HUMA 3421 Interpreting the New Testament I
Oct. 23: Romans

Read for today’s class: Ehrman, ch. 23; Romans; James.
1. Christianity in Rome

· Romans likely written ca. 57 from Corinth; this church was already a prominent Christian community, and he could say that their “faith is proclaimed in all the world”; Yet we know very little about the founding of this church.

· Acts does not mention the foundations of churches in Rome and Alexandria, the two largest cities of the empire; why might this be?

· first historical awareness of the Roman church ca. 49 CE
“...since the Jews were continually making disturbances at the instigation of Crestus, he [Emperor Claudius] expelled them from Rome” (Suetonius, Life of Claudius xxv 4)

“After this Paul left Athens and went to Corinth. There he found a Jew named Aquila, a native of Pontus, who had recently come from Italy with his wife Priscilla, because Claudius had ordered all Jews to leave Rome” (Acts 18:1-2)

· Prisca and Aquila mentioned in Rom 16:3-5
· ban on Jews rescinded by the emperor Nero around 54 CE

· does Paul address Jews or Gentiles in his letter? He presumes to speak to Gentile Christians (1:5-6, 13-15; 11:13; 15:15-33), and he indicates that he feels he should involve himself with this community because he is an apostle to the Gentiles.  For example, at the beginning of his letter he explains, 

I want you to know, brethren, that I have often intended to come to you…in order that I may reap some harvest among you as well as among the rest of the Gentiles. I am under obligation both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to the wise and to the foolish: so I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome (1:13–15)

· Trastevere may have been location of early Christian group; this was one of the main quarters of the “unromanized” (mainly Greek-speaking immigrants to Rome)

· Acts 28:13-30 describes Paul’s stay in Rome; Acts ends with statement that Paul stayed in the city two years

· postscript: by 64 CE the Christian community in Rome large enough in number and distinctive enough from non-Christian Jews (up to five house churches mentioned in the text; see 16:5, 10, 11, 14, 15) that Nero could make Christians the scapegoats for the fire that ravished the city in that year.

But all human efforts, all the emperor's gifts and propitiations of the gods, were not enough to remove the scandal or banish the belief that the fire [summer, 64 C.E.] had been ordered. And so, to get rid of this rumor Nero set up as culprits and punished with the utmost cruelty a class hated for their abominations, who are commonly called Christians. Christus, from whom their name is derived, was executed at the hands of the procurator Pontius Pilate in the reign of Tiberius. Checked for the moment this pernicious superstition broke out again, not only in Judea, the source of the evil, but even in Rome, the place where everything that is sordid and degrading from every quarter of the globe finds a following. Thus those who confessed (i.e.. to being Christians) were first arrested, then on evidence from them a large multitude was convicted, not so much for the charge of arson as for their hatred of the human race. Besides being put to death they were made objects of amusement; they were clothed in hides of beasts and torn to death by dogs; others were crucified, others were set on fire to illuminate the night after sunset. Nero threw open his grounds for the display and put on a show at the circus where he mingled with the people dressed like a charioteer and driving about in his chariot. All this gave rise to a feeling of pity, evens towards these men who deserved the most exemplary punishment since it was felt they were being killed, not for the public good but to gratify the cruelty of an individual (Tacitus, Annales, xv. 44).

2. Paul’s Purpose in Writing

· to make allies of this church; he was worried that he would not be accepted in Jerusalem (a trial run of what he will say to the Jerusalem Christians); could possibly win the support of an influential church

· Paul also hoped to eventually do missionary work west of Rome, in Spain (15:24, 28), and so may have been thinking of using Rome as a base for later missionary activities, the way he had used Antioch and Ephesus

· he would have known that his reputation preceded him, and therefore wanted to give this community his own statement of his views to counter any distorted accounts of his teaching that might make his reception problematic

3. Romans: Structure

· chs. 1:16-4:25 ~ contains numerous biblical quotations; establishing common ground?

· chs. 5:1-8:39 ~ contains only two quotations and are not used in the same way; could this be Paul’s own gospel?

· chs. 9:1-15:33 ~ quotations return again; uses lots of citations

4. Text-Critical Problems

· the concluding verses have some variety in the manuscripts

· the portion usually called 16:25-27 exists in several places in the manuscripts

· 16:24 was added to later manuscripts, apparently copied there from 2 Thess 3:18

· why might we suspect that the entire ch. 16 is an addition?

· the witness of Papyrus 46; dated to about 200 CE (or as early as 85 CE); places 16:25-27 at the end of chapter 15

5. Paul and Homosexuality

· Romans 1:26-27: “For this reason God gave them over to dishonorable passions. For their women exchanged the natural sexual relations for unnatural ones, 27and likewise the men also abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed in their passions for one another. Men committed shameless acts with men and received in themselves the due penalty for their error.”

· 1 Corinthians 6:9-11 lists as vices malakoi (effeminacy) and arsenokoitai (men sleeping with men)

6. Paul and Women (Revisited)

· Pheobe is a deacon (or minister) and entrusted by Paul to carry the letter to Rome (v.1-2)

· v. 3 Prisca, along with her husband Aquila, largely responsible for Gentile mission and supports a congregation in her own home (and note she is mentioned ahead of her husband)

· Mary v. 6, Paul’s colleague who works among the Romans

· Tryphaena, Tryphosa, and Persis, women whom Paul calls his “coworkers” for the gospel (v. 6, 12)

· Julia and the mother of Rufus and the sister of Nereus, all of whom appear to have a high profile in the community (v. 13, 15)

· Andronicus and Junia, “prominent among the apostles, and they were in Christ before I was” (v. 7)

7. Paul, James, and the Law (Tutorial Session)
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