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Introduction: The Canonical Paul

 Lecture 4: the presence and absence of Jesus to the apostle Paul as he
appears on the wider canvas of Scripture and early reception.

 Attempts to rediscover the authentic historical Paul have come to the 
same methodological cul-de-sac as plagued the Quest for the Historical 
Jesus. 

 Perspectives on Paul: New, Old, “Radical New”, Philosophical, 
“Apocalyptic”, with or without Acts, etc … “What Saint Paul Really Said”?

 However close you get to the origins of Christianity, the Jesus (and Paul) 
you encounter is already an interpreted Jesus (and Paul).

 A growing number of scholars, including Benjamin White and (at Oxford) 
Jennifer Strawbridge and David Downs, have investigated how Paul was 
understood and received by his earliest readers.



Introduction: The Canonical Paul

 Examining the presence of Jesus to the biblical Paul through the two 
lenses of:

 1) The ‘canonical Paul’ of the full 13-letter collection (and a 
handful of associated New Testament texts)

 2) two examples of second-century Pauls in popular early 
Christian writings.



Jesus and the Canonical Paul

 Previous lectures already ventured beyond the conventional 
‘authentic’ Paul (Rom, 1 and 2 Cor, Gal, Phil, 1 Thess, Phlm).

 All other works in the Pauline collection are still often excluded as 
later: composed either by a loyal student of Paul’s or by deliberate 
forgers for their own purposes. Some well-known scholars also 
categorically exclude Acts.



The Paul of Hebrews

 Anonymous letter to the Hebrews appears 
consistently in Pauline collections from earliest 
times.

 P46 contains all of Hebrews between Romans and 
1 Corinthians.

 Hebrews underscores the theme of Jesus’ absence
within the corpus of Scriptural Paul’s works.

 More than any other New Testament work, 
Hebrews concentrates of Jesus’ distance from the 
world of earthly Christian life and discipleship.

A folio of Papyrus 46



The Paul of Hebrews

 The writer of Hebrews believed Jesus’ absence to be necessary 
because the church’s needs are served by Jesus’ work as high priest 
in heaven.

 There is no attempt to compensate for Jesus’ absence through 
sacraments, mystical experiences, or even through the work of the 
Spirit.

 Nonetheless, in stressing his priestly empathy and urging believers 
to draw near to Jesus and to ‘see’ him (2.8-9; 12.2; etc.), Hebrews 
allows for an important element of vision and presence.



Paul’s Jesus in Other NT Texts (1)

 2 Peter: The only explicit reference to Paul in the New Testament 
outside the Pauline 13-letter collection and Acts. This text 
acknowledges as Pauline the theme of the Lord’s patience as 
salvation in advance of the Parousia.

 James: Sometimes seen as critical of Paul’s view of justification by 
faith rather than works, but any connection with Paul is at best 
indirect.

 Matthew: Some scholars use Matthew as evidence of anti-Paulinism 
in the New Testament and early Christianity, but this is not very 
likely.



Paul’s Jesus in Other 
NT Texts (2)

 Revelation: ‘Two Witnesses’ passage in Rev 11.1-14, 
where twin prophetic figures battle against Christ’s 
enemies before being killed and resurrected and 
ascending to heaven.

 Are they Peter and Paul, standing ‘before the Lord’ 
(11.4)?

 More likely: Enoch and Elijah, as the two are said to 
die in Jerusalem (11.8) and to be raised and 
ascended to heaven (11.10-11).

Depiction of the Two Witnesses 
in the Bamberg Apocalypse



The Presence of Jesus: Paul of the 
Second Century. Acts of Paul

 Also known as the Acts of Paul and Thecla.

 Late second-century document which offers a 
supplementation and sequel to Luke’s Acts of the 
Apostles, which the writer clearly knew alongside 
some of Paul’s letters.

 3.20-24: A female follower named Thecla, when 
about to be martyred, sees in the crowd ‘the Lord 
sitting in the likeness of Paul,’ sent to look after her.

 10.13-14: “If we endure, we shall have access to the 
Lord, and shall receive as the refuge and shield of his 
good pleasure Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us”

 11.4: At his martyrdom, Paul declares that “I go to the 
Lord that I may come again with him in the glory of 
his Father”

Fresco of Paul and Thecla from 
the Grotto of St Paul at Ephesus



The Presence of Jesus: Paul of the 
Second Century. Apocalypse of Paul

 A variety of documents in different languages in antiquity under the title of the 
Apocalypse of Paul, including a Gnostic text discovered at Nag Hammadi.

 Here: a Coptic version of the more catholic Apocalypse following the Apostle on 
an extensive tour of heaven and hell. Essentially a major expansion and 
supplementation of the vision of heaven that Paul references in 2 Cor. 12.

 Most likely a fourth century document.

 Only an appendix at the very end includes an encounter of Paul with Christ, when 
Jesus addresses Paul directly.

 Thus, Paul’s experience of Jesus’ presence is reserved as the pinnacle of his tour 
of heaven, unlike the canonical Paul who has intermittent experience of Jesus’ 
presence during his earthly life.



Conclusion (1)
 Lecture 1: Despite the importance of the presence and absence of Jesus, 20th-century study paid 

limited attention to this question. The clear tension between statements about Jesus’ presence and 

those implying separation is mediated through a variety of means for Paul individually and for 
believers more generally.

 Lecture 2: The bodily presence of Jesus belongs at one level to his incarnate past and eschatological 

future. Jesus’ presence is mediated through the Spirit, although this is not identical or exhaustive of 

Jesus’ presence. Believers may from time to time encounter Christ in visions.

 Lecture 3: The Lord’s Supper understood in terms of Jesus’ presence to his people at worship. The 

Apostle mediates the absent Jesus to believers in his own person. The later Paul affirms the Lord’s 

Coming while facing his own death with the serene assurance of going ‘home’ to be in the Lord’s 
presence.

 Lecture 4: Hebrews stressing the importance of Jesus’ absence. Second-century reception includes 

Acts of Paul with narrative appropriation of Paul’s lively episodic encounter with Jesus and apostolic 

mediation of his presence. The Apocalypse of Paul expands 2 Cor 12 but without other mediation of 
Jesus’ presence.



Conclusion (2)

 Do all these things mindful of the Lord and exhort the Lord God that he himself 
will become your guide in whatever you do. For where Christ is named and Christ 
dwells, there everything is holy and everything is blessed. There Christ rejoices 
and happy are those who hunger and thirst for him, those who eat (τρώγοντες, 
John 6) him and those who drink him, and those who love him. “For who will 
separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, ... or persecution, 
... or danger, ... or sword,” or death? (Rom 8.35). For the sweetness of Christ and 
his divine love charm prevails against everything with the remembrance of 
Christ. So also the holy martyrs despised death on account of the love and 
sweetness of Christ, so that they might gain him alone, just as St Paul proclaims: 
“If anyone does not love the Lord Jesus, let him be anathema, maranatha” (1 Cor 
16.22). Now this word maranatha in Hebrew means ‘behold the Lord’. And at 
once the Lord appeared to him and said to him, “Since you [do] love me, Paul, 
behold here I am.” Out of joy, therefore, Paul said maranatha, “Behold the Lord”, 
“behold the Lord has come”, “behold he is here.”

 Ps-Chrysostom, Epistula ad Abbatem 25.


