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“Rejoice in t   Lo d always; again I wil  say, rejoice.  

Let you  rea onablene s be known to eve yone.  

The Lo d i  at hand; do not be anxiou  about anything,  

but in eve ything by praye  and sup lication with thank giving 

let you  reque t  be made known to God.  

And t   peace of God, which su pa se  al  unde standing,  

wil  gua d you  hea t  and you  mind  in Ch i t Je u .”

(Philip ian  4:4-7)



We may not remember many of the 
stories associated with Peter in the New 
Testament, but we will know even fewer 
about Paul apart from the account of his 
conversion. We may never have heard a 
Sunday homily dedicated exclusively to any 
of the readings from the Letters of Paul. 
Like the author of 2 Peter, there are always 
those who will agree that ‘there are some 
things in the letters of Paul that are hard 
to understand, which the ignorant and 
unstable twist to their own destruction’ 
(2 Peter 3:16). Despite the dominance of 
his writings in the New Testament and 
the emphasis on his mission in the Acts 
of the Apostles, less than fifty percent 
of Paul’s writings were read annually in 
the pre-Vatican II lectionary. That Paul 
was the first great preacher, pastor and 
theologian of the Church, and one of the 
most controversial figures in the early Jesus 
movement, seems to have passed many by.

In the Preface to the Eucharistic Prayer for 
the Solemnity of Saints Peter and Paul on 
the 29th June, Peter is described as being 
‘foremost in confessing the faith’, and the 
one ‘who established the early Church from 
the remnant of Israel’. 

Paul is described as ‘the outstanding 
preacher (of the faith), master and teacher 
of the Gentiles’. ‘Each in a different way 
gathered together the one family of Christ, 
and revered together throughout the world, 
they share one Martyr’s crown’.

Despite most Catholics today being spiritual 
descendants of the Gentiles converted by 
Paul, it is Peter who has proved the more 
influential figure in Catholic communities, 
viewed through the prism of the Papacy, 
whereas Paul has tended to attract greater 
interest within the reformed Protestant 
tradition. From the beginning, both within 
and outside the Christian community, Paul 
was no stranger to controversy, notably 
in his willingness to stand up to Peter in 
public (Galatians 2:11-14). The early Church 
gradually saw itself as founded on the 
ministry, witness and martyrdom of both 
Apostles.
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Cilicia

Saul of  Tasu

Acts 22:3 records Paul’s claim that he was 
born in Tarsus, the Roman capital of Cilicia. 
There his family had gained the privilege of 
Roman citizenship which Paul would invoke 
later in his ministry to receive a fair trial 
before a Roman court. Tarsus boasted an 
important Stoic Philosophical School. 

By associating himself with Tarsus, Paul 
would have been hinting that in terms of 
his education he was on a par with any 
intellectual of the time. 

Tarsus

Jerusalem

Giscala

Damascus

Antioch

St Jerome, the 4th Century translator 
of the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures, 
records a tradition that Paul was born 
into a Jewish family in Giscala in the 
north of Galilee (Commentary on the 
Epistle to Philemon vv. 23-4). 
He records that after Giscala fell to the 
Roman General Varus the family fled to 
Tarsus in Cilicia, in modern day Turkey, 
where they later 
acquired Roman 
citizenship. 

St Jeome

Who Wa  
Paul?

4



Paul t
  PhaieeSaul of  Tasu

But for all his classical education it 
is clear that Paul was passionately 
committed to his ancestral faith.  
As a young man he made his way to 
Jerusalem where he studied under the 
famous Rabbi Gamaliel (Acts 22:3).  
In Jerusalem he associated himself with 
the Pharisees who were outstanding 
champions of the interpretation of the 
Torah, the Law of Moses. For the young 
Pharisee, Paul, Torah was more than just 
a set of laws. Central to his religious life 
it revealed God’s will, and how to live.  
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MODERN DAY TARSUS

“I am a Jew, bo n in Ta su  in Cilicia,  

man e  of t   law of ou  fat  r ,  
but brought up in thi  city, educated at 

t   fee 
t of Gamaliel acco ding to t   strict 

being zealous for God as all of you are this day.”
(Act  22:3)



Paul, who at this stage in his life 
went by his Jewish name Saul, 
never encountered Jesus during his 
ministry. He first appears at the  
stoning of St Stephen (Acts 7:58). 
By then he would have formed 
an impression of Jesus and his 
followers, from hearsay within 
the Pharisaic community, 
as completely wrong and 
blasphemous in their claims. 

He was sufficiently alarmed by 
the early Christian preaching that 
he accompanied the lynch mob 
that stoned Stephen to death. Paul 
saw the early Christian groups not 
as an exotic religion from abroad, like 
the many cults that had infiltrated into 
the cities of the Roman empire, but as a 
dangerous heretical group within Judaism 
who needed to be confronted or even 
neutralised. It was in the pursuance of these 
objectives that his conversion came about.

Paul himself in his letters is very discreet 
about his conversion, describing it in 
the Letter to the Galatians simply as a 
revelation of Jesus Christ (Galatians 1:12). 
The early Christian community however 
was so intrigued by how Paul, the zealous 
Pharisee, could have become the champion 
preacher of the gospel that the story is put 
into the mouth of Paul three times in Acts,  
(Acts 9:1-19, 22:1-21, 26:1-23). 

As is often the case with stories of 
conversion, Paul’s ‘conversion’ is reduced 
to one great moment followed by other 
stages. Paul was on his way to persecute 
Christians in Damascus when he heard 
the risen Jesus identify himself with his 
followers, saying to him, ‘Saul, why are you 
persecuting me?’ (Acts 9:4) That moment 
when Paul discovered that this Jesus whom 
he had heard about was alive and present 
in these Christian communities was not 
the end but the first stage of Paul’s new 
calling. But first, he had to obey the Lord’s 
command to make himself known to the 
communities whom up to this point he 
intended to destroy.

Paul’s 
Conve sion

Paul’s Conve sion& Vocation spee che  in t   Act  of t   Apo tle 

Unde standing Paul’s Conve sion
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The story of Paul’s experience on the road 
to Damascus is traditionally described as 
Paul’s conversion. This is no simple change 
of religion. It would be some two centuries 
later before Christianity and Judaism 
parted the ways and came to be seen as 
two different religions. The groups that 
Paul persecuted were movements within 
Judaism, and the Roman historian Tacitus 
described ‘Christians’ as ‘a class of people, 
hated by the populace, who were blamed 
for an abominable superstition that first 
broke out in Judaea’ (Tacitus Annals 15:44).
In the New Testament there are only three 
references to ‘Christians’, as a name given 
to the movement by others (Acts 11:26;  
Acts 26:28; and 1 Peter 4:16).  
Paul, in Romans 11:1, identifies himself 
strongly with the Jewish People. In Paul’s 
world view, one was either a Jew or a 
Greek, meaning a pagan.  

The three Pauline speeches in Acts, each 
in their own way, throw light on the nature 
of his conversion. An important element 
in each is the theme of light and darkness. 
In all three the voice of Jesus is preceded 
by a bright light, a theophany, whose 
power throws Paul and his companions to 
the ground. In the first two speeches the 
light makes Paul blind, until he confronts 
the Christian community in the person of 
Ananias, is baptised and regains his sight.    
The emphasis here is on Paul’s personal 
conversion to Jesus and his community, 
to which we will return later.

The third speech of Paul before King 
Agrippa develops the nature of Paul’s 
conversion. The risen Jesus asks Paul, 
‘Why are you persecuting me? It is hard for 
you to kick against the goads’ (Acts 26:14). 
The image is one of useless resistance on 
the part of Paul to the prodding of God’s 
grace. This implies that the divine call did 
not begin on the road to Damascus but had 
been at work in Paul’s heart from his first 
encounter with the Christian communities, 
though he had been blind to it, and only 
then did he recognise that everything that 
happened up to this point had been the 
work of God. 

Furthermore, Paul’s ‘conversion’ takes on 
a new dimension. Jesus tells him that his 
illumination is given to him so that he 
in turn may illuminate the Gentiles and 
rescue them from the darkness of Satan 
into light of God. Paul goes on to tell King 
Agrippa that he could not resist the vision 
but responded by beginning his preaching 
ministry. This would arouse the same 
opposition of his fellow Jews against him 
that he had showed to the first Christian 
communities, and led to his appearance 
before King Agrippa.

Unde standing Paul’s Conve sion

Paul’s Conversion 

Ananias baptises
 Paul
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If Paul had known nothing else about 
Jesus before his Damascus experience, 
he would have known that Jesus and his 
companions were accused of not adhering 
to the demands of the Law. Some Scripture 
passages (e.g. Deuteronomy 21:23) could 
be read as implying that Jesus even died 
under a divine curse by being crucified 
(Galatians 3:13). As a Pharisaic Jew, 
Paul would have seen obedience to the 
commands of Torah, including what was 
called the oral law, a legal commentary on 
the Scriptures (not totally divorced from 
Scripture), as essential to being judged by 
God as good, or just. So important was the 
Law as the revelation of God’s will that there 
is a tradition in Judaism that God studied 
the Torah every day, and this was how God 
continued to create the world according to 
the divine plan (cf. Rabbi Yehudah, Avodah 
Zarah, 3b in the Babylonian Talmud). 
Therefore, in the eyes of strict Jews such 
as the Pharisees, anyone who disobeyed 
Torah could not be just before God. This 
even applied to people like labourers (the 
people of the land) who by sheer force of 
circumstances were unable to obey the Law 
in its entirety.

Paul’s conversion then was not a turning 
away from Judaism as such, or even a 
turning away from the Law in every detail, 
but a radical turning towards Christ. Where 
previously Torah had been at the heart of 
Paul’s understanding of God and the way 
he was called to live his life, now Torah had 
been replaced by Christ, crucified and risen 
from the dead. To be just, or righteous, 
was to share in the very life of God. The 
fundamental insight which marked Paul’s 
conversion was that the Law while good in 
itself could not make a person just, because 
righteousness was a gift that a person 
could only receive from God through Christ, 
not something one could acquire on one’s 
own merits (cf. Roman 3:21-26).
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Paul & t   Law Paul,  
& He ald of t   Go pel

KERYX (He ald)

EUAGGELION (Go d News)



Paul begins a number of his letters by 
describing himself as ‘appointed by God’. 
To the modern ear this may sound strange, 
even arrogant, but his claim is not his alone. 
In the Acts of the Apostles his claim is 
ratified by the discernment of the Christian 
community. By the time Acts was written, 
somewhere towards the end of the first 
century CE, Christian communities were 
present in many of the towns and cities of 
the Roman empire, and the dominant force 
in making that happen was Paul. 

In 1 Corinthians 1:21 Paul describes the 
content of his proclamation as kerygma, 
a Greek word closely associated with the 
word keryx, meaning a herald. He implicitly 
compares himself with the messengers 
who would be sent from Rome throughout 
the empire to announce, for example, that 
a new emperor was now in place, or that 
the emperor or another distinguished 
person was coming to visit a particular 
city. The content of his proclamation was 
‘good news’ (euaggelion), not the good 
news about Jesus Christ (in the sense of 
information) but the good news that is 
Jesus himself, alive and present among us. 
In a world where religion and politics were 
not separated, and the Roman Emperor 
declared himself to be Lord and saviour, 
Paul’s preaching would have been politically 
subversive.  

In his letters, Paul frequently refers to 
himself as an apostle, a title only given to 
him once in Acts. The basic meaning of the 
Greek apostolos (the noun rooted in the 
verb ‘to send out) was a messenger,  
an accredited envoy or even an ambassador. 
In addition to the group of Twelve apostles 
to which Paul did not belong, Paul himself 
refers to ‘the apostles of the churches’, 
accredited envoys charged with collecting 
the funds for the Church in Jerusalem  
(2 Corinthians 8:23). In Paul’s case the word 
‘apostle’ encapsulated his missionary work 
which included his initial contact with those 
to whom he announced the good news, 
his gathering them into communities and 
his pastoral support. There were those in 
the young churches who regarded apostles 
as people of dignity and were reluctant 
to acknowledge Paul’s use of the term for 
himself. For Paul the title ‘apostle of Jesus 
Christ’ often appears to be a personal 
rather than an official one, which he 
sometimes had to defend in the face of 
opposition. Integral to the use of this title 
was his personal identification with the 
sufferings of Christ in the various trials he 
went through himself for the sake of his 
mission to the Gentiles. This became the 
foundation of his apostolic authority.
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Paul,  
Apo tle of Ch i t Je u  
& He ald of t   Go pel

KERYX (He ald)

EUAGGELION (Go d News)

APOSTOLOS (To send out)



When we speak of Paul as a preacher, it 
is probably not helpful to compare him 
with the preachers we experience today. 
Preaching for us is usually a liturgical 
activity, an exposition of sacred texts, 
particularly of the gospels. When Paul 
was ‘preaching’ the gospels had not yet 
been written down. Paul’s Scriptures were 
what modern Christians understand to be 
the Old Testament. They were written on 
large scrolls and as sacred writings they 
would have been kept in safe places, like 
the synagogues. Books and scrolls were 
generally the property of communities 
and only a few very wealthy individuals. 
As a Pharisee Paul would have studied the 
Scriptures and carried them in his heart, 
not as part of his baggage as he travelled. 

An aspect of Paul’s self-identity which 
sometimes passes unnoticed is his 
understanding of himself as a prophet. 
Acts 28:25-28 has him quoting Isaiah 6:9-10 
implicitly claiming to fulfil Isaiah’s prophecy 
that the salvation promised in the Hebrew 
Scriptures has been realised in Jesus 
and offered first to Israel and now to the 
Gentiles. His language in Galatians 1:15 also 
echoes the prophetic call of Jeremiah 1:4-5. 
This self-understanding further unites him 
with Christ, who is also presented in the 
gospels as a prophet like those of Israel’s 
past (e.g. Luke 4:24-27).
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Paul t   
Prophet

Preache  to Jews & Gentile 



In Acts we see Paul preaching to Jews and 
Gentiles. Among the Jews he declared with 
the help of the Scriptures that Jesus was the 
Messiah. Paul’s early preaching, as recorded 
in the first half of the Book of Acts, is not 
unlike Peter’s, and so perhaps typical of the 
earliest Christian evangelisation. 

He has still to find his own voice.  
Paul receives a mixed reception.  
Some of his hearers become believers, 
maybe those known as Godfearers, 
Gentiles who had an admiration for Jews 
and frequented their synagogues but 
had not fully adopted Judaism. But on the 
whole, the reaction to Paul’s preaching is 
negative, as in Acts 13:44-52 where Paul 
and Barnabas receive such hostility from 
the Jews that they shake the dust from their 
feet and go onto the Gentiles. 

Acts 17:16-21 also mentions Paul 
preaching in the marketplace in Athens. 
Paul supported himself and his travelling 
companions by making and repairing tents 
(Acts 18:1-3), a skill that would have been 
much in demand when people came into 
the towns and cities during the pagan 
festivals. If Paul was staying for some time, 
he would probably have rented one of the 
tiny workshops along the main streets and 
engaged his customers in conversation. 
One can imagine the discussions becoming 
heated from time to time as Paul brought 
the debates around to the God he 
worshipped as compared with the local 
idols, which he would have regarded 
as a waste of space, and then told 
them that God had raised from the 
dead a crucified man in Palestine 
called Jesus. It is tempting to 
romanticise Paul’s ministry and 
the power of his preaching, but 
there is no evidence to suggest 
that at this time the world 
was waiting to be converted. 
The thought that God would 
be interested in a crucified 
man, whom most people 
would assume was a slave, a 
robber or a terrorist, would be 
considered preposterous.

Nevertheless, Paul did have much 
success, despite proclaiming a message 
that many dismissed as foolishness, not, 
ultimately, due to his rhetorical skill but 
through the grace of God and the power 
of the spirit, which enabled Paul to be a 
living commentary on the message he 
proclaimed. 
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Paul t   
Prophet

Preach
ing in Athens

“In him we live and move and have ou  being…”

(Act  17:28)



Paul’s missionary strategy was to sow the 
seeds of the gospel in as many towns and 
cities as he could reach. It is estimated 
that in the course of his travels he walked 
some 10,000 miles across what is now the 
countries of Turkey and Greece. Acts 13-21 
organises his travels into three missionary 
journeys, the last of which sees him on his 
way to Rome. 

It is tempting to think of Paul’s missionary 
activity as an individual enterprise, but 
this is far from the case. Paul travelled and 
worked with a team of trusted colleagues 
and co-workers.  
 
Some are named in Acts and Paul’s letters, 
such as the Jewish converts Priscilla and 
Aquila who like Paul were tentmakers and 
also supported Paul’s work in preaching 
the gospel (Acts 18:2-3). One of the most 
intimate and loyal members of his team 
was Timothy, whom Paul used on occasions 
as his personal envoy.
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Paul t   Mi siona y

“So we a e always of go d cou age.  
body we a e away f om t   Lo d,  
(2 Co inthian  5:6-7)

We know that while we are at home in the 
fo  we walk by faith, not by sight.”

GREECE Turkey



Having gathered potential converts either 
by public speaking in the synagogues or 
wherever Jews gathered for prayer  
(cf. Acts 16:13), or through his debates in 
the marketplace, Paul and his team would 
set up small communities who would meet 
for the Sunday Eucharist in the house of 
some wealthy person who had an atrium 
or courtyard capable of holding up to 30 
or 40 people. These groups of people who 
believed in Jesus as Messiah and Lord were 
known as ‘assemblies.’ The Greek word for 
assembly was ekklesia which came to be 
translated as ‘church’ and gave us the term 
‘ecclesial’. 

Outsiders would classify these gatherings 
as another of the local civic assemblies 
which formed part of the political and social 
landscape of the towns and cities of the 
Roman Empire. What made them different 
was their agenda, that their leader and 
head was the risen Lord, that Paul was their 
pastor, and that they were committed to a 
lifestyle imitating that of the Lord Jesus. 

In a world where family connections were 
important and necessary for economic 
survival, the Christian communities became 
a family in their own right, whom Paul 
addressed as ‘brothers and sisters’ so that 
his new relationship in Christ transcended 
the usual social connections. In his Letter 
to the Thessalonians Paul describes himself 
as ‘gentle among you, like a nursing mother 
taking care of her own children’  
(1 Thessalonians 2:7).
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Paul with Priscilla and Aquila



We would be over-romanticising Paul’s 
journeys to think that he could have 
undertaken such a mission without financial 
resources, yet unlike other preachers he did 
not charge for his services. Because he had 
a trade, he was able to support himself so 
that he was not an immediate burden on 
the communities he had brought together. 
Once a community had been established, 
however, Paul was willing to accept gifts 
from them to support his ongoing work or 
to donate to poorer communities such as 
the Church in Jerusalem. 

Paul saw his policy of supporting himself 
as a way of imitating Christ who ‘became 
poor for our sake’ (2 Corinthians 8:9-11). 
Strategically it enabled him to preach the 
gospel without fear or favour.  
In his first Letter to the Corinthians (ch.9) 
we discover that his policy was counter-
cultural. It was a general expectation 
in society that the labourer should be 
rewarded for their services – as Paul wrote,  
‘Who serves as a soldier at his own expense?’ 
(1 Corinthians 9:7). Nevertheless, there 
were many who did not appreciate Paul’s 
gesture and complained 
that he should not 
be receiving any 
support at all. 

Paul’s missionary strategy was to keep on 
the move and found new communities of 
believers. Once he had founded a stable 
community, he would head on to the next 
nearby town, handing over leadership 
to trusted converts or occasionally to a 
member of his travelling team. He had 
sufficient confidence in the community, and 
above all in the grace of God, not to feel 
that his continued presence was vital to 
their existence. Yet even when he had gone, 
he kept these churches in his prayer and 
kept up informal contact with them through 
supporting his colleagues and the local 
leadership.

For the most part that strategy worked. 
By the time Luke wrote Acts, many of the 
communities in places he mentioned must 
have still been in existence. They are the 
fruits of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit at 
Pentecost with its power that not only gave 
Paul the courage to speak and others to 
listen in faith (1 Corinthians 2:4-5) but also 
enabled these assemblies to grow after his 
departure.

However, that was not always the case. 
Paul clearly felt the need to return to some 
communities and help them to mature 
in their faith or to give them the pastoral 
support they needed to resolve problems 
that had either grown up among them 
or had influenced them from outside. It 
often required all Paul’s vision, wisdom 
and experience to discern whether what 
was happening in a particular place might 
prove detrimental to the faith of all and 
the survival of the young church. Since he 
was obviously unable to be in two places 
at once, he sometimes addresses the 
problems by writing letters.

Financing 
t   Mi sion

Paul’s Let e s An Exten ion of hi  Apo tolate
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Among the places Paul visited, some 
communities took up an inordinate 
amount of Paul’s time and energy. Letters 
he addressed to them have since been 
included in the writings we call the New 
Testament. Taken together, they provide 
us with a snapshot of Christian life in 
Paul’s time, though they do not tell us 
everything we might like to know to satisfy 
our curiosity. The young churches did not 
exist in isolation from one another; they 
were founded by Paul in a family spirit, 
and as they grew, they formed a kind of 
‘Christian internet’ sending messengers 

to one another. Hearing about letters Paul 
had written, and perceiving value in them 
for themselves, they asked for a copy (cf. 
Colossians 4:16). As time went on those 
individual letters, written to different 
communities in different places became 
collections of letters that were held by every 
Christian community. We continue to use 
those collections today and honour them 
as Scripture, the word of God. They have 
travelled a long way from the occasional 
letters Paul first sent out. 

Rome

PhilippiThessalonica

Corinth Athens
Syracuse

Malta

Paul’s First Journey

Paul’s Second  Journey

Paul’s Third Journey

Paul’s Fourth Journey

Crete Cyprus

Caesarea

Jerusalem

Antioch

Antioch 
in Pisidia

Tarsus
Lystra

Ephesus
Colossae

Paul's Four Journeys
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Letter writing as a means of communication 
has diminished in our society, but the letter 
form survives in emails. Even a short email 
will begin, ‘Dear X’. Then comes the body of 
the message followed by a signing off with 
a phrase such as ‘Kind regards’ or ‘Yours 
sincerely’. This format goes back to ancient 
times.

In the time of Paul letter writing tended to 
be the business of state officials and highly 
respected families. Most letters were brief 
(like a text message) and written on clay 
tablets. Many still survive in museums. 
While most letters were intended only 
for the recipient, some were intended for 
public consumption, such as the letters of 
Cicero, and were an opportunity for the 
writer to display their literary and rhetorical 
skills. At first glance we might associate 
Paul’s letters with these more literary 
compositions, as some, like his Letter to 
the Romans, are long, but they are not 
theological treatises or the equivalent of 
papal encyclical letters. Paul’s letters were 
written on specific occasions for specific 
reasons pertinent to the communities he 
was addressing. Though they may be highly 
theological, they are first and foremost 
pastoral letters concerned with the spiritual 
formation of his communities in the 
light of the death and resurrection 
of Christ and their implications.M st let e s we e briefand writ en on clay tablet 

It is most likely that Paul’s letters were read 
to the congregation when they gathered 
on Sunday for the Eucharist, and it is likely 
too, that that they were read as a whole. 
Reading extracts came later. Paul adopts 
the conventional form of the letters of his 
time but he ‘Christianises’ them.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

So, whereas a standard letter might begin 
with the word chairein – Hello, or Hi! Paul 
writes, charis and eirene – grace and 
peace, words that are rooted in Scripture, 
and still used in the Priest’s greeting at 
the beginning of the Eucharist. Before 
beginning the main concerns of the letter, 
Paul writes a paragraph that begins with 
the word eucharisto – I give thanks - which 
both reflects Paul’s prayer and concern for 
the community and also provides a hint of 
what is to come. On the other hand, the 
Letter to the Galatians stands out because 
it contains no opening thanksgiving. We 
can assume that with the tensions that 
Paul was about to address he felt there was 
nothing to be thankful for. Similarly, Paul 
concludes his letters with phrases such 
as ‘May the grace of Jesus Christ be with 
you’, replacing the standard Greek phrase, 
erroso, meaning ‘goodbye’ or ‘farewell’. 

May t   grace of 

Je u
  Ch i t 

be w
ith you

The Letters of Paul as 'Occasional' Writings
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Paul Develops 
the Letter Form

‘There are some things 



In several of Paul’s letters he implies  
that the letter is not merely from Paul 
himself but has a collegial dimension.  
So, at the beginning of the first Letter to the 
Thessalonians he writes, ‘Paul, Silvanus and 
Timothy’. These are trusted companions 
of Paul whom he wishes to associate with 
himself in the writing of the letter. It may 
well be that some of these figures brought 
the letter to the community concerned and 
read it or answered the congregation’s 
questions on Paul’s behalf. In the Letter 
to the Colossians 4:7-9, for example, Paul 
writes that he is sending Tychicus and 
Onesimus who will give them all the news. 
Modern congregations have to rely on the 
homilist to unpack Paul’s meaning.     

 
 
 
 
Contemporary readers may well find 
much of what they hear in Paul’s writings 
difficult to understand, as did the author 
of the Second Letter of Peter (3:16) and 
may well write Paul off because some of 
the things he says do not fit easily with our 
contemporary culture, and the concepts 
and vocabulary Paul uses may sound alien 
to us. Paul uses the rhetorical techniques 
of his own time, but he also makes use 
of the Old Testament which he interprets 
according to the rules of his own day, and 
he will assume knowledge which may not 
be apparent to the modern reader. The 
letters were written in Greek, the language 
of the Jewish diaspora, and even the most 
skilled of translators can find it difficult to 
give a true but accessible account of Paul’s 
thinking.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Another reason these letters may prove 
difficult to understand has to do with the 
means by which Paul produced them. In 
Paul’s time many people left letter writing 
to the professionals, the scribes, because 
writing was a slow and laborious process.  
At the end of the First Letter to the 
Corinthians Paul remarks, ‘I have written 
this greeting in my own hand’ (1 Corinthians 
16:21). This would imply that the greater 
part of the letter was written down by 
someone else. Paul may have dictated the 
letter word by word, or he may have told 
the scribe or secretary what he wished to 
say but let him write the actual wording for 
himself. The process of dictating some of 
the longer letters would have been quite 
cumbersome for someone with Paul’s lively 
mind.
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‘There are some things in them difficult to understand.’



Paul is a complex figure, who was able 
to inspire great loyalty and sustain long-
lasting friendships among his co-workers, 
but who also generated a lot of opposition, 
both inside and outside of the community 
of Jesus-followers. This polarisation 
has continued, to some extent, in the 
way he has been understood by later 
Christians, especially after the Reformation. 
Nevertheless, his forceful personality 
was crucial to the early spread of the 
gospel, and his deep theological thinking, 
preserved in the legacy of his letters to 
the churches he founded throughout the 
Roman Empire, pervades the pages of the 
New Testament.

Catholics today will hear excerpts of 
Paul’s letters proclaimed frequently at 
Sunday Mass, as the second reading in 
ordinary time. Each letter is read more 
or less continuously over a number of 
weeks. This practice follows the reforms of 
Vatican II, and the renewed emphasis on 
the importance of understanding Paul’s 
thought. It opens up the opportunity 
for either a parish bible study group to 
work through the current letter, or for the 
homilist to preach about it in some depth. 
It is necessary to spend time reading 
about Paul and reflecting on his writings, 
because, as we have already seen, they are 
‘occasional’ letters. 

In other words, when we hear Paul read 
during Mass, we are listening to only one 
half of a conversation, and we don’t know 
what the other side have been saying 
to Paul, so we have to try to pick up the 
issues which have prompted his response. 
Nevertheless, this effort is very worthwhile, 
because we can learn so much from the 
Pauline epistles about the context and 
culture in which the gospel message was 
first formed and spread. We may also find 
that the theological doubts and ethical 
dilemmas faced by these early followers of 
Jesus are not really very different from our 
own, so that we can find in Paul’s writings 
a rich resource to develop our faith and 
spirituality. These questions might help you 
to see something of the relevance of Paul’s 
letters for Christian communities today. 
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Conclu ion: 
Paul’s Legacy

Paul’s Let e s in 
t   Chu ch Today



Written by Fr John Deehan, edited by Professor Susan Docherty.

Fr John Deehan is a priest of Westminster Diocese, a Biblical Scholar 
and taught Sacred Scripture at Allen Hall Seminary.

Susan Docherty is Professor of New Testament and Early Judaism, 
Birmingham Newman University.
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Which of the various titles applied to Paul by himself 
or others (e.g. apostle, herald, prophet etc.) resonate 
most with you?

What qualities do you look for in a Christian leader?

How do you see your own relationship with the Jewish 
faith which nurtured both Paul and Jesus?

What does it mean to be a missionary today?

How can we more effectively create and nurture in our 
own church communities the kind of warm, supportive 
relationships Paul sought to embed in his house 
churches?
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