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Paul and Ethics 

 
1.  Paul’s Ethics: Introduction  
 Focus: Paul’s ethics are intimately related to his Christology and soteriology 
 Is there such a thing as a Pauline Ethic?  

Issues: contextuality, eschatology, justification by faith and not by works 
 Danger: individualism vs community in Paul’s ethics 
 Influences on Paul’s ethics: Jesus tradition, Jewish tradition, Hellenistic world 
      
2. Major players in Pauline Ethics 
 Dibelius (1920s): Paul’s moral exhortations have no relationship to his theology 
 Bultmann (1960s): Paul’s ethics cannot be separated from his theology 
 Furnish (1960s): Paul’s theology and ethics are inseparable with a focus on eschatology, 

Christology, and Paul’s moral exhortations 
 Sampley (1990s): Paul’s ethics as participation in Christ and a focus on being “in Christ”; the  

importance of community and the Spirit 
 Hays (1990-2000s): Paul as an ‘ad hoc’ ethical theologian; the importance of the cross 
 Horrell (2000s): importance of community and “other-regarding love” 
  
3. Emerging patterns of Paul’s ethics 
 The contextual nature of his writings is essential, especially if we try to apply Paul’s  

exhortations to modern issues (e.g. slavery, women, sexual exploitation) 
 Focused on the Christ event 
 The centrality of community 
 The centrality of the Spirit 
 
4. Paul’s ethics in practice 
 The communal aspect: 1 Cor. 5.13; 1 Cor. 8-10; 1 Cor. 6.12-20; Romans 14 
 Philippians 2.5-11 
 Romans 12 
 1 Thessalonians 4.1-5.22 
 Galatians 6.9-10 
 Participation “in Christ” 
  Parsons: found more than 200 times in various forms in Paul’s letters: 

“to live with Christ” (Rom 6.8; 2 Cor 7.3), “to suffer with Christ” (Rom 8.17), “to 
be crucified with Christ” (Rom 6.6), “to be raised with Christ” (Col 2.12; 3.1; Eph 
2.6), “to make alive with Christ” (Col 2.13; Eph 2.5), “to glorify with Christ” (Rom 
8.17), “to inherit with Christ” (Rom 8.17), “to reign with Christ” (2 Tim 2.12) 

  Individual (e.g. Rom 8.1; Phil 1.1; Eph 3.12)  
and Communal (Gal 1.22; 1 Thess 1.1; 2 Thess 1.1) 



  
 

Justification by faith and connection with the Spirit, Abraham, and Christ 
 Holiness and the body: 1 Thess 4.1-8; 1 Cor 6.12-7.16 
 Eschatological element of Paul’s ethics: 1 Cor 7.29-31; Galatians 3.28 
 The Spirit: and flesh (sarx) 
 
5. Key points 
 Paul’s ethics are not a system of rules or instructions 
 Doing vs being 
 Ethical identity is being “in Christ” 
 Ethics are found at the intersection of the individual, the community, Christ, and God’s will 
 
6. [excursus into set texts] Ephesians Intro 
 Issues surrounding pseudepigraphy 
 Colossians and Ephesians 
 
7. Ephesians: the letter 
 Date, location, and recipients (all difficult to determine) 
 Authorship: language & style; theology (Christology, ecclesiology, eschatology) 

Overarching theme:  
God’s universal plan in Christ for Jews and Gentiles; addressed to Gentiles 

 How Pauline is Ephesians? Familiar structure; unfamiliar language 
 Who are the recipients?  

Few specifics about Paul or Ephesus. Does the author know the readers? 
 Absence of Pauline problems: Jews vs Gentiles; law; circumcision; idol meat; church order 
 Altered reference: Christ as body vs head (1.23, 4.16); Kingdom of Christ and God (5.5) 
 Unfamiliar language:  

mystery (Gentile inclusion 3.3-4; marriage 6.19); past salvation (2.8-9), 
law “abolished” (2.15; contrast Col 2.14; Rom 3.31) 

“Paul’s best disciple, one whose religious perceptions and theological vision are equal to 
Paul’s own” (L.T. Johnson) 

 
8. Ephesian Themes and Structure  
 Summary of the Gospel: All-encompassing vision of: Christ, the Church 
 Ephesian Theology: 2.1-3.13 

Ephesian Ethics: 4.1-6.20 
Key themes/images: unity, ekklesia/’church’ (9 times), “the body of Christ” (10 times) 

 
9. Set Texts that draw on discussion of Paul’s Ethics: Ephesians 2-4 
 
 
 
 
Next Week: Paul and the Spirit 
 
 
 



 
 

Texts Used in the Lecture 
 
Philippians 2: …be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. 
3Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than 
yourselves. 4Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. 5Let the 
same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, 6who, though he was in the form of God, did not 
regard equality with God as something to be exploited, 7 but emptied himself, taking the form of a 
slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, 8he humbled himself and 
became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross. …12Therefore, my beloved, just as 
you have always obeyed me, not only in my presence, but much more now in my absence, work out 
your own salvation with fear and trembling; 13for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both 
to will and to work for his good pleasure. 
 
Romans 12: I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present 
your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 2Do 
not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you 
may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect. 3 For by the grace 
given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly than you ought to 
think, but to think with sober judgement, each according to the measure of faith that God has 
assigned. 4For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the same 
function, 5so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one of 
another…. 
14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 15Rejoice with those who rejoice, 
weep with those who weep. 16Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate 
with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. 17Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take 
thought for what is noble in the sight of all. 18If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live 
peaceably with all. 19Beloved, never avenge yourselves… 
 
1 Thessalonians 4-5: 4.9 Now concerning love of the brothers and sisters, you do not need to 
have anyone write to you, for you yourselves have been taught by God to love one another; 10and 
indeed you do love all the brothers and sisters throughout Macedonia. But we urge you, beloved, to 
do so more and more, 11to aspire to live quietly, to mind your own affairs, and to work with your 
hands, as we directed you, 12so that you may behave properly towards outsiders and be dependent 
on no one.  
  

5.12: But we appeal to you, brothers and sisters, to respect those who labour among you, and have 
charge of you in the Lord and admonish you; 13esteem them very highly in love because of their 
work. Be at peace among yourselves. 14And we urge you, beloved, to admonish the idlers, 
encourage the faint-hearted, help the weak, be patient with all of them. 15See that none of you 
repays evil for evil, but always seek to do good to one another and to all. 16Rejoice always, 17pray 
without ceasing, 18give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you. 
19Do not quench the Spirit. 20Do not despise the words of prophets, 21but test everything; hold fast 
to what is good; 22abstain from every form of evil. 
 



Galatians 6.9-10: 9So let us not grow weary in doing what is right, for we will reap at harvest time, 
if we do not give up. 10So then, whenever we have an opportunity, let us work for the good of all, 
and especially for those of the family of faith. 
 
1 Thessalonians 4.1-8: 1 Finally, brothers and sisters, we ask and urge you in the Lord Jesus that, 
as you learned from us how you ought to live and to please God (as, in fact, you are doing), you 
should do so more and more. 2For you know what instructions we gave you through the Lord 
Jesus. 3For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you abstain from fornication; 4that each 
one of you knows how to control your own body in holiness and honour, 5not with lustful passion, 
like the Gentiles who do not know God; 6that no one wrongs or exploits a brother or sister in this 
matter, because the Lord is an avenger in all these things, just as we have already told you 
beforehand and solemnly warned you. 7For God did not call us to impurity but in holiness. 
8Therefore whoever rejects this rejects not human authority but God, who also gives his Holy Spirit 
to you. 
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