Abandon either Judaism or Monotheism?” in The New Cambridge Companion to St Paul, 
ed. Bruce W. Longenecker (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 239–59.

13	 Jens Schröter, “Paul the Founder of the Church: Reflections on the Reception of Paul 
in the Acts of the Apostles and the Pastoral Epistles,” in Paul and the Heritage of Israel: 
Paul’s Claim upon Israel’s Legacy in Luke and Acts in Light of the Pauline Letters, ed. David 
Moessner, Daniel Marguerat, Mikeal Parsons, and Michael Wolter, LNTS 452 (London: 
T&T Clark, 2012), 206–12.
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and tradition by others.14 For example, we might ask how Paul transformed 
his understanding of Judaism (let’s say specifically how his reading of the Jew-
ish scriptures changed in light of Christ)15 as well as how Paul’s own ideas, 
practices, pastoral advice, and sense of the ἐκκλησία were remembered and 
rethought in new circumstances and for new purposes after his death. On the 
former, we only need to read Rom 4–5, 9–11; Gal 3–4; 1 Cor 10; and 2 Cor 3 to 
see how Paul reread the Jewish scriptures. It was not that he necessarily used 
non-Jewish approaches to the reading of the scriptures but that he addressed 
his own questions in light of Christ to the texts, as he sought to address his 
own audiences. At least two things were at work for Paul in the turn to scrip-
ture. First, he sought to root what he had to say in the authority and antiq-
uity of Jewish tradition. And second, he found in scripture ways of generating 
new thinking and new languages concerning the issues that confronted him. 
For example, we think about the argument in Rom 9–11, the place with the 
greatest concentration of scriptural quotations and allusions anywhere in his 
epistles. Paul was deeply troubled, as he says, by the fact that the vast major-
ity of Jews had not come to share his conviction that Jesus is the messiah. 
Because of this he felt compelled to explain how it could be that God’s word 

14	 Richard Pervo makes the claim that the only real Paul is the dead Paul (The Making of 
the Apostle in Early Christianity [Minneapolis: Fortress, 2010], 2). Although it is clear what 
Pervo means by this statement, it is still helpful to think in terms of a bifocal distinction 
between the Paul of history and the Paul of memory and tradition, a distinction that is also 
operative in his book. See also Benjamin L. White, Remembering Paul: Ancient and Modern 
Contests over the Image of the Apostle (Oxford, Oxford University Press. 2014), 1–107; and 
the discussion below, 14–15. See also the distinctive arguments by Fredriksen about Paul 
the Jew in Paul: The Pagans’ Apostle; and in her subsequent article, “What Does It Mean to 
See Paul ‘within Judaism’?” JBL 141 (2022): 359–80.

15	 Among the many works on this subject, see, e.g., the following: James W. Aageson, 
Written Also for Our Sake: Paul and the Art of Biblical Interpretation (Louisville: Westmin-
ster John Knox, 1993); and “Paul’s Use of Scripture: A Comparative Study of Biblical Inter-
pretation in Early Palestinian Judaism and the New Testament with Special Reference to 
Romans 9–11” (DPhil diss., Oxford University, 1983); Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture 
in the Letters of Paul (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1988); and The Conversion 
of the Imagination: Paul as Interpreter of Israel’s Scripture (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005); 
Steve Moyise, Paul and Scripture: Studying the New Testament Use of the Old Testament 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2010); Stanley E. Porter and Christopher D. Stanley, eds., As It Is 
Written: Studying Paul’s Use of Scripture, SBLSymS 50 (Atlanta: SBL, 2008); Christopher D. 
Stanley, Paul and the Language of Scripture: Citation Technique in the Pauline Epistles and 
Contemporary Literature, SNTSMS 74 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); and 
Christopher D. Stanley, ed., Paul and the Language of Scripture: Extending the Conversation, 
Early Christianity and Its Literature 9 (Atlanta, Society of Biblical Literature, 2012); and J. 
Ross Wagner, Heralds of Good News: Isaiah and Paul in Concert in the Letter to the Romans, 
NovTSup 101 (Leiden: Brill, 2002).


