IMPORTANT RHETORICAL FEATURES
OF THE LETTERS OF PAUL

Paul O. Wendland

he rhetorical analysis of the New Testament is “the process of

examining the modes and effects of literary arrangement.” In
other words, we examine how a given author arranged or organized
his text, and what the intended impact of this arrangement was upon
his audience. Does the overall beauty of it aim to stir their emotions?
Does the author base an appeal on the integrity of his character? Does
he mean to inform their understanding and convince them with logi-
cal proofs??

Rhetorical analysis concerns itself, then, with forms and the func-
tions of those forms in engaging the listeners/readers. As such it is
closely related to the newly emerging discipline of discourse analysis,
which focuses our attention on how the text works in larger units of
thought beyond a sentence and clause level. In addition, discourse
analysis asks questions like, “How does the author signal his themes
to his readers (i.e., signal prominence), and how does he weave those
themes together into a coherent whole (i.e., achieve coherence)??

The relevance for a preacher who wants to “preach the text” is
immediately evident. We want our preaching to be filled with what the
biblical author is “really” saying. But too often our text studies are
restricted to single words or phrases. We can so easily major in
minors. We fail to consider how those phrases fit into and are part of
the whole of a biblical author’s argument. We miss the great themes of
a book and fail to see how our particular section fits into developing
those themes. As we grow in our appreciation for the style and beauty
of the divine author, we cannot fail to pass along a sense of it to our
own listeners. Our sermons will increase in their depth and richness.

1S. E. Porter, Vol. 25:-Handbook to Exegesis of the New Testament. New Testament
Tools and Studies (Leiden, New York: Brill, 1997), 219.

2This kind of analysis is nothing new. Luther kept a book of Quintilian’s Institutes
at his bedside, it is said. Rhetorical studies were very much in the air during the era of
. the Reformation and Luther often employed the tools of rhetorical analysis (broadly
understood) to understanding the biblical text. See, for example, LW 12:7, 1488, 15:74,
16:3,286, etc.

3For a little more on this, see Kenneth Cherney, Jr., “General Linguistics and Some
Exegetical Fallacies,” in Wisconsin Lutheran Quarterly 106, no. 3 (Summer 2009): 173-185.



In outlining the following aspects of Paul’s writing, I do not mean
to suggest that a preacher has failed in his exegetical task if his final
sermon is not informed by a careful study of all the features listed
below. I know how busy you are! But often we make the perfect the
enemy of the good. Begin somewhere, perhaps best by simply reading
the text aloud in the original (see point 3 below, “Oral Patterns”),
Then, as you have time and inclination, begin to explore some of the
other dimensions of Paul’s letter writing, such as attending carefully
to the original context of an Old Testament allusion or quotation and
reflecting on how it works in Paul’s text (see point 9 below, “Saturated
with Scripture”). Or consider how Paul opens a particular letter with
an address and thanksgiving. Compare with his other letters. Look for
themes that will continue to resound in what is to follow (see point 2
below, “Transforming Forms”).

The Form of the Letter

Thomas Long describes the letter form in general as speaking to an
absent friend as if he were present—a way of being there and not
being there at the same time.* The definition points to a communica-
tion in which we will expect to see the letter writer’s personality shine
through in his words. And that’s exactly what we do see in Paul.

After a careful study of the ancient letter and its rhetorical func-
tions Heikkei Koskenniemi identifies three of them on prominent dis-
play in Paul’s letters:

1. Philophronesis: denotes the desire of the sender to establish,
strengthen, or restore his personal relationship with his recipi-
ents. One will note this rhetorical function at work in phrases that
evoke and express a friendly relationship, for example, “Dear
Fred” or “Cordially yours.” What distinguishes Paul’s letters from
the rest is the way that “Paul’s [expression of his] relationship to
his letters’ recipients usually points beyond itself to their common
relationship in Christ.”® Examples of such greetings:

® yaipew becomes xdpLs
e Philippians 1:5 . .. your partnership in the gospel . ..

e Romans 1:8 First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all
- of you, because your faith is being reported all over the world.

2. Parousia: establishment of presence, the sense that the letter is
to bridge the gap of separation between writer and reader—it

4Thomas Long, Preaching and the Literary Forms of the Bible (aneapohs
Fortress Press, 1988), 107ff.

5Long, Preaching, 114,



- brings something of the sender into contact with the recipient
and makes one aware of the presence of the person in the letter.

1 Corinthians 5:4 When you are assembled in the name of our
Lord Jesus and I am with you in spirit, and the power of our
Lord Jesus is present . ..

2 Corinthians 10:1 By the meekness and gentleness of Christ, 1
appeal to you—I, Paul, who am “timid” when face to face with
you, but “bold” when away!

Galatians 5:2 Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let
yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no value to you
at all.

Galatians 6:11 See what large letters I use as I write to you
with my own hand!

3. Omilia and dialogus is the creation of a dialogical, invitational
mood; it attempts to include the reader, saying what they say in
a dialogic fashion and with the readers’ attitudes and feelings
in mind.

Romans 7:1 Do you not know, brothers—for I am speaking to
men who know the law—that the law has authority over a
man only as long as he lives?

1 Corinthians 15:1 Now, brothers, I want to remind you of the
gospel I preached to you, which you received and on which you
have taken your stand.

2 Corinthians 3:1 Are we beginning to commend ourselves
again? Or do we need, like some people, letters of recommenda-
tion to you or from you?

Galatians 3:2 I would like to learn just one thing from you: Did
you receive the Spirit by observing the law, or by believing
what you heard?

Philippians 4:3 Yes, and I ask you, loyal yokefellow, help these
women who have contended at my side in the cause of the
gospel, along with Clement and the rest of my fellow workers,
whose names are in the book of life.

Paul’s occasional use of the diatribe style might also be included
here. See below under 5.

Questions for reflection

1. Preachers today often omit the salutation “Dear friends in Christ . . ."
replacing it with an invocation, sometimes with nothing at all. Do you
think this detracts from the philophronesis of the sermon? What are
some other ways preachers establish and express their relationship
with their listeners?



2. What are some ways that a preacher can practice omilia in his homileti-
cal work? To put it bluntly: what are ways you keep your listeners
involved in the message? Can you learn here from Paul?

Transforming Forms¢

In one sense, the letters of Paul are similar in form to many Hel-
lenistic letters of the time. They are composed of the following elements:

Opening
a. The sender(s) is (are)
named
b. The addressees are named
¢. The salutation
d. A thanksgiving

Body

a. Instruction
b. Exhortation

Closing (several common ele-
ments, not all in every letter)

a. Travel plans

. Final prayer

Prayer requests

. Greetings

Final Instructions
Autographed greeting

m e pe T

. A xdpis blessing

Scholars have noticed vari-
ous formulaic phrases Paul
uses in the body of his letters
such as:

Disclosure formulas:

“I do not want you to
be ignorant”

“I want you to know”
Request formulas:

“Now I exhort you”

“Now we ask you”
New topic markers:

mrepl 8¢ TOV . . .
Transition markers

Aolméy —to sth new

(see BDAG 3b)

These can be helpful in dis-
tinguishing Paul’s outline,
his progression of thought.

Oxyrhynchus Papyrus 1206

Aurelius Dius to Aurelius Horion, my sweetest father, many greet-
ings. I make supplication for you every day before the gods of this
place. So don’t be uneasy, father, about my studies. 'm working
hard but getting some rest. It'll go well for me. I send greetings to
my mother Tamiea and my sister Tnepherous and my sister
Philous. I send greetings also to my brother Patermouthis. . . .
Gaia sends greetings to you all . . . I pray for your health, father.

fAdapted from Thomas R. Schreiner’s Interpreting the Pauline Epistles (Grand

Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1990), 21-38.



Acts 15:23ffF 1 Thessalonians 1:1£f
Senders Ac 15:23 1Th 1:1
Ol dméoTorol kal ot IMadros Kkal Tthovavds
mpeaBiTepol ddeldpol kai Tupdbeos
Addressees | Tols kard Ty T éxkAnola Oecoa-
AvTLOXELaY Kal Aovicéwr &v Bed maTpl
Zuplav kal Kihktav kai kuple ‘Inood XpuoTd
G8eidols Tols EE Bviy
Greeting yalpew ydpts Dty kal elprivn
Thanks- 2EhyapioTobuer T4 0ed
giving rdyToTe TEPL TAVTOV
VoV prelar molodpevol
¢l TV Tpooeuxdy
nudy ...
Body "Emel81) jkodoajLey AbTol ydp olare,
8T Twes EE Npudv a8erdol, v elaodov
[éEerddvTes] éTdpaEav ARGV THY Tpos LPLas OTL
vpds Myots .. . €8okev oV kevt| yéyovev. .. .
vap TH mvelpaTe 7O ayle
wal iy pndév wiéov
émrifecBaL Ly Bdpos
ANV ToOTwY TEY
émdvaykes (vv 24-29)
Closing Acts 15:29 1 Th 5:28 'H xdpts Tob
"Eppwobe, kuplov Nudv Inood
XpioTod ped’ vpdv.

In another sense, Paul’s letters are a “form transformed.” That is
to say, he takes the basic elements of the standard Greek letter form
and re-imagines them completely to serve his purposes.

Consider for one thing the length of the letters. In the Graeco-
Roman world, private letters averaged close to ninety words in length.
Literary letters, such as those by the Roman orator and statesman Cic-
ero and by Seneca the philosopher, averaged around 200 words. Since
the usual papyrus sheet measured about 9%" by 11" and could accom-
modate 150-250 words depending on the size of the text, most ancient
letters occupied no more than one papyrus page. But the average
length of Paul’s epistles (letters) runs to about 1,300 words, ranging
from 335 words in Philemon to 7,101 words in Romans. Thus Paul’s let-



ters are several times longer than the average letter of ancient time, so
that in a sense Paul invented a new literary form, the epistle—new in
its length, in the theological character of its contents, and (usually) in
the communal nature of its address. Yet Paul’s letters are true letters in
that they have genuine and specific addressees, unlike the ancient lit-
erary epistles, which were written for general publication.

But it is not simply a matter of length. In a similar way, Paul
explodes and expands the various elements of the standard letter form
as well:

° For example, Paul’s letters begin with the conventional naming
of the sender and the recipients, but in a much-expanded form.
Paul gives not only his name (and the names of any co-authors)
but usually also describes his identity as servant or apostle of
Jesus Christ.

* He also describes the recipients of the letter in Christian terms.

o Paul’s standard greeting is longer than the traditional one word
greetings (yalpere) and takes a clearly Christian form (e.g.,
Romans 1:7; 1 Corinthians 1:3; 2 Corinthians 1:2; Galatians 1:3).

» Just as standard Greek letters often included wishes or thanks-
giving for the health and welfare of the sender or recipient, so
Paul generally opens his letters with a thanksgiving for the
recipients and their faith (e.g., Romans 1:8; 1 Corinthians 1:4-9;
1 Thessalonians 1:2ff).

e At the close of his letters, Paul sends greetings, again more
extended than the concise “goodbye” or “farewell” which was
customary, sometimes including a “doxology” of some sort—
words in praise of God’s glory—and generally ending with a
form of what has come to be known as “the grace” (e.g., Romans
16:21-27; 1 Corinthians 16:19-24; Philippians 4:20-23).7

The interpreter needs to keep a careful eye on these transformed
elements.

For example, a quick comparison reveals that Galatians is the only one
of Paul’s letters to lack a "thanksgiving.” What does this indicate about
his “mood”?

In addition, the opening and closing elements of the letter either
foreshadow or recapitulate major themes of the epistle. As we've seen,
they can disclose the kind of relationship the apostle has with his
addressees, or the kind of connection he wishes to establish.

"David G. Horrell, An Iniroduction to the Study of Paul (London: Continuum,
2000), 47.



Compare and contrast the openings of Romans, Philippians, and Galatians.

e What can you deduce about the relationship between sender and |
addressees from what is said? :

o Looking just at the “thanksgiving” portion of the letters, what themes
do you expect Paul to develop in Romans and Philippians?

Oral Patterns®

Although it is very hard to estimate, some scholars put the liter-
acy rate in the first century Roman world at somewhere around 15
percent. Palestine may have had a higher rate, as well as other pock-
ets within the Roman Empire. It hardly matters. I have never seen an
estimate of more than 35% in any particular area.

This means that writing was primarily a support of an oral cul-
ture. Texts were written to be read to hearing audiences. In fact, silent
reading, even in private study, was not the common pattern we now
accept as normal. This practice, as late as Augustine, was congidered
to be something of an anomaly.

What’s more, Paul was writing to entire churches. He could not
and did not assume that his works were to be read silently. As he said
to the Thessalonians, “I charge you before the Lord to have this letter
read to all the brothers” (1 Th 5:27). Letters were as much oral per-
formances as written documents. This demonstrates to us how impor-
tant it is to listen to the text. We must read it aloud, no matter how
much we may stumble at first. Start with a single selection of modest
length and repeat it in your devotional reading daily for a week or
more. Repetition over time will increase fluency. We will find ourselves
becoming much more aware of the “sonic effects” of Paul’s writing,
including his plays on words.

Read the following verses aloud several times. What quickly becomes
apparent?

Philippians 1:3-4 Romans 12:3

As we become fluent through repetition in some larger chunks of
Paul’s writing, we will discover that there are many other patterns of
“oral” writing detectible in Paul’s letters, patterns that are fairly com-
mon in other cultures that are still primarily oral. In such cultures,
speakers wish to find ways either to remember their words or to ren-

8A summary of John D. Harvey’s Listening to the Text: Oral Patterning in Paul’s
Letters (Grand Rapids, ML: Baker Book Company, 1998).



der them more memorable for listeners. We can look at these as sort of
“oral outlines.”

Some of the most prominent patterns are:
Chiasmus: ABBA (the order of elements is inverted)
1Th 5:5
STAVTES yap UWELS
vlol dwTds éote  Kkal viol fuépas.
Otk éopev vukrds ovd¢ okérous:

Alternation: ABAB (interplay between two alternate
choices or ideas)

2 Co 5:6-9

5QappolvTes olv TdvToTe Kkal el8dTes GTL

A évdnuolvres év TQ oWpaTt.

B éxdnpolpey dmd Tob kuplov:
BLa mloTews yap mepimaTodier, ob Sid elSovs:
¥appolper Be kal elBokoDLev, pwdihov

B ékdnpufioal éx Tob owpatos
A kal évBnufjoar mpos TOV KipLov.
%BLo kal dLroTLpoleda,
A elte &dnuolvtes
B elTe ékBnpolrres, elddpectol avTd elvat.

Inclusion—use of the same words to begin and end
a discussion

Php 1:12-14

Llwdokely 8¢ Upds Bollopal, ddeddol, dTL Td kat’
€ue pddov els mpokoTiy Tob elayyedlou éAr\udev,
BoTe TOUS Beopols pou davepovs év XpLoTh
yevéoBaL év OAw TG Tpartwplw kal Tols Aoilmols
TaoLw, Mkal Tovs TAelovas TGOV dSelddv év kuplw
memoL8dTas Tols Seopols pou TMEPLOTOTEPNS TOMLAY
addBws TOV AGyor Aaielv.

[mid-section]
Php 1:25-26

sial TobTo mEmoLBns olda BTl pevd kal mapapevd
mdow Uiy els Ty L@V wpokomiy kal xapdy Ths
mioTews, Plva TO Kkavxmpa VUGV mepLooely év
Xptotd ’Inood év épol Sua Ths éufis mapovoias
TAALY pds UGS,



Word-chain—a frequent repetition of a given word and its
cognates within a clearly defined context

Php 3:7-11

TAM] dTwva fv pot képdn, Tabta fynpar Sid Tov
Xpiotov (mplov.

8GANG pevodvye kal fyyobpaw wduta {nplav elvar 8ud
TO Umepéyxov Ths yvdoews XpiaTod Inood Tob wuplov pov
8U dv Ta mdvTa é(nuweny,

kal fryobpar okvBada, tva XploTov kepdiow okal €Upebd
¢y avT®, un Exov éuny dikatoolvmy Ty €k vopov dAdL
Ty 8Ld mlotews XpioToD, THY éx Beol Sikaroglimy émi
T MOTEL,

0Tl yvGvar abTov kal Thy Slvapy Ths dvactdoews aiTod
kal [Tl kowwviay [Téw] mabnpdrey attod, oujpopdloperos
T® BavdTy avTob,

uel mws kaTavThow €ls T €EavdoTaoy THY €k Vekpov.

Ring Composition—‘A’ sentence + [interior section] + ‘A’
sentence. Speaker or writer returns to a previous point in
the discussion, either concluding or resuming his train of
thought. Unlike “Inclusion,” where there are correspon-
dences with words, ring composition involves a similarity
on the sentence level.

2Co2:13
1BodKk EoxnKa dveoiy TQ mvelpati pov TQ pi) ebpelv pe

TlTov TOU A8ehddy pov, aAX dwoTafdpevos avrols
EEfMBor els MaxeSoviav.

[interior section]—Paul’s marvelous digression on the glory of
the NT ministry
2Co7:5-6
sKai yop ENévTay MUy els MakeSoviav oldeplay Eoxnkev
dveow 1) odpE fudv dAX év mavtl BMBduevol EEwdev
pdyat, éowley d6Bot. 6GAN O TAPAKANGY TOUS TATELWOUS
Tapekdleoer fuas O Beds év T mapovoiq Titov,
Tt is useful to become aware of these patterns because they serve as:
e the author’s own way of designating subsections of his letters

s the author’s own way of bringing themes of the letter into
greater prominence.



Questions for reflection
1. Read Galatians 5:16-25 and study the patterns.

2. Recall a recent sermon of yours: what features of orality did it display?
How is writing for the ear a different deal than just plain writing?
Why are such features of sermon writing important? (Here, reflect for
a moment on how your sermons sound now as compared with your
first efforts at homiletics).

Word Order

Beginning Greek students, in order to understand the Greek, try
to divest themselves of the rigid patterning that we require to make
sense of English. The unfortunate fallout from this is that they begin
to believe that word order “doesn’t matter” in Greek. Nothing could be
further from the truth.

Normal word order for ancient Greek was Subject-Object-Verb
(SOV). Under the influence of Hebrew, “the verb . . . occurs as near the
beginning as possible, followed by personal pronoun, subject, object,
supplementary participles.” What this means is that “normal” word
order for most of the New Testament writings will be VSO or SVO
more often than SOV,

Attending to word order is important as well for revealing where
an author wished his readers to place the emphasis and to signal a
change in subject or topic, etc. Generally speaking, pay attention to:

e words that have been displaced to the front or to the back—that
is, found in some unexpected place and not in the usual order.

® More frequently it can be said that words occurring at the
beginning of a sentence or phrase have greater prominence than
those that follow.

° On occasion, however, an author will leave his weightiest words
for the end of the sentence (in good, classical periodic style).

Question for reflection

If we grant that a preacher often uses his voice or gestures as the primary
means to convey emphasis, can displaced words add to the effect? What is
the standard English word order? How much can it be stretched?

®Nigel Turner, A Grammar of New Testament Greek (Edinburgh: T & T Clark,
1963), 347-348.



Other Rhetorical Features of Note

The Diatribe

Most scholars agree that Paul used a diatribe style in some of his '
letters. In Paul’s case, the diatribe may have had its origin in his dis-
cussions with his fellow-countrymen, either in the classroom or the
synagogue. In other words, it’s not just a rhetorical feature intended to
stimulate learning, but a conversation that has sprung out of real life
situations. The characteristic feature of the diatribe is its conversa-
tional nature.’® The teacher (or writer) anticipates a possible objection
or response to his argument, and puts the question or objection in the
student’s words and responds to it.

R0 9:14 T{ olv époduev; pn ddikia wapd T@ Bed; L1 yévorTo.

Ro 9:19-20 "Epeis pou odv: vl [olv] ém pépdetar; 7@ yap
BoukfipaTt adTod Tis dvbéoTnrev; & dlpwre, pevolvye ob Tis €l
6 duramokpopevos TO Bed; pi) épel TO midopa TG mhdoavTtit Ti
pe émoinoas olTws;

Parenesis

The Pauline letters are awash in parenesis (i.e., exhortations).
Indeed, some of the letters are best described as parenetic letters or
letters of consolation and encouragement. For example, the whole of
1 Thessalonians can be classified as parenetic. In Romans the pare-
netical section (12:1-15:13) appears to be neatly separated from the
earlier part of the letter. Parenesis should be considered, however, as
an integral part of Paul’s purpose in writing Romans, and exhorta-
tions are present in the earlier part of the letter as well (see Romans 6).
Aune helpfully distinguished between letters that have a parenetic
style, where the entire letter is marked by exhortations (such as
1 Thessalonians), and epistolary parenesis, which is found in the con-
cluding sections of some letters.!! For instance, Philippians, 1 Thessa-
lonians, and Colossians have a parenetic style. On the other hand,
epistolary parenesis is found at the end of Romans (12:1-15:13),
Galatians (5:13-6:10), Ephesians (4:1-6:20), and Colossians (3:1-4:6).
A letter (e.g., Colossians) can possibly have both of these features at
the same time, that is, a parenetic style and a concluding section of
epistolary parenesis.’?

©Qther features include the use of the short sunple sentence, ironical imperatives,
parataxis, and agyndeton.

uDavid Aune, The New Testament in its Literary Environment, 1* ed. (Philadel-
phia: Westminster Press, 1987), 191.

127 R. Schreiner, Vol. 5: Interpreting the Pauline Epistles. Guides to New Testament
Exegesis (Grand Rapids, MI.: Baker Book House, 1990), 37.



Questions for reflection

Assess the following texts for their Pauline parenesis:

Romans 12:1-2 Ephesians 5:21-33 . Philippians 2:1-11
* Summarize: what is he urging his hearers to do/be?

* How does he make his case?

“QOccasionality”

Most commentators remark on the occasional nature of Paul’s let-
ters. This means that most of Paul’s letters were written to address
some specific need. While this is true, it can be overemphasized to the
point where a person calls into question the legitimacy of deriving
timeless doctrinal statements from letters that (in their view) were
merely ad hoc.

This assertion can be refuted by making two simple points:

a. From the very beginning, Paul was conscious of being an author-
itative proclaimer and writer of God’s Word:

1 Thessalonians 2:13

And we also thank God continually because, when you
received the word of God, which you heard from us, you
accepted it not as the word of men, but as it actually is,
the word of God, which is at work in you who believe.

Kal 8ud Tobro kal fuels evyapioTobiey 1@ Bl ddiarelnmTws,
811 mapahaBértes \oyov drofis map’ M@y Tob Beod é8éEacbe
o Ayov dvlpdmwy dA\G kabBds éoTiv dAnbBds Aéyov Beod
85 kal évepyelTal év Lulv Tols moTelouoLy.

See also the opening verses of Romans and Galatians.

a. From the very beginning Paul made provision for his letters to
be solemnly read to the congregation.

1 Thessalonians 5:27

I charge you before the Lord to have this letter read to all
the brothers.

bl ’ ¢ ~ A\ ’ b4 ~ A\ 7 A ~
Evopkilw pds Tov kiplov avayvwobfival TRV €TLOTOANY Taow
Tols adehdols.

One might also mention the fact that letters sent in the ancient
world, especially Paul’s, were not like emails. It must have taken
Paul some time to plan what he was going to say. To write one of his
letters required the securing of appropriate materials and a secretary
who would not only write out Paul’s dictation, but also (very likely, as



this was a standard custom) make a copy of the letter. Paul had to
find someone to take the letter to its recipients. And travel in the
first century—while undoubtedly better than it had been in times
past and would be in the future—was by no means quick and easy
(see 2 Corinthians 11:26).

By comparison, consider the time and effort it takes to compose a
text message. Even in our own era, a handwritten letter delivered by
US Postal Service packs a bigger emotional wallop than an email. Or
(what might be a closer equivalent) consider the symbolic and emo-
tional significance of receiving a formal letter from President
Schroeder if it were printed on bond letterhead and personally signed!
Finally, even Paul’s opponents had to admit that his letters were
“weighty” (2 Corinthians 10:10).

At the same time it will often be helpful for us to reconstruct a
scenario of “what was going on in such and such a congregation” as we
read Paul’s letters. We will base these reconstructions primarily on
evidence from the Acts narrative and from the letters themselves. We
may also use secondary source material from extra-biblical historical
data, but care must be taken not to allow reconstructions based on
this secondary material to “trump” or vitiate the plain meaning of the
biblical text.

Finally, while Paul is writing truths that transcend specific times
and places, no one would deny that some of what he writes is occa-
sional or historically conditioned. To determine what is universal and
what is historically conditioned in his letters, we must

1. Consider who is being addressed. Is the audience clearly limited?
2 Timothy 4:13

When you come, bring the cloak that I left with Carpus at
Troas, and my scrolls, especially the parchments.

2. Consider the rationale for the principle. Is it based on univer-
sals, or the circumstances of a specific situation?

1 Corinthians 11:1-16

Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ.
2] praise you for remembering me in everything and
for holding to the teachings, just as I passed them on
to you. *Now I want you to realize that the head of
every man is Christ, and the head of the woman is
man, and the head of Christ is God. ‘Every man who
prays or prophesies with his head covered dishonors his head.
SAnd every woman who prays or prophesies with her head
uncovered dishonors her head—it is just as though her head
were shaved. SIf a woman does not cover her head, she should



have her hair cut off: and if it is a disgrace for a woman to
have her hair cut or shaved off, she should cover her head. "A
man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and
glory of God; but the woman is the glory of man. fFor
man did not come from woman, but woman from man;
9neither was man created for woman, but woman for
man. °For this reason, and because of the angels, the
woman ought to have a sign of authority on her head. 11In the
Lord, however, woman is not independent of man, nor
is man independent of woman. *For as woman came
from man, so also man is born of woman. But every-
thing comes from God. ¥Judge for yourselves: Is it proper
for a woman to pray to God with her head uncovered? “Does
not the very nature of things teach you that if a man has long
hair, it is a disgrace to him, ¥but that if a woman has long
hair, it is her glory? For long hair is given to her as a covering.
16Tf anyone wants to be contentious about this, we have no
other (toLattny ouvifelar olk &xopev) practice—nor do the
churches of God.

3. Does the context itself (wide or narrow) limit a command or an
exhortation’s scope?

1 Corinthians 7:8

Now to the unmarried and the widows I say: It is good for
them to stay unmarried, as I am.

But:

1 Corinthians 7:2

But since there is so much immorality, each man should
have his own wife, and each woman her own husband.

1 Corinthians 7:26

Because of the present crisis, I think that it is good for you
to remain as you are.

Also relevant are the many other places in the wider context of the
Pauline corpus and the rest of Scripture where there are much
more positive assessments of marriage.

The Stories Behind the Words

I will confess that I've always found epistles much harder to
preach than the gospels. St. Augustine speaks of the feeling a person
has when he’s preparing a text and his mind is filled with a rich sense
of all the depth and possibilities of what one might say. Yet when it
comes time to actually make the presentation, there is also this sense
of mournful loss at never quite being able to put on paper what one



was. going over in his mind. The latter seems so much more insipid.
Pve often had that feeling in preaching epistles.

Part of it, of course, is simply the complexity of the thoughts them- -
selves. Unlike the gospels, where we are usually able to preach on a
pericope that can stand quite nicely on its own, with epistles we are
often slicing out a few verses from what may be an argument extend-
ing through several chapters. Furthermore, the gospels tend toward
the concrete; Paul’s letters, toward the abstract. The gospels are rich
in narratives. The epistles are much more densely packed with doctri-
nal content.

There is a way, however, to make Paul more concrete, and that is
to find the stories behind his words. What do I mean? First of all,
there is the story of the relationship between Paul and his original
recipients. Establish for your listeners the setting for Paul’s words.
Romans (winding up his missionary journeys in the east with the
offering; hoping to use Rome as his base of operations for his next
great venture: to preach the good news to people in the west); Philippi-
ans (the warm relationship that existed between him and these Mace-
donian Christians; the fact that he writes from prison); Galatians
(Paul’s horror at the infiltration of the Judaizers among these young
Christians)—each of these epistles has elements of “occasionality” that
can help us bring our exegesis down to earth.

Of course pastors have been doing this for years. Nevertheless I
find setting the scene is an art too often neglected—particularly
among the older pastors I hear. Maybe they assume we all know it as
well as they do or have already heard it too many times.

Then, as Ben Witherington suggests, there is the “narrative thought
world”3 that lies behind many of Paul’s texts. Paul assumes a great
deal of Bible background knowledge on the part of original readers.
Romans 5 is unintelligible without an understanding of Genesis 1-3.
Paul assumes we know precisely when, in the cycle of Abraham’s sto-
ries, the words “it was credited to him for righteousness” occur. In fact,
without an intimate acquaintance of the whole life and times of this
“father of believers,” we simply would not be able to grasp what Paul is
saying in many places in Romans and Galatians.

What would a reader make of 1 Corinthians 10 if he was not
familiar with the account of the Exodus and Israel’s subsequent
wilderness wanderings? A single phrase like éx oméppatos Aauld
(Romans 1:3) evokes a whole complex of Old Testament history and
prophecy. And we dare not forget why Paul does not re-tell the story

13Ben Witherington, Paul’s Narrative Thought World: The Tapestry of Tragedy and
Triumph, 1st ed. (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1994).



of Christ’s life, sufferings, and death: he assumes his listeners are
familiar with it.

In an age when knowledge of Bible history cannot be assumed, a
preacher on the epistles must tease out the stories behind the words
and recount them to his hearers.

There are other stories that also must be retold for the sake of
modern listeners, stories of a bygone world and culture. They are
drawn, for the most part, from urban life. They speak of idols and tem-
ples and slaves and masters and adoptions and travel and taxes and
marriages and courtrooms and triumphs and emperors.

Question for reflection
What account(s) lie behind the following:

2 Corinthians 3:18 And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord's
glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory,
which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.

. Philippians 2:6-11 Who, being in very nature God, did not consider
equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing,
taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And
being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became
obedient to death— even death on a cross! Therefore God exalted him
to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name,
that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on
earth and under the earth,and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ js
Lord, to the glory of God the Father.

Is Paul Among the Orators?

It’s been 30 years since Hans Dieter Betz applied lessons learned
from the ancient rhetorical handbooks to his commentary on Gala-
tians. It was his contention that Galatians was a species of forensic
rhetoric. He then proceeded to classify various sections of the letter
according to the standard dispositio or arrangement for a forensic
speech. Since that day, many commentators have followed suit and
found Graeco-Roman speech forms all over the Paulines. One would
almost think that 1 Corinthians 1 and 2 had never been written, and
that Paul was to be numbered among the professional rhetores.

The various schema are of passing interest and since you will
undoubtedly run across them in commentaries, I will briefly mention
them here:

Beginning with Aristotle, the usual classification is into deliber-
ative, judicial, and epideictic forms. Deliberative rhetoric was
viewed as concerned with determination of the advantages of
some future action; judicial rhetoric with the determination of



the justice or legality of a past-action; epideictic with praise or
blame of what was honorable or dishonorable.*

Major Divisions of a Formal Speech (dispositio):

1. Exordium-—opening aimed at disposing the audience well to
what follows

2. Narratio—explains the nature and background of the disputed
matter

3. Propositio [ Partitio—(part of or following the narration) lays out
the proposition of speaker (and sometimes of the opponent)

4. Probatio—arguments supporting the speaker

5. Refutatio—disposes of opponents’ arguments (sometimes
included in the probation)

6. Peroratio—recapitulation of main points, a rousing close to
arouse hearers’ emotions in favor of the speaker

Refutatio

Peroratio

16:12

16:13-18|

Acts 24 | Acts 24
1Co 2 Co |Acts 17 Tertullus| Paul Acts 26
Exordium| 1:4-9 | 2-4 10 2f
Narratio | 1:11-17 - 5-6 11 4-21
Propositio| 1:10 s 20f
Probatio | S8 13:1-13:4|17:24-29

27,29

But I rather doubt whether Paul had any kind of advanced formal
training in rhetoric, and so I also doubt the validity of these various
schemata as they are applied to Paul’s letters. More and more scholars
are casting doubt on these attempts to partition Paul’s letters accord-
ing to the standard rules of speech rhetoric.

In an article in the Concordia Journal, Mark Surburg sums up his
case against the project.'

HGeorge A. Kennedy, Classical Rhetoric and its Christian and Secular Tradition
from Ancient to Modern Times (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press,

1999), 7.

Mark P. Surburg, “Ancient Rhetorical Criticism, Galatians and Paul at Twenty-
Five Years,” Concordia Journal 30, no.1 (January/April 2004): 13-39.



1. There were never any detailed systematic rules for letters and
the ancient rhetorical handbooks make no connection between
letter-writing and speeches.’¢ The letter writing tradition was
essentially independent of rhetoric.

2. The majority of Hellenistic letters do not lend themselves to
classical rhetorical analysis.

3. There is no agreement among the practitioners according
to what species a given letter is to be classified. Galatians,
for example, has been classified as forensic, epideictic, and
deliberative. This raises all kinds of questions as to methodolog-
ical soundness.

While the notion of classifying and analyzing Paul’s letters in this way
is misguided, Surburg does see value in an analysis which “make(s) us
alert to the topoi used by Paul in the ‘discovery’ of his arguments. This
allows us to hear them in the expected . . . fashion that first century
listeners would have.”” There is also value in analyzing how various
rhetorical devices (use of rhetorical questions, maxims) were used in
Paul’s context—both to see where Paul follows the form, and where he
transcends it. Finally, style and ornamentation is another area where
a study of first century rhetoric can help us better understand Paul.
All of these basic conventions Paul could have picked up in the practi-
cal training he received when he was engaged in discussions in Greek-
speaking synagogues. Having taught orally for over twenty years, he
had to have learned a few things along the way.

In comparison with the classical rhetoric of his day, Paul’s rhetoric
can appear unpremeditated.!® This is because it flowed from his zeal for
Christ and from his passion for that Truth revealed to him in a blaze of
light. That’s what gave him his voice. Like a bird can’t help but sing on a
spring day bright with blossoming hope, so Paul sings. “Theology is dox-
ology,” Martin Franzmann declared. To honor God truly, we must sing.

6This is not to say that “there was no contact between letters and rhetoric” (34).
The epistolary genre was flexible, and one would expect some basic rhetorical conven-
tions to be observed. “But the employment of specific techniques and devices is quite dif-
ferent from writing a letter according to a rhetorical species or [following a] dispositio
order” (34).

"Surburg, “Ancient Rhetorical Criticism,” 38.

81t would have sounded somewhat strange, in fact, to a classically trained rhetor.
His “strangeness” consists among other things in this that his letters are almost com-
pletely free of the “taglines” of the great Greek authors. Standard Greek writing is pep-
pered with such quotations and allusions. Paul’s writing breathes with the ancient
Scriptures of his people. In addition, Paul’s writing lacks the balanced elegance of, for
example, the epistle to the Hebrews. In Paul asyndeta abound. Yes, he's more than capa-
ble of a periodic sentence, but even these tend to lack the subordination and coordina-
tion techniques Greeks so loved.



Saturated with Scripture

As are all the New Testament writers, Paul is completely con-
vinced that Jesus is the Messiah who came in fulfillment of God’s
ancient word to his people (see Acts 13:32-33; Romans 15:8). In fact, he
claims the Old Testament as a thoroughly Christian book, written for
us “upon whom the fulfillment of the ages have come” (1 Corinthians

10:11; see also Romans 15:4). We are hardly surprised, then, to notice
that Paul’s writing is simply saturated with the Scriptures. His Greek
is redolent with Old Testament quotations and allusions.

There are sometimes when we may be tempted to scratch our
heads when Paul refers to a particular passage. Sometimes the prob-
lems are caused by the Greek being no match for the Hebrew original
(Compare, e.g., 2 Corinthians 4:13 with the Masoretic Text. Is Paul
basing his argument on a mistranslation?). At other times the connec-
tion between the words in their original historical setting and the use
to which Paul is putting them is far from clear. As Peter informed us
early on, there are some things in Paul that are “difficult to under-
stand” (2 Peter 3:15-16).

The use of the Old Testament in the New is a major topic in its
own right, and we can hardly take the time now to deal thoroughly
with the issue. Suffice it to say that most of the “problems” disappear
when we bear in mind two things:

1. Paul is often quoting not so much a “proof passage” but a proof
context. The passage he quotes serves as a kind of marker of or
(perhaps more accurately put) a gateway into the entire Old
Testament context in which the passage is found. A careful
study and comparison of Psalm 116 with 2 Corinthians 4:13, for
example, will show that Psalm 116 is a wonderful example of
the kind of confident faith under trial that Paul is talking
about. It is always rewarding and homiletically enriching to
study the contexts of Paul’s Old Testament citations. In fact, if a
preacher doesn’t do so, I really wonder if he can be confident
that he has completed his exegesis.

2. We have become so accustomed to citing Scripture as proof for
the truth being asserted, or as the fulfillment of a particular
prophecy, that we miss the fact that Paul sometimes simply
alludes to the Old Testament in a literary way, to illustrate a
truth being taught.

These categories are not as neat as one might suppose, however.
Sometimes we may wonder whether Paul is simply alluding to
an Old Testament Scripture, or actually seeing a typological ful-
fillment of prophecy. Nevertheless, simply reflecting on the
question will be helpful for the preacher in gaining an under-



standing of Paul’s depth of insight into the mystery of Christ.

Question for reflection

How would you classify Paul’s uses of the Old Testament here: as a simple
proof for the truth being asserted, a proof context, a fulfiliment of
prophecy, or as an illustrative allusion:

Romans 3:10-18 Ephesians 4:8 1 Corinthians 10:1ff
Romans 10:5-11 Romans 15:3

Genre or Genres?

And now, a final word about the letter genre itself. As we have
seen—and perhaps especially under Paul’s hand—it is an extremely
supple and flexible form. Underneath the genre heading “letter,” we
can expect to see many sub-genres within individual sections. Con-
sider, for example, the poetry of Philippians 2:5-11, the maxims and
“faithful sayings” embedded in the Pastoral Epistles, the narrative
contained within Galatians 1:13-2:21(?), the “allegory” of Hagar and
Ishmael that begins in Galatians 4:21.

Each sub-form brings with it its own rules; that is to say, when we
“read” poetry, we understand that we're dealing with a different kind of
speaking than one will encounter when reading a narrative. Consider
Philippians 2, for example. With the compressed phrasing and beautiful
parallelism, Paul is doing more than dogmatically describing the two
“states” of Christ. Filled with a sense of awe and wonder, he’s compos-
ing a beautiful hymn of praise in which he expects the whole universe
to join. As we prepare to preach on this text, doesn’t it make sense to do
more than simply mine it for theological paydirt? Shouldn’t we also
attempt to capture those accents of wonder in our own proclamation?

Furthermore, we do well to pay attention when Paul “mixes it
up” between direct address, inclusive address, and personal appeal/
declaration (you ... we ... I). It is well worth considering the func-
tion of his rhetorical questions. If he’s not asking this question for
information, then why is he asking it? To express irony? Incredulity?
Or something else?

Conclusion

In this brief presentation, I do not pretend to have explored the full
range of questions that might be asked as we attempt to analyze the
rhetoric of Paul’s letters. What I do hope is that I have pointed you in
some directions that will be helpful to you as you prepare your ser-
mons. My prayer is that as we increase in our appreciation for the style
and forms of these ancient words, our insights will enrich and enliven
our own sense of the possibilities of preaching from Paul’s epistles.



Perhaps this may all seem too complicated so that it discourages
you from even trying to think in these terms. I can only urge you: start
somewhere. Don’t give up. And I leave you with the words I referred to
earlier, when St. Augustine was empathizing with a friend who felt his
best efforts led to insipid results:

At the same time, you have made the confession and complaint
that it has often befallen you that in the course of a lengthened
and languid address you have become profitiess and distasteful
even to yourself, not to speak of the learner whom you have been
endeavoring to instruct by your utterance . . . Indeed with me, too,
it is almost always the fact that my speech displeases myself . . .
When my capacities of expression prove inferior to my inner
apprehensions, I grieve over the inability which my tongue has
betrayed in answering to my heart.1?

And I leave you with his own encouragement to keep at it:

But often the eagerness of those who want to listen to me shows
me that my utterance is not so frigid as it seems to myself to be.
From their reactions, I gather that they derive some profit from it.
And T occupy myself all the more with doing what seems to help
them . ... Even, so, on your side also, the very fact that persons
who require to be instructed in the faith are brought so frequently
to you, ought to help you to understand that your discourse is not
displeasing to others as it is displeasing to yourself; and you ought
not to consider yourself unfruitful, simply because you do not suc-
ceed in setting things forth in such a manner as you may want.

And so, soli Deo Gloria!

On the Catechising of the Uninstructed. Available here: hitp://www.newadvent.
org/fathers/1303.htm.



