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428 - Krister Stendahl

the original framework of “Jews and Centiles” is lost, and the West-
ern problems of conscience become its unchallenged and self-cvident
substitute,

Thus, the radical difference between a Paul and a Luther at this
one point has considerable ramification for the reading of the
actual texts. And the line of Luther appears to be the obvious
one. This is true not only among those who fnd themselves
more or less dogmatically bound by the confessions of the Refornia-
tion. It is equally truc about the average student of “all the great
books™ in a College course. or the agnostic Westemer in general, It
is also true in serious New Testament exegesis. Thus. R. Bult-
mann—in spite of his great fanuliarity with the history of religions in
early Christian times—finds the nucleus of Pauline thought in the
problem of “boasting,” i.e., in man's need to be utterly convicted
in his conscience. Paul's self-understanding in these matters is the
existential, and hence, ever valid center of Pauline theology. Such
an interpretation is an even more drastic translation and an cven
more farreaching generalization of the original Pauline material
than that found in the Reformers. But it is worth noting that it is
achieved in the prolongation of the same line. This is more obvious
since Bultmann makes, candidly and openly, the statement that his
existential hermeneutic rests on the presupposition that man is
essentially the same through the ages, and that this continuity in
the human self-consciousness is the common denominator between
the New Testament and any age of human history. This presuppo-
sition is stated with the furce of an a priori truth.

What in Bultmann rests on a clearly stated hermeneutic princi-
ple plavs, however, its subtle and distorting role in historians who
do not give account of their presuppositions but work within an
unquestioned Western framework. P. Volz, in his comprehensive
study of Jewish eschatology, uses man’s knowledge of his individual
salvation in its relation to a troubled conscience as one of the
“trenches” in his reconstruction of the Jewish background to the
New Testament. But when it comes to the crucial question and he
wants to find a passage which would substantiate that this was a
conscious problem in those generations of Judaism, he can find
only one example in the whole Rabbinic literature which perhaps
could illustrate an attitude of a troubled conscience (bBer. 28b).

To be sure, no one could ever deny that kamartia, “‘sin,” is a cru-
cial word in Paul’s terminology, especially in his epistle to the
Romans. Rom. 1-3 setsout to show that all—both Jews and Gén-
tiles—haye sinned and fallen short of the Clory of God (3:1q, ¢f.
v. 23). Rom. 3:21-8:59 demonstrates how and in what sense this
tragic fact 15 changed by the arrival of the Messiah.

It is much harder to gage how Paul subjectively experienced the
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power of sin in his life and, more specifically, how and in what
sense he was conscious of actual sins. One point is clear. The Sin
with capital 'S in Paul’s past was that he had persecuted the
Church of God. This climax of his dedicated obedience to his
Jewish faith (Gal. 1:13, Phil. 3:6) was the shameful deed which
made him the least worthy of apostleship (1 Cor. 15:9). This
motif, which is claborated dramatically by the author of the Acts of
the Apostles (chs. g, 22 and 26), is well grounded in Paul's own
epistles. Similarly, when 1 Timothy states on Paul’s account that
“Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whem [ am
number one™ (1:15), this is. not an expression of contrition in

-the present tense, but refers to how Paul in his wenorance had been
P g

a blaspheming and violent persecutor, before God in his merey and
grace had revealed to him his true Messiah and made Paul an
Apostle and a prototype of sinners” salvation (1:12-16).

Nevertheless, Paul knew that he had made up for this terrible
Sin of persecuting the Church, as he says in so many werds in 1
Cor, 15:10: *. .. lus grace toward me was not in vain: on the con-
trary, I worked harder than any of them—though it was not [, but
the grace of God which is with me.”

This his call to Apostleship has the same pattern as the more
thematic statement that Christ died for us godless ones, while we
were yet sinners (Rom. 5:6-11). We note how that statement is
only the subsidiary conditional clause in an argument e majore ad
minus: If now God was so good and powerful that he could justify
weak and sinful and rebellious men, how much easier must it not be
for him to give in due time the ultimate salvation to those whom
he already has justified. Hence, the words about the sinful, the
weak and the rebellious have not present-tense meaning, but refer
to the past, which is gloriously and gracefully blotted out, as was
Paul's enmity to Jesus Christ and his Church,

What then about Paul's consciousness of sins after his conver-
sion? His letters indicate with great clarity that he did not hold to
the view that man was free from sin after baptism. His pastoral
admonitions show that he had much paticnce with the sins and
weaknesses of Christians. But does he ever intimate that he is
aware of any sins of his own which would trouble his conscience? [t
is actually casier to find statements to the contrary. The tone in
Acts 23:1, “Brethren, [ have lived before God in all good con-
science up to this day” (ef. 24:16), prevails also throughout his
letters. Even if we take due note of the fact that the major part of
Paul’s correspondence contains an apology for his Apostolic minis-
tey—hienee it is the antipode to Augustine’s Confessions from the -
point of view of form—the conspicuous absence of reference to an
actual consciousness of being a sinner is surprsing. To be sure,
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