AK/HUMA 1710 The Roots of Western Civilization I

Nov. 17: Paul and Revelation

Read for today’s class: introductions to the biblical texts (Bible, pp. 183-185, 309-310, 420-421); Acts 9:1-31; Galatians; Revelation.

Tutorial Preparation: The letters of Paul provide us with one side of a two-sided conversation between Paul and his churches. To fully understand the conversation we need more information about the problems that Paul is addressing in his correspondence. Read this modern letter (click HERE) and consider the questions you need answered in order to fully understand the conversation. NOTE: this tutorial is to be handed in for grading.
On-Line Resources: Paul traveled through Palestine, Asia Minor, Greece, and even to Rome to preach his “gospel.” To follow in the footsteps of Paul on his missionary journeys visit http://www.abrock.com/Greece-Turkey/FootstepsIntro.html.

1. The Historical Paul

Christianity owes a lot to Paul. Christianity has inauspicious beginnings among a handful of Jesus’ followers in Jerusalem; but by the beginning of the second century it had grown into an interconnected network of believing communities scattered throughout major urban areas of the empire. Paul also responsible for Christianity’s ethnic mix; it was due to his efforts (principally) that non-Jews entered the faith in considerable numbers. At the beginning, Paul stood at minority on the issue. To most of the earliest followers of Jesus, who were born and raised Jewish, it was Paul’s claim that a person did not have to be a Jew to be counted among the people of God that would have made no sense. These early Christians maintained that Jesus had been sent by the Jewish God to the Jewish people in fulfillment of the Jewish Law to be the Jewish messiah. Jesus himself had followed Jewish customs, gathered Jewish disciples, and interpreted the Jewish law. The religion he founded was Jewish, People who wanted to follow Jesus had to become Jews first. This seemed fairly obvious to most early Christians. But not to Paul. The kind of Christianity that was defined and advocated by Paul was open to both Jews and Gentile and was rooted in the belief that Jesus had died and been raised for the salvation of the world, not just for Israel.

The source for Paul:

A. The Book of Acts. This is the second part of the gospel of Luke (they were written by the same author). It is the story of the early church and about half of it focuses on the mission of Paul. The text ends with Paul in Rome: Christianity has come to the capital of the Empire. Tradition has it that Luke/Acts was written by a companion of Paul, and therefore should be trustworthy. The reason for that is because of the “we” section—the narrator switches to first person narration in 16:10 for much of chs. 16, 20, 21, 27 and 28, leading many early scholars of the text to assume the author was with Paul at some points in his career. Christians of the second-century, eager to lend the text some authority tried to figure out which companion of Paul this would be and settled on Luke (he is mentioned in Paul’s letters to Philemon 1:24 and Colossians 4:14). But we now know the use of the first person is a literary technique in antiquity to lend vividness to a story. So the text is not an eyewitness after all. In many places it is also inaccurate about historical events and figures. Most important of all, on many points the author seems not to agree with Paul’s views. So, Acts is not the best source for Paul’s life and thought.

B. Paul’s Letters. Fourteen letters have traditionally been ascribed to Paul. But that does not mean he actually wrote them. We have to decide which ones are authentic, and scholars have universally agreed that seven of them are truly by Paul: 1 Thessalonians, Galatians, Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Philippians, and Philemon. Another three are in dispute (i.e., some scholars think Paul wrote them, but most do not): Ephesians, Colossians, 2 Thessalonians. Another three are generally believed to be not by Paul: 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus. And one other (Hebrews) is not believed by anyone to be written by Paul (indeed, his name is not even in it). Another problem with the letters is the question of how reliable they are. Consider how Paul’s letters were preserved:

· He wrote letters to groups he founded when the need arose; he had no idea he was writing something that would become accepted as scripture

· About half a century after Paul’s death, someone decided to assemble Paul’s letters; what we have now is what that person was able to find. Some letters are missing (e.g., Ephesians mentions a Letter to the Laodiceans which we do not have; 1 Corinthians mentions a previous letter), some appear to have been mixed up. But an edition became standard and soon thereafter came to be considered “scripture.”

· Even after that, the texts had to be copied by hand for another 14 centuries until the invention of the printing press. The copying process is prone to error; so we have hundreds of manuscripts of Paul’s letters going back as early as 200 CE, but they contain errors, and scholars even think that some of the letters have material added to them that was not in the originals.

A third problem is how do we understand the letters? Paul’s letters are “occasional,” that is, they were written to solve problems in his communities, to “put out fires,” and are therefore not systematic texts. So it is often hard to understand the letters’ context; we only have Paul’s side of the discussion. Paul was writing specifically to particular communities about things which both he and they knew about.  For that reason he did not need to explain things to his implied readers if he thought they would know what he was talking about. This creates a problem for us, for in reading his letters we are looking at one side of a private conversation. It is like listening to someone talking on the phone. What the person is talking about won’t make sense unless you know a fair bit about who that person is talking to and what it is that they both know.


The tutorial assignment for this week is intended to make this point clear. The actual identity of the author is Neil Peart, the drummer from the Canadian rock band Rush. It comes from a book he wrote about a motorcycle tour of North America he took to help his grieving process after the loss of his wife and daughter. It is addressed to his friend Brutus, who was in jail for drug possession. None of these details are apparent in the letter. We face similar problems with Paul’s letters as we do not always know what he is talking about, but his audience (presumably) does.

2. Chronology


We do not have accurate details about Paul’s life but these are the best guesses as to the significant events in his life:

6 CE Birth:
Acts says he is from Tarsus; was a Greek speaker and educated, so this is possible

33: 
Paul’s “conversion”; I don’t like term “conversion” because it is anachronistic; not like changing from a Jew to a Christian today; Christianity was thoroughly Jewish in Paul’s day, indeed no non-Jews were Christians until Paul came along; and Paul remained Jewish throughout his life; better term: “a believer”

36: 
First visit to Jerusalem

37-46: 
Missionary activity to Asia Minor and Greece

47: 
Second visit to Jerusalem (Jerusalem Council)

49:
1 Thessalonians

53-54 
Galatians

55-56
1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians

56-57
Romans

58-59
Philippians, Philemon

59-60: 
Journey to Rome; Paul’s letter to the Romans is to a community that he did not found; remember that Paul not the only Christian missionary; do not know who founded the church in Rome

62

Death in Rome; perhaps under the emperor Nero

3. The Letter to the Galatians


This is one of Paul’s earliest letters, and it is the most interesting particularly because it shows us Paul’s relationship to the church in Jerusalem, and Paul at his most unguarded. It is a very emotional letter.

· Gal 1:1-5 salutation; a typical beginning for letters in antiquity; the audience is the Galatian churches who Paul has already visited

· 1:6-12: the problem occasioning the letter: “a different gospel” (“if anyone proclaims to you a gospel contrary to what you have received, let that one be accursed!” 1:9). By “gospel” Paul means practices rather than texts about Jesus. Paul seems very concerned here that his authority has been undermined. 

· 1:13-24: here Paul discusses his conversion and first meeting with the apostles in Jerusalem. Note how he tells readers he had little contact with leaders; he does so to emphasize that his mission comes directly from God, and is therefore more legitemate.

· 2:1-14: here Paul discusses a second meeting with the leaders in Jerusalem occurring after 14 years (since conversion? since first meeting?); this event is referred to as the Jerusalem Council. Again the issue  is about Paul’s authority to teach, particularly to the “uncircumcised” (i.e., non-Jews): 
· “I went up in response to a revelation. Then I laid before them (though only in a private meeting with the acknowledged leaders) the gospel that I proclaim among the Gentiles, in order to make sure that I was not running, or had run, in vain…”
. The resolution: he goes to the uncircumcised, they to the circumcised. Gentiles were a good group for Paul. There was quite a bit of interest from non-Jews in Judaism in the first century but many did not want to convert (too many diet rules, and who wants to be circumcised as an adult?). Paul’s form of Christianity had everything that they wanted in Judaism (the ethics and stories) but none of what they didn’t (the rules).

· Problem with Peter: Cephas (aka Peter) eats with Gentiles in Antioch until the James party (=circumcision faction) arrives. Paul is angry about Peter’s hypocrisy. It is interesting to see the conflict between early Christian leaders here: Peter and James, those people closest to Jesus, disagree with Paul over the applicability of the law for Christians. 
· What is Paul’s position on the law? “We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners; yet we know a person is justified not by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ. And we have come to believe in Christ Jesus, so that we might be justified by faith in Christ, and not by doing works of the law, because no one will be justified by the works of the law.” (2:15-16). By “works of the law” he means the practices (such as dietary rules and circumcision) that the law prescribes for Jews. Paul did not require his converts to practice the law, though he 
may have continued to do so. He suggests in his writings that Christ died specifically to allow Gentiles into the saved community; i.e. God gave Jews the law, and Jesus, the sacrifice for the collective sins of humanity, to the Gentiles.

· 3:1: here we see the specific problem that occasioned Paul’s letter. Someone has come to the Galatian community founded by Paul and is attempting to Judaise them, i.e. telling them to practice Jewish customs including circumcision. The community seem to be lapsing and Paul is quite angry about it: “You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you?” Circumcision is important because it is the sign of the Abrahamic Covenant; if you accept this practice you are accepting the entire law: “Listen! I, Paul, am telling you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no benefit to you. Once again I testify to every man who lets himself be circumcised that he is obliged to obey the entire law.”

The gospel of the circumcision party called into question the validity of Paul’s conversion and call to apostleship; how dare they come in here and try to tell them something different than what I said? How dare they use this to say I am not a true apostle? It also calls into question the heart of Paul’s mission: that Gentiles do not have to be circumcised (or follow any aspect of the law) to be members of the saved community. Paul’s stance on the law did lead to some problems in his communities. It seems many of his converts took too literally Paul’s statements about freedom from the law and felt free to do just about anything. Paul cautions them about this toward the end of the letter:  “for you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one another” (5:13).

4. Revelation


Jesus and Paul were apocalyptic thinkers; so too were early Christians. But of the gospels, only Mark has heavily apocalyptic thought; the other gospels were written after the Fall of the Temple, when apocalyptic thoughts began to wane. Jesus did not seem to be coming soon after all. But apocalyptic thought remains part of Christianity and arises whenever Christians feel persecuted and the state of the world is so dire that they expect God to enter into history and help his faithful. Revelation was written at one such time.

The text is very difficult to read; scholars have agonized over its imagery and its plot structure. We must remember that it is an ecstatic vision; it is passionate and frenzied, so don’t expect tight coherence of thought. Also the visions are cycles, repeating previous visions and intensifying them. So don’t assume that the narrative is always moving on to new events. We will focus on a few important sections.

Generically (i.e., the genre of the text) Revelation is an apocalypse; it shares certain literary motifs with other “apocalyptic” texts such as Daniel. Knowing what we know about Daniel, we should be able to decode Revelation the same way we did Daniel.

A. AUTHORSHIP

Way back in the third century it was noted by early Christian writers that the writing style of Revelation on one hand and the Johannine literature (Gospel of John, letters of John) on the other are quite different in style and theology. The author does not call himself John the apostle, or John “son of…”; indeed he discusses the apostles as a distinct group from himself in 21:14. So we don’t know who the author is but we generally accept his own identification: John, sometimes John the Seer or John the Divine. So, unlike Daniel and other apocalypses, this text is not pseudonymous, and therefore there is no ex eventu prophecy nor historical recital.

B. PERSECUTION

Rev. 1:9 refers to a “persecution” for which he was exiled to the Island of Patmos (“I, John, your brother who share with you in Jesus the persecution and the kingdom and the patient endurance, was on the island called Patmos because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus”, 1:9)
; Patmos is where Romans would send criminals. Identifying this “persecution” should help us determine when the text was written.

The emperor Nero (r. 54-68 CE) was first to persecute Christians (and likely killed Paul and Peter). He held Christians accountable for a fire in Rome; however, this was only Christians in Rome. Domitian (r. 81-96) was a cruel emperor whose actions included persecution of Christians. Since Nero’s persecution was limited to Rome, scholars generally conclude that it was John is referring to Domitian’s persecution and thus place the text’s time of composition ca. 90-100. Persecution, however, is often in the eye of the beholder; what did John perceive as persecution? The answer is in the letters to the churches.

Jesus appears to John and dictates to him messages to the seven churches in Asia Minor. These are stereotyped units with a description of Jesus, the diagnosis of each church’s current status (faithful or fallen), and the promise of reward. The author’s principle concern in these letters appears to be the consumption of food sacrificed to idols. Take the description of Thyatira (2:18-28), for example:

“But I have this against you: you tolerate the woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophet and is teaching and beguiling my servants to practice fornication and to eat food sacrificed to idols. I gave her time to repent, but she refuses to repent of her fornication. Beware, I am throwing her on a bed, and those who commit adultery with her I am throwing into great distress, unless they repent of her doings; and I will strike her children dead.” (2:20-23)
Jezebel is not likely the prophet’s true name. She is the ancient queen, wife of King Ahab, a Pheonician; she established the worship of Baal in Israel in the eighth century BCE. She functions in Rev. as the archetype, the original model of one who seduces Israel to worship alien Gods.

What is at issue here? The worship of the pagan deities was ever-present in Hellenistic society: education through tales of Homer, entertainment consisted of sporting events dedicated to the Gods and the theatre dedicated to Dionysus (and began with a sacrifice to him). Tto ply a trade meant to belong to a guild, but trade guilds were devoted to a particular patron deity regarded as the founder and protector of the craft; so to participate in society meant to participate in the worship that goes along with these aspects of life. Jews, a protected community, dealt with this by developing alternative institutions (special ceremonies, special meat); but John’s Christians seem to have encountered similar problems as the communities behind the gospels: they were driven out of the synagogues (John calls Jews of the synagogue of Satan), thus making obtaining pure meat very difficult. A Christian could deal with the requirement of participating in pagan worship in two ways: Paul said go ahead and eat it, the Gods are not real so you are not really worshipping them; Jezebel seems to be like this. John seems to be more hardline, heavily criticizing those who participate in the festivals. So followers of the more moderate Jezebel may not have felt any persecution at all; John however does, though perhaps he protests too much: he mentions only one martyr for his cause (Antipas in 2:13) and himself is merely banished for whatever crime he committed.

C. HEAVENLY JOURNEY

In ch. 4 John is brought to the throne of God. God holds a scroll sealed with seven seals. Only the Lamb (Christ) is worthy to open it. This is a good opportunity for us to discuss numbers.

The number seven occurs regularly in Revelation. And the ancients thought it had particular significance. The Jewish philosopher Philo, roughly contemporary to Jesus, writes on the numbers between one and ten: “some of these beget without being begotten, some are begotten but do not beget, some do both of these, both beget and are begotten: 7 alone is found in no such category.” What he means is that the numbers 1-5 can be doubled and their sum still lies between 1 and 10, the numbers 6 and 8-10 can be split into two or three and lie between 1 and 10, but 7 alone cannot. Recognizing the power of 7 the Pythagoreans saw 7 as symbol of the Unmoved Mover of Aristotle, the first cause without being caused (i.e., a God-like figure). In Revelation 7 and other numbers are used with similar reverence; here 3 stands for the spiritual world, 4 for the created order, 7 stands for perfection (and =3+4), 10 stands for totality, 12 stands for Israel or perhaps even the apostles. Variations of these numbers intensify the meaning of the symbol; e.g. Jesus will reign for 1000 years (10X10X10); the reign of evil is 3.5 years, being half of 7 and neither 3 nor 4.

In 6:1-8:5 the seven seals are opened. The seventh is accompanied by seven trumpets (8:6-11:19). With the final trumpet in 12:1-17 there is a vision of a woman, a child and a dragon. The dragon is later identified as the Devil; the woman is Israel (that is, the true Israel of John’s group); the child is the Messiah/Christ. A war ensues in heaven between Michael and the angels and the dragon. The dragon is thrown down to earth where he again pursues the woman and her son; thus the cosmic battle comes down to earth (evil powers go after Israel and the Messiah). The dragon cannot get to the woman’s son so he goes for her other offspring (11:17: those who keep the commandments of God and hold the testimony of Jesus) and tries to coerce them all to worship him (this seems to revisit the idea of Christian conflict over pagan worship. The dragon waits on the seashore and sees another beast rise out of the water; this is his earthly counterpart:

“And I saw a beast rising out of the sea, having ten horns and seven heads; and on its horns were ten diadems, and on its heads were blasphemous names. And the beast that I saw was like a leopard, its feet were like a bear’s, and its mouth was like a lion’s mouth. And the dragon gave it his power and his throne and great authority. One of the heads seemed to have received a deathblow, but its mortal wound had been healed. In amazement the whole earth followed the beast.” (13:1-4)
We know from Daniel that composite beasts represent kingdoms. As Daniel’s beast was the Assyrian Empire, John’s beast is a representation of those who are responsible for the current persecution: Rome. The 7 heads and ten horns are related to various rulers; the first head whose death-blow does not kill the beast alludes to the assassination of Julius Caesar which did little to stop the empire. John’s words “it was given authority over every tribe and people and language and nation, and all the inhabitants of the earth will worship it,” evokes the impression of the Roman empire and the emperor cult.


In 13:11-18 John goes on to describe another beast, a lower beast that is perhaps a specific emperor, likely one closer to the author’s time. This beast forces others to worship the beast who was wounded or face execution:

“Also it causes all, both small and great, both rich and poor, both free and slave, to be marked on the right hand or the forehead, so that no one can buy or sell who does not have the mark, that is the name of the beast or the number of its name. This calls for wisdom: let anyone with understanding calculate the number of the beast, for it is the number of a person. Its number is 666” (13:6-18).

Remembering our earlier discussion on the power of numbers, if 7 is completion, 6 is incomplete; so 666 is the culmination of incompleteness. But what does it mean that it is a human number? There are no numbers in the Greek and Hebrew system: had to assign numbers to letters (A=1, B=2, etc.). Some people found it fun in antiquity to assign numbers to names: you assign a number to each letter and then add them up. Scribbled on a wall in Pompeii for example was the declaration “I love her whose number is 545” [=fme]. Another reads: “Amerimnus thought upon his lady Harmonia for good. The number of her honorable name is 45” [=me]. The key to the puzzle seems to be in the word “Harmonia,” which was probably not the girl’s actual name but refers to the nine Muses (the goddesses of song and poetry); and 45 is the sum of all the digits from 1 to 9. Another game with numbers was gematria: the practice of finding similarities between diverse things just because their names added up to the same value. For example,  Seutonius reports a political slogan that someone wrote on a wall in Rome: “Count the values: Nero has the same number as ‘murdered his own mother’” (Nero, 39.2). Scholars, recognizing the link in apocalyptic between heads of beasts and rulers have tried to find in 666 the name of an emperor. You can get Nero from 666 by taking Kaisar Neron in Hebrew, converting it to its numerical values, and adding them up. The beast received a mortal wound and was healed; perhaps John saw Domitian as a new Nero. 

Receiving the mark of the beast on the head and hand is probably a symbolic way of speaking about submitting to the economic (hand) and spiritual (head) domination of the empire. Christians who belonged to guilds could only do business by participating in worship of the guild’s patron deity; even buying one’s daily bread required using coins that testified to the emperor deity.


Let’s quickly work through the rest of the text:

· 14:1-20 threefold vision of the victory and vindication of the faithful

· 14:14-16:21 seven angels with seven plagues is the final volley against the forces of evil; the evil forces gather at Harmagedon
· Har Megiddo (“The Mount of Megiddo” in Hebrew); Megiddo was strategically located; it controlled one of the most important military and trade routes in antiquity which linked Egypt with the north; it is a fitting location for John’s mythical ultimate battle

· 16:1-21 outpouring of the bowls of divine wrath

· 17:1-18:24 vision of the fall of Babylon; reference here to Rome “the great city that rules over the kings of the earth” (17:18)

· 19:1-10 great doxology (praise of God)

· 19:11-21 eschatological victory; 19:11 the Word of God (rider on white horse) appears 

· 20:1-10 defeat of the dragon (identified here as Satan); sealed in pit for 1000 years; and then Jesus’ reign begins and with him the faithful who will be resurrected then he will be released and battle again joined by Gog and Magog; defeated and thrown into lake of fire

· 20:11-15 last judgement; righteous are in book of life; the damned thrown into lake of fire

· 21:1-22:5 vision of the new Jerusalem; a new heaven and a new earth will reign; a new, heavenly Jerusalem is described; it has no temple because it is in heaven

· then the book ends with a farewell by Jesus and a literary farewell to close the letter

Revelation has many of the stock literary motifs that one would expect in an apocalypse: persecution, plea to remain faithful, rewards for the faithful, beasts. And thanks to Daniel we know how to interpret it. But text has always had an uneasy place in the NT because mainstream Christianity was not very apocalyptic. By the 4th century it was not apocalyptic at all because the empire became Christian and Christians were no longer persecuted. The Apocalypse became an embarrassment to the church and many early Christian writers were very uncomfortable with it; it’s cosmic battles were now interpreted symbolically as the battle between good and evil within a person’s soul. Nevertheless some Christians over the centuries have seen in its pages predictions of their own troublesome days, and such speculation continues even today.
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