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Chapter 1 

Points of Departure 

1.1 The Subject of This Study 

1.1.1 Paul in the Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs 

Did early Christians find resources in the Apostle Paul for their approach to 
death? An intriguing but fleeting reference to Paul to consider in this regard 
can be found in the Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs (ca. A.D. 180). In what ap-
pears to be a transcript of court proceedings the African proconsul Saturninus 
pressures Speratus, a Christian, to renounce his faith. At one point in the trial 
Saturninus asks Speratus what he has in his “satchel” (Latin: capsa). Speratus 
replies, “Books and letters of Paul, a just man.” 

This very brief exchange raises many more questions than it answers: Did 
Speratus intend to distinguish between “books” (libri) and “letters” (epistu-
lae) of Paul, and how would the content of these documents compare with the 
letters attributed to Paul that are extant today? What prompted Speratus to 
characterize Paul as a “just man” (uir iustus)? Was Speratus unexpectedly ap-
prehended while carrying these documents or did he intentionally bring them 
with him to the trial? Whether Speratus found resources in the figure of Paul 
or in Paul’s writings that strengthened his resolve to confess Christ unto death 
is a question whose answer lies buried in the sands of time. Yet Paul’s shad-
owy presence in this courtroom invites us to compare Speratus’s approach to 
death with Paul’s, more than a century earlier. 

1.1.2 Paul’s Approach to His Own Death 

The task of this monograph is to unearth – as far as it is possible – the Apostle 
Paul’s approach to his own death. The term “approach” is deliberately vague 
and is intended to encompass a number of questions: What was Paul’s attitude 
toward his death? How did he act and what did he say and write in view of it? 
What hopes did he hold for himself beyond death? In other words, my interest 
is not in what Paul thought about death and beyond in general, but in how 
Paul approached literal (bodily) death as he considered it in relation to him-
self. 

Having an approach to death implies that death is anticipated. In Paul’s 
case an experience in Asia, referred to in 2 Cor 1:8–10, prompted him to 
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grapple with his own mortality in a new and intense way. The historical na-
ture of this “affliction” (θλῖψις; 2 Cor 1:8) is notoriously difficult to pin down. 
A more productive line of research might be to inquire what Paul’s new-found 
consciousness of death led him to write to others and why. Thus, our excava-
tion of Paul’s approach to death will primarily be a literary one.1 This mono-
graph will examine passages in four Pauline letters that look forward to Paul’s 
death and passages in Christian texts from the late first to the mid-second cen-
tury that look back on Paul’s death.2 It will be a study on Paul’s death in pro-
spect and retrospect. 

1.1.3 How to Approach Death: A Live Question in the Ancient Mediterranean 
World 

By investigating Paul’s approach to his death we are neither psychoanalyzing 
Paul nor anachronistically imposing a contemporary question on his letters. 
Indeed it is accurate, if somewhat hackneyed, to state that the Roman Empire 
of the first century was more in touch with death than we are today. As Peter 
Bolt has illustrated, Roman power, malevolent magic, and pervading illness 
all contributed to an awareness of the precariousness of life so that “inhabit-
ants of the Greco-Roman world lived constantly under the shadow of death” 
(1998: 51). In the face of this grim, everyday reality much of first-century life 
was preoccupied with the struggle against death and much thought was ex-
pended in coming to grips with one’s inevitable and often hasty demise. 

One of the most well-known and important ancient accounts of a person’s 
approach to death must be Plato’s Phaedo (ca. 375 B.C.). This dialogue opens 
with two questions Echecrates puts to Phaedo about Socrates’s death: “What 
did he say before his death? And how did he meet his end?” (57a).3 Phaedo’s 
recollections are from the final day of Socrates’s life as he is conversing with 
his friends before drinking the hemlock poison prescribed for him. Early on in 
the recollected conversation Socrates says, “It may be particularly appropriate 
for someone about to travel there [Hades] to consider thoroughly and tell sto-
ries about what we think the stay there is like. For what else is there to do to 
fill the time until sunset?” (61e). Later Socrates adds, “Other people have 
probably not realized that the sole pursuit of those who correctly engage in 

                                                
1 For a historical and legal approach to Paul’s death, see now Barclay 2015b. I would like 

to thank Professor Jörg Frey for allowing me to read this volume in advance of its publica-
tion. 

2 The key passages include 1 Cor 4:1–5; 9:15–27; 2 Cor 1:7–14; 4:16–5:10; Phil 1:18d–
26; 2:16b–18; 3:7–14; 2 Tim 1:12; 4:6–8, 17–18; Acts 20:18–35; 1 Clem. 5.5–7; Ign. Eph. 
12.2; Rom. 4.3; Pol. Phil. 9.1–2; and the last section of the Acts of Paul (commonly called the 
Martyrdom of Paul). 

3 Translations of the Phaedo (Phd.) are taken from Sedley and Long 2010. 
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philosophy is dying and being dead.4 If this is true, it would surely be absurd 
for death to be their sole aim throughout their life, but, when it actually ar-
rives, for them to resent that which has long been their aim and pursuit” (64a). 
These passages demonstrate the great importance “Socrates” attached to one’s 
approach to death. Therefore, in asking Paul about his own postmortem jour-
ney and how he prepared for this departure, we are asking questions that Soc-
rates thought appropriate. 

The narration of Socrates’s approach to death in the Phaedo exerted tre-
mendous influence throughout the ancient world and through the centuries. 
According to Plutarch, Marcus Porcius Cato (Cato the Younger) read Plato’s 
Phaedo multiple times (Cat. Min. 68.2–4; 70.2) before stabbing himself in the 
stomach and then tearing at his entrails.5 There are also other indications in 
Plutarch’s account that Cato drew inspiration from the Phaedo and even de-
liberately patterned his own death after the death of Socrates: Cato takes a 
bath on the night of his death as Socrates did (Cat. Min. 66.6; Phd. 115a); that 
evening Cato engages in philosophical debate (Cat. Min. 67.3; Phd. passim); 
and Cato, like Socrates, remains resolute in his decision to take his own life 
despite the attempts of his friends to forestall it (Cat. Min. 69.1–5; Phd. 
116e).6 Although Plutarch’s agenda in presenting Cato’s death is debated,7 his 
portrayal of Cato’s death suggests a vibrant interplay between ancient literary 
anticipations of death and the effects and even performances that these texts 
generated. 

Such literary anticipations of death were not limited to Greek and Roman 
authors. In The Jewish War Josephus narrates the Romans’ penetration of 
Jotapata and how he leapt into a pit with forty of his comrades in order to 
evade capture (3.341–42). When the Romans discover Josephus and offer him 
clemency, the Jews who are with him contend that suicide is more honorable 
than surrender. In response Josephus says, 
Know you not that they who depart this life in accordance with the law of nature and repay 
the loan which they received from God, when He who lent is pleased to reclaim it, win eter-
nal renown; that their houses and families are secure; that their souls, remaining spotless and 
obedient, are allotted the most holy place in heaven, whence, in the revolution of the ages, 
they return to find in chaste bodies a new habitation? (3.374)8 

                                                
4 G. M. A. Grube (in J. M. Cooper 1997) translates this sentence as follows: “I am afraid 

that other people do not realize that the one aim of those who practice philosophy in the prop-
er manner is to practice for dying and death.” 

5 References to Cato Minor (Cat. Min.) are dependent on Plutarch 1984. 
6 As Alexei Zadorojnyi observes, Cato’s “Socratic pose” is “a cumulative product, crystal-

lizing out of the undercurrent and the explicit reminiscences throughout the Life” (2007: 217). 
7 See Trapp 1999 and Zadorojnyi 2007 for competing theories. 
8 Translations of Josephus are taken from the Loeb editions (Page et al. 1927 and 1928). 
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Near the end of The Jewish War Josephus provides an account of the siege of 
Masada. The episode ends with mass Jewish suicide as two speeches of 
Eleazar, a Jewish commander, persuade the people not to allow the Romans to 
capture them alive. In the second speech Eleazar chastises the hesitant with 
the example of the “Indians” (Ἴνδοι). An extended section of Eleazar’s 
speech is worth quoting in full: 
They, brave men that they are, reluctantly endure the period of life, as some necessary service 
due to nature, but hasten to release their souls from their bodies; and though no calamity im-
pels nor drives them from the scene, from sheer longing for the immortal state, they announce 
to their comrades that they are about to depart. Nor is there any who hinder them: no, all fe-
licitate them and each gives them commissions to his loved ones; so certain and absolutely 
sincere is their belief in the intercourse which souls hold with one another. Then, after listen-
ing to these behests, they commit their bodies to the fire, that so the soul may be parted from 
the body in the utmost purity, and expire amidst hymns of praise. Indeed, their dearest ones 
escort them to their death more readily than do the rest of mankind their fellow-citizens when 
starting on a very long journey; for themselves they weep, but them they count happy as now 
regaining immortal rank. (7.352–56) 

This section from Eleazar’s speech demonstrates that Jews were influenced by 
a broader discourse in the ancient world concerning death and beyond. One 
should also recognize that Josephus was not present at Masada and his ac-
count of what happened there likely came from two women who, according to 
Josephus’s narrative, probably did not hear Eleazar’s speeches (see J.W. 
7.399). This suggests that Josephus constructed these speeches without any 
oral report of what was in them and perhaps without knowledge of whether 
they were given at all. Josephus could compose his account in this manner 
because a person’s approach to death was an ancient literary topos. 

Whereas Plato, Plutarch, and Josephus reflected on deaths that had already 
occurred, actual anticipations of death can be found in the writing of Seneca 
the Younger (ca. 4 B.C.–A.D. 65). Seneca wrote letters to his friend Lucilius 
that are packed with reflections on aging and death. In one letter Seneca 
writes, “Most people are buffeted between fear of death and the agony of liv-
ing; they don’t want to live and they don’t know how to die” (Ep. 4.5).9 In 
light of this, Seneca gives Lucilius advice on how to die: “Do you want to be 
free in spite of this body? Then live like someone who is going to move away. 
Think that you will have to go without this lodging sooner or later, then you 
will be braver to face the necessity of departing” (70.17). Seneca offers some 
personal reflections in another letter: 
Take this assurance about me: I shall not be trembling at the final moment, I am already pre-
pared, I am not planning a whole day at a time. As for you, praise and imitate the man who is 
not reluctant to die even when it gives him pleasure to live. For what is the merit in departing 

                                                
9 Translations of Seneca’s letters are taken from Fantham 2010. 
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when you are evicted? Yet this too is a merit; I am certainly being evicted, but as if I were 
leaving freely. (54.7) 

Seneca also describes the high achievement in confronting fears of the after-
life: 
Even when you have persuaded men that these are fantasies and nothing is left for the de-
ceased to fear, another fear arises; for just as men are afraid of being in the underworld, so 
they are afraid of being nowhere. In face of these beliefs infused in us by long-held convic-
tion, surely the brave endurance of death is glorious and among the greatest achievements of 
the human mind. (Ep. 82.16–17) 

These excerpts from Plato, Plutarch, Josephus, and Seneca are presented in 
passing only to demonstrate that the question of how one ought to approach 
death was of vital interest in the ancient Mediterranean world around the time 
of Paul.10 In this study I will not directly compare Paul’s approach to death to 
the approaches displayed in these Greco-Roman and Jewish texts. Neverthe-
less, it would be easy to multiply literary examples of this kind. Anticipations 
of death and what lay beyond were in the literary air in the first century A.D. – 
air which Paul would have breathed and into which he spoke. Therefore, how 
to approach death would have been a prominent concern in Paul’s world and 
among his earliest readers and followers. 

1.2 A Brief Survey of Related Scholarship 

If the question of how to approach one’s death was of cultural concern and 
literary interest in the first century, then it is surprising that no previous study 
has focused sustained attention on Paul’s contribution to this topic. Yet this 
study will not thereby venture into entirely uncharted territory. As we will see 
below, there have been a number of substantial and recent studies conducted 
in related areas of research. Moreover, there has obviously been much schol-
arly discussion of the Pauline and early Christian texts we will consider in the 
course of our investigation. The value of this monograph, then, is not in bold-

                                                
10 As David Aune writes, “The idea of commentatio mortis [‘preparation for death’] or 

µελέτη θανάτου was relatively widespread in antiquity” (2013 [1995]: 393). See the many 
ancient texts he cites on pages 392–95. However, he later claims, “There is a phenomenologi-
cal similarity between the negative and positive cognitive and behavioral aspects of the com-
mentatio mortis and Paul’s utilization of the language of death and resurrection as bases for 
Christian ethics. The major difference lies in the fact that for a philosopher the proleptic expe-
rience of death was always limited to the anticipation of his own death, whereas in Paul, the 
death and resurrection of Christ became paradigmatic for individual experience.” Aune does 
not consider the idea of commentatio mortis in relation to Paul’s anticipation of his own 
death. 
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ly going where no Neutestamentler has gone before, but rather in surveying 
the topography of Paul’s theology from a new vantage point. In so doing I 
will examine textual and theological features that have not been appreciated 
in previous works. 

1.2.1 Recent Studies on Paul’s Theology of Death and Beyond 

The general backdrop for our investigation is what ancient Mediterranean so-
cieties believed and religions taught about death and what came after death. 
This area of research has been well served in recent years. Two massive and 
massively different books may illustrate the range of scholarship in this area. 

At 817 pages N. T. Wright’s The Resurrection of the Son of God (2003) 
stands as a colossal work of history and theology at the service of orthodox 
Christian apologetics. The book is primarily concerned with the bodily resur-
rection of Jesus, the question of what really happened on Easter morning. In 
arguing his case, however, Wright conducts a nearly comprehensive tour of 
death and beyond in ancient paganism, the OT, and post-biblical Judaism. His 
task is to show that Christian belief in the resurrection of Jesus could have 
grown only from Jewish soil, but that it was nevertheless a mutation within 
the Jewish worldview that must be accounted for historically. Wright’s prima-
ry interest is in what he calls “life after life after death” and consequently 
many of the texts that will form the core of the present work are on the pe-
riphery of Wright’s volume.11 

Alan Segal’s Life After Death: A History of the Afterlife in the Religions of 
the West (2004) is even more sweeping in scope than The Resurrection of the 
Son of God. Throughout Segal’s “voyage” to map the afterlife as it is depicted 
in Western culture he argues that this journey is nothing more than an investi-
gation of “our own self-consciousness through the mirror of our culture” 
(344). In other words, for Segal we cannot see beyond death but only into our 
own sociologically-conditioned selves. Segal’s 42-page chapter on “Paul’s 
vision of the afterlife” displays an interest in Paul’s conversion, his visit to 
heaven (2 Cor 12:1–4), and his relationship to Jewish “mysticism/apo-
calypticism” (439; cf. 410–12 and Segal 2008). According to Segal, “Paul’s 
own conversion experience and his mystical ascension form the basis of his 
theology” (438). Yet this conviction does not explain why there is no discus-
sion of 2 Cor 5:1–10 or Phil 1:18–26 in the chapter or the book. While Segal 
has forcefully raised the question of the origin of Paul’s vision of the afterlife, 
he has offdered little exegesis with which to interact in this study. 

                                                
11 Wright treats Phil 1:18–26 in less than one full page (2003: 226–27) and barely men-

tions 1 Cor 4:1–5; 9:15–27; 2 Cor 1:7–14; Phil 2:16–18; and 2 Tim 1:12; 4:6–8, 17–18. 
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These two expansive surveys of ancient beliefs about the afterlife do not 
engage with Paul’s approach to his own death. This signals that scholarship 
situating Paul’s view of death and beyond in its religious milieu has been pre-
occupied with questions other than the ones animating this study. Further-
more, texts such as 1 Thess 4 and 1 Cor 15, which are central to many Pauline 
studies on death and beyond, will not feature in this study because they con-
tain no self-referential reflections. 

Other studies on Paul’s theology of death concentrate on matters of literary 
form or genre. For example, the literary form of the farewell address or fare-
well discourse (Abschiedsrede), related to the genre of “testament,”12 has been 
studied by NT scholars. It is generally agreed that in the NT fully-formed 
farewell discourses can be found only in John 13–17, Acts 20, and perhaps 
Luke 22 (see Kurz 1990a). In an essay entitled “Angesichts des Todes das 
Leben formulieren: Abschiedsworte Sterbender in der biblischen Literatur” 
(2005), Klaus and Sabine Bieberstein outline the characteristics, functions, 
development, and variations of this form from the Hebrew Bible to the deu-
terocanonical and apocryphal early Jewish writings and into the NT. As the 
use of “Abschiedsworte Sterbender” (“parting words of the dying”) in the 
subtitle suggests, their survey includes passages that cannot technically be 
considered Abschiedsreden but are similar enough to render comparisons pro-
ductive. Although the authors devote significant space to the last words of 
Jesus in each of the four canonical Gospels, they invest less than a full page in 
treating “Die Abschiedsschreiben des »Paulus« (2Tim) und des »Petrus« 
(2Petr),” in which section they conclude that elements of farewell discourses 
have been integrated into the form of each letter (25; cf. Schröter 2012: 214). 

Paul’s reflections on death have also occasionally been read in comparison 
to texts on suicide or martyrdom. Arthur Droge and James Tabor in their book 
A Noble Death: Suicide and Martyrdom Among Christians and Jews in An-
tiquity (1992) argue that the dividing line between what we call suicide and 
martyrdom was not recognized in antiquity before Augustine. Whether one 
agrees with that assessment or not, Droge and Tabor have convincingly doc-
umented the intense interest and ambiguities that have attended the discussion 
of voluntary death throughout antiquity. They read Phil 1:21–26 within this 
conversation and argue that Paul’s views on voluntary death align with the 
dominant views of his Greco-Roman context. Yet there is a lot of Pauline data 
outside of Phil 1:21–26 that Droge and Tabor could have considered in inves-
tigating Paul’s view of his death. Ten years after Droge and Tabor’s book, Jan 
Willem van Henten and Friedrich Avemarie edited a book entitled, Martyr-
                                                

12 See the very short but oft-cited introduction to this genre in Kolenkow 1986. Farewell 
discourses are often embedded in narratives but share similar concerns to testamentary litera-
ture. 
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dom and Noble Death: Selected Texts from Graeco-Roman, Jewish and 
Christian Antiquity (2002). Curiously, no texts from the NT are included. To 
this day Paul’s view of “martyrdom” remains hardly explored.13 

Therefore, while there have been a few attempts to read Paul (esp. 2 Tim 
4:1–8) in light of ancient farewell discourses and testamentary literature,14 
and while there have been a few other attempts to read Paul (esp. Phil 1:18–
26) in dialogue with ancient literature on suicide and martyrdom, no previous 
study has incorporated all the relevant texts into an analysis of how Paul ap-
proached his death. This monograph will investigate passages from 1 and 2 
Corinthians, Philippians, and 2 Timothy. In so doing, the range of related 
Pauline literature will be broadened, cutting across what have been considered 
distinct forms and genres. This study thus adopts a thematic approach, though 
one which attempts to remain sensitive to literary form. 

Yet another perspective on Paul’s theology of death and beyond is from 
the angle of what could be called Paul’s constitutive anthropology – that is, 
the study of the various components or aspects in which a human person con-
sists. There has been a significant renewal of interest in Pauline anthropology 
in the last ten years. One noteworthy study is Joel Green’s Body, Soul, and 
Human Life: The Nature of Humanity in the Bible (2008). Though dealing 
with the nature of humanity in the Bible, Green’s work is deliberately done at 
the intersection of biblical studies and neurophilosophy. His basic project is to 
show how recent findings in the cognitive sciences can prompt questions and 
shed light on biblical interpretation without necessarily discrediting the bibli-
cal view of human nature. In the fifth chapter Green seeks to dismantle a view 
of the intermediate state in which an ontologically-distinct soul departs the 
body at death and has a conscious experience of waiting for the resurrection 
in the presence of Christ. Green’s entire book argues against such a dualism 
on biblical and scientific grounds. He claims that various forms of monism 
are becoming the dominant scholarly position with regard to NT anthropology 
(13). Although this study will not address Pauline anthropology head-on, my 
reading of 2 Cor 5:1–10 and Phil 1:18–26 will nevertheless support the rather 
beleaguered “traditional” view that Paul left his body and went to heaven 
when he died.15 

                                                
13 I agree with van Henten and Avemarie that “the phenomenon of martyrdom is older 

than the Christian or Jewish terminology that indicates it” (2002: 3) and therefore I am adopt-
ing here a functional definition, as they do. As Paul Middleton writes, “The closest Paul 
comes to talking about martyrdom is in the anticipation of his own death” (2009: 84). 

14 See especially C. A. Smith 2006 and the discussion in chapter 12. 
15 For a recent back-and-forth on this topic see Bockmuehl 2011 and Wright’s appended 

response. 
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The subject matter of this monograph could also be considered in relation 
to previous works on Paul’s theology of suffering (e.g., Hafemann 1986), the 
development of Paul’s eschatology (e.g., R. N. Longenecker 1998), Paul’s 
theology of final judgment (e.g., Kuck 1992; Yinger 1999; VanLandingham 
2006; Travis 2009), and Paul’s use of personal example (e.g., Fiore 1986; B. 
Dodd 1999). The Pauline texts within the ambit of this study touch upon all of 
these areas and these works will be discussed as they become germane to par-
ticular points of interpretation. 

Two additional studies on Paul’s theology of death warrant special men-
tion. The first is a chapter from Xavier Léon-Dufour’s book Life and Death in 
the New Testament: The Teachings of Jesus and Paul (1986), originally pub-
lished in French under the title Face à la mort, Jésus et Paul in 1979. The 
eighth chapter of this book is entitled “Paul Faces Death” and near the start of 
this chapter Léon-Dufour asks the question, “Were the specter of death to 
draw near, how would Paul react then?” (247). He answers, “On two separate 
occasions he confided his sentiments in this regard, first in a serene way to the 
Philippians and afterward in sorrowful fashion to the Corinthians, with the 
result that we can assert that Paul depicted death both with a beloved face and 
also with a horrifying visage” (247). Like many others, Léon-Dufour focuses 
on Phil 1 and 2 Cor 5 in his analysis, though he does also introduce a number 
of other Pauline texts on both suffering and death. My interpretation of these 
passages will counter Léon-Dufour’s reading at almost every point, especially 
in his contention that the language of the “beatific vision” (i.e., the Christian 
afterlife) and the language of the resurrection of the dead are describing es-
sentially the same reality. 

The second work to mention is an essay by Lukas Bormann entitled “Re-
flexionen über Sterben und Tod bei Paulus” in the 2001 volume Das Ende des 
Paulus: Historische, theologische und literaturgeschichtliche Aspekte. Bor-
mann’s description of his essay’s task overlaps with the approach of the pre-
sent work to a great degree: “In what follows, texts in the Pauline letters will 
now be investigated that relate experiences with dying and death. Therefore 
fundamental considerations, such as in Rom 5:12 or 1 Cor 15, will not consti-
tute the starting point, but rather texts that reflect near-death and experiences 
with death” (2001: 310; my translation). Bormann considers a number of texts 
that are also analyzed in the present work, including Phil 1:21–24; 2:16–17; 
3:9–11; 2 Cor 1:8; 2:14–17; and 4:7–15.  Space constraints do not allow Bor-
mann adequate space for a thorough discussion and comparison of these texts. 
Yet as we will see, there is much truth to Bormann’s contention regarding the 
relationship between death and Paul’s apostleship: “Der apostolische Dienst 
steht in einem realen Verhältnis zum Tod” (316). 
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1.2.2 Recent Interest in Paul’s “Religious Experience” 

Bormann’s essay includes a reference to the “experiences” (Erfahrungen) 
Paul had with dying and death. We have observed that many of the previous 
studies related to Paul’s theology of death neglect the personal dimension of 
Paul’s thought on this topic. This neglect may be another symptom of the 
relative lack of scholarly interest in studying the “religious experience” de-
scribed in the earliest Christian writings. This gap in modern scholarship was 
forcefully exposed by Luke Timothy Johnson in his Religious Experience in 
Earliest Christianity (1998).16 As Johnson writes, 
Both the historical and theological paradigms – at least as usually practiced – tend toward the 
general and the abstract, whereas this religious language remains specific and concrete. My 
call for a phenomenological approach is not the advancement of a new “method” but the invi-
tation to a way of seeing, a way that begins with the assumption that religious language and 
religious experience are actually about something and deserving attention in their own right. 
It then seeks ways of getting at that register of the texts more adequately. (182) 

Johnson’s observations regarding a scholarly preference for the general and 
the abstract certainly hold true for study of Paul’s theology of death and be-
yond. The foregoing survey has shown that scholars have concentrated on 
what Paul thought about death and beyond in general to the neglect of how 
Paul approached death as he considered it in relation to himself. 

Johnson defines religious experience as “a response to that which is per-
ceived as ultimate, involving the whole person, characterized by a peculiar 
intensity, and issuing in action” (60). On this definition Paul’s near-death ex-
perience in Asia must certainly qualify, though Johnson does not include 2 
Cor 1:8–10 in any of his lengthy lists of texts describing Paul’s religious ex-
periences.17 Furthermore, it seems reasonable to include any serious encoun-
ter with death or reflection on death as part of Paul’s religious experience, 
though scholars working in this field have yet to seize upon this.18 

In a Festschrift for Luke Timothy Johnson, published ten years after Reli-
gious Experience in Earliest Christianity, James Dunn laments that Johnson’s 
call for a recovery of religious experience has not been heeded: “So perhaps it 
is appropriate to reinforce Johnson’s plea to highlight the ‘missing dimension’ 
in NT studies, since it may be a dimension that needs to be rediscovered yet 
again in traditional contemporary Christianity” (2008: 4). Nevertheless, there 
                                                

16 An emphasis on NT religious experience was invigorated by J. D. G. Dunn 1970 and 
1975, but perhaps initiated by Gunkel 1888. See Flannery 2008: 2–8 and Batluck 2011 for 
histories of research. 

17 See the numerous Pauline references Johnson provides in footnotes 3–43 on pages 4–
12.  

18 A partial exception might be found in Shantz 2008: 203–4, which analyzes Phil 1 and 
the anticipation of “pain and transformation” (203) therein as religious experience. 
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were signs even in 2008 that interest in Christian religious experience was 
beginning to gain steam. 

In addition to the many monographs published since 1975 that can be con-
sidered within this general area of research (for which, see Batluck 2011), one 
significant sign of scholarly interest is the formation of the SBL program unit, 
“Religious Experience in Early Judaism and Early Christianity,” inaugurated 
as a “Consultation” in 2005 and continued as a “Section.” This research group 
generated two volumes of papers presented at SBL annual meetings, Experi-
entia volumes 1 and 2. In the first volume, Troels Engberg-Pedersen helpfully 
reminds us that Paul’s references to religious experience serve rhetorical pur-
poses and always come in interpreted form (2008: 150). Nevertheless, accord-
ing to Engberg-Pedersen, such references point to something that was “genu-
inely there,” though not necessarily in the specific way it is interpreted (157). 
While Paul’s actual religious experience is obviously inaccessible to us, the 
entire Experientia volume argues that “what we can do is to take seriously the 
textual articulation of religious experience in antiquity” (Flannery 2008: 2; 
reiterated in Shantz 2012: 1). As Colleen Shantz asserts in the second Experi-
entia volume, “Texts communicate the residue of experience or a record of its 
effects” (2012: 14). Thus this study will embrace a literary approach to Paul’s 
religious experience, focusing on the textual articulation of Paul’s encounters 
with death. Unlike many other studies on religious experience, however, I will 
not use the Pauline texts to launch into the fields of anthropology, sociology, 
phenomenology, neuropsychology, or the like.19 

Of all the secondary literature I have consulted, Steven Kraftchick’s essay, 
“Death’s Parsing: Experience as a Mode of Theology in Paul” in the volume 
Pauline Conversations in Context: Essays in Honor of Calvin J. Roetzel 
(2002; cf. also Kraftchick 1993 and 2007) comes the closest to approximating 
my focus. Kraftchick’s essay is written in the vein of this recent emphasis on 
“religious experience.” He claims, “Paul’s theology is shaped not only by his 
heritage, his religious convictions and his struggles with his congregations, 
but also by his experience of the human condition” (145). Kraftchick later ex-
pands upon this remark, engaging with the thought of Calvin Roetzel. His 
comments are worth reproducing at length: 
A significant value of Roetzel’s conception of Paul’s theologizing is that the humanity of 
Paul is not lost in the process of searching for his fundamental thought and belief. I want to 
stress two features that Roetzel’s interpretation of Paul suggests. First, that Paul’s theologiz-
ing emerges as he is thinking and that it is a dynamic process: a result of an interaction be-
tween convictions and contexts. Roetzel has emphasized Paul’s interactions with his congre-

                                                
19 My approach does have some similar concerns to practical theology. Cf. e.g., Stephen 

Barton’s essay, “The Resurrection and Practical Theology with Particular Reference to Death 
and Dying in Christ” (2011). However, my work will be descriptive, not overtly prescriptive. 
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gations and opponents, and undoubtedly, the majority of his theologizing was a result of such 
engagement. However, it is also clear that, on occasion, Paul’s theologizing occurs through 
particular reflection on his own experiences. I want to argue that this personal element must 
also be included in an attempt to read Paul and discern his theological process. A robust in-
terpretation of Paul, therefore, must take into account not only his heritage and his argumen-
tative context, but also his personal experience of his finite nature. (149) 

Kraftchick returns to this point a few pages later: “A full exegesis of Paul’s 
writings, one that is most nearly historically and cognitively accurate, should 
contain elements of Paul’s humanity and subjectivity. A robust analysis of 
Paul requires us to examine what he says about any given subject, but also 
how he experienced it” (153–54). This is precisely my own claim. In ex-
pounding Paul’s approach to death – that is, the experiential and thus subjec-
tive dimension to Paul’s theology of death – we are not presenting an amusing 
sidebar to Paul’s theology. Rather, in assessing Paul’s experience with death, 
his premonitions of death, and principally Paul’s literary anticipations of 
death, I seek to provide a richer and more human account of his theology. 
Kraftchick clearly identifies the lacuna in scholarship that the present work 
seeks to address: 
I want to clarify that I am speaking of Paul’s contemplation of his own death, that is, to the 
topic of death as an existential reality. All Pauline interpreters recognize that Paul reflects on 
death in his letters; however, the vast majority of this work treats Paul’s conceptions of death 
as a cosmic power, its relationship to sin, or Paul’s understanding of the death of Christ. Very 
few investigate Paul’s reflections on his own death, not as an Apostle, but as a human being. 
(146–47) 

Kraftchick’s essay, besides offering general methodological reflections, is 
limited to an analysis of 2 Cor 1:8–10. He acknowledges that there are other 
occasions on which Paul speaks of his death (2 Cor 4:7–12; 5:1–10; Phil 
1:19–26; see page 147), but space constraints preclude him from considering 
any of these texts. Therefore, the present work could be viewed as an exten-
sion of Kraftchick’s line of inquiry. 

Although I share Kraftchick’s focus and concerns, in my view his essay 
has not fully resisted the pull Luke Timothy Johnson describes toward “the 
general and the abstract.” In commenting on Paul’s near-death experience in 
Asia, Kraftchick writes, “Here Paul faces the reality of his death and with this 
he experiences the fundamental human dilemma: ‘individuality within 
finitude’” (160). Kraftchick thus universalizes Paul’s experience, presenting it 
as an abstraction of the fundamental human dilemma, “individuality within 
finitude.” I would argue that this exegetical (and hermeneutical) maneuver – 
which, as we will observe in later chapters, is commonly made – flattens what 
Johnson calls the “specific and concrete” nature of Paul’s religious language. 
No longer is Paul speaking as an apostle to particular, first-century congrega-
tions that he founded; rather, he becomes the mouthpiece for universal Chris-
tian, or even human, experience. In contrast, I will attempt to retain the indi-
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vidual and situated nature of Paul’s theologizing. This is not to suggest that 
his personal reflections do not have broader import – he is, after all, writing to 
others – but only that we will miss the crucial apostolic element to Paul’s 
thoughts on death if we move too quickly to a discussion of fundamental hu-
man dilemmas or realities. Therefore, rather than investigating “Paul’s reflec-
tions on his own death, not as an Apostle, but as a human being” (Kraftchick 
2002: 146–47; italics added), we will investigate Paul’s reflections on his own 
death as an apostle and as a human being. 

In sum, Kraftchick rightly stresses the importance of Paul’s overwhelming 
affliction in Asia as an experience that shaped his life and thought. C. H. 
Dodd even claims that this experience led Paul to “a sort of second conver-
sion” (1953: 81). This monograph could be conceived of as the study of the 
history of effects emanating from this momentous religious experience. Paul’s 
approach to death, like the Spirit, can only be seen by the effects that it pro-
duces (cf. John 3:8). Kraftchick’s 2002 essay analyzes the ground near the 
epicenter. This study will register the near-effects but also those at some dis-
tance. 

1.2.3 Recent Interest in Early Pauline Reception 

In addition to a growing interest in religious experience as an object of legiti-
mate scholarly research, there has been across many academic disciplines a 
burgeoning recent interest in “effective history” (Wirkungsgeschicte) and “re-
ception history” (Rezeptionsgeschichte). Though sometimes used inter-
changeably, these terms derive from the works of different scholars (Hans-
Georg Gadamer and Hans Robert Jauss, respectively) and originally denoted 
different approaches to interpretation (see Knight 2010 and the next chapter). 
There is no need to provide an account of the philosophical origin or theoreti-
cal underpinnings of either approach; others have already done so (see, e.g., 
Wolfreys 2006). Neither will I attempt to take stock of how these methods 
have impacted NT studies in general. Rather, I will here mention some of the 
more pertinent studies in early Pauline reception before extensively reflecting 
on methodology in the next chapter. 

The seminal work in this field of research is Andreas Lindemann’s Paulus 
im ältesten Christentum: Das Bild des Apostels und die Rezeption der pau-
linischen Theologie in der frühchristlichen Literatur bis Marcion (1979). 
Against the prevailing notion that the Apostle Paul was forgotten or shunned 
in the second century, Lindemann forcefully argues for his unrivaled influ-
ence: “Keine Gestalt des ältesten Christentums hat auf Theologie und Ges-
chichte der Kirche einen solchen Einfluß ausgeübt wie der Heidenapostel 
Paulus” (1). Something similar is demonstrated by Ernst Dassmann’s book 
Der Stachel im Fleisch: Paulus in der frühchristlichen Literatur bis Irenäus, 
published in the same year (1979), and by David Rensberger’s unpublished 
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Yale dissertation, “As the Apostle Teaches: The Development of the Use of 
Paul’s Letters in Second-Century Christianity,” two years later (1981).20 A 
major volume on Pauline reception, Paul and the Legacies of Paul, appeared 
in 1990, and three additional volumes have appeared within the last few 
years: The Early Reception of Paul (2011), Paul and the Second Century 
(2011), and Ancient Perspectives on Paul (2013).21 In 2008 James Aageson 
published a monograph entitled Paul, the Pastoral Epistles, and the Early 
Church, in which he first discerns the “theological patterns” evident in each 
of the Pastoral Epistles and then compares these patterns to other NT and ear-
ly Christian texts. Richard Pervo’s book The Making of Paul: Constructions 
of the Apostle in Early Christianity (2010) surveys portraits of Paul in early 
Christian texts from the undisputed Pauline letters to the writing of Irenaeus.22 
Finally, Benjamin White has recently published a revised version of his doc-
toral dissertation entitled Remembering Paul (2014), which forcefully engag-
es with the prolegomena of Pauline Studies. 

Most of these previous works have been either broad-sweeping accounts of 
the reception of Paul’s letters and theology or focused studies on the reception 
of Paul in a particular author or text. None have focused specifically on Paul’s 
death, although it is generally acknowledged that the image of Paul as “mar-
tyr” is a recurrent and important one in early Christianity (e.g., Pervo 2010: 
11).23 My own thematic investigation of Paul’s death will extend from the 
Pauline letters all the way through to the mid-second century texts that explic-
itly mention him. Though such an investigation could be conducted simply as 
a comparative exercise, in the next chapter I will argue that Paul’s letters and 
these early Christian texts may be more constructively related. I believe that a 
study of Paul’s early effective history offers substantial resources for the in-
terpretation of Paul’s letters. 

                                                
20 For an excellent exposé on how “the Pauline Captivity narrative in its numerous varia-

tions held sway from F. C. Baur until the late 1970s as the dominant portrayal of ‘Paul in the 
second century’” (40), see now White 2014: 20–41. White also explains how that narrative 
“fell” with the publication of Lindemann 1979, Dassmann 1979, and Rensberger 1981 (2014: 
42–48). A key article for the development of scholarly interest in early Pauline reception was 
de Boer 1980. 

21 See my reviews of the first two, A. N. Kirk 2012a and 2012c. Volumes edited by An-
drew Gregory and Christopher Tuckett on the reception of the NT in the Apostolic Fathers 
(2005c and 2005b) also include many essays on early Pauline reception and the volume Paul 
and the Heritage of Israel (2012) focuses on the legacy of Paul in Acts. 

22 See my review, A. N. Kirk 2012b. 
23 In his book Paul: The Man and the Myth Calvin Roetzel devotes seven pages to the im-

age of Paul as martyr (1999:170–76) and only briefly discusses data from the canonical Acts 
and The Martyrdom of Paul. 
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1.3 The Outline of This Study 

To summarize, the general topic of this study is Paul’s theology of (literal) 
bodily death; the angle from which this will be studied is an “experiential” 
one; the methodology employed will incorporate a study of early Christian 
texts outside of and after Paul. This work is thus positioned at the confluence 
of three streams of recent scholarly interest: Paul’s theology of death and be-
yond; Paul’s religious experience; and Pauline reception. Furthermore, this 
study will not concentrate on the many historical and legal questions sur-
rounding Paul’s execution (or his possible journey to Spain); rather, it will 
consider Paul’s approach to death – that is, how Paul thought and acted lead-
ing up to his death and in view of it. This aspect of his death was arguably 
more important to Paul’s ancient contemporaries than the raw, historical facts 
of when, where, and under what legal charge he died.24 

As it is academic convention and also sound practice to inform readers of 
the intended destination before embarking on the journey, I offer a paragraph 
summary of my conclusions in advance. This may act as compass, which 
could prove useful as we plunge into the dense thickets of texts and interpre-
tation in chapters to follow. 
Paul approached his death pointedly conscious of his apostolic calling. It seems as if Paul 
anticipated living until the Parousia before his “affliction in Asia” (2 Cor 1:8), but upon re-
ceiving the “decision of death” from God (2 Cor 1:9), Paul knew that he would die before the 
Lord came. The primary challenge this looming departure presented was not to his own per-
son (in the form of existential anxiety or otherwise) but to the continued survival of the gos-
pel in his congregations. It therefore became Paul’s resolve to pour out what remained of his 
life in service to his fellow believers so that they would progress in the faith. Paul never ap-
peared to wrestle with a fear of death or with doubt concerning his own salvation. Rather he 
possessed a strong conviction, almost on the level of an assumption, that he would enjoy im-
mediate and conscious fellowship with Christ apart from his body upon his death. This firm 
hope, based in part upon a recognition of his own good works, freed Paul to plot his life-
course in order to maximize his ministry without regard for the consequences to his bodily 
life. Though in some ways this orientation uniquely characterized his apostolic ministry, Paul 
expected that this offering up of his life to God and others would be an example worthy of 
emulation among all Christians under his influence. 

                                                
24 As already mentioned, the edited volume The Last Years of Paul (2015) ably explores 

the historical and legal aspects of Paul’s death. However, as Barclay notes, the ancient 
sources we have are not focused on these issues: “The peculiar characteristic of modern 
Western scholarship is our fascination with history, as defined by Enlightenment canons of 
truth. This is why we keep pressing the sources with questions that they were not designed to 
answer, why we lose interest in Paul surviving a snake-bite on Malta but want to know exact-
ly what happened to him after two years in Rome” (2015a: 9). 
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These conclusions, a number of which are contested or have not been formu-
lated precisely in this way before, will be explicated and supported by a thor-
ough exegesis of passages in Paul’s letters and other early Christian texts. Af-
ter a chapter that defends the role Paul’s early effective history plays within 
this study and that explores some methodological considerations (chapter 2), 
we will proceed by examining relevant early Christian texts in what I take to 
be their chronological order: the canonical book of Acts (chapter 3), 1 Clem-
ent (chapter 4), the letters of Ignatius (chapter 5), Polycarp’s letter to the Phi-
lippians (chapter 6), and the Martyrdom of Paul (chapter 7). The results from 
these chapters will be summarized and synthesized in chapter 8. Then we will 
leap backward in time to probe 1 Corinthians (chapter 9), 2 Corinthians 
(chapter 10), Philippians (chapter 11), and 2 Timothy (chapter 12). Chapter 13 
will then distill the findings of chapters 9–12 before a final chapter will draw 
all the lines of inquiry together and conclude the study (chapter 14). 

Readers may be curious why chapters on Christian texts outside of Paul are 
placed before chapters on the Pauline letters, since this inverts the expected 
chronological order. Three considerations have prompted this sequencing. 
First, the presentation (and the actual sequence of my research) was designed 
to allow the early Christian material outside of Paul to have its own voice. 
Even if this material can be brought to bear on the interpretation of Paul’s let-
ters, it is also deserving of consideration in itself. Starting with the NT mate-
rial could color the reading of these later texts; a fixed understanding of Paul 
could dictate what is looked for and seen. 

Second, once these early Christian documents are allowed to stand on their 
own, they can helpfully (though not directly) point us back to the Pauline let-
ters on which they are partially dependent. If Paul’s effective history can set 
forth grist for the exegesis of Paul’s letters, then it would seem useful to have 
this in hand while interpreting Paul’s letters. We will thus reverse the typical 
procedures of Anthony Thiselton and Ulrich Luz – two well-known practi-
tioners of Wirkungsgeschichte. By placing “analysis” before a discrete section 
of “history of influence,” Mark Knight charges that each views reception his-
tory “as an activity that follows from exegesis rather than being intrinsic to it” 
(2010: 142). As Rachel Nicholls writes, 
For anyone concerned to produce a close reading of a biblical passage, it is necessary to turn 
back from the contemplation of the ‘effects’ to make a return journey to a Wirkungsgeschich-
te-enriched exegesis…Without this return journey, the study of the Wirkungsgeschichte of a 
text is simply an extra bolt-on procedure for exegetes: an interesting excursion, but no real 
help in reaching their destination. (2008: 23–24) 
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Third, the most important sources we have for Paul’s approach to his death 
are the letters he wrote.25 Ending with Paul’s effective history would be anti-
climactic for our purposes. It is fitting to let Paul’s writings have the final say. 
Therefore for these reasons we begin our journey with Paul’s immediate fol-
lowers and then let them be our guides as we make our way toward Paul him-
self. 

                                                
25 As even Benjamin White concedes, “Inasmuch as there is a high probability that at least 

some of the canonical Pauline letters go back to Paul’s apostolic team (whether Paul himself, 
his secretaries, or ministry associates), appeals to specific Pauline letters and passages within 
letters as primary evidence for Saul of Tarsus are appropriate and will always provide the 
‘prime language’ for Pauline Studies” (2014: 180). 


