The Politics of Paul:
His Supposed Social Conservatism and
the Impact of Postcolonial Readings

Gordon Zerbe

“Only this: ensure that your politics (Gk.,
politeuesthe) be worthy of the saving news
(euangelion) of the Messiah.” (Phil. 1:27a)

“But our political identity (Gk., politeuma) resides
in heaven.” (Phil. 3:20a)

“The problem with Paul is that he never renounced his Roman citizenship.”
With this assertive interjection, a student effectively interrupted a seminar |
wasleading at the Ecumenical Theological Seminary in Baguio City, Philippines
in 1997. Thesharp remark came near the end of my opening lecture, surveying
issues pertaining to Paul’s apparent social conservatism in regard to gender,
economics, politics, and class.

What followed were afew moments of silence which seemed like an
eternity. In the back of my mind, thoughts raced: (1) Do | immediately raise
the historical question about whether or not Paul wasrealy aRoman citizen, a
datum claimed only by the author of Luke-Acts, Paul’s hagiographical
biographer some thirty to forty years after his death, and doubted by some
biblical scholars? (2) Do | confessright away that, while masguerading asa
benign Canadian, | am actually a citizen of “the world's only remaining
superpower,” the self-reference that Americans are fond of 2 But to what
end? My Filipino colleagues had already reminded me plenty enough that
Canada, as a member of the G-7, was among the group of “imperialist
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countries” complicit in the newer, and more subtle and insidious form of
colonialism, market globalization. The irony was huge — one of those rare
occasionswhen | had to place myself in Paul’ s shoes. Asthe course proceeded,
impassioned engagement emerged among many participants, who were
inclined to disregard, demote, or reject Paul’slegacy, particularly inrespect to
hissocia and political perspective.

Back inthe so-called first world, wherewe have theluxury of theorizing
about thingswhi ch others experience asimmediate struggles, it became possible
to put alabel onthekind of critique my student employed, evident not only in
his identifying Paul’s perspective as a problem but also in identifying it in
connection with an attitude toward empire, namely, postcolonialism. Theterm
“postcoloniaism” emerged in the mid-1980swhen, asArif Dirlik quips, “ Third
World intellectuals . . . arrived in First World academe,”® especially in the
fertileterritory of the emerging discipline and polemicsof “cultural studies.”
Thetermitself has been subject to considerable debate; in general itisusedto
describe, not a historical period or epoch, but either a condition and subject
position, or a critical discourse.* The explicit use of postcolonial (or
“decolonizing”) criticism within biblical studies can be seen in recent
publications and programs devoted both to methodol ogical perspectives® and
to substantiveinterpretation.®

Briefly, postcolonial discursivecriticism, despiteitsvariety,” addresses
the overlapping issues of empire, race and ethnicity, diaspora, marginality, and
hybridity. It aimsto: (1) deconstruct thetexts, interpretations, ideol ogies, labels,
formsof knowledge, symbolic practices, and definitions of the Situation authored
by the dominant groups, and to unmask the way they legitimize and reinscribe
colonia interests; (2) treat once-colonized “ others’ ashistorical subjects, giving
people of all subordinated groupstheir voices back, and taking seriously and
celebrating new identities and hybridity (rejecting “binarisms’); and (3) be
emancipatory by linking, through varied discursiveinterventions, the experiences
of diverse so-called “others,” potentially brokering new aliances, and (in a
fieldsuchashiblical studies) by rehabilitating variousfoundational textsthrough
re-readingsrelevant to postcolonial interests. AsR. S. Sugirtharajah putsit:

Postcoloniality isacritical enterprise aimed at unmaking thelink
between ideas and power which lies behind Western texts, theo-
ries, and learning. . . . [It] is not about the territorial ejection of
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imperial powersor about learning, Caliban-like, the art of cursing
theevilsof empire. . .. Itisadiscursiveresistancetoimperialism,
imperial ideologies, and imperia attitudes and to their continual
reincarnationsin such widefields as politics, economics, history,
and theological and biblical studies. Resistance is not simply a
reactionto colonial practices, but an aternativeway of perceiving
and restructuring society.®

Postcol onialism shareswith postmodernism areaction against both universal
enlightenment reason and the belief in objective textual interpretation and
truth; but it sees postmodernism as essentially Eurocentric, aslacking atheory
of resistance and atransformative agendaduetoitsdetached attitudes, and as
skeptical of any grand narrative, including liberation as a emancipatory
metastory. Postcolonialism seesitself in continuity with earlier liberationist
interrogations, whether informed by nationalist or Marxist paradigms, but calls
into question their use of Western master narratives that perpetuate a
Eurocentrism.®

What, then, of Paul? Primarily arhetorician and not a systematician,
Paul wrote letters as “instruments of his apostolic praxis.”*° Yet, the quest to
find an underlying coherent thought system in Paul has continued, despitethe
complexity and tensions (even contradictions) within therhetoric of hisletters,
even asthe quest has confounded interpreters.!* But the tensions remain. So,
on the one hand, Paul isinterpreted as championing the socio-political status
guo, perceived either asitsrightful guardian or savior, or asthe oneto blame
for repression in the name of Christianity. Others continue to see Paul as one
whose vision of atransformed world, and of an alternative community now
emerginginthecorrupted world, motivatesliberating, world-transforming action.

Between the cultural and theol ogical tensionsundoubtedly residing within
thehistorical person himself, between Paul the visionary and Paul the pragmatic
pastor, Paul’s restrictive, cautionary, and conservative words seem most
apparent, and have been preached most loudly.*? Indeed Paul’s words are
more easily used and manipulated by systems of domination than any other
partsof the New Testament, perhaps of the Bible. While social conservatives
have held up Paul’s advice aswarrant to maintain the current social order, and
while somerest content in merely explaining hissocial conservatism, ill others
have decried what they see ashis*“limited application” or “failure of nerve,”
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suggesting that Paul’s own theol ogy should haveled himto moreradical steps
in the real world.®* Not surprisingly, Paul’s apparent and assumed social
conservatism has led many interpretersin situations of domination to reject,
demote, or disregard hislegacy inthisarea.*

In contrast to these interpreters, still others have argued that Paul’s
textsrevea aposture moreliberating and radical than often thought, albeit one
that focuses on the emergence of an “ aternative society” or “ communities of
resistance” in anticipation of God's final transformation. For instance, Neil
Elliott hasargued that it is Christian interpretation that has both depoliticized
and then repoliticized Paul .*® It has depoliticized Paul’ sgospel, by mystifying
his understanding of the crossand resurrection, losing sight of itsrejection of
al imperial rule outside of God's, and leaving merely a gospel of private,
spiritud salvation. Prevailing interpretation, Elliott argues, hasthen repoaliticized
Paul’sgospel both as aweapon against Judai sm, and as essentially pro-Roman
ideology, by making Romans 13 the canonical center of hispolitical perspective
(and by misreading his comments on davery and women), so that Paul hasfor
centuries been in the service of death. Precursors of this alternative reading
includetheworksof KlausWengst® and Dieter Georgi.l” Morerecent examples
can be found in works edited by Richard Hordley.28 19

In contrast to the received interpretation of Paul, which assumes that
he was largely pro-Roman in perspective,® and which typically reads the
imperial situation itself as providing the favorable and necessary context for
the emergence of Christianity,? these interpreters have suggested that Paul
should be read as far more critical, challenging, and antagonistic toward the
Roman empire, perhaps even as fundamentally anti-Roman or anti-imperial,
whichinturnwould explain, among other things, hisexecution (most likely on
the grounds of treason).

What, then, are the main lines of evidence for such areading of Paul’s
political perspective? Paul’scritical stancewith regard to the Roman empireis
evident from threelines of evidence: (1) the underlying millenarian script in
his letters; (2) the use of politically loaded words to describe liberation and
deliverance (salvation), the Messiah, and the Messiah’s community; (3) Paul’s
own experience of arrest, imprisonment, torture, and eventually execution at
the hands of the Roman imperium.2 Asafinal topic (4) wewill revisit Romans
13inthelight of thosethreelines of evidence, and will try to make some sense
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of the tension that emerges. It will become clear, | hope, that it is best not to
start with Romans 13 when trying to understand Paul’s overall political
perspective.?

TheUnderlying Millenarian Script

Undergirding al extant and authentic? Pauline texts and hisentirelife' swork
is acomprehensive millenarian script, one that comesto explicit expression
from time to time, that is often evident implicitly but never far from the
surface.® | deliberately usetheterm“millenarian” (or “millennia”), instead of
“apocayptic” for threereasons: (1) It pointsto the broader cultural phenomenon
of millennidismasusually entailing avariety of modesof reaction and resistance
toimperial, colonial, and cultural domination acrosstime and place.?® Indeed,
“millennialism” or “millenarianism” are the preferred terms for the
anthropological study of similar phenomenaof world-transforming mythol ogies,
while derived from thereferencein the book of Revelationto anidyllic future
1000 years, a “millennium,” of the Messiah's reign on earth. To that end,
using“millennialism” linksbiblical and Paulinemillennidismwith millennidism
throughout history, a least andogically, while sometimes causdly. (2) It highlights
the strange, scandalous nature of Paul’s framework and language relative to
that of the educated western academy and theology. Millennialismis, usually
by definition, assumed to beirrational, irresponsible, and escapist. Christians
have become accustomed to the notion of a“crucified Messiah,” which Paul
thought to be the big unintelligible scandal; but in our time, | think it isthe
millennial moorings of New Testament writings, if truly understood, that
constitute the true scandal for those who would seek to follow Messiah Jesus.
(3) Theterm“millenarian” heightensthe potential political valence of thissort
of mythology. Thisisnot to say that all millenarian movementsare necessarily
politically engaged in some sense.?” Though millenarian movements are often
treated asirrational, irresponsible, or escapist, formsof Christian millennialism
in the Philippines, for instance, have certainly energized (and continue to
energize) pockets of resistance, first to Spanish and then American colonial
domination for over 150 years.?® Similarly, a new reading of Jewish
apocaypticisminthefirs century C.E. suggestsitsclose connectionto historical
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action.® The scanda of millennialism for usis perhaps not so much amatter
of itsintelligibility but of our own social and political location.

So, then, what is this underlying script of Paul?° It is the story of
God's sovereign, imperial faithfulnessfrom creation to re-creation, whereby
God will soontriumph throughout creation, signaled by the resurrection of the
Messiah, himself victimized by the powers of darkness and death, embodied
by the empire (1 Cor. 2:6-8). Whereas the creation was created good, it has
suffered the entry of mysterious, created, yet rebellious powerswhich oppress
God's creation. Among these disparate powers Paul includes, for instance,
Error, Death, Law, Satan, Rulers, Authorities; but beginning with and through
the Messiah, God isin the process of reclaiming al creation for God. Paul’s
script expresses this through the notion of the “ ageto come” versusthe “age
that now stands,” a dualism that is at the same time cosmic (God vs. Satan,
and their respective forces), anthropological (each individual embodies the
tension), historical (the dualism hasatelos, goal), and epistemological (God's
wisdom vs. worldly wisdom). In Paul’s understanding, hisown generationis
on theverge of acataclysmic world transformation (e.g., 1 Cor. 10:10; 1 Cor.
7:26, 29, 31), which emerges by what Judith Kovaks has aptly called “God's
war of liberation.”3! This framework provides much of the foundation of
Paul’sethics, including, for example, that of non-retdiation. AsKrister Stendahl
has remarked, explaining Paul’s perspective, “Why walk around with alittle
shotgun when the atomic blast isimminent?’ 32

Themeaning of the* powers’ in Paul hasbeen the subject of considerable
debate; complicating the problemisthat hislanguagein thisareaisnot univocal.
Itisclear, however, that the“ powers’ are not primarily or exclusively spiritual
and heavenly.® Rather, asWalter Wink suggests, they arevisibleandinvisible,
representing theinteriority and exteriority of human structuresand ingtitutions,
both personal and social in character.® While some textsimply that they are
benign and redeemable, arranged under God's ultimate lordship (e.g., Phil.
3:21), other textsindicate that the powers, who are responsible for the unjust
death of the Messiah, are paradoxically thereby al so unmasked by that death
(Col. 2:15) and will be both conquered and destroyed (1 Cor. 2:6-8; 15:21-
28).%

A crucid text for understanding Paul’ smillennial and political perspective
is1 Cor. 2:6-8, part of abroader section (1:18-2:16), which parodies aspects
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of the socia and political order,® and which shames “the pretentious €lite
guesting after power, wealth, wisdom, noblebirth, and honoarific public office.”*

Yet among the mature (lit. “ perfect”) we do speak wisdom, though
it is not awisdom of this age or of the rulers (archontes) of this
age, who are doomed to perish. But we speak God's wisdom,
secret and hidden, which God decreed before the ages for our
glory. None of the rulers of this age understood this; for if they
had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory. (1 Cor. 2:6-
8,NRSV)

While some exegetes claim that the “rulers’ here are essentially demonic
powers,® othersclaim that thereferenceis primarily to earthly political rulers
(or theimperial system), aselsewhereinthe NT,® and still othersarguethat it
is paradoxically to both cosmic (mythological) and earthly powers.* Paul’s
language is abrupt and elliptical; but in the context of his rhetoric, readers
could not have missed thinking about the doom of the Romanimperial system
at somelevel. Referenceto the powersin 1 Cor. comesto aclimax in 15:24-
28, where Paul assertsthat all of the enemies and powers of this age will be
destroyed: at “the end” the Messiah will “reign” (basileuein) and hand the
kingdom (basileia) to God, “after he has destroyed every rule (arch ) and
every authority (exousia) and power (dynamis),” so that “God may be all
thingsinall things (or, among all people).” Whilethefinal “enemy” isDeath,
readersagain must havea so considered the political implicationsof therhetoric.

Since the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus the Messiah, then, the
world is at the edge of the new age. Throughout the history of Christendom,
the death of Jesus has been mystified,* robbed of its political dimensions as
an act of faithful solidarity in the face of imperial terror against God's power
of good. Granted, Paul’s language about the death of the Messiah too is not
univocal. He carries on the tradition handed on to him that Jesus' death was
an atoning sacrifice dealing with the problem of Error (residing in and having
mastery over each person).*? But even more significantly Paul also presents
Jesus deathin all of itsraw, accursed (e.g., Gal. 3:13) victimization, seeing
the cross as an unmasking of the powers and its imperial terror, an act of
solidarity with the lowly, and as a disruption (skandalon) in the scheme of
things.® The resurrection of Jesus is for Paul final proof of the imminent
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defeat of the powers, proof of the dawning of the new age. And theimminent
return of Jesuswill accomplishthefind defeat (expressed sometimesin military
terms) of all powersand Satanic corruption, so that “ God will beall inal” (1
Cor. 15:28). Paul describes the goal of history with images of the supreme,
imperial, and cosmic reign by God and God's M essiah.*

But someone might say: 1sn’t the apolitical character of Paul’srhetoric
confirmed by his symboalization of final salvation as transcendent, heavenly,
personal, and spiritual ? Theresponseisthat al these adjectivesareinadequate.
There areindeed afew places where Paul’s comments seem to imply afinal
salvation that isspiritual and heavenly.*® Nevertheless, Paul’smillennialismis
not fundamental ly world-ending or world-denying but world-transforming; it
isfar moreterrestrially next-worldly than vertically other-worldly. It doesnot
envision the goal as disembodied individual immortality but as corporate re-
embodiment® in the context of a restored creation (Rom. 8:18-25). Final
salvation does not entail the departure of the righteous from earth to heaven,
but an ultimate merging of earth and heaven, so that God's imperial reign
(now supreme only in heaven) will be universal. “Heaven,” actually arather
rareinword in Paul’ swritingswhen compared with therest of the NT,* isthe
source of deliverance,”® and the place where salvation is now reserved,* until
thetimewhen it emerges with arenovated earth,® but it is not itself the final
destination. Quite apart from being interested in the spatial landscape of final
savation, Paul describesit much morein social and political terms: for ingtance,
as God's universal reign following an embattled victory;® as implying the
relational solidarity of believerswith Messiah Jesus;*? asarealization of peace,
justice, and true joy;> and as the immediate participation in God's splendor
(glory).*

The millennial moorings of Paul’s vocabulary also shape his
understanding of the corporate body of believers now united with the Messiah.
AsJ. C. Beker put it:

Becausethe church hasan eschatol ogical horizon andisthe proleptic
manifestation of the kingdom of God in history, it is the beach-
head of the new creation and the sign of the new age in the old
world that is “passing away” (1 Cor. 7:31). . . . The vocation of
the churchisnot self-preservation for eterna life but servicetothe
created world in the sure hope of theworld’stransformation at the
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time of God'sfinal triumph. Thelast judgment isnot only ajudg-
ment on theworld outside the church but a so ajudgment that will
assess the church's faithfulness to its mission in the world (cf.
Rom. 14:10; 2 Cor. 5:11; cf. also 1 Pet. 4:17).%

Moreover, this community is pictured as participating in the final battle of
God'striumph.% But asitsattire and weaponry for war, Paul identifies“faith,”
“love,” “hope,” and “justice/righteousness’ (1 Thess. 5:8; 2 Cor. 6:7; Rom.
6:13; cf. Eph. 6:15). AsTom Yoder Neufeld suggests, Paul has democratized
and pacified the holy war imagery of Israel .>” As for methods in the cosmic
war, Paul advises. “ Do not be conquered by evil, but conquer evil with good”
(Rom. 12:21),% and observes: “for theweapons of our warfare are not fleshly
but are powerful in God to destroy strongholds’ (2 Cor. 10:4).* Thislanguage
implies not a conforming function in relation to the current socio-political
structures, but a critical function (cf. Rom. 12:1-2; Gal. 1:4). Apart from
tacitly endorsing actual military conduct, it actually precludesit.®

Use of Palitically Loaded Termsto Describe Deliver ance,
the Messiah, and the M essiah’s Community

In connection with thisbasic millennial script, scholarshaverecently identified
particular textsin which there appear parodies or challenges of imperial claims
andideologies. Anexampleis1 Thess. 5:3, where Paul parodiesRomanimperid
rhetoric while announcing doom, presumably onthe prevailing power structures
(which aretied to the community’sdistress; cf. 1:6-2:2; 3:3): “When they say,
‘Peace and security,’ then sudden destruction will come upon them.” 5t Other
examplesaretextsin which termsof explicit political identity or connotation
aregppliedtothecommunity of theMessiah: theimplicitly alternative [palitical]
assembly (ekkl sia) of God” in Thessalonicaisexhorted “to lead alife worthy
of God, who callsyou into his own kingdom (basileia) and glory” (1 Thess.
2:12); the “consecrated” and “faithful ones’ in Colossae are reminded that
God “hasdedlivered usfrom the authority (exousia) of darknessand transferred
us to the kingdom (basileia) of the son of his love” (Cal. 1:13); and the
“consecrated ones” in Philippi are advised that their “politics” (politeuesthe)
be worthy of the saving news (euangelion) of the Messiah” (Phil. 1:27), and
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that their true“ political identity (politeuma) residesin heaven” (Phil. 3:20).
These texts indicate that for Paul the civic and political authorities have, at
minimum, only apenultimate character, if not that their reality isfundamentally
subverted.® Thepolitical connotationsof suchtermsasekkl siaand euangelion
have also been highlighted. Paul’susage of ekkl siaislinked to the language
of political assemblies of Hellenistic city-states and the corporate identity of
Israel’s past,® and that of euangelion (gospel, good news) finds its closest
counterpart usage in the rhetoric proclaiming the deliverance brought by the
imperial order.%®

Numerous titles of honor applied to the Messiah aso appear to have
significant political connotations, and some seem to directly challengetitles
ascribed to the emperor. Theseinclude: Christos (Messiah, atitle, not aname),
Kyrios(Lord), and Sot r (Ddliverer, onetime).® Commenting on Paul’sremark
in Phil. 3:20 that from heaven (wheretheir political identity resides) believers
“await the Savior, the Lord Jesus, the Messiah,” N. T. Wright remarks:

These are Caesar-titles. The whole verse says: JesusisLord, and
Caesar isn't. Caesar’s empire, of which Philippi is the colonia
outpogt, istheparody; Jesus empire, of which the Philippian church
isacolonial outpost, isthereality.®’

Corresponding to thisisthe ascription of enthronement imagery, which
directly rivalsthat of Hellenistic rulers and the Roman imperium, for instance
inPhil. 2:5-11:

Messiah Jesus

who, though he wasin the form of God,

did not count equaity with God (isathe ) athingto be grasped. . .
Therefore God has highly exalted him

and bestowed on him the name that is above every name,

that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and
on earth and under the earth. . . (Phil. 2:5, 9-10)

Read against honorific discourse of theruler cultsin the Greek East, features
of thishymn (e.g., isathe ) appear asan ironic appropriation of terms central
to the Greco-Roman patronage and imperial system.® |n addition, itisargued
that Paul’srhetoric of fides Messiah, literally pistis Christou (faithfulness of
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the Messiah), in reference to his bringing deliverance, is meant to rival the
Roman rhetoric of fides Augustus.®® In this connection, Paul’s references to
the parousia (“coming”) of the Lord Messiah™ mimic theformalized Roman
referencesto theroyal adventus of the emperor in deliverance, judgment, and
celebration.™

Other claimsof implicit anti-imperial rhetoric have been madefor all of
1 Cor. asan argument for therealization of an alternative society over against
the Roman patronage system;”? for the opening chapter of Romans, read asa
“defiant indictment of the rampant injustice and impiety of the Roman ‘ golden
age,’” and “adirect challenge to the ritual and ceremony of empire”;” and
even for Paul’s work in collecting a fund from the relatively more wealthy
urbanites of Macedoniaand Greecefor the poor of Jerusalem.” Finally, Paul’s
attempts to preclude the use of civic courts for settling disputes within the
Messiah's community illustrate a rather negative view of the civic judicia
system:”™

Doesabrother . . . dare go to law before the unjust [civic courts]
instead of the consecrated ones (hagioi, saints)? Do you hot know
that the consecrated oneswill judge the world (kosmos)? Do you
not know that we are to judge angels? (1 Cor. 6:1-3)

Paul’sOwn Experienceof Arrest, Torture, Imprisonment, and Execution
at the Hands of Roman and Civic Authorities

Paul’s own experience of arrest, torture, and imprisonment seemsto confirm
acritical posture toward the empire, while contradicting the presentation in
L uke-Acts of the Roman authorities as the great protectors of the persecuted
believers, a theme that seems intended to improve either the reputation of
early Christiansin the eyes of the Romans or the reputation of Rome in the
eyes of Christians. Some scholars have thus even doubted the veracity of the
repeated Lukan claim to Paul’s Roman citizenship (Acts 16:37-38; 21.39;
22:25-29; 23:27). Paul’stestimony is to having received torture at the hands
of both Jewish authorities (2 Cor. 11:24, 26; cf. Gal. 5:11; 6:12) and Gentile
authorities (2 Cor. 11:25-26, “three times beaten with rods’; cf. 11:32-33).



The Politics of Paul 93

Paul was imprisoned by the Roman or provincia authorities at least four
times: (1) probably Ephesus (Phil. 1:13; cf. 2 Cor. 1:8), the likely setting of
Philippians, Philemon, and Colossians (if authentic); (2) in Philippi (see 1
Thess. 2:2 and Acts 16:23);7 (3) Jerusalem and then Caesarea (Acts 21:27-
26:32); and (4) Rome (Acts 28), where he was probably executed (cf. 1
Clement).

Paul claims as an honor the fact that he has been imprisoned, tortured,
and near death (see 2 Cor. 1:8; cf. 4:16-5:5) far more than rival apostles of
Jesus (2 Cor. 11:23; cf. “prisons,” 2 Cor. 6:5). Moreover, he thinksthat it is
important that heisimprisoned in particular as onewho proclaimsthe gospel
of the Messiah (Phil. 1:7, 12-17). Further, he presents his experiences as“a
paradigm for . . . his communities generally” (Phil. 1:29-30; 1 Thess. 1:6;
2:14).”" For Paul, no human tribunal can be feared (Rom. 8:33-34). Klaus
Wengst reasons that Paul’s flogging, imprisonment, and execution do not
invalidatethe possibility of Roman citizenship, especially sincetheextrajudicia
torture even of Roman citizensisknown to historians (e.g., Josephus, War, 11,
306-8). Even so, Paul’s experiences do mean (1) that Roman citizenship
probably meant nothing to Paul (e.g., he preferred not to identify with the
elite, but deliberately chose aloss of status),” and/or (2) that it meant nothing
to the Romans. Wengst contends that Paul “did not have these experiences
because he had committed someillegalitiesin the moral and legal sense but
because asa Chrigtian [sic] ™ hisloyalty was suspect and because he continued
to propagate being Christian, which was evidently felt to be a disturbance of
the public order.”# Once Paul’s millennial ideol ogy was decoded, it'shot hard
to understand an execution on the grounds of treason. Paul had a ready pictured
his execution in sacerdotal ways, asaparticipation in the path of the Messiah
(Phil. 2:17; 2 Cor. 1:3-7; 2:14-16; cf. Cal. 1:24).

Romans 13 and the Monumental Contradiction

What, then, do we make of Romans 13?We seem to beleft with amonumental
contradiction. The Roman authoritiesthemselves are seemingly exalted, albeit
as“ordered” under God' s ultimate sovereignty, and the text seemsto teach an
amost blind obedienceto them through theimposition of an gpparently absol utist
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subordination scheme:

L et every person be subject to the prevailing authorities (exousiai),
for there is no authority (exousia) except from God, and those
that exist have been ordered (tassomai) by God. So that the one
who resists/revolts (antitassomai) against the authority (exousia,
i.e, imperium), resists/revolts against the arrangement (diatag )
of God; and the oneswho revolt (anthist mi) will incur judgment
upon themselves. The rulers (archontes) are not aterror to good
conduct but to bad. . . . The authority (exousia) is God's minister
(diakonos) for your good . . . to execute wrath on the evildoer.
(Rom. 13:1-4)%

Whereas Rom. 12:19-20 presented God's sole prerogativefor justice (“wrath”),
now in Rom. 13 the Roman imperium is presented as “God's minister” for
the maintenance of order and justice. Whereas elsewhere Paul parodies the
Roman imperium and predicts its doom, here its legitimacy is apparently
certified using the commonplaces of Jewish and Hellenistic political rhetoric.
Most contemporary interpreters have rejected the notion that Paul here
presents a formal theory of the state, usable for creating Christian dogma,
whether legitimizing al prevailing political authoritiesor framing thebasisfor
anideal Christian palitical authority. While some arguethat the point of Rom.
13istohighlight God' s supreme authority (implicitly subverting that of Rome),
others admit that “Paul’s ideological defense of the state [is] difficult to
understand, especially his appeal for subjection to the state and his way of
describing the state and its officias in the traditional laudatory |anguage of
Héellenistic politics.”# At most, expressed hereis* the conventional prophetic-
apocalyptic affirmation that God disposes the rise and fall of empires and
givesthe power of the sword into the hands of theruler,” & without necessarily
implying divineapprovd of therulers actionsor of their fundamenta legitimacy.
Those who wish to “rescue” Paul’s more radical stance toward the
authorities, asexpressed el sewhere, highlight the situationa and historical nature
of the rhetoric, and the alienation of Jesus-followers from any corridor of
imperial power. Explanations offered are that Paul was simply seeking (1) to
preempt violent revol ution among somewho had joined the ranks of Messiah's
community (and had not understood the nature of its “warfare of love”), (2)
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to precludefurther repercussions agai nst the Roman Jesus-believing community
(either the Gentile majority, the threatened Jewish minority, or both), (3) to
rehabilitate Paul’s own reputation within the Gentile-dominated community as
being fully loyal to Rome?®* or (4) to ensure that Paul’s missionary plans,
namely to make Rome asabase of operationsfor acampaignin Spain, are not
thwarted.® Paul appearsto apply the ethic of non-retaliation and peace (Rom.
12:13-14, 17-21) to apoliticaly volatile situation. As some argue, thetext is
essentially an exhortation for caution and itswarrantsare auxiliary 8 A similar
tension between practical exhortation and theol ogical warrant canbeseenin 1
Cor. 11, where Paul callsthe Corinthian community to be cautiouswith respect
to scruplesfor women's head attire, exhorting women to cover their headsin
worship, but introduces warrantswhich promote ahierarchical schemeinthe
cosmos and whose result islegitimized Christian misogyny through the eras:
“the head of every manisMessiah, the head of awomen is her husband, and
the head of Messiah is God. . . . The man istheimage and glory of God, but
woman isthe glory of man. For man was not made from woman, but woman
from man; neither was man created for woman, but woman for man” (1 Cor.
11:3,7-9).

For some Christian interpreters who still seek to take Paul’s voice
seriously, Rom. 13 is only meaningful in the context of a broader biblical
dialogue, for example, alongside Rev. 13, written forty years later, in which
the Roman imperium is presented as the embodiment of the Great Dragon,
Satan. Just asonewould not gofirst to 1 Cor. 7 to deduce a Christian theol ogy
of marriage, so also one might not go first or exclusively to Rom. 13 for a
Christian approach to the political authorities, let alonefor atheory of the state
itself.

Other interpreters are more inclined to challenge both Paul’s rhetoric
and itsideological underpinnings. While applauding the new anti-imperial or
anti-Roman reading of Paul (asexplicated especially by Horsley and Elliott),
someontheliberationist sidetill seedifficulties. Elizabeth Schiisser Fiorenza,
for instance, decriestheimplicit identification with Paul in these readingsand
theprivileging of “the authoria master-voice of Paul,” valorizing Paul’ srhetoric
over (against) the pluriform voices in the first-century assemblies of Jesus-
believers. In particular shefindslittle comfort in finding an anti-imperial Paul
while overlooking Paul’s own “ politics of ‘ othering’” within the community
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itself, evident for instancein hisvilifying rival missionaries and teachers, in
silencing the voices of those who would differ with him, particularly women
(e.g., Corinthian women prophets), and in his re-inscribing of hegemonic
subordination schemeswithin the alternative community itself.8” Accordingly,
this interpretive approach sees little (and perhaps mideading) value in any
attempt to “rescue” thepolitical discourseof Rom. 13, sinceit also “revalorizes’
and “reinscribes Paul’ srhetorics of subordination.”

Conclusions

What, then, might be some conclusions? (1) Textswithin the Pauline corpus
display considerabl e tension, ambivalence, even contradiction on thetopic of
Paul and poalitics. For instance, we seem to find two perspectives on the
“powers’: on the one hand, they are to be redeemed and reconciled; on the
other, they are to be conquered and destroyed. Undoubtedly, this, tension
reflectsto alarge degreethe situational character of Paul’sinstrumental rhetoric.
At the same time, it may be construed as a consequence of Paul’s own
ambivalence and internal tension. On one side, some texts seem to indicate
that heiscaught up intheimperid system, lauding itsbenefits, and unwittingly
using and legitimizing itsthemes and subordinationist ideol ogy. On the other,
Paul appears far more critical of the imperial powers than often granted by
interpreters; and hisrhetoriciscertainly not apolitical.

A similar tension can be seen in Paul’s perspectives on gender and
socia order (slavery). While Paul understandably perpetuated the endemic
patriarchy of hisday, clear examples show hislanguage contraststo the usual
gender moralists, and indicate his practice includes numerous women in his
network of leaders. One explanation of this paradox isthe interplay between
“charisma’ and “order” evident in his assemblies.®® Perhaps Paul’s political
perspective is fraught with a similar dynamic.*® J. C. Beker, for instance,
explains the tension using the language of the play between his apocalyptic
“passion” and practical “sobriety.”® One could also point to Paul’s own
hybridized cultural identity and statusinconsistency asexplanations.

(2) Given the variety of Paul’srhetoric, and the fundamental primacy
of Paul’s millennial horizon, Rom. 13 cannot (should not) function as the
hermeneutical center or soletext for assessing Paul’s political perspective; 1



The Politics of Paul 97

Cor. 2:6-8 and 15:24-28 could equally well be identified as a hermeneutical
starting points.

(3) Paul’s practical palitical vision focuses on the emergence of an
alternative society, local communities of character and resistancein anticipation
of God's coming triumph, and not on extending the “ ecclesial revolution” to
society at large.® Yet, even here one can complain that Paul’s manifesto of a
new humanity in which old distinctions based on gender, class, and ethnicity
are subverted (esp. Gal. 3:26-28), is not applied consistently or
comprehensively.®® Paul, it seems, was uncompromising on the matter of
ending distinctions based on ethnicity (not on ending differences), but was
compromising when it came to applying the ending of distinctions based on
gender and social clasy/status. He made stepsin thelatter areas, but chosethe
first ashismain arena of battle. Thelegacy of the church after Paul wasto go
back on even the small strides made by Paul in those areas.

(4) Giventhediversity of Paul’srhetoric, multiple readingsof hispalitical
perspective will remain. One might say that some readings should be given
greater validity, based on whether the interpretation is in harmony with the
overal biblical drama of God'sreclamation of all creation toward peace and
justice (e.g., Rom. 14:17), that is, to the extent that they are emancipatory.
While some subordinationist and “ othering” texts may not be easily rescued,
the overall direction of Paul’srhetoric, in my opinion, isstill amenableto —
even demands— an emanci patory reading. In contextsinwhich Paul’ sauthoria
voiceisvenerated, it will benatural to highlight Paul’ santi-imperia perspective,
somewhat against the grain of received interpretations. On the other hand, in
contextswhere readersare open to placing Paul in broader dialogue with other
voicesin the Christian canon and in the emerging Christian assemblies (and
otherwisesilenced), it will be appropriateto highlight how Paul both reinscribes
and challengesimperial and subordinationist schemes.
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