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Toward Understanding 

On the following pages I would like to take the reader once 
more over the stretch of road that I myself traveled in my 
engagement with Paul and early Christianity and that 

finally led me to the conviction that the Pauline letters in their 
entirety are inauthentic. Perhaps at the end of this stretch of road 
we have traveled together readers will be surprised at themselves 
with regard to how effortlessly and easily they have followed a 
road at whose end stands the total destruction of their own 
familiar and beloved conceptions. Perhaps at the end of this road 
they will even come to realize how little they have really lost and 
how much they have gained. 

It is possible, however, that the case will be entirely different. 
For the sake of better understanding, therefore, for all those 
persons who for various reasons are unable to either acknowledge 
or agree with my constructions, I would like to offer the following 
for consideration: I am fully aware that in many respects the 
ideas developed on the following pages are very sketchy. What is 
presented is not an historical theory set forth and unfolded in 
every detail, but rather a sketch, or “rough draft.” 

There are two reasons why I must accept the risk of pre-
senting certain pieces in a somewhat abbreviated way and totally 
ignoring others, for which reason I might be misunderstood or 
accused of lacking historical knowledge of certain circumstances 
(which I didn’t want to present at all): first of all, because I want 
to address not only the experts but also a wider reading public, 
and secondly, because it seemed very important to me to present 
a complete theory of inauthenticity in its inner coherence. 

All previous challenges to the authenticity of the Pauline 
letters, even those of the Dutch radical critics, suffered from the 
fact that they were unable to provide a satisfactory overall 
conception. In my opinion, the radical theory gains plausibility not 
on the [10] basis of a host of arguments against the authenticity 
of the Pauline letters (As I showed in my dissertation on Dutch 
radical criticism, sufficient arguments of this kind have been 
advanced in the past without scholars finding it necessary to alter 
their position), but above all by answering the question that now 
arises concerning what “really” took place. If Paul was not the 
writer of the letters, then who was Paul, i.e., who was the person 
in whose name the letters were written? Was he a legend, a 
historical figure, or merely a phantom? 
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This question, which has as its goal not only criticism and 
analysis, but also synthesis, can only be answered if an internally 
coherent, plausible overall conception can be presented. In order 
to bring the entirety into view, however, I naturally could not and 
may not immerse myself too deeply in questions of historical 
detail (to which I will gladly return in another place), but must 
limit myself to presenting more essential points of reference. I 
would strongly emphasize, however, that to my knowledge the 
book contains no tenet for which I failed to provide (historical) 
grounds. 

In scholarship, the person who proposes alternative concep-
tual possibilities is more vulnerable than one who simply 
criticizes. In that I attempt to set forth an alternative theory for 
the origin of the Pauline epistles, many parts of the book possibly 
offer the critic a welcome place to attack. Maybe it would have 
been better to have dispensed with some theses which might 
seem all too provoking or audacious. That would have certainly 
spared me much criticism and much vexation that I must now 
deal with. I suspect, for example, that among the theses pro-
pounded in this book those with which I attempt to resolve the 
problem of the historical Paul (= Paulus historicus) will encounter 
the greatest consternation. I would certainly recommend to future 
critics that in evaluating this theory they do not let themselves be 
guided only by the historical-theological knowledge they learned 
in school. From the perspective of the inauthenticity of the 
Pauline letters and on the basis of tradition-historical consider-
ations, the entire theory seems to be completely [11] consistent 
and illuminating. In any case, this hypothesis, while explaining 
one of the most difficult problems of a branch of early Christian 
literature, is like a boomerang for me: the more forcefully I cast it 
away, the more vehemently it comes back at me. 

In order to prevent misunderstanding, I would like to point 
out that with the theses of this book, which, after all, deals with 
only one piece of early Christian history, no claim at all is made 
to have discovered the complete historical “truth” concerning 
early Christianity. It is not at all my view that the results I arrive 
at in this book place in question or render null and void 
everything that the representatives of the authenticity hypothesis 
have said and written until now. I myself have learned from most 
of them and have always felt the greatest admiration for the 
analytical acumen of New Testament exegetes (above all in the 
last century) and for their skill in sniffing out the problems of the 
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text and  solving them (in an entirely different way, to be sure, 
than takes place here). 

 I would regret it very much, therefore, if the present book 
were regarded by biblical scholars only as a provocation. I myself 
understand this book rather as an invitation, as an offer of 
conversation to experts as well as interested laity.  Perhaps I will 
be able to call forth from one or the other a new consideration of 
the authenticity question. But maybe the opposite will be the 
case, and the representatives of the authenticity hypothesis will 
be able to convince me with sound arguments of the correctness 
of their position and thus, in a good Christian way, call back their 
errant brother to the ground of clear, sound teaching. 

All in all, I hope that this book will not only have an exciting 
and stimulating effect, but will also be a contribution to greater 
freedom in the theological discussion. Perhaps in the future it will 
be possible to discuss more openly and more candidly problems 
which for various reasons—not only for pure scholarly reasons, I 
believe—have been rendered taboo by theologians and whose 
consideration was reserved only for non-theologians. In this 
regard, [12] precisely the decisive, fundamental questions in New 
Testament scholarship are much too important to be relinquished 
to dilettantes or visionaries. Professional theologians as well, and 
especially they, cannot allow the freedom to be able to think in 
new ways to be taken away. If the present book can make a small 
contribution to this, its purpose would be entirely fulfilled. 

I certainly do not expect that this book will produce a 
“revaluation of all values.” Assuming that one day the inauthen-
ticity hypothesis becomes accepted by the majority of scholars, a 
great deal of water must still flow down from under the scholarly 
mills; a great number of scholarly works must be written that, in 
more tenacious and more patient scholarly work, further develop 
and substantiate what is suggested here in only a rough outline, 
or perhaps show this to be an erroneous path. 

Even after reading this book, for most readers the Christian 
world will remain as it was until now. In the pulpits, in Bible 
classes, or in religious instruction, people will continue to speak 
of the apostle Paul and his letters. His adventures on missionary 
journeys, his letters to Christian churches will continue to 
provide material for edifying preaching, fanciful romances, and 
boring hours of instruction. 

There is nothing at all to object to here. For me it would be 
sufficient if those persons who continue to speak of “Paul” were 
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more aware than before that we have to do here also with only a 
working hypothesis. I would be happy if from now on everyone 
who appeals to the letters of Paul would at the same time bear in 
mind that the authenticity of seven Pauline letters in no sense 
represents an absolutely established historical fact, but—just as 
the hypothesis of inauthenticity—is only a hypothesis, and 
indeed, as every scholar who has struggled with the unending 
difficulties and problems of Pauline studies will confirm, a very 
complicated hypothesis. 

In the future, the value of both hypotheses, the authenticity 
hypothesis as well as that of inauthenticity, will have to be 
accessed in terms of which of the two is best able to resolve the 
manifold problems [13] of the Pauline letters in the most 
illuminating and simple way. Such a competitive battle between 
entirely different orientations would nevertheless then be some-
thing new in the history of New Testament scholarship, in which 
until the present time the hypothesis of authenticity has occupied 
an absolute and unquestioned monopoly. 

Basically, I can wish nothing more and nothing else than that 
in a hopefully not too distant future the recognition of the 
authenticity of seven Pauline letters will no longer represent—as 
until today—the unexamined presupposition for New Testament 
research, but rather the result of thorough reflection. That I 
personally entertain great doubt about this and in my opinion the 
future will belong to the simpler, clearer, and historically more 
probable hypothesis of inauthenticity is a quite different matter. 
[14] 
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Chapter 1: 

The Investigation of the Pauline Letters  

as a History of the Discovery of their Inauthenticity 

The Interest Awakes 

For a long time, my interest in the person and work of the 
man to whom the following pages are dedicated was not 
particularly great. Even during my theological studies it 

was difficult for me to feel comfortable with the man from Tarsus. 
For me, as for so many other theological students, he still stood 
entirely in the shadow of that other man from Galilee. My interest 
in him resembled one’s interest in the friend of a good friend. 
Although one is not sure how to deal with him, as a matter of 
simple courtesy one can also not entirely ignore him. 

That my interest in the apostle nevertheless awoke one day 
had less to do with the man himself than that even while I was 
still a student the luster that surrounded the radiant figure of 
Jesus began to diminish. It wasn’t that the person of Jesus had 
lost its fascination and mystery. But it could not be denied that 
as my struggle with the historical sources increased, the picture 
of the man from Nazareth, that at the beginning of my theological 
studies had stood so graphically before my eyes, became 
increasingly pallid and unclear. Even in introductory seminars we 
learned that only very little of what was transmitted to us as 
relating to Jesus really reached back to the historical Jesus. We 
heard that the teachings and pronouncements of Jesus as well as 
some of the narrative material represented later church con-
structions. The Gospels as a whole, therefore, were not reliable 
eyewitness accounts, but kerygma, i.e., proclamation, affirma-
tions of faith. Instead of this, one could also have said “pious 
fantasy.” But no one dared to make such a statement. [15] And it 
would surely not really have done justice to the matter. Be as it 
may, however, the picture of the real—historical—Jesus remained 
scarcely recognizable behind the later “church constructions.” 

What our theological teachers taught us about the impos-
sibility of knowing the historical Jesus (concerning whom we 
know nothing more than the fact that there had been such a 
person) as well as about the creative imagination of the Christian 
communities after Jesus was shocking for many students. 
Although my own personal relationship with the “Lord Jesus” had 
always been characterized by friendly reservation and rather a bit 
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of north-German coolness, I could also not deny being somewhat 
disconcerted. What was critical about the whole affair was that 
the historical arguments that our teachers brought forth against 
the authenticity of certain teachings and stories of Jesus were 
immediately illuminating for me and that, in contrast to other 
students, after a few days I was already overcome. There could be 
no doubt that the historical contours of the man from Nazareth 
had been wiped out by later tradition so as to be unknowable. 
Thus, anyone who expected from the historical man Jesus some 
kind of guidelines or directions for the here and now must always 
be resigned to the fact that what seems to be an authentic 
pronouncement of Jesus in truth does not derive from him at all. 

At that time, in connection with this, I encountered for the 
first time a problem that even later would engage me again and 
again, namely, the relationship between history and faith. I had 
always held the view that my personal faith must be independent 
from what took place (or did not take place) 2000 years earlier in 
Palestine. A faith that is based on particular historical findings, 
which from one day to the other can be depicted in an entirely 
different way by historians, seemed to me to be a highly 
questionable affair and incompatible with the nature of faith, 
which had to be a deep certainty of existential (not historical) 
fundamental truths. At the university, however, I now became 
aware that at least the Christian faith possessed a pronounced 
historical inclination. That is already made clear in the apostles’ 
creed, [16] which in its so-called second article recites pure 
historical facts (or at least facts which are perceived by the 
church as historical): “I believe in Jesus Christ... born of the 
virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, crucified, dead and 
buried...” 

The adherence of the Christian church to particular historical 
facts, so-called facts of salvation, seems to me, until today, to be 
intellectual and human impudence, since, on the one hand, no 
person is really in a situation to totally investigate the historical 
truth-content in these statements and since, on the other hand, 
the nature of faith becomes completely falsified if it is degraded to 
maintaining the likelihood of historical data. 

In any case, the loss of historical certainty with regard to the 
person of Jesus of Nazareth had as its consequence that I 
gradually turned away from Jesus and to the historical Paul. That 
reflected the need for a stronger historical confirmation for faith. I 
wanted to know what the beginnings of the Christian faith were 
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like. In addition, I hoped that from the figure of Paul, whom I 
assumed stood in the full light of history, an illuminating beam of 
light would also fall on the person of the Nazarene, swinging to 
and fro between kerygmatic appearance and historical existence. 

Unfortunately, I would realize very quickly that this hope 
would be difficult to fulfill. Strange to say, it soon became evident 
that, although Paul had been a contemporary of the historical 
Jesus, he had nothing at all to say about him. On closer examin-
ation, his letters contain practically no statements about the 
historical figure Jesus. In his well-known book on Paul, the 
theologian G. Bornkamm speaks of the “amazing state of affairs” 
that Paul nowhere speaks “of the Rabbi from Nazareth, the 
prophet and miracle-worker who ate with tax-collectors and 
sinners, or of his Sermon on the Mount, his parables of the 
kingdom of God, and his encounters with Pharisees and 
Scribes.”1 Everything that we learn from Paul about Jesus 
remains peculiarly pallid and unsubstantial: Jesus is “born of a 
woman, born under the law” (Gal 4:4); as the seed of  Abraham 
(Gal 3:16) and a descendent of David (Rom 1:4; cf. 2 Tim 2:8), [16] 
he belongs to the people of Israel (Rom 9:3f.; 2 Cor 11:22; Phil 
3:5; cf. Acts 22:3); [17] he suffered (Rom 8:17; cf. 2 Tim 2:11), he 
died on the cross (Rom 6:6; Gal 5:24; 6:14; Col 2:12), he was 
buried (Rom 6:4) and resurrected (Rom 4:24f.; 6:4, 9; 7:4; 8:11; 
10:9; 1 Cor 6:14; 15:4ff.; etc.). When and where all this took 
place, we do not learn. As in the apostles’ creed, there is a 
yawning gap between the birth and death of Jesus. In contrast to 
the creed, in which at least Mary and Pontius Pilate are 
mentioned, in the Pauline letters not only is the name of Jesus’ 
mother missing, as well as that of the Roman governor, but also 
other names and concepts imparted to us by the Gospels (e.g., 
John the Baptizer, Joseph, Galilee, Gethsemane and Golgotha). 
Only the leaders of the earliest community — Cephas (or Peter), 
James, and John — are mentioned (Gal 1:19; 2:9, 12; 1 Cor 
15:17). 

On the whole, therefore, one can say, if we were dependent 
on Paul alone for knowledge of Jesus of Nazareth, we would know 
nothing at all about him — little more than that there was a man 
named Jesus, that he died and, according to the belief of the 
writer of these letters, rose from the dead. We would not know 
when and where he lived. 

                                               
1 G. Bornkamm, Paul (New York: Harper & Row, 1971), 110. 
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Basically, the fact that Paul says nothing at all about the 
historical Jesus was very curious — just as strange as the related 
fact that immediately after receiving the revelation calling him to 
be an apostle he went to Arabia for three years (Gal 1:17f.) 
instead of visiting the Jerusalem community, as one might 
expect, whether to make contact with its leaders or to acquire 
more information about the life of the person who had appeared 
to him at Damascus (Acts 9:3f.). Can one imagine that someone 
who had just experienced the decisive turning-point of his life 
through a revelation took no notice and had no interest in the 
earthly past of the one who stood in the center of this revelation? 
In any case, I myself was not able to replicate the tenacious 
ignorance with which Paul dealt with the history of Jesus. The 
main theological arguments set forth at this point by most 
scholars — e.g., Paul was exclusively interested in the exalted 
Christ, or perhaps more radical, Paul employed Jesus only as a 
pattern for his own theological conceptions—were rationally 
illuminating, [18] but too theoretical. They may have been 
satisfactory for an academic theologian who perceived the apostle 
primarily as the bearer of an idea (often only his own idea). But 
this would not suffice for someone who perceived Paul as a man 
of flesh and blood, whose conduct must be humanly and 
psychologically replicable. — Or was the Paul of Galatians finally 
not a flesh and blood being, but only the product of an academic 
theologian? — To be sure, at that time I had not yet asked myself 
this question. But I was surprised at how easy it was for most 
theologians to pass over this peculiar state of affairs — i.e., the 
puzzling silence of Paul with regard to Jesus — and return again 
to the day’s agenda. I didn’t want that to be the case for me.  

Although I still had no explanation for this peculiar behavior 
of Paul, my historical (or should I rather say criminal?) curiosity 
about the apostle Paul was awakened for the first time. From the 
beginning, my interest in him had less to do with his theology, 
which seemed to me in part very cloudy and inconsistent, but 
with the puzzle and inconsistency of his biography. Only later did 
I realize that there was a direct connection between the bio-
graphical and theological inconsistencies and that the theology of 
the writer of the letters is much easier to understand if the 
historical problems associated with the person of Paul are first 
resolved. 
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The Sources 

Whoever wants to be informed about a particular person from 
the past or present, and not to be dependent only on 

reports, conjectures or opinions of others, needs reliable sources. 
For many people, the study of sources, which, at least for early 
Christian sources also presupposes knowledge of foreign 
languages (old Greek, Latin, and Hebrew), seems to be a 
laborious, boring and dry affair. They immediately reach rather 
for secondary literature [19] in order to be informed secondhand 
about the person they are interested in. I have never felt that way. 
For me, reading sources always presents an absorbing, indeed, 
downright exciting  affair. It is well known that every biography, 
every study of a particular historical person, is always colored by 
the view of the one who writes. Such presentations might suffice 
for a first orientation; over time, however, it could become 
somewhat boring. The source material is already ordered in a 
particular way; everything is dovetailed into an overall concept, 
and there is nothing further to discover. Secondary literature 
reminds me of a park that is certainly beautiful to look at and in 
which everything is well ordered and arranged, but which for this 
very reason nevertheless produces sterility and boredom. Reading 
sources, on the contrary, seems to me like a path through a wild, 
desolate countryside. It is dangerous and full of adventure. A 
discovery could be waiting behind every tree or bush; with every 
line, every subordinate clause, every word, a door could be 
opened to another world, hidden until now; the writer could give 
up his secret and divulge that he is really someone entirely 
different than the researcher assumed until now. The “danger” of 
one’s own reading of sources should not be underestimated. It 
consists in the possibility that in the end the reader will arrive at 
a conception of things all his own that brings him into sharp 
conflict with conventional views and conceptions. 

With regard to the apostle Paul, the matter of sources is 
rather simple. In general, it can be said that our historical 
knowledge of the apostle rests primarily on two “pillars.”  

a) Even today, the best known and most popular source of 
information is still the book of Acts; although Acts has a decided 
drawback in that its historical value is questioned today by an 
increasing number of scholars.  

b) Although more prosaic, the letters transmitted in the New 
Testament under the name of Paul are more solid with regard to 
their historical value. We have to do here with thirteen letters, or 
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fourteen if the letter to the Hebrews is included, although it 
makes no explicit claim of Pauline authorship. [20] 
• the letter to the Romans (Rom) 
• the first letter to the Corinthians (1 Cor) 
• the second letter to the Corinthians (2 Cor) 
• the letter to the Galatians (Gal) 
• the letter to the Ephesians (Eph) 
• the letter to the Philippians (Phil) 
• the letter to the Colossians (Col) 
• the first letter to the Thessalonians (1 Thess) 
• the second letter to the Thessalonians (2 Thess) 
• the first letter to Timothy (1 Tim) 
• the second letter to Timothy (2 Tim) 
• the letter to Titus (Tit) 
• The letter to Philemon (Phlm) 
• [The letter to the Hebrews] 

• According to the generally held view today, only seven of these 
definitely derive from Paul: 

• the letter to the Romans 
• the first letter to the Corinthians 
• the second letter to the Corinthians 
• the letter to the Galatians 
• the letter to the Philippians 
• the first letter to the Thessalonians 
• the letter to Philemon 

In the view of most scholars, these letters represent the earliest 
literary testimonies of early Christianity, which are supposed to 
have been written in the time between 50 and 60 CE, prior to the 
Gospels (written after 70 CE). 

Before we turn to the letters of Paul and the numerous 
problems connected with them, however, we will deal with that 
source which for most Christians even today represents the 
crucial basis for their picture of Paul. [21] 

The Basic Elements of Our Picture of Paul 

What do we know about Paul, or what do we think we know 
about him? Perhaps in religious instruction or somewhere 

else we once heard, 
1. that we have to do here with a Jew named Saul, 
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2. that to begin with this person was a persecutor of the early 
Christian community, 

3. that outside Damascus he was then suddenly converted 
(“Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?”) to Christianity 

4. and then became the most important Christian missionary 
and undertook several missionary journeys through the 
Mediterranean region 

5. so that finally, after being take prisoner in Jerusalem, he was 
brought to Rome. 

If we ask where this historical data derives from, which we 
regard as absolutely certain and which determines our picture of 
Paul, we have to admit that it is not from contemporary 
testimonies regarding the apostle and also not from his letters 
(from which some things can be derived only indirectly), but from 
Luke’s Acts (9:4ff.; 13:2ff.; 21:27ff.). This must be a severe 
disappointment for someone who is highly interested in estab-
lished historical facts. He will anxiously ask himself, can a work 
that begins with an extensive description of the ascension of 
Jesus that in no way sounds particularly symbolic be regarded as 
a reliable historical source? As has long been known in theo-
logical circles, in many ways Acts is more like an imaginary, 
marvelous romance than an historical portrayal, even if in the 
preface the writer takes on the appearance of an historian and 
follows the customs of an ancient historian in his presentation. 
As we will see in more detail, in its portrayal of the person and 
work of the apostle, Acts interweaves the earthly and the 
heavenly, the historical and the legendary, in a wondrous and 
indistinguishable way. [22] 

Acts — An Eyewitness Report? 

For evaluating the historical value of Acts it is also important 
to observe with regard to the author of the work (= ”Luke”) 

that we do not have to do here with an eyewitness, as was earlier 
often assumed. Basically, this is self-evident from what has just 
been said. One should reckon that an eyewitness would hardly 
find it necessary to relate legends for the reader instead of 
historical events. In any case, it is recognized in present day New 
Testament research, even by conservative scholars, that, contrary 
to what was earlier often assumed, the author was not a traveling 
companion of Paul. 
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If that were the case, one must ask why Luke presents a 
picture of Paul that is entirely different from the picture of the 
apostle in the letters. Philipp Vielhauer observes, “The writer 
makes historical mistakes regarding the life of Paul that no 
companion would make,” and offers as evidence for this, “apart 
from all the rest,” the following peculiar circumstance: “A man 
who reserves the title and honor of an apostle exclusively for the 
twelve and consistently denies this for Paul, even though Paul 
claimed the apostolate for himself and defended it, cannot be a 
companion of Paul.”2 

For the assumption that the author of Acts was an 
eyewitness, appeal is often made to the so-called “we-accounts.” 
In these passages the writer suddenly continues his account in 
we-form, which gives the impression to the reader either that the 
writer himself was present at the reported events as an 
eyewitness or that he at least made use of a source written by an 
eyewitness. For example, Acts 16:9-13 reads: 
16:9 And a vision appeared to Paul in the night: a man of 

Macedonia was standing beseeching him and saying, 
“Come over to Macedonia and help us.” 

16:10 And when he had seen the vision, immediately we sought 
to go into Macedonia, concluding that God had called 
us to preach the gospel to them. [23] 

16:11 Setting sail therefore from Troas, we made a direct voyage 
to Samothrace, and the following day to Neapolis, 

16:12 and from there to Philippi, which is the leading city of the 
district of Macedonia, and a Roman colony. We 
remained in this city some days; 

16:13 and on the Sabbath we went outside the gate to the 
riverside, where we supposed there was a place of 
prayer; and we sat down and spoke to the women who 
had come together. 

It is clearly recognized today, however, that the “we-accounts” are 
a skilful literary fiction. According to Vielhauer, who can be cited 
here as representing the opinion of many other scholars, the 
author of these passages “employed the literary means of the 
personal report in order to feign eyewitness character for some 
passages concerning Paul.” 

With rejection of eyewitness character for the writer of Acts, 
also disposed of is the view deriving from early church tradition, 
                                               

2 Geschichte der urchristlichen Literatur (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1975), 391. 
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according to which we have to do here with the doctor and fellow 
worker of Paul named Luke who is mentioned in Colossians 4:14 
and Philemon 24 (cf. 2 Tim 4:11). 
Summary: The author of Acts is an otherwise unknown to us, 
Christian writer (from the second century), who himself did not 
know Paul personally. What he tells us about Paul and his 
activities are not first-hand reports. The heightened interest of the 
author in miraculous, wondrous stories, healing-, escape-, and 
punishment-miracles, and the “predominance of personal 
legends”3 gives the impression rather that we have to do here not 
with a presentation of history, but with the transmission of 
legendary tradition. [24] 

Paul in Wonderland 

The reader will perhaps take exception at the curious heading 
with which I now make a transition to a discussion of Paul in 

Acts. But at this point I could not forgo the allusion to the well-
known children’s book by the Englishman Lewis Carrol  (Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland). I certainly do not want to claim 
thereby that the literary value of Acts resembles that of a 
children’s book—whereby I also don’t want to say anything 
against children’s books. In this somewhat provocative way, 
however, I would like to call attention to a situation that is 
important to consider again and again, namely, that the great 
majority of historical statements made in Acts about the life and 
person of the apostle Paul are legendary in character4 and thus 
are to be enjoyed only with great caution. 

Although all this is known to most theologians and recog-
nized by them, it must nevertheless be strongly emphasized again 
and again because the consequences that result from this are still 
too little considered. One may as well admit that in Acts we in no 
way have an historical work in our present-day sense. But then, 
out of an understandable dilemma — apart from the letters, from 
where else should we get our information about the apostle Paul 
and early Christianity? —  again and again, all the misgivings not 
withstanding, one still turns back to Acts to cannibalize it for 
early Christian history.  

                                               
3 Vielhauer, Geschichte, 393. 
4 Uta Ranke-Heinemann even speaks of the fairy-tales of Acts (Nein und Amen, 

p. 197). 
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The basic methodological principle that one follows in doing 
this is sincerely simple: everything that somehow seems 
miraculous or imaginary is unhistorical; and everything, on the 
contrary, that proceeds in a rational and natural way and also 
agrees somehow with the letters is historical. This method, 
however, which in its most cultivated form is even employed by 
the critical New Testament scholar G. Bornkamm in his prudent 
and well-considered book on Paul, has fatal similarity with that of 
a man who, [25] at any cost, wanted to hold on to a historical 
kernel in the story about Little Red Riding Hood and, to this end, 
removed all the mythic components (the wolf who speaks, red 
riding hood and grandmother in the stomach of the wolf) in order 
to hold fast to the historical existence of a little girl named Red 
Ridinghood who visited her grandmother in the forest sometime 
long ago and met a wolf on her way. 

Now—in spite of U. Ranke-Heinemann—Acts is not a fairy 
tale of the brothers Grimm. But the example should nevertheless 
remind us to exercise caution in determining the historical kernel 
for many of its stories. We must obviously reckon with the 
possibility that our attempt to determine the kernel will be like 
peeling an onion: we think we have reached the kernel but always 
hit only another peel. — With regard to the entire subject, already 
at the beginning of the century, the Jewish writer Samuel 
Lublinsky correctly remarked in his book Das werdende Dogma: 

Exactly like the Gospels, Acts, from which alone we know 
something about the life of Paul, is constructed from 
mythological and rational components. It is not sufficient here 
to characterize what are obviously legends as apocryphal 
without at the same time having a sense of mistrust about the 
apparently genuine components, which also could be fabricated 
for tendentious reasons.5  

With Rabbi Gamaliel 

For the author of Acts, although Paul is a Jew, his family home 
was not in Palestine, but in the Jewish diaspora; he is said to 

have been born in Tarsus (Acts 9:11; 21:39; 22:3), in those days a 
Hellenistic city (today in Turkey) with a mixed, Greek and oriental 
population. Paul is supposed to have received his religious 
training from Rabbi Gamaliel (Acts 22:3). The Jewish-rabbinic 
                                               

5 S. Lublinski, Der urchristliche Erdkreis und sein Mythos, Vol. 2: Das 
werdende Dogma vom Leben Jesu (1910), 66. 
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tinge that one notices in many passages in the Pauline letters is 
usually explained from this background. The name of Rabbi 
Gamaliel is also well-known in Jewish tradition.6 [26] This 
certainly does not prove, however, that the information in Acts is 
also historical. In any case, in Jewish writings of the first two 
centuries CE there is no mention of a rebellious student of 
Gamaliel named Paul or Saul. It is also very remarkable that the 
supposed student of Gamaliel, who certainly would have received 
instruction from him in the original Hebrew text of the Old 
Testament, cites passages from the Old Testament exclusively 
from the Greek version—as if in his life he had never learned 
Hebrew! (see below: Paul—the Non-Jew). 

Paul the Persecutor 

Paul first appears on the scene in Acts as a persecutor of 
Christians. He is present when Stephen, the archetypal 

Christian martyr, is stoned, and as we are told at the very end of 
the story, he “took pleasure in his death” (Acts 8:1). The story of 
the death of Stephen the martyr is portrayed by Luke in very 
dramatic colors. The theatrical and histrionic character of the 
presentation is only exceeded by modern biographers of Paul, for 
whom the stoning scene offers a welcome opportunity to teach the 
reader (who is presumably comfortably stretched out on his 
couch at home) the meaning of fear, through a very thorough and 
detailed portrayal of the strange and archaic death penalty with 
which those of the Jewish religion punished the blasphemer. The 
German author Dieter Hildebrandt speaks of the “critical 
choreography of the concentric stoning: 

One is surrounded on every side. The faster ones have caught 
up with the sacrifice.  A very loose corral is built, just narrow 
enough to prevent an escape but still at a favorable distance 
from the throwing and thrashing of the others; for after the first 
stoning of the witness, dozens of arms are raised all at once, a 
whole whirl of projectiles is released, flying rubble, a chaotic 
bombardment. Even the torturers do not go entirely without 
bruises, or a minor injury, or a bloody nose.”7 [27] 

In Hildebrandt’s literary fantasy Paul is “only a sneering observer 
of the gruesome scene. But that allows him to appear all the more 
loathsome. The others at least have fury in their stomachs, the 
                                               

6 Regarding Rabbi Gamaliel I see Strack-Billerbeck, vol. 2, 527, 636ff. 
7 D. Hildebrandt, Saulus – Paulus. Ein Doppelleben (1989), 39. 
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scalp is deluged by an orgasm of rage, they are beside themselves 
over Stephen the blasphemer. But Saul knows how to control 
himself and does not dirty his hands. He simply watches with 
satisfaction.” 

If unlike Hildebrandt one does not read fantastic things into 
the text which are not there (Paul as a “sneering” observer), one 
will perhaps come to the conclusion (if one sets aside the literary 
effect it makes) that the entire stoning scene produces very little 
for a biography of Paul. As Hildebrandt, indeed, rightly observes, 
Paul is mentioned only on the margin, as though it were a 
footnote and as evidence for which side the pre-Christian Saul-
Paul was on, namely, on the side of fanatical, anti-Christian 
Pharisaism. 

One could certainly still go a step further. According to the 
Jewish historian of religion H.J. Schoeps, it is a fully open 
question whether the entire stoning story relates an historical 
event. Schoeps points out the remarkable circumstance that, in 
spite of great significance as an archetypal martyr, Stephen plays 
no great role in early Christian literature and that his martyrdom 
falls entirely into the background next to that of James the 
brother of the Lord in 66 CE. For these reasons and others, 
Schoeps can doubt “the historicity of the supposed Hellenistic 
Deacon Stephen.”8 He observes that we very probably do not have 
to do here with a “historical figure, but with a substitute figure 
introduced by Luke for tendentious reasons, on whom teachings 
troublesome to the author are unloaded.”9 For the most part, the 
material Luke uses for developing his destined death—Stephen is 
stoned after his speech against the Temple—contains the same 
motifs as the account of the stoning of James the brother of the 
Lord. In Schoeps’s opinion, the same destiny is imposed on the 
“substitute man” Stephen as on James the brother of the Lord. 
“The retouching of the facts allowed Luke... [28] to unload the 
anti-cultic disposition, which was entirely foreign to him,” and 
which finds expression in the speech of Stephen, the enemy of the 
Temple, “on the spokesperson for the Greek contingent within the 
early community and to place this in the mouth of a peripheral 
figure in the events.” 

                                               
8 H.J. Schoeps, Das Judenchristentum, 40.   
9 H.J. Schoeps, Urgemeinde, 13; idem, Theologie und Geschichte des 

Judenchristentums, 441ff.; cf. R. Eisenman, Maccabees, Zadokites, Christians and 
Qumran (1983), 76, n. 144. 
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Paul on the Way to Damascus 

As a zealot for the law, Paul supposedly also distinguished 
himself later in the persecution of Christians. He obtained 

“letters” from the Sanhedrin in Jerusalem that legitimated even 
his persecution of Christian communities in distant Damascus. 

9:1 But Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the 
disciples of the Lord, went to the high priest 

 9:2 and asked him for letters to the synagogues at Damascus, 
so that if he found any belonging to the Way, men or 
women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. 

It has been noted again that Paul did not have the slightest 
authority to undertake a persecution of Christians in Damascus, 
which was an independent city and not subject to the jurisdiction 
of the Jewish central authority (Sanhedrin).10 An interesting 
explanation of this historical riddle, which was discussed at the 
very beginning of the discovery of the Qumran scrolls, but then 
dropped and forgotten, has recently been tossed into the 
discussion again by the American, R. Eisenman. Eisenman 
presumes that the term “Damascus” is a code name for the group 
of Jewish sectarians who had gathered together in the Qumran 
settlement (One thinks of the “Damascus Document”). 
Accordingly, Paul’s expedition supposedly led  him not to the 
Damascus in Syria, but to that Damascus which is spoken of in 
the so-called Damascus Document.11 This explanation would 
naturally only be plausible under the given presumption and 
would make sense only if Christians dwelled in Damascus (= 
Qumran) at the time of Paul, [29] which for Eisenman, who 
identifies the residents of the Qumran settlement with the early 
Christians, was in fact the case. To be sure, until today this 
thesis has been energetically disputed by the majority of 
scholars—without being in a position, however, to offer a 
different, better explanation. 

                                               
10 Lublinski, Das werdende Dogma, 67: “... He [Paul] had not the slightest 

authority for this and also not the slightest power, since Damascus is a fully 
independent city and in no way subject to the jurisdiction of the Sanhedrin of 
Jerusalem. The people of Damascus and the Romans would certainly have quickly 
and decisively put a stop to the activities of such a naïve usurper.”  For Lublinski, 
it is this impossibility, among others, that “throws the entire story overboard.” 

11 R. Eisenman, Maccabees, Zadokites, Christians and Qumran (1983), 68-69; 
James the Brother of Jesus, 247f. 
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The Conversion 

Just outside Damascus a sudden reversal then took place 
through the best known episode from the life of Paul: his 

conversion. It is often said that the conversion made a Paul out of 
the earlier Saul. But this now proverbial turn of speech does not 
fully correspond with the circumstances reported by Luke. For 
Luke, the Jew Saul who was converted to Christianity continues 
to be called Saul for quite a long time. The reader first learns that 
Saul also had a second name (namely, the Roman name Paul) 
very incidentally in Acts 13:9, when Saul-Paul has succeeded in 
converting Sergius Paulus, the Roman proconsul in Cyprus, to 
Christianity.  

Paul’s sudden conversion experience outside Damascus, from 
which authors and artists in every age have found inspiration 
again and again—one thinks, for example, of the well-known 
picture The Conversion of Paul (1600) by M. da Caravaggio—is 
described three times by Luke. 

9:3  Now as he journeyed he approached Damascus, and 
suddenly a light from heaven flashed about him. 

9:4  And he fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, 
“Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?”  

9:5  And he said, “Who are you, Lord?” And he said, “I am 
Jesus, whom you are persecuting;  

9:6  but rise and enter the city, and you will be told what you 
are to do.” [30] 

9:7  The men who were traveling with him stood speechless, 
hearing the voice but seeing no one. 

9:8  Saul arose from the ground; and when his eyes were 
opened, he could see nothing; so they led him by the hand 
and brought him into Damascus.  

9:9  And for three days he was without sight, and neither ate 
nor drank. 

In spite of the fact that the account of Paul’s conversion is 
repeated three times, which emphasizes the significance Luke 
obviously attributes to this event, the individual items reported 
therein are not very productive for the biography of the apostle. 
We will see below in more detail that Luke’s presentation is 
clearly not to be understood as a rendering of historical events, 
but as a tendentious rejection of the claim put forward by the 
writer of the letters to be an eyewitness and thereby a legitimate 
apostle of Jesus Christ. In addition, some of the material from 
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which the author constructed his conversion story shows remark-
able similarity with other well-known conversion stories from 
ancient literature. This too does not exactly speak for the histori-
city of the Lukan presentation. 

Following other scholars, U. Ranke-Heinemann calls atten-
tion to a parallel between Acts 26:14 and a segment from a drama 
by the Greek poet Euripides. In Acts the voice speaks to Paul-
Saul:  

Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me? It hurts you to 
kick against the goads. 

What we have in this saying is a citation from the Bacchae of 
Euripides, in which the persecuted God (In this case, Dionysus) 
speaks to his persecutor (In this case Pentheus, the king of 
Thebes) as in Acts: “You turn a deaf ear to my words... Instead of 
kicking against God’s goads as a mortal, you should rather offer 
sacrifices.”  

U. Ranke-Heinemann concludes: “This Dionysius episode has 
obviously been taken over into the Damascus scenery. An ancient 
persecution-saying is taken up in a Christian persecution-saying. 
Even the detail that because of his meter Euripides uses not the 
singular, but the plural ‘goads’ is taken over by Luke.”  Of course, 
U. Ranke-Heinemann characterizes the “fairy story about the 
process of Paul’s conversion” as a “harmless fairy story.”12 

 Missionary Journeys 

In contrast to the presentation of Galatians, where the writer 
explicitly says that he did not immediately confer with “flesh 

and blood,” but first went to Arabia (Gal 1:17), in Acts we are told 
that following his conversion Paul gord to the Christian church in 
Damascus, where he is healed of his blindness by Ananias (Acts 
9:10ff.). After an unsuccessful attack on the life of the new 
convert to Christianity, Paul goes to Jerusalem to the apostles 
there (Acts 9:24-25; cf. 2 Cor 11:32).13 

Soon afterward comes the first missionary journey (Acts 
13:2ff.), which Paul undertakes along with his companion 
Barnabas, and which leads the two missionaries to the island of 

                                               
12 Ranke-Heinemann, Nein und Amen, 200. 
13 “In Damascus, the ethnarch of King Aretas guarded the city of the 

Damascenes in order to seize me;  but I was lowered in a basket through a window 
in the wall, and escaped his hands.” 
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Cyprus, where Paul is even able to convert the Roman proconsul 
there, named Sergius Paulus, to Christianity (Acts 13:12). 

After the apostolic council in Jerusalem Paul, to whose work  
all the rest of Acts is dedicated (Acts 15:36ff.), travels over almost 
the entire Mediterranean region. The apostle is portrayed by the 
writer of Acts primarily as a miracle worker and missionary (not 
as an independent theological thinker), who successfully con-
tinues further on the way that—according to Acts—Peter first 
trod. [32] 

On his second missionary journey, which takes the apostle to 
Macedonia and Achaia, Paul travels for the first time on European 
soil (Acts 16:9ff.). Paul is imprisoned, but set free again through 
miraculous circumstances (an earthquake!) and through God’s 
ever-present assistance (Acts 16:26ff.). At the Areopagus in 
Athens the apostle preaches the message of the resurrection (Acts 
17:16-34), which stands at the center of his preaching (The Paul 
of Acts has never heard anything about justification by faith 
alone).  

Imprisonment 

After the return to Antioch by way of Ephesus and Caesarea 
(Acts 18:18-22), an additional missionary journey is attached, 

which, after a long stay in Ephesus, where he becomes involved 
in the rebellion of the silversmiths (Acts 19:24-40), takes the 
apostle again to Macedonia and Greece. This is followed by the 
last trip to Jerusalem. Evil premonitions torment the apostle (Acts 
20:22-23), who soon after his arrival in Jerusalem is arrested, at 
the instigation of fanatical Jews from the diaspora (Acts 21:27ff), 
who hinder his work here as they do everywhere else.  

After the proceedings before the governor’s council in 
Caesarea and the hearing before the Roman governor, Felix, and 
his follower, Festus (Acts 23:23-25:12), Paul appeals as a Roman 
citizen to Caesar, and after a speech before king Agrippa (Acts 
25:13-26:32), is brought to Rome. In connection with this journey 
to Rome, the writer of Acts also tells us many more wonderful 
things about a shipwreck and escape (Acts 27:14-28:1), poison 
snake bites that have no effect (Acts 28:3-6), sick people being 
healed (Acts 28:8-10), etc. 

Luke leaves us in the dark only about the end of Paul’s life, 
although there would certainly have been many wonderful stories 
to tell here. We do learn, however, that immediately after his 
arrival in Rome, in spite of his chains, Paul has the opportunity 
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to converse with Jews who were there and to testify “from 
morning to evening... [33] about Jesus from the law of Moses and 
the prophets” (Acts 28:23). 

Uncertainty exists, however, regarding the further fate of 
Paul. Was he condemned to martyrdom, as reported in the 
apocryphal Acts of Paul? Or did the apostle travel from Rome 
even further to the West, to evangelize there also? The account in 
Acts breaks off abruptly. 

28:30 And he lived there two whole years at his own expense, 
and welcomed all who came to him. 

28:31 preaching the kingdom of God and teaching them about 
the Lord Jesus Christ quite openly and unhindered. 

The peculiar end of Acts has given rise to many questions for 
exegetes (similar to the equally peculiar ending of Mark). It is 
often assumed that the writer of Acts had an apologetic reason for 
concluding his work in this way. News of the martyrdom of Paul 
would eventually have exposed the apostle to suspicion of 
scheming against Rome. Since this could not be Luke’s view, for 
whom it was most important to demonstrate for his contem-
poraries how loyal and absolutely harmless Christianity was from 
a political perspective, he concluded his presentation of the 
apostle’s activity in the way he did. 

From Acts to the Pauline Writings 

After working intensively on Acts, I realized that the attempt 
with its help to get closer to the person of Paul had failed 

miserably. The biographical information it contained about the 
apostle seemed to be mostly legendary in character. That was 
true not only for the activity of Paul as a miracle worker or, for 
example, his marvelous escape from prison in Philippi (Acts 
16:26ff.), but also for information that at first sight appeared to 
be reliable and [34] which in fact is perceived as historical by 
many biographies of Paul, e.g., the apostle’s instruction by Rabbi 
Gamaliel (Acts 22:3), his activity as a persecutor of Christians 
(Acts 8:1ff.), and his conversion (Acts 9:4; 22:3-21; 26:9-20). 

Against this background, the closer I came, the contours of 
the figure of the apostle, which to begin with (like the well-known 
picture of the four apostles by Dürer) had been sharply profiled 
and stood before my eyes almost as if they were carved in stone, 
began to drift apart like a smoke-screen. Whoever immersed 
himseld in the world of Acts and took pleasure in its wonderful 
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stories, the great deeds and adventures of the apostle, his 
heroism and courage in the face of martyrdom, in order to directly 
pose the question regarding the historical value of all this—for 
such a person it would be like someone who received a gift of gold 
in a beautiful dream and now upon awakening had nothing. It 
became more and more clear to me that anyone who would base 
his historical knowledge of the apostle on Acts must tumble into 
the deep, golden abyss of fairy tales and legends. Historical 
certainty could never be found here. The question whether 
anything at all in the presentation of Acts could have historical 
value could basically not be answered by a historian who was 
aware of his responsibility. If one did not want to simply dismiss 
everything as unhistorical (one really could not blame someone 
who reached such a radical conclusion), all that remains is the 
simple statement that we have to do here with an apostle, who 
presumably worked around the middle of the first century, who 
was an important missionary, and who may have died in Rome. 

Besides Acts, of course, there are still more literary witnesses 
to Paul in the New Testament, which have remained out of view 
until now: the letters. Since, in contrast to Acts, we have to do 
here not with testimonies about the apostle, but with testimonies 
of his own, the situation would seem to be entirely different. The 
figure of the apostle as well as the history of the early Christian 
community, that had just dissolved before my eyes into a fog of 
fanciful and phantom-like figures, must necessarily take on 
clearer, firmer contours. For the first time in the literature of the 
New Testament, we had writings which seemed to be a true [35] 
historical foundation stone and whose historicity and authenticity 
could not be doubted. For the first time, we had here written 
documents which reflected the life of the early Christian church 
first hand, so to speak, not in legendary, transfigured retrospect, 
and in which one could sense the living breath of a real 
personality in every line.  

It became clear to me what enormous significance the 
Pauline letters had for the historian of early Christianity. If we 
had to do here (at least in some cases) with the earliest Christian 
documents and with authentic letters from the hand of the 
apostle Paul—and at that time, like other theologians, I took this 
for granted — 
• Then they obviously must reflect the situation in which they 
were written, which would mean that, from a historical perspec-
tive, we find ourselves in the middle of the first century CE, i.e., in 
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that very time that one later characterized as “earliest Christi-
anity.” 
• Then what the letters impart concerning the earliest com-
munity in the first half of the second century must also be more 
or less valid, and Acts, which contains many points of contact 
with the letters, could also be drawn upon as an additional 
historical source. 
• Then (a decisive point!) what Paul says about Jesus must 
have been said around the middle of the first century, so that one 
can with certainty begin with the historical existence of the man 
from Nazareth before the conversion of Paul. What the apostle 
communicated about him, to be sure, was little enough, but even 
here, once one had obtained the necessary certainty, one could 
fill out Paul’s somewhat pallid picture of Jesus with additional 
interesting details from the Gospels.  

In these ways the rest of the New Testament writings could 
be more and more firmly connected with the letters. And finally 
one could arrive at the comforting result that the entire ship of 
the early Christian church with all its known apostolic crew lay at 
anchor in the safe harbor of the first century. [36] 

I understood not only what it means for theologians to 
possess the Pauline letters, I also understood what it would mean 
if—for one reason or another—they were lost, or if their authen-
ticity were called into question, like the rest of the New Testament 
writings—an idea, to be sure, which still seemed completely 
impossible to me. Since New Testament scholarship has obviously 
fastened the entire weight and load of their theories to this single 
hook, namely, the Pauline writings regarded by them as authen-
tic, all those things whose fate, just a moment ago, they still 
believed could be connected with the authenticity of the letters 
would also be dragged into the abyss. The figure of the apostle 
Paul and our knowledge about him would become questionable. 
The historical value of the four Gospels and Acts, which derives 
from one of the Gospel writers, would again become questionable. 
The history of the man from Nazareth would also become 
questionable. In short, all our trusted and beloved conceptions of 
early Christianity would become dubious. 

Such a prospect, however, seemed purely hypothetical for 
me, since I regarded the authenticity of the Pauline letters, or at 
least a core of these letters, as having been demonstrated. The 
thought that even with the testimony of the Pauline letters we 
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have to do not with a direct reflection of events around 50 CE, but 
with much later documents was an impossible possibility. 

Nevertheless, in the course of time this impossible possibility 
would gradually become a certainty for me. With closer examina-
tion, one after the other of the thirteen letters in the New 
Testament canon under the name of Paul turned out to be 
“inauthentic,” i.e., not proceeding from the pen of the apostle who 
lived in the first century. At the end, the number of those letters 
from the Pauline corpus which withstood critical examination 
shrunk to a small, hard core, with Galatians and the Corinthian 
letters at the center — until these also finally had to be given up. 

Before I come to the Pastoral Epistles, as well as Colossians, 
Ephesians, and 2 Thessalonians, with which criticism of the 
Pauline writings begins, a few general comments regarding liter-
ary forgery in early Christianity are necessary. 

Original and Forgery in Early Christianity 

Whoever deals with the writings of New Testament very soon 
encounters—also and especially outside the Pauline episto-

lary literature—the phenomenon of forgery, or as one says in a 
somewhat more refined way, pseudepigraphy. 

The history of investigation of the New Testament has led to 
the conclusion, generally accepted today, that of the twenty-seven 
writings of the New Testament—apart from those that supposedly 
derive from Paul—not a single one can be traced back to an apostle 
or a student of an apostle. Although the titles of the four Gospels—
The Gospel According to Matthew; The Gospel According to Mark; 
etc.—seem to indicate with regard to the four authors that we have 
to do with apostles, or students of apostles, and are thus direct or 
indirect reports by eye witnesses, the majority of exegetes today 
would reject the possibility, for example, that Matthew the tax-
collector wrote the Gospel of Matthew or that the interpreter of 
Peter named Mark wrote the Gospel named after him. 

The view has generally prevailed that the Gospels were first 
transmitted anonymously until they were attributed to Matthew, 
Mark, Luke, and John (presumably shortly before the formation 
of a “canon” of the New Testament around the end of the second 
century).14 The fact that the Gospels all have false attributions is 
related to the fact that the decisive condition for including a 

                                               
14 The final canonization first took place a century later; see the 39. Easter 

letter of Athanasius from 367 CE. 
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Christian writing in the New Testament canon, which henceforth 
would serve the church as a plumb-line (= canon) for her 
preaching, was the principle of apostolicity. To be recognized by 
the Church, a writing must be of apostolic origin, i.e., traceable 
back to an apostle or to a student of an apostle. 

Today hardly any scholar would think of identifying the 
author of the Gospel of Matthew with Matthew the apostle, [38] 
who appears in all four apostolic lists in the New Testament and 
according to early church tradition was regarded as its author. 
The same is true for Mark and Luke. The Gospel of John as well 
would not be regarded today by hardly any scholar as the work of 
John the apostle, although even in the past century “on every 
page” one heard “the heart beat of the disciple whom Jesus 
loved.”15  

The situation is not much different for the other writings of 
the New Testament, i.e., above all, the letters. Even Catholic 
theologians do not regard the epistle of James as the work of 
“James the brother of the Lord” (Gal 1:19), as the letter’s 
introduction obviously suggests when the author refers to himself 
as “James, a servant of God and Lord Jesus Christ,” but, as is 
nicely said in the Catholic Einleitung to the New Testament by 
Wikenhauser-Schmidt,16 is regarded rather as a “pseudonymous 
writing,” whereby “the author... [has] made the most sparing 
use... of the principle of pseudonymity, in that he only [!] claims 
for himself the name of James the brother of the Lord.” For a long 
time the epistle of Jude has been seen not as the work of “Judas 
the brother of the Lord,” but as the work of an “author from the 
post-apostolic time.”17 According to today’s view, the first epistle 
of Peter can in no way derive from the apostle Peter, nor can the 
second... and so one could continue. 

The production of pseudepigraphic writings is in no way met 
with only in early Christian literature; it was also common 
elsewhere in antiquity. It was especially common in Jewish 
apocalyptic literature to disclose revelations and visions under 
the name of a patriarch or some other authority from the ancient 
past. Also popular was literature that placed “final words” in the 
mouth of a famous person, whereby it took on for the reader the 
status and dignity of a last testament. In Jewish literature, for 

                                               
15 Cf. Van Manen, Romeinen, 204 (= Brief an die Römer, 189f.) 
16 Wikenhauser-Schmid, Einleitung, 376. 
17 Wikenhauser-Schmid, 583. 
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example, there is a writing named Testaments of the Twelve 
Patriarchs. As the fore-father Jacob addressed his twelve sons 
shortly before his death (Gen 49:1-33), so also here, before their 
own death, Jacob’s twelve sons address their descendents, to 
communicate to them their final wishes and to illuminate them 
concerning future events that they have already foreseen. [39] 
Even in the Greek-Hellenistic world, however, pseudepigraphy 
was certainly an everyday practice. Among others, for example, 
letters are known to have been forged in the name of Plato.  

The most important reason ancient writers provided their 
productions with false authorial attributions was probably that in 
this way they could invest them with greater authority. In a very 
conservative society, like that in antiquity, which had especially 
high esteem for traditions and values from ancient times, a 
writing stemming from ancient times and moreover one that had 
been written by a legendary, mythically-elevated figure, would 
naturally have great importance.  

With regard to Christian literature, the previously mentioned 
perspective of apostolicity played a great role. It was, above all, 
the Catholic church that quickly recognized that it was important 
to possess a solid and reliable foundation in its struggle against 
other churches (e.g., the Gnostics, Marcionites, and Ebionites). To 
justify themselves and in order to controvert the legitimacy of the 
other churches, they developed not only the principle of right 
belief (confession) and the apostolic succession of bishops, but for 
this purpose also created their canon of writings, in which only 
writings that were apostolic (or at least made this claim) found 
entry. Because the Catholic church could now claim to be the 
rightful heir of Jesus and the apostles, it was able to drive its 
opponents from the field, who, even though they made the same 
claim, were less successful. These then became “heretics.” The 
Catholic church, on the other hand, being the most powerful 
“sect,” held the upper hand and henceforth defined what Chris-
tian “orthodoxy” had to mean for all the faithful. 

If one recognizes that the idea that something must be truly 
apostolic in order to be divinely inspired and canonically legiti-
mate is historically conditioned and arose from a struggle for 
power in the church, it is much easier to comprehend the concept 
and [40] phenomenon of literary forgery in early Christianity. 
Historical understanding makes it possible for us to evaluate a 
writing independent of its apostolicity or non-apostolicity. We 
recognize that the value of a New Testament writing’s contents 
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does not depend on whether it is authentic or not. A forgery could 
contain more “original” ideas that a supposed original. The person 
who has learned to pay attention to content and who regards 
content, not authorship, as the final and decisive authority to 
which one feels obligated will be less disturbed by the problem of 
forgery. 

Nevertheless, I am naturally aware that it is not easy for 
many Christians to live with the fact that we find “forged” writings 
in the New Testament canon. One is taken aback and asks, How 
is it possible that a religion with a high moral claim like Chris-
tianity can be based on writings that do not derive from those 
persons in whose name they were written? 

According to their individual temperament, origin, and 
religious background, each person/Christian reacts very differ-
ently to the knowledge that most writings in the New Testament 
are falsifications. Basically, two different reactions are possible. 
The first could be called churchly-apologetic. Its representatives 
are all too inclined to play down or make light of the matter of 
forgery. One should “not really” speak of forgery, since the 
intention of the pseudepigraphical author (e.g., in the case of the 
Pastoral Epistles) was “to allow the voice of the apostle be heard 
even after his death, to insure his continuing ‘presence’ (cf. Col 
2:5 with 1 Cor 5:3)”18 —so the theologian A. Lindemann of Bethel, 
with regard to the author of the so-called deutero-Pauline 
writings. Moreover, the concept of “authenticity” is said to be 
vague. Since for the Catholic New Testament scholar N. Brox “the 
‘authenticity’ of a writing is shown by its Christian content, not 
by historical traces of the actual author,”19 even an “inauthentic” 
writing—depending on the amount of Christian content—can 
prove to be authentic. [41] Against such attempts to soften or 
obscure the fact of literary forgery, it continues to be important to 
always call things by their right names. Thus, U. Ranke-
Heinemann states: “It should not be denied that... forgeries were 
a wide-spread practice in the early church. This does not make 
them legitimate. It is and remains religious counterfeiting.”20 

Nevertheless, one does not need to go as far as that furious 
critic (K. Deschner) who would like to deal with the entire history of 
literary falsification in early Christianity under the theme Criminal 

                                               
18 TRT 1, “Briefe und Briefliteratur,” 195. 
19 Wikenhauser-Schmid, Einleitung, 576. 
20 Ranke-Heinemann, Nein und Amen, 274. 
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History of Christianity. This throws out the baby with the bath 
water. Criminalization of early Christian pseudepigraphy is mis-
guided and inappropriate for the actual circumstances, which have 
nothing to do with the circulation of counterfeit coins or bills. We 
observed above that the origin of forgeries must be looked at from 
the historical circumstances of its own time. They were supposed 
to satisfy the need of many Christians who require binding rules 
and the authority of an apostolic age. One should also not find 
objectionable the fact that in addition the attempt was made to 
pursue church politics in this way, since extensive use was made 
of these instruments in all Christian camps. Finally, one will have 
to say that most of the writings included in the New Testament 
under false names are of such high theological and literary quality 
that the world of religious literature would be far poorer if the 
authors of the pseudepigraphic works had abided by our modern 
rules of play and produced the writings under their own names. 
For then, we have to fear, if they had not been linked with the 
lustrous name of an apostle, they would not have been regarded as 
worth transmitting; they would have remained literary ephemera 
and would not have survived over the centuries. 

From what we have said here about the problem of literary 
forgery with reference to the Christian faith, one could (correctly) 
conclude that the question is often given far too much impor-
tance. In fact, in general, it is  [42] less the simple, faithful Chris-
tians, who quickly recognize that the Pauline letters in no way 
become less valuable by the discovery of their inauthenticity, 
than the representatives of the church and scholarship, who have 
a difficult struggle with this problem.  

For many scholars it is a question of their own reputation. 
One can understand that a biblical researcher who throughout 
his life-long, scholarly occupation with the Pauline letters has 
proceeded as a matter of course from the integrity of letters 
generally recognized today as authentic (Rom, Gal, 1 and 2 Cor, 1 
Thess, Phil, Phlm), and on this basis has written many brilliant 
books, would find it difficult to bear if someone could prove to 
him that all his work until now rested on a fiction. For him what 
may not be, cannot be. 

For the church there is also very much at stake—at least 
according to its own self-understanding. Because it regards itself, 
now as before (the reference here is primarily to the Roman 
Catholic church), as the legitimate heir of Christ and his apostles 
and until today bases its authority on this claim, the discovery 
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that all the New Testament writings are forgeries and in no way 
stem from the time of the apostles makes many things uncertain. 
If the Church acknowledges that the historian who advocates this 
view is correct, it must give up its own claim of authority—or 
(which would certainly be more beneficial) perceive this as a 
questioning of its own self-understanding and base its authority 
in the future on spiritual empowerment, not  historical.  

The Inauthenticity of the Pastoral Epistles (1, 2 Timothy, Titus)  

By and large, in Protestant as well as Catholic circles today, 
there is agreement that the so-called Pastoral epistles—i.e., 

the two letters to Timothy as well as the letter to Titus, called 
Pastoral epistles because they are directed to the shepherds 
(pastors) of communities, not the communities themselves—
cannot stem from the writer of the other letters, or, as the case 
may be, from Paul. [43] H. v. Campenhausen, the Protestant theo-
logian, speaks in this regard of  “a typical forgery, although of 
unusual spiritual distinction.”21 The authenticity of 1 Timothy 
was doubted already in the nineteenth century. It was first 
contested by the German theologian, Friedrich Schleiermacher 
(1807); and his judgment was then taken over by J. G. Eichhorn 
(1812) and extended to the other Pastoral Epistles. 

Differences in Language and Theology 
In general, in evaluating the Pastoral Epistles, one employed and 
still employs criteria relating to language and style as well as 
criteria relating to content. The results of word statistics already 
show that there are great differences between the Pastoral epistles 
and the other Pauline letters regarded as authentic. The number 
of words which appear neither in other Pauline writings nor 
anywhere else in the writings of the New Testament (so-called 
hepaxlegomena) is very high (26% = 175 words), while, on the 
contrary, of the 884 words in the Pastoral letters (personal names 
not included) 306 (36%) are not found in the other Pauline 
letters.22 

The appearance of a number of concepts that derive in part 
from the vocabulary of the Hellenistic world... (“piety,” 
“prudence”/“discretion,” “good conscience,” “epiphany” (instead of 
“parousia” for Paul), despótes = “ruler”... “Saviour,” “trustworthy 

                                               
21 Campenhausen, “Polycarp of Smyrna,” 183. 
22 See Wikenhauser-Schmid, Einleitung, 523. 
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word,” “sound teaching” [words], among others), stands in 
contrast to the absence of a number of central Pauline concepts 
(“covenant,” “body of Christ,” “righteousness of God,” “revelation,” 
“freedom,” “cross,” among others), all of which one should not 
expect in every letter, but whose total absence is remarkable... 
This language reflects a different kind of theological thinking and 
a different church situation.”23 But the stylistic differences are 
also striking and can be noticed even through the English 
translation of the Greek original. N. Brox observes: “In contrast to 
the passionate, sometimes explosive style of Paul, we find no 
trace of similar energy in the Pastorals. In contrast to the 
apostle’s numerous insertions, [44] incomplete sentences, and 
hardly understandable phrases, stands the calm flow of speech in 
the Pastoral Epistles.”  

Did Paul Have a Secretary? 
The attempt has been made to explain the linguistic-stylistic 
differences by the hypothesis of a secretary. It is said that Paul 
did not write the letters himself, but only sketched out a rough 
draft and gave this to a secretary, who then filled in the details 
and formulated the wording. For various reasons, this hypothesis 
is very improbable. Among others, it collapses because of the 
many differences in theology and content that distinguish the 
Pastoral Epistles from the presumably authentic Pauline letters, 
and which Paul would hardly have allowed his secretary to get 
away with. I give only three examples.  While for the writer of the 
presumably authentic letters faith is understood primarily as an 
act, in the Pastoral epistles the focus is primarily on content (1 
Tim 3:9; 6:10; 2 Tim 4:7), i.e., “orthodoxy with regard to 
fundamental, uncompromising apostolic teaching that must be 
accepted and held fast.”24 While the opposition between sarx and 
pneuma (flesh and spirit) is fundamental for the “authentic” Paul, 
these are nowhere referred to in the Pastoral epistles. Finally, the 
theology of the law and works occupies a far more important 
place  in the Pastoral Epistles (1 Tim 2:10; 5:10; 5:25; Tit 2:7; 
3:8, 14; cf., of course, 2 Tim 1:9; 6:10; 2 Tim 4:7) than in other 
Pauline letters which (in their original stratum) are clearly antino-
mian and in which all legalistic elements were introduced later. 
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Paul’s Mantel 
Finally, another important argument against the Pauline author-
ship of the Pastoral Epistles is the impossibility of accom-
modating them in the framework of Paul’s biography. In 
Wikenhauser-Schmidt’s Einleitung, the investigation of [45] the 
“presumed historical situation of the Pastoral Epistles” reaches 
the conclusion: 

All three Past(oral Epistles) thus presuppose that at the end 
Paul was resident in Asia, or perhaps in the East (so Titus). Of 
all the situations referred to in the three letters. however, none 
fits in the life of Paul up to his conveyance to Rome as a 
prisoner in the fall of 60... If the three letters really derive from 
Paul, therefore, they must have been written in the time after 
his two-year imprisonment in Rome (61-63), and it must 
thereby be presupposed... that he had then been exonerated 
and set free.25 

Precisely this assumption, however, is highly improbable and is 
rightly rejected today by almost all exegetes. The situation of the 
Pastoral Epistles is thus shown to be an “ostensibly historical” 
fiction by an author writing in the name of Paul. 

In investigating the situation of 2 Timothy, a small detail 
often plays a very large role, namely, the mantel of Paul, which he 
supposedly left behind when he departed from Troas. Writing in 
the name of Paul, the author of 2 Timothy asks his protégé 
Timothy:  

4:13 When you come, bring the mantel that I left with 
Carpus at Troas, also the books, and above all the 
parchments. 

In view of the supposed “obscurity” of these details, many 
exegetes have spoken of the “simple realism,” the “uniqueness of 
the situation and of the relationship between writer and 
recipient.” J. Jeremias, the great New Testament scholar, even 
saw this as the “main argument for the authenticity of the 
Pastoral Epistles.”26 However, one can certainly only speak in 
such a way if one thinks very little about the writer’s pseude-
pigraphic inventiveness and imagination—which many scholars 
are certainly inclined to do. [46] 
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26 Cited by Brox, Pastoralbriefe, 271. 
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A Double Standard 

It is now certainly interesting that many indications that in the 
opinion of New Testament scholars speak for the inauthenticity 

of the Pastoral Epistles are also to be found in the presumably 
authentic Pauline letters—without the same consequences being 
drawn from this as in the case of the Pastorals! We obviously have 
to do here with a double standard. 

Thus, Walter Schmithals, the Berlin New Testament scholar, 
for example, represents the view that “the setting forth of 
identical, enduring ordinances of a legal kind for the most diverse 
missionary regions” does not correspond “with the diversity of 
communities in the time of Paul” and thus could not be intended 
“for fellow workers whom Paul has just seen or will see very 
soon.”27 

In this connection, however, it must be remembered that on 
this point the situation of the supposed authentic letters of Paul 
does not differ from that presupposed by the Pastorals: here also 
the apostle produces precisely his most encompassing writings, 
richly garnished with all kinds of exhortations and universal 
teachings, just on the eve of his upcoming visit in the churches. 
Romans is supposed to have arisen in this situation, i.e., shortly 
before the apostle’s arrival in Rome; and 2 Corinthians likewise, 
shortly before the apostle’s arrival in Corinth. Here also one might 
ask whether it would not have been better for the apostle to 
reserve his shrewd recommendations until he had become 
familiar with the problems of the community “face to face.”  

The expressed self-stylization of the apostle is also often used 
as an argument against the authenticity of the Pastoral Epistles. 
In 1 Tim 1:16 the writer speaks of the “mercy” that he (Paul) 
received, “that in me first Jesus Christ might display all patience 
for an example to those who were to believe in him for eternal 
life.” About this, N. Brox writes: “Such absolutizing of one’s own 
person...is not Pauline.... Nowhere in his authentic letters does 
Paul ascribe to himself such a key position in the process of 
salvation. We have before us not statements by the apostle, but 
statements about the apostle.”28 —But, is such an “absolutizing 
of one’s own person” really not Pauline? [47] 

Even the Paul of the supposedly authentic letters, who was 
set apart while still in his mother’s womb and called to his office 
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by the grace of God (Gal 1:15f.), does not exactly distinguish 
himself by excessive humility. In 1 Cor 11:1, for example, he can 
present himself as an example and proudly appeal to his readers: 
“Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ” (cf. also 3:10; 4:11-16; 
9:19-27;  Phil 3:17; 4:9; 1 Thess 1:6; 2 Thess 3:7). The writer of 
Philippians can imagine no greater gift for his readers than to 
suffer what he himself has already suffered: “For it has been 
granted to you that for the sake of Christ you should not only 
believe in him but also suffer for his sake, engaged in the same 
conflict which you saw and now hear to be mine” (1:29-30). 
Indeed, in the mind of the writer of Philippians, the suffering of 
the apostle not only possesses normative character, but obviously 
already has a redemptive significance—like that of Christ: “Even if 
I am to be poured as a libation upon the sacrificial offering of 
your faith, I am glad and rejoice with you all” (2:17). It is no 
wonder that even the writer of Philippians can appeal to his 
readers: “Brethren, become fellow imitators of me, and mark 
those who so live as you have an example in us” (3:17). 

Here also, the self-assurance of the apostle at times reaches 
such a degree that one must either diagnose all the symptoms of 
pronounced megalomania—or in considering such statements, to 
be consistent, we must arrive at the same conclusion as for the 
Pastoral Epistles, which are generally regarded as inauthentic, 
namely, that we have to do here not with “statements by the 
apostle, but (with) statements about the apostle.” The hardly 
tolerable self-stylization thus betrays the later, pseudepigraphic 
author of the letter, who, filled with admiration, looks back on the 
transfigured picture of the hero of faith from the past.  

In addition, it should also be pointed out that the situation in 
the supposedly authentic Pauline letters is often just as contra-
dictory and confusing as in the Pastoral Epistles. [48] According 
to W. Schmithals, “the writer of the P(astorals) is not interested in 
sketching an authentic historical situation for the letter, nor even 
in a position to do so.”29 What should we say then about the 
writer of Philippians, who one time portrays the apostle as a 
prisoner (1:7, 13, 14) and then again as a free man (2:25; 4:10)? 
Or about the writer of 2 Corinthians, regarding whose situation 
exegetes can obtain any clarity at all only if they occupy them-
selves with complicated hypotheses of segmentation; i.e., they 
believe they can reduce the difficulty of conceiving a unified 
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situation by declaring the letter to be a composition from several 
small letters, or “postcards,” written at entirely different times in 
entirely different situations, which were then supposedly joined 
together by a redactor? Peculiar here is only that the redactor 
obviously did not regard it necessary to inform the reader in a 
redactional note about this procedure, by which he arbitrarily 
atomized (why actually?) the precious memory of the apostle. 

Finally, it must still be said that the reference to a later 
development in teaching found in the Pastoral Epistles as an 
argument against the authenticity of the letter is also a double-
edged sword, since one can advance this argument with equal 
justification against the supposedly authentic letters of Paul. Here 
also we encounter a series of conceptions which cannot be other-
wise documented anywhere in the presupposed time of origin. 
The Christ-hymn in Philippians (Phil 2:6ff.), for example, contains 
strong echoes of the conception of the descent of the heavenly 
Sophia,30 which is first evident only in the second century and 
fully developed first by the Gnostic Valentinus (for Valentinus, see 
below,  Marcionism and Gnosis). 

Also the other echoes of Gnostic conceptions, and indeed not 
only those that can be presupposed already in the first century, 
but those that derive from the more developed Gnosis of the 
second century—for example, the cursing of the earthly Jesus, 1 
Cor 12:3, first documented at this time, belongs here—show that 
not only the Pastorals but also the other Pauline letters share the 
religious atmosphere of the second century, not the first. [49] 

Ephesians, Colossians, and 2 Thessalonians: Inauthentic 

On the basis of contradictions in content and theology, the 
letter to the Ephesians, the letter to the Colossians, and the 

second letter to the Thessalonians are also regarded as inau-
thentic by most scholars today.  

In the same way as the Pastoral Epistles, in reading Ephe-
sians and Colossians linguistic and stylistic differences first catch 
the eye. While Colossians contains thirty-four words that appear 
nowhere else in the New Testament, and fifteen that appear 
elsewhere only in Ephesians, the letter to the Ephesians itself 
contains some thirty-nine hapaxlegomena and ninety words that 
do not appear in the Pauline letters designated as authentic. 
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Many sentences in Ephesians and Colossians strike one as 
excessively verbose. “One misses the liveliness characteristic of 
Paul.”31 In its place, we encounter long complicated sentences, in 
which the writer prefers to connect “abstract ideas to one another 
with genitive constructions”32 and string these together until it is 
entirely incomprehensible (e.g., Col 1:9-12):  

1:9 Therefore, we too, from the day we heard of it, asking 
that you be filled with the knowledge of his will in all 
spiritual wisdom and understanding, 

1:10 to lead a life worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, 
bearing fruit in every good work, and increasing in 
the knowledge of God, 

1:11 being empowered with all power, according to the 
might of his glory, for all endurance and patience 
with joy, 

1:12 giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified us to 
share in the inheritance of the saints in light. 

Although, from a literary perspective, the results of the whole 
stylistic process might provide little edification, for many readers 
it produces the impression of great theological significance: what 
is obscure must also be profound. Whether this is true cannot be 
investigated here. [50] The stylistic peculiarities of Colossians and 
Ephesians, which some would also explain by appeal to liturgical 
influences, decisively diverge from the presumably authentic 
letters of Paul, and indeed to such an extent that even the 
Catholic Einleitung by Wikenhauser-Schmidt calls it an “evasion” 
if one speaks here of Paul’s “late style” or appeals once more to 
the secretary-hypothesis in order to save their Pauline origin.33 

Letters from  No-man’s Land 

Apart from linguistic-stylistic peculiarities, a large number of 
inner contradictions and factual problems can also be cited 

against the authenticity of the letters. Especially characteristic of 
Ephesians is the letter’s “lack of situation.”34 Its occasion is 
nowhere clearly visible. It seems to have been “written in a his-
torical no-man’s land.” This certainly does not indicate the 
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 38

presence of an actual letter, which generally is written in a 
definite historical situation for a definite historical reason. We 
have the impression here that we have to do rather with an 
edifying tract in the form of a letter,35 i.e., a theological writing 
that only later was given a historical cloak and that only later was 
placed under the great name of the apostle. The “letter” may also 
be a reworked sermon, or baptismal liturgy; in any case, this view 
was held by both E. Käsemann, the Tübingen New Testament 
scholar, and G.A. van den Bergh van Eysinga, the Dutch repre-
sentative of radical criticism.36 

 In addition, the writer of the letter hardly seems to have a 
personal relationship with the Christians addressed here, which is 
strange, since Paul is supposed to have resided in Ephesus for a 
long time. According to Eph 6:21, the readers should know every-
thing about Paul; but according to 1:15; 3:2, they know about 
each other only through hearsay. The readers are addressed once 
as Gentile Christians (1:13; 2:1d., 11f., 13, 19; 3:1), then as 
former Jews (1:11f.), and then again very generally as Christians 
(1:15-23; 3:12; 4:17). [51] Here also one wonders whether the 
writer had any knowledge at all of the concrete circumstances in 
the local community, or whether from the very beginning he did 
not imagine the recipients of the letter to be the entire church.  

Ephesians contains signs of familiarity with other Pauline 
letters, e.g., Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians. Here also 
one can distinguish teaching material (chs. 1-3) from exhortatory 
material (chs. 4-6). Eph 3:3 is related to Gal 1:12-16 and is 
something like the earliest commentary on Galatians. The writing 
originally may have been intended to be attached to the earliest 
collection of Pauline writings. As in the other Pauline writings, the 
picture of Paul is idealized: Paul suffers and is imprisoned “on 
your behalf, the Gentiles” (3:1); his theological and christological 
concepts show that a long development has taken place. The 
community was not founded only a short time ago, but has 
obviously existed for a very long time.  

Contradictions 

Just as in Ephesians, so also in Colossians one can observe a 
series of small contradictions. The author writes one time in 

the singular (1:23b-4:18) and then again in the plural (1:1-12, 
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23a), as if he himself were not really certain which possibility he 
should choose. The case is similar for the question concerning his 
imprisonment. One time he finds himself in prison (4:10, 18); but 
then it is said that he toils and strives for the community (1:29; 
2:1). It is entirely unclear how both should be reconciled with one 
another. The writer himself probably did take the situation in 
which he placed his hero very seriously.  

Also when reading, the writer seems one time to portray 
Gentile Christians (1:21, 27; 2:11), and another time Jews (2:13, 
14). With regard to content, the writing contains allusions to the 
Old Testament (Ps 110:1) as do the other Pauline letters. In 
particular, Ephesians seems to have been known to the writer of 
Colossians—probably, as for Marcion, with a different name, 
namely, the letter to the Laodiceans (2:1; 4:13-16)—and heavily 
used by him.  

If one adds some further observations, e.g., the fact that Paul 
already appears as a “dogmatic authority,” who is known by all 
Christians, and that he has already completed what Christ 
suffered for the community, and if one adds as well that the 
Christian community seems to have already existed for some time 
and that the gospel has already been preached in all the world 
(1:6, 23), then the tradition, according to which Paul wrote this 
letter around the year 63 in Rome, can hardly be correct. With 
Colossians, we have to do rather, as with Ephesians, with an 
edifying-dogmatic tract in the form of a letter, intended to be read 
(4:16) at the gathering of the community (for worship). 

Did Paul Copy from Himself? 

Just as Ephesians seems to connect with a series of passages 
in Colossians, so also 2 Thessalonians agrees in many places 

with some passages from 1 Thessalonians, partly in verbatim 
echoes.37 Apart from 2:2-9, 11-12, there are only nine verses in 2 
Thessalonians without parallels in 1 Thessalonians!38 From the 
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1 Thess 1:1  = 2 Thess 1:1f 
1 Thess 1:2f.  = 2 Thess 1:3 
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38 Van den Bergh van Eysinga, Inleiding, 111f. 
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indisputable existing literary dependence of the second letter on 1 
Thessalonians, it has been concluded that the second letter 
originated with use of the first. Because one could not assume 
that in the writing of 2 Thessalonians Paul  had copied himself, 
there must have been a later hand at work in the origin of the 
second letter. The letter is thus pseudonymous. 

In view of these very reasonable considerations, all attempts 
to nevertheless save the authenticity of 2 Thessalonians—1 Thess 
is directed to the leader of the community, 2 Thess to the entire 
community; 2 Thess was originally addressed to the community 
in Phillipi; 2 Thess is a literary composite—are not very convinc-
ing. [53] 

The occasion for 2 Thessalonians cannot be easily deduced 
from the tendency of the letter, which in terms of content clearly 
presents a correction of what is said in 1 Thessalonians. The 
writer of the letter obviously fears that the remarks in 1 Thessa-
lonians about the immediacy of the impending parousia of the 
Lord could have negative consequences for the ethical conduct of 
the community. He attempts to prevent this, among other ways, 
by  reference to the good old apostolic tradition (2:15) and stimu-
lation of orderly conduct (3:6-12)—and by delaying for a while the 
“coming of the Lord” (which obviously made readers of the first 
letter very uncomfortable), and embellishing it with a rich 
replenishment of apocalyptic events.  

Paul as a Schoolmaster? 

The view held by the majority of theologians today that not all 
of the thirteen letters ascribed to Paul in the New Testament 

actually derive from the apostle naturally raises the question con-
cerning the real author, or authors, of these writings. Who in 
early Christian times would have had an interest in writing and 
distributing letters in the name of the apostle? One most often 
assumes here that the deutero-Pauline writings and the Pastoral 
Epistles were the product of a Pauline school. In the course of his 
activity as a teacher (possibly during his time in Ephesus), Paul is 
supposed to have gathered students and fellow workers around 
himself, who constituted a “school,” after the model of ancient 
schools of philosophy. After the death of the apostle, the pseude-
pigraphical writings were produced in the circle of students and 
fellow workers, who intended to give new voice to the theological 
inheritance of their master in different times and different 
circumstances.  
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Of course, in the same way as the assumption of a 
Johannine school, the darling, pampered child of present day 
theologians, the entire theory has a decisive catch to it. In the 
same way as the assumption of a Johannine school, it represents 
a fiction, a pure [54] hypothesis, for which not the slightest basis 
can be found in the New Testament.  

As a rule, arguments in favor of this assumption offer only 
vague references to the contemporary teaching activity and 
schools of wandering pagan teachers, who suggest this hypo-
thesis, as well as the fact that Paul often mentions fellow workers 
in his letters (Rom 16:3, 9, 21; 2 Cor 8:23; Phil 2:25; 1 Thess 3:2; 
Philm 1:1, 24). That is obviously too little to prove beyond all 
question the existence of a Pauline school, especially because, as 
we will see later, from the perspective of church history, the fellow 
workers of Paul mentioned in his letters are just as intangible as 
their master himself, or, as the case may be, his churches. In any 
case, the early church historians, Hegesippus and Eusebius, 
know nothing at all about a “Pauline school” or about any 
students of Paul who would have played a special role therein—
and they would have really had to have known!  

If all that still remains then is only the reference to the 
existence of forged letters, which is employed to demonstrate 
what in reality must be independently demonstrated, we find 
ourselves in a circular argument. First, the existence of a school 
is hypothesized in order to explain the pseudepigraphic writings 
as the product of a Pauline school; then on the basis of the 
pseudepigraphic writings as the product of a Pauline school, one 
concludes, razor sharp, that a Pauline school existed. That is not 
very convincing! Basically, what applies to the Johannine school 
also applies here. Already in the last century, F. Overbeck, a 
critical theologian and friend of Nietzsche, remarked that we have 
to do here with a “scholarly invention” that is “groundless,” the 
“splendid example of a fantasy,” since one “not only knows 
nothing about its founding but also nothing about who belonged 
to it.”39  

The question about the real origin and the real writer of the 
Pauline pseudepigrapha is thus not satisfactorily resolved with 
the hypothesis of a Pauline school. We will have to return to this 
question later. [55] 

                                               
39 Overbeck, Das Johannes-Evangelium. Studies zur Kritik seiner Erforschung 

(1911), 98, 104, 206. 
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Whoever says A must also say B 

For every reader who has followed me thus far a question must 
intrude that also arose for me very early, as I occupied myself 

with the Pauline letters and the problem of their authenticity: 
How far can criticism of the Pauline writings go? Is there a 
definite point, a border, at which it is said, Thus far and no 
farther! Or on the contrary, if it has been shown that a portion of 
the letters are inauthentic, must not the rest be investigated, even 
if to begin with they inspire in us the appearance of authenticity 
and genuineness? 

Many people perhaps believe that the existence of inauthentic 
letters necessarily has the simultaneous presence of authentic 
letters as a presupposition, that the former belongs to the latter 
almost like a shadow and thus necessarily presupposes it. They 
think that if there had not been an apostle Paul who left behind 
authentic letters, no later person would have come up with the 
idea of writing letters under the name of Paul. This assumption, 
however, is not persuasive. One can easily imagine that not only 
the writer(s) of the Pastoral Epistles, the deutero-Pauline letters, 
and 2 Thessalonians, but also the writer(s) of the rest of the 
Pauline letters, possessed from tradition only the report of the life 
and work of the apostle, and that the whole fiction of an apostle 
who wrote letters (who, as we will see, the writer of Acts knew 
nothing about at all, of even wanted to know about) was their own 
invention. To illustrate this with an example from our own time 
(to be sure, regarded as inappropriate by some people): even the 
forged diaries of Hitler “discovered” by Gert Heidemann/Konrad 
Kujau had no connection with a really existing, authentic diary of 
Hitler; rather the fiction of a Hitler who wrote diaries entered the 
world at the same time as the forgeries. 

Against an investigation of the authenticity of all the letters, 
the objection could be made that there are hardly any witnesses 
from early Christian times that seem to exhibit such a personal, 
individual character as, for example, the Pauline letters to the 
communities in Corinth or Galatia. [56] One would have to con-
cede that precisely these letters at least have the immediate 
appearance in their favor. The sharply imprinted profile of a 
living, historical personality seems to be disclosed in them. In 
view of their passionate, combative character, with their multi-
plicity of personal allusions, they awake in the reader, at first 
glance, the character of something impossible to be mistaken 
about, something that cannot be invented, something “authentic,” 



 43

which makes it seem impossible to raise at all the question of  
genuineness.  

Nevertheless, apart from the fact that from time immemorial 
it has been part of the task of scholarship to place in doubt and 
critically interrogate even what appears to be obvious, the obser-
vation that letters transmitted in the New Testament under the 
name of the apostle are distinguished by the "“living stamp” of his 
spirit will not be really satisfactory as long one is not able to 
establish where and how he became acquainted with this spirit. 
The fact that the writer of Galatians was obviously a person with 
a passionate temperament and a sharply defined personality 
cannot be proof that we actually have to do here with Paul. 
Otherwise, for example, one would also have to regard the 
scribblings in the letters of the young Werther as authentic 
documents. It all comes down to the question whether the writer 
who transmitted letters under the name of Paul can be shown, by 
means of the historical circumstances in which he appeared and 
which are reflected in his letters, to be that person whom he 
claims to be. The letters transmitted under the name of Paul, 
therefore, can only be regarded as really authentic if it has been 
shown that they fit seamlessly and unbroken into the time and 
historical circumstances presupposed by their writer. 

For other reasons as well, an examination of the question of 
the authenticity of the Pauline letters is certainly not superfluous. 
As we observed above, the history of the investigation of the New 
Testament writings has led to the generally recognized conclusion 
that of the all-together twenty-seven writings in the New Testa-
ment—apart from those that supposedly derive from Paul—not a 
single one can be traced back to an apostle, or a student of an 
apostle— [57] and this is the case  even though all the writings of 
the New Testament claim direct or indirect apostolic authorship, 
which then constitutes the presupposition for their inclusion in 
the canon! One probably does not at all need an especially critical 
mind to permit the question with what grounds present day 
scholarship still justifies the very self-confidently expounded 
judgment that the Pauline letters, or at least some of them, which 
critics today still regard as “genuine,” are authentic writings of 
the apostle from the middle of the first century. To put this 
question another way, with what justification do the modern 
critics decree the apostle Paul to be the exception—indeed the 
only exception!—to the principle they themselves established, 
namely, that the writings contained in our canon, without 
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exception, do not stem from the writers named in them, but 
rather from pseudonymous authors? 

In any case, these few preliminary considerations already 
make clear that the question concerning the authenticity of those 
letters which scholars until now, for whatever reasons, have 
excluded from the discussion of authenticity could prove to be 
thoroughly rewarding. This is obvious from our previous obser-
vations. Whoever says A must also say B. If in the opinion of 
scholars some of the Pauline writings are clearly inauthentic, 
what is the situation then with the rest? 

E. Evanson: the Uncomfortable Englishman 

Everyone who occupies himself with the history of research in 
a particular area of interest soon ascertains that most of the 

questions which stirred him and which at first seemed new and 
exciting had at sometime already been asked. This is also true for 
the question about the authenticity of all the Pauline letters. This 
question was also once asked and investigated, and indeed at the 
very beginning of historical-critical occupation with the Pauline 
letters. 

The first person who dared to challenge the authenticity of 
one of the letters held to be sacrosanct by today’s research [57] 
was the Englishman, Edward Evanson (1731-1805). Evanson, 
who had served as pastor in Longdon (Gloucestershire) since 
1770, was in every way an independently minded theologian. As a 
convinced Unitarian, he rejected the Christian doctrine of the 
Trinity as well as the idea of incarnation. Like all Unitarians, in 
the confession of a trinitarian God Evanson saw an infringement 
of the fundamental idea of monotheism. Because as an ordained 
pastor, however, he was obligated to read the Apostle’s Creed 
every Sunday, or the (especially trinitarian oriented) Nicene 
Creed, he either made arbitrary modifications or read so fast that 
no one could understand him. This was the reason then that the 
congregation complained about him to his superiors and 
criticized, above all, the “underplaying” of the Nicene creed. 
Evanson replied that he read the Nicene creed, which “exceeded 
the limits of his conceptual power,” only as an obedient servant of 
the law.40 At the same time, he declared himself prepared to read 
it more slowly in the future. With regard to his abbreviation of the 
liturgy, this was a serious matter of conscience. And in any case, 

                                               
40 See Van den Bergh van Eysinga: “Edward Evanson,” in NTT (1913), p. 153. 
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within a few months Parliament would make a statement con-
cerning reform of the liturgy. Until then, his accusers should be 
patient, “certainly not a long time to bear with a weaker brother’s 
qualms of conscience for men who are so strong in their own true 
faith.”41 

Evanson nevertheless remained stubborn and made further 
changes in the worship service immediately on the following 
Sunday, in which he left out what were for him offensive liturgical 
phrases (“both God and man,” as well as “Father, Son and Holy 
Ghost”). Afterward he explained in writing that he was not 
appointed by the Lord-Chancellor to preach “incoherent nonsense 
of dumb superstition,” but “the true and proper word of God.”42 
So on 4 November, 1773, a complaint against him was presented. 
On account of an error in process, however, this was rejected, 
and Evanson was exonerated by a higher authority. Evanson died 
on 25 September, 1805, in Colford, after working for still some 
years on reform and renewal of the worship service. [59] 

Evanson contested the authenticity of Romans, above all 
because of contradictions with Acts, whose witness he regarded 
as historically correct. While Romans presupposes the existence 
of a Christian church whose faith is known in all the world, Acts 
has nothing to report about a Christian community in Rome 
when Paul arrived. Moreover, Evanson asked, how a congregation 
could already exist in Rome if at the time the vision called Paul to 
Macedonia the gospel had not yet been preached in Europe. While 
it is presupposed in Romans that the Jews in Rome are already 
familiar with the gospel, in Acts Paul would like to make the 
gospel known to Jews in Rome (Acts 28:17-29). Above all, for 
Evanson Romans 11 shows very clearly that the writer of the 
letter cannot be Paul, but someone writes after the destruction of 
Jerusalem presupposed by the parable of the olive tree. 

From Baur to Bauer 

The Tübingen theologian F.C. Baur (1792-1860) was one of the 
most important New Testament scholars of the past century 

and the first in Germany to submit the New Testament to a com-
prehensive historical critique.  

                                               
41 Ibid. 
42 Idem, 154. 
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Not only the Pastoral Epistles, regarding whose authenticity 
F. Schleiermacher had already allowed doubts to be expressed,43 
but also both Thessalonian epistles, Colossians, Ephesians, Phile-
mon, and even Philippians—i.e., letters “whose authenticity,” 
according to an early New Testament scholar, “could have never 
been contested with any appearance of justification”44—fell victim 
to the unmerciful criticism of the man from Tübingen. Baur left 
only four pillars standing: Romans, the two Corinthian epistles, 
and Galatians. Obviously troubled by the fact that he had already 
stuck his neck out, [60] Baur now made every effort to insure that 
“not even the smallest suspicion of inauthenticity” could ever be 
raised against these letters, because they “bear the character of 
Pauline originality so indisputably that one cannot even imagine 
with what justification any critical doubt could ever be main-
tained.”45 

Nevertheless, Baur’s view that there was only a basic collec-
tion of four authentic “major epistles” was revised by most of his 
friends and critics. For them, the reduction to only four letters 
seemed all too arbitrary. For most German critics, Baur had gone 
too far, and they strived in the time that followed to show that, 
alongside the “major epistles,” at least three additional epistles, 
which had been rejected by Baur as inauthentic, should be 
regarded as authentically Pauline: 1 Thessalonians, Philippians, 
and Philemon.46 

Of course, there was still another radical critic in Germany, 
for whom Baur had not gone far enough. Instead of stopping when 
he was only half-way home, Baur should have done what seemed 
only consistent to do, namely, recognize the inauthenticity of all 
the epistles. Such was the criticism advanced by Bruno Bauer 
(1808-1882). While Ferdinand Baur should be numbered among 
the most important New Testament critics of the nineteenth 
century, Bruno Bauer certainly belongs among the most original. 
Bauer was the Enfant terrible among theologians of that time. 
Like Baur, Bauer was a student of the philosopher G.W.F. Hegel. 
                                               

43 F. Schleiermacher, Über den sogenannten 1. Brief des Paulus an din Tom 
(1807); J.G. Eichhorn, Einleitung, III 1 (1812). With regard to F.C. Baur’s 
contribution to the question of the authenticity for the Pastorals: Die sogennanten 
Past. des Apostels (1835). 

44 A. Hahn, Das Evangelium Marcions (1823), 50; cited by van Manen, 
Romeinen, 3l Römer, 3. 

45 F.C. Baur, Paulus (21866), vol. I, 276. 
46 Z. B. Holsten and A. Hilgenfeld, who regarded 1 Thess, Phil, and Phlm as 

authentic. 
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As a youth he had been a personal friend of K. Marx and F. 
Engels. Later, having identified in the meantime with the political 
right wing, he turned against them.  

As a teacher of theology, Bauer presented a severe provoca-
tion for his contemporaries. In view of the theses that the theology 
professor from Berlin presented in his books and at the rostrum, 
that should hardly be surprising. The normally upright and 
decent man, whom contemporaries portray as a likable and 
unassuming person, seems to have evolved here from a Dr. Jekyll 
to a Mr. Hyde. In a letter from 6 December 1841, he writes to his 
friend Ruge about his occupation as teacher and theologian: “At 
the university I lecture before a large audience. I do not recognize 
myself when I declare my blasphemies at the rostrum—they are 
so enormous that the students’ hair stands on end, these chil-
dren, whom no one should provoke—and think about how piously 
I work at home on the defense of holy scripture and revelation. In 
any case, it is a very evil demon who lays hold of me every time 
that I ascend the rostrum, and I am so weak that I submit to him 
unconditionally.”47 

The “demon” to whom Bauer submitted had whispered to 
him that all the Pauline letters were inauthentic and that an 
historical person named Jesus very probably never existed. If he 
had existed, Bauer argued, this Christ would then be conceived 
“as a real historical appearance .... before which human beings 
must shudder, a figure who can only impart fear and horror.”48 
Bauer’s reference here was primarily to the Christ portrayed in 
the Gospel of John, which he perceived as an unhistorical 
construction. 

The provocation that Bauer represented for his scholarly 
colleagues was so great that in 1842 he was removed from office. 
However, Bauer was not thereby released from his demon — he 
continued to write as a vegetable merchant and anchorite of 
Rixdorf Bücher, in which he developed his view of early Christi-
anity without Jesus and Paul—but at least Bauer’s theses could 
no longer damage the minds of his students.   

                                               
47 We have to do here, to be sure, with a piece of self-characterization. But the 

passage nevertheless discloses something about Bauer’s psyche, which at this 
time seemed in some sense to be “ridden by the devil.” In my opinion, the category 
of the “demonic,” that Barnikol quite often employs as a scientific evaluation of the 
Bauer phenomenon, is not very helpful. 

48 Bauer, Kritik der evangelischen Geschichte der Synoptiker, Vol. 3 (1842), 
314. 
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Bauer was convinced not only that the Paul in Acts repre-
sents an imaginary historical figure, but also that the represen-
tation of the apostle in the letters “sprung from the same ground 
of deliberate reflection.”49 Although Bauer impressively displayed 
the inconsistency and half-heartedness of other theologians, who, 
like Baur, [62] had more or less retreated to four major epistles, 
he was not able to plausibly carry out his own initiative. 

Bauer offered no reasonable and systematic analysis of the 
literary character of the Pauline letters, but saw his task rather to 
“scold” the author like a schoolmaster, often in petty ways, and to 
finally convict him again and again of self-contradiction.50 Even 
the forward with which Bauer introduces the investigation of the 
origin of Galatians, which has as its goal the “exposure of the 
compiler,”51 does not suggest anything good. From the very begin-
ning, Bauer takes for granted the fictional character of Galatians. 
He is filled with unfathomable mistrust, which leads him to raise 
suspicion with every word and again and again to triumphantly 
tear the mask from the face of the “compiler,” with whom, in 
addition, he seems to stand in a tense human relationship. As 
criteria for evaluation, Bauer usually calls attention to presumed 
or actual stylistic deficiencies, which he unmercifully exposes and 
rectifies. 

Even though the entire process is often more arbitrary than 
systematic, here and there insights and perceptions appear that 
witness again and again to the brilliant, critical mind of the 
writer, and which constitute the real significance of this work. In 
a certain sense, the reader is drawn into a dramatic “unveiling 
struggle” in which one finally does not know what he should 
admire more: the cleverness of the “insidious hierarch,”52 or the 
acuteness of the critic who exposes him step by step.  

Bauer finally comes to the following conclusion: none of the 
letters circulated under the name of Paul, including the so-called 
major letters, stem from the pen of the apostle; on the contrary, 
they are written by various authors, and all are the product of 
Christian self-consciousness in the second century.  

                                               
49 Bauer, Kritik, Vol. 1, V. 
50 So already Steck, Galaterbrief, 6f. 
51 Bauer, Kritik, I, VI: “If the compiler is unveiled, we will determine, first of all, 

the relationship between Romans and the Corinthian letters and their origin.” 
52 Bauer, Kritik, III, 8. 
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The primary arguments for the spuriousness of the Pauline 
epistles are the influence of Gnosticism,53 most evident in the 
Corinthian letters, which for Bauer belonged to the second 
century, as well as the dependence of the writer of the letters  [63] 
on the Gospel of Luke (which was traditionally regarded as sup-
posedly later) and Acts, which Bauer attempted to demonstrate 
for individual letters.  

According to Bauer, 1 Thessalonians presupposes Acts, 1 and 
2 Corinthians, Romans, and Galatians; Philippians presupposes 2 
Corinthians, the first and second sections of Romans, as well as 1 
Thessalonians; and the writers of Ephesians and Colossians are 
supposed to have made use of 1 Corinthians and Galatians. The 
four major letters originated in the following order: Romans; 
1 Corinthians; 2 Corinthians, Galatians.54 Their writers were 
strongly opposed to the views of Acts, which they presuppose and 
to some extent deal with polemically. 

In his book Christus und die Caesaren (Christ and the 
Caesars), Bauer explains that “progress in the redaction of Acts 
as well as the production of the Pauline epistolary literature was 
carried out in the decades from the final years of Hadrian’s reign 
to the first half of Marcus Aurelius’s, and each circle had the 
other in view in its work. At the highpoint of this conflict, 
Galatians sketched a portrait of the apostle that was directed 
point for point against an edition of Acts very much like the one 
we have today.”55  

According to Bauer, the name of Paul could be connected 
with such epistolary literature because “the figure of this 
champion of a universal community and of freedom from the law 
through faith already existed.”56 For Bauer, this figure was 
obviously not historical, but  legendary—as the name already 
indicates, and whose symbolism (Paul = the small one) Bauer 
dealt with at length (see below: The Doppelgänger: Paul and 
Simon). 

Bauer, who as we already noted also rejected the historical 
existence of Jesus, was dismissed by other scholars  [64] as a 
“fantasizer.” Until today, no real debate with him has taken place.  

                                               
53See also the chapter in Christus und die Caesaren: “Der Gnosticismus in den 

paulinischen Briefen,” 371ff. 
54 Bauer, Kritik, III, 118ff. 
55 Bauer, Christus und die Caesaren, 327. 
56 Bauer, Kritik Vol. 3, 118ff. 
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The Radical Dutchmen 

Dutch radical criticism refers to a movement arising in the nine-
teenth century within New Testament scholarship in the 

Netherlands, some of whose representatives rejected the historical 
existence of Jesus. They were usually conceived of as a group: the 
Dutch Radical School. The representatives of this school include, 
among others, Allard Pierson (1831-1896), the well-known theo-
logian and historian of art and literature, after whom the Allard 
Pierson Museum on Oude Turfmarkt in Amsterdam is named; 
his friend Samuel Adrianus Naber (1828-1913), a philologist; 
Abraham Dirk Loman (1823-1897), professor of theology in 
Amsterdam; Willem Christiaan van Manen (1842-1905), a scholar 
from Leiden; and the philosopher G.J.P.J. Bolland (1854-1922), 
also from Leiden. The last offshoot and representative of radical 
criticism in this century was the theologian, Gustaaf Adolf van 
den Bergh van Eysinga (1874-1957). 

The designation “radical” was obviously ascribed to this 
movement with a certain amount of sarcasm, since in the eyes of 
many people they intended to destroy not only the wild branches 
of the Christian tradition but also its roots (radix, from which the 
word radical is derived, meaning “root”). The Dutch critics 
referred to in such a way, however, gladly used this concept for 
themselves and gave it a positive meaning. 

With regard to time, the history of Dutch radical criticism can 
be very precisely defined. The beginning of Dutch radical criticism 
is usually perceived in the publication of Pierson’s Sermon on the 
Mount in 1878, a work in which doubt was already expressed with 
regard to the authenticity of the so-called major letters as well as 
the historical existence of Jesus. The history of Dutch radical 
criticism closed with the death of Van den Bergh van Eysinga — 
or at least since then is no longer represented in universities. [65]  
Only a small academic circle of “Van-der-Berghians” survives 
today, but this plays hardly any role in present day Dutch 
theology. 

Loman was certainly one of the most outstanding person-
alities among the Dutch radical critics. His lecture Über das 
älteste Christentum (On Earliest Christianity), given on December 
13, 1881, in the house of the Free Church of Amsterdam (today 
an avant-garde center in Weteringschans 6-8 in Amsterdam), 
ignited a storm of indignation in the audience. In his lecture, 
Loman claimed that Christianity in its origin was nothing else 
than a Jewish-Messianic movement and that the figure of Jesus 
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had never existed, but represented a symbolization and personi-
fication of thoughts that could only make full headway in the 
second century. A gnostic messianic community later appeared 
alongside the Jewish-Christian messianic community. In the 
period between 70 and 135 CE the two groups opposed one 
another with bitter animosity. Only in the middle of the second 
century did they achieve a reconciliation, in which the gnostic 
community had Paul as its representative and the Jewish-
Christian community had Peter. The result of this process of 
reconciliation was the formation of the Roman Catholic Church. 
According to Loman, the letters of Paul are all inauthentic and 
represent the product of the newly-believing, gnostic-messianic 
community. 

Later radical critics regarded Loman’s lecture as a kind of 
manifesto, in which the rough elements of the new paradigm—the 
radical-critical theory regarding early Christian history, Loman’s 
hypothesis—were set forth. The significance still attributed to 
Loman’s lecture in radical-critical circles at a later time is shown 
by the fact that in the house of the Vrije Gemeente Van den Bergh 
van Eysinga and his students celebrated December 13th as a 
special memorial.57 

In general, the agreement of representatives of the radical 
school was confined to the two basic theses: the denial of authen-
ticity for all the Pauline letters and/or the historical existence of 
Jesus. So both theses were not always held simultaneously. Van 
den Bergh van Eysinga [66] remarks: “There are radicals who 
accept the historicity of Jesus while rejecting the epistles,” 
although, to be sure, “the opposite case, that one rejects the 
historicity of Jesus but nevertheless maintains the authenticity of 
the Pauline letters... cannot be documented.”58 The historical 
existence of Jesus was questioned by only a few radical critics, 
and even Loman, who originally questioned it, later withdrew this 
thesis. On the other hand, the thesis that all the Pauline letters 
are inauthentic was held by all radical Dutch critics. 

My first “encounter” with so-called Dutch radical criticism 
took place when, as a theological student, I was curiously 
browsing the pages of a newly acquired Introduction to the New 
Testament and in a section dealing with the Pauline epistles 

                                               
57 See Van den Bergh van Eysinga, “Loman na zestig jaren” (1942), 3ff.; 

“Radikale critiek in het gedrang?” (1954), 4ff. 
58 Van den Bergh van Eysinga, Radikale Kritik. 171. 
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stumbled upon the existence of something called “radical 
criticism,” whose representatives had the audacity to deny the 
Pauline authenticity of the four major epistles and to explain 
them as “the fallout of anti-nomistic currents from the period 
around 140 CE.”59 

I was skeptical, since the designation “radical criticism” itself 
could not portend anything good. In the same way as the English 
Bishop J.A.T. Robinson obviously did, at that time I imagined a 
radical to be “like a wild thrashing critic,”60 half man and half 
wild animal. Moreover, I already knew about Bruno Bauer, who 
likewise had contested the authenticity of all the Pauline letters, 
and indeed with what I then regarded as very questionable 
methods and results. In the same way as the denial of authen-
ticity for the Pauline letters, which seemed to be related with this, 
such attempts seemed to me to be determined by very trans-
parent prejudices, lacking any scholarly seriousness. In any case, 
I could agree in the depths of my heart with the author of my 
Introduction to the New Testament, the famous New Testament 
scholar W.G. Kümmel, when he pays no further attention to such 
fantastic theories in what follows and only remarks in half a 
sentence that their representatives began with “untenable literary 
presuppositions and an atrocious historical construction.” [67] 

At that time, what I had read about these foolhardy scholars 
(all of them held teaching positions) was still sufficient to con-
vince me that additional information would hardly be required for 
my further theological education and would probably also be 
unrewarding. Even though a knowledge of Dutch radical criticism 
in fact turned out to be unnecessary for completing my theolo-
gical exam, however, it was certainly evident that such knowledge 
was absolutely indispensable for a more intense, scholarly 
engagement with the Pauline letters. 

In reading the Pauline letters I later encountered more and 
more questions that, when I was a student, I had either never 
thought about at all or had regarded as having been already 
answered long ago. A series of these questions was already 
                                               

59 In P. Fein and J. Behm, Einleitung in das Neue Testament (91950), p. 124, it 
reads: “Dutch theologians such as Pierson, Naber, Loman, Van Manen, Van den 
Bergh van Eysinga, and Steck in Switzerland, also reject the four major letters of 
the apostle and explain as the fallout of anti-nomistic currents from the time 
around 140 CE, but in doing so begin with untenable literary presuppositions and 
an atrocious historical construction.” Cf. W.G. Kümmel, Introduction to the New 
Testament (Nashville/New York: Abingdon, 1975), 250f. 

60 J.A.T. Robinson, Wann entstand das neue Testament? (1986), 16. 
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discussed above. Since the common answers did not satisfy me, 
even when they were advanced with reference to the often-
entreated “critical consensus,” and since the remarkable certainty 
suddenly radiated by theology teachers when one asks them 
about the historical bases of the Christian faith deeply disturbed 
me, I began more and more to seek refuge with persons who with 
regard to the church and theological history were outsiders and 
“skewed-thinkers,” whom during the course of my studies I had 
heard something about in standard textbooks and introductions 
only in footnotes, parenthetical comments, and marginal remarks. 

With regard to the radical theologians, I nevertheless knew at 
least that they obviously had undertaken a general assault on the 
traditional picture of early Christian history as it has been taught 
in universities, largely without change, from Baur until today. I 
did not know in detail for what reason and with what arguments 
this had been carried out and with what arguments it had been 
repelled by traditional theology. 

The question about what kind of arguments these were—on 
the basis of my previous engagement with the Pauline letters, I 
thought I could surmise some—had to be put off for a long time 
because of my lack of knowledge of the Dutch language. In time, 
of course, this problem began to engage me in such a way, the 
curiosity became so unbearable, [68] that I could no longer resist 
the temptation. I went to the library and procured for myself all 
the literature available in Germany about and by the Dutch 
critics, purchased a Dutch-German dictionary, and began to read. 

With the first, still somewhat stumbling reading of some 
classic radical-critical writings in the original Dutch, I already 
suspected that the key might lie here for the many questions and 
problems which had caused me so much trouble in my occu-
pation with the history of early Christianity and especially with 
the Pauline letters. 

I was more interested in the arguments with which Dutch 
theologians and philologists had contested the authenticity of all 
the letters than with the answers they had given for many difficult 
questions in Pauline research. Even if a single argument, consi-
dered for itself, would not always have decisive significance, in 
connection with many other arguments it nevertheless builds 
what one characterizes as “cumulative evidence.” This is what one 
calls a scientific theory that is constructed from many different 
individual arguments, where each, considered for itself, need not 
be completely convincing. 
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In what follows, I obviously cannot not repeat all the argu-
ments with which the authenticity of all the Pauline writings has 
been contested. (Whoever is interested in this should see my book 
Paulusbriefe ohne Paulus?.) In a series of brief points, however, I 
can note some questions and problems which could give a 
moment’s pause even for those who until now have never doubted 
the authenticity of all the Pauline writings. 

• “Paul, slave of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, set 
apart for the gospel of God...” 
“Paul, called to be an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of 
God...”  “Paul, an apostle, not from men nor through a 
man, but through Jesus Christ and God...”  “Paul, a 
prisoner for the sake of Christ Jesus...” 

Does  someone write here about himself or about 
someone else? Do we have to do here with a statement 
about one’s self or with a statement about the (revered) 
apostle (of a legendary past)?  
Consider this: The greetings employed by Greeks and 
Romans were very unpretentious. Even the great Cicero 
could simply write: “Cicero greets Atticus” (Cicero Attico 
salutum dicit) 

•  Gal 1:1: “Paul... to the churches in Galatia.”  
1 Cor 1:1: “Paul, to the church of God which is in 
Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be 
saints, together with all those who in every place call on 
the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, their Lord and ours. 

The poor letter carrier! 

• Gal 1:11: “I want you to know, brethren, that the gospel 
preached by me was not of men.” 
Had Paul left the Galatians ignorant of this central point 
of his teaching until now? 

• Gal 1:17: “Nor did I go up to Jerusalem to those who were 
apostles before me, but I went away into Arabia; and 
again I returned to Damascus.” 
Gal 2:6: “And from those who were reputed to be some-
thing—what they once were makes no difference to me.” 
Why were?  “Are” the apostles then no longer present 
when the author of Galatians writes his letter? Have they 
already died? 
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Does the author of Galatians by this time look back on 
the apostolic age as closed? 

•  In Galatians 6:11 Paul calls attention to the large letters 
of his handwriting: “See with what large letters I am 
writing with my [own] hand.” 
Why? Obviously because he wants to provide his readers 
with an indication of the authenticity of the letter. 
Question: But why must the apostle already protect his 
letters from falsification?  [70] Were forged letters already 
in circulation in his lifetime? Hardly! 
If already in his own lifetime Paul represented such an 
authority that it was worthwhile to produce false letters 
in his name, why then do we hear nothing about the 
great apostle and his letters for another 100 years? 
The writer’s reference to his handwriting in 2 Thessa-
lonians 3:17 —“I, Paul, write this greeting with my own 
hand. This is the mark in every letter of mine; it is the 
way I write”—is regarded by most exegetes as a sign of 
the letters inauthenticity. Why is the corresponding 
reference in Galatians not so regarded? 

•  1 Cor 3:1f: “But I, brethren, could not address you as 
spiritual persons, but as fleshly persons, as babes in 
Christ. I gave you milk to drink, not solid food; for you 
were not ready for it; and even now you are not ready for 
it, for you are still fleshly.” 
1 Cor 2:6: “Yet among the perfect ones we impart 
wisdom.” 
Is the writer of 1 Corinthians himself really clear about to 
whom he is speaking? 

•  Rom 1:1f: “Paul... set apart for the gospel of God... 
namely, the gospel concerning his Son, who was 
descended from David according to the flesh...” 
2 Cor 5:16: “Even though we once regarded Christ 
according to the flesh, we regard him thus no longer.” 
Can the writer of Rom 1:1-2, who places so much value 
on the family tree of Jesus and his descent from David, 
be the same person who wrote 2 Cor 5:16? 

•  Is it conceivable that on the very eve of his sojourn in 
Rome he wrote one of the longest letters in ancient 
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literature to the church there? Why does he write a letter 
at all that goes beyond a brief announcement of his 
coming? Would he not be able in a short time to provide a 
much better and more lively testimony through his 
personal presence with the Roman community? [71] 

•  How could Paul be understood by those to whom he 
writes in Galatia? Can one imagine that the simple, war-
like mountain people of the countryside, or the certainly 
not much better educated inhabitants of the province, 
would be able, even in the least way, to follow the 
theological ideas in the letter directed to them? From this 
perspective, does not Galatians represent, as the radical 
Dutch critic said, something like “Hegel lecturing to 
aborigines”?61 

•  After Paul received his revelation, he goes into the desert 
(to Arabia, Gal 1:17)—and not to the Jerusalem church! 
Does that make psychological sense? Transfer that for a 
moment to a follower of Socrates in southern Italy, who 
has come upon one or another of Plato’s dialogues and 
now feels called to become a disciple of Socrates: 

He took pleasure in the fateful death of the philosopher, 
for he was a sophist with body and soul. But he became 
aware of something different. To think like Socrates, to 
feel, to teach, to live like Socrates, to fully identify with 
him, that—so he had understood, grasped by intuition—
is the one thing necessary. Would he now hurry to 
Athens? Plato was still alive. Alkibiades was still alive. 
From them and from so many others he will attempt to 
learn what Socrates thought, felt, taught—what spirit 
spoke from his environs. 

No. He goes to Egypt, remains there for three years, and 
then writes and speaks about Socrates during his entire 
life and comes to be regarded by a credulous world as 
the most credible witness to the Greek philosopher, as 
the most reliable interpreter of his life and work.62 

                                               
61 Loman, Nalatenschap, 74; cf. Detering, Paulusbriefe ohne Paulus?, 297; Van 

den Bergh van Eysinga, Radical Views about the New Testament, 81. 
62 Pierson, Bergrede, 103. 
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• Why does the Jew Paul forbid men to cover their heads 
during the worship service (1 Cor 11:4)—when such a 
practice is common in Jewish worship? Why does the Jew 
Paul speak of the Greeks and Barbarians (Rom 1:14)  [71] 
if according to Greek understanding of the concept the 
latter term can only refer to himself? Why must the Jew 
Paul first become a Jew (1 Cor 9:20)? 

• Why does Paul undergo a battle with beasts in Ephesus 
(1 Cor 15:32) even though as supposedly a Roman citizen 
he could not be sentenced ad bestias at all? Even if he 
was not a citizen of Rome, how could he have survived 
such a thing? 

• Why does the author who presumably wrote 1 Thessa-
lonians between 50 and 60 look back upon the 
destruction of Jerusalem in 70 CE?  1 Thess 2:16: “God’s 
judgment has come upon them [the Jews] at last!” (cf. also 
the “severity of God” in Rom 11:17-22). 

• In the next section, I would like to deal with one of the 
most important questions: 
Why are the letters of the great Christian apostle, who 
claims godly authority for his office, and whose literary 
and theological level was hardly reached again in early 
Christian literature, first attested only in the first half of 
the second century? 
Why is the Catholic Justin in the middle of the second 
century silent with regard to the Pauline writings? Why do 
we first encounter a canon of letters with Marcion the 
heretic? 

Seeking Traces 

The Pauline letters are regarded as the most important docu-
ments of early Christian history in the first century, and Paul 

is its most important witness. It is expected of a reliable historical 
witness that his own historical identity can be credibly demon-
strated. Tertullian, the church father, was not at all satisfied with 
the fact that the author of the Pauline letters represents himself 
in his letters as an apostle from early times (In this Tertullian was 
more critical than many New Testament critics today).63 [73] Such 

                                               
63 Tertullian, AM 5.1. 
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a claim is not sufficient by itself to produce certainty on this 
point. What is the situation then with the other witnesses for the 
apostle and his letters?  

With regard to the person of the apostle, in the search for 
non-Christian sources for Paul one finds oneself in a similar 
dilemma as in the attempt to document the historicity of Jesus 
with non-Christian source material: the ancient sources are silent. 

The dilemma is even greater since the silence stands in 
flagrant contrast to the overwhelming significance that the 
apostle is supposed to have had according to the writer of Acts 
and the early Christian tradition. Should we not expect that the 
sensational, public appearance of the apostle, his preaching and 
his missionary work, must also have had at least a distant 
reflection outside the churches founded by him? 

Even if we do not regard by far everything that Acts tells us 
about the work of Paul as historical—even if one ignores his 
appearance before king Agrippa (Acts 25:13) or the high council 
in Jerusalem (Acts 22:30ff.), his marvelous release from imprison-
ment in Philippi (Acts 16:24ff), the uprising he caused in Ephesus 
(Acts 19:23ff), and the excitement he stirred up in Athens (Acts 
17:18ff)—when all these elements, largely banished to the realm 
of legendary stories by present day scholars, are set aside, there 
nevertheless remains the bright reflection of an extraordinary 
personality who could hardly have remained unknown to a Greek 
or Roman writer or historian of that time. Even if we limit our-
selves to only the major letters of Paul, a person and events 
remain which the ancient world could not have ignored and 
which must also have attracted attention beyond the narrow 
circle of Christian churches. Where indeed do we encounter such 
a man, who like Paul in Ephesus was thrown to the wild beasts in 
the arena (1 Cor 15:23), who received “five times the forty stripes 
minus one” (2 Cor 11:24), who was ship-wrecked three times, 
adrift in the sea for a night and a day (2 Cor 11:25)—and survived 
all this!—who traveled from Jerusalem as far round as Illyricum 
[74] in order to preach the gospel and evangelize (Rom 15:122ff.), 
who was able to escape from Damascus in a dramatic way (2 Cor 
11:32-33)...? The puzzling answer is “Nowhere”! Neither in 
Graeco-Roman nor in Jewish literature do we find a trace of all 
this. 

The figure of the apostle of the people, who is elevated in Acts 
to transcendent, almost divine status (Acts 14:11), obviously 
attracted so little notice among the Greeks and Romans that they 
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do not mention him with one word. In this regard, there was a 
number of ancient writers who could have been and must have 
been interested in the figure of the apostle: for example, 
Josephus, the Jewish-Roman historian, who is already met in 
connection with the question concerning the historical Jesus, 
who in his work The Jewish War relates the history and pre-
history of the Jewish wars up to the fall of Masada in 73 CE and 
in his Jewish Antiquities, which appeared around 94 CE, 
described the history of Jews from the creation of the world until 
66 CE. As already in the case of Jesus, so also with regard to 
Paul, Josephus, who otherwise displays the history of the Jewish 
people in great detail, and even somewhat garrulously, remains 
remarkably silent. Josephus, the friend of Romans, knows 
nothing about Paul, the Roman citizen, and also nothing about 
Saul, the zealot for “the traditions of the fathers” (Gal 1:14). The 
Saul known to Josephus is a relative of king Agrippa64 and shares 
only the name in common with the Saul of the New Testament. 

Josephus’ silence might seem strange, but it is nevertheless 
honest. The regretful lack of historical reports about the apostle 
Paul would have been easy to remedy through some insertions 
and interpolations. That Christians, for their part, did not suc-
cumb to this temptation might have something to do with the fact 
that it was easier to tolerate the absence of any kind of historical 
reports about the apostle than the disturbing silence that sur-
rounded the person of Jesus by Josephus. 

In addition to Josephus, one could think of a number of 
other ancient writers who could have referred to the apostle in 
one way or another:  [75] Plutarch (c. 45-120 CE), who was open 
to all religious movements of his time, Pausanias (c. 115 CE), 
Aulus Gellius (2 century), Lucian (120-180 CE), to name only a 
few. They were all familiar with the theaters of the apostle’s 
activity and one or the other must have heard something about 
it—but they are all silent. 

If what follows from all this is that the figure of the apostle to 
the nations, who was portrayed in such radiant and gleaming 
colors by Christians, was fully unknown to the “nations” of the 
first and second centuries, a look at the Jewish sources from the 
first and second centuries shows that here as well nothing seems 
to have been known either in a positive sense about the Jew who 
surpassed all his contemporaries in his zeal for the religion of the 
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fathers or in a negative sense about the despiser of the law and 
apostate. 

However, not only the person, but also his work, namely, the 
letters written under the name of the apostle, are all obviously 
entirely unknown into the middle of the second century. As the 
majority of present day scholars recognize, the historical course of 
the Pauline letters in the first and second centuries is one of the 
most obscure and puzzling chapters of New Testament research.  

The elevated claim with which Paul appears in his letters in 
his capacity as an apostle called by God (Gal 1:1f) stands in 
curious contrast with the fact that the apostle seems to have been 
completely forgotten in the theological discussion from directly 
following his death until the time of Marcion. Not only were the 
churches supposedly founded by Paul further developed on a 
different, Catholic foundation, particularly strange is that the 
letters, to which the apostle is indebted until today for the largest 
part of his fame, seem to have been forgotten for almost an entire 
century, until we encounter them in the middle of the second 
century in the hands of a heretic, of all places, the heresiarch 
Marcion, who was excommunicated by the Catholic church in 
144 CE. 

This view of the historical course of the Pauline letters in the 
first and second centuries is by no means an individual opinion, 
[76] but is a generally accepted understanding in recent  research 
today.65 I would call attention, for example, to the New Testament 
scholar Ernst Käsemann, who in his essay “Paul and Early 
Catholicism” provides a brief sketch of the effects and after-effects 
the apostle had on the Christian church of his time. Even for 
Käsemann, the finding is by and large negative: in the churches 
founded by Paul the memory of the apostle disappeared in a very 
short time. For Käsemann, the Pauline churches are “after a 
single generation already entangled in Hellenistic enthusiasm” 
without being able to preserve the inheritance of the apostle. Even 
the Apocalypse of John “gives no indication that Asia Minor was 
indebted to the apostle.” To be sure, apart from the insignificant 
witness of Ignatius, Käsemann knows a “great exception”—i.e., 
Marcion—which also makes clear “in what circles the theologian 
Paul continued to be esteemed.” In view of these very meager 
results, Käsemann’s formulation at the beginning of his article is 
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criticism of Lindemann, see Detering, Paulusbriefe ohne Paulus?, 437ff. 
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entirely confirmed: “Historical research has perhaps its final and 
deepest value in the fact that it disillusions. How true this is even 
and especially of Paul has scarcely received sufficient recognition 
until now.”66  To be sure! 

Two Pauls 

A problem that has occupied Pauline research for a long time 
is the fact that the picture of Paul in Acts differs essentially 

from that which we meet in the letters presumed to be authentic. 
In comparing Gal 1:17 with the relevant passage in Acts, for 
example, we observe a significant divergence. While according to 
the presentation in Gal 1:11-2:10, after his conversion Paul spent 
three years in Arabia, Acts knows nothing to report about this. 
In the presentation of Acts it is as if after his conversion Paul 
remained in Damascus for some time and preached Christ in the 
synagogues there (Acts 9:10-22), until he was finally driven out 
by Jews there and came to Jerusalem. 

While in Galatians Paul’s second visit in Jerusalem is occa-
sioned by a “revelation” (Gal 1:12), in Acts he is commissioned to 
go to Jerusalem by the churches in Antioch. 

While the fifteenth chapter of Acts (vv. 23-29) contains the 
so-called “apostolic decree,” that prescribes that Gentiles abstain 
from “blood and what is strangled and unchastity” (Acts 15:20)—a 
requirement that was continuously followed by Catholic Chris-
tians of the second and third centuries and which had no efficacy 
except in Gnostic and Marcionite communities (see Justin, Dial, 
35), the writer of Galatians knows nothing about this decree in 
the passage where he relates the meeting in Jerusalem.  

The differences between the letters regarded as authentic and 
Acts, however, do not relate only to individual historical data, but 
are fundamental in character. Acts gives us an entirely different 
picture of Paul than the letters.  

The following two characteristics are commonly raised up as 
the essential features of the Lukan picture of Paul:67 

1. Luke sketches the picture of the apostle in such a way that 
he appears as a typical representative of Judaism, as a Jew who is 
faithful to the law. 
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In Acts, for example, Paul not only approves of circumcision, 
but even practices it himself! (Acts 16:3: the circumcision of 
Timothy). 

This passage can be compared with Acts 21:21, where Luke 
mentions the concern of some Jewish-Christian zealots for the law 
who have heard a rumor about Paul that he teaches Jews to 
forsake Moses by telling them that they should not circumcise their 
children or observe Jewish customs. To provide the Jewish-
Christian zealots for the law with a public demonstration of his 
faithfulness to the law, Paul is supposed to become a Nazarite for a 
while and pay the expenses of four men who would become 
Nazarites—which he promptly does (Acts 21:18ff; In ancient Israel 
a Nazarite—from the Hebrew nazir = to separate oneself, consecrate 
oneself—was a man who was set apart by a vow for special service 
to God and who distinguished himself from his religious brethren 
by an ascetic way of life. For example, a Nazarite had to abstain 
from wine for a specified time; for reasons of purity he could not 
touch a dead body; and he could not “let a razor travel over his 
head,” that is, he must let his hair grow long like the Old 
Testament hero Samson. One could regard him as a Jewish “monk 
for a time”—often for a lifetime.) 

In contrast to this, Paul of the letters (in the non-inter-
polated passages of the corpus paulinum) explicitly and vehe-
mently rejects the law and circumcision. Paul’s criticism of the 
law reaches its peak in Philippians where, in the course of a 
furious polemic, circumcision is characterized as nothing less 
than castration (Phil 3:2). 

2. A further characteristic of the Lukan picture of Paul is the 
subordination of the apostle to the Jerusalem representatives of 
the church. 

a) Luke emphasizes that, in contrast to the other apostles, 
Paul had not been an eyewitness to Christ. In all three presen-
tations of Paul’s conversion (Acts 9:1-31; 22:3-21; 26:9-20), it is 
important for Luke that Paul fell down on his face. This and the 
blinding of Paul have the same significance every time: afterward, 
Paul can no longer see! Consequently, he did not experience an 
appearance of the exalted Christ like the rest of the apostles, 
since all he saw was the great heavenly light. 

According to the presentation of Luke, therefore, “Paul is 
dependent on hearing... That Paul first identifies the exalted 
Christ in dialogue emphasizes that he had not seen him. And that 
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he converses with the Lord in heaven shows that Jesus did not 
come to earth.”68  

The tendency that Luke pursues with this presentation of the 
conversion of Paul can be understood against the background of 
his picture of Paul and his concept of an apostle. According to 
Luke’s understanding, only one who has seen Jesus Christ is an 
apostle. Against this background, the writer of Acts endeavors to 
fundamentally distinguish Paul’s conversion and calling from the 
calling of the twelve. [79] 

In this regard, the fact that Luke reports the calling of Paul 
three times shows how important this distinction between Paul 
and the twelve apostles was for him. In contrast to the twelve, 
Paul had never seen Jesus! The resurrected Christ had never left 
heaven at all, but had merely called to him from heaven and, in 
other respects, referred him to the church, which had long been 
built on the foundation of the twelve. 

The New Testament scholar W. Schmithals can say: “The 
greatness of Paul for Luke consists precisely in his devoted 
dependence on the twelve apostles.” 

In contrast to this, the writer of the letters presents the 
matter in an entirely different way. In Gal 1:1f and 1 Cor 9:1ff 
Paul explicitly emphasizes that he is entirely equal to those who 
were apostles before him. He has “seen Jesus our Lord” (1 Cor 
9:1). He claims for himself and his gospel the same direct rela-
tionship with the resurrected Jesus as the apostles. 

b) The words that Jesus directs to the apostle in Acts 9:6, 
that he should go into the city in order to hear there what more 
he should do, make it entirely clear that the conversion of Paul is 
exclusively centered on establishing contact with the Jerusalem 
church and its representatives. The New Testament scholar G. 
Klein observes:  

The direct contact with the heavenly world exhausts itself 
therefore in the goal of bringing Paul to the threshold of the 
meeting with Ananias and remains this side of any material 
instruction. This—and so also the conveyance of the 
disoriented Paul into the orientation of faith—remains the 
exclusive prerogative of the representative of the church.69 
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In contrast to the presentation of Galatians, conversion and 
calling are therefore not identical with one another for Paul. In 
Acts, conversion only plays the role of a road sign by which Paul 
is directed to the representatives of the Jerusalem community: it 
is here that he first receives the decisive instruction and author-
ization for his further work. 

c) Closely related with this is the further circumstance noted 
by Klein, namely, that the difference [80] between the presen-
tation of Acts and that of Galatians “that first meets the eye” 
concerns “the absence of the figure of Ananias.”70 

While Acts reports that directly following his conversion Paul 
turned to Ananias (Acts 9:10ff.), the representative of the church, 
in Galatians Paul denies “as sharply as possible that there was 
any kind of incident that might suggest the possibility to conceive 
his apostleship as being ‘from men,’ indeed, even as only ‘through 
men.’ Thereby it is expressed with complete clarity that not only a 
direct but also any kind of mediated human role in his conversion 
is excluded. The contrast with the Lukan scheme, for which the 
idea of mediation is constitutive, is total.”71 

Klein remarks that the “highly polemical inclination” of the 
prescript of Galatians, which is primarily concerned with the 
rejection of opposing constructions, wants to address this issue in 
every conceivable expression, and in the formulation of positive 
circumstances is entirely dependent on the preceding negation.”72 

d) The subordinate position attributed to Paul in relation to 
the other apostles is exemplified above all by the conduct of the 
apostles during the so-called apostolic council. 

While the Paul of Galatians, for example, “in order to com-
pletely maintain his independence, so that the fact that he sets 
his gospel before the leaders in Jerusalem would not make him 
appear to be subordinate and dependent, declares that he went to 
Jerusalem as the consequence of a revelation (Gal 2:1),”73 accord-
ing to the Lukan presentation he follows a resolution of the 
church in Antioch (Acts 15:2f.). While according to the statements 
in Galatians the Jerusalem pillars imposed nothing on Paul, 
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according to the presentation of Acts the apostolic decrees are 
imposed on Paul and his churches. 

All this (b-d) contradicts the picture mediated to us by Gala-
tians. Here the apostle is represented as fully sovereign. He is an 
apostle “not from men nor through a man, but through Jesus 
Christ” (Gal 1:1). It was a revelation that caused him to go to 
Jerusalem to confer with the apostles there (Gal 2:2). He comes 
without having been sent by his own church or summoned by 
those in Jerusalem. [81] 

Since, as we have seen, the differences between Acts and the 
presumably authentic letters of Paul are in many cases irrecon-
cilably great and fundamental in character, they require a deci-
sion by the historian: one must give preference to either the 
presentation of Acts or that of Paul as more historically adequate.  

It is very obvious that for the great majority of scholars the 
decision would be in favor of the Paul of the letters, and the 
presentation of Luke in Acts, as a rule, is characterized, more or 
less emphatically (sometimes even polemically), as a tendentious 
falsification. The English theologian A.J. Matill, who can be 
named here as representative of many others, declares that “in 
Acts and in the letters there are two Pauls, the historical Paul of 
the authentic letters and the legendary Paul of Acts.”74 

One must ask whether the decision by Matill and the major-
ity of present day scholars in favor of the Pauline letters, which 
seems so obvious and beyond question, is not somewhat rash. 
There is indeed a third possibility, usually left out of consider-
ation, that can lead us beyond the narrow alternative that either 
the Pauline letters or Acts must be correct. How would it be if 
from a historical perspective neither Luke nor the author of the 
Pauline letters was “correct”? If the Paul of Acts as well as the 
Paul of the letters, as Bruno Bauer expressed it, “sprung up from 
the same ground of deliberate reflection”?  

As we have seen, by closer observation it becomes clear that 
Acts and Galatians are “in conversation” with one another, that 
“in their work” the authors of both writings have each other 
“clearly in view.”75 It follows from this, whatever one may think in 
particular about the relationship of mutual dependence, that both 
writings, whose respective statements, in spite of, or perhaps 
precisely because of their differences, [82] fit together like two 
                                               

74 In C. H. Talbert, Perspectives on Luke-Acts, 88, 98. 
75 B. Bauer, Christus und die Caesaren, 372. 
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pieces of a puzzle, must have originated at approximately the 
same time. It is unthinkable that one piece of the puzzle 
(Galatians) is many decades older than the other and that the 
(implicit) polemic of Acts was conserved over many decades in 
order to appear again in a time in which the debate about the 
apostleship of Paul (after his death) had long since become 
insignificant. On the other hand, it is difficult to imagine that the 
writer of Galatians did not know Acts, or one of its predecessors, 
which, last but not least, is indicated by the “highly polemical 
tendency” that present day scholars called attention to. 

Even apart from this, the likewise fictional character of the 
picture of Paul we encounter in the letters is clear. The many 
improbabilities and inanities with which Acts burdens us from a 
historical perspective, and which cause many scholars to con-
sider Acts as a historical source regarding the apostle Paul either 
not at all or only to a very limited extent, are also met in the 
Pauline letters!  We would see this even more clearly, or course, if 
we first freed ourselves from the prejudice that in the letters we 
have to do with first-hand sources, and if we had the same 
critical distance with regard to the letters as we do with regard to 
Acts. Instead of this, the automatically presupposed and, in 
general, hardly further considered axiom of authenticity leads us 
either to not even notice the many discrepancies and problems in 
the letters regarded as authentic or to plaster over those we do 
notice with all kinds of possible and impossible explanations. Our 
prior decision that in the letters we have to do in every case with 
documents having great historical authenticity is so unshakable 
that, as improbable as they might be individually, all these expla-
nations are legitimate. If we once began to doubt the possibility of 
such explanations (As a rule, hardly anyone believes the explana-
tions as such except for the one from whom they originated), in 
the same breath we would have to ask the decisive, fundamental 
question about the authenticity of all the letters—and no one 
wants to do that.  

[83] Our prior-decision has the effect that we have forgotten 
how to be amazed at things that we should really wonder about: 
for example, that the writer of the letters claims he went to 
Jerusalem because of a revelation (Gal 2:2), as the Dutchman 
Pierson already noticed, smells suspiciously of apologetic (the 
writer obviously counters the accusation that his apostle, if 
anything, is no sovereign apostle, but as Acts claims, had been 
sent) and gives rise to the suspicion that for the writer of this 
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passage the historical possibility (or impossibility) of a “revelation” 
that would cause him to go to Jerusalem at the appropriate time 
for the apostolic council had escaped his sight. Or for example the 
writer’s incidental remarks that he had fought with wild animals 
in Ephesus (1 Cor 15:32), that after many other hardships (“five 
times I received from the Jews forty [lashes] minus one; three 
times I was beaten with rods; once I was stoned”) he was “adrift 
on the deep sea for a day and a night” (2 Cor 11:24f.: literally on 
the bottom of the sea!); that he was received by the churches in 
Galatia “as an angel of God... as Christ Jesus” (Gal 4:14): Why? 
And how did the Galatians know Christ Jesus, whom the apostle 
had yet to preach to them for the first time?); and so forth. If we 
would read these passages and others in a different context, we 
would recognize without a moment’s hesitation that we have 
before us either overblown exaggerations of someone’s runaway 
imagination or—what is more probable—literary fiction. In addi-
tion to what has been said, we now come to a further important 
point, which we have not considered at all until now. 

Why does Luke Remain Silent About the Letters of Paul? 

The list of Christian writers who must have known the Pauline 
writings but whose work nevertheless betrays nothing of the 

sort [84] is considerable. Surprisingly, the writer of Acts also 
belongs to this group. Even Luke knows nothing about the 
literary activity of the apostle! For Luke the activity of Paul (and 
Peter) is limited to that of a missionary and worker of miracles. 
He seems to know nothing about any correspondence of Paul with 
his churches; in any case, he says nothing about this. 

How should one explain this peculiar situation that the first 
and only New Testament author who concerns himself with the 
life history of Paul does not waste one word regarding the 
apostle’s letters to his churches, which seemed so important to 
Christians a few decades later that they found them worthy of 
inclusion in the New Testament canon. Can one imagine that a 
present day writer would write a biography of Schubert without 
mentioning his musical works? What is hidden behind Luke’s 
remarkable silence? 

According to the generally accepted conception, Luke writes 
after the death of Paul, and thus looks back on the life and work 
of the apostle. If he does not mention the letters of the apostle, 
the reason for this must be sought in following three explana-
tions: 
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1. Luke knew the Pauline writings, but for certain reasons 
would not, or could not mention them; 

2. Luke did not know the Pauline writings, even though they 
already existed; 

3. Luke did not know the Pauline writings because in his 
time no literature at all in the name of Paul yet existed.  

It is self-evident that today Luke’s remarkable silence with 
regard to the letters of Paul must be explained either with 1) 
alone, or perhaps with 2), since 3) would presuppose the inau-
thenticity of all the Pauline letters, which is an impossible 
possibility for research that continues to hold fast to the axiom of 
authenticity for all the Pauline writings, and that until now has 
not once considered this as even a temporary working hypothesis. 

To be sure, the reasons given for the fact that Luke did not 
know the Pauline writings, although they already existed, strike 
one as entirely artificial. The assumption that in the course of his 
search for details about the life of the apostle Luke heard nothing 
about the letters that were supposedly so highly revered and 
highly valued in the churches is extremely improbable. 

More probable, on the other hand, is G. Klein’s assumption 
that by “suppressing the Pauline writings” Luke wanted to 
“neutralize the theology of Paul that was regarded as sinister by 
orthodox thinking.”76 In other words, Klein’s thesis means that 
Luke knowingly ignored the Pauline letters because in many ways 
these were disturbing for the church of his time. 

This thesis, that proceeds from the correct observation that 
in their language and theology the Pauline letters come remark-
ably close to the Gnosticism perceived as heretical and for this 
reason must have seemed “sinister” to the orthodox church of the 
second century (I return to this below =  Marcionism and Gnosis), 
must nevertheless collapse in the form represented by Klein 
because in the Pauline writings—in their present canonical 
form—alongside much that is Gnostic there are also some anti-
Gnostic ideas, which are not only well in accord with the thinking 
of the orthodox church but also could be made excellent use of 
against the Gnostics. 

                                               
76 Klein, Die zwölf Apostel, 215; cf. Lindemann, Paulus, 164. 
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The Silence of the Apocalypse 

What is true for Acts also holds for the last book in the New 
Testament canon, The Revelation to John, which according 

to prevailing opinion was perhaps written in the time between 81 
and 96 CE. One should also be able to presuppose a knowledge of 
Paul and the Pauline letters for the author of the Apocalypse, 
since the seven letters contained in the writing are addressed to 
churches that belong in the region of Paul’s missionary work: 
Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and 
Laodicea. 

Here also we are disappointed. The author of the Apocalypse, 
who according traditional opinion writes only a few decades after 
Paul,77 [86] seems to have heard nothing about Paul or his letters. 
At the same time, he had all kinds of reasons to talk about him. 
Above all, the apocalyptic writer, who was filled with passion for 
Christian martyrdom, could not have ignored Paul’s own martyr-
dom in Rome. 

Moreover, how should the serious differences between the 
Christianity presupposed by the Pauline letters and that which 
the apocalyptic writer addressed be understood? In comparison 
with the former, must not the latter seem to come from another 
world? While the writer of the Apocalypse still conceives Chris-
tianity as entirely a national-Jewish affair, the writer of the 
Pauline letters presupposes a Christianity that has emancipated 
itself from Judaism and the law long ago. 

In addition, as Käsemann observes, the writer of the Apoca-
lypse of John gives no indication “that Asia Minor is indebted to 

                                               
77 With regard to the dating of the Apocalypse, I would refer to the discussion 

of W. Hadorn, Die Offenbarung, 1928; cf. also Weiss-Heitmüller, 278, with regard 
to Rev 11:1-2: “But not only the forecourt should be spared but also those ‘who 
pray therein’ ... Who are these? ... They must be those who not only come there 
now and then, but are constantly there. Now for a long time, during the Roman 
war, the Temple (apart from the forecourt of the Gentiles) was the primary 
residence of the Zealots. They used it primarily as a fortress, but like their 
predecessors ... at the same time they clung to the holiness of the house of God 
and regarded themselves as invulnerable there ... This faith in the invulnerability 
of the Temple and the remnant sheltered therein is shared by our author, and 
with this his time is determined. He knows that the rest of the city is lost, but 
hopes that the assault of the enemies will be broken on the ramparts of the 
Temple. That means he had already experienced the Romans’ entrance into the 
city (since May, 70), but not yet their burning of the Temple (August, 70), i.e., he 
wrote in the summer of 70 CE.” Cf. also Helgel, Die Zeloten, 249; Wellhausen, 
Analyse der Offenbarung Johannis, 15; Bousset, Die Offenbarung, 32f.; as well as 
Couchoud, “L’Apocalypse,” in Christianisme, 1939, Introduction: “It (Rev) is the 
oldest Christian writing.” 
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the apostle.” In light of the astonishingly negative historical 
findings, that is even saying a bit too much. The radical critic 
Loman did not leave it be with simple astonishment, but bravely 
drew the consequences: it seemed to him that defending the 
authenticity of the major epistles was something more difficult 
than opening all the seals and locks of the Apocalypse.78 

Not only important New Testament writings wrap themselves 
in silence with regard to the apostle Paul and his letters (Paul is  
mentioned for the first time in the New Testament in 2 Peter 3:15, 
which according to the prevailing view today is supposed to have 
originated in the middle of the second century),79 outside the New 
Testament as well in the period between 50 and 150 CE we 
encounter hardly any church writer who can definitively witness 
to the existence of letters stemming from the apostle Paul. 

Justin and Aristides 

Justin, the “philosopher and martyr,” who lived in Rome (ca. 
165 CE) and descended from Flavia Neapolis (today Nablus) in 

Palestine, is one of the most important church writers of the 
second century. According to his own statement, he had first 
been a teacher of Platonic philosophy before he was converted to 
Christianity. 

Justin also seems to not yet have heard of Paul. In any case, 
his writings do not indicate that he knew an additional apostle 
alongside the twelve. Likewise, Justin seems not to have known 
letters that had been written under the name of Paul. 

Of course, there is something that makes the whole affair 
somewhat more complicated, but also more puzzling, than the 
New Testament witnesses considered until now. It is the often 
noted fact that, in spite of his obvious ignorance of Paul, Justin’s 
writings occasionally, in some places, sound “Pauline,” i.e., their 
language and theology have a certain Pauline coloring. For 
example, in his First Apology (19) Justin attempts to derive the 
possibility of resurrection from the image of a man and human 
seed: just as in a wondrous way the man comes forth from 
human seed, so also the human body will be resurrected and take 
on immortality. That could directly connect with 1 Cor 15:38, 
where the author of the Pauline letters employs a corresponding 
image: “But God gives it a body as he has chosen, and to each 
seed its own body.”  
                                               

78 See Detering, Paulusbriefe ohne Paulus?, 264. 
79 Vielhauer, Urchristliche Literatur, 599. 
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This echo of Pauline theology and language, that can also be 
observed elsewhere80 and can hardly be accidental, is strange. If 
Justin knew the Pauline letters, why does he fail to mention him 
as a missionary and founder of churches, as a great Christian 
theologian, or as a martyr and hero of the faith? How can we 
explain the strange fact that Justin speaks in Pauline phrases 
without mentioning Paul or his letters? 

Since we often encounter this phenomenon in our search for 
traces of the apostle in second century writings, the question will 
be pursued in somewhat more detail in what follows. It can finally 
be explained, however, only when we interrogate our last and 
decisive witness, Marcion, the “rediscoverer” of the [88] Pauline 
letters who was excommunicated from the Catholic church. 

If we hold fast to the traditional understanding, namely, the 
view that all the (major) Pauline letters are authentic, the follow-
ing possible explanations emerge: 

1) One can deny that the passages that sound like Paul 
should be traced back to the Pauline writings and or that Justin 
knew of any Pauline tradition; 

2) One can assume that Justin did indeed know Paul, but 
deliberately ignored him because he was the primary witness for 
Marcion, the heretic whom Justin fought; 

3) One can presume that Justin refrained from mentioning 
Paul out of respect for his Jewish dialogue partner; 

4) One can disregard what is found in the text and make 
Justin an ardent follower of Paul. 

The first possibility, for example, is taken up by W. Schmi-
thals, the Berlin New Testament scholar. Schmithals declares: 
“That the Oriental Justin must have devoted himself in Rome to 
the Pauline tradition is an unreasonable demand. Did Rudolf 
Bultmann in Marburg devote himself to the literature of Hans 
Bruns, or Billy Graham in Berlin to the writings of Ernst Fuchs? 
Hardly!”81 

The anachronistic comparison Schmithals makes between 
Justin, Bultmann and Billy Graham is hardly sufficient to provide 
a satisfactory explanation for those passages that contain echoes 
of Pauline writings. Apart from the fact that one cannot compare 
the situation on the theological “book market” in those days with 

                                               
80 Cf. Dial 13 and Rom 4:9-11, Gal 3:9; Dial 111 and 1 Cor 5:7; Dial 14 and 1 

Cor 5:8; Dial 42 and 1 Cor 12:12; Dial 47 and Rom 2:4. 
81 The Office of the Apostle, 250, n. 91. 
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that of today, one should also consider that writings that are 
about to be elevated to the rank of canonical dignity are not easily 
ignored. 

That Justin does not mention Paul because he deliberately 
ignores him is forcefully maintained in our time by G. Klein.82 
Klein rightly refers to it as a “very strange affair”:  

An orthodox writer, who is nevertheless a witness for how 
things were in Rome around 150, leaves behind in his work not 
one trace of that apostle to the Gentiles who decades earlier 
had enjoyed the highest respect in this very same church, as 1 
Clement indicates, and Ignatius as well indirectly. Did he know 
nothing about him, and none of his writings? That would have 
been fully impossible at this time and in this place. [89] The 
only possible conclusion is that he wanted to ignore him. 

Klein provides the same kind of explanation here as in the case of 
Luke, who in his view was “embarrassed” by Paul and in this way 
attempted to limit the popularity of his writings. With regard to 
this explanation, therefore, the same thing must be said as there. 

That the third possible explanation is correct is highly ques-
tionable,83 since one can find many starting points in the Pauline 
letters for conversation with a Jewish dialogue partner. And the 
fourth explanation is even less probable, since the fact that 
Justin nowhere mentions Paul by name seems to be completely 
ignored. 

Two possibile explanations for solving Justin’s enigma still 
remain. But both of these explanations, of course, would presup-
pose what is obviously unthinkable for most theologians, namely, 
that the (major) Pauline letters do not derive from the apostle and 
are therefore inauthentic.84 

Explanation 5: In view of the fact that Justin does not 
explicitly mention the Pauline letters, one could surmise that they 
did not yet exist, or  

Explanation 6: that they were not yet circulating as letters of 
Paul. To begin with, there could have been only general theo-
logical tracts, which—having originated in heretical (Marcionite) 
circles—were already by and large identical with the later Pauline 
letters, but did not yet sail under the flag of the apostle. This 

                                               
82 Die zwölf Apostel (1961), 200. 
83 It would be represented, for example, by Goodspeed and Grant. 
84 The Dutch radical critic Loman already made this fundamental argument in 

an investigation in 1882, to be sure, without finding great response. 
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would explain the fact that Justin’s language now and then 
exhibits Pauline echoes, but that at the same time he nowhere 
speaks of the apostle. He does not do this because he obviously 
did not know him, either as an apostle or as the writer of the 
literature he sometimes used and in which various questions 
about Christian life were addressed. This literature could later 
have been brought into the form of letters and attributed to the 
apostle. This presumption offers a possible explanation for why 
Justin nowhere mentions Paul, even though he makes use of 
Pauline phrases. That theological writings that had originally not 
at all been conceived as letters could circulate as theological 
treatises for a long time [90] before they were reworked into 
“apostolic letters” is indeed a phenomenon known elsewhere. In 
the view of many scholars, for example, the letter of James could 
have been such a treatise, which through the introductory 
address and greeting with the name of James, the “brother of the 
Lord” and apostle, became a letter from early, apostolic times. 
And Hebrews as well, as one can see at a glance, has hardly 
anything to do with a real “letter,” but is basically nothing else 
than a theological “essay,” which was first transformed into our 
“letter” to the Hebrews through the addition of some epistolary 
formalities. 

The name alone divulges that it can hardly be a real letter: 
for example, who would perceive a letter to the Germans as an 
authentic letter—with postmark and stamp? In any case, the 
possibility can not be excluded that the Pauline letters also 
originally circulated in the Christian bookstores of the ancient 
world only as “interesting literary publications,” as the Swiss 
radical critic R. Steck expressed it. The Pauline letters as well 
contain many passages that give a strong impression of theo-
logical-dogmatic or ethical treatises. It would be entirely possible 
that individual “building blocks” of this kind were later furnished 
with an epistolary frame and published as testimony from 
apostolic times. 

But even if Justin already possessed the Pauline writings as 
letters—not in their present canonical form, but in an earlier 
version, there could have been a serious reason why he would 
have remained silent about it. Justin could have been aware that 
the Pauline letters represented forgeries (by Christian heretics). 
Because of their theological content, he did not want to deny 
them respect; but he obviously also could not recognize them as 
documents from apostolic times, just as little as he could 
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recognize Paul as an apostle, whom he either did not know at all, 
or knew only as the patron saint of the heretics. [91] 

This conjecture, which leads us into the middle of the entire 
question concerning the authenticity of the Pauline writings and 
which will engage us later in connection with the interrogation of 
our chief witness, Marcion, cannot be pursued further here. At 
this point, it is sufficient to observe that Justin knows nothing 
about the existence of an apostle Paul nor anything about letters 
written under his name, which in the middle of the second 
century for a representative of the Roman church, to which Paul 
had once written the letter to the Romans, must seem very strange.  

It is also strange then that the Christian philosopher Aris-
tides, who at about the same time was writing in Athens, in his 
writing addressed to the Caesar Hadrian, in which he defends 
Christianity against accusations by the pagan world, speaks not a 
single word about the supposed founder of the first Christian 
churches in Greece, even though—here we encounter a pheno-
menon similar to Justin—he sometimes uses Pauline formula-
tions. As with Justin, the Christianity of Aristides had already 
largely separated from Judaism—but any reference to the person 
who with his theology supposedly created the presupposition for 
this is missing. As with Justin, the preaching of the gospel is 
exclusively the work of the Twelve (whether he silently includes 
Paul among them or does not know him at all is unclear). 

1 Clement and Ignatius:  
Two Will-o’-the-wisps of New Testament Criticism  

In our investigation of witnesses to the Pauline letters in the 
literature of the first and second centuries we have until now 

(along with some writings less important for our work) left two 
writers out of consideration: the writer of 1 Clement and the 
martyr-bishop Ignatius of Antioch. Both writers are perceived by 
most scholars today as the earliest witnesses to the (major) 
Pauline letters.  

According to widespread opinion today, in 1 Clement we have 
a writing from the church in Rome to the church in Corinth, that 
supposedly originated in 81-96 or 96-98  [92] and whose author 
was a certain Clement of Rome, who presumably was “a leading 
person in the Roman church, one of their bishops or presby-
ters.”85 

                                               
85 Vielhauer, Urchristliche Literatur, 540. 
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In this writing, whose purpose is seen to be the restoration of 
peace and order in the quarreling Corinthian community, Paul is 
spoken of several times—5:5-7, where the persecution and 
suffering of the apostle is alluded to; Paul is characterized as a 
“herald in the East and the West,” who “received the true fame for 
his faith,” and is portrayed to the Corinthians as “the greatest 
example of patience”; then 47:1, where the community is 
reminded of the “letter of the blessed Paul,” in which the 
quarrelsome Corinthians were once already admonished to unity, 
and indeed by highest apostolic authority. If it is already clear 
from the second passage that the writer of 1 Clement knew 
1 Corinthians, on the basis of other passages it also cannot be 
denied that he knew some of the other Pauline letters. 

The martyr-bishop Ignatius of Antioch, who around 110 was 
supposedly brought from his home in Antioch to Rome in order to 
suffer martyrdom there, is a remarkable figure. In his seven 
letters that he writes on the way to different churches in Asia 
Minor and to the church in Rome, he also shows that he knows 
the apostle Paul and his letters. In his letter to the Ephesians 
(12.2) he refers to the Ephesians as “common-initiates with Paul,” 
who mentions the church in Ephesus “in all of his letters.” 
Peculiar here is only that the “common initiation” of the supposed 
founder of their community has been so quickly forgotten that 
later they could make the disciple John, who had supposedly 
already been executed in Jerusalem in 44 CE, the founder of the 
church.86  

In his letter to the Romans (4.3), Ignatius mentions “Peter 
and Paul” in one breath, and in other passages also it is clear 
that the author of the Ignatian letters knew not only Paul but also 
his letters, which he sometimes cites or alludes to.  

Even if knowledge of the apostle Paul and some of the letters 
written in  his name can not be disputed for either the writer of 
1 Clement or Ignatius, [93] it is nevertheless very doubtful that 
the two apostolic fathers fulfill another essential presupposition 
for their reputation as witnesses for the authenticity of the 
Pauline epistles. What is the situation with regard to the authen-
ticity of their  “letters” and the question of their dating? — If one 
can believe the majority of today’s theologians, the authenticity of 
the letters and their origin around the turn of the first to the 
second century is beyond doubt. 

                                               
86 J. Haller, Papstgeschichte, Vol. 1, 347. 
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To be sure, thoroughgoing skepticism is appropriate when 
scholars appeal to the “critical consensus” or “generally recog-
nized results.” Apart from the fact that until now in this scholarly 
field the majority decision has seldom led to reliable results, it 
has also often been seen in the past that opinions having been 
supported for a long while by a broad “critical consensus” at some 
point end up in the scholarly waste basket as entirely out of date. 

The case with regard to 1 Clement and the Ignatian letters is 
somewhat different because the authenticity of these “letters’ was 
very contested for a long time in the past! In his Papstgeschichte 
(History of Bishops), J. Haller rightly calls attention to the fact 
that for a long time these letters were “regarded as unauthentic... 
Today one regards them as authentic, but how long can one do 
that? The price of such documents tends to rise and fall with the 
scholarly market...”87 

In fact, to confirm this one must only glance briefly at the 
fluctuating history of research for these letters. Surprisingly, the 
theologians of our grandfathers’ and great-grandfathers’ gener-
ations often show themselves to be far more critical than their 
descendents today. Not only 1 Clement, which because of its 
enormous length, that for a real letter was highly unusual, stirred 
up doubt among old-time scholars, the Ignatian letters also took 
on the smell of forgery very early. Until the seventeenth century, 
the Ignatian letters were known only in the so-called “longer 
recension,” which contained not only seven letters like the collec-
tion today, but six additional letters. The Catholic character of 
these letters (among which was a letter from Ignatius to Mary!) 
was so obvious that it required no great scholarly effort to recog-
nize that [94] they represented pseudepigraphic products from a 
later time. The Protestants of the Reformation were among the 
first to suspect that the letters of the martyr-bishop, who carried 
out energetic propaganda for the office of the monarchial bishop 
on his way from Syria to Rome, were forgeries. They were joined 
later by most of the theologians of the Tübingen School —
although in the meantime the situation had changed somewhat 
(in favor of the authenticity of the letters) and since the seven-
teenth century there had existed not only the thirteen letters of 
the longer recension but also the seven letters of the “middle 
recension,” whose Catholic elements were not so striking to the 
eye.  

                                               
87 Ibid. 
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In any case, towards the end of the last century there was a 
“conservative” turn, introduced by the investigations of the 
German scholar Th. Zahn88 and the Englishman J.B. Lightfoot,89 
both of whom, with a great display of  erudition, attempted to 
demonstrate the authenticity of the seven letters of the middle 
recension, without providing satisfactory answers, to be sure,  for 
the decisive questions raised previously by those who contested 
their authenticity. After their judgment received in 1878 the 
blessing of A. Harnack, who at that time was the greatest German 
authority in the area of early Christian history, the authenticity of 
the seven Ignatian letters was established in Germany as a gener-
ally recognized scholarly result. After Harnack’s harsh dictum—
“Whoever regards the Ignatian letters as inauthentic has not 
studied them intensely enough”—only a few still had the courage 
to again place the question of authenticity on the day's agenda. 

As in the case of the Ignatian letters, so also for 1 Clement a 
quick look at the history of research suffices to relativize the 
opinion expressed with great self-confidence by many theologians 
today that we have to do here with an authentic writing from the 
close of the first century. The leading scholars of the Tübingen 
School did not perceive this writing as an authentic letter. Here 
also it was again the German scholar Harnack who authorita-
tively supported the authenticity of the writings still disputed at 
that time and thereby determined the course of future research 
until today. After Harnack, at least in Germany there were few 
researchers who dared contest 1 Clement. [95] In view of the 
numerous questions and problems that 1 Clement and the 
Ignatian letters had earlier posed for scholars—and which were 
not really solved by Zahn, Lightfoot, or Harnack—this is more 
than curious and perhaps only understandable against the 
background of these scholars’ great authority. What may also 
have played a role for some theologians was the view that the 
letters were quite important not only for dating the Pauline letters 
but also for dating some other New Testament writings (e.g., the 
Gospel of Matthew) and that calling their authenticity into 
question could produce further consequences, which made it 
seem advisable not to ask this question to begin with.  

Whatever the case may be, whoever picks up 1 Clement, for 
example, and reads it without prejudice will encounter so much 

                                               
88 Th. Zahn, Ignatius von Antiochien, 1873. 
89 J.B. Lightfoot, The Apostolic Fathers, Vol. 1, 1890. 
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nonsense and so many contradictions that they will not be able to 
suppress the question. In spite of the introductory address to “the 
church of God that sojourns in Corinth,” and in spite of the obli-
gatory mentioning of some names as well as other epistolary 
formalities, do we have to do here with a real letter? 

Can a document consisting of some 32-35 papyrus pages be 
accepted without further ado as a writing that was sent from 
Rome to Corinth with the intention of actual correspondence? 
Apart from the fact that the size of an average letter in antiquity, 
as one can determine from collections of ancient papyrus letters 
we possess,90 was not substantially different from our letters 
today and consisted of one to two pages (rather less than more, 
since writing was such an arduous affair in antiquity),91 the 
situation in which the author intervenes with the pen, the party 
conflict in Corinth, required great haste! If he wanted to accom-
plish something with his writing, he could hardly sit there and 
spend weeks or months drafting a writing whose size surpasses 
that of many ancient books, especially since in view of conditions 
of conveyance in the ancient world he would have had to reckon 
with considerable delay in delivery. With the passing of one or two 
months, [96] the situation which the writer presupposes in his 
writing could be entirely different, and his writing hopelessly out 
of date. 

If the party conflict in Corinth and the replacement of the 
presbyters with younger members of the church was in fact the 
real incentive for the letter from the church in Rome to the 
church in Corinth, it is furthermore completely impossible to 
understand why the writer only comes to speak of this in chapter 
44 (!) and in the first two-thirds of the writing exhausts the patience 
of the Corinthians with discussions of the resurrection, the 
omniscience and omnipresence of God, and such things, which 
although edifying, have no importance for the matter at hand. 

In addition, there is the consideration that the entire contro-
versy addressed by the writer of 1 Clement remains strangely 
unclear and vague and that the information about it is very 
contradictory, as even supporters of its authenticity today must 
concede: 

He [Clement] emphasizes that the uproar can be traced to “a 
few rash and self-willed persons” (1.1; in 47.6 it is only “one or 

                                               
90 A look at Deissmann’s Licht vom Osten is also well worthwhile. 
91 See K.H. Schelkle, Paulus, 6. 
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two persons”), but then accuses the entire congregation (46.9 = 
“your uproar”). As motives he identifies jealousy; envy and 
contentiousness; lack of love, humility and discernment. But 
he does not identify the actual background of the Corinthian 
conflict (!), just as little as he identifies the actual motives for 
the—certainly uninvited—intervention by Rome in the inner 
affairs of the Corinthian church (!). Without doubt, these are 
closely related, but there is nothing else to learn about either. 
The opponents in 1 Clement left behind no witnesses; nor can 
their views be reconstructed from the writing, since it does not 
debate their arguments, but simply condemns them morally. 
With regard to the circumstances in Corinth as well as Rome’s 
motives, if one is not willing to give up, one is dependent on 
hypotheses.”92  

If one begins with the presumption that we have to do here with a 
real letter, all the peculiarities cited here should give one cause 
for thought! 

Finally, the conflict as such lacks any inner probability: how 
can the Corinthian church, founded so long ago, [97] rise up 
against their presbyters on account of only a few ringleaders? The 
“attempt at mediation” that the writer undertakes (from Rome!), 
in which he one-sidedly condemns the “troublemakers” in 
Corinth, as if they acted from base motives, is also entirely 
unrealistic and shows the fictional character of the whole thing. 
Already in the last century, G. Volkmar raised the consideration 
that the letter could hardly be intended for the entire community 
in Corinth, as the address would have us believe, but only for 
that part of the community to which the displaced presbyters and 
their followers belonged.93 

The tensions and obscurities revealed here are due to the 
contradiction between the situation presupposed in the writing 
and the author’s real intention. The real intention of the author, 
of course, is not the resolution of an actual conflict in a diplo-
matic way, but something quite different: his writing, which is 
directed not to one church, and also not to the church in Corinth, 
but to all the churches in the Catholic universe, is intended not to 
mediate, but to instruct and—here a typical Catholic tendency of 

                                               
92 Ph. Vielhauer, Geschichte der urchristlichen Literatur, 536. 
93 G. Volkmar, “Über Clemens von Rom und die nächste Folgezeit mit beson-

derer Beziehung auf den Philipper- und Barnabasbriefe sowie auf das Buch 
Judit,” in ThJb(T) 15, 1856, 287-369; with regard to Volkmar, see Wildemann, 
Evangelium als Lehrpoesie, 1983. 
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the letter becomes visible—to warn against uprisings and disorder 
in the churches! The writings leads us into a time, most probably 
the middle of the second century, in which the distinction 
between priests and laity (40.5: there are much different rules for 
laity than for ecclesiastical officer-holders) already announces the 
Roman clericalism. Over against all inclinations to opposition, the 
authority of the church is enjoined in an impressive example. 

For this purpose the writer employs the motif of party conflict 
already known to him from 1 Corinthians and uses this as a 
pretense, cloaked in the form of a letter, for an edifying, exhorta-
tive discourse on the theme “Peace and Harmony in the Church.” 
For the writer of 1 Clement, the church in Corinth is an exem-
plary church, in which he would like to see his ideal church 
realized, in essential agreement with that of the self-aggrandizing 
official Roman church: consider the harmonious picture of the 
church he sketches, in which the young submit in humble 
subordination to the old, [98] the laity to the priests, the wife to 
the husband (chs. 1-2)—the Roman Catholic ideal of the church 
in its purist form! 

Once one has recognized the writer’s real intention, it will no 
longer seem strange if there are other peculiarities as well that 
would look odd in a real letter. Who would expect, for example, in 
a real letter, which moreover is written by the church in Rome to 
the church in Corinth, to find the exhortation (34.7), “Let us 
therefore come together in the same place with harmony of 
conscience and earnestly call upon the Lord as from one mouth, 
that we may share in his great and glorious promises”? In view of 
the geographical distance between Rome and Corinth, one can 
only wonder how the writer imagined the common visit of a holy 
place. In this passage it becomes clear: for a moment the writer 
has forgotten the situation presupposed by the letter and falls 
from the role of writer of letters into the role of a preacher, which 
he also gladly takes over in other passages as well: see the 
passages with strong liturgical characteristics (20.1-12; 38.1-4 
and the concluding prayer, 64), which make one think of a 
sermon rather than a letter. 

In other places, the author succeeds very well in imagining 
himself in the role of a letter writer: for example, in the intro-
duction to the letter, where it reads: 

On account of the sudden and repeated misfortunes and 
calamities that have befallen us, we have been somewhat 
delayed in turning to the questions disputed among you, 
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beloved, and especially the abominable and unholy sedition, so 
inappropriate for the elect of God. 

In these lines, many people have wanted to see a reference to an 
actual situation of persecution (under Nero or Domitian). As the 
Dutch theologian Van den Bergh van Eysinga already recognized, 
however, what we have here is only a conventional apology, which 
the author of 1 Clement readily employs to give his writing the 
appearance of an authentic letter.94 According to the operative 
Roman law, persecutions did not usually arrive overnight. [99] 

In the same way as 1 Clement, the seven so-called letters of 
Ignatius also are all pseudonymous works.  

The situation presupposed in the letters must already raise 
suspicion. The bishop of Antioch has become a victim of perse-
cution of Christians in his own city, and the punishment is not to 
be carried here, as would usually be the case, but, accompanied 
by a small body of Roman soldiers, he has been sent on a journey 
through half of the Mediterranean world, from Syria to Rome, to 
be thrown to wild animals in the arena there! 

Although Ignatius is a prisoner, he nevertheless has the 
remarkable opportunity during his trip through the city of 
Smyrna in Asia Minor to make contact with the local bishops of 
the churches in Ephesus, Magnesia, and Tralles, and to hand 
over to them a letter to each of their churches. In a similar way, 
the churches in Philadelphia and Smyrna, as well as Polycarp, 
the bishop of Smyrna, receive letters from Troas. Since in spite of 
his sentence Ignatius is obviously still uncertain whether he will 
be put to death in Rome, he also writes a letter to the church in 
Rome, in which, delirious in the face of death and craving martyr-
dom, the bishop entreats them not to prevent his martyrdom by 
intervening with the authorities. 

I beseech you, do not be an untimely kindness to me. Let me be 
food for the beasts, through which I can attain to God! I am 
God’s wheat, and I am ground by the teeth of wild beasts that I 
may be found pure bread of Christ. Rather entice the wild 
beasts, that they may become my tomb and leave no trace of 
my body, so that when I fall asleep I will not be burdensome to 
anyone... I long for the beasts that are prepared for me, and I 
pray that they will be quick with me. I will even entice them to 
devour me quickly... Fire and cross and struggles with wild 
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beasts, cutting and tearing asunder, rackings of bones, man-
gling of limbs, crushing my whole body, cruel tortures of the 
devil, let these come over me that I may attain to Jesus Christ! 
(IgnRom, 4-5) [100] 

This has been perceived as the product of a pathological 
longing for martyrdom.95 But the matter is likely to be much 
simpler.  In the case of this citation as for the Ignatian writings in 
their entirety, we have to do not with real letters, but with some-
thing entirely composed at a writing table. Their author is not the 
martyr-bishop Ignatius, but someone later, perhaps a pseudony-
mous writer around the middle of the second century, who puts 
himself in the role of the legendary martyr-bishop and was able 
thereby to give free flight to his fantasy since at that time he 
hardly needed to fear that the hysterical, overblown death in the 
arena he conjured up would ever become a reality. The empty and 
hollow pathos of the declamation, the entire surrealistic scenario 
that we meet in the Ignatian letters, including the artificial back-
ground situation, obviously modeled on the journey of Paul as a 
prisoner, all this shows that we have to do with the product of a 
typical “writing table author.” 

Given the artificiality of the basic situation, a series of 
remarkable contradictions and improbabilities we observe be-
comes understandable. Ignatius writes that he has been con-
demned (IgnEph 12.1f; IgnRom 3.1), but in another passage is 
nevertheless still uncertain whether (and how) he will die. He is in 
chains, but nevertheless able to visit the churches of Asia Minor 
and write letters! A passage in the letter to the Romans throws 
light on how grandly the author handles the geographical and 
historical details. In IgnRom 5.1 Ignatius writes to the Romans 
from Smyrna that “from Syria to Rome, by land and by sea” he 
has been fighting wild beasts (meaning his Roman guards), which 
is a peculiar remark if one considers that the bishop’s  journey by 
sea is still before him. 

Like the writer of 1 Clement, the author of the seven Ignatian 
letters also drops out of his role as bishop and martyr again and 
again. In IgnEph 5.3, for example, he seems to have entirely 
forgotten that he writes as a bishop, and exhorts the church like 
someone who has never been invested with the office of bishop: 
“Let us then be careful not to oppose the bishop” (cf. IgnEph 11.1; 
                                               

95 U. Ranke-Heinemann, Nein und Amen, 252: “So speaks this unfortunate 
saint shortly before he was thrown to the wild animals. It may be that the 
impending horror deranges a person...” 
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15.2; 17.2; IgnMagn 10.1). It is also strange that Ignatius, who is 
still uncertain whether he will experience the martyr’s death in 
Rome, [101] can self-consciously anticipate the result of martyr-
dom and characterize himself in the introduction to the letter as 
Theophoros (“God-bearer”) and Christophoros (“Bearer of Christ”) 
(IgnEph 9.2), which according to practice at that time character-
ized the martyr only after the death.96 Here also it is evident that 
the letters stem from a later writer, who already looks back on the 
martyrdom of the legendary bishop.  

The historical existence of a bishop in Antioch named Igna-
tius need not necessarily be doubted. As the theologian D. Völter 
showed, there existed a tradition according to which Ignatius was 
martyred in winter 115-116 in Antioch by order of the Caesar 
Trajan.97 Presumably, this tradition was known to the author of 
the letters. He enlarged on this in his own way by adding the 
journey to Rome, and then used it as background for his literary 
production, in which he let the last weeks and days of the heroic, 
death-disdaining martyr come alive once again. 

That the seven Ignatian letters are not authentic letters is 
shown by the fact that in general they are stylistically very care-
fully constructed, which one would hardly expect for letters hav-
ing originated under the arduous conditions of an imprisonment 
journey. In addition to this, in the only letter addressed not to a 
church, but to a person, bishop Polycarp, the absence of any per-
sonal relationship with the addressee is particularly remarkable: 

Ignatius, who is also called Theophorus, to Polycarp, who is 
bishop of the church of the Smyrnaeans, or rather has God the 
Father and the Lord Jesus Christ as bishop over him, 
abundant greeting. Welcoming your godly mind, which is 
grounded as if on an unmovable rock, I glory exceedingly that it 
was granted to me to see your blameless face, for which I 
remain glad in God. I exhort you in the grace with which you 
are endued to quicken your course and to exhort all men so 
that they might be saved. Live up to your office with all 
diligence, both fleshly and spiritual...98   

Nothing could be more general and non-committal! It must be 
clear to every reader that in the letter to Polycarp we have to do 
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[102] not with an actual correspondence, but with literature, an 
artificial letter. Whoever regards the letter to Polycarp as inau-
thentic, which the theologian Hilgenfeld could already charac-
terize as a “counterpart to the Pastorals,”99 cannot maintain the 
authenticity of the rest of the Ignatian letters. 

Finally, it should be noted that the number seven is also 
remarkable for an assembled collection of letters. In view of the 
importance that the number seven had in antiquity (as the 
symbol of fulfillment), it seems to have symbolic significance. If 
one assumes that we have to do here with authentic letters, it 
must be asked how and by whom their collection was brought 
about. The real situation is much more simple: the letters were 
conceived as a collection from the very beginning, as parts of a 
whole, in which one “letter” presupposes the other. 

Thus, in IgnEph 20.1, for example, Ignatius declares that 
plans to write “a second small book”100 (Significantly, the writer 
he does not speak of a “letter”), in which he will discuss “the plan 
of salvation with reference to the new man Jesus Christ, his faith, 
his love, his suffering and resurrection.” This second book is then 
the letter to the Magnesians. That the letter to the Magnesians 
presupposes the letter to the Ephesians is shown by IgnMagn 1.2, 
where the desire is expressed that the churches might experience 
a three-fold unity, “a union of the flesh with the spirit of Jesus 
Christ... a union of faith and love... a union of Jesus with the 
Father”; for what we have here is a recapitulation of the most 
important ideas from the letter to the Ephesians! 

In view of the almost total absence of  a substantial debate 
about reservations regarding the authenticity of the seven Igna-
tian letters and 1 Clement that have been put forward in the past, 
it can hardly be maintained that the judgment expressed with 
such self-assurance by modern research that we have to do here 
with authentic letters inspires much confidence. In my opinion, it 
is time for present-day theologians to free themselves from the 
spell of Harnack and other authorities of the past in order to 
submit the “letters” to a renewed critical examination—even with 
the risk that the two old lighthouses, which illuminated New 
Testament criticism for many years, so as to shelter a large part 
of New Testament literature in the safe harbor of the first century, 
will turn out to be will-o’-the-wisps. 
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Chapter 2 

The Historical Origin of the Pauline Letters 

De omnibus dubitandum: 
One Must Doubt Everything 

My own observations as well as my occupation with Dutch 
Radical Criticism had brought me in the meantime to a 
place where the inauthenticity of all the Pauline letters 

was established for me. In spite of this, however, this negative 
result was not sufficient for me. In my mind, the primary task for 
all historical problems was not to determine what had not been 
the case, but what in fact had been. As I understood it, the 
historian must always finally be in the situation not only to 
submit the presumably historical course of history to criticism, 
but also to reconstruct what actually unfolded. In my opinion, the 
decisive and finally convincing argument against the authenticity 
of the letters that the Hollanders still owed us could only be the 
reconstruction of the real course of history. In my investigation 
until now two questions had still not been answered: 

1. If Paul did not write the letters, who did write them? 
2. If someone else wrote them in the name of Paul, who then 

was the historical Paul? 

Since in the meantime I had reached a dead end in my 
research, I thought that a study-trip in the homeland of Dutch 
Radical Criticism could be useful for me. I hoped that a trip to 
Amsterdam and Leiden could help me discover additional radical-
critical literature, that was not available in German libraries. 
Above all, I was interested in a book whose existence I had heard 
about  [105] only in the Hollanders’ writings, who mentioned it 
often. The mysterious book came from an Englishman named 
Edwin Johnson, and had a similarly mysterious title, Antiqua 
Mater.  

If one left the highway, the city of Leiden was at first not 
much different from any average city in northern Germany. But I 
was nevertheless not disappointed: the city that had existed in my 
imagination existed in fact. I found it a bit later, when I came  
to the heart of the old town: a piece of old Holland, like a pictur-
esque Grachten idyll, the gabled houses, the court yards, the 
cool, clear Vermeer-atmosphere.  
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I went from the Nieuwe Beestenmarkt on the Princess canal 
and then along the marvelous Rapenburg Canal in the direction 
of the university, and passed by the house of the famous 
philosopher R. Descartes, who had lived and studied here while 
he was in Holland. De omnibus dubitandum—this dictum of the 
philosopher, often cited by Loman, automatically occurred to me 
as I passed by the somewhat small and inconspicuous, gabled 
Dutch house. “Everything should be doubted”: beginning from 
this starting point, Decartes had found his certainty, the certainty 
of thinking. The reverse side of the maxim, the dark side of the 
picture, that everything is uncertain, everything should be 
doubted, he found in the dictum Cogito ergo sum: “I think, 
therefore I am.” Here the philosopher of the Enlightenment 
obtained firm ground under his feet. The doubt had led him not 
into despair, but into the certainty of rational thinking. For a 
person in the twentieth century, of course, this exercise could no 
longer be carried out again in the same way. In the wake of the 
Enlightenment, rational thinking had been too strongly disavowed 
for that. If something fascinated me about Descartes’ doubting 
everything and questioning everything, it was not what he 
discovered at the end of his long and certainly wearisome road; it 
was rather his starting point, the doubt. “Without doubt,” doubt 
represented the most powerful driving force in human intellectual 
life. Doubt is chaotic, unencumbered; it can lead to the highest 
heights and the lowest lows at the same time—thus obviously a 
vexation and a [106] devilish temptation for an orthodox person. 
And nevertheless, this temptation represents nothing else than 
life’s temptation of the intellect itself, which again and again 
impels our doubting eyes to be opened to disclose another side of 
itself.  

Meanwhile, I arrived at the old university building in Leiden, 
which reminded me of a Gothic church. In fact, there was a 
nunnery on this spot before a university existed. I went purpose-
fully to the modern library, which I suspected would contain a 
number of treasures for me, whose recovery would occupy me in 
the days to come. In the library I acquired a list of books from the 
estate of Bolland, the philosopher and radical critic of Leiden, 
that had been left to the university library after his death. The list 
was exceptionally comprehensive and, as I suspected, contained a 
number of books on radical criticism.  Surveying the list, after a 
short time my eyes fell on the title of a book I had sought above 
all others and which had attracted my interest for weeks: the 
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Antiqua mater. Bolland had actually had this book in his posses-
sion. I quickly filled out a few loan-cards, so I could attend to the 
rest of the list. And indeed, in a few minutes a friendly library 
attendant brought me a stack of books among which was the 
Antiqua mater. The work of 308 pages, published in 1887 by 
Trübner & Company, was not as voluminous as I had expected. 

On the first page of the book, beneath the title of the book, 
printed in beautiful old-English script, and the subtitle, there was 
a citation relating to its title. It came from a biography of the poet 
A. Cowley: “He had an earnest intention of taking a review of the 
original principles of the primitive Church: believing that every 
true Christian had no better means to settle his spirit, than that 
which was proposed to Aeneas and his followers to be the end of 
their wanderings, Antiquam exquirite Matrem.” Antiquam exquirite 
Matrem! [107] 

The peculiar title of the book was thus derived from a citation 
from Vergil’s Aeneid. The author had appropriated it for his own 
theme, the history of the investigation of early Christianity. For 
him, the search for the “ancient mother” was the search for the 
origins of Christianity — The mother whom we revere without 
knowing her face to face. To take up the  search for her means to 
devote oneself to the search for the spiritual origins of the 
Western world. This search was like a long, difficult journey, 
where we could not know how it would turn out and what would 
await us at the end, if we finally met her face to face—whether we 
would even recognize her, or whether we would be delighted, or 
disappointed, or perhaps even terrified.  

In accordance with the theme of his book, the learned 
Bolland, who clearly loved to provide all his books with a 
personally written remark, attached a quotation from the poem 
The Lost Church by Ludwig Uhland: 

One often hears in the distant forest 
A muffled sound from above, 
But no one knows from whence it tolls, 
And tradition can hardly explain it: 
Of the church long gone 
Tolls the ringing with the winds; 
Once the path was filled with pilgrims, 
Now no one knows how to find it any more. 

I did not know exactly what Bolland wanted to express with this 
quotation. Disappointment, because, in his eyes, the author of 
the book had not found the way to the Antiqua mater? Doubt as 
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to whether the way to her could be found at all by means of 
historical criticism? Then Bolland certainly would have misunder-
stood the title Antiqua mater, which for Johnson obviously re-
ferred only to the historical origin of the Christian church.  

Be as it may, the citation from Uhland’s poem was never-
theless splendid. In a very poetic way, it characterizes the 
spiritual-historical situation not only for someone in the nine-
teenth century, but also for our own situation. [108] If people take 
notice at all of their roots, and do not live rootlessly oriented on 
consumption and success in the present, they must be filled with 
deep sorrow precisely with regard to their religion, Christianity.  

With the dawning of historical doubt, de omnibus dubitan-
dum, and with the rise of historical consciousness, Western 
people lost the security their religion had mediated to them until 
now. The path to the ancient church was no longer possible, in 
any case no longer in the way generations before them had gone. 

Once the path was filled with pilgrims, 
Now no one knows how to find it any more.  

Apart from such general considerations, however, I was more 
interested at the moment in the content of the Antiqua mater, 
concerning which I had previously read only a few allusions. 
What might be special about the book? Might there be pointers in 
it that went beyond the simple negation of the “It was not so”? For 
me, the question concerning the origin of the Pauline letters had 
still not been satisfactorily explained. Van Manen’s assumption of 
a Pauline school, that even today still enjoys great popularity in a 
modified form, was completely unacceptable, even if one must 
recognize that the radical Dutch critics had already made many 
correct observations. A question remained open here, and I hoped 
to find information about it in the Antiqua mater. I was certainly 
not disappointed. 

Antiqua Mater 

Edwin Johnson began his investigation with the question con-
cerning extra-Christian witnesses for early Christianity and 

the historical Jesus. According to Johnson, apart from the New 
Testament, we learn very little about the history and origin of 
Christianity. Most pagan writers show no acquaintance with 
Christianity, although the Jews are often mentioned. For John-
son, therefore, the silence of classical writers is finally more 
significant than the few places in ancient literature (in Pliny the 
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Younger, Tacitus, Suetonius) where we have to do either with 
later interpolations or, as for Tacitus, with a confusion of Chris-
tians at the time of Trajan with Jewish messianic figures from the 
time of Nero. On the whole, as a witness for the reality of 
everything that, according to what is mediated in the New 
Testament, supposedly took place with regard to Jesus and the 
apostles, the testimony of classical literature from the first two 
centuries is not very auspicious. 

Johnson goes further. Among the extra-canonical Christian 
sources, the apostolic fathers are worthless for historical investi-
gation, since we have to do here with anonymous writings, which 
are also difficult to locate with regard to time. Only with Justin 
(whom we mentioned above) in the middle of the second century 
do we stand on somewhat reliable historical ground. Of course, 
what Justin relates concerning Jesus, as a whole, has a very 
unhistorical character, since in addition to the virgin birth and 
the visit of the magi he reports only the crucifixion. From all this, 
Johnson concludes that Jesus of Nazareth was not an historical 
figure. 

Most interesting now, of course, was what Johnson had to 
say about Paul. For Johnson, the “apostle of the heretics,” as 
Tertullian referred to Paul, and regarded the apostle himself with 
great mistrust, was also not a historical figure. Apart from the 
traitorous silence of Justin, he also calls attention to Lucian, who 
in his Peregrinus Proteus mentions this wandering Christian 
preacher’s great theaters of activity without betraying any know-
ledge at all of the famous apostle to the Gentiles. As Tertullian 
said, the identification of the sender of a letter as “Paul” and the 
appearance of Paul’s name in the address of a letter is still not 
sufficient proof for the existence of such an apostle. According to 
Johnson, there had nevertheless been a Paul-legend, which 
Marcion could approptiate for the benefit of his theology. For 
Johnson, the inescapable and reasonable conclusion can only be 
that the Marcionites themselves produced ten apostolic letters of 
their own. And if they ascribed these to an apostle from early 
Christian times, [110] this would have been entirely in accord 
with the practices of Christian theologians at that time. 

According to Johnson, it is unthinkable that the mixture of 
heterogeneous elements represented by so-called Paulinism were 
united in a single historical individual. For Johnson, Paul was the 
apostle of Marcion, but in a different sense than was usually 
assumed: he was Marcion’s creation! Leaving aside their interpo-
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lations, the Pauline letters speak for Marcion. One hears him 
speaking everywhere—e.g., in the characteristic Marcionite oppo-
sition between spirit and flesh, law and gospel, the God of mercy 
and the God of vengeance, etc. All these concepts that we regard 
as typically Pauline are, for Johnson, actually Marcionite.100  

Maybe Marcion himself was the author of the Pauline letters: 
“Whether this last apostle, the ‘miscarriage,’ as he refers to 
himself, in whose passionate declaration the contour of Gnosis 
can be clearly recognized... was Marcion himself, or Marcus, or 
some other student of the great ‘ship-owner from Pontus,’ must 
still be investigated.”101 In any case, for Catholics Marcion became 
a heavily loaded fruit tree to which, by plundering it, they must 
be thankful for their Paul. 

By reading the decisive passages from the Antiqua mater, 
what I should have recognized long before became immediately 
clear to me: There was only one possible solution to the author-
ship problem of the Pauline letters and that was Marcion! I found 
it entirely incomprehensible that I had not recognized this until 
now. Just as unexplainable was the fact that—except for  
radical criticism—previous research, with downright reprehen-
sible naiveté, had left the figure of the great second-century 
heretic completely out of view with regard not only to the 
reception of the Pauline writings but also with regard to their 
origin—even though, to be sure, many scholars today are 
nevertheless of the opinion that Marcion was the first person to 
assemble a canon of Pauline letters. [111] 

The First Witness to Paul: Marcion the Heretic 

Who was Marcion? 

time, 
He was certainly the most controversial and, at the same 
the most important theologian of the second century, the 

person whose real significance for both the origin and, as we will 
see, for the content of our present biblical canon, i.e., the 
collection of the twenty-seven New Testament writings, is still 
scarcely recognized. For his opponents, the Catholic Christians, 
Marcion was purely and simply the “chief heretic,” the incarna-
tion of evil, the “firstborn of Satan.”102 On the other hand, his 

                                               
100 Johnson, Antiqua mater, 294. 
101 Ibid., 287. 
102 So supposedly Polycarp from Smyrna according to the testimony of 

Irenaeus (AH 3.3.4). 
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friends and followers revered him as the great Christian teacher. 
When they looked towards heaven, they saw him standing at the 
left of Christ (the right side was reserved for Paul).103 

The enmity of the Catholic Church at that time for the arch-
heretic is easy to explain when one considers that in their time 
Marcion and his followers represented one of its strongest and 
most dangerous competitors. Marcion was not only a teacher, but 
was also active as a founder of his own churches, which were 
named after him (as Lutherans were later named after Luther) 
and were spread through in the entire world from Rome to Edessa 
(in present-day Turkey). 

In the second and third centuries the Marcionite church was 
simply the opposition to the Catholic church and for a long time 
was superior to it in power and influence. “Marcion’s heretical 
tradition has filled the entire world,” the Catholic Tertullian 
(following Justin) still complains  at the beginning of the third 
century, in his mammoth work against Marcion, that had as its 
only purpose the extermination of the cursed Marcionite heresy. 
Even the Christian adversary Celsus, who debated with Origen, 
understood “Christians” to mean primarily Marcionite Christians—
which permits a significant inference about the spread of 
Marcionism at this time.104  

As so often in early Christian history, the person of Marcion 
is more obscured than clarified by the all-consuming polemic of 
the church fathers. From what they report, however, one can 
nevertheless gather that Marcion was born around the end of the 
first century in Pontus in Asia Minor. Some reporters [112] want 

                                               
103 Harnack, Marcion, 143. 
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demonstrably false. In so doing, we unconsciously take over the Catholic picture 
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to be more precise, by making Marcion a fellow countryman of the 
philosopher Diogenes (“Diogenes in the barrel”) and having him 
make his appearance, like Diogenes, in Sinope, the leading city of 
Pontus, on the south coast of the Black Sea. Without doubt, the 
tendency to associate Marcion, who according to Hippolytus was 
supposedly a follower of Cynic philosophy (which at that time 
would not exclude being a Christian),105 with the founder of this 
philosophical school (Diogenes) plays a role here. Marcion’s father 
was supposedly a bishop. Some church fathers report that the 
relationship between father and son was very strained and that 
the father excluded his son from the church because he pur-
portedly seduced a virgin. This could simply be common gossip by 
the church fathers. But one can nevertheless explain very well 
how such stories could arise, since Marcion, who remained a 
bachelor for his entire life and later taught an extreme form of 
sexual asceticism (so that he even forbade married members of 
his church to engage in sexual relations), certainly provided 
sufficient material for all kinds of speculation.106  

As a ship-owner and merchant, Marcion is thought to have 
resided a long time in Asia Minor, where he obviously acquired a 
great amount of money, until finally, “already as an old man” (i.e., 
presumably around 60), “after the death of Bishop Hyginos” (140 
CE),107 he came to Rome. Whether and to what extent Marcion 
was already active as a missionary before he came to Rome is 
disputed. While Harnack and other investigators think that 
Marcion began to found Christian churches of his own only after 
his stay in Rome, many scholars represent the view that Marcion 
already began to build his Church before coming to Rome. On the 
whole, the latter view seems much more plausible. Since already 
in the middle of the century the Catholic Justin can observe that 

                                               
105 Cf. the example of the wandering Christian preacher Peregrinus Proteus, 

whose destiny is reported by Lucian in his satire with that name. 
106 To be sure, the Marcionite Church had many catechumens who were 

allowed to marry, or to live in marital fellowship (Harnack, Marcion, n. 1). It seems 
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Harnack, Marcion, 148, A.1). Altogether, the information mediated by the church 
fathers about Marcion’s strict asceticism may be a bit exaggerated. 

107 Harnack, Marcion, 24ff; Hörman, Gnosis, 52. 
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Marcionite churches are spread throughout the entire world 
(Apol., 1.58), Marcion must have already been active as a 
missionary and have founded his own churches prior to his 
residence in Rome, whereby these churches, of course, could 
have had a loose relationship with the Catholic church in Rome. 
[113] The enormous spread of Marcionite churches throughout 
the entire Mediterranean region cannot possibly be explained if 
this took place in a decade and a half, apart from the fact that 
one can hardly credit such a gigantic missionary achievement to a 
man who was already “somewhat old.” 

In Rome there now takes place an event with great signifi-
cance for the further development of church history: Marcion is 
excommunicated (presumably in 144 CE, in July?). From this 
time on, the Marcionite and the Catholic churches stood in oppo-
sition to one another, as in our own time, for example, Protes-
tantism and Catholicism stand in opposition to one another. 

Of course, immediately following Marcion’s arrival in Rome 
there was a friendly relationship between Marcion and the Roman 
church. Marcion had attempted—clearly with some success at 
first—to win the Roman church for himself by presenting them a 
splendid sum of money amounting to 200,000 sesterces, which in 
present day buying-power would represent several million dollars 
(one sesterse = 2 ½ asses). Where this money came from is not 
entirely clear. It is not said whether Marcion had earned it by his 
profitable work as a ship-owner, as is most often assumed, or 
perhaps (which I hold as more probable)—like the “Paul” of the 
letters, who collected money for the church in “Jerusalem”—had 
asked his own churches for money before he set out for the 
“Jerusalem” of his own time, i.e., Rome. If one considers that in 
the entire affair the example, or parallel, as the case may be, of 
Paul obviously plays an important role, the latter explanation is in 
no way entirely improbable. W. Hörman also notes that here 
Marcion clearly emulates the apostle Paul as his great example: 

His great example becomes visible: Paul. Did he not—and with 
much labor—plead for money from all his Greek churches for 
years in order to donate it, as had been arranged, to “the poor 
in Jerusalem”?  Now, were there not also “poor in Rome”?108 

In spite of the impressive gift of money by the Marcionite Simon 
for the Roman Peter (Acts 8:18ff.), Marcion-Simon was not able to 
obtain the favor of the followers of Peter in the long run. [114] 
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“Part and lot” (Acts 8:21) in the Roman church can obviously not 
be purchased either with money or with nice words, which would 
certainly also not have been missing. The gift of money might 
have contributed to confusing the minds of the Roman church for 
a while, but it then came to an open break. In a short time, 
Marcion got his 200,000 sesterces back again by return mail.109 

What happened? Obviously, in the meantime, after the initial 
delight over the welcome improvement of his church endowment, 
the Roman Peter had sufficient opportunity to consider the matter 
a bit and to project a clearer picture of the remarkable traveler 
from the Near East. Even if it was only after a difficult inner 
struggle, for him it was therefore as if scales had fallen from his 
eyes. Like Peter in his judgment of Simon Magus, he now 
recognized: “For I see that you are in the gall of bitterness and in 
the bond of iniquity.” In the meantime, Marcion had become 
identified with heresy. 

Marcion’s Two Gods 

The chief reproach made against Marcion was that he taught 
two Gods. Above all for Jewish Christians, who clearly had 

significant influence in the world at that time, the Marcionite 
teaching seems to have made their hair stand on end. By closer 
examination, Marcion’s theology turns out to be an aggressive 
attack on everything that for Jews was dear and cherished. That 
includes, above all, the confession of one creator God, the father 
of Jesus Christ. Marcion claimed that alongside the (Jewish) 
creator God there was also another God, a second, or “foreign,” 
God. This “other God” is the good and loving God, while that God, 
i.e., the Jewish God, is the God of the creation and the law. While 
the good God revealed himself for the first time in Jesus Christ, 
the Old Testament is the revelation-writing of the Jewish God. 
The Jewish creator God is subordinate to the good God in every 
                                               

109 The entire incident seems to be reflected in the eighth chapter of Acts. It is 
transferred here to Simon (the spiritual father of Marcion and the Marcionites) and 
Peter (the representative of Rome). “Now when Simon saw that the Spirit was given 
through the laying on of the apostles’ hands, he offered them money,  saying, ‘Give 
me also this power, that any one on whom I lay my hands may receive the Holy 
Spirit.’  But Peter said to him, ‘Your silver perish with you, because you thought 
you could obtain the gift of God with money! You have neither part nor lot in this 
matter, for your heart is not right before God. Repent therefore of this wickedness 
of yours, and pray to the Lord that, if possible, the intent of your heart may be 
forgiven you. For I see that you are in the gall of bitterness and in the bond of 
iniquity.’   And Simon answered, ‘Pray for me to the Lord, that nothing of what you 
have said may come upon me.’ ” 
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way, who dwells above him in his own heaven (the third 
heaven).110 [115] The clearest proof of this is his creation, which 
with all its deficiencies and abominations, above all the loathsome 
dirt and filth of procreation, birth, putridity, etc., represents 
lamentable and ludicrous tragedy and shows itself to be entirely 
the work of a bungler, even the Jewish Demiurge. The entire 
imperfection of this God also finds expression in the fact that he 
is the God of the Old Testament law, with its unmerciful and 
primitive demands, e.g., “Eye for eye and tooth for tooth,” etc.  As 
a righteous God, with the promulgation of his law he is at the 
same time a hard and cruel God with an explicit partiality for his 
chosen people. As the Old Testament also shows, he takes 
pleasure in wars and bloodshed, he is hot-tempered, changeable, 
unpredictable, and peevish. For this reason, those persons in the 
Old Testament who should be regarded as really righteous are  
not those who do the will of the Righteous (God), as Abel and 
Abraham, for example, but, on the contrary, precisely those who 
rise up against him, like Cain, for example, who murdered his 
brother. 

The good God, on the other hand, who was often referred to 
by Marcion and the Marcionites as the Good or the Foreign, is 
entirely different from God the creator and giver of the law. He is 
the creator not of the imperfect, material world, but of the perfect, 
invisible world. His outstanding characteristic is not righteous-
ness, but love and kindness. The love and mercy of this God are 
so exceedingly large that, in contrast, they themselves disclose 
those who are foreign to him by nature, who as creatures of the 
creator God are imprisoned in the transitory cosmos, sighing 
under the yoke of his tyranny. 

But quite unexpectedly, and without any of the prophets 
inspired by the muffled spirit of the Old Testament God being able 
to foresee anything about it, the good God released humankind 
from the dominion of transience and the law of the Jewish God by 
sending his Son to earth—to be sure, only in what seemed to be a 
body (phantasm), since the Deliverer could naturally not really 
enter into the dirty, material world, which of course represented 
only a concoction of the Demiurge. Since no external compulsion 
[116] made this step necessary, this was an act of pure grace, an 
outflow of perfect goodness and mercy, pure gospel. Through his 
Son, the good God frees humankind from the power of the right-
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eous God. Or better, one must say he buys him out, in that he 
delivers to the righteous God as a purchase price the blood of his 
Son, who had been hanged on the Old Testament tree of shame 
(Gal 3:13). The goal of the salvation work of Christ is not 
forgiveness of sins, but liberation from the power of the creator 
God into the dominion of the good God. People everywhere can be 
set free when they believe the gospel of the cross of Christ, 
through which the power of the law has been broken, and where 
therefore faith now stands in the place of obedience to the law, 
love in the place of righteousness, and hope in an invisible king-
dom of God in place of hope in an earthly-messianic kingdom, 
which the Jews (and many Jewish-Christians) anticipate. 

When did Marcion Become a Heretic? 

The enormous success that Marcion’s message had in the 
Eastern part of the Roman Empire and would also continue to 

have—As W. Bauer showed, the majority of churches in Greece, 
Asia Minor, and the Near East seem to have been Marcionite111—
could not be repeated in the West. As his excommunication in 
144 CE shows, after prolonged hesitation Marcion received a clear 
rebuff. A contribution to this was certainly the fact that in the 
Roman church, where Marcion presented his theology, Jewish 
Christians had especially great influence. Naturally, they could 
not accept Marcionite teaching in any way and obviously could 
only perceive it as one of the worst blasphemies of Israel’s God. 

After his excommunication in Rome, Marcion soon disap-
peared from the scene. In a letter that was supposedly still known 
to Tertullian, he seems to have defended himself against accusa-
tions that had been made against him. Unfortunately, however, 
[117] like so many documents that would have burning interest 
for us in this instance, this letter has been “lost.” We do not 
know, therefore, how Marcion himself reacted to the accusations 
that had been raised against him. We only know that the 
Marcionite church continued to bloom in the second half of the 
second century and that “synagogues of the Marcionites” and 
Marcionite churches existed even longer in almost all the large 
cities of the Roman Empire—to the distress of the Catholic 
Christians, who still had to wait for Caesar Constantine so that 
the despised “heretics” could finally be finished off.  
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Marcion was supposedly in Rome still one more time, where 
he was offered fellowship with the church under the condition 
that he “integrate again into the church the others whom he had 
convinced of his perdition.”112 Marcion purportedly acquiesced 
before he died. Without doubt, behind this tradition stands hardly 
anything else than Catholic triumphalism. 

A rather important question in this connection is whether 
Marcion was already a “heretic” when he came to Rome or first 
began with his “heresy” in Rome. The church fathers attempt to 
present it as if it was in Rome that Marcion came under the 
influence of certain Gnostic teachers, Cerdo, the student of 
Simon, for example, or possibly also the Gnostic Valentinus, who 
resided in Rome at that time, and in association with them first 
arrived at his own teaching, which differed from Gnostic teaching 
above all by its rejection of everything speculative. That is 
certainly not very probable, especially when one considers that 
according to a tradition mediated by Irenaeus (after Papias), 
Polycarp, the bishop from Asia Minor, identified Marcion as the 
“first-born of Satan.”113 That allows only the conclusion that 
Marcion already represented his “heresies,” the “two-God” teach-
ing and the rejection of the Old Testament, in his pre-Roman 
phase and so also that the Roman church certainly could not 
have been entirely ignorant of this teaching when Marcion arrived 
in Rome. Marcion was certainly not an unknown quantity for 
them. Then the gift of money that Marcion offered the Roman 
church first takes on a proper meaning, when one recognizes that 
Marcion (118) thereby wanted to obtain something for himself and 
his teaching. In this way, Marcion wanted to stir up sympathy for 
his theology, which he knew very well would not be uncontro-
versial in Rome. It was doubtless already a tactical maneuver, 
with which Marcion attempted to scatter sand in the eyes of his 
(already at hand) critics and to win those who were wavering for 
himself, to be sure, without success, as we saw. The influence of 
the Jewish-Christian faction in Rome and their clientele was 
stronger. 

Now it is certainly clear that in later times—at least on the 
Roman side—people did not want to acknowledge all this. 
Especially the memory that they had received a Christian teacher 
with open arms and had accepted money from him must have 
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been painful, if not unbearable, since—seen in retrospect—his 
heretical tendencies were already generally known. Only after 
Marcion’s Roman publicity campaign miscarried and his (Jewish-
Christian) opponents were able to carry out his excommunication 
did they better understand everything. Now it was clear that the 
Roman church accepted the 200,000 sesterces so readily only out 
of ignorance of Marcion’s actual character, and that it was not 
that they perhaps wavered for a while, but that he had disguised 
himself. 

Marcionism and Gnosis 

With regard to Marcion’s theology, this fits together, by and 
large, with a religious movement in late antiquity referred to 

as Gnosis. In the opinion of the church fathers, we have to do 
here with a teaching going back to the Samaritan Simon Magus —
according to statements of the church fathers, Marcion’s spiritual 
(grand-)father! (see below)— which we encounter in the entire 
Mediterranean region from the first century on in differing forms 
by different representatives. In addition to the Samaritan Simon, 
for example, Valentinus, the respected “star” among Gnostics at 
that time, would also be a representative of Gnosis, as well as 
Cerdo, the disciple of Simon, who resided in Rome at about the 
same time as Marcion. [119] 

A characteristic feature of Gnostic as well as Marcionite 
teaching would be especially its dualism, which certainly finds its 
radical expression, above all, in Marcion’s teaching of two Gods. 
Like Marcion, Gnostics also make a distinction between the 
creator God and the foreign, or, as he is usually referred to, the 
unknown God. As with Marcion, contempt for the creator God is 
connected with ascetic, world-denying, and sometimes also 
libertine elements. (Slogan: “In order to give the creator God a 
cold shoulder, we do what we like.”) Like the Gnostics, Marcion 
also struggled with an ancient human problem: the question 
Unde malum? What is the origin of evil? How did suffering come 
into the world?  And he solved this problem in a way similar to 
theirs, although a simpler way, less complex, and thus also more 
effective and more popular. He made a clear separation between 
creation and the creator God, on the one side, and the good God 
(who, according to his conception of God, as the “loving God” 
could not be made responsible for the misery on earth), on the 
other. It was a neat resolution of the theodicy question, at the 
cost of the unity of God. We might interpret Marcion to say that 
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the question as to why God allows evil to exist is misplaced, 
directed to the wrong person. The real God has nothing to do with 
this world. It is not he who allows that, but his subordinated 
colleague. For the suffering of the world is the responsibility of the 
one who created it, the Demiurge. 

One could say that in his way Marcion popularized Gnos-
ticism and made it a mass movement. That also finds expression 
in the fact that he reinterpreted the central Gnostic concept of 
Gnosis, i.e., the saving knowledge (Gnosis = knowledge), through 
whose mediation the gnostic person is set free from all earthly 
ties. Marcion turned the saving knowledge, that is reserved for 
only a few elite persons with understanding, into the (saving) 
faith: the faith in the gospel of the cross of Christ, through whom 
the foreign God set humankind free. This message, which 
Marcion moreover proclaimed in public, not in secret circles like 
the Gnostics, could be understood by everyone. His immense 
success showed that Marcion was right. [120] 

An aggravating objection can be made to what was just said. 
It can be said, on the contrary, that this singular conception of 
faith was not at all the invention of Marcion, but already goes 
back to Paul, and that in other places as well Marcion links up 
with Paul again and again. 

As a matter of fact, in the presentation of Marcion’s teaching, 
the similarities not only with Gnosis but also with the decisive, 
fundamental ideas of Pauline theology must be taken into 
consideration. It is an old debate whether Marcion was more 
Pauline or more Gnostic. In the same way as for Paul, so also for 
Marcion the concepts of law and gospel (of the cross), grace, 
freedom, faith, redemption and/or deliverance certainly play a 
central role, whereby the crucial difference only seems to be that 
the theology of Marcion is dualistically imprinted in a much more 
powerful way through the teaching of two Gods, so that the 
impression arises that as a student of Paul, Marcion sharply 
radicalized his theology. 

Marcion did in fact represent himself as a student of Paul. 
It is known that Paul was highly revered in the Marcionite 
churches, and even had actual religious features. The high 
position that Paul occupied (next to Marcion) in the Marcionite 
churches can be explained from the fact that this was Marcion’s 
best authority and security, the firm foundation-stone, from 
which he could wage the battle against what he perceived as a 
completely Judaized Roman Catholicism. 
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We will have to ask later how this came about—how Marcion 
hit particularly on Paul to ground his teaching through the 
authority of the apostle, and above all in opposition to all those 
who (from Rome) relied on Jerusalem, Peter and the Twelve, i.e., 
in opposition to the Catholic Christians. Above all, we must ask 
who this Paul was, whom Marcion referred as his authority and 
regarding whom he and his followers claimed that he alone (solus 
Paulus) had been granted the full revelation of God. 

Here we would only emphasize that it would obviously not 
have been sufficient if Marcion had appealed to his own discern-
ment as a basis for his theology. In the circles he addressed that 
would not have been acceptable. [121] “At that time it was 
necessary to legitimate the developing church and to appeal to 
documents that derive from Christ and the apostles. The Gnostic 
so and so did not release a publication, but he had been inspired 
by Paul, or Peter, or even words of the Lord himself suddenly 
spoke from his mouth.”114 In the same way as his opponents, if he 
wanted to achieve something, Marcion was dependent on docu-
ments from the apostolic past, and, indeed, obviously to such an 
extent that one almost has the feeling that if Marcion had not had 
the letters of Paul, he plainly would have had to fabricate them. 

Marcion’s “Discovery” 

It would certainly be a waste of time if we attempted to elicit an 
admission from Marcion as to whether he and/or his coworkers 

forged the Pauline letters, or at least some of them. We can not 
expect such a thing—i.e., the admission, not the forgery!—from 
such a shrewd theologian and churchman as Marcion. He would 
hardly have been so naïve as to give away his great secret. 
Nevertheless, there is a hint that should make us listen very 
carefully: the Marcionites claimed that their master had found a 
letter of Paul (the one to the Galatians)! Let’s turn our attention 
for a moment to the following highly interesting passage from 
Tertullian (AM 4.3):115 

In this passage, Tertullian contests Marcion’s claim that the 
sacramentum (= secret) of the Christian religion began with Luke 
the Evangelist, who for Marcion was the Evangelist. Tertullian 
points out that, on the contrary, already before Luke there was an 
authoritative testimony (i.e., going back to the apostles) through 
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which Luke himself first became a believer. Nevertheless, Tertul-
lian continues, Marcion stumbled upon the letter of Paul to the 
Galatians, in which he vilifies even the apostles [122] for not 
walking in accordance the truth of the gospel, etc.: Sedenim 
Marcion nactus epistolam Pauli as Galatas... (“But now, since 
Marcion discovered the letter of Paul to the Galatians...”). Nancisci 
means “to attain by accident” (e.g., a suitable harbor: idoneum 
portum). Tertullian clearly seems to allude here to the claim by 
the Marcionites, or Marcion himself, that Marcion had acciden-
tally and fortunately “discovered” the letter of Paul to the 
Galatians.  

As we otherwise know from the history of pseudepigraphy 
and literary forgery, the publication of such writings, as a rule, 
tends to be preceded by their “discovery.”116 Some uncertainty 
remains, however, since from the concept nancisci it is not 
entirely clear whether the reference is to the discovery of some-
thing that was already at hand, which Marcion did not know 
about until then.  

Mouse from Pontus—or Catholic Redactor? 

Now comes, to be sure, still a further observation which in fact 
provides the strongest support for the suspicion that, in 

addition to the collection of the Pauline letters, Marcion and his 
circle could have also participated in their origin. It has to do with 
the form of the canonical and Marcionite texts of the Pauline letters, 
i.e., the field of literary- and textual criticism. 

According to the prevailing conception even today, the form of 
the Marcionite text represents a version of the original, canonical 
text that had been abbreviated by Marcion. For his own purposes, 
on the basis of definite theological interests, the mouse from 
Pontus (the Mus Ponticus), as Tertullian maliciously referred to 
Marcion, simply “nibbled away” textual passages he didn’t like 
and made numerous abbreviations and changes. 

Of course, this accusation against Marcion raised up by the 
church fathers, which seems to be repeated with reference to the 
Gospel of Luke being supposedly adulterated by Marcion, [123] 
has not remained uncontested by scholarship in the past. One 
could not ignore the fact that in the early church not only did  
the Catholics make the charge of textual adulteration against 
Marcion, but, vice versa, the Marcionites also made the same 
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charge against the Catholics. Tertullian likened the debate 
between Catholics and Marcionites to a tug-of-war, in which both 
he and Marcion tested their strength and “with the same exertion 
pull back and forth. I say I have the truth. Marcion says he has it. 
I say that Marcion’s is falsified; Marcion says the same about 
mine.”117 

With regard to the Gospel of Luke, the theologians A. Ritschl 
and F. C. Baur first contradicted the church fathers and advo-
cated an UrLuke theory, i.e., the assumption that Marcion had 
been in possession of a more original edition of the Gospel of 
Luke than the (Catholic) church. Then this assumption must 
have soon retreated again—partly for good reasons, which do not 
need to be presented here in detail. 

With regard to the Pauline letters, for which the problems are 
constituted somewhat differently, the theologian A. Hilgenfeld 
made the attempt to largely unburden Marcion from the sus-
picion of having consciously falsified the text.118 A decisive step 
beyond Hilgenfeld and Harnack, who was walking in a similar 
path, was taken by the Dutch New Testament scholar W. C. van 
Manen,119 who for the first time carried out a fundamental textual 
and literary investigation of the letter to the Galatians to examine 
the possibility that the Catholic church tendentiously reworked 
the Pauline letters, in which case the briefer Marcionite version 
would be the more original. The result of his investigation by and 
large confirmed this suspicion very impressively.120 

Even if it is objected that from the priority of the Marcionite 
readings over the canonical one cannot draw direct consequences 
for a decision regarding the authenticity of the letters, it must 
nevertheless be said in general that the thesis that with Pauline 
writings we have to do entirely with a product fictae ad haresem 
Marcionis [124], i.e., pseudepigraphic writings from the school of 
Marcion, receives an important foundation which elevates it from 
the sphere of pure conjecture to the level of the (textually) 
palpable. A more detailed investigation shows that consideration 
of textual and literary-critical problems can frequently produce 
important insights regarding the historical and theological (namely, 

                                               
117 Tertullian, AM, 4.4. 
118 A. Hilgenfeld, “Das Apostolikon Marcions,” ZHTh (1855), 426-484. 
119 Van Manen, “Marcions Brief van Paulus aan de Galatiërs,” ThT 21 (1887), 

382ff., 451ff. 
120 See Detering, Paulusbriefe ohne Paulus?, where van Manen’s work is 

discussed at length. 
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Marcionite) perspective of the author as well as the historical 
situation of the particular letter’s origin, which then, in return, 
has direct consequences for resolving the question of authen-
ticity. 

Paul as an Apostle of Circumcision 

A striking piece of evidence for the fact that the Pauline letters 
were reworked from a Catholic perspective is Gal 2:5, where 

the author of Galatians speaks of the apostle’s visit in Jerusalem: 

3  But not even Titus, who was with me, being a Greek, was 
 compelled to be circumcised. 
4. But on account of the false brethren secretly brought in, who 
 slipped in to spy out our freedom which we have in Christ Jesus, 

so that they might enslave us...   
5. to whom we did [not] yield submission for a moment, that the 
 truth of the gospel might be preserved with you. 

While in the Marcionite text of 2:5 there is a “not,” this is missing 
in texts of most of the Catholic church fathers. In their view, Paul 
gave in to the Jewish-Christian “false brethren” (who obviously 
required circumcision). 

In spite of Tertullian’s complicated argument, there can be no 
doubt, and it is generally recognized today, that the Marcionite 
text cited by Tertullian represents the original reading. The 
majority of textual witnesses—all the Greek manuscripts, for 
example, and the Syriac translation—have a “not” at this place. 
[125] 

The omission of the small but crucial word, through which 
the uncompromising radical of the original text is unawares 
turned into a compliant pacifier, who for the sake of peace 
practices circumcision, makes it clear beyond doubt that the text 
in fact has been tendentiously reworked from the Catholic perspec-
tive, which in this case served to set aside the differences which 
existed between Paul and the rest of the apostles with regard to 
circumcision. In so doing, the Catholic redactor oriented himself 
on the picture of the conciliatory and compliant pragmatic figure 
in Acts, who could also calmly look the other way when the issue 
had to do with placating the somewhat difficult Jewish-Christian 
brothers: 
6:3 Paul wanted Timothy to accompany him; and he took and 
 circumcised him because of the Jews that were in those places,  
 for they all knew that his father was a Greek. 
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The give and take in the textual tradition shows what often 
enough remains unobserved or simply denied, namely, that the 
controversy between Catholics and Marcionites regarding the 
correct picture of Paul had the utmost relevance for the presen-
tation of the historical course of early Christian events in the 
theological discussion of the second century. The issue here had to 
do not with questions concerning the past, but concerning the 
present, with the question of which party had the greater right to 
appeal to Paul for their theology. As the example shows, the 
temptation existed for both sides to resolve the controversy not 
only by theological discussion and their own writing of church 
history (Acts), but through massive intervention in the textual 
form of the Pauline writings. Thereby, however, the temptation 
also existed to actually produce documents which could be 
appealed to in defense of their own point of view. [126] 

An Initial Visit with the Pope—An Interpolated “Trip to Rome” 

What we have said regarding the significance of the Pauline 
letters in the confessional disputes between Catholics and 

Marcionites in the second century can be illustrated in an 
exemplary way by the following central passage from the letter to 
the Galatians. In Gal 1:15ff. the author speaks of the time follow-
ing his call to apostleship: 

1:15   But when he who had set me apart from my mother’s womb, and 
had called me through his grace, 

1:16   was pleased to reveal his Son in me, in order that I might preach 
him among the Gentiles, immediately I did not confer with flesh 
and blood, 

1:17   nor did I go up to Jerusalem to those who were apostles before 
me, but I went away into Arabia; and again I returned to 
Damascus. 

1:18   Then after three years I went up to Jerusalem to become 
acquainted with Cephas, and remained with him fifteen days.  

1:19  But I saw none of the other apostles, except James the brother of 
the Lord.  

1:20   (In what I am writing to you, before God, I do not lie!) 
1:21  Then I went into the regions of Syria and Cilicia. 
1:22   And I was still not known by sight to the churches of Christ in 

Judea.  
1:23   They only heard it said, “He who once persecuted us is now 

preaching the faith he once tried to destroy.”   
1:24  And they glorified God because of me. 
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2:1  Then after fourteen years I went up again to Jerusalem with 
Barnabas, taking Titus with me also.   

2:2  I went up according to a revelation (kata\ a)poka/luyin). And I 
laid before them the gospel which I preach among the Gentiles 
(and privately before those of repute), lest somehow I should be 
running in vain, or had run. [127] 

As can be seen from Tertullian,121 who cites Marcion’s text, in 
which only one visit by Paul in Jerusalem is mentioned, the 
verses in italics seem to have been missing. 

Whoever wants to be convinced that the text was expanded 
by Catholics and not shortened by Marcionites only has to take 
notice of the (underlined) pronoun “them” in 2:2, which in the 
present context has no clear reference. One must go back to 1:17 
to understand that the reference here is obviously to those who 
were apostles before me. All attempts to relate the little word to 
Jerusalem (Schlier), because “according to a well-known use of 
the pronoun, the residents of a previously mentioned city” could 
be mentioned in the plural, are not convincing, since Paul hardly 
laid his gospel before all the residents of Jerusalem, but only the 
leaders of the Jerusalem church.122 

The text in italics thus turns out to be a later interpolation. 
1.  because the Greek word for “to become acquainted” in 

1:18 appears nowhere else in the Pauline letters; 
2.  the formula before God, I do not lie is highly suspicious 

and otherwise also only appears where one must suspect an 
insertion (Rom 9:1; 2 Cor 11:31); 

3.  because after the affirmation by the writer that following 
his conversion he did not go immediately to Jerusalem one would 
expect a longer period of time than just three years! The reference 
to fourteen years in 2:1 is much more plausible as a continuation 
from 1:17. 

4.  Apart from that, one should consider what B. Bauer 
already observed: “If he [Paul] spends fifteen days in Jerusalem, 
visits with Peter and James, and the presence of the other 
apostles in the holy city was something entirely taken for granted, 
as he shows by his oath, it would have been impossible for him 
not to see them.”123  
                                               

121 AM 4.4: “Denique ad patrocinium Petri ceterorumque apostolorum ascen-
disse Hierosolymam post annos quatuordecim scribit...” 

122 Schlier, Der Brief an die Galater, 66. 
123 B. Bauer, Kritik der paulinischen Briefe. Erste Abteilung: Der Ursprung des 

Galaterbriefes, 16. 
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How should one explain the insertion? — Obviously, the 
section reflects a refined attempt to closely connect Paul, whom 
the Marcionites appeal to, with Cephas-Peter, the leader of the 
Jerusalem party, whom people in Rome appeal to, [128] and 
indeed as soon as possible after his conversion, which is clearly 
interpreted not at all as his own revelation, but only as a sign by 
God that he should go to Jerusalem (as in Acts: see above, Two 
Pauls). 

In other words, the insertion functions to remove sovereignty 
from Paul and make him dependent on Jerusalem. The letter to 
the Galatians, in whose introduction it is explicitly said that Paul 
is an apostle called by God, and indeed “not by men nor through 
a man,” and in which his independence from Jerusalem con-
tinues to be emphasized, has been reworked on the basis of the 
Catholic Acts of the Apostles. The tendency is the same: Paul had 
no revelation of his own (as the Marcionites claim with their solus 
Paulus), but had been with the apostles, or at least Peter. As a 
representative of the Jerusalem church, Peter (and not God) 
instructed him.124 Two weeks is a long time. Consequently, the 
Marcionites could not appeal to Paul (“solus Paulus”)! Because 
they have no independent revelation, they have no right to be an 
independent Church! As Paul was dependent on Jerusalem, so 
also they are dependent on Rome (the legitimate follower of 
the Jerusalem church)! There can be no true Christian without 
Rome’s blessing! 

To make this clear was not an easy task for the Catholic 
redactor, but also not entirely hopeless, since the period of time 
between Paul’s conversion and his first visit in Jerusalem had not 
been precisely set forth in Acts. Acts 9:23 speaks only of “many 
days.” Now it was certainly impossible to understand this as 
referring to the fourteen years spoken of in Gal 2:1, nor was it 
possible to place the journey to Jerusalem all too soon after the 
conversion, since in Gal 1:16 it is explicitly said that Paul did not 
immediately establish a connection with those who were apostles 
before him. As between Scylla and Charybdis, the redactor 
decided for a period of three years, perhaps believing thereby to 
conform somewhat with Luke’s reference to “many days” as well 

                                               
124 Bauernfeind, who notices this tension, rightly observes with reference to 

1:18-1:20: “A remarkable shadow thus lies over Paul’s memory of the first meeting 
with Peter: If the gap in the apologetic proof were not insignificant, then the entire 
proof, on which everything else depends, could not be derived from such a strong 
position as Paul obviously thinks he has” (Die Begegnung, 270). 
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as not to expressly contradict the emphatic assertion in Gal 1:17 
that Paul did not immediately establish a connection with those in 
Jerusalem  [129] (which he would have done had he taken over 
the Lukan formulation).   

As an objection to the explanation advanced above, one could 
ask why the redactor emphasizes with great force that in Jeru-
salem Paul saw only Peter and James, when his own interest 
consisted precisely in connecting Paul as closely as possible with 
the apostles in Jerusalem? The explanation for this is very 
simple, if one keeps before his eyes the difficult task that the 
redactor faced: 

In Gal 1:17 Paul expressly denies that following his conver-
sion he made contact with those who were apostles before him. 
The redactor could have deleted this sentence – or reinterpreted 
it. As a skillful redactor, who wanted not to write a new text, but 
rather to modify the existing text, he chose the latter alternative. 
Therefore, he interpreted 1:17 so that although Paul did see Peter 
and James, he saw none of the other apostles. This concession 
was necessary because of the context. This splitting apart, of 
course, was a rather artificial construction (as B. Bauer already 
saw: had the other apostles then just left on a journey? Did Paul 
then intentionally avoid them?), but in this way Paul was 
nevertheless connected with the Jerusalem tradition. Paul had 
seen Peter and James and was together with Peter for fourteen 
days! That should suffice to provide proof (for the Marcionites) 
that the Paul of Galatians, like the Paul in Acts, received no 
independent revelation. 

The Pauline Christ as Son of David 

The letter to the Romans begins: 

1:1   Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, set apart 
for the gospel of God  

1:2   which he promised beforehand through his prophets in the holy 
scriptures,  

1:3   (namely) the gospel concerning his Son, who was descended from 
David according to the flesh  [130] 

1:4   and designated Son of God in power according to the Spirit of 
holiness by his resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord,  

1:5   through whom we have received grace and apostleship to bring 
about the obedience of faith for the sake of his name among all the 
nations,  
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1:6   including yourselves who are called to belong to Jesus Christ; 
1:7  To all God’s beloved in Rome. who are called to be saints: 

That the prologue to the letter to the Romans seems heavily over-
burdened has been noted by many interpreters. This is generally 
explained today by a citation-theory: At this point the author of 
the letter - i.e., Paul - cites a formula deriving from tradition.125 
This explains the related overburdening of the entire sentence as 
well as the eventual presence of tensions in content. 

In view of the fact that the citation-theory seems very suitable 
for explaining the inner contradictions and inconsistencies in the 
Pauline letters, it is not surprising that it enjoys great popularity 
today and that New Testament scholars are widely occupied with 
scouring the Pauline letters for traditions and ferreting out 
creedal formulas, confessions, hymns, and the like. This tradition- 
historical orientation has meanwhile even effected the textual 
structure in newer editions of the Greek New Testament. If today 
one opens the “Nestle-Aland” (26th edition), one often has the 
impression, in view of the hymns, creedal formulas, etc., set off 
and distinguished in print from the rest of the text, that instead 
of the text of the New Testament, we are reading an operatic 
libretto. 

The attractiveness of the citation-theory is obvious: whoever 
is of the opinion that the apostle cites tradition can in addition 
perceive the Pauline letters as by and large a literary unity—[131] 
and one has no need to concern oneself with the spiritual and 
mental state of the apostle if he writes this at one time and 
immediately thereafter the opposite, because one nevertheless 
knows for certain that at this point the apostle is only quoting. 

If one does not want to impute to the self-contradicting 
apostle a total inability to logically discriminate, the alternative to 
the citation-theory is the interpolation-theory. With this theory one 
must assume that passages which, for whatever reasons, are not 
suitable for the present context or contradict the content of the 
context do not derive from Paul, but were worked into the text by 
a later redactor. 

It is obvious that this theory has little appeal for many theo-
logians. The picture of the Christian Church would now be quite 
different, not a confessing, singing, and dancing community, but 

                                               
125 Thus, Schmithals observes with regard to Rom 1:3-4: “It is almost gener-

ally recognized today that Paul... picks up a formula that did not originate with 
him” (Römerbrief, 48). 
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a quarreling, interpolating, and falsifying community, which 
seeks to be in the right even if it is contrary to the original author 
of the holy text.126 Whoever interpolates wants to cut off the first 
author of a text, to undertake dogmatic improvements, to stamp 
the text with his signature—against the author. 

All this does not fit the conception of many present-day 
theologians, particularly those who want to know nothing about 
conflicts and tensions in early Christianity and instead, in a 
catholicizing manner, conjure up an apostolic idyll of undisturbed 
harmony and unity at the beginning of church history. Instead of 
ominous interpolations they prefer sympathetic, church-friendly 
citation-theories. 

Now, to be sure, even the citation-theory consists not of 
bright light alone, but also has some dark, shadowy sides—at 
least for the thinking mind. How is it possible, one asks oneself 
with great wonder, that the apostle, who came over to the 
Christian church only a few years after the death of Jesus, could 
already reach back to such an abundant reservoir of confessional 
formulas, hymns, and other traditional materials? How could 
these traditions originate at all in the brief time that the 
conventional way of looking at early Christian history allows us?  
[132] 

 Let’s be clear. If Paul’s conversion took place around 31/32-
35 and the death of Jesus was in 30, and if we must further 
assume that Paul already knew about the Christians prior to his 
conversion, since he persecuted them, one must also assume that 
Paul was familiar with them from their first beginnings on—how 
can one speak at all of a “pre-Pauline” tradition? But even if one 
assumes that Paul first came into continuing contact with the 
earliest church and its Hellenistic branch in Antioch only shortly 
before the Apostolic Council (c. 48 CE), these churches, which in 
the opinion of some theologians perhaps first existed only since 
40 CE,127 had scarcely more than ten or fifteen years for the 
development of traditions which arose independently of Paul’s 
influence. It should be evident to everyone that this time period is 
hardly sufficient to produce the wealth of fixed creedal formulas 
and confessions, as well as poems and hymns, which New Testa-
ment scholarship today claims to have discovered. 

                                               
126 Cf. Origen, Contra Celsus, 2.27. 
127 Goppelt, Theologie, 357.  
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Of course, the observation that the author of the Pauline 
writings now and then employs citations, and thus makes use of 
Christian tradition, need not be entirely false. But then one 
should be clear about the difficulties which arise from this 
observation and, in such a case, draw the consequences. The only 
possible and sensible consequence is the recognition that the 
period of time between the author of the Pauline letters and the 
earliest Christian church was obviously substantially greater  
than we previously thought on the basis of our preconceived 
historical picture. 

The existence of established traditions in the Corpus Pauli-
num thus represents one of the most important arguments for a 
later time of origin for the Pauline letters. 

We would certainly point out, however, that in no way must 
everything be tradition that is regarded as such today, and that, 
on the contrary, in many cases we must reckon with the possi-
bility of interpolation. That will certainly always be the case where 
the contradictions and tensions between the suspicious fragment 
and the rest of the text are so strong that a use of tradition seems 
to be excluded, [133] since the author would then have contra-
dicted himself, or interrupted himself. Even if what the author 
cites need not always be in harmony with his own perspective, 
one should nevertheless expect, at least where it clearly contra-
dicts him, that he would provide further clarification, commen-
tary, and elaboration. In a great many fragments, however, where 
present-day theologians see a citation by Paul, an appropriation 
of tradition, that is not the case at all.  

We would like to illustrate this with the prologue from the 
letter to the Romans cited above: 

Scholars today generally begin with the assumption that in 
Romans 1:3-4 we have to do with a “pre-Pauline” formula. Above 
all, the “discrepancy between the preexistence-christology of 
Paul... and the adoptionist christology” is perceived as an 
“especially clear indication” for this.128 While in other places in 
the letter, in a similar way as in the Gospel of John, the Sending 
of the Son (incarnation-christology) is spoken of (Rom 8:3; cf. Gal 
4:4), in Rom 1:4 the writer represents the idea that Christ was 
first designated Son of God through the resurrection. In itself, one 
would think that the two different conceptions totally exclude one 
another, since only one or the other can be correct: either Christ 

                                               
128 Schmithals, Römerbrief, 51. 
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was already the Son of God at the time he became man, or he 
first became Son of God through the resurrection. 

Nevertheless, as a rule, most theologians have no difficulties 
assuming, with help from their citation-theory, that what logically 
does not belong together could already be unified by the author of 
the letter to the Romans (Paul). For Schmithals, by citing the 
formula, Paul “expresses with deliberation that he recognizes the 
adoptionist formula as an expression of the common Christian 
confession: the differences that are evident in the various christo-
logical sketches do not harm the unity of the gospel but vary the 
unchanging kerygma with regard to the horizon of understanding 
of the respective hearers and in different times and cultures.”129 
The Catholic theologian O. Kuss expresses himself in a sense 
similar to Schmithals. Kuss speaks in this context of an “archaic” 
formula and declares: [134] “It must be taken into account, 
therefore, that Paul is indebted to preceding preaching for this 
formulation... He obviously regards it important to demonstrate 
his ‘orthodoxy’ by an emphatic connection with the tradition of 
the church in Rome that is unknown to him.”130 Now, in this 
context the concept “archaic” is certainly very peculiar, especially 
for a Catholic theologian used to thinking in large historical time-
frames. What does “archaic” mean in view of the fact that, 
according to Kuss, Paul wrote the letter to the Romans in the time 
between fifty and sixty CE, that the church had existed for 
perhaps twenty years, and that the formula therefore can be at 
most only twenty years (!) “old”? 

Without doubt, given the presupposition that we imagine 
Paul to be already a churchman schooled in Catholic both-and 
theology, who, as is implied by the Catholic interpolation in 1 Cor 
9:20ff., became “all things to all people,” it would not be impos-
sible that Paul used the adoptionist formula as an expression of 
the common christological confession, or in order to demonstrate 
his orthodoxy; but one would not believe the unbending radical, 
who in Galatians curses everyone who preaches a gospel different 
from his own (Gal 1:8), capable of such a thing. 

There are also other considerations that strongly support the 
suspicion that in the entire fragment we have to do not with a 
citation by Paul, but with an interpolation by a later redactor, who 

                                               
129 Ibid. 
130 Kuss, Römerbrief, 8. 
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wanted to make the theology of the original letter accord with his 
own. 

• The interest of the writer in the Davidic descent of his 
Christ is peculiar, if one considers that in 2 Corinthians the same 
writer (= “Paul”) declares very clearly his total lack of interest in 
“Christ according to the flesh” (2 Cor 5:16);131 

• The plural in 1:5 —“through whom we have received grace 
and apostleship”—does not agree with the singular in 1:1 and 
could be connected with the tendency of the redactor, that we 
already saw above, to exclude a special revelation to Paul (which 
was claimed by the Marcionites) and to incorporate him into the 
succession of the twelve;  [135]  

• Verse 1:1 anticipates 1:7 and shows very clearly that the 
person who wrote this already knew what stood in the following 
verse. “If he was free to do so, he would have taken care to 
provide a better transition to verse 7 and would not have spoken 
of “being called holy” right after his “including yourselves, who are 
called...”132 

All this shows very clearly that no citation is present in 
Romans 1:3-4, but that a redactor is at work, and indeed it is 
again our already familiar Jewish-Christian interpolator, who this 
time again takes the opportunity at the very beginning of the 
“letter” to the Romans to clarify a fundamental dogmatic position 
regarding which he believed the original (Marcionite) author of the 
letter to be dubious: 

1. The gospel preached by Paul was promised beforehand 
through the prophets in the holy scriptures. The Old Testament 
has not lost its importance. 

2. Paul received the revelation together with the other apostles 
(“we” in 1:5); there is no separate Pauline-Marcionite revelation 
and no separate church. 

3. Even Paul could teach the adoptionist christology common 
in Jewish circles and 

4. the Davidic sonship of Christ.  
His letters, therefore, present no obstacle to an ecumenical 
fellowship of catholicized Marcionites and catholicized Jewish 
Christians. Each may retain their favorite christological concep-
tion. Both may dwell under a common Catholic roof. 

                                               
131 “From now on, therefore, we regard no one according to the flesh; even if 

we once regarded Christ according to the flesh, we regard him thus no longer.” 
132 Van Manen, Römer, 32. 
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Paul teaches a Christ with only an apparent body 
—Paul as Docetist 

Once one has become aware of the numerous Catholic 
insertions in the Pauline letters, and, on the other hand, also 

the many Marcionite elements in the theology of the original 
“Paul,” one can find, even in the reworked canonical text, a series 
of concepts and ideas that can only be meaningfully understood 
in the context of the Marcionite system. [136] This has been 
referred to as the point of contact that Marcion found in Paul.133 In 
truth, however, we have to do here not with a point of contact, 
but in a certain sense with Marcionite bedrock, that again and 
again shines through from beneath the Catholic grass that grows 
upon it. This Marcionite bedrock certainly includes a docetic 
christology, i.e., the idea, deriving from Gnosticism and present in 
the Pauline letters, that Jesus was not a real man of flesh and 
blood, but only had an apparent body (phantasma).  

That finds expression, for example, in the peculiar formu-
lation in Romans 8:3, where the writer says about Christ that (in 
his earthly life) he came “in a form that resembled sinful flesh”: 

8:3 For (in order to do) what the law, weakened by the flesh, could 
not do, God sent his own Son in a form that resembled sinful 
flesh, and for sin, and condemned Sin in the flesh. 

In a corresponding way, in the Christ-hymn in Phil 2:7 it is said 
of Christ Jesus, 

2:6 though he was in the form of God, he did not regard it as robbery 
to be equal with God,  

2:7 but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, becoming a 
likeness of men, and being found in appearance like a man. 

Why does Paul not simply say that God sent his Son in the flesh? 
How does Paul, who presumably stands on the creation-friendly 
ground of Judaism, arrive at such a strange connection between 
flesh and sin? Why did the Son not become man, but only like a 
man? Why was he found “in appearance as a man” and not 
simply “as a man”? There is a simple explanation for this: the 
author of the cited text was most probably [137] not at all Paul 
the Jew, but rather the docetic Marcion, or one of his students (or 
teachers?), writing in the name of the apostle. Did not Marcion 

                                               
133 Hilgenfeld, in Das Apostolikon Marcions. 
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say that “our Lord [was found]... as a man in form and appear-
ance and likeness, but without our body”?134 

One has the impression that the terminology which the 
author of Romans and Philippians employs in these passages was 
chosen consciously and with great care—presumably to express 
his opposition to other christological views of his time (those of 
the Catholic and Jewish Christians). 

This also accords with the fact that in 2 Corinthians Paul 
explicitly describes a knowledge of Christ “according to the flesh” 
as an entirely false knowledge: 

5:16 From now on, therefore, we know no one according to the flesh; 
even if we once knew Christ according to the flesh, we know him 
thus no longer. 

For the Marcionite author, the knowledge of Jesus “according to 
the flesh” must naturally also be incomplete and temporary 
because such a Christ was appealed to in Rome. It had long since 
been recognized there, with a definite trace of power being at 
stake, that a religion that wants to assert itself cannot be 
grounded on some kind of nebulous entity (e.g., the Spirit), but 
on something solid and positive: history, tradition, etc. 

Paul and the teaching of two Gods  

The Marcionite bedrock includes, in addition, language con-
cerning the “aeon of this world,” the “ruler of the power in the 

air” in Ephesians 2:2, whereby no one else is meant than the 
Gnostic Demiurge and his subordinate angelic powers (also 
referred to as stoichia), i.e., the creator of the world, who 
according to dualistic-Gnostic thought is responsible for the 
creation of the evil, material world [138] and who stands in 
opposition to the so-called foreign God, who through Christ wants 
to free humankind from their entanglement with the material 
world and their subjugation to the law. 

A well-known, “notorious” textual modification by Marcion 
would be the deletion of the tiny word “in” in Ephesians 3:9: 

3:8 To me, though I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was 
given, to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of 
Christ, 

3:9 and to make all people see what is the plan of the mystery 
hidden for ages [in] God who created all things. 

                                               
134 So an unknown Syrian, cited by Harnack, Marcion, 362*. 



 115

Here Marcion supposedly adapted the original conception of the 
hiddenness of the secret in God to his own two-God theology by 
simply omitting the little word “in.” Thereby an entirely new, 
Marcionite meaning of Eph 3:9 results, because the secret is no 
longer hidden in God, but rather hidden from the God who created 
all things. In this way, Marcion is supposed to have expressed the 
idea that the salvation work of the redeemer God remained 
hidden from the Demiurge, since for Marcion he alone could be 
the “God who created all things.”135   

Here also the shoe should be on the other foot! Marcion had 
no need at all to introduce the conception of the Demiurge 
through the textual modification attributed to him in Eph 3:9, 
since the text before him very probably contained the original 
wording. It was the Catholic redactor who twisted the point of the 
sentence by inserting an “in” and thus blotted out the conception 
of a Demiurge so unbearable for Catholic thought—at the cost, to 
be sure, of the intelligibility of the now totally obscure statement. 
For anyone who tries to understand the meaning of this peculiar 
combination of words, the meaning of the “secret in God” will 
forever remain a mystery, while the Marcionite text, on the other 
hand, is very understandable. If Marcion, furthermore, perceived 
the “angels and powers” (Rom 8:38), who are no longer able to 
separate Christians from the love of God in Christ Jesus, [139] as 
the angelic powers of the creator of the world, he would then also 
certainly have found therein the original Marcionite meaning of 
the statement with its negative, even typically Gnostic-Marcionite 
qualification of the angelic powers so difficult for Jewish-
Christian thought to accept. 

 Again, the same thing holds for the “elements of the world” 
(= stoichia, Col 2:8, 10) and the “principalities and powers” (Col 
2:15), but also the angels concerning which the writer of 
1 Corinthians warns the women in the church (1 Cor 11:10). 

In this connection, typical Marcionite conceptions also 
include the idea of the hidden work of the Redeemer, who, 
unknown to the Demiurge and his powers, suffered death on a 
cross and thus redeemed humankind from their power. 
Accordingly, in 1 Cor 2:8 it says that the rulers of this world 
would not have crucified the Lord of Glory if they had known who 
he was: 

                                               
135 Harnack, Marcion, 50. 
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2:7 But we impart a secret and hidden wisdom of God, which God 
decreed before the ages for our glorification. 

2:8 None of the rulers of this age recognized this; for if they had, 
they would not have crucified the Lord of Glory. 

According to Marcionite understanding, not recognizing the doxa 
(“glory”) of Christ was the presupposition for the success of the 
work of salvation, whose fulfillment would bring about the 
downfall of the God of justice by means of his own righteousness. 
Since the creator of the world and the powers installed by him 
(there are therefore no political powers in view) did not recognize 
Christ and allowed him, although innocent, to be condemned to 
death, on account of their own ignorance they are delivered up to 
their own unrighteousness and imperfection. Although Christ had 
the power to destroy them, he gave them his blood as a ransom, 
so as to redeem humankind from their power. 

That Christ gave up his blood to the Demiurge and his 
powers as a ransom was obviously not first fully formulated in 
words by the Marcionites, but by “Paul”: [140] see Gal 2:21, a 
passage that in English can be translated as follows: 

2:21 I do not spurn the grace of God [like my opponents]; for if 
righteousness came through the law, then Christ indeed died in 
vain! 

The meaning of the “in vain” only becomes fully understandable if 
one recognizes that in the original Greek (= dōrean) we have to do 
here with an expression from the language of business, which 
literally must be translated “without any (service in) return” (cf. 2 
Cor 11:7): “For if righteousness came through the law, then 
Christ indeed died without any return.” The return that the law-
giving God exchanged for the blood of Christ is that humankind 
was released from the dominion of his law.   

Paul — the Domesticated Marcion 

For all the passages we have discussed (which only represent a 
small selection; more can be found in my book Paulusbriefe 

ohne Paulus?) it becomes clear that the Marcionism of the Pauline 
letters can be ascertained not only terminologically for individual 
Marcionite sounding words appearing here and there, but resides 
deep in the system of “Pauline” theology itself. The Pauline 
teaching about redemption, with its idea of ransom, originally 
presupposes a dualistic system of thought. One must ask: from 
where does Christ ransom humankind? From the law, which as 
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“almost a foreign power, standing in only a loose connection with 
God, is all but personally conceived,”136 or, which would be most 
probable, from the “world rulers” (= stoichia) as the originators of 
the law (Gal 4:2-3) and so also from their highest commander, the 
Demiurge. 

Without doubt, the original Pauline-Marcionite soteriology 
(teaching about redemption) is often distorted beyond recognition 
by Catholic reworking. The obscurity and vagueness of the 
Pauline doctrine of redemption arose from the fact that the 
soteriological ideas (relating to the teaching about redemption), 
originally conceived for a dualistic system and only really mean-
ingful and understandable in this context, [141] were translated 
by Catholic, Jewish-Christian reworking into a monistic, or 
monotheistic, system, and moreover united with additional 
soteriological motifs (the theory of a sacrifice for sin). Its dark 
secret is truly a “secret in God,” with its overflow of motifs, which 
are incompatible with one another, allusions to ideas not 
completely thought-out — and which only can be thought-out at 
the price of heresy. 

All in all, it may have become clear, in any case, that the 
author of the Pauline letters could hardly have been a Jew, not 
even a Diaspora Jew alienated from the religion of his fathers, but 
could only have been a Marcionite, or perhaps Marcion (and/or 
one/some of his students). In many cited passages what else-
where has been skillfully retouched, corrected, and eliminated 
through Catholic redaction of the Pauline letters is glaringly 
evident: the subliminal defamation of the Jewish God, the Creator 
and Law-giver, by no one other than “Paul,” i.e., the original, 
Marcionite Paul himself. 

The passages provide further support for the thesis that 
Marcion had in no way been a radical student of Paul, but that 
“Paul” was rather a  domesticated (most extensively by Catholic 
reworking) child of Marcionism, in which the witness to his 
spiritual origin is still entirely evident. In short: Marcion is not the 
radical Paul, whom until today scholarship holds him to be, but 
“Paul” is rather a diminished Marcion (i.e., catholicized, tied to 
the Catholic dogma of the one God who is both Creator and 
Redeemer). 

                                               
136 Bousset, “Kommentar zu Gal 3.13,”  55: “And indeed in this connection the 

power which the representative handing-over of Christ summons is not God, or 
God’s wrath, but an almost foreign power, standing in only a loose connection 
with God, the almost personified, curse-imposing power of the law.”  
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Paul—the non-Jew 

Corresponding with our thesis that the Pauline letters origi-
nally derived from Marcionite circles (which would mean, first 

of all, Gentile Christian circles) is the observation that the actual 
writer of the letters (as well as the redactor) again and again 
expresses himself [142] in ways that lead to the conclusion that—
contrary to the claim he himself advances—he is not at all a Jew 
by birth.137  

Above all in Romans and the two Corinthian letters it can be 
shown that the author thinks and writes not from a Jewish 
consciousness, but from that of a non-Jew. For example, while a 
faithful Jew (similar to a Muslim today) divides the world into 
believers and non-believers (= Goyim), the author of Romans 
distinguishes in a good Greek way between Greeks and bar-
barians (Rom 1:14). The concept of a barbarian has a genuine 
Greek tone, and would have a peculiar ring even in the mouth of 
a supposedly Diaspora Jew from Tarsus. 

In other places as well, one does not exactly get the impres-
sion that the author of Romans writes like someone who was 
raised in Judaism and is familiar with its customs and practices 
(1:16; 2:9, 10, 17, 28, 29; 3:1, 9, 29; 10:12).  

Rom 3:9 is especially peculiar, where Paul asks the question: 
Ti/ ou6n; proexo/meqa;, which is usually translated as “What then? 
Do we have an advantage?” The idea then is that at this point 
Paul wanted to ask whether Jews, whose advantages he has just 
discussed at length, have an advantage over the Gentiles because 
of these prerogatives: “What then, do we [Jews] have an advan-
tage?” (cf. the English RSV). Literally, however, the text says 
something different: Not “Do we have an advantage?” (active), but, 
“Are we surpassed?” (passive).  

Although this is the only grammatically correct translation, it 
is not found in present-day editions of the Bible only because it 

                                               
137 The Catholic redactor as well (whose redactional insertion is not specially 

discussed here) was probably also not a Jewish Christian, but a Gentile. When a 
Jewish-Christian redactor is nevertheless continually referred to here, this relates 
to the tendency of the redactional intervention, not the ethnic origin of its author. 
Justin was also not a Jewish-Christian, in spite of his relative (to be sure tension-
filled Catholic) closeness to Judaism (and to the theology of the redactor). The 
possibility that Justin himself reworked the Pauline letters can certainly not be 
excluded, and could explain the “Pauline reminiscences” in his work. This thesis, 
of course, still requires a fundamental investigation. In any case, it can be said, 
along with H. Raschke, that “from the Gnostic Paul, a spirit much like Justin’s... 
created the Catholic Paul of the letters” (Der Römerbrief des Markion, 129). 
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cannot be reconciled with the assumption that the person who 
wrote this was a Jew. It would presuppose that the writer of this 
passage was a Greek, or at least a non-Jew, who from such an 
awareness writes: “What then? Are we [non-Jews] surpassed [by 
the Jews, whose prerogatives were just discussed in vv. 1-2]?”  
[143] 

The writer of this passage had forgotten for a moment that, 
according to universal tradition, the person in whose name the 
letter is written is supposed to be a Jew by birth. If one under-
stands that, the text immediately becomes clear. One need not 
regard it as corrupted, as many exegetes do; one does not need to 
give the words any other meaning than they grammatically 
acquire.138  

In the Corinthians letters as well one can find tell-tale indica-
tions of the real origin of the author. Of course, here also the 
author appears as a Jew (2 Cor 11:22); but the emphatic way he 
does this, to be sure, is already somewhat suspicious. In any 
case, in 1 Cor 14:11 the writer again uses the term “barbarian” in 
a typical Greek way. In 1 Cor 9:12 Paul the Jew says that “to 
Jews I became as a Jew.” One asks with wonder why he must 
first become what he has already been for a long time! 

1 Cor 11:4 is also very remarkable, where Paul instructs the 
men not to pray with their heads covered, since this is a disgrace: 

11:4 Any man who prays or prophesies with his head covered 
dishonors his head. 

If one recalls that even until today Jewish men are obligated wear 
a head-covering in their worship service, one can perceive this 
instruction only as an indication that the author of this letter 
certainly could not have been raised in the Jewish tradition. If he 
had really been Paul the Jew, he would have at least paused for a 
moment here and attempted to justify his regulation (which would 
have been outrageous for Jewish ears). Instead, he connects here 

                                               
138 Van Manen, Romeinen, 186; Römer, 173. Until today, in most commen-

taries the passage is translated contrary to its language and grammar: e.g., 
Wilckens (Römerbrief, 172): “The reading proexo/meqa; ou/ pa/ntwj is early and 
widely attested. It is certainly original, since it is clearly corrected in the western 
text as the lectio difficilis. Proe/xesqai (in the middle voice) is only documented 
with the meaning “to hold up as protection” (aethHen 99.3), “shelter,” which is 
just as inappropriate here as a passive understanding. All commentators, there-
fore, assume a meaning corresponding with the active voice: “to have an 
advantage” (cf. Praecellimuc eos?).” 
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with Greek practice: “The free Greek man does not cover his head; 
he only covers his head in circumstances of great sorrow.”139 

As the citation from the Greek poet Menander (1 Cor 15:33) 
shows, the author of the Corinthian letter is very familiar with 
Greek literature. One might believe this could also be true for 
Paul the Jew. It is nevertheless strange [144] that the Paul who 
supposedly studied with Rabbi Gamaliel obviously had difficulty 
with the Hebrew language and was not able to read the Hebrew 
Bible in the original language, but instead always used the Greek 
translation (Septuagint), and even a version having a close 
relationship with an edition first originating in the second century 
(Theodotion).140 

In the margin, it should finally be noted that the following 
anti-Pauline tradition was supposedly circulating in Jewish-
Christian Ebionite churches. Epiphanius knows an Ebionite Acts 
of the Apostles in which he says he found many errors, and in 
which Paul was characterized as a false apostle. Paul was said to 
have been born in Tarsus from Gentile parents, and accepted 
circumcision in Jerusalem in order to marry the daughter of the 
High Priest. After the marriage unraveled, he polemicized against 
circumcision, the Sabbath, and the law.141 

What use was made of the Pauline letters in the second century? 

An argument often advanced in the past against the radical 
denial of authenticity for the Pauline letters was that the 

problems addressed by Paul in his letters, e.g., circumcision, 
freedom from the law for Gentile Christians, etc., presuppose the 
historical situation in the first century, not the second.  

This opinion was occasionally also shared by radical critics, 
for example, the English radical critic G. A. Wells, who in a series 
of publications disputed the historical existence of Jesus, but at 
the same time held fast to the authenticity of the Pauline letters. 
In a letter he wrote to me, he says that “in the Pauline letters 
generally regarded as authentic today the writer addresses 
questions—the question of circumcision, for example—which no 
longer had any significance at all when the Gospels and Acts were 
written.”  
                                               

139 Bousset, Erster Korintherbrief, 128. 
140 Regarding the entire question, see the nice dissertation by E. Verhoef, Er 

statt geschrieben... De oud-testamentlische citaten in de brief de Galaten (Diss. 
Amsterdam, 1979).  

141 Epiphanius, Haer. 30.16.8. 
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In my opinion, this often advanced claim can be refuted with 
relative ease, and, moreover, a deeper study of the question 
regarding the historical situation of origin of the Pauline letters 
must necessarily evolve into one of the most important arguments 
for their inauthenticity, since all observations lead again and 
again to the insight that the Pauline letters can only have the 
historical and theological situation of the second century as the 
fertile soil in which they are rooted. If one pulls them out and 
transplants them—heeding their own claim, or that of the 
pseudonymous writer—into the time of the first century, one falls 
into a thicket of difficulties and perplexities. In order to keep the 
tiny plants alive one must support them with many complicated 
and artificial hypotheses, so as to finally ascertain again and 
again that all this has been of no avail. On the other hand, if one 
leaves the letters there where they come from, in the second 
century, everything becomes clear and intelligible. The plants 
develop splendidly and in a short time each one has become a 
beautiful, large tree of knowledge. 

 With regard to the matter itself, it can be said that the fact 
that the problems addressed in the Pauline letters were all still 
very much alive in second century, and even at the beginning of 
the third, shows, as we have already demonstrated above, 

1) with regard to the history of influence of the letters, from 
both a negative and a positive perspective: 

Negative: We know nothing at all about the reception of the 
Pauline letters in the second half of the first century and in the 
beginning of the second.  

We do not know in what way the Galatians reacted to Paul’s 
writing, or whether the simple, war-like mountain people in 
Galatia would have understood it at all. Neither from that time 
nor from any later time do we have any kind of documentation as 
to whether he was granted success or failure. Furthermore, we 
also do not know what became of the people we meet in the 
Pauline writings—although some of them obviously had very great 
importance in the churches—like Apollos (1 Cor 1:12; 3:4, 5, 6, 
22; 4.6; 16.4, 12; Titus 3:13; Acts 18:23, 24; 19:1), for example, 
whose name has a suspicious similarity to Apelles,142 the student 
of Marcion, and alongside Peter (= Catholic, Jewish-Christians) 
[146] and Paul (= Marcionism) clearly stands here as a symbolic 
figure for the stronger Gnostic Christianity. 

                                               
142 BDF, § 125.2. 
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Everywhere a great black hole opens up, that can be filled in 
only with a great deal of fantasy and has been until today—with 
regard to the supposedly Pauline churches, for example, which in 
the second century must have completely disappeared from the 
scene; or the Pauline school and Pauline students, concerning 
which no one has ever been able to say anything about what later 
developed and what happened, for example, to Timothy and Titus 
and all the others after the death of their master. Apart from the 
letters and Acts, or later church legends, in any case, they do not 
surface again historically.  

Positive: If we thus know nothing at all about the immediate 
reception of the Pauline letters, it should be even more surprising 
that after an initial phase of absolute silence in the second 
century the reception history of the letters suddenly takes on a 
highly dramatic development. 

In this regard, the passion with which the Catholic theologian 
Tertullian battles Marcion and his interpretation of the Pauline 
writings, and debates with him about precisely those themes 
which supposedly should no longer be relevant in the second 
century, like circumcision and the law, for example, shows what 
was at stake for him—and for Marcion as well. The question 
regarding the historical Paul, which is answered in the Pauline 
writings and in Acts respectively in different ways, was in no way 
merely an academic controversy, but was an existential concern 
for the Catholics as well as for the Marcionites and Gnostics. It 
was not simply different pictures of Paul and different concep-
tions of Paul that stood over against one another here, but, what 
is often forgotten, also different Christian groups, or churches, 
each of which appealed to “their” Pauline letters for their own 
theological conceptions and reclaimed the apostle exclusively for 
themselves. In the second century, Paul was the object of a church-
political controversy which was a matter of life and death. 

In many exegetical works concerned with the relationship 
between Paul and Luke, or between Paul and Acts, this is largely 
overlooked. One has the impression from them that Luke stands 
here, working on his theological draft, as a solitary man of letters 
[147]—and they basically do not understand at all what could 
have moved him to produce such an ingenious, refined, detailed 
history a good half century after the death of the apostle. Still 
less, of course,  they do not understand how, in this framework, 
also some letters, which seem to have been almost forgotten until 
now, suddenly take on great importance, because, even though 
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they were written in a much different time to much different 
Christians, in a wondrous way they provide precise answers for 
those problems with which Christians in this century are con-
cerned. If the Marcionites’ claim that God had entrusted Paul, 
and him alone (solus Paulus), their highest patron of the church, 
with the secret revelation, and that only he knows the truth 
(Irenaeus, AH, 3.13.1), was then decisively rejected by Acts, in 
which Paul appears as subordinate to the Twelve, as the repre-
sentatives of Rome-Jerusalem, and thus excluded as a source of 
“wild tradition,”143 the Marcionites themselves then could now 
refer to the letter to the Galatians, where Paul thankfully 
furnished the most precise information regarding the historical 
circumstances of his relationship with the Jerusalem apostles 
before him, and indeed exactly the information the Marcionites 
needed now to legitimate themselves as the sovereign church. 

That the protest in Galatians or even in 2 Corinthians against 
Luke’s picture of Paul is perceived by us today only as peculiarly 
muffled need not be denied. But that has to do less with the 
original Paul, or the writer of these letters, himself, and much 
more with the Catholic redaction, or reaction, which, as I showed 
above, often regarded it necessary, at decisive places, to stuff a 
gag in the apostle’s mouth. — When all is said and done, also and 
precisely in the insight that in the second century the Pauline 
letters were followed by a tendentious, Catholic reworking, as 
Galatians, for example, unmistakably shows, we have a further 
indication of their inauthenticity, since the special relevance of 
the writings in this time can hardly be explained if we had to do 
with purely historical documents. 

Apart from other matters that cannot be pursued here,144 
that with problems addressed in the Pauline letters we have to do 

                                               
143 G. Klein, Die zwölf Apostel, 215. 
144 S. Lublinski, in his book Das werdende Dogma vom Leben Jesu, 93ff, 

rightly points out that in the Pauline letters regarded as authentic there are 
always two themes in the foreground: “the relationship between faith and law and 
between Jewish and Greek Christians. The first century was not the least 
concerned with these things, while the second  century was full of such concerns. 
As long as the Pharisees and the sectarians got along with one another, there was 
no enmity between faith and law, since even the prescriptions of the law were 
attributed a magical significance in the sense of ‘grace”... When, however, in the 
second century, as the consequence of powerful historical events a total separa-
tion took place between national and mystical Jews, and as the mystical Jews 
became Christians, a radical element strove to bring about a complete separation 
from all Jewish tradition. Not only circumcision and food laws should be done 
away with, but also the entire Old Testament and the prophets, because all this 
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with problems from the second century [148], not the first, 
becomes finally also clear if 2) one investigates the opponents 
battled in the Pauline writings. 

The Opponents of Paul 

Most of the perplexities in which research has often become 
entangled have to do with the fact that one endeavors to 

clarify the question concerning opponents in the framework and 
against the historical background of the first century and not the 
second, as would be presumed, after all, from the close relation-
ship in content between Galatians and Acts. When one recognizes 
that the letters were written in the second century, it is imme-
diately understandable that the opposing front that the author of 
the Pauline letters addresses is not at all one limited in each case 
by particular local circumstances, but is already universal. He 
addresses the entire (Marcionite) Church from Rome to Edessa, 
and has in view Judaizing and Catholic opponents outside as well 
as spiritual-libertine Christians in his own ranks. 

That the writer has Catholic opponents in view is clearly 
indicated by the letter to the Galatians, which we have already 
mentioned so often. The writer basically does not battle here at all 
against the rejection of the apostle by Christian churches, un-
known to us, in distant Galatia, but against their audacious 
takeover by Catholic Christians. This is shown, for example, by 
Gal 5:11, a passage totally bewildering for every reader, where 
Paul contests the claim that he still preaches circumcision: 

5:11 But if I, brethren, still preach circumcision, why am I still perse-
cuted? The stumbling block of the cross would [then] be 
removed. 

This is amazing! The opponents of Paul could certainly have made 
a host of charges against him, but there is one [149] that they in 
fact certainly could not make, namely, the charge that he pursues 
the same goal as they do, that he preaches circumcision like they 
do! 

                                               
“law” was in opposition to the creative inspiration of faith. This radicalism was met 
with resistance, and in the resulting battle, that filled the entire second century 
and the beginning of the third, the relationship between law and faith was 
passionately discussed and many negotiations were attempted and the definitive 
determination of the boundary against Judaism was achieved. If we now come 
upon early Christian writings that deal with such problems at length, we can rest 
assured that these documents belong to the second century and not the first.” 
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The misunderstanding that Paul fights against cannot have 
existed either for Paul’s opponents or for those who heard Paul’s 
gospel preached in Galatia, and is just as fully incomprehensible 
as this correction.  In may be then, one sees, that at this point 
the writer of the letter turns his pen against the appropriation of 
the apostle, as this takes place in Acts, against his being brought 
back home into the lap of the Catholic church. Paul also—so it 
was said in the group that the writer of the letter confronts (and 
which is articulated then in the Acts of Luke)—is one of ours and 
had had an attitude towards the law just as broadminded as 
ours, whereby as proof of this supposed practice of circumcision 
reference could be made to Acts 16:3 (the circumcision of 
Timothy). It is clear that the writer of Galatians can not idly watch 
while someone made the sovereign apostle of Marcion dependent 
on Jerusalem, a representative of the despised Jewish-Christian 
reverence for the law, or both-and Theology, for which in Rome 
one appealed to Peter. For him it was necessary to free the apostle 
from the frightful embrace of Jewish-Christian Catholicism and to 
reject the attempt to appropriate him in the sharpest way possi-
ble, so as to retain him for the Marcionite church as the sovereign 
protagonist of the law-free gospel, who was called to be an apostle 
not by men nor through a man—and certainly not at all by the 
twelve super-apostles appealed to in Rome. 

Furthermore, how could the Marcionite author of our letter 
have better resisted, how could he have better pulled the ground 
from beneath the feet of his opponents than by allowing the 
apostle to be resurrected once more from the past and transferred 
from the dead to among the living, so that he might be allowed to 
speak to his church in a very personal way with his very own 
voice and with all stringency to pronounce his decisive No! to 
every Catholic tendency towards appropriation?  [150] 

That the writer of the Pauline letters opposed not only the 
Jewish-nomistic oriented Christianity of the second century and 
their motto, “We know however that the law is good” (1 Tim 1:8), 
but also the total rejection of the apostle on the Jewish-Christian 
side, is shown above all by 2 Corinthians, where the memory of 
the apostle is defended against posthumous defamation by Juda-
izers and where the writer explicitly makes known his intention to 
provide the church with arguments for those who slander him. 

5:12 We are not commending ourselves to you again, but giving you 
an opportunity to boast on our behalf, so that you have some-
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thing against those who boast in outward appearance and not 
[the condition] of their heart. 

But in Galatians as well the writer seems to have in his ears 
personal accusations raised up against the apostle, as when he 
asks—obviously alluding to a designation used by the oppo-
nents—whether he has become their enemy by holding up the 
truth to the Galatian churches. 

4:16 Have I then become your enemy by telling you the truth? 

One wonders whether the founder of the churches in Galatia, the 
person who a few years earlier was first received as an angel (Gal 
4:14) and whom those in Galatia have to thank for nothing less 
than their existence as Christian churches, from one day to the 
other could fall into such disrespect that, on account of a few 
false-teachers who have worked their way into the church, one is 
even carried away to characterize him as an “enemy”? In the 
context of the letter and of the relationship of the apostle to his 
church, this remark is just as incomprehensible as the missing 
counter-question of the apostle, with which he then earned this 
harsh designation. All this then becomes understandable when 
one recognizes [151] that the writer of Galatians obviously does 
not address a concrete situation or a concrete accusation from 
the churches, but already has before his eyes an established 
theme from the anti-Pauline polemic of his own time.  

In fact, in this connection, whoever is knowledgeable about 
early Christian literature will remember that the designation of 
Paul as an “enemy,” or “hostile man,”145 is very common in the 
Judaistic-Ebionite polemic of the second century and is found in 
many places. Thus, in the Jewish-Christian Epistula Petri, for 
example, the “lawless and irrational teaching of the hostile 
man” is mentioned, where, in the opinion of most scholars, by 
“hostile man” no one other than Paul himself is in view.  

The assumption of two, or perhaps three fronts (in addition, 
there is also Gnostic libertinism on the left wing of Marcionism, 
which I can not consider in more detail here) against which the 
author of Galatians directs his teaching, need not be understood 
schematically. The transitions between Catholicism and Jewish-
Christian Ebionite Christianity were at that time certainly still 
fluid. Many differences, which first become evident and clear as 

                                               
145 See Hom. 2.18.3; 11.10.11; 14.15; 15.6.7; 17.13; Epistle of Peter to James 

2.1; Rec. 1.70. 
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day from a later historical perspective, obviously must have 
gradually become crystallized in extended and difficult discus-
sions. In my opinion, that the total Judaizing rejection of Paul 
and the Catholic reception might not diverge as much as it must 
appear at first is shown very well by precisely the history of the 
literature to which H.J. Schoeps refers in his reconstruction of 
the history and theology of Jewish Christianity, namely, the 
history of the pseudo-Clementine writings, which originally 
stemmed from Ebionite and radical Jewish-Christian circles and 
could finally be united with a literary romance bearing the title of 
the man who as no other must be regarded as the symbolic figure 
for the approaching Roman Catholicism: Clement of Rome! As the 
bishop in Rome, the Roman Clement is at the same time  the  
successor of the Jewish-Christian Peter. 

In any case, if the observation that the author of Galatians in 
his writing expresses disapproval of three opposing fronts [152], 
against extreme Judaism, or Judaistic anti-Paulinism, Catholic 
Paulinism, and libertine Gnosticism, is an indication for the 
writing of the letter in the second century, and not the first, one 
finds oneself, beyond this, in agreement with what we know about 
Marcion and his church at this time. The threefold front corre-
sponds in remarkable ways with the battle carried out by Marcion 
around the middle of the second century, which likewise was 
directed 

a) against extreme Judaism, on the one side, 
b) speculative and libertine Gnosis, on the other, 
c) as well as Catholicism in the middle. 

Marcion as Author of the Letters? 

Can it be concluded from all this that Marcion himself wrote 
the Pauline letters? On closer consideration, one will have to 

say, having once granted the presupposition that the Pauline 
letters are of later origin and that all clues indicate an origin in 
Marcionite circles, that the assumption that Marcion himself 
could be their author, or redactor, not only can not be excluded, 
but even has the greatest likelihood.  

It cannot be denied that Galatians as well as 1 and 2 Corin-
thians and Philippians display a characteristic profile. The per-
sonal character of these letters, for which reason they have been 
regarded as authentic until today, in fact indicates an author, or 
collector and reviser, of distinct individuality. At that time, how-
ever, there were few such persons in Marcion’s close circle. Since 
we know nothing about Cerdo, apart from Apelles, Marcion’s 



 128

student, who was perhaps responsible for the writings regarded 
as “deutero-Pauline,”146 only Marcion remains after all. In my 
opinion, it is very conceivable that Marcion attempted to resolve 
the problems in his churches [153] (that the recipients of the 
letters were in fact Marcionites—one thinks, for example, of the 
practice of baptizing the dead, found only by Marcionites, which 
the writer of 1 Corinthians refers to—can not be further demon-
strated here) on the basis of documents that drew their authority 
from Paul, the legendary patron of the church, and that the battle 
reflected in the Pauline letters and which gives them their 
supposedly unmistakable and uncontrived character is nothing 
more that the reflection of those controversies that Marcion 
fought out in and with his churches.  

In my view, that Marcion was the writer of Galatians is indi-
cated by Gal 4:17, where the writer of Galatians charges that the 
(Catholic, or Jewish-Christian) opponents are zealous for the 
church only in order to exclude them (some textual witnesses 
even read “us,” i.e., Paul himself), which means, of course, to 
excommunicate them: “They zealously court you, not for good, but 
because they would exclude you/us, so that you zealously court 
them.” Now it is difficult to imagine that the apostle Paul or his 
churches were already in danger of being excommunicated. With 
regard to Marcion, however, we know for certain about his exclu-
sion from the church in 144 CE. Obviously, the writer (= Marcion) 
makes reference to his own situation shortly before his excommu-
nication, which he then projects back into the life of his apostle. 
The reader of the letter is obviously supposed to perceive the 
correspondence between the destiny of the apostle and Marcion’s 
own—and thus be won over for Marcion’s cause, that is so closely 
linked with the apostle’s.  

                                               
146 Regarding Apelles, we hear from the church fathers that he lived together 

with “the ecstatic virgin Philumene” – Tertullian refers to her as a “prostitute” 
(prostibulum), cf. Simon-Helen – “a prophetess with whom he worked together as a 
devoted adept by expounding his ideas to her and receiving her revelations and 
predictions in return” (Harnack, Marcion, 177f.; = ET, 113). In her visions, it is 
said that a youth appeared to her, who identified himself one time as Christ and 
another time as Paul! – Compare with this Lublinski (Das werdende Dogma, 47): 
“At that time it was necessary to legitimate the developing church and to appeal to 
documents supposedly deriving from Christ and the apostles themselves. It was 
not the gnostic so and so who published something, but Paul inspired him, or 
Peter, or even the words of the Lord himself suddenly spoke from his mouth. It 
need not always have been a case of forgery, but the real and spiritual conception 
of the poetic or religious inspiration must lead to deceptions that had begun in 
good faith.”   
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Chapter 3 

A Legend and its Historical Kernel 

A Final Open Question 

When I had finished dealing with Marcion, I still had 
many unanswered questions. If it was true that we have 
Marcion or one of his pupils to thank for the Pauline 

letters in their original form (for me there was hardly any more 
doubt about this), who then was Paul, i.e., that figure in whose 
name the letters were written in the first half of the second 
century?  

I certainly was faced here with a question just as difficult as 
that concerning the author of the letters, and a question as well 
that for lack of an answer had become the rock on which all 
previous attempts to demonstrate the spurious character of the 
Pauline letters had obviously run aground. The question con-
cerning the person in whose name the letters are supposed to 
have been written is closely connected with another question, 
which for naïve readers of the Pauline letters still represents the 
most persuasive argument for their authenticity: namely, the 
question of how it comes about that a number of passages in the 
Pauline letters give us the impression, by a host of personal indi-
cations, of something that absolutely could not be fabricated. 

Fabrication Impossible? 

Above all, the writings characterized by Baur as the primary 
Pauline epistles contain a number of statements which 

provide us with hints concerning the person and character of the 
presumed author. Not only in the historical-biographical sections 
of Galatians but also in other places, above all in 2 Corinthians, 
the author steers the reader’s attention, consciously or uncon-
sciously, to his own person—or, as the case may be, that person 
in whose name he authored his writing. [155] In so doing, he 
seems to often defend himself against false accusations and 
charges that had been raised up against him. From Gal 1:10, 2 
Cor 5:11, and 1 Thess 2:4 it can be inferred that the apostle is 
accused by his opponents of attempting to please men; 2 Cor 
12:16 clearly shows that this was accompanied by the charge of 
deception. The accusations and insinuations against the apostle 
could even climax in the assertion that he had become an enemy 
of the church (Gal 4:16). On the other hand, the person of the 
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apostle seems to be carefully depicted by the author. The figure of 
the apostle is recommended to the churches as worthy of 
imitation (1 Cor 11:1; 4:16; 11:1; Phil 3:17); the kindness, 
patience, and gentleness of the apostle are strongly emphasized 
by the author (1 Thess 2:3ff.); the apostle is a visionary, and 
receives revelations that elevate him over other men (2 Cor 
12:1ff.). Long catalogues of perils provide information regarding 
his numerous tribulations and afflictions (2 Cor 6:4ff.; 11:23ff.); 
In Ephesus he even fought in the arena with wild beasts (1 Cor 
15:32). He bears on his body the marks of Christ (Gal 6:17), for 
which reason the churches in Galatia could even regard him as 
an angel of God and receive him as Jesus Christ (Gal 4:14), and 
indeed in spite of the “temptation” in his “flesh” that this 
represented for them and which seems to be associated in some 
way with his external appearance or with a mysterious suffering, 
which may be related to the “thorn in the flesh” mentioned by the 
author of 2 Corinthians (12:7f.).  

In the past, alongside the particularities concerning the life of 
the churches that we learn from the letters, precisely such 
remarks and details relating to the person of the apostle were very 
often regarded as the most certain confirmation of the authentic, 
unmistakable, and unfabricated character of the primary Pauline 
letters. For W. Wrede and many other scholars this constituted 
the primary argument against the radical rejection of the authen-
ticity of the entire collection of Pauline writings. For them “the 
forger capable of inventing such unintentional, individual, purely 
personal, momentarily-born remarks, as are found here in 
abundance, and, moreover, to simulate thereby in all the letters a 
uniform, original personality as the author is still to be born.”147 
[156] Nevertheless, this argument, newly advanced again and 
again until today in different formulations and expressions, on 
the basis of which it is thought, for example, that the Dutch 
radical criticism of the Pauline letters might be seen as a “grave 
aberration of criticism,”148 seems to me, on the contrary, much 
too general and all-inclusive to seriously set aside the doubts 
concerning the Pauline authorship of the letters, and indeed for 
the following reasons: 

                                               
147 W. Wrede, in K.H. Rengstorf, ed., Das Paulusbild in der neueren deutschen 

Forschung (1969), 2. 
148 Ibid. 
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1) It is a mistake to think that by contesting the authenticity 
of the Pauline letters the “original personality” of their author is 
also denied. The letters could be inauthentic—and at the same 
time have an original author’s personality with its own style and 
unmistakable profile. To put this another way, no one would deny 
that in the letters of the young Werther we have fictional prose, 
but there can nevertheless be no doubt that in the case of their 
author, J. W. von Goethe, we have to do with an original person-
ality.149 

2) What one understands by a “uniform, original personality” 
is still far too dependent on the subjective feeling of individual 
scholars. Instead of speaking in a general way of an “original 
personality,” it is far more important, in my view, to first give an 
account of the “personal items” we encounter in the letters of Paul 
by systematic collection and sifting of individual passages as well 
as by their differentiation. The references to the person of the 
apostle in the letters, mentioned above at the beginning of this 
section, should rather already make one skeptical. Whether a 
man who recommends himself to others as an example to be 
imitated and who, among numerous other severe afflictions and 
adventures, also survived a battle with wild animals unscathed 
can be accepted as a historical person without further examina-
tion seems very questionable. 

To deduce from personal remarks the original personality of 
the author, and thereby the “authenticity” of his writings, is by no 
means compelling, and it is especially inappropriate where on 
closer observation the “personal items” underhandedly show 
themselves to be literary devices. In the Pastoral Epistles we also 
encounter a picture of Paul with a definite, characteristic stamp, 
and indeed [157] a picture that, as most scholars recognize, is not 
identical with the person of the author but which serves the 
pseudepigraphical author as a literary device to tie together the 

                                               
149 Cf. Steck, Galaterbrief, 351f.: “The assumption that the primary Pauline 

letters do not derive from the apostle but belong in the second century will always 
encounter the reservation that in form and content they give the impression of 
being the work of such an intellectually powerful personality that they could only 
be hypothesized in the creative milieu of earliest Christianity, in the circle of the 
apostle himself. There is a basis for this impression. We have no other writings in 
the New Testament in which such a powerful and original religious thinking finds 
expression as in these... But the conclusion which is drawn from this impression 
must be challenged. It says that because these letters are so incomparable they 
must have an apostle as their author. But who tells us then that only the apostles 
were such original thinkers?... Is one or more such personalities impossible for 
later times?”   
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myriad moral and doctrinal statements in the letters as the self-
testimony of the apostle and to authorize them at the same time. 

To be sure, in comparison with the picture of Paul in the rest 
of the letters, it is frequently observed that the picture in the 
Pastoral Epistles exhibits greater formality and idealization. But 
apart from the fact that, as we already noted, the picture of Paul 
in the letters generally regarded as authentic at times does not 
lack a certain schematizing and idealization, it does not yet follow 
from this that, in contrast to the Pastoral Epistles, the remaining 
letters must be authentic. One must also consider the possibility 
that the picture of Paul offered by the writer of the primary letters 
was more complex and differentiated than that available to the 
author of the Pastoral Epistles. Finally, one must also consider 
the possibility that the author of the primary Pauline letters was a 
more sensitive and more distinguished man of letters than  
the person who wrote the Pastoral Epistles—even an “original 
(authorial) personality.” 

3) Just as the authenticity of a Pauline letter cannot  be 
deduced from individual personal remarks, so also its authen-
ticity cannot be inferred from the personal passion of the author. 
The personal zeal with which the author of Galatians, for 
example, or the author of 2 Corinthians, goes to battle against his 
opponents in no way needs to be feigned, since, as we showed 
above, it can be understood very well against the background of 
the second-century theological discussion between Marcionites 
and Catholics. 

4) Even the controversy about the figure of the apostle need 
not be a special artifice of the pseudepigraphical author, who in 
this way seeks to give his writings the impression of greater 
authenticity. Rather, this seems much more to reflect the actual 
state of the discussion in the second century concerning the 
image of Paul. The author of Galatians and 2 Corinthians 
obviously only attempts to defend the image of the revered patron 
of the Marcionite churches [158] against defamations, like those 
expressed by Jewish Christians, for example, or against appropri-
ations from the side of Catholic Christians (Acts).  

Debates about fundamental theological principles are often 
enlivened with personal questions. As an example, one can point 
to the discussion between Catholics and Protestants concerning 
Martin Luther. History has shown that the question regarding 
characterization of the reformer remained very much alive in 
confessional polemic long after his death, and the discussion 
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about it was just as controversial as that concerning his teaching. 
One only has to recall the heated debates still ignited by the 
books of the Catholic theologians H. Grisar († 1932) and H.S. 
Denifle († 1905) some centuries after the death of the reformer 
and in which posthumous accusations were made against Luther, 
for example, that he had been not only a pornographer, a 
propagator of dirty stories, a drunkard, a glutton who eats like 
animals, and grossly ignorant, but also a despicable fabricator 
and liar.150 

The image of the reformer, therefore, was contested for a long 
time after his death—in the very same way as the image of Paul, 
which was still contested in the middle of the second century by 
Gnostics, Marcionites, Jewish-Christians, and Catholics. Now we 
possess sufficient biographical and auto-biographical witnesses to 
the life of the reformer on the basis of which Protestant scholars 
could easily refute the defamation of their reformer. What would 
have happened if this had not been the case and the reformation 
had taken place in a time in which the fabrication of pseudepi-
graphic writings was in no way perceived as objectionable, but 
was entirely an everyday occurrence? 

Who would want to exclude the “discovery” of pseudepi-
graphic letters of Luther in which the deceased reformer once 
more announces his desire to speak and posthumously counters 
all the accusations against which he had not been able to defend 
himself in his own lifetime, or perhaps did not have to. 

The Legendary Paul 

This is the question: Who then does the figure of the apostle 
Paul—to whom especially the Marcionites adhered as their 

church patron and in whose name Marcion and his pupils 
composed letters for the edification of their churches but also to 
ward off attacks by opponents—have in view? In other words, 
what are the historical and literary fundaments, the “foundation 
stones,” from which the image of Paul in Galatians and in the 
other so-called Pauline letters is constituted?  

In theory, we do not need at all to envision a particular his-
torical person (in the modern sense), i.e., a Paulus historicus, as 
the Dutch radical critics called him. It would also be entirely 
conceivable that the author of the Pauline letters did not begin at 
all with a historical figure into which he projected himself (as a 

                                               
150 H. Boehmer, Luther im Lichte der neueren Forschung (1906, 51918), 61ff. 
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present-day writer projects himself into a historical person), but 
with a legend, and in particular a legendary Paul (which does not 
necessarily exclude the possibility that this legend has a his-
torical kernel). In other words, it is possible and even very 
probable that the (Marcionite) author of the letters came to know 
his hero, the apostle Paul, exclusively from oral or written legen-
dary traditions of his time and that even in his letters he does not 
imagine him as a historical person, but as he is portrayed in the 
legends: as the great hero of the faith in the past, powerful in 
words and deeds. — At the very least, in a time when everything 
historical very soon becomes enveloped and absorbed by the 
legendary this would be possible. 

At the same time, this would also explain the presence in the 
letters of the peculiar and occasionally downright presumptuous 
self-stylization of Paul, e.g., when he urges his readers to imitate 
his example (1 Cor 4:16; 11:1; Phil 3:17) or boasts of wondrous 
deeds (Rom 15:19; 2 Cor 12:12). In these passages the author of 
the letters actually does not speak about his own person at all, 
concerning whom he could have hardly said all these things 
without being accused of human arrogance by his contemporary 
readers, but about [160] his revered example, as he had come to 
know him from the legends. The readers expect nothing more 
from him, and certainly nothing less, than they knew about the 
Paul of the legends. The splendor of the image of Paul, magnified 
and transfigured by legend, must necessarily also radiate in the 
letters that the apostle supposedly wrote in his own lifetime.  

That a legend concerning Paul in fact existed in Christian 
circles in the second century cannot be denied. The best proof of 
its presence, among others, is Luke’s Acts of the Apostles. That 
from a historical perspective the picture of Paul sketched out in 
Acts by Luke the “historian” is almost totally unusable has been 
recognized by most theologians since Baur. U. Ranke-Heinemann 
placed what Acts tells us about Paul and his colleagues under the 
heading The Fairytales of Acts. We are told there, as we already 
heard above, about all kinds of wondrous deeds of the apostle, 
about healing the sick and raising the dead, about a miraculous 
release from prison in the middle of the night, about angels who 
suddenly appear, etc. With good reasons one is able to say that in 
Acts we do not have to do with a presentation of history, but that 
a legend is spun out here, not only about Paul, of course, but 
about all those who belonged to the earliest churches and their 
apostles. 
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The presentation of Paul in Acts, to be sure, is certainly not 
the only form of the legend about Paul; it represents rather only a 
very particular version, namely, that of the Lukan (Catholic) 
church. If we look around outside the canonical literature, we 
ascertain that stories and anecdotes were also passed around in 
heretical circles (Gnostics, Marcionites) in which the life and work 
of the apostle was presented in similar wondrous and legend-
embellished ways. This found literary expression in the so-called 
Acts of Paul, to which the Acts of Paul and Thecla belong. If we are 
concerned with the literary and/or tradition-historical sources for 
the picture of Paul that the writer of our letters could have  
had before his eyes, then we cannot disregard precisely these 
apocryphal sources. [161]  

Paul and Thecla 

The picture of the apostle we encounter in the Acts of Paul is 
entirely different from that in the canonical Acts. Of course, 

here also Paul is at work as a missionary; he is active in the 
entire region of Asia Minor; the stations of his journey are Damas-
cus, Jerusalem, Iconium, Antioch, Myra, Sidon, Tyre, Ephesus, 
Philippi, Corinth, and finally Rome, where he dies as a martyr. 
But there are nevertheless great differences.  

The differences have to do with the external frame of Paul’s 
work—while Acts reports three missionary journeys of the apostle, 
the Acts of Paul relates only a single great journey of Paul, which 
finally leads him to Rome—as well as the content of his preaching. 
At the center of Paul’s preaching in the Acts of Paul stands not 
the message of the resurrection, as in Acts, but the preaching of 
(sexual) continence (Greek = enkrateia). At the center of Acts 
stands Paul the Jew. The hero of the Acts of Paul, on the other 
hand, scarcely makes an appearance as a Jew; he is primarily a 
(Hellenistic) ascetic and a preacher of an ascetic lifestyle and 
piety.  

We can best clarify the differences between Luke’s picture of 
Paul, that we know from canonical Acts and which we have 
already characterized in more detail above, and the picture in the 
Acts of Paul if we take a look at the Acts of Paul and Thecla, which 
represents the most famous piece of this apocryphal literature 
and was transmitted independently. 

The Acts of Paul and Thecla is a peculiar mixture of religious 
edification literature and ancient adventure and love stories. They 
relate how the apostle comes to the city of Iconium and wins a 
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virgin named Thecla for the Christian faith. At the center of Paul’s 
sermon [162], which Thecla follows from the window of her house, 
stands the requirement of (sexual) abstinence. A beatitude 
enunciated by Paul, which reminds one of Jesus’ sermon on the 
mount, goes: “Blessed are the wombs of virgins, for they will be 
pleasing to God, and will not lose the reward for their purity.” 

The preaching of Paul awakes in Thecla the desire for a life of 
chastity. Much to the distress of her future husband, Thamyris, 
who, for understandable reasons feels that his future wife has 
been deceived by the apostle’s preaching, endeavors to stir up the 
people and the authorities against the apostle. Thamyris blames 
the apostle, not entirely without justification, of corrupting the 
women of the city of Iconium through his preaching by dissuad-
ing them from marriage. In fact, he thereby soon causes Paul to 
be arrested and thrown into prison. But a secret meeting never-
theless takes place at night with his devoted Thecla. By bribing 
the guard, she is able to come to him in prison in order to sit at 
the apostle’s feet, listen to his preaching, and kiss his chains.  

After Thecla is discovered in the prison, Paul is brought 
before the judgment-seat of the governor. In the meantime, 
Thecla, who remained behind in the prison, rolls about on the 
consecrated place where Paul had taught while he sat in prison.  

But the governor heard Paul gladly concerning the holy works 
of Christ. And when he had taken counsel, he called Thecla 
and said: ‘Why doest thou not marry Thamyris according to the 
law of the Iconians?’ But she stood there looking steadily at 
Paul. And when she did not answer, Theocleira her mother 
cried out, saying: ‘Burn the lawless one! Burn her that is no 
bride in the midst of the theater, that all women who have been 
taught by this man may be afraid!’ And the governor was 
greatly affected. He had Paul scourged and drove him out of the 
city, but Thecla he condemned to be burned.151 

Thecla is immediately brought to the theater, where straw 
and wood have been gathered for the burning. [163] “As she is 
brought in naked, the governor wept”—obviously less tears of 
sympathy than of amazement— for he “marveled at the power 
that was in her.” The executioners stacked the wood and ordered 

                                               
151 This and the following citations are from E. Hennecke, W. Schneemelcher, 

and R. McL Wilson, eds., New Testament Apocrypha, vol. 2 (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster/John Knox, revised edition, 1992), pp. 242-245, 253. 
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her to ascend the pyre. But in that moment when the fire was 
ignited a powerful rumble beneath the earth shook the theater 
and, by intervention of the Almighty, great masses of water and 
hail poured down, “so that many were endangered and died, and 
the fire was quenched, and Thecla was saved.” 

The events in Iconium constitute the prelude for a series of 
further wondrous events involving Paul and Thecla. In Antioch an 
obtrusive Syrian named Alexander provokes the next mischief 
when he embraces the virgin on an open street and is rejected by 
her. Because Thecla ripped away his cloak and knocked the 
crown from his head, she is brought before the governor and 
condemned to fight with beasts. Taken to the arena once again, 
tumultuous events unfold in the course of which Thecla throws 
herself in a pit filled with water and baptizes herself. All the seals 
in the water are killed as by a lightning flash. Likewise, the bears 
and lions fall into a kind of overpowering sleep and do not touch 
her. Thecla herself is surrounded by a cloud of fire so that she 
could not be seen in her nakedness. Having been saved once 
more, Thecla returns again to Iconium. Her fiancée is fortunately 
no longer alive, so Thecla can now pursue her calling undisturbed 
and proclaim the word of God. At a great age she finally passes 
away peacefully. 

The Acts of Paul and Thecla are only a small excerpt from a 
great amount of Pauline literature, now partly lost, in which the 
adventures of the apostle are related in “edifying” legendary ways. 
The Acts of Paul stemming from Gnostic-Marcionite circles are 
interesting in that a series of connecting points can be ascer-
tained between them and the author of the Pauline letters. I 
would like to provide the following examples: [164] 

The Face of an Angel 

In Gal 4:14 Paul relates that the churches in Galatia had 
received him “as an angel of God.” 

4:14 “And you did not scorn or despise the temptation for you 
in my flesh, but received me as an angel of God, as Christ 
Jesus.” 

The Dutch radical critic Loman already wondered about this and 
asked how the Galatians arrived at this remarkable conception.152 
The passage from the Acts of Paul and Thecla with the familiar 

                                               
152 Loman, Galatenschap, 68; cf. Detering, Paulusbriefe ohne Paulus?, 297. 
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portrayal of the apostle could offer an explanation. The picture of 
Paul presented here has influenced the iconographic represen-
tation of Paul until the present: 

And he saw Paul coming, a man of small stature, with a bald 
head and crooked legs, in a good state of body, with eyebrows 
meeting and nose somewhat hooked, full of friendliness, now 
appearing like a man, and now with the face of an angel. 

As this passage shows, the face of an angel is obviously a 
common feature of the picture of Paul in the Pauline legends.  

The same is true for the conception we meet in Gal 4:14 that 
the figure of Christ appeared in the figure of the apostle. Here 
also there are remarkable parallels in the Acts of Paul and Thecla 
(21): As Thecla is led into the theatre to be burned “she sought for 
Paul as a lamb in the wilderness looks around for its shepherd. 
And when she looked out over the crowd, she saw the Lord sitting 
in the figure of Paul.” This passage shows that the author in fact 
had the Pauline legends in view [165] from where he knew about 
the wondrous appearance of the apostle. 

Fight with Beasts in Ephesus 

What Paul says in 1 Cor 15:32—“If in a human way I fought 
with wild beasts in Ephesus, what gain do I have?”—has 

been puzzling for exegetes, first of all because as a citizen of Rome 
Paul could not be condemned to fight wild beasts (ad bestias) in 
the arena, and secondly because the prospect of surviving such a 
fight was extremely small. Also remarkable is the unusual em-
phasis on the kata\ aÃ01nqrwpon, concerning whose meaning—
“according to the will of man” or “in a human way”—exegetes 
differ, as well as the word “in Ephesus,” which one would not 
expect under the usual assumption that Paul authored his letter 
to the Corinthians in Ephesus. 

One finds the solution for these problems when one again 
understands what is said in 1 Corinthians against the back-
ground of the Acts of Paul, in this instance as a reference by the 
writer to the legendary portrayal found there of a fight with wild 
beasts that Paul endures under wondrous circumstances. It is 
reported in the Acts of Paul that in Ephesus Paul was forced to 
fight with beasts in the stadium. When a wild lion, who had been 
captured just shortly before, was set upon the apostle, Paul 
recognized it to be that lion for whom he had only shortly before 
administered the holy sacrament of baptism. A conversation takes 
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place between Paul and the lion, who it turns out can also speak: 
“Lion,” asks Paul, “was it you whom I baptized?” To which the lion 
answers, “Yes!” But Paul speaks to him again: “And how were you 
captured?” To which the lion replies, “Even like you were, Paul.” 

As the spectators, in view of the friendly relationship between 
the two, begin to become impatient and let still more animals 
loose against Paul, there takes place—as already in the theater in 
Iconium at the burning of [166] the beautiful Thecla—a direct 
intervention of heavenly divine power, who obviously no longer 
wants to be an idle observer. Like a bolt from heaven, a powerful 
and violent hail-storm forms over the stadium and pouring forth 
from heaven assures that most of the spectators are struck down 
and die or take flight, while Paul and the lion remain undis-
turbed. Finally, Paul takes leave of his animal companion; he 
exits the stadium and sails off to Macedonia. “But the lion went 
away into the mountains”—for further missionary work?— “as 
was customary for it.” 

Once one is clear about the fact that the pseudepigraphic 
author of 1 Corinthians makes reference here to the legendary 
tradition presupposed by the Acts of Paul, which in contrast to 
the canonical Acts knows nothing about Paul’s rights as a Roman 
citizen, it also becomes understandable why it expressly speaks of 
a fight with beasts “in a human way.” The author clearly wants to 
say that in the fight Paul did not battle in a human way, but 
that—entirely in accord with the presentation in the Acts of Paul, 
which at this place has the apostle rescued by a divine miracle 
(the talking lion, the hail-storm)—he has only the help of God to 
thank for his deliverance. If on the contrary, Paul had fought in 
Ephesus only in a human way, i.e., without divine help, only with 
his own human power, he would certainly have died. For this 
reason the author of 1 Corinthians can rightly ask what Paul 
would have gained from this without hope in the resurrection. 
Even in individual details it becomes clear here that the author of 
1 Corinthians connected with the Pauline legend and its won-
derful portrayal of the fight with beasts in Ephesus and obviously 
completely identified with his hero. 

From Paul of the Legends to the Historical Paul 

Even with the reference to legendary literature of the second 
century, in which the wonderful deeds of the apostle are 

related, all the elements of the picture of Paul [167] we encounter 
in the letters are still not completely explained. In addition we 
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have to ask whether the Paul of the legends might not be based 
on a historical kernel that points to a particular historical person? 

Even in the past where the authenticity of all the Pauline 
letters was contested one could not, and generally did not want 
to, exclude the view that the letters pointed back to and made 
reference to a historical figure. Since the radical critics did not 
regard this figure as identical with the author of the letters, they 
referred to him in contrast to the author153 as Paulus historicus. 
As a rule, of course, there was not much that could be said about 
this person. For the Dutch radical critic Loman, for example, 
Paulus historicus remained only a very schematic figure about 
which he could say little more than that it had to do with a man 
“who hellenized Christianity in the Diaspora from Syria through 
Asia Minor and Greece as far as Rome by his zealous propaganda 
on behalf of the messianic movement.”154 

We learn somewhat more from Van Manen. For Van Manen 
the historical Paul probably was “a somewhat younger contem-
porary of Peter and the other disciples of Jesus”; he probably was 
“a Jew by birth” and had been “a resident of Tarsus in Cilicia.” 
After at first having a hostile relationship with the other disciples, 
he later joined with them and became a wandering preacher, who 
on his journeys through Syria, Asia Minor, and Greece, finally 
came to Italy. Presumably, he was one of the first Christians to 
proclaim  Christianity outside of Palestine to the Gentiles. 

The picture Van Manen sketches of the historical Paul, whom 
he does not regard as the writer of the letters, is therefore by and 
large identical with the picture of Paul in Acts. In other words, in 
searching for Paulus historicus the radical critic Van Manen, who 
by rejecting their authenticity had lost the Paul of the letters, 
finally ends up with the Catholic Paul of Acts! To be sure, Van 
Manen expresses the reservation that Acts contains “truth and 
fiction at the same time”; but with regard to the relationship 
between Paul and the other apostles Van Manen esteems [168] 
the historical value of Acts more highly than Galatians. Van 
Manen can go so far as to say that there is no indication of 
decisive opposition between Paul and the other apostles.155 In 
view of the fact that the picture of Paul in Acts is regarded even 
by conservative scholars as Luke’s own fabrication without any 

                                               
153 Referred to by Pierson-Naber as Paulus episcopus. 
154 Loman, Het oudste Christendom, 47. 
155 Van Manen, “Paul,” in Encyclopedia Biblica, p. 3632. 
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claim to historicity, Van Manen’s discussion of the historical Paul 
can hardly still be convincing. Moreover, the question arises as to 
why a letter like Galatians, for example, could ever have been 
attributed to precisely the person Van Manen described as a 
“faithful attender of temple or synagogue.”  

If with regard to the historical Paul Van Manen knows too 
much, Loman’s description of Paulus historicus remains unsatis-
factory because he knows too little. It must be granted, to be sure, 
that he and other radical critics do not go so far as to throw out 
the baby with the bath water and entirely deny the existence of a 
historical Paul. But the historical rubble that is left over by 
criticism is merely a schematic figure. What we finally learn from 
them about the historical Paul is only that he had lived and 
worked as a missionary, and that at a later time letters were 
written in his name. The question arises as to why, in spite of his 
obviously successful missionary work, apart from the letters 
written in his name, hardly more than a weak reflection of the 
historical Paul was left behind in the consciousness of his 
churches and/or contemporaries, and how he could be regarded 
as apostolus haereticorum (apostle of the heretics) if those persons 
who took care to preserve his memory after his death are to be 
found precisely in the Catholic and Jewish-Christian storehouse 
(Acts). 

In their search for the historical Paul, Loman and Van Manen 
landed in a blind alley because they let themselves be guided too 
much by the picture of Paul in Acts. Although they recognized 
more clearly than other scholars that the Pauline letters stand in 
a suspicious proximity to Marcion and Marcionism, with regard 
traditions relating to the historical Paul they still began with the 
picture of Paul in Acts and sometimes very uncritically took those 
traditions as a basis without posing anew the question of their 
origin. [169] So there arose the paradoxical picture of the 
“orthodox” Jewish apostle and wandering preacher who was 
misused by later heretics to legitimate their theology, a picture 
that understandably could not be very convincing. 

What Loman and Van Manen did not yet recognize was, as 
we indicated above, that the picture of Paul that Luke sketches is 
already derived, a reaction to the Pauline legends circulating at 
about the same time in Marcionite and Gnostic churches (in Asia 
Minor), and that, in spite of their often reworked and catholicized 
final form, the latter seem to contain at the core older and more 
original material than Acts. 
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If the Pauline legend was originally at home in Marcionite-
Gnostic circles and Acts represents only a Catholic reworking of 
this legend, then clues leading from the legendary to the histori-
cal Paul can point only to the Marcionite-Gnostic churches, not 
the Catholic. For the question concerning Paulus historicus this 
obviously means that he must be sought only within the Marcio-
nite, or Gnostic, movements of the first and second centuries, not 
in the “orthodox” churches. In other words, the Marcionite-
Gnostic picture of the apostle comes closer to the historical Paul 
than the picture of the Catholic Jew in Acts. 

The Doppelgänger: Paul and Simon 

At this point in our investigation a surprising possibility, never 
before considered in previous research,156 comes into view: 

from the writings of early Christian commentators we know that 
the Church fathers regarded the Samaritan Gnostic Simon Magus 
as the spiritual father of the Gnostic-Marcionite heretics. This 
was especially true for the Marcionite heresy, which the Church 
fathers connected with Simon in different ways, some direct and 
some indirect. [170] According to Irenaeus (AH 1.27), Marcion 
was indirectly connected with Simon through his teacher Cerdo.157 

A certain Cerdo, who was associated with the Simonians (ab 
his qui sunt erga Simonem), came to Rome under Hyginus, the 
ninth bishop in apostolic succession... Marcion from Pontus, 
who followed him (succedens), extended his teaching... At this 
point we must mention him [Simon] in order to show you that 
all those who in any way corrupt the truth and contravene the 

                                               
156 Hilgenfeld supposed that the name Simon was an old, forgotten surname 

of Paul (ZNW, 1903, 326f.), which is close to the theory represented here; see H. J. 
Schoeps, Theologie und Geschichte des Judenchristentums, 419. 

157 In light of Irenaeus’ witness, Beyschlag’s assertion (Simon Magus, 68, n. 
138) that F. M Braun’s claim that the Gnostic Cerdo was a Simonian “is entirely 
without basis” requires more detailed justification. F. M. Braun (Marcion et le 
gnose simonienne,” Byzantion, 25-27 [1933-57], 631-648) regards Irenaeus’ note 
as a heresiological theory, but nevertheless also holds fast to the Simonian roots 
of Marcionism. For him the Gnostic Satornil establishes the connection with 
Simonism. In light of the grave differences between Marcion and Satornil, 
however, this assumption seems very questionable to me. In this regard, see also 
K. Rudolph (Gnosis and Gnostizismus, 360). Rudolph finds it highly “remarkable 
that the Pseudo-Clementine sources, which according to the discussion by A. 
Salles (VigChr 12, 1958, 197ff.) were certainly anti-Simonite oriented, later took on 
a moderate anti-Marcionite dressing.” In my opinion, one should consider these 
and other observations if one speaks of “pre-Marcionism.” From an historical 
perspective what one characterizes as pre-Marcionism is clearly nothing else than 
Simonism, or post-Simonism. 
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preaching of the church are students and successors  of Simon 
the magician from Samaria (Simonis Samaritanu magi discipuli 
et successores sunt). Although they do not mention the name of 
their teacher, in order to deceive others, what they teach is 
nevertheless his doctrine. They set forth the name of Christ 
Jesus in a deceptive way, and in various ways introduce the 
impiety of Simon, thus destroying many by spreading false 
teaching under a good name.” 

Marcion is then directly associated with Simon by Clement of 
Alexandria. In Clement’s Stromata (7.17) we read in what is 
certainly a “very controversial passage, which if taken literally 
leads to the nonsense that Marcion was a contemporary of 
Peter,”158 that Marcion had been a student of Simon, who himself 
had heard the preaching of Peter. This testimony is peculiar, 
above all, because, as far as we know from his writings discussed 
by the church fathers, Marcion himself never mentioned Simon at 
all; Simon’s name appears nowhere in his writings! If Marcion is 
in some way “connected” with the Samaritan Gnostic Simon 
Magus (which there is no reason to doubt), it must seem odd that 
he refers to this nowhere in his writings. 

Against this, one should not object that his writings are only 
transmitted to us very incompletely. For it can hardly be doubted 
that the church fathers would not have hesitated to transmit to 
us such information about Marcion if they had found only a 
single reference to this in the writings of Marcion himself. [171] 

When Marcion speaks of his spiritual father, he speaks 
nowhere of Simon, but exclusively of Paul! How can this be 
explained? 

Perhaps because Simon and Paul were one and the same 
person for Marcion? Is it possible that in Paul perhaps nothing 
else is to be seen than the transfigured image of the one who 
preceded Marcion and his students as a spiritual father and who, 
according to the unanimous opinion of early church commen-
tators, was the head of all heretics and heresies in early Chris-
tianity, even and especially the Marcionite: namely, the Samari-
tan Simon Magus, with whom, as Irenaeus relates, Marcion was 
connected through Cerdo. 

Without doubt, against the identity of Simon and Paul seems 
to stand, first of all, the banal circumstance that “Paul” certainly 

                                               
158 H. Waitz, Simon Magus, 125. 
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does not mean “Simon,” or that “Simon” does not mean “Paul,” 
and that the different names seem to refer to different persons. 
However, precisely with regard to Paul and Simon this argument 
is of very dubious value, since it is generally known that already 
within early early Christian literature itself there is a branch 
where this distinction, indeed, is not carried out and where Simon 
in fact stands in place of Paul, i.e., is identified with Paul. This 
would be the so-called Pseudo-Clementines and the Kerygmata 
Petrou associated with them, coming out of Jewish-Christian, 
Ebionite circles. The complete identification of Simon-Paul found 
there—one of the most difficult problems for New Testament 
scholarship working until now with the assumption of authen-
ticity for the Pauline letters—certainly represents one of the 
strongest arguments for the identity thesis presented here. 

One certainly should not oversimplify the problems asso-
ciated with the pseudo-Clementine literature, which is signifi-
cantly named after Clement the Roman bishop, the third follower 
of Peter in Rome. Nevertheless, I believe that the basic problem 
here can be fairly well stated with the following formulas: 

1) In the Pseudo-Clementines Simon is known and opposed 
by name. 

2) The heresies ascribed to him are Marcionite, and 
3) —even more strange—the words that are placed in his 

mouth are those of Paul! 

There are a number of solutions for this problem. In my book 
Paulusbriefe ohne Paulus? I described in detail the Tübingen 
solution, which saw Simon as a characterization of Paul; and 
today the problem is usually solved in complicated, literary ways. 
However, there is still another, much simpler solution, which one 
can only maintain if one is prepared, first of all, to give up the 
authenticity of the letters, which is certainly the primary reason,  
in spite of its simplicity, it has not been considered until now: 
Why do we not understand the Pseudo-Clementines in a 
completely literal way? Why do we not take seriously the fact that 
for the writer of this Jewish, anti-Pauline literature Paul is in fact 
no one else than Simon? 

If words from Galatians are placed there in the mouth of 
Simon,159 or if he is portrayed as a missionary to the Gentiles like 
Paul,160 who converted Gentiles to Christianity before Peter, if in 
                                               

159 Clem.Hom 17.19; Gal 2:11ff; Hennecke-Schneemelcher, II, 77f. 
160 Clem. Hom 2.17.3; 11.35.4-6. 
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the Epistula Petri (2.3f.) reference is made “in a hardly concealed 
attitude” to the “lawless and foolish teaching of a hostile man”161 
(i.e., Paul), all this obviously means, first of all, nothing other 
than that the author knew the preaching of Paul only under the 
name of Simon and that for him Paul and Simon were in fact 
identical. With regard to Simon and Paul, therefore, we have to do 
with two names for the same person, whereby the Roman word 
Paul (= the Small) need not be understood as an additional proper 
name, but rather as a surname or nickname (supernomen),162 
like, for example, Albert the Great or—an example nearer at 
hand—Simon Peter. 

That in addition to a person’s actual name one can attach 
still more names which in some way express something about the 
person’s character or outward peculiarity is a practice also 
attested elsewhere in antiquity. It can even go so far that the 
actual name is no longer known. In the work [173] of the well 
known satirist Lucian, for example, we meet the figure of the 
ancient wandering philosopher Peregrinus Proteus. Both names, 
Peregrinus as well as Proteus, are personal surnames: Peregrinus 
= “one who is nowhere at home,” Proteus = “one who is always 
wandering.” In this example, the real name of the man, who at 
the same time was a Christian, can no longer be determined. 

Moreover, that the name Paul could already be conceived in a 
figurative sense by the writer of the Pauline letters can be clearly 
seen in 1 Cor 15:9, where “Paul” speaks of himself as the last and 
the smallest, like a “miscarriage” as it were. B. Bauer correctly 
commented about this: “He is the last, the unexpected, the 
conclusion, the dear nestling. Even his Latin name, Paul, 
expresses smallness, which stands in contrast to the majesty to 
which he is elevated by grace in the preceding passages of the 
letter.”163  

Bauer rightly calls attention to the theological significance in 
the concept of smallness. In fact, beyond Bauer, who did not yet 
have this connection in view, one must consider that precisely for 
the Marcionites—and obviously already for the Simonians as well, 
to whom this goes back—the word “Paul” expressed everything 
that constituted the core of their theology and for which the 
                                               

161 Hennecke-Schneemelcher, II, 69f. 
162 Haenchen, Acts of the Apostles, 399, n. 1: “It was in Egypt of the 

Macedonian period that a fourth name, with which one was addressed by 
intimates, was introduced: the so-called signum or supernomen” 

163 B. Bauer, Christus und die Caesaren, 381. 
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“letters of Paul” provide continuous testimony. Where is the freely 
occurring, unannounced and unconditioned, election by grace 
better illustrated than precisely by the inferior, the incomplete, by 
a child, by a small one? 

So while Paul, like Peter, was originally nothing more than a 
surname for Simon, which was first employed only in the 
Marcionite churches (not in the least because of the theological 
associations just mentioned which the name could awaken), the 
name Simon seems to have been more common primarily in 
Jewish circles. This explains the gradual separation and division 
of the names in the course of time, which finally led to the 
division of the person of Simon-Paul himself.  

One could say that Paul is the transfigured image of Simon 
among the legitimate disciples and followers of Simon, Marcio-
nites, Gnostics, etc. (recall that the name “Simon” significantly 
appears nowhere in all the works of Marcion!); [174] and Simon, 
on the other hand, stands for the picture of the same person 
[Paul], more and more consumed by polemic, even as the Anti-
christ, for the opponents of Simon, the Judaizers. 

Accordingly, Simon meets us in the Marcionite-Gnostic 
literature as Paul, while in extreme Jewish-Christian circles Paul 
is represented as Simon, or even as the Antichrist or “hostile 
man.” Finally, the separation of the names and the separation of 
the persons was completed in that moment when the Catholics 
definitively took possession of  patrons of the Marcionite church 
and doctored them up in their own way, which took place in Acts. 
After Simon-Paul had once been officially established as Paul in 
the pantheon of great figures from early Christian times, and 
thereby a more moderate, even more Catholic Marcionism found 
entrance into the Catholic church, the continuing polemic against 
Simon-Paul fermenting in Ebionite, Jewish-Christian circles, in so 
far as it related to the Catholic Paul, became a heresy and was no 
longer tolerated. The moderation of the continuing Jewish polemic 
directed against Simon-Paul did not take place in such a way that 
it was simply rejected or combated as false, but 

1. in that Simon became expressly distinguished from Paul, 
and Simon alone, or Simon Magus, as he was now called, was 
represented as the bearer of all negative attributes, i.e., in a 
certain sense was built up as the “bogeyman” in place of Paul; 
and 

2. through the Catholic redaction of the Pauline letters, 
following very soon, which made their far-reaching Jewish-
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Christian reception possible and took the edge off the polemic 
(still directed against the Marcionite Simon-Paul). 

The process of separation was already completed in Acts and 
can be observed with ostentatious clarity in chapter eight where 
in direct connection with the first appearance of Paul Luke 
immediately speaks of Simon Magus. As the Tübingen scholars 
already correctly observed, Luke thereby rejects an identification 
of Paul and Simon, as this takes place in the Pseudo-Clemen-
tines, for example.164 In that Luke depicts Paul and Simon as two 
entirely different people, the anti-Simonian polemic [175] now has 
no relationship with the Catholic Paul and thus beats the air. 

The Sinful Woman 

Against the theory of names just set forth, it could be objected 
that there are no parallels at all in the history of Christian 

tradition for such a division of a person. But that is not correct: 
the division of one person into two different persons, which 
obviously serves the express (polemical) purpose, in the face of 
contrary views, of excluding a particular identification, is a 
literary technique for Luke observable in other passages as well, 
and which is employed once more in the story of the sinful 
woman (Lk 7:37ff.). Luke is plainly concerned here to counter the 
speculation current in Gnostic circles concerning Mary Magda-
lene as the (fallen) female companion of Jesus Christ and to show 
that there is no relationship at all between Mary Magdalene and 
the sinful woman mentioned in the story of the anointing in 
7:37ff. This is clearly the reason why immediately after the 
anointing story he attaches a short list of the female disciples of 
Jesus, in which Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna are 
explicitly mentioned by name. For the reader the conclusion—
desired by Luke—necessarily follows that at least none of the 
women named is identical with the sinful woman (not mentioned 
by name) in the anointing story. In fact, however, from the 
perspective of tradition history there can be no doubt about the 
Gnostic origin of the anointing story (with a wealth of erotic 
motifs and variations on the theme of the fallen Ennoia, Helena, 
or Sophia, in the form of a historical account).165 Contrary to 
                                               

164 Haenchen, Acts of the Apostles, 305: “The Tübingers therefore concluded 
that Luke intended to protect Paul from such disparaging associations by here 
depicting Simon as an entirely different person.” 

165 See Beyschlag, Simon Magus, 184; and W. Henss, Das Verhältnis von 
Diatessaron, christl. Gnosis und Western Text... Materialien zu... Luk 7,36-50, 
BZNW 33, 1967. 
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Luke, later church tradition clearly recognized this and—as the 
Gnostics had already done, but  now, to be sure, in a time when 
Gnosticism had been excluded as a danger for Catholic 
Christianity—again identified the sinful woman with Mary 
Magdalene. [176] 

Historically, therefore, the various features of the picture of 
Paul represented by the author of Galatians go back to the figure 
of Simon Magus in the first century. The figure of Paul himself, 
therefore, is first of all nothing other that the transfigured picture 
of the legendary founder of religion and patron of the church to 
whom the Simonian-Marcionite churches were indebted and 
whose teaching they preserved as the legitimate spiritual succes-
sors and heirs. 

This explains the peculiar circumstance that in the Jewish-
Christian polemic of the second century Simon, who was 
denounced (by Jews and Jewish-Christians) as the Antichrist, or 
Beliar, etc., exhibits characteristics of the apostle Paul, and 
conversely why the figure of Paul, who meanwhile has become 
revered by the church, exhibits characteristics of Simon Magus, 
the Heresiarch and Antichrist. We have to do here basically with 
one and the same person. While in the second century both 
Jewish-Christians and Marcionites were naturally still conscious 
of this, through the Catholic separation of Simon Magus from 
Paul and through the usurpation and catholicizing of Paul (who 
by the surname Saul was also tied to the Old Testament tradition: 
see Tertullian, who could only trust his Paul after he found him 
prefigured in the Old Testament)166 this consciousness gradually 
passed away and by the beginning of the third century (leaving 
Tertullian aside, who seems to have still maintained a faint 
memory of the actual origin of the apostle) was almost completely 
gone. 

Who was Simon Magus? 

For our further historical search for traces of the origin of the 
Christian picture of Paul, who the (Marcionite) author of the 

letters had in mind in his work, it is necessary that we still 
occupy ourselves somewhat more deeply with the figure of Simon 
Magus, or Simon from Samaria, as the case may be. As we have 
already implied and as we will see still more clearly below, we 
have to do here with one of the central figures in earliest 

                                               
166 Tertullian, AM, 5.1. 
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Christianity, if not even the central figure as such. [177] The 
immense significance of this Simon, later stigmatized by the 
church as the Heresiarch and Antichrist, can scarcely be over-
estimated. 

If the emphasis on his great significance seems inappropriate 
and out of place to a reader who in his or her journey through the 
world of early Christianity possibly encounters the figure of 
Simon for the first time, one should consider that the picture of 
early Christianity that has been normative until today is deter-
mined by the church’s picture of early Christianity. The primary 
sources employed by scholars for this are still Christian: The 
Catholic Book of Acts, the catholicized letters of Paul, the 
Gospels, etcetera. Christian sources that could provide us with a 
different picture of the situation in the first century either do not 
exist or were done away with by the Church, for it is self-evident 
that in a time when Paul and the letters written in his name 
became accepted as church documents every writing in which 
Paul was (correctly from a historical perspective) identified with 
Simon the Heresiarch must be disparaged as satanic. It is 
probably not entirely accidental that the Jewish writings in which 
this identification is still made (after corresponding Catholic 
reworking and tranquilizing) have been preserved for us. In any 
case, in the picture the church produced of its own beginnings, 
which still imprints us today, the person of Simon became 
painted over with dark colors for such a long time that, contrary 
to his real significance, he stood in the shadows of history. 

As a dark, insignificant figure, the magician also meets us 
then in Luke’s Acts. When we previously spoke of the close 
religious-historical relationship existing between the figure of Paul 
in the Christian legends concerning Paul and those concerning 
Simon Magus, we already encountered the reference to the 
magician in Acts 8:9-24:  

8:9 But there was in the city a man named Simon who had pre-
viously practiced magic and amazed the people of Samaria, 
saying that he himself was someone great. [178] 

8:10 And they all gave heed to him, from the least to the great, saying, 
“This man is the power of God that is called great.” 

8:11 And they gave heed to him, because for a long time he had 
amazed them with his magic. 

8:12 But when they believed Philip as he preached the gospel of the 
kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were 
baptized, both men and women. 
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8:13 Even Simon himself believed, and after being baptized he 
remained with Philip. And seeing the signs and powerful deeds 
taking place, he was amazed. 

8:14 Now when the apostles at Jerusalem heard that Samaria had 
received the word of God, they sent them Peter and John, 

8:15 who came down and prayed for them that they might receive the 
Holy Spirit; 

8:16 for it had not yet fallen on any of them; but they had only been 
baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. 

8:17 Then they laid their hands on them and they received the Holy 
Spirit. 

8:18 Now when Simon saw that the Spirit was given through the 
laying on of the apostles’ hands, he offered them money, saying, 

8:19 “Give me this power also, that any one on whom I lay my hands 
may receive the Holy Spirit.” 

8:20 But Peter said to him, “Your silver perish with you, because you 
thought you could obtain the gift of God with money! 

8:21 You have neither part not lot in this matter, for your heart is not 
right before God. 

8:22 Repent therefore of this wickedness of yours, and pray to the 
Lord that, if possible, the intent of your heart may be forgiven 
you, 

8:23 For I see that you are in the fall of bitterness and in the bond of 
iniquity.” 

8:24 And Simon answered, “Pray for me to the Lord, that nothing of 
what you have said may come upon me.” 

8:25 And when they had testified and spoken the word of God, they 
returned to Jerusalem, preaching the gospel to many villages of 
the Samaritans. 

Most scholars agree that the picture of the Samaritan Simon Luke 
presents here is once again a tendentious characterization. While 
Luke portrays Simon only as a great sorcerer, who amazed the 
Samaritans with his sorcery, there is wide agreement today that 
Simon was certainly more than a successful magician. In the 
claim to be the great power of God is still reflected the prophetic 
self-consciousness of one of the most influential spiritual leaders 
of heretical Gnosticism. 

In Christian teachings against heresy, the origin of Gnosti-
cism is generally traced back to Simon Magus. Thus, even 
Irenaeus saw Cerdo and his student (or colleague) Marcion as 
offshoots of Simon the Samaritan. But not only Gnostics charac-
terized (in the narrow sense) as Simonians, but also Valentinians, 
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Basilideans, Marcionites, etc. were regarded by the church 
fathers, directly or indirectly, as followers of Simon. Even if 
“modern research in Gnosis,” as K. Rudolph, one of its most 
important representatives, writes, “no longer holds the conviction 
that Simon Magus has to be considered the ancestor of all gnostic 
religion,”167 one nevertheless certainly recognizes that Simon 
Magus is of decisive significance for the origin of heretical Gnosti-
cism. 

Apart from Acts, whose picture of Simon we have already 
determined, by and large, to be historically worthless, and setting 
aside Acts 8:10, which could contain an echo of a corresponding 
Simonian saying, there are a number of other sources in which 
we meet the Samaritan magician: in Justin, whom we have 
already often mentioned, [179] in Irenaeus, Hippolytus, the 
Pseudo-Clementines, and the Alexandrines (Clement and Origen). 
According to the theologian Beyschlag, we have to do here with 
the five “pillars” of the patristic Simon Magus tradition. 

In non-Christian sources we have a notation of Josephus in 
his Jewish Antiquities (Ant 20.7.2), where a “Jew named Simon 
(Atomos), who comes from Cyprus and calls himself a magician” is 
mentioned (we will discuss this in more detail below). Also in the 
Jewish Apocalyptic writings and the Sibyllines (Oracles), where an 
Antichrist appears, many scholars believe this figure to have the 
features of Simon Magus.  

If one attempts to make a rough picture of the figure of Simon 
Magus from the sources at hand, it would be something like the 
following: 

The author of the Pseudo-Clementines, which certainly repre-
sents a very late stage of the Simon legend, reports that Simon 
came from the village of Gitta in Samaria and that he obtained a 
Greek education during his stay in Egypt, to which he also 
brought “extensive knowledge and skills in magic.” Simon 
appeared with the claim to be a “mighty power” of God, and 
occasionally also referred to himself as the Messiah or as the 
Standing One, whereby he intended to imply that he would 
endure forever and that “it is not possible for his body to be 
subject to corruption.” 

The writer of the Pseudo-Clementines characterizes Simon’s 
teaching as follows: Simon denies “that the God who created the 
world is the highest God, nor does he believe in the resurrection 
                                               

167 K. Rudolph, Gnosis, 294. 
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of the dead. He turns away from Jerusalem, and sets Mount 
Gerizim in its place. In the place of our true Christ he claims that 
he is the Christ. He interprets the content of the law according to 
personal whims. He does speak of a future judgment, but does 
not take it seriously: for if he were convinced that God would 
make him accountable, [181] he would not have dared in his 
wantonness to turn against God.” (Clem. Hom. 2:22.5-6) 

Here we have the same, or very similar, ideas as we later 
meet in Marcion. They archetypically exhibit the already familiar 
features of the Gnostic system, whose basic principle includes—
as Marcionism does later—the crass separation between the 
creator of the world (Demiurge; Jewish God) and the highest God 
(the unknown, or foreign, God). 

Remarkably, the writer of the fictional pseudo-Clementine 
work regards John the Baptizer to have been Simon’s teacher. 
Simon was among the thirty pupils of the Baptizer. A woman 
named Helena, or Luna, is also mentioned as a pupil of John (we 
must also consider her later). Although Simon was regarded as 
the most important and most capable pupil of John, he was not 
able to install Simon as his successor, because at the time of his 
death Simon was in Egypt, and another pupil of John, named 
Dositheos, succeeded in taking over the leadership of the baptism 
sect. 

After his return, Simon at first pretended friendship and con-
tented himself for a long time with second place after Dositheos. 
Only when Simon began to claim that Dositheos did not correctly 
transmit the teaching of John did it come to a break. When 
Dositheos noticed that “Simon’s well-calculated slanders were 
weakening his own authority among the great crowd so that they 
no longer regarded him as the Standing One, he struck out at 
him in anger one time when Simon came to the usual meeting. 
But the stick seemed to pass through Simon’s body as if it were 
smoke. Shocked by this, Dositheos cried out to him: ‘You are the 
Standing One, so I will pay homage to you.’ ” 

The expression “the Standing One” (Greek = Hestos) is 
especially known from the work of the Jewish philosopher Philo. 
For Philo it refers to God (conceived in the categories of Greek 
philosophy) as eternally standing still, unchanging (Deus imm). If 
Simon is referred to as the Standing One (Hestos), it seems 
therefore to be a form of honorific title elevating Simon, clearly an 
expression of his very special [182] nearness to the highest 
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Hestos. Even for Philo, the one who draws near to God (= Hestos) 
must himself become a Hestos.168  

It is possible that it was from conceptions of this kind, 
created from the world of Hellenistic philosophy and mysteries, 
that the impression arose for later church reporters that Simon 
had regarded himself as God. The Catholic Christian Justin, in 
any case, writing around the middle of the second century, knows 
of three heresiarchs who incurred this (even for Christian heretics 
somewhat strange) accusation: the already well-known Marcion, 
Menander, and their common ancestor Simon from Samaria. 
Justin further reports that, through the influence of evil demons, 
Simon also practiced his arts in Rome during the time of Emperor 
Claudius. According to Justin, in the same way as in his home-
land, Samaria, where almost everyone had become his follower, 
here also Simon was held to be a God. Justin relates that on the 
Tiber river a statue had been erected that bore his name: Simoni 
Deo Santo.169 

According to Justin and other church reporters the afore-
mentioned Helena was at Simon’s side. In contrast to the Pseudo-
Clementines, we meet Helena here not as a pupil of John the 
Baptizer, but as a prostitute, whom Simon became acquainted 
with in a brothel in Tyre. According to Irenaeus, Simon and the 
Simonians perceived this as an allegorical event with central 
significance for the teaching of Simon:  

He led a woman named Helena around with him, a prostitute 
from the Phoenician city of Tyre whom he had purchased. He 
called her the first Ennoia (thought) of his mind, the mother of 
all, through whom, in the beginning, he decided in his mind to 
create angels and archangels. After this Ennoia sprung forth 
from him she recognized what her father desired, and she 
descended into the lower spheres and brought forth angels and 
powers, by whom also he said this world was made. After she 
brought them forth, she was held captive by them because of 
jealousy, because they did not want to be regarded as descen-

                                               
168 See Hans Leisegang, Die Gnosis (1985). 
169 The dedication inscription was discovered in 1574 on a Tiber island in 

Rome. It referred, however, not to Simon Magus, but to an ancient Roman God of 
oaths, Semo Sancus (Semoni Sanco Deo Fido Sacrum.... Justin’s confusion and 
that of other church fathers could be related to the fact that “possibly the 
Simonians themselves were responsible for the identification, since they wor-
shipped their founder as a divine being (as Zeus among others.),” K. Rudolph, 
Gnosis, 295.  
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dents of someone else. He himself (Simon) is completely un-
known to them; but his Ennoia was held captive by the powers 
and angels [183] that came forth from her, and she had to 
suffer many humiliating things, so that she could return to her 
father above. And it went so far that she was even enclosed in a 
human body, and in the course of time, as from one vessel to 
another, wandered in ever changing bodies of women... For this 
purpose Simon came, to take her as the first to himself, and 
also to bring salvation to other people who recognize him. 
(Irenaeus, AH, 1.23.2-3) 

In the teaching of Simon and his followers, the Helena-event 
obviously symbolized the relationship of human souls to God, or 
their redeemer. The brothel, in which Helena is held captive, is 
usually interpreted as the world, in which the souls are impris-
oned and in which—far from their heavenly home—they become 
defiled. The heavenly “fiancé” Simon, then, is no one else than the 
divine redeemer himself, who frees the souls from their prison 
and takes them with him back to their heavenly home. In the 
Exegesis of the Soul, a later Simonian-Gnostic writing, we again 
meet these ideas, which, as we already said, constitute the core of 
the Simonian salvation drama and in their significance for 
Gnostic religiosity and spirituality can hardly be overestimated 
(one thinks, for example, of the Gnostic sacrament of the “bridal 
chamber”). 

As long as she [= psuche, soul] was alone with the father, she 
was a virgin... But when she fell down into a body... there she 
fell into the hands of many robbers... She [lost her] virginity 
and prostituted herself in her body, and gave herself to one and 
all...  She gave up her former prostitution... and cleansed 
herself in the bridal chamber. She filled it with perfume; she 
sat in it watching out for the true bridegroom.170  

Whether Simon himself wrote down his teachings is a 
debated question. Hippolytus knows a writing with the title Great 
Proclamation (Megalē Apophasis), from which he cites a few 
fragments. In the opinion of Rudolph and other scholars, “this 
text is hardly to be considered Simon’s work”; rather the entire 
writing “is probably a kind of philosophical-speculative interpre-
tation of sayings attributed to him by his school [184] in the 

                                               
170 The Exegesis of the Soul, NHC II, 6, in J. Robinson, ed., The Nag Hammadi 

in English (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988), 192-198. 
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second century.”171 For Leisegang, on the other hand, who saw in 
Simon the model of the Hellenistic prophet (Empedocles) and 
regarded him as a “renewer of the ancient Hellenistic prophetic 
message,” the Apophasis largely derived from Simon’s pen: “In its 
basic elements, it is really to be traced back to Simon.”172 

Remarkable about this work is the apophatic style, the 
majestic “I”-tone with which the writer, like a mystagogue, 
proclaims his teachings as supreme revelations. The introductory 
words already give this impression: “This writing— a proclama-
tion, a voice, and a name—stems from the decree of the great, 
unlimited Power. For this reason, it should be sealed, hidden, 
cloaked, deposited in the abode where the roots of the All are 
found.” Here again, one is reminded of the writer of the Pauline 
letters, who now and then employs a very similar way of speaking 
(Gal 1:11; 1 Cor 15:51; Col 1:26; Eph 3:4; etc.), which, to be sure, 
in comparison with the Great Proclamation seems only like a weak 
imitation.173   

The content of the Proclamation presents a complex religious-
philosophical system, at the center of which stands an elaborate 
cosmology and theology. Like many other scholars, Leisegang was 
reminded by these teachings, which again and again character-
istically unfolded in three steps (for example: “The one, who [once] 
stood, stands, and will stand [again].”), of the German philoso-

                                               
171 K. Rudolph, Gnosis, 295. 
172 H. Leisegang, Gnosis, 67. 
173 In this regard, reference should also be made to a puzzling passage in the 

writing Philopatris, by Pseudo-Lucian, in which one generally sees a characteri-
zation of Paul. Here also, however, it cannot be said for sure whether we have to 
do with a characterization of Paul or Simon. Triephon tells Kritias about his 
meeting “with a certain bald-headed, large-nosed man from Galilee”: Triephon: 
“...By the son of the father, the spirit, who proceeds from the father. One out of 
three, and three out of one! You are Zeus! who is called God!...” [Simon’s 
trinitarian system!] Kritias: “But I don’t understand all that well what you want to 
say with your one three and three one. Do you refer to the Tetraktys of 
Pythagoras? or the Ogdoad and Triad [of Valentinus]?”  Triephon: “Be silent, 
friend, about things that are unspeakable!... I will teach you what the All is, and 
who he is, and, above all, who he was, and according to what plan the All is led 
out [the beginning of the apophasis!]. For then it was no different for me than for 
you. But I happened to meet a certain bald-headed, large-nosed Galilean, who 
while wandering in the air came as far as the third heaven and presumably 
learned the marvelous things that he again taught us. By water, he made me a 
new person, freed me from the dominion of the godless, and placed me on the 
path of the blessed ones, to walk further in their footsteps. And if you will listen to 
me, I can also make you a new, true person.” —According to Jerome, there was a 
tradition in which Paul came from Galilee, not Tarsus. (Lublinski, Das werdende 
Dogma, 225.) 
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pher Hegel with his “Spirit in itself, Spirit for itself, Spirit in and 
for itself.” Thus, in the trinitarian system of Simon one could see 
an ancient Gnostic prologue to Hegel’s philosophy.174 

We have only legendary reports of Simon’s end. The Acts of 
Peter  relates that in Rome, where Peter, his stereotypical antago-
nist, has followed him, he attempted to fly, in order to demon-
strate his wondrous power. Peter, of course, by calling upon 
Christ, is able to have him crash, so that Simon’s leg is broken. 
His followers finally take him to Aricia (South of Rome), where he 
dies. 

According to Hippolytus, Simon had his students bury him, 
in order to show that he could [185] be resurrected on the third 
day. The resurrection did not take place, however, because Simon 
was certainly not the Messiah, as he himself had claimed.175 

In Jewish and Jewish-Christian writings Simon is finally 
portrayed as a true pariah. In Jewish Apocalypses the figure of 
Simon is styled by his opponents as the Antichrist and portrayed 
in the blackest colors.  

In what follows, we will attempt to verify our thesis that the 
particular elements from which the writer of the Pauline letters 
constituted his picture of Paul go back to the figure of Simon by 
means of a comparison of the pictures of Simon and Paul. 

The Flatterer 
Simon attempts to please men, or flatter them—he is sincere, 
gentle, and peaceable—he accepts no gifts—he feigns sincerity. 

In an apocryphal Acts of the apostles it is said concerning 
Simon: “With the help of his father, the Devil, this man pleases all 
people.”176 One can see very clearly that the Marcionite author(s) 
of the Pauline letters often pick up this feature of the Simon-Paul 
picture. In Galatians the writer asks his readers: 

1:10 Am I seeking to win over men or God? Or am I seeking to 
please men? If I still wanted to please men, I would not be 
a slave of Christ. 

In 2 Corinthians he asks in a similar rhetorical way: 

                                               
174 So also Kreyenbühl, Evangelium der Wahrheit, 225 and passim. 
175 Hippolytus, Ref. 6.20. 
176  Acta Pt. c. Sim, 55, ed. Lipsius Bonnet, I, 203, 1f.; cf. also Clem Hom 

18.10: a0resko/ntwj toi=j parou=sin o1xloij. In this regard, see Schoeps, Theologie 
und Geschichte des Judenchristentums, 301, 418ff. 
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5:11 Since we now know the fear of the Lord, do we seek to win 
over men? [185] 

The writer of 1 Thessalonians also expressly emphasizes: 

2:4 So we speak, not to please men, but to please God who 
tests our hearts. 

The visionary, miracle worker, and missionary 
Simon has visions— He performs miracles— He is a successful 
missionary. 

Simon the visionary is the central theme of a passage in the 
pseudo-Clementine literature where Peter disputes Simon’s claim 
that it is possible to experience the same thing by means of a 
dream or a vision as on the basis of direct eyewitness.177 As 
Simon hears this, he interrupts with the words: 

You have claimed that you came to know the teaching of your 
master very accurately because you heard and saw him directly 
when he was present, and that, on the other hand, it is 
impossible for someone else to experience the same thing by 
means of a dream or a vision. I will show you that this is 
false... On the contrary, the vision provides, together with the 
appearance, certainty that what is seen comes from God. 

In addition, the Pseudo-Clementines report an attempt by Simon 
to fly, ending in failure (with a deathly crash). This seems to be a 
parodistic variation of the Simon as visionary motif. 

The author of the primary Pauline letters also portrays Paul 
as a visionary. Paul is called to his task as an evangelist through 
a revelation (Gal 1:16), and his trip to Jerusalem for the apostolic 
council is brought about by a revelation (Gal 2:2). Above all, 
however, one naturally thinks here about the well-known passage 
in 2 Cor 12:1ff, where “Paul” reports his having been caught up 
into the third heaven where he heard unspeakable words (words 
which Marcion could say that he had heard).178  

12:2 I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was 
caught up into the third heaven—whether in the body or 
out of the body I do not know, God knows. 

                                               
177 Clem. Hom. 17:13ff. 
178 Esnik of Kolb, 180, cited by Harnack, Marcion, 377*: “The apostle says: 

‘The words that I heard are unspeakable,’ and Marcion says: ‘I have heard them.’ ” 
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12:3 And I know that this man was caught up into paradise—
whether in the body or out of the body I do not know, God 
knows— 

12:4 and he heard words which cannot be spoken, which a 
man cannot utter. [187] 

All this shows—not that the author of Galatians and 2 Corin-
thians himself had visionary experiences, but—that he knew how 
great a role revelations and visionary-ecstatic experiences played 
in the biography of his hero in whose name he wrote the 
“letters”—i.e., Simon-Paul.  

The same is also true for signs and wonders, which play a 
large role in the historical reports concerning Simon Magus, or as 
the case may be, Simon the heretic, referred to as Antichrist 
/Beliar. Consider the following passage from the Sibylline writ-
ings (3.63ff), where it is said concerning the coming of Beliar, 
which most scholars believe relates to Simon Magus:179 

From the Sebasternines Beliar will come afterward, and will 
make high mountains rise up and make the sea stand still, the 
great fiery sun and the bright moon, and he will raise up the 
dead and perform many signs for people. But fulfillment will 
not be in him, but [only] deception, and he will thus lead many 
people astray, faithful and chosen Hebrews as well as other 
lawless persons, who have still never heard the speech of God. 
But when the threats of the great God draw near, and a fiery 
power comes through the billowing water to land and con-
sumes Biliar and the arrogant people, all who have put their 
faith in him... 

Other texts relating to the Antichrist (= Simon) also refer 
again and again to his miraculous deeds.180 The miracle-working 
activity of Simon is extensively portrayed in the Pseudo-
Clementines, and Acts also reports that Simon, who was referred 
to as great power (Acts 8:10),181 had “amazed” the Samaritan 
people for a long while.182 

Corresponding with this, in 2 Corinthians, as evidence for his 
apostolic legitimacy, [188] “Paul” can appeal to the fact that “the 

                                               
179 Geffcken, Komposition und Entstehungszeit der Oracula Sibyllina, TU NF 

VIII (1902); cf. Kippenberg, Garizim, 123, n. 148. 
180 Preuschen, Antichrist, 184f. 
181 In this regard, see Beyschlag, Simon Magus, 99ff. 
182 Acts 8:9, 11. 
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signs of the apostle were performed among you... with signs and 
wonders and mighty works” (12:12).183 

In the passage from the Christian Sibyllines it is said that 
Simon misled many people [through his preaching], and indeed 
not only Hebrews but also “other lawless people, who had never 
heard the speech of God.” It can be inferred from this that Simon 
had also turned to the Gentiles and carried out missionary 
activity here as well. Even the Pseudo-Clementines could not 
avoid mentioning Simon’s great missionary success; through him, 
even before Peter, many Gentiles were supposedly converted to 
Christianity. Peter is speaking: 

While I am going to the Gentiles, who believe in many gods, to 
proclaim through my preaching the one God, who made heaven 
and earth, and everything that is therein, so that they might 
come to love him and be saved, evil has anticipated me, 
according to the law of the syzygies, and has sent Simon 
ahead, so that people who reject the gods who supposedly dwell 
on earth, and speak no more of their great number, should 
believe that there are many gods in heaven... I must quickly 
follow him so that his lying assertions will not gain a footing 
and establish themselves everywhere.184 

In the same way, Paul is also called by a revelation to preach 
the gospel to the Gentiles (Gal 1:16), and at the end of the letter 
to the Romans he can look back on a preaching mission that 
reaches over the entire world from Jerusalem to Illyricum (Rom 
15:19). Since he no longer has any more room for work here 
(15:23, 24), it is necessary for him, after the visit in Rome, to go 
further to Spain. — The situation which Peter refers to in the 
Pseudo-Clementines seems to be identical with the situation 
reflected in the Pauline letters: The mission of Simon-Paul is 
followed by the Judaizing counter-mission. 

The Son of Lawlessness 
Simon as the “Son of Lawlessness” — Simonian Soteriology — 
Simon as “Libertine” — Simon as Persecutor of the Saints — Simon 
as “Enemy” 

                                               
183 Cf. also Rom 15:18ff. 
184 Hom 3.59.2; cf. Hom 2.17.3: Peter says, “I came after him (Simon) and 

followed him”; cf. Hom 11.35.4-6: Peter says, “Now he (Satan) has sent Simon 
upon us, preaching under pretense of the truth, in the name of the Lord, and 
sowing error.”   
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The primary accusation made against Simon by the Jewish 
anti-Simonian polemic as well as by Catholic Christian polemic 
was that he had rejected the Law. The Simonian antinomianism 
was grounded in the Simonian doctrine of redemption (Soteri-
ology), in which a theologian of the last century already perceived 
“a magical prelude or counterpart to the freedom from the Law 
proclaimed by Paul...”185 To be convinced of this, one should 
compare the teaching of Paul [189] with the following brief 
summary of the Simonian teaching by Irenaeus: 

Whoever, therefore, placed their trust in him and his Helena no 
longer needed to be concerned about them [the angels who 
made the world], but, as free persons, could live as they 
pleased. They were saved by his grace, and not by works of 
righteousness. The works are not good in themselves, but only 
by accident. The contrary teaching was devised by the angels 
who made the world in order to enslave people by means of 
precepts. He promised them, however, that when the world 
decomposes they would be set free from the dominion of those 
angels.186 

The teaching represented by Simon, according to which the 
law is abrogated by grace (the spirit) is, as the Gnosis scholar K. 
Rudolph correctly remarked, “a formulation familiar also to Paul 
which Marcion then extended into a reformation of the gospel, 
without however paying homage to libertinism.”187 Indeed, that 
Simon ever paid homage to libertinism at all, as some church 
fathers asserted, is very doubtful, and is contested by Rudolph. 
We seem to have to do here rather with Jewish or Jewish-
Christian defamation. Much of what was represented as “licen-
tiousness” and “debauchery” by Jews in the first century or by 
observant Jewish-Christians in the second century was certainly 
not always the same as libertinism. The author of the seven 
letters in Revelation can mention the eating of meat sacrificed to 
idols and “fornication” in the same breath (Rev 2:14). And one 
should not forget that Protestantism was also often represented in 
Roman Catholic polemic as libertine blundering.188 

                                               
185 A. Hilgenfeld, Die Ketzergeschichte des Urchristentums. 
186 Irenaeus, AH, 1.23.3. 
187 Gnosis, 255. 
188 The Catholic monk H. Denifle, for example, could thus set forth the thesis 

regarding Luther and Lutheranism that Luther “invented the doctrine of 
justification, along with the sola fide and the sola gratia, only for the purpose of 
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The Antichrist (Simon) also meets us as the Son of 
Lawlessness in the Jewish Apocalypse of Elijah. Here it is also 
said that he persecuted the saints with extreme agony.189 To a 
certain extent, it seems like this has to do with Simon-Paul prior 
to his conversion to Catholicism! Indeed, this feature of the 
picture of Simon-Paul (Paul as persecutor) seems to have been 
consciously ignored by the Marcionite author of the Pauline 
letters. He had no reason to report this because his hero did not 
need [190] to justify himself for the persecution of the saints (i.e., 
the earliest Jewish-Christian churches), which for him, as an 
early representative of the Jewish-Christian church, was a matter 
of indifference. It was the Catholic redactor who first introduced 
the persecution passages into Galatians, presumably on the basis 
of the presentation in Acts. For Paul had now become a church 
patron for Catholics as well. And as long as the memory of the 
persecution activity of Simon-Paul was present among Jewish 
Christians, this had to be appeased and compensated for by the 
introduction of a conversion experience. The conversion of Paul, 
therefore, is most probably not a biographical fact at all, but only 
historical in so far as it reflects the beginning of Catholicism with 
its fraternization of Paul and the twelve. Only now did it first 
become possible for Jewish-Christians and Marcionites to live 
peacefully with one another under a common Catholic roof. The 
historical Simon-Paul was most probably not a convert, but a 
renegade! — As a lawless Gnostic, Simon is finally identical with 
the enemy, or the hostile man, who is spoken of not only in the 
Pseudo-Clementine literature, but also in the Jewish writings 
directed against Simon, among others, the Epistula Petri, where 
the “lawless and senseless teaching of the hostile man” is 
mentioned, namely the teaching of Paul. Even Paul asks the 
Galatians: “Have I then become your enemy by telling you the 
truth [of the gospel]?” (Gal 4:16). 

                                                                                                       
pursuing his dissolute life with all the more indifference and assurance” (B. Löhse, 
Martin Luther, 242).  

189 ApkElj. 4.20-23 = James Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament Pseude-
pigrapha, Vol. 1, Apocalyptic Literature & Testaments (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 
1983), p. 748. That in the portrayal of the Antichrist we in fact have to do with the 
(polemically skewed) picture of Simon is shown by the remarkable agreement in 
the sun and moon miracles ApkElj. 3.5-10). That the Antichrist in the Apocalypse 
of Elijah can raise no one from the dead (ApkElj. 3.11-13) is Jewish and Jewish-
Christian polemic. In Acts as well the gift of raising the dead is reserved only for 
(the Jewish-Christian) Peter: see the Tabitha miracle, Acts 9:36ff.; and on the 
other hand, Acts 20:9ff., where a raising of the dead is intentionally not reported 
for Paul. 
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The Match-Maker 

Up to now, in our search for historical traces of Simon Magus 
we had to be satisfied primarily with the distorted picture of 

the Antichrist and the hostile man in Jewish, or Jewish-
Christian, polemic. But the magician did not frequent only the 
confused fantasies of the apocalyptic writers; the Jewish historian 
Josephus also mentions him in a brief but highly informative note 
in his Antiquities. [191] 

Moreover, for this reason every doubt regarding the existence 
of the Samaritan Simon, which was once expressed here and 
there, should be excluded. The passage from the pen of the 
worldly historian Josephus irrefutably shows that the Samaritan 
Simon is not a figure of fantasy. And apart from this, the energy 
of the hatred which the Jewish and Jewish-Christian writings 
concentrate on the figure of the Antichrist and hostile man 
testifies positively that the object to which they relate has a 
historical basis. No one polemicizes against a phantom. 

In the passage from Jewish Antiquities 20.7.2  (= 29.141) 
Josephus attests that the historical Simon was a contemporary as 
well as a confidant of the Roman governor Felix (51/51-ca. 60 
CE). Josephus reports that the Roman governor made use of  
Simon’s magical abilities, or special persuasive skill, in a delicate 
situation by employing Simon to mediate a marriage for him. 

Felix had fallen head over heels in love with Drusilla, the 
granddaughter of Cleopatra and Antonius (Tacitus, Hist. 5.9), and 
also a sister of Bernice, and wanted to marry her. Although 
Drusilla was already married to King Azizus of Emesa—or had 
become married to him through her brother Agrippa—and even 
though Felix, who was famous for his cruelty, having had a 
“multitude of revolutionaries” crucified daily in Palestine, was a 
highly questionable specter, from both a human and a political 
perspective, so that even the Roman historian Tacitus could 
characterize him as a “downright servile person,” Simon, being 
called upon here, obviously had no moral reservations about 
helping prepare the way for the contemplated marriage. 

Felix, the Governor of Judea, had scarcely seen Drusilla, who 
was distinguished for her beauty, when he was enflamed with 
great love for her. He sent to her, therefore, a Jewish friend of 
his named Simon (Atomos), who came from Cyprus and 
represented himself as a magician, to attempt to persuade [!] 
her to leave her husband and marry him [Felix]. He had him 
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tell her that if she did not reject him, [192] he would make her 
a happy woman. In order to avoid the envy of her sister 
Bernice, from whom she had to suffer many things because of 
her beauty, Drusilla acted badly, let herself be persuaded to 
transgress her native laws, and married Felix. 

The episode related by Josephus is very interesting because 
we meet both leading protagonists once more in Luke’s Acts—
although, to be sure, here it is not Simon who converses with the 
now married couple, but the imprisoned Paul: 

24:24 After some days Felix came with his wife Drusilla, who 
was a Jewess; and he sent for Paul and heard him speak 
about faith in Christ Jesus. 

24:25 As he spoke, however, about righteousness and [sexual] 
continence and the future judgment, Felix was filled with 
fear and answered, “Go away for now! when I have an 
opportunity I will summon you.” 

24:26 At the same time he hoped that money would be given him 
by Paul. So he sent for him often and conversed with him. 

Against the background of the prevalent way of looking at this 
today, according to which Simon and Paul still represent two 
different historical persons, one could perceive the passage in 
Acts as a further extension of our knowledge about the Roman 
governor and his wife. After the two were married, with the help of 
Simon, they met the apostle Paul. On this occasion, he appealed 
to their conscience in a fundamental way by preaching to them 
about sexual continence, which could be related to the fact that 
Felix had married a divorced woman. In his relationship with 
Felix, Paul appears then as preaching a kind of prophetic 
warning, comparable to John the Baptizer in his relationship with 
Herod. 

So far, so good. Since in the meantime, however, we have 
become wary, and know that Simon and Paul are not so different, 
as Luke would like us to believe, but that in the Jewish-Christian 
polemic of Luke’s time the two rather flow into one another in an 
undifferentiated way, [193] so that words spoken by Paul can be 
placed in the mouth of Simon, and conversely the picture of Paul 
exhibits all the features of Simon, we therefore view the entire 
passage in a somewhat more critical way. 



 164

Could it not rather be the case that Luke, as indeed other-
wise conforms with his manner, once again engages in apolo-
getic? Could it not be the case that for Luke the entire passage 
only pursues the goal of removing once and forever the suspicion, 
that seemed plausible for some, that Paul and Simon Magus were 
one and the same person? That Paul preaches sexual continence 
to the freshly-baked married couple could indeed have an entirely 
different basis than the fact that Felix had just married a divorced 
woman. With this portrayal of Paul preaching a prophetic warning 
Luke could have attempted to set aside another picture of the 
apostle very well known to him, namely, that of the match-maker 
spoken of in Jewish and Jewish-Christian circles. 

A similar apologetic intention seems also to underlie Acts 
24:26. Luke remarks that Felix hoped for a bribe from Paul. This 
remark as well, which in view of the financial situation of the 
hardly wealthy tentmaker makes no sense, and for which exe-
getes have been unable to provide any reasonable explanation, 
can only be understood when one recognizes that Luke engages 
here in apologetics. J. Kreyenbühl rightly observes in this regard: 
“The motif of money is... only introduced here to counteract the 
slanderous accusation by Jews that, as match-maker for Drusilla, 
Paul had often visited with Felix and was paid for his service.” 
Luke blunts this accusation “by attributing the motive of avarice 
to the procurator and making Paul the source of money. If Felix 
hoped to get money from Paul, the relationship between the pro-
curator and Paul invented by the Jews would be relegated to the 
realm of fable.”190 In other words, the absurd supposition that the 
governor expected money from Paul, the wandering preacher and 
tentmaker, obviously serves to refute the accusation (known to 
Luke) of a close personal relationship between Felix and Simon-
Paul. [194] 

Simon Atomos — Simon Paulus 

Of special interest in this connection is finally that fact that, 
instead of Simon Magus, some manuscripts of Josephus 

have the reading Atomos. Since the word “Atomos” is nowhere 
else attested as a personal name and must therefore again be 
understood as a nickname (signum or supernomen), one must 
proceed from the assumption that this was a nickname of the 
magician from Cyprus, which—for whatever reasons—was 

                                               
190 J. Kreyenbühl, Evangelium der Wahrheit, 214. 



 165

deleted, or, as the case may be, substituted for the name Simon 
Magus.  

Now the translation of the name is very illuminating, and in 
my opinion another significant piece of evidence for the thesis 
represented here of the identity of Simon and Paul, or the original 
unity of the two names. “Atomos” is Greek and—when referring to 
a person—must be translated as “tiny one”; or in Latin, “Paul”! 
Simon Atomos is Simon Paul!   

From Paul to Saul 

According to a common conception, that has also become a 
figure of speech, the effect of the conversion at Damascus was 

that out of Saul emerged a Paul. This conception is widespread, 
but is nevertheless incorrect. “The name,” as Ben Chorin correctly 
writes, “has nothing to do with this transformation.” In the vision 
Paul is addressed by Jesus in Hebrew as Schaul, and in Damas-
cus the message is brought to Ananias that Schaul from Tarsus 
has arrived. Ananias addressed the guest as ‘brother Schaul.’ It is 
not true at all, therefore, that here from Saul a Paul came into 
being; rather, precisely in this vision and directly after it Paul is 
addressed with his Hebrew name Schaul, with which he also 
appeared previously.”191 

The name change from Saul to Paul thus takes place in Acts 
not in direct connection with the conversion, but on the first 
missionary journey of Paul, while he was on the island of Cyprus, 
together with his companion Barnabas, and there converted the 
governor Sergius Paulus [195] to the Christian faith. In 13:9 the 
reader is parenthetically informed that Saul also means Paul 
(“But Saul, who is also called Paul”). It was not at all uncommon 
for Jews to take a Roman name alongside their own Jewish name, 
and the practice is attested elsewhere. This need not occupy us 
further here. We should rather pursue the question of what the 
fact that the author of Acts knows about a second name for Paul 
signifies for our theory. The fact as such could indeed be con-
ceived as a serious argument against our Simon = Paul thesis. In 
contrast to Paul, the name Saul cannot be understood as a 
supernomen (i.e., as a nickname of Simon’s). If Paul’s Jewish 
name was Saul, our Simon = Paul theory would collapse. 

Now, we already observed above, of course, that Tertullian, in 
settling accounts with Marcion, had remarkable interest in 

                                               
191 Ben Chorin, Paulus, 35. 
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finding the figure of the apostle, whom he viewed with great 
mistrust—which many exegetes today could well take as 
something to emulate—, already prefigured in the Old Testament 
(AM, 5.1ff.). What is peculiar here is that only when he sees Paul 
already signified in the person of the Old Testament king Saul can 
he set his mind at rest with regard to the apostle whose 
legitimacy has been questioned in a kind of cross-examination 
over several paragraphs [!]. What does this mean? If we consider 
in addition that the author of the letters speaks only of Paul, and 
never of Saul, and that the use of the name Saul is thus a 
peculiarity of the Catholic Acts which we find nowhere else, this 
could mean that Tertullian and the Catholic tradition, as whose 
representative he appears, obviously had a strong dogmatic 
interest in tying the apostle Paul (in the same way as the twelve 
apostles) into the Jewish tradition. In view of the fact that in early 
Christianity dogmatic concerns as a rule preceded historical 
concerns and surpassed them in importance, it could mean that 
the Jewish name Saul was later attached to the apostle Paul, and 
indeed for the purpose of indicating in an unmistakable way the 
Jewish roots and origin of the apostle. In other words, [196] the 
name Saul was very probably given to the apostle not by his 
parents, but by the Catholic church of the second century—
presumably for the first time by the resourceful Catholic who 
wrote Acts! It is not the case, therefore, as one often assumes, 
that the name Paul was derived from Saul (which moreover is not 
convincing in itself because there is only a tonal connection 
between Saul and Paul, and no connection with regard to content: 
i.e., Paul = “the small one” is not a translation of Saul = “the 
requested one”!), but, on the contrary, with regard to tradition-
history, the name “Paul” took on the Jewish name “Saul” as a 
later attachment. 

The intention of the person who attached the Jewish name 
Saul to Paul was to integrate the apostle into the Jewish tradi-
tion. Through the name, the figure of the apostle could thus be 
tied forever with the Jewish tradition, in which until the present 
day nothing is known about a student of Gamaliel by the name of 
Saul. In such a way, the ground could effectively be cut from 
under rumors, like those spread, for example, in extreme anti-
Pauline circles, in which it was said that the apostle was never a 
Jew at all. 
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Simon the Leper and Paul’s Sickness 
Simon and the cross — his outer unsightliness — his illness 

In the Apocalypse of Elijah it is said that at the coming of the 
Antichrist (= Simon) he will be preceded by a cross. For Paul as 

well, the preaching of the cross is of highest importance: one 
thinks of the familiar passage in 1 Corinthians: 

1:18 For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perish-
ing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. 

Now and then, the “Paul” of the letters emphasizes his outer 
unsightliness, as in Galatians, for example, [197] where he points 
out that the Galatians responded to the temptation for them in 
his flesh neither with disgust nor disdain (Gal 4:14); and in 2 Cor 
12:7 he speaks of a “thorn in his flesh,” which refers, as has 
correctly been observed, to a sickness that seems to have left 
behind some kind of marks. This corresponds with the picture of 
the Antichrist (= Simon) sketched—to be sure, in skewed 
polemic—by the Jewish apocalyptic writer. The Apocalypse of 
Elijah describes him as follows:192 

He has skinny legs; at the front of his (bald?) head there is a 
tuft of white hair; his eyebrows (?) reach to his ears, while 
leprous scabs cover his hands. He transforms himself before 
those who see him; he becomes a child; he becomes an old 
man. He will transform himself in every sign; but he cannot 
transform the signs of his head. By this you will recognize him, 
that he is the son of lawlessness.193 

As E. Preuschen correctly determined, the portrait presented 
here is that of a person smitten with leprosy disease.194 In 
addition to the unmistakable reference to the “leprous scabs” on 
the hands, this is indicated by the reference to “clump of white 
hair” on the front of the head, which is likewise related to this 
sickness and belongs to its manifestation. Preuschen is also able 

                                               
192 Translator’s note: this attempts to replicate Detering’s translation; cf. 

however, the translation by O.S. Wintermute, in James Charlesworth, ed., The Old 
Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol. 1, Apocalyptic Literature & Testaments (Garden 
City, NY: Doubleday, 1983), 746, and the textual variations discussed there. 

193 Compare also the portrait of Paul in the Acts of Paul and Thecla, 3: “A man 
small of stature, with a bald head and crooked legs, in a good state of body. with 
eyebrows meeting and nose somewhat hooked, full of friendliness; for now he 
appeared like a man, and now he had the face of an Angel” (W. Schneemelcher, 
New Testament Apocrypha, Westminster/John Knox, 1992, p. 239). 

194 E. Preuschen, Antichrist, 192ff. 
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to persuasively demonstrate that Paul’s sickness too, which the 
author of the letters repeatedly mentions, seems to be leprosy.   

Paul suffers from leprosy. In Hebrew, leprosy is called trc, 
from (rc, whose basic meaning is ‘to strike,’ or ‘strike down.’ 
... The leper is actually ‘one stricken (by God),’ which is the 
meaning of trc in Lev 13:44; 22:4, etc. One now sees what 
horrible truth the kolafi/zein [= ‘to strike’] has for the apostle, 
and that with the ‘thorn in the flesh’ he was bloody serious. 
Since leprosy attacks the skin and builds abscesses in it, Paul 
was justified in speaking of ‘thorns’ or ‘goads.’ Since the head is 
affected first of all, the expression ‘slap in the face’ is a very 
drastic euphemism for this malady.195 

It becomes clear here that when the author of the letters 
speaks of Paul’s malady he obviously has the sickness of “Simon 
the leper” in view. [198]  Finally, attention should be called to the 
remarkable parallels in the outward appearance of Simon, on the 
one hand, and Paul, on the other. One should compare the 
portrait of the Antichrist (= Simon) just cited with the picture of 
Paul in the Acts of Paul and Thecla already given above: 

He saw Paul coming, a man small of stature, with a bald head 
and crooked legs, in a good state of body, with eyebrows 
meeting at the nose, very small and projecting somewhat, full 
of friendliness, now appearing like a man, and now with the 
face of an angel. 

Although in the Apocalypse of Elijah the externals of the portrayal 
are a caricature and in the Acts of Thecla an idealization, as 
Preuschen already showed, even after the fantastic exaggeration 
is removed, there can be no doubt that one and the same person 
is portrayed: the Antichrist (Simon) is none other than Paul — 
Paul is none other than the Antichrist (Simon). 

Simon and Helena — Paul and Thecla — Jesus and Mary 
Magdalene 

In contrast to the Simon legends and the Acts of Paul, in the 
Pauline letters there is no figure who plays a leading role here 

and whose destiny is closely linked with that of Paul (or Simon, as 
the case may be)—like Helena, as the companion of Simon, or the 
virgin Thecla, who in the Acts of Paul and Thecla becomes a 
symbolic figure for the chastity preached by the Paul of the Acts 

                                               
195 Ibid., 194. 
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of Paul. The close connection of the Thecla legends with con-
ceptions of ascetic-chastity196 could also be the reason why, if the 
figure of Thecla was ever mentioned in the letters, which in my 
opinion is certainly not improbable, she was deleted by Catholic 
redaction. 

The English radical critic Johnson already called attention to 
the fact that the relationship of Simon and Helena seems to be 
reflected in the relationship of Paul and Thecla, if only in a 
broken way.197 [199] It is very probable that Thecla was a 
(tradition-historical) pendant to the Simonian Helena. As Helena, 
who in symbolic disguise serves as the representative of the 
human soul, was set free by Simon from the brothel in Tyre (= the 
world, in which she defiled her soul; cf. the Simonian writing The 
Exegesis of the Soul), so Thecla is set free by Paul for a life in 
purity and continence. 

Apart from all the other parallels that could be mentioned 
here, one common element is particularly interesting. It is said 
that Thecla listened to the preaching of Paul day and night, and 
indeed from her window.198 The mention of the window is in no 
way accidental. The window motif also appears with regard to 
Helena, where it is said that “once, in the middle of a great crowd 
of people, she looked out of all the windows of a tower at the same 
time.”199 In this regard, the theologian Beyschlag rightly observes 
that “the prurience of Helena is probably alluded to” here, “for to 
peer out of a window was regarded in the ancient world as a 
gestus merertida, i.e., as a wanton gesture.”200 Reflected here is 
the motif of the psyche looking around out the window of the 
body (= prison), which includes the “uninterrupted watching for 
the bridegroom,”201 of which this is a variation. Thecla and Helena 

                                               
196 From the Greek enkrateia = “chastity” or “sexual continence.” 
197 E. Johnson observes, Antiqua Mater, p. 215: “One may well ask whether 

the Thecla with whom Paul is associated in the Acts of Paul and Thecla is not in 
some way a repetition of the Helena of Simon.” 

198 Acts of Paul and Thecla in Wilhelm Schneemelcher, ed., New Testament 
Apocrypha (1991), p. 240. 

199 Clem. Recog. 2.12: “Once, when this Luna of his was in a certain tower, a 
great multitude had assembled to see her, and were standing around the tower on 
all sides; but she was seen by all the people to lean forward, and to look out 
through all the windows of that tower. Many other wonderful things he did and 
does, so that men, being astonished at them, think that he himself is the great 
God” (A. Roberts and J. Donaldson, eds., Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. VIII, p. 100. 

200 Beyschlag, Simon Magus, 66, n. 135. 
201 Dietzfelbinger, Apokryphe Evangelien aus Nag Hammadi, 165. 
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are obviously only different names for the same figure: 
embodiments of the human soul as the object of the Gnostic 
process of redemption.202  

In his book about Gnosis als Weltreligion, the Dutch theolo-
gian Quispel, of the school of C.G. Jung, occupied himself 
intensely with the figure of the Simonian Helena. In his view, the 
story of Helena was interpreted allegorically by the Simonians. 
This is especially the case with the motif of the window, as well as 
with the motif of Helena standing over the castle with a torch. 
This reflects Gnostic cosmology, the Gnostic conception of the 
origin of the world. 

The story wants to suggest that at the beginning of the 
genesis of the world the goddess Helena... showed the lower 
archons of the chaos the higher original light (Epiphanius, 
23.3). That is [200] the Gnostic myth par excellence, which is 
found in innumerable variations and can be very briefly 
summarized. In the beginning were the world of light and the 
world of darkness; then a hypostasis, usually called the 
original man or sophia, showed the demons of the world of 
darkness the original light. These archons, usually conceived 
as the seven planets, became lustful and pursued the light, 
which attempted to flee. 

How the light then becomes mixed with the darkness is 
portrayed in various ways. It soon comes to pass that the light 
figure itself becomes lustful and peers down with curiosity 
(spectandi libido), and sacrifices itself to prevent the demons of 
darkness from gaining entry.203 

Thus, for Quispel the Simonian Helena was “originally... the 
cosmological potency, which standing on the towering house of 
the world lets the original light shine forth...” 

In addition to Helena, Quispel regards a series of other 
ancient female figures as so-called “tower virgins,” i.e., as a 
tradition-historical reflection of the Helena myth, in which the 
same basic pattern is reflected once again under different names 
in other, often much stronger historicizing, ways.204 He also 

                                               
202 Because Helena (= Athena) is ransomed by her “redeemer” Simon, faith in 

redemption becomes the faith of Helena, the figure of Helena becomes the symbol 
for faith itself; for the Simonians, faith is Helena. A reflection of this is to be found 
in Eph 6:14, where, in the same way as Athena, faith is conceived as an armored 
virgin. 

203 Quispel, Gnosis als Weltreligion, 66. 
204 Cf. Hippolytus, Haer. 6.19.1; Clem Recog, 2.12.4. 
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regards the figure of Salome, who appears primarily in Gnostic 
traditions, as a “tower virgin.” At this point, one could also call 
attention to the book of Joseph and Asenath, which derives from 
Jewish circles, but which contains the same motif, further 
developed, of course, in a more romantic way. It is also said about 
the beautiful Asenath that her father Pentepheres made her live 
in a garret on a tower with ten rooms and that no man was ever 
able to see her, until one day Joseph saw her sitting in the 
window of the garret and finally married her. As has often been 
rightly perceived, Asenath also represents here the human soul, 
who is shut up in the body (the tower) and who is set free by 
Joseph, her savior of souls, who is also referred to as “Messiah” 
and “Son of God” (4.7; 6.6). 

Finally, there is still another motif-historical version of the 
same material, found in the anointing story of the New Testa-
ment, which we already met above. As Quispel also suggested,  
[201]  Mary Magdalene obviously belongs in the series of tower-
virgins we just mentioned. 

We have already indicated that in the figure of the woman 
whom we meet in the anointing story of the synoptic Gospels 
(Luke calls her a “sinner,” which in the language of that time 
meant a prostitute) we most probably have a tradition-historical 
reflection of the (revered above all in Christian-Gnostic circles) 
Mary Magdalene (presumably from the Hebrew ldg{ = the tower). 
The tradition-historical origin of the entire account, which all the 
evangelists reflect in very different ways, is still visible in the 
name of the host, with whom Jesus stays. While Luke cleverly 
concealed this name (for good reasons), and only relates that 
Jesus was eating in a house of a Pharisee, we learn from Mark 
that it was Simon the leper. 
14:3 And while he was at Bethany in the house of Simon the 

leper, as he sat at table, a woman came with an alabaster 
flask of very costly ointment of pure nard, and she broke 
the flask and poured it over his head. 

As we have seen, however, Simon the leper is none other than 
Simon Magus, who was also stricken with leprosy. The Aramaic 
word (dcm, from which the Greek lepro/j probably derives, has a 
double meaning. In and for itself, it means “leprous.” Since it has 
tonal similarity with hrcm, however, one could also think of the 
Aramaic “from Tyre.” Simon the leper, then, would be none other 
than Simon from Tyre. And here also the name Simon Magus 
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immediately comes to mind, who ransomed his wife Helena from 
a brothel in Tyre. 

After what has been said, there is no doubt that the Tyre-
Helena motif, that obviously stood at the center of the Simonian 
doctrine of redemption, in a secondary, tradition-historical 
process, was carried over to (the “savior of souls”) Jesus. We 
suddenly begin to understand the erotic motifs of the entire story, 
[202] which, to be sure, were mostly eliminated by Mark and 
Matthew, but still clearly shine through (ointment/perfume, foot-
washing) in Luke’s version (Lk 7:36ff.). 

Finally, it could become clear to us that Gnosis was not a 
Christian heresy, but that Christianity represents a heresy, a “by-
product” of Gnosis—and certainly the most successful. 

At the end of our investigation of the remarkable similarities 
between the Gnostic Simon and the Paul of the New Testament, 
which led us to the conclusion that we obviously have to do here 
with one and the same person, I want to once again emphasize 
that the Pauline letters were indeed not written by the historical 
Paul (= Simon), but by this person’s later follower Marcion, or 
perhaps another Marcionite Christian (Apelles). 

Only with this presupposition is the riddle of the Clementine 
literature solved—which is indeed three-fold, in that in addition to 
Paul and Simon, there is also Marcion, who is invisibly present in 
the speeches of Simon—and along with this the question con-
cerning the origin of the Pauline letters. 

All in all, given the arguments that have been presented, the 
thesis that in the case of Simon and Paul we have before us only 
one person, not two, does not seem to me at all too daring. I am 
certainly well aware that the decisive proof, able to set aside 
absolutely every doubt, has not yet been produced. But where at 
all do find such decisive proof in the field of research of early 
Christian history? Therefore, I would propose that the thesis at 
least be understood as a working hypothesis and to test it for a 
while under this presupposition. It could indeed be that even 
more light will fall on the darkness of early Christian history. 
Where this is not the case, as far as I am concerned, one may 
safely forget it again. But as long as the problems that I have 
attempted to identify remain unanswered, the question at least 
remains: does Simon = Paul; and does Paul = Simon?  
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Chapter 4 

What Remains? 

Plato’s Allegory of the Cave and the Investigation  
of Earliest Christian History 

In his famous allegory of the cave, the philosopher Plato 
compares people with prisoners, who have been chained in a 
cave since birth. Unaware of the cave itself, all that prisoners 

become aware of in the cave is only their own shadows thrown on 
the wall of the cave and the echoes of sounds which reach their 
ears. Since the prisoners have never seen or heard anything 
different in their lives, they must regard the shadows and echoes 
as reality, not the people and the things from which they derive. If 
they were set free from their imprisonment in the cave and had 
the opportunity to view the true reality in the dazzling light of the 
sun, they would at first regard this only as an unreal dream and 
continue to attribute greater reality to their shadows. If on their 
return, however, they told the prisoners who had remained 
behind in the cave what they had seen and experienced outside, 
they would hardly find belief, but instead would only bring forth 
derisive laughter. And nevertheless, Plato concludes, in spite of 
all the toil and trouble, it is necessary to being people from 
appearance to actuality, from the apparent reality into the true 
reality of their existence.  

Although what the philosopher says relates to his own 
particular theme of philosophy, concerning its wondrous power to 
free people from appearance and to transfer them from the world 
of mere opinion into that of true existence, it can also be applied 
to the theme of this book: the history of earliest Christianity and 
its scholarly investigation. [204] 

It may be that the experience of the reader who has followed 
the expositions of this book resembles that of the people in the 
Platonic allegory. It may be that the more he attempts to draw 
nearer to the colorful and graphic figures of early Christian 
history relied upon since childhood—Jesus, Paul, Peter, etc.—by 
means of historical criticism, the more he ascertains that they are 
historically out of reach and emerge as phantom figures. Perhaps 
he experienced that what he once regarded—also without closer 
scientific determination—as immediately illuminating, plausible, 
and settled turned out to be in truth only shadow-figures. 
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Just as every shadow makes reference to that which throws 
the shadow, however, so also those figures in early Christian 
history, which until now we assumed we saw before us in full 
reality, and which we now understand to be mere images, make 
reference to the real forces and leading figures who determined 
the history of early Christianity. The disappointment that so 
much was not the way we thought, and the way it had been 
presented to us, becomes outweighed by the fact that our insight 
into early Christian history gains depth and plasticity, that we 
perceive with fewer illusions, but so also more clearly and 
distinctly, the real historical forces in their battle for the truth, as 
well as for power and dominion. The loss is compensated for by 
the fact that we come to know other figures in early Christianity, 
unknown until now, in whom it becomes clear to us what 
immense spiritual forces, still entirely free and unhampered by 
any orthodoxy, were present in the cradle of Christianity, in 
comparison with which present-day Christianity seems like an 
extinct volcano. 

Finally, however, our loss will be compensated for by the 
experience of a previously unknown freedom in dealing with the 
rudiments of our Christian faith. In place of rigidly holding fast or 
dogmatically adhering to so-called “facts of salvation,” a literal 
understanding of the biblical words, and dogmas thousands of 
years old, and in place of defending the reality of the shadow-
pictures, [205] stands the serene composure of one who has 
learned to look at the ground of things, and in, with, and beneath 
the so-called historical facts of salvation to perceive the entirely 
unhistorical essence of the Christian faith existing beyond time 
and space, which is substantiated not from the distant past, but 
from the living moment in the here and now.  

The Church and her Heretics 

Whoever has reached the conclusion that all the Pauline 
letters are pseudepigraphic writings from the first half of the 

second century will then have to view the entire world of early 
Christianity from a different, changed perspective. For such a 
person, the trusted figures of early Christianity are no longer 
what they once were. From a historical perspective, there remains 
scarcely anything more of the great heroes of early Christian 
times than a distant reflection, hardly more than a shadow. 

On the other hand, those figures who until now had only a 
shadowy existence in church traditions—the early Christian 



 175

nonconformists and heretics—begin to gradually step forward 
from the darkness of history and come nearer to us, with their 
spirit and even with their writings, which for centuries, without 
knowing it, we have regarded and revered as the sacred works of 
apostolic founding figures. 

As we have seen, what we can observe again and again in the 
later church history, namely, that the best and most creative 
powers have flowed to the Church from its heresies and that the 
actual role of the Church toward them has only been their 
ordering, selecting, dogmatizing, and reworking, was obviously 
already true for the earliest beginnings. The actual intellectual 
impulses, the great “inspirations,” the decisive theological ideas, 
came from the heretics. In this field, the Church has never been 
particularly rich or remarkably gifted in original ideas—and this 
has been the case until today. [206] 

The Church’s (certainly genial) contribution lay rather in the 
refined appropriation of what was basically not its own and which 
it proclaimed as its possession only by means of a few clever 
artifices, small changes here and there. Thus, just as the Church 
understood how to “underhandedly take away” the Hebrew Bible 
from the Jews by declaring it to be their Old Testament, the fore-
runner to their New Testament, thereby taking possession of one 
of the most important documents in the literary and religious 
history of humankind,205 so also the Church treated their heretics. 
It watched them for a while and quietly left them alone, allowing 
the heretics to do their intellectual work for them—so then, at the 
right time, to make an appearance, appropriate the fruit of this 
work, and declare it to be their own. The Church’s relationship 
with its heretics, therefore, was always ambivalent: from them 
came the ideas that one did not want to renounce and could not. 
But instead returning to them the necessary thanks for this, one 
saw in them a source of great insecurity and trouble. The threat 
for the Church that emanated from the heretics on account of 
their simple presence and mere existence is comparable with the 

                                               
205 Nietzsche, Morgenröte, Aphorism 84, in Schlechta I, 1067: “What should 

one expect from the after-effect of a religion that in the century of its founding 
carried out that outrageous farce with the Old Testament; I refer to the attempt to 
underhandedly take away the Old Testament from the Jews with the claim that it 
contains nothing else than Christian teaching and belongs to Christians as the 
true people of Israel, while the Jews had only appropriated it. And now a frenzy of 
interpretation and suppression results that is impossible to unite with a good 
conscience... Indeed, one was in a battle and thought about the opponents, not 
integrity.” 
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irritating threat a thief feels who is constantly confronted by his 
victim and thus is not allowed the freedom to take undisturbed 
pleasure in his booty. With an English proverb one could say: 
“Stones are never thrown but at the fruit-laden tree.” 

But we should not draw a black and white picture here. The 
heretics should not be glorified, nor should the men of the 
Church be demonized. That would be an unhistorical way of 
thinking and observing. The point is not to make moral judg-
ments, but only to understand an intellectual-historical process. 

From this perspective, one must say that the work of the 
Church redactors, which began in the middle of the second 
century to rework in Catholic ways the world-denying, ascetic 
Marcionite-Pauline message of a foreign God, carried out an 
important historical and intellectual-historical mission. By con-
necting freedom with the law, what is above with what is below, 
and today with yesterday and tomorrow, they tied the message of 
the Marcionite Paul with this earth again [207] and in this way 
prevented Christianity from slipping into a world-denying asceti-
cism, or mysticism. At the same time, with regard to Gnosticism, 
they dammed the vast flood of Gnostic fantasies, and cultivated, 
tended, and straightened the embankment, to make it possible for 
the Church-ship to have smooth sailing through the rough 
currents of the time. 

In these ways they made Christianity commensurable with 
Western culture. And at the same time they may have prevented 
Europe from being overcome by Asian culture. 

All this is the direct consequence, a direct result, of the 
Catholic genius empowered by the “heretical” writings, which 
served as catalyst and break at the same time. 

Paul and Jesus 

In our deliberations thus far, one figure, from whom all occu-
pation with early Christian history originates, and to whom we 

return again and again, has still not been considered: namely, 
Jesus of Nazareth. 

Until now, we have met him only now and then, in the story 
of the anointing of Jesus at Bethany, for example, where we 
thought we could see for a brief moment the face of the ever-
present Samaritan magician flare up behind his name and 
person.  

In order to forestall misunderstanding, I would expressly 
emphasize that I in no way make the claim here that the Jesus of 
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the New Testament received his life breath from that Samaritan 
magician whose all-powerful and over-towering person stands at 
the very beginning of Christianity. Even if there are indications 
that the figure of Jesus does in fact bear some marks of the 
Samaritan Simon, which can be well explained from a tradition-
historical perspective, and even if it can be seen here and there 
how the builder of both persons sometimes allowed the two 
figures to curiously flow together, we have to do nevertheless with 
two entirely different persons. Without doubt, the Gnostic Simon 
from Samaria, and the apocalyptic Jesus [208], stemming from 
the house of Judah, have entirely different origins. 

But — did a historical figure named Jesus exist at all? 
In itself, the thesis that the letters of Paul are inauthentic, 

and that the letters of Paul are thus excluded as a witness to the 
existence of a historical Jesus, could very well lead to the 
supposition that there had never been an historical Jesus. With 
the exclusion of the Pauline letters as the supposedly most 
important witnesses for the historicity of Jesus, many things do 
in fact look very different, and many things are possible which 
until now did not seem possible. In itself, in view of the complete 
absence of non-Christian sources, doubt in the factual existence 
of the man Jesus of Nazareth lies close at hand. No person with a 
sound mind would suppress such doubt, if he or she were not 
hindered by church tradition and socialization and by a theolo-
gical consensus that declares every doubter in the past and 
present to be a “fantasizer.” What then should we think about a 
man who surfaces nowhere except in the writings of his followers 
and even concerning whose origin and years of birth and death 
there is no agreement? Obviously, we must doubt his existence. 

And nevertheless the theories put forward until now radically 
disputing the historicity of Jesus seem insufficient to me. As A. 
Schweitzer rightly recognized, one of the greatest problems for a 
consistent-symbolic interpretation of the Gospels is, above all, the 
apocalyptic Jesus with his (disappointed) expectation of a soon 
end of the world, who can be adapted as the hero of a temporally-
transcendent Gnostic salvation story only with difficulty.206 It is 
obvious that involved here is not only literary design but also 
tradition-historical memory, the river of tradition here flowing 
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through time, which on its slow current drags along what in the 
meantime has long since become out of date and unusable.207 

So the solution of the entire problem obviously cannot be to 
fully delete a man named Jesus from history. Rather, one must 
investigate from a tradition-historical perspective the individual 
components and building blocks from which the New Testament 
picture of Jesus was constructed [209] —which, like corpuscles 
and waves, floats back and forth between historical and keryg-
matic existence. Rudolf Augstein already correctly perceived that 
the solution to the entire Jesus problem obviously lay in the 
recognition that we have to do here not with one, but with 
“several figures and currents flowing synthetically into one 
appearance.”208 

Without doubt, we are confronted here with an exciting task, 
that we can only solve, to be sure, if we do not imagine that from 
the beginning we already fully possess, as Beati possidentes, the 
only beatific historical knowledge regarding early Christianity. 
Instead, we should rather recognize—as shameful as this might 
be after more than two centuries of historical-critical research— 
that basically, with regard to the most important things, we still 
know nothing at all, or much too little to be able to accept the 
historically grounded claims of the Christian religion (we would be 
glad to discuss the other claims). 

Instead, we should happily admit our own curiosity and in 
addition admit—as unpleasant as it might be—that for us the 
naked historical truth is sadly a most beautiful illusion. 

The Foundations of the Christian Faith 

In many bestsellers trumpeted as sensational the authors 
attempt thereby to give an added drama that promises their 

readers that their new theses and discoveries will shake the 
fundaments of the Christian faith. Thus, the authors of the book 
Verschluβsache Jesus, for example, believe they “have in hand 
religious explosive—something that could bring down the entire 
edifice of Christian teaching and Christian faith.”209 One can also 
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collectors and transmitters create their faith in the imminent return of the 
Messiah if not from the shaking of what was experienced or what was only 
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the passion and resurrection of only an imaginary figure?” 

208 Cited by J. Kaiser, Spiegel Spezial (Rudolph Augstein, 70), 1993, p. 86. 
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find similar spectacular announcements in other books again and 
again. 

If the best-selling authors instead of the Christian faith, 
would speak rather of the Church, or the faith of the Church, one 
might be able to even affirm them, [210] provided that their 
theses were valid. For history in fact plays a great role for the 
Church as the basis for (what is in its eyes) right belief. Thus, we 
have seen, for example, that for the Church— i.e., for the Catholic 
great church emerging in Rome in the middle of the second 
century—it was of decisive importance, in debate with other 
Christian groups, that it could represent itself as the legitimate 
historical heir of the early church in Jerusalem. The Church 
needed history, and in accordance with its own self-under-
standing still needs it today in order to represent itself as the 
original (= true) Church and its faith as the original (= true and 
correct) faith, from which all other churches and heresies are 
derived. 

The notion that the Church can present itself, like everything 
that comes into being historically, only as something “derived,” 
namely, a form of Gnostic heresy, is thereby excluded. Strictly 
speaking, as has already been conceded in the meantime by a 
number of theologians, the historical claim of the Church is a 
fiction. The fundaments for the faith of the Church and for what 
later constituted Catholic orthodoxy were defined in the second 
century, not the first. That is decisively shown by the fact that, 
according to current opinion today, the New Testament contains 
only seven authentic writings, i.e., writings deriving from 
apostolic times—and in my view consists exclusively of pseude-
pigraphic writings. Tracing and projecting these fundaments back 
into the apostolic age only functions as a historical legitimization, 
which, as one can still observe, has a great significance in human 
legal affairs. Whether it should also have such significance in 
religious affairs is very doubtful. Nevertheless, over against the 
Gnostic currents of the time, institutionally less defined and 
trusting more in the Spirit, it provided the Church with a 
powerful advantage, which finally made them victors in the 
historical struggle for Christian sovereignty. 

It was history, therefore, or, better, the fiction of history, that 
placed the Church on a firm foundation, [211] so that it could 
survive for hundreds and even thousands of years. When and so 
long as the Church makes its authority, its existence or non-
existence, dependent on this history, it must defend this claim 
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with whatever means necessary, or its foundations will be  
shaken by the discovery that what is claimed to be history is only 
pseudo-history—unless it prefers, instead, to change its own self-
understanding and to ground its authority in spiritual power 
instead of history. 

Now the Christian faith, nevertheless, cannot be identified 
with the faith of the Church, and certainly not any one church, 
even if the Church representatives, as a matter of course, more or 
less hold fast to this claim. Strictly speaking, for the Christian 
believer, who in his or her faith seeks comfort and support for the 
crises of life, who would like to be stimulated, comforted, or 
“edified” by the biblical writings, by the stories in the Old 
Testament about ancient people, the marvelous parables in the 
Gospels, by the teaching of the Sermon on the Mount, or by the 
spiritual fervor of freedom in the Pauline letters (to be sure, 
sometimes greatly dimmed by Catholic insertions)—for such a 
person, whether or not these writings come from the hand of a 
Moses, or a Paul, or any of the other apostles, is a matter of 
relative indifference. In his or her view, what grants authority to 
the writings, indeed, is not the person, in whose name they were 
written, but the spirit that speaks to him therefrom for hundreds 
and thousands of years. If the authority of the writings were 
based on the authority and the name of their author, i.e., on a 
historical fundament, he would be next to despair. For now his 
faith would be dependent on the results of historical research, 
and with such a faith, if one really takes seriously the constantly 
changing results of historical scholarship, he must soon give up. 
The very next newspaper report that reaches him at breakfast 
about a new manuscript found in the desert of Palestine or Egypt 
could collapse his well-constructed edifice of faith. In contrast to 
the faith that grants the calm security [212] of a deep, existential 
trust and comfort and support for one’s life, this kind of faith is a 
restless, unsettled to-and-fro that has no end and leads the 
believer, as if he were hooked on drugs, to continually require 
new assurances.  

I am certainly well aware that there are many Christians for 
whom the connections I have attempted to sketch make little 
sense. For them, in the same way as for the Church, faith is 
simultaneously faith in history, i.e., it is based on specific data, 
which are sometimes accepted as historical on trust (the so-called 
“obedience of faith”) and sometimes simply accepted as historical 
without reflection on the matter. It cannot be disputed that these 



 181

persons can find therein support for their lives, i.e., in a faith that 
provided a center of meaning for many people for more than 
fifteen hundred years. On the other hand, however, it likewise 
cannot be denied that since the awakening of historical con-
sciousness and the beginning of  historical inquiry regarding the 
fundaments of faith much has changed and that since then there 
are many people who experience very intensely the great 
uncertainty that has taken hold of faith (as faith in history) since 
then. They can no longer be satisfied with a faith that still stems 
from the phase of human history prior to historical con-
sciousness. In their criticism of  the foundations of the old faith, 
which is basically only the reverse side of their search for a new 
foundation, they are often in danger of throwing overboard the 
baby with the bath water, i.e., faith along with history, and 
thereby Christianity as such. 

In spite of this danger, it seems to me that this crisis of faith 
is both necessary and  unavoidable. One does not deal with it, as 
most theologians today do, by making light of, glossing over, or 
obscuring, but only by pushing the crisis to the extreme limit. Its 
extreme limit takes place in radical theology. Only a radical (i.e., 
going to the roots) questioning of the foundations of Christianity 
is able to bring about the crisis, whose absence makes the 
Christian faith suffer, and, after faith is no longer able to with-
stand historical criticism, is perhaps also able to provide a look at 
what is really at stake. [213] In this sense, radical historical 
criticism poses no danger for faith. Radical criticism of the 
foundations of the Christian faith necessarily leads, in a first 
step, to the destruction, the demolishing, of what has come 
before, and in this sense to absolute zero. And nevertheless, from 
the crisis of the Christian faith in history something new neces-
sarily proceeds, i.e., a faith that no longer requires historical 
fundaments for its confirmation. Christianity would thus have 
finally become a religion of the Spirit—as it once was at the 
beginning of its history, when there was not yet any (Catholic) 
church at all, in the Churches of the “heresiarch” Marcion or 
Simon and all the other Gnostics. 

The poem about The Lost Church, by Ludwig Uhland, whose 
opening lines I found as a hand-written remark in the book 
Antiqua Mater, from the estate of the radical critic Bolland, had a 
continuation, as I learned when I returned home, picked up an 
edition of Uhland’s work, and read: 
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I recently went to the deep forest 
Where no foot had climbed for a long while: 
From the ruins of this age 
I turned to God. 
In the wilderness where all was silent, 
I was again aware of bells ringing; 
The more my longing increased, 
The nearer and louder they rang out. 
My mind was so wrapped up in thought, 
My senses so captured by the ringing, 
That it never became clear to me, 
How I had risen so high. 

With the words of the poet Rückert, one could also say: “If what 
one should believe — one can no longer believe — the age of one 
faith is complete — and another begins.” [214] 

Ratzinger, the Christian and Fortunate Hans  

In his Introduction to Christianity, the Catholic theologian Joseph 
Ratzinger, in view of the development of the theological move-

ment of the last years and decades, was reminded of the story of 
“Fortunate Hans.” As everyone knows, in the story we are told 
how Hans, who served his master honestly and faithfully for 
seven years, received a gold nugget as a reward. Because on his 
journey the lump of gold became too heavy, however, he traded it 
for a horse. Over time, however, he was not pleased with the 
horse either, so he traded it for a cow. Later the cow was 
exchanged for a goose, and the goose for grinding stone. Hans 
first finds true fortune, however, when he sees the stone sink into 
the water and is now entirely free and relieved of every burden. 
Ratzinger comments:  

Has our theology in the last years not often found itself on a 
similar path? Has it not reinterpreted the claim of faith, which 
one found all too oppressive, step by step and bit by bit, so that 
nothing important seemed to have been lost, and nevertheless 
always enough that soon afterward one could consider the next 
step? And will not the poor Hans, the Christian, who with 
complete confidence let himself be led from exchange to 
exchange, from interpretation to interpretation, instead of the 
gold with which he began, soon really hold only a grinding 
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stone in his hand, which one may confidently advise him to 
throw away?210 

Although I like very much the comparison Ratzinger makes 
between modern theology and the fortunate Hans, I cannot agree 
with the conclusions the Catholic theologian draws from this—to 
begin with, only because the story is obviously not correctly 
interpreted. With reference to modern theology, with which he 
compares the destiny of the figure in the story, Ratzinger is 
critical of the loss of the gold (i.e., pure and uncorrupted Catholic 
dogma) and remarks uneasily: “How long his drunkenness lasted, 
how grim was the moment of awakening from the story of his 
supposed liberation, as one knows, the story leaves to be worked 
out by the imagination of its readers.”211 

But here the worried Catholic churchman reads something 
into the text of the story that is not found there. In the story, the 
loss that Hans suffered is really seen in a positive way. With a 
wink of the eye, the story leaves the decision to the reader either 
to take delight in the great foolishness of Hans (in which case, of 
course, the reader’s own cleverness would not have brought him 
very far), or to perceive the deeper truth behind the apparent 
foolishness, that nothing more is required for true freedom, for 
real fortune, than—precisely nothing at all; and that the person 
who is most free and most fortunate is one who, as the ancient 
mystics already knew, is free and relieved of all things. For 
obvious reasons, this point fully eluded the worried churchman. If 
the story were understood as it intended to be, the conclusion for 
modern theology that Ratzinger would like to make from the 
comparison would backfire and apply to himself. 

It has precisely to do with the “foolishness” of the matter, one 
must now say—i.e., one who has learned to lead his life free from 
and unburdened by external dogmas and authorities, instead of 
tying his freedom and spiritual health to the golden luster of 
doctrines transmitted from ancient times. Whoever has enjoyed 
this freedom will never again long for the gold of the ancient 
authorities. Nor will he allow anything else to take the place of the 
lost gold. The places of Jesus and Paul will not be taken by 
Mohammed, nor Moses, nor Buddha, so highly valued at present, 
no Koran, no Bhagavad Gita, and not the rattling of Tibetan 
prayer beads, as interesting and exotic as all these might be, but 
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he will let it rest that what he once had in his hand he has now 
lost, or, better, that what he once possessed he still has only as 
something recalled deeply within. Like the fortunate Hans in the 
story, the Christian will finally “spring away from all that with a 
light heart and free from every burden.” 

The basis for this freedom is not, as Ratzinger presumes, the 
rashness and hubris of modern man who has thrown everything 
overboard, but rather the deep recognition that the treasures of 
the past can be made useful for the present not by desperately 
and fearfully [216] holding on to them and preserving them, but 
only by criticism and new interpretation. 

Only that person has this freedom, however, who, like the 
radical critics, is prepared, in certain circumstances, to give up 
the “fixed formulas of the past” and leave them behind, because 
they constrict his or her questioning and critical spirit, and 
threaten to suffocate it. The peculiar paradox is that precisely this 
freedom over against the traditional Christian faith, which should 
not be confused with a hostile and negative attitude with regard 
to the Christian faith, can have as a consequence a much nar-
rower and more intensive tie with the individual contents of the 
tradition than the conserving (conservative) desire to possess and 
preserve. Only those persons who are prepared, in certain 
circumstances, to relinquish traditions that they haul around 
without understanding, and which really represent life-threaten-
ing ballast, are able to experience that what they just thought 
they had given up returns to them as a refined inner possession, 
no longer as an authoritative demand, but as a freely won insight. 
So what still encounters them as the external authority of faith 
(letter, law, history)  returns to them again inwardly (Spirit), so as 
from then on to constitute an indispensable component of their 
individual religious lives. 

The Letter Kills... 

In an essay in which the Dutch radical critic Van den Bergh van 
Eysinga discussed the importance of Christianity for present-

day people, he sketches the development and the course of the 
education of a child until full maturity. The child is interested 
first of all, often even before he begins school, in only the mere 
letters of the alphabet, which he comes to know and learns until 
he himself can read and write. Afterward comes a time when he is 
interested not only in reading as such, but where there is a choice 
and he is concerned with different facts and events. After that 
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comes a further [217] phase of development, where the maturing 
adult begins to be interested not only in historical facts, but also 
in their spiritual content. Now it no longer seems important for 
him whether what is written really took place, but he reads it to 
suck out for himself the spiritual content—like bees suck honey 
from blossoms. It occurred to Van den Bergh van Eysinga that 
the parable stories in the Gospels were good examples, since here 
also whether what they report actually took place is irrelevant for 
understanding them, but only the written content. The parables 
are not devised “to make the hearers believe something, but to 
make the believer wise. Whether all these things took place far 
from us a long time ago is not the issue; but the issue has very 
much to do with whether, on the basis of what took place or what 
was written, something happens in us, whether the Spirit bears 
witness to our spirit — then we know that it is true... But the 
parable itself may never stand in place of its significance, in place 
of the truth itself.”212 

If one transfers the picture of the maturing child to the 
present-day situation of Christianity, one would have to say that 
many Christians still find themselves in the phase of learning the 
alphabet and learning to read. Even today, for a great number of 
Christians it still seems more important to militantly defend the 
letters of one statement of faith or the other than to inquire about 
the spiritual truth contained therein. Their passion, and not 
seldom their fanaticism, is ignited by the question as to whether 
there was “really” a resurrection, an ascension, or a miraculous 
birth from a virgin, i.e., as historical events, and less often by the 
question as to what significance this then has for their life. It is 
not surprising that, in view of this sad picture that the discussion 
carried out among Christians sometimes provides for them, that 
precisely the free spirits feel repelled and turn away with horror 
from Christianity and the Church as a whole. 

“What value are all the arts of reading and criticism,” 
F. Nietzsche, who came from a pastor’s family, already com-
plained, “if afterwards as before, the Church’s interpretation of 
the Bible, the Protestant as well as the Catholic, must be upheld! 
One does not sufficiently account for the barbarity of ideas in 
which we Europeans still live. That one can still believe that the 
salvation of the ‘soul’ depends on a book! ...And someone tells me 
people still believe that today. What value is all the scholarly 
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education, all criticism and hermeneutic, if the kind of absurd 
biblical interpretation upheld by the Church has not yet made 
shameful red the color of its body.”213 In his rejection of a 
Christianity degraded to a religion of mere letters and books, 
Nietzsche was not alone. In a remarkable way, with his criticism 
of letters and of the common argument among theologians, “It is 
written....” he stands shoulder to shoulder with the author of 
2 Corinthians (3:6): “The letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.” 

For the person from whom this beautiful statement derives, 
the decisive criterion for the Christian faith is not whether some-
thing is in accordance with scripture; rather, the one and only 
thing that mattered to him was the Spirit as the ground and 
source of religious life. One can question whether the Church has 
given this Spirit sufficient room in its history, or whether the fact 
that churches today are often so empty is not related to the fact 
that in its history the Church has depended primarily on the 
letter instead of the Spirit. 

Of course, it is more comfortable to rely on letters: one risks 
nothing; one never needs to make his own decision; the letter 
meets our natural need for security and order. Even today, in 
both the Protestant and Catholic churches, with the words “It is 
written” one appeals to particular biblical statements in the same 
way as to legal declarations. The only danger in this is that the 
security that the letter seems to mediate will finally turn out to be 
an illusion; that the peace that it seems to provide for our 
Christian faith when it is disturbed by all kinds of doubt will turn 
out to be a peace of mind like that of a graveyard. 

The letter kills. Not only the letter kills faith, but closely 
related to it, history as well, [219] which the letter relates, can kill 
faith—at least so long as it is conceived only in a literal way. 

Against an all-too-free “spiritual” interpretation of the biblical 
writings, which in the history reported there sees only pictures 
and symbols in historical clothing, it is often objected that, in 
contrast to Asian religions and in common with Judaism, Chris-
tianity is a kind of historical religion. The Christian religion, it is 
said, is based on salvation history, on the facts of salvation. A 
Christian lives from the facts of salvation. 

When one considers the author of 2 Corinthians, for whom 
the historical side of the destiny of a man named Jesus was of no 
consequence at all, one may have to relativize these statements 
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somewhat. Moreover, one must ask what is meant here by the so-
called facts of salvation. What is the birth in Bethlehem, the 
ascension, the crucifixion on Golgotha, seen in and for them-
selves, if we know them only as historical facts, but they signify 
nothing for us and have no relationship with our personal life?  
As the Mystic Angelus Silesius said: 

If Christ is born a thousand times in Bethlehem 
but not in you, you remain still forever lost. 

All so-called Christian facts of salvation are nothing and, in 
spite of their claimed factuality, would be essentially non-existent 
for us if we did not make them our possession, if we did not make 
our own the ideas on which they are based and which have as 
their basis only the one fundamental idea that God is present 
among us and within us—not as the “wholly other,” but as 
Spirit—and that in our midst and within us God wills to become 
reality and that we make a place for him. 

And what is remarkable is that in the moment when we have 
understood what should be said to us in the clothing of pictures 
and parables, which very often also bear the character of his-
torical events, [220] the facts themselves begin to become entirely 
immaterial, a matter of indifference, and recede into the back-
ground. 

Then under certain circumstances we can even do away with 
them—as someone who has learned to walk can throw away his 
crutches. Then it no longer matters whether this or that “really” 
took place, i.e., as an historical event; then we also do not need to 
doubt our faith and despair simply because we cannot reconcile 
something or another with our scientific world-view. Because we 
have understood the history, or “stories,” as ideas, we no longer 
need to understand them as facts. We grasp that Christian faith 
does not represent faith in some  historical event that took place 
in one way or another in the distant past, but that this Christian 
faith can have no other “object” and no other content than that 
which, according to Christian understanding, is present and 
active among us in Spirit and in Truth, not only once upon a time 
2000 years ago, but here and now. 

Again, as Van den Bergh van Eysinga wrote: 
The written gospel is picture and parable, a shadow of the true 
gospel, that is not written on yellowed, holy pages, but on the 
table of our heart. No fact from the past: no birth in Bethlehem, 
no cross on Golgotha, no resurrection in the garden of Arima-
thea, no ascension, no outpouring of the Holy Spirit in 
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Jerusalem, not one of all these facts of salvation, so-called 
facts, can save us. 

What can “save” us, according to Van den Bergh van Eysinga, 
who employs here a decidedly mystical terminology, is a decisive 
factor deep within ourselves: “The union with God through the 
delivering up of our own I.” 

The Role of the Church 

The story of the fortunate Hans is a beautiful parable for the 
way in which modern theology must be transformed into 

radical theology, with its final and most sincere consequences, 
[221] in order to provide freedom, identity, and personal fortune 
in life for people today. Using another picture, one could say that 
our Christian religion is like a school, like the home of our 
parents in which we grew up, who raised us, and, in the moment 
when we had become grown up and mature, gave us our freedom. 
Our future relationship to the Christian religion, therefore, is no 
longer one of dependence, but one characterized by an interested, 
critical sympathy and affection. We are and remain true to our 
origins, of course, and in this sense continue to remain 
Christians—but, as people who have now set off on our own way, 
with the necessary critical distance which complete freedom and 
independence includes. 

Does that mean that in the future we no longer need the 
Church? Yes and no. The Dutch radical theologian Frater Smid 
explains: 

The Church must terminate itself as a Church. If it does 
not do this, it betrays its calling, for what it must promote is 
not the Church, but Religion. And Religion as such has no 
need of the Church. At most it can make use of the Church as 
a resource, as a shelter, a wayside inn, where one may well 
stop for refreshment, but cannot remain.  

For the religious person there are no limits, no resting 
place or quiet place. His religion is an adventure of his spirit, 
which at all times and places pours into the universe of the 
Spirit, so as in this way, without doubt or fear, to attain the 
true security of ‘faith.’ 

This is the adventure that the Church must prepare and 
make possible. It cannot regard its task as completed until it 
has guided every last person to this adventure. In every person 
whom the Church brings to religion in this way, it terminates 
itself. That is its task and its destiny.214  
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In theology and church Paul is regarded as the most 

important and most reliable historial witness to Jesus and early 

Christianity. This book nevertheless contradicts the common 

conception and shows that all the Pauline letters are in fact 

skillful falsifications from the second century.  

The author solves the numerous unresolved questions 

that surround the figure and the writings of Paul until today in 

convincing and scholarly original ways. At the same time, the 

reader accompanies him on his breath-taking trip through the 

mysterious world of Gnosticism and the early Christianities. 

Numerous individual observations which have not been 

considered by theologians until now are brought together to 

produce an entirely new picture of early Christianity. At the end 

of the book the puzzle of Paul finds a solution that is as amazing 

as it is illuminating.  

This exciting history of the spuriousness of all the Pauline 

writings allows the time of earliest Christianity to appear in an 

entirely new light and invites a critical consideration and new 

evaluation of presumably certain facts of Christian history. 
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