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Abstract 
This dissertation addresses a long-standing but rarely discussed problem in 

Pauline studies: given Paul’s understanding of how God has acted in Jesus Christ and the 

Holy Spirit to overcome death, how do we explain the ongoing existence of death? 

Through an examination of the Pauline letters, particularly Romans, this dissertation 

offers two interrelated explanations, one causal and the other teleological or purposive. 

From the causal perspective, it is argued that sin in the form of the sinful passions 

remains connected to the body even of Christians, which allows sin to exercise an 

ongoing corrupting influence on the body. From the teleological or purposive angle, it is 

contended that God uses the mortal condition to deepen the divine-human and 

intrahuman relationships. 
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Introduction 
Should Christians be mortal? The question may seem odd at first. Mortality 

appears to be such a self-evident given that it seems puzzling even to question it. Yet 

Christian faith holds to an even more puzzling given: the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

Pauline scholars have debated just what the implications of the resurrection of Christ are 

for humanity in the present age. As God works through the Spirit to unite human beings 

to Christ, how does his resurrection affect them? To what extent does Christ’s 

resurrection extend through the Spirit into the present time, particularly for those in 

whom Christ and the Spirit dwell? 

In the first chapter of this dissertation, I intend to show that Pauline scholars have 

generally failed to deal with a very basic issue raised by the previous questions. 

Specifically, I argue that Pauline interpreters have never adequately managed to answer 

the question of why, in light of everything Paul says, Christians are still mortal. Not only 

have nearly all Pauline interpreters failed to answer this question; they have neglected 

even to notice that it constitutes a problem for Pauline studies. Even the most limited 

interpretation of Paul’s texts demands that we deal with this issue, and yet scholars have 

almost universally overlooked this problem, particularly in recent decades. By 

considering the spectrum of Pauline interpretation over the last century and a half, I will 

show how this question becomes particularly acute in certain readings of Paul, while it is 

more muted but still present in the remaining readings on offer.  

From this survey, two interrelated questions will be brought into focus. First, in 

view of the totality of Paul’s claims, how is it possible that Christians are still mortal? In 
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probing this question, we will then be forced to ask a second: why does God permit death 

to remain as a feature of creation in general and of Christian experience in particular? In 

other words, what purpose might death serve in God’s plan? 

In the second chapter of the dissertation, I pick up the first question, concentrating 

on the way the problem arises from Paul’s claims about sin and death.1 If, in Paul’s view, 

sin is the cause of death (Rom 5:12; 8:20) and God has acted in Christ and the Spirit 

against sin (5:12–21; 6:1–23; 8:1–13), how is it possible that death still has a foothold in 

creation, particularly in those in whom Christ and the Spirit dwell? To address this 

question, I adjudicate recent debates about the conception of sin in Romans 5–8. Is sin 

best conceived as a force intrinsic to the human constitution, or as a force that is extrinsic 

to the human constitution even as it operates internally to the person? Gaining clarity on 

this debate will enable us to better understand what exactly God has done in Christ and 

the Spirit to overcome sin. I argue that even though Christ and the Spirit free people from 

the domination of sin, sin nevertheless remains intrinsic to the constitution even of 

Christians. I maintain, further, that Paul signals that this is the reason why Christians are 

still mortal, as the best reading of Rom 8:10 indicates. 

In the third chapter, I fill out the account provided in chapter two by attending to 

Paul’s statements in Romans 5–8 about Jesus and sin. Scholars have perennially disputed 

what exactly Paul means when he says that God “sent his Son in the likeness of the flesh 

                                                   

1 Portions of chapters 2 and 3 appear in Joseph Longarino, “Paul and the Assumed Flesh of Christ,” in T&T 
Clark Companion to Christology, ed. Darren Summer and Chris Tilling (London: Bloomsbury, 
forthcoming). Reused here with permission. 
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of sin” and thereby “condemned sin in the flesh” (8:3). Interpreters have also had 

difficulty explaining what Paul is getting at when he claims that “the death he (Jesus) 

died, he died to sin once and for all” (6:10). The argument presented in chapter two will 

be extended to illuminate these puzzling statements and to integrate Paul’s Christology 

neatly with his soteriology. 

In the fourth chapter, I take up the second question driving this dissertation, 

namely, in Paul’s view, what purpose death might serve in God’s dealings with humanity, 

particularly with those in whom Christ and the Spirit dwell. While Paul never asks or 

answers this question explicitly in his letters, he does provide significant material that 

permits us to discern the parameters of an answer to this question. In Romans, we learn 

that, although in Adam death features as the great sign of the broken relationship between 

humanity and God, in Christ and the Spirit death becomes a means of communion 

between God and humanity. Death becomes the point at which God most palpably 

expresses his love for humanity, and at which humanity in turn is brought most fully to 

rely on God in faith, hope, and love. In Paul’s other letters, particularly in 2 Corinthians 

and Philippians, we are shown that God even uses death to foster communion among 

humans as well. As people are met by God’s comfort in palpable experiences of their 

own mortality, they are enabled to care for others above themselves. Instead of death 

causing all to seek their own self-preservation, God turns death into a means whereby 

people can enter into deeper love and solidarity with each other. By working in this way, 

God deprives death of its sting, so to speak, subverting it to serve his own purposes for 

humanity, even using it to shape people more closely into the image of his Son. 
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Over the course of this work, I hope to call attention to questions that will help us 

to better understand the significance of the weight of mortality in Paul’s letters. It is in 

bearing their mortal condition that, perhaps surprisingly, Christians are brought to their 

profoundest encounter with God, their deepest expression of love, and their fullest 

likeness to Christ.
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1. The Problem of Mortality in Paul and Pauline 
Scholarship 

Should Christians be mortal according to Paul? Obviously, Paul thinks that 

Christians are mortal, but the question is, in light of everything else he says, should 

Christians be mortal? In an earlier period of Pauline scholarship, several interpreters 

believed that the resurrection of Christ spelled the end of death, not just for Christ, but 

also for those united to Christ. In contrast to most modern scholars, these older 

interpreters emphasized that mortality was already being displaced in the bodies of 

believers. Given this view, how could death abide? Why were believers still mortal? 

Even though most scholars have rejected the conclusions of this older position, they have 

not managed to explain why its questions and problems should no longer haunt us. 

To understand how this problem confronts us in the Pauline texts and in Pauline 

studies, we must investigate how this position emerged at the end of the nineteenth and 

the beginning of the twentieth centuries. After examining the shape that this foundational 

discourse took, I will explore the reactions and counter-reactions that significantly 

influenced the course of Pauline studies in the past century. At the major junctures of this 

survey, I will put critical questions to each interpretation in order to point out that no 

subsequent interpreter has successfully avoided the questions that the older position 

raised. By the end of the chapter, it will become clear that Pauline interpreters must take 

up the question of why Christians remain mortal in the present age. 
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1.1 Pauline Studies at the Turn of the Twentieth Century 

By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a divide had emerged within 

New Testament studies. Some scholars tended to assimilate the New Testament to 

modern sensibilities, whereas others stressed the historical distance between the New 

Testament and modern readers. The former tendency was characteristic of the so-called 

liberal school of theology, while the latter was typical of devotees both of the history-of-

religions school and of “consistent eschatology.” To be sure, liberal scholars did attempt 

to contextualize the New Testament historically. However, to mitigate the strangeness of 

the texts to modern readers, these scholars often claimed that the outward form of 

expression (“theology”) was separable from the more fundamental religious experience 

(“religion”) at the heart of the text.1 Scholars from the other two camps, however, resisted 

making such a distinction. They preferred to keep the New Testament writings firmly 

embedded within their historical context, no matter how foreign the milieu might seem to 

modern readers.2 

                                                   

1 The epitome of the liberal view of Paul can be found in Heinrich Holtzmann, Lehrbuch des 
neutestamentlichen Theologie, 2 vols., 2nd ed. (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1911), 2:255–62. See the 
overview of the liberal school in Herman Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of His Theology, trans. John Richard 
de Witt (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 17–21; earlier, Albert Schweitzer, Paul and His Interpreters: A 
Critical History, trans. William Montgomery (London: A. & C. Black, 1912), 163, 166; Rudolf Bultmann, 
“Zur Geschichte der Paulus-Forschung,” TRu 1 (1929): 33–40, who calls the liberal interpretation 
“rationalistich-idealistich.” 
2 Concerning Paul, William Wrede, Paul, trans. Edward Lummis (London: Green, 1907), 76, famously 
said, “The religion of the apostle is theological through and through: his theology is his religion.” 
Schweitzer remarks that surrendering the distinction between “theology” and “religion” meant being left 
with “an entirely temporally conditioned Paulinism, of which modern ways of thought could make nothing” 
(Paul and His Interpreters, 166). 
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The liberal school commonly related the New Testament to strands of Greek 

philosophy which, in their view, helped to bridge the gulf between ancient and modern 

readers.3 The history-of-religions approach and consistent eschatology, however, moored 

the New Testament writings in contexts that were palpably foreign to their modern 

audience. Scholars from the history-of-religions school often highlighted the esoteric 

Hellenistic mystery religions as the proper historical backdrop for the New Testament 

writings.4 Advocates of consistent eschatology, meanwhile, identified the seemingly 

fantastical world of Jewish apocalyptic as the most illuminating historical framework.5 

This broad division within New Testament studies produced two different ways of 

interpreting the present manifestation of salvation in Paul. One line of interpretation, 

corresponding broadly to the sensibilities of the liberal school, might be called ethical-

                                                   

3 Schweitzer notes that liberal scholars such as Otto Pfleiderer and Holtzmann grounded Paul in Greek 
philosophy in order to universalize Paul’s thought and thus relate him to the modern world (Paul and His 
Interpreters, x, 80, 110). See Holtzmann, Lehrbuch, 2:243: “Jedenfalls aber hat Pls, indem er erstmalig mit 
hellenistischen Denkformen an die christl. Vorstellungswelt herangetreten ist, dieser den Uebergang [sic] 
gebahnt von der semitischen zur griechischen und über diese hinweg auch zur modernen Welt.” The 
German education system of the time encouraged viewing Greco-Roman antiquity as the standard of 
culture.  
4 The classic work of the history-of-religions school on the mystery religions is Richard Reitzenstein, Die 
hellenistischen Mysterienreligionen nach ihren Grundgedanken und Wirkungen (Leipzig; Berlin: B. G. 
Teubner Verlag, 1910). An influential application of this approach to the New Testament can be found in 
Wilhelm Bousset, Kyrios Christos: A History of the Belief in Christ from the Beginnings of Christianity to 
Irenaeus, trans. John E. Steely (Nashville: Abingdon, 1970). 
5 That is not to say these schools were hermetically sealed off from each other. The history-of-religions 
school itself had two phases. In the first phase, scholars focused primarily on the background provided by 
the Jewish apocrypha and pseudepigrapha. In the second, they concentrated on the context offered by 
Hellenistic and Near Eastern religion. “Consistent eschatology” drew especially on Jewish apocalyptic 
literature, and representatives of this group sometimes formed a part of the history-of-religions movement 
but were sometimes outsiders, as in the case of Albert Schweitzer. See the helpful discussion of the history-
of-religions school in David Way, The Lordship of Christ: Ernst Käsemann’s Interpretation of Paul’s 
Theology, OTM (Oxford: Clarendon, 1991), 31–32. 
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subjective.6 The other line of interpretation, finding a home largely but not exclusively 

among proponents of the history-of-religions approach and consistent eschatology, might 

be termed physicalist-objective.7 In both interpretations, salvation is instantiated in the 

present as the person is united to Christ in his death and resurrection. However, this union 

is understood very differently by the divergent lines of interpretation.  

1.1.1 The Ethical-Subjective Interpretation  

In the ethical-subjective interpretation, union with Christ entails a resurrection 

with Christ, but this resurrection is understood not as a physical phenomenon but as a 

new way of life devoted to Christ. The major liberal theologian Otto Pfleiderer describes 

dying and rising with Christ as “the putting away of our old man and the beginning of a 

new moral life, in no other way than by the psychological means of our grateful devotion 

to him who died for us.”8 The psychological joining of the believer with Christ in grateful 

devotion does instantiate the resurrected πνεῦµα-life of Jesus, but in a rather limited 

                                                   

6 Examples include Carl Holsten, Zum Evangelium des Paulus und des Petrus: Altes und Neues (Rostock: 
Stiller, 1868); Otto Pfleiderer, Paulinism: A Contribution to the History of Primitive Christian Theology, 
trans. Edward Peters, 2 vols. (London: Williams & Norgate, 1877); Holtzmann, Lehrbuch. 
7 Representatives include Hermann Lüdemann, Die Anthropologie des Apostels Paulus und ihre Stellung 
innerhalb seiner Heilslehre (Kiel: P. Toeche, 1872); Richard Kabisch, Die Eschatologie des Paulus in 
ihren Zusammenhängen mit dem Gesamtbegriff des Paulinismus (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1893); Wrede, Paul; Schweitzer, Paul and His Interpreters. I use the term “physicalist” to highlight the 
physical change in the believer, though this change is often embedded within a broader “physical” or 
“natural” change in the cosmos, which has sometimes been denoted by “naturhaft” instead of “physisch” by 
German scholars. I use “physicalist-objective” to capture this change in the believer and the cosmos. In a 
note to his translator, Schweitzer explained, “naturhaft is intended to convey that it is not a question of a 
purely spiritual redemption, but that the whole physical and hyperphysical being of the man is thereby 
translated into a new condition. Body and soul are redeemed together; and in such a way that not only the 
elect portion of mankind, but the whole world is completely transformed in a great catastrophic event” 
(Paul and His Interpreters, 162 n. 3). 
8 Pfleiderer, Paulinism, 1:112  
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sense. While the πνεῦµα constitutes the material of the heavenly body of Jesus,9 the 

πνεῦµα does not alter the bodies of believers in the present. Rather, their πνεῦµα-life is 

manifested as devotion to God, which is “the present inward anticipation of the future 

heavenly state.”10 They will join Christ physically in his resurrection, but for now their 

union with Christ’s death and life is a union of inmost feeling.11 In this way, the 

resurrected life of Christ is “stripped of its one-sided, supernatural, apocalyptic character, 

and becomes the new life of Christians in the truly spiritual, in the ethical sense of the 

word.”12 True, occasionally Paul suggests, as in Rom 6:1–11, that this union with Christ 

is achieved through Christ’s death and resurrection per se, rather than by psychological 

devotion to him. Nevertheless, according to Pfleiderer, in these passages, Paul is simply 

externalizing and formalizing into doctrine the more fundamental inner, ethical religious 

experience he advocates.13 

                                                   

9 See Pfleiderer, Paulinism, 1:19. Pfleiderer traces back to Holsten the idea that the πνεῦµα is the heavenly 
material and the σάρξ the earthly material (54). Cf. Holsten, Zum Evangelium des Paulus und Petrus, 17. 
However, Holsten identifies the πνεῦµα as clinging to the material δόξα, which is the substance of the 
heavenly life. See Kabisch, Eschatologie, 199–200. 
10 Pfleiderer, Paulinism, 1:19. 
11 Pfleiderer, Paulinism, 1:17. 
12 Pfleiderer, Paulinism, 1:20 (emphasis original). This aversion to “apocalyptic” resurfaces throughout the 
history of scholarship, particularly in Rudolf Bultmann and his followers. J. Christiaan Beker, Paul the 
Apostle: The Triumph of God in Life and Thought (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980), 139, sets Bultmann within 
a tradition of anti-apocalyptic sentiment, going back at least to the “demything by historical-critical 
liberalism.” 
13 Pfleiderer, Paulinism, 1:112. Similarly, Holtzmann, Lehrbuch, 2:256: “Der ganze Lehrbegriff bezeichnet 
doch nur die Art und Weise, wie sich der Apostel die entscheidende Grunderfahrung seines Lebens 
objektivierte, nach Voraussetzungen und Konsequenzen theoretisch zurechtlegte.” 
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1.1.2 The Physicalist-Objective Interpretation  

A rather different picture can be found in the physicalist-objective (“physicalist” 

for short) interpretation. This interpretation shares certain assumptions with the liberal 

reading. Both readings maintain that death and resurrection with Christ are two sides of 

the same event that pertain to believers in the present time. In contrast to much of later 

scholarship, both groups consider the future tense that speaks of rising with Christ in 

Romans 6 to be logical rather than temporal.14 For these earlier interpreters, Paul is 

asserting that believers are risen in the present time, although the different camps 

interpret this resurrection in conflicting ways.15 Both interpretations also conceive of the 

πνεῦµα as the material of the heavenly body, in contrast to the σάρξ, which is the 

substance of the earthly body.16 The physicalists, though, take these assumptions further 

in discussing what they entail for the present resurrection of believers. The physicalist 

interpreters contend that even now the σάρξ is destroyed and the divine πνεῦµα changes 

the physical substance of believers, so that the resurrection begins in the bodies of 

believers in the present age.17  

                                                   

14 The future indicative features in the apodosis of both Rom 6:5 (Εἰ γὰρ σύµφυτοι γεγόναµεν τῷ ὁµοιώµατι 
τοῦ θανάτου αὐτοῦ, ἀλλὰ καὶ τῆς ἀναστάσεως ἐσόµεθα) and Rom 6:8 (εἰ δὲ ἀπεθάνοµεν σὺν Χριστῷ, 
πιστεύοµεν ὅτι καὶ συζήσοµεν αὐτῷ). 
15 Later scholarship tends to emphasize that the future tenses witness to an “eschatological reservation.” See 
below, particularly on Ernst Käsemann. 
16 On the liberal side, see Holsten, Paulus, 17; Pfleiderer, Paulinism, 1:19, 54. On the physicalist side, see 
Kabisch, Eschatologie, 199–200. 
17 While this position is grounded in the foundational figures discussed here, this view reemerges in part or 
in whole in subsequent scholars as well. Some scholars reproduce the position quite closely. So, W. D. 
Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism: Some Rabbinic Elements in Pauline Theology, 5th ed. (Mifflintown, 
PA: Sigler, 1998), 56, 317–20, follows Schweitzer in speaking of physical union with Christ and a bodily 
transformation that is currently underway. Troels Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle 
Paul: The Material Spirit (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 69, distances himself from Schweitzer 
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1.1.2.1 Hermann Lüdemann 

The physicalist view was prepared for in an important way by Hermann 

Lüdemann in 1872.18 According to Lüdemann, the flesh (σάρξ) is the material substrate of 

the earthly body but it is not the body (σῶµα) itself.19 The σάρξ, moreover, is essentially 

connected to ἁµαρτία, as indicated above all in Romans 7.20 Consequently, to be 

delivered from sin, it is not enough for the flesh to be purified; rather, the flesh must be 

destroyed.21 Christ takes up the flesh (Rom 8:3), so that when he dies, the flesh—and the 

                                                   

but his own proposal is very similar: the material πνεῦµα physically transforms the bodies of believers into 
pneumatic bodies even now, although this transformation will be complete only at the resurrection (48, 51, 
55, 69, 72). Likewise, Frederick S. Tappenden, Resurrection in Paul: Cognition, Metaphor, and 
Transformation, ECL 19 (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2016), 44, 153, 217, holds that the body of believers is 
materially changed at baptism when the material πνεῦµα infuses their bodies, resurrecting their “somatic 
interior” (heart, spirit, inner person, etc.). This process presently affects the “somatic exterior” as well 
(body, flesh, members) and culminates in its resurrection (201, 204). Other scholars may be deemed 
defective physicalists since they do not follow the physicalist position to the same extent as the previous 
scholars. For example, Stanley K. Stowers, “What is Pauline ‘Participation in Christ’?” in Redefining First-
Century Jewish and Christian Identities: Essays in Honor of Ed Parish Sanders, ed. Fabian E. Udoh et al., 
CJAn 16 (Notre Dame: Notre Dame University Press, 2008), 352–71, endorses Schweitzer’s view of a 
physical union with Christ and extends it by incorporating the idea of the material πνεῦµα. However, while 
he calls the change material, he does not speak of it as inducing immortality, but rather holy living. On this 
line of interpretation, see Volker Rabens, The Holy Spirit and Ethics in Paul: Transformation and 
Empowering for Religious Ethical Life, 2nd ed., WUNT 2/283 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013). Douglas 
A. Campbell, The Quest for Paul’s Gospel: A Suggested Strategy (London: T&T Clark, 2005), 39, follows 
Adolf Deissmann, whom I regard as a defective physicalist. Deissmann, Paul: A Study in Social and 
Religious History, trans. William E. Wilson, 2nd ed. (New York: Doran, 1926), 140, 182–83, 202, speaks 
of Christ as analogous to the air in which the believer lives and which fills the believer. He also affirms that 
those united to Christ have died and risen again, and one should not add an “as it were” to such statements. 
He does not, however, make the same claims about the physical substance of the body as the physicalists 
do. Douglas A. Campbell, The Deliverance of God: An Apocalyptic Rereading of Justification (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 73, exhibits a greater affinity with the claims of the physicalists concerning the 
constitution of a new type of body for the believer. Yet he proposes that the body consists of a new flesh, 
whereas the physicalists describe the new bodily material as pneumatic rather than fleshly. 
18 Ridderbos, Paul, 17, classifies Lüdemann among the liberal scholars because he interprets Paul’s thought 
from the perspective of Greek anthropology, but Lüdemann’s work can also be seen as a destabilizing force 
within the liberal school. 
19 Lüdemann, Anthropologie, 3, 6. 
20 Lüdemann, Anthropologie, 53, 59, 68.  
21 Lüdemann, Anthropologie, 68. 
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sin inextricably intertwined with it—may be destroyed (vernichtet), abolished 

(aufgehoben), and removed (entfernt).22 In their union with Christ through baptism, 

believers experience the same death and have their flesh destroyed as well.23 As their 

flesh is abolished, sin is removed from their existence (Exstirpation der Sünde).24 

Simultaneously, though, they are joined to the resurrected Christ, who is a πνεῦµα 

ζῳοποιοῦν (1 Cor 15:45). As a result, believers become united with the life-giving 

principle of the divine πνεῦµα.25 Even though they continue to bear a mortal σῶµα, their 

spiritual union with the divine πνεῦµα ensures that their own πνεῦµα contains within itself 

the possibility of eternal existence (Rom 8:10).26 And since for Paul the πνεῦµα can only 

ever exist with a σῶµα, the life of the πνεῦµα will eventually suffuse the σῶµα so it too 

will never die (Rom 8:11).27 Lüdemann thus does not claim that the σῶµα is already 

reconstituted by the divine πνεῦµα in substance, which would make it immortal already.  

However, given Lüdemann’s premises, it is not clear how the body remains 

mortal. If the divine πνεῦµα already communicates eternal life to the human πνεῦµα and 

the human πνεῦµα must inevitably communicate this life to the σῶµα, what inhibits the 

πνεῦµα from imbuing the σῶµα with eternal life even now? Why must such a 

                                                   

22 Lüdemann, Anthropologie, 99, 121. 
23 Lüdemann, Anthropologie, 125. 
24 Lüdemann, Anthropologie, 126. 
25 Lüdemann, Anthropologie, 127. 
26 Lüdemann, Anthropologie, 147–48. Lüdemann interprets the πνεῦµα of Rom 8:10 as the human πνεῦµα 
(130–31). 
27 Lüdemann, Anthropologie, 131.  
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transformation wait until the parousia? The organic process of transformation envisioned 

by Lüdemann does not fit well with the idea that the transformation of the body can 

happen only at the parousia. For Paul, such a transformation, while connected to the prior 

ongoing work of the Spirit, is nevertheless a cataclysmic event (1 Cor 15:51–52). Yet an 

organic process would seem to make a second intervention by God unnecessary, since 

God would have supplied in baptism all the momentum needed for the change to occur 

eventually on its own. 

Further, since Lüdemann names the σάρξ as the original substrate of the σῶµα and 

yet also asserts that the σάρξ is already destroyed, abolished, and removed, it is not 

entirely clear what the σῶµα consists of after baptism. Apparently recognizing this 

difficulty, Lüdemann concedes that the body is still constituted by σάρξ, which implies 

that when Paul speaks of the destruction of the flesh, he actually means that the power of 

the flesh has been decisively broken. Since the flesh is not entirely destroyed and still 

rears its head, Paul has to warn believers against the flesh.28 Yet if, according to 

Lüdemann, believers can live a decidedly different life post-baptism even as they retain 

their flesh, one wonders if Lüdemann’s explanation can be sustained. His initial premise 

was that, to deal with sin, the flesh could not simply be reformed but had to be destroyed. 

However, if in fact Paul does not mean that the flesh is destroyed but rather that relation 

of Christians to their flesh is decisively changed, it seems that Lüdemann’s account must 

be mistaken. This problem will be addressed in chapter two. 

                                                   

28 Lüdemann, Anthropologie, 141. 
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1.1.2.2 Richard Kabisch 

The physicalist interpretation was extended by Richard Kabisch in 1893, who 

argued that Christians are resurrected physically in the present. Like Lüdemann, Kabisch 

thought that Christians are physically changed, but he anchored this material 

transformation within a broader cosmic revolution.  

Kabisch was the first major figure to try to explain Paul’s logic in terms of Jewish 

apocalyptic.29 In this thought-world, according to Kabisch, the earthly realm has fallen 

under the power of Satan and his demons. Consequently, anything made from the earthly 

realm, such as σάρξ, is intrinsically connected to ἁµαρτία, which is tightly bound up with 

the indwelling of the evil powers themselves.30 Humanity therefore needs a new form of 

bodily existence whose material substance is not subject to demonic powers.31 Since 

humanity is currently composed of σάρξ, their bodies need a new substance: the heavenly 

πνεῦµα. The necessary deliverance comes via union with Christ, which is accomplished 

in baptism. When believers join Christ in his death, their σάρξ really ceases to exist 

(Untergehn der Existenz).32 Simultaneously, they are united to Christ in his resurrection, 

                                                   

29 I do not intend to evaluate the meaning of apocalyptic in this chapter. I use the term because it features 
prominently in the ongoing conversation among scholars. For a helpful introduction to apocalyptic, see 
John J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination: An Introduction to Jewish Apocalyptic Literature, 2nd ed., 
Biblical Resource Series (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). For criticism of the use of the term 
“apocalyptic” in Pauline studies, see R. Barry Matlock, Unveiling the Apocalyptic Paul: Paul’s Interpreters 
and the Rhetoric of Criticism, JSNTSup 127 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1996). For a more recent 
engagement on this issue, see J. P. Davies, Paul Among the Apocalypses? An Evaluation of the 
“Apocalyptic Paul” in the Context of Jewish and Christian Apocalyptic Literature, LNTS 562 (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2016). 
30 Kabisch, Eschatologie, 164–67. 
31 Kabisch, Eschatologie, 168–69, 320. 
32 Kabisch, Eschatologie, 99. 
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receiving his new life. Explicitly setting himself against Pfleiderer, Kabisch holds that 

this new life is not to be limited to an ethical meaning or to the inner person. Rather, Paul 

intends “a revitalization of the body, the physical life.”33 Indeed, “even the physical 

qualities [of the resurrected Christ] pass over to [those united to him].”34 Kabisch thus 

goes beyond Lüdemann by claiming that, while the outer, physical body of the person 

had formerly been composed of σάρξ, it is now transformed by the πνεῦµα.35 Although 

parts of the body of the believer may still die, the indwelling pneumatic substance of 

Christ ensures that in the body there is “already a hidden substantial kernel (Kern) 

capable of resurrection.”36 This spirit-body (Geistleib) simply exists hidden under the 

shell (Hülle) of this fleshly body which has already died.37  

Kabisch thus leaves us with all the problems of Lüdemann’s interpretation, but 

here they are more acute. In Kabisch’s reading, it is even less clear how believers can 

remain mortal. According to Kabisch, God transforms the bodies of believers into 

pneumatic bodies. Yet, for Paul, the pneumatic body is immortal (1 Cor 15:45–59), so 

how can these bodies be mortal? Kabisch asserts that the “spirit-body” remains hidden 

beneath the fleshly body that has already died and ceased to exist. But how does the 

                                                   

33 Kabisch, Eschatologie, 111: “so ist auch das neue Leben nicht eine Wiederbelebung des inneren 
Menschen … sondern des Leibes, das physische Leben, das nun den Karakter der Unvernichtbarkeit trägt.” 
34 Kabisch, Eschatologie, 269: “auch seine physischen Qualitäten auf sie übergehen.” 
35 Kabisch, Eschatologie, 116. 
36 Kabisch, Eschatologie, 271: “da an diesem Leibe alles, was sarkisch ist, ja doch vernichtet warden soll, 
so muss, da trotzdem derselbe Leib bei der Auferstehung herauskommen soll, bereits ein verborgener, ‘in, 
mit und unter’ dem Fleischesleib vorhandener, der Entfaltung, Verklärung bezw. Auferweckung fähiger 
substanzieller Kern in dem Leibe vorhanden sein.” 
37 Kabisch, Eschatologie, 318: Believers exist “nicht mehr im Fleischesleib, der vielmehr abgestorben ist, 
sondern nur noch in dem Geistleib, der unter der Hülle dieses abgestorbenen Fleischesleibes als allein noch 
lebender Teil von ihnen sich birgt.” 
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fleshly body abide if it has died and ceased to exist? And why does the spirit-body remain 

hidden during this life? If God intends to make the body as a whole pneumatic and has 

already begun the process to bring about this end, what prevents him from completing 

this process now? Why is the process prolonged at all? This is the puzzle Kabisch leaves 

us with unsolved. 

1.1.2.3 William Wrede 

Kabisch’s book largely fell on deaf ears, as scholars were resistant to the idea that 

Jewish apocalyptic, with all its (to their mind) fantastical concepts, was the driving force 

in Paul’s thought.38 However, the physicalist view of redemption began to gain traction in 

New Testament studies with the work of William Wrede in 1904.39 Wrede held to the 

same basic understanding of salvation in Paul as Kabisch, but he qualified the nature of 

the present resurrection of believers. 

Although Wrede does not explicitly root his understanding of Paul in Jewish 

apocalyptic, he does ground the individual change of believers in a cosmic change in the 

universe. He affirms that humanity is subject to hostile powers, chief among these being 

flesh, sin, the law, and death, which are “almost … actual beings.”40 Since sin and flesh 

                                                   

38 Cf. Schweitzer, Paul and His Interpreters, 57–58; Beker, Paul, 139.  
39 Even though his book on Paul was also relatively neglected at the time, it began to influence scholars 
more than Kabisch’s book had managed to. See Schweitzer, Paul and His Interpreters, 172–73. 
40 Wrede, Paul, 92–93. In Wrede’s work and that of many other scholars throughout the history of 
interpretation, it is unclear what it means for these realities to be “almost actual beings.” As a rare example 
of perspicuity, Martin Dibelius, a contemporary of Wrede, argues that only in 1 Cor 15:26 can it be shown 
that Paul conceives of death as an actual “persönliches Geistwesen.” Martin Dibelius, Die Geisterwelt im 
Glauben des Paulus (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1909), 115. Dibelius contends that in other 
passages where death is personified, it can only be speculated whether Paul conceives of death as a 
mythical being or a metaphorical personification (118). Sin, however, is a “Geistwesen” and indwelling 
“Dämon” in Romans 6 and 7 (121–23). Wrede himself clearly differentiates the flesh, sin, death, and the 



 

17 

are inextricably connected to each other, humanity is subject to sin simply by virtue of 

being composed of flesh, which is not only an “almost actual being” but also the concrete 

material of the human body.41 Therefore, humanity requires not just an ethical renewal, 

but rather “a change in the nature of humanity.”42 Humanity must be freed from its 

fleshly existence and proceed into an entirely new, spiritual existence,43 which is brought 

about by Christ’s death and resurrection.44 When Christ dies, his flesh is destroyed; 

indeed, all flesh is destroyed, as is the sin connected to it.45 When Christ is resurrected, he 

no longer bears flesh and is removed from the realm of the powers.46 How exactly the 

death and resurrection of Christ are appropriated by others is not entirely clear in Wrede’s 

account. Occasionally Wrede speaks as if Christ’s death and resurrection automatically 

alter the condition of humanity simply by virtue of Christ sharing human nature with the 

rest of humanity. His flesh is destroyed, so all flesh and sin are destroyed. He is freed 

                                                   

law from actual “mighty spirits, demons, and angelic powers,” though the dominion of the two groups is 
intertwined: the demons tempt humans to sin, the devil brings the death of the flesh, and the angels provide 
the law (Paul, 95–96). In the later apocalyptic school and its forerunners, flesh, sin, and death tend to be 
portrayed as fuller beings on the world stage. See Ernst Käsemann, “On Paul’s Anthropology,” in 
Perspectives on Paul, trans. Margaret Kohl (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1971), 18, 25–28; Käsemann, “On the 
Subject of Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” in New Testament Questions of Today, trans. William J. 
Montague, NTL (London: SCM, 1969), 136. Käsemann’s interpretation is extended in Martinus C. de 
Boer, The Defeat of Death: Apocalyptic Eschatology in 1 Corinthians 15 and Romans 5, JSNTSup 22 
(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1988), 93–180; de Boer, “Paul’s Mythologizing Program in Romans 5–8,” in 
Apocalyptic Paul: Cosmos and Anthropos in Romans 5–8, ed. Beverly Roberts Gaventa (Waco, TX: 
Baylor, 2013), 1–20; J. Louis Martyn, Theological Issues in the Letters of Paul (Nashville: Abingdon, 
1997), 111–23; Martyn, Galatians, AB 33A (New York: Doubleday, 1997), 97–105, 370–73; Beverly 
Roberts Gaventa, “The Cosmic Power of Sin in Paul’s Letter to the Romans: Toward a Widescreen 
Edition,” Int 58 (2004): 229–40; Campbell, Deliverance, 72.  
41 Wrede, Paul, 93. 
42 Wrede, Paul, 112 (emphasis original). 
43 Wrede, Paul, 97. 
44 Wrede, Paul, 100–1. 
45 Wrede, Paul, 100: “with the destruction of his flesh the whole sum total, so to speak, of flesh, and the sin 
that clings to it, are put away.” 
46 Wrede, Paul, 99. 
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from the powers, so all are freed from the powers.47 At other times, though, Wrede limits 

the salvific effects of Christ’s death and resurrection to those united to Christ in faith and 

baptism.48 At least in the case of believers, it can be said that they become united to 

Christ’s death and resurrection so that what has happened to him has happened to them.49 

As he has died and risen, so have they. As he has been freed from the powers of the flesh, 

sin, and death, so have they. As he has put aside the flesh and put on a new garment, so 

have they.50 Although he does not target liberal scholars by name, Wrede is careful to 

point out that these statements are to be taken actually and literally rather than in an 

ethical or psychological sense.51 

More clearly than Kabisch, though, Wrede acknowledges that Christians still wear 

flesh and remain threatened by sin and death. Wrede admits that, in light of this 

concession, it can seem contradictory to claim that humanity is “redeemed, as fully as 

[Christ] himself, from the hostile powers, and … transferred to an indestructible life.”52 

Such statements would seem to imply that humans should already be sinless and 

immortal, even though they are not. Wrede proposes three reasons why Paul can think 

                                                   

47 See footnote 45. Wrede also claims, “From the moment of his death all men are redeemed, as fully as he 
himself, from the hostile powers, and together with his resurrection all are transferred into indestructible 
life” (Paul, 100). 
48 Wrede, Paul, 113, asserts that the individual comes to possess salvation “through faith and baptism,” 
whereby “the death and resurrection of Christ are transferred to the believer.” Even here, though, it is 
unclear how faith produces union, because Wrede claims that, for Paul, the sacraments “are intrinsically 
operative, without the sensibilities and sentiments of the person coming into account” (120). Schweitzer, 
Paul and His Interpreters, 169, criticizes Wrede for this lack of clarity and for not limiting redemption to 
the elect, although Schweitzer overlooks Wrede’s statements that do restrict salvation to believers. 
49 Wrede, Paul, 100, 113. 
50 Wrede, Paul, 101–2. 
51 Wrede, Paul, 102–3, 111–12. 
52 Wrede, Paul, 100. 
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this apparently contradictory way. First, for Paul, Christ’s death and resurrection include 

the death and resurrection of all (cf. 1 Cor 15:21–22), and since the former have already 

been accomplished, the latter can be spoken of as if they have occurred as well.53 Second, 

Paul’s expectation of the imminent parousia would have reduced any sense of a 

contradiction, since these events would take place shortly.54 Believers simply await the 

outward manifestation in themselves of the events that have already been completed in 

Christ.55 Third, this realization is not reserved purely for the future, since the Spirit of 

God is already present as “a gift of the last time in which the forces of that [future] world 

are already working their way into this existence.”56 Wrede goes so far as to claim that 

“[s]ometimes Paul seems even to see in [the Spirit] a heavenly substance, which brings 

about a substantial change in man.”57  

While Wrede may avoid the extremeness of Kabisch’s position, his proposal 

raises the same questions. If Christ’s resurrection is the cause of the resurrection of 

believers, what prevents this cause from fully working its effects in the present time? If 

the Holy Spirit is already operative in believers to bring the future world into existence, 

what hinders this force from eliminating death altogether in the present time? What could 

limit the work of Christ and the Holy Spirit? Wrede simply does not ask these questions. 

                                                   

53 Wrede, Paul, 104.  
54 Wrede, Paul, 105. 
55 Wrede, Paul, 104. 
56 Wrede, Paul, 108. 
57 Wrede, Paul, 107. 
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1.1.2.4 Albert Schweitzer 

The physicalist interpretation reached its zenith in the work of Albert Schweitzer. 

In his 1911 review of Pauline scholarship, Schweitzer traces his position back primarily 

through Lüdemann, Kabisch, and Wrede, over against the spiritualizing interpretations of 

Holsten, Pfleiderer, and Holtzmann.58 He points out that, even after Wrede, the liberal 

interpretation of Paul continued to construe salvation in the present as the inner 

reconciliation of the individual to God.59 Schweitzer insists, however, that Paul’s 

                                                   

58 Schweitzer, Paul and His Interpreters, 30, 162, 166–68, 174, 237. 
59 Schweitzer, Paul and His Interpreters, 103–4, criticizes Holtzmann on this point. This criticism is of 
significance for the course of subsequent New Testament scholarship. The liberal school often tried to 
elevate “justification by faith” to at least an equal level with “union with Christ” (cf. Pfleiderer), not simply 
because of their Lutheran background, but also because they saw “justification by faith” as more amenable 
to an individualistic, subjective interpretation free from the burden of a temporally conditioned, fantastical 
apocalypticism. This is why, in the battle to find a historical, temporally conditioned Paul, Wrede and 
Schweitzer sought to relativize the importance of justification by faith in Paul’s theology, calling it a 
“subsidiary crater” (Schweitzer, The Mysticism of the Apostle Paul, trans. William Montgomery [New 
York: Seabury, 1931], 225) or a “fighting doctrine” (Wrede, Paul, 123). Wrede and Schweitzer thus 
conceded that justification by faith did not involve the same cosmic dynamics as “union with Christ” (cf. 
Schweitzer, Mysticism, 219). The major figure who challenged the individualistic, non-cosmic 
interpretation of justification was Ernst Käsemann (“‘The Righteousness of God’ in Paul,” in New 
Testament Questions of Today, 150; “Justification and Salvation History,” in Perspectives on Paul, 60–78). 
Similarly, Peter Stuhlmacher, Gerechtigkeit Gottes bei Paulus, FRLANT 87 (Göttingen: Vandenhoek & 
Ruprecht, 1965), 240; Eduard Schweizer, “Die ‘Mystik’ des Sterbens und Auferstehens mit Christus bei 
Paulus,” EvT 26 (1966): 251. However, see already Schweitzer, Mysticism, 220–21. Käsemann was 
vigorously resisted by those who reemphasized the individualistic and non-cosmic dimension of 
justification by faith, including Rudolf Bultmann, “Ist Apokalyptik die Mutter der christlichen Theologie? 
Eine Auseinandersetzung mit Ernst Käsemann” in Apophoreta: Festschrift für E. Haenchen zu seinem 
siebzigsten Geburtstag am 10. Dezember 1964, ed. Walther Eltester and Franz H. Kettler, BZNW 30 
(Berlin: A. Töpelmann, 1964), 64–69; Hans Conzelmann, An Outline of the Theology of the New Testament 
(London: SCM, 1969), 172; Günther Bornkamm, Paul (New York: Harper & Row, 1969), 146–47. See the 
helpful evaluation of this disagreement in E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of 
Patterns of Religion (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977), 438–41. Sanders concludes that Käsemann was right 
that “justification by faith” must be interpreted cosmically, but mistaken to insist that this doctrine was the 
center of Paul’s thought, which lay rather in “participation in Christ” (507–8). The apocalyptic school took 
up Käsemann’s interpretation by construing justification as an act of rectification within a cosmos gone 
awry. See Martyn, Galatians, 263–75; Campbell, Deliverance, 656–65; Martinus C. de Boer, Galatians: A 
Commentary, NTL (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2011), 165; Susan Grove Eastman, Paul and the 
Person: Reframing Paul’s Anthropology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017), 151 n. 1. The apocalyptic 
school often further attenuates the purported individualism of “justification by faith” by interpreting πίστις 
Χριστοῦ not as the πίστις of the individual but rather as the saving πίστις of Christ. This view found new life 
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conception of salvation is much more comprehensive than this. Salvation entails not 

merely a reconciliation or reformation of the individual but rather a change in the entire 

world of which the individual is a part. Salvation must therefore be thought of as a 

cosmic event that touches on the physical as well as the supra-physical realms, and the 

individual constitutes a special point of focus within this universal revolution.60 While 

interpreters from the liberal school acknowledged the physical quality of the future 

resurrection, Schweitzer contends that for Paul, this physical aspect of salvation reaches 

into the present via mysticism and sacramentalism. In a statement reminiscent of 

Kabisch, Schweitzer claims that Paul’s mysticism entails that “believers here and now 

experience death and resurrection in fellowship with Christ, and so put on, beneath the 

earthly exterior which conceals it, a nature essentially immune from corruption.” 

Correspondingly, Paul’s sacramentalism holds that baptism and the Lord’s Supper work 

in a basically mechanical way: by physical means, they bring about physical union with 

Christ. The sacraments thus accomplish rather than represent this union.61 

Picking up where Kabisch failed to gain a hearing, Schweitzer attempted to show 

how Jewish apocalyptic could generate not simply Paul’s eschatology but also his 

                                                   

through the work of Richard B. Hays, The Faith of Jesus Christ: The Narrative Substructure of Galatians 
3:1–4:11, 2nd ed., SBLDS 56 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002). 
60 Schweitzer often uses the adjective naturhaft to describe Paul’s conception of salvation, while the 
translation offers “physical.” In a note to his translator Schweitzer explains, “naturhaft is intended to 
convey that it is not a question of a purely spiritual redemption, but that the whole physical and 
hyperphysical being of the man is thereby translated into a new condition. Body and soul are redeemed 
together; and in such a way that not only the elect portion of mankind, but the whole world is completely 
transformed in a great catastrophic event” (Paul and His Interpreters, 162 n. 3). 
61 Schweitzer, Paul and His Interpreters, 174, 225–26. Similarly, Wrede, Paul, 120. 
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mysticism and sacramentalism.62 This was the task of his second work on Paul, The 

Mysticism of the Apostle Paul, published in 1930.63 

In this later work, Schweitzer gives a detailed exposition of the logic of the 

physicalist position as grounded in Jewish apocalyptic thought. One of Schweitzer’s 

abiding insights is that, in Jewish texts, the resurrection occurs for all God’s people 

simultaneously, rather than in successive stages. There is no exception for the messiah. In 

the exceedingly rare depiction of a messiah who dies, as in 4 Ezra 7:29–30, the messiah is 

not said to rise again before the rest of the elect.64 The puzzle for Paul, as for other early 

Christians, is that the messiah has already died and risen, but the rest of the elect have 

not. This fact is problematic, because “the Resurrection of Jesus … and the beginning of 

the Messianic Kingdom in which is included the resurrection and transformation of the 

Elect, belong temporally and causally together.”65 The elect should rise at the same time 

as Jesus, but a temporal gap has arisen between his resurrection and theirs. To solve this 

problem, Schweitzer argues, Paul claims that the elect have in fact already been raised 

                                                   

62 Schweitzer, Paul and His Interpreters, 39, 54–55, 174–78, 238–41. Schweitzer argues extensively 
against scholars like Reitzenstein and Bousset who grounded Paul’s mysticism and sacramentalism in the 
Hellenistic mystery religions (191–93, 217–26). The work of these scholars significantly influenced 
Bultmann and Käsemann in their resistance to the physicalist (i.e., Schweitzer’s) interpretation. Both 
Bultmann and Käsemann draw on the historical reconstructions of these scholars to posit “Gnosis,” the 
mystery religions, and “enthusiasm” as the thought-world against which Paul reacts. The sharp division 
presupposed in these works between Jewish and Hellenistic spheres has been challenged in various ways by 
Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism; Martin Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism: Studies in Their Encounter in 
Palestine During the Early Hellenistic Period, trans. John Bowden (London: SCM, 1974); Troels Engberg-
Pedersen, ed., Paul Beyond the Judaism/Hellenism Divide (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001).  
63 The English version was published in 1931, translated from the German original, Die Mystik des Apostels 
Paulus (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1930). 
64 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 96. 
65 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 111. 
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with Christ, despite appearances to the contrary.66 This is how Jewish apocalyptic 

generates Paul’s mysticism. 

In what sense, though, have the elect already risen with Christ, Schweitzer asks, 

since they still appear to be normal people, subject to the same conditions as everyone 

else? Like earlier physicalist interpreters, Schweitzer claims that, when the elect die with 

Christ, the flesh and sin are destroyed for them, so that they are in fact “sinless beings.”67 

Also, in rising with Christ, the elect are freed from the reign of the cosmic, hostile angelic 

powers, including death.68 However, going beyond Wrede and following Kabisch, 

Schweitzer further claims that the elect have risen in a concrete sense, despite 

appearances to the contrary. They have already risen bodily because they share in the 

                                                   

66 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 112. I offer a simplified version of Schweitzer’s account to draw out an insight of 
his that constitutes an ongoing problem for Pauline studies, namely the temporal gap between the 
resurrection of Jesus and that of the elect. Cf. N. T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, vol. 3 of 
Christian Origins and the Question of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003), 372: “[Paul] believed that ‘the 
resurrection’ had divided, as a historical moment, into two: the resurrection of the Messiah in the first 
place, and then, at his ‘parousia’, of all his people.” Similarly, Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 
vol. 4 of Christian Origins and the Question of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2013), 1061. Schweitzer’s 
argument is considerably more complicated in its details. He claims that, in standard Jewish apocalyptic 
thought, as in 4 Ezra, the messianic kingdom precedes the general resurrection. Yet, in Paul’s view, unlike 
in the standard Jewish texts, the messiah had died and risen and would soon return to initiate his kingdom 
before the general resurrection. A problem arose when some who already belonged to the messiah died 
before his return (1 Thess 4:13). The question arose as to whether the elect who had died would miss out on 
the kingdom and have to wait for the general resurrection along with the rest of humanity. No, concluded 
Paul. When Jesus returned, the elect would be raised from the dead before the rest of humanity. Yet to be 
capable of such a resurrection, the elect must have already in life possessed a resurrection mode of 
existence. This resurrection mode of existence started for all Christians at baptism (92–94). This solution 
also solved the problem for Paul that, when Christ returned, the elect and their messiah would not share two 
different modes of existence, one mortal and one immortal (96). The simpler, more straightforward account 
that I lay out above begins on page 97, where Schweitzer holds that the resurrection must mean that the 
future age has already dawned. For a sympathetic but incisive critique of Schweitzer’s use of Jewish 
eschatological schemas, see Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism, 288–98; Sanders, Paul and Palestinian 
Judaism, 514–15. 
67 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 223. 
68 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 112–13. 
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same Leiblichkeit, or corporeity, as Christ. When Paul speaks of the elect being one body 

with Christ, he means this in a physical sense.69 Since the power of the resurrection has 

already become operative in Christ’s body, it has become effective in the Leiblichkeit of 

the elect as well. Already the power of the resurrection begins to displace mortality with 

immortality in their Leiblichkeit.70 

If immortality already starts to replace mortality in the Leiblichkeit of the elect, 

though, how can they still die? Apparently sensing this problem, Schweitzer 

acknowledges that the resurrection power operates differently in the Leiblichkeit of Jesus 

and in that of the elect. In Jesus, the power of the resurrection has been openly 

manifested, whereas in the elect, it operates “secretly but none the less really.”71 The 

elect are being transformed into immortal beings, but their transformation is not yet 

visible.72 One wonders, though, whether this proposal really solves the problem. For, if 

Schweitzer were correct, it still seems that the elect should not die. If the elect were really 

changed into immortal beings, but not visibly changed, why would they really die and not 

just apparently die? Evidently detecting this problem as well, Schweitzer refines his 

solution by saying that it is in fact the soul, rather than the body, that is affected by this 

transformation. For, Schweitzer suggests, in Paul’s view, the soul itself has a type of 

Leiblichkeit. The power of the resurrection works upon the soul, transforming its 

                                                   

69 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 127. 
70 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 111. 
71 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 110. Cp. Wrede, Paul, 119, “all that [Christ] has, experiences, and is transfers 
itself in a mysterious [better: secret; German: geheimnisvoll] way to them.” 
72 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 112. 
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Leiblichkeit so that it can readily abandon the fleshly body and cling to the spiritual one 

when the Lord returns.73 Yet if the soul already has an immortal body, why does it need a 

different one at the resurrection? Or if it needs an immortal body, why does the power of 

the resurrection not already transform the body in this life so that the soul does not need 

to cling to another body at the parousia? Schweitzer does not answer these questions. One 

may also wonder whether this proposal can be sustained exegetically, since Paul speaks 

of only two types of bodies: a σῶµα ψυχικόν and a σῶµα πνευµατικόν, where the 

“soulish” body is identical to the earthly body that perishes (1 Cor 15:44). There is no 

third sort of σῶµα as Schweitzer proposes. 

1.1.3 Evaluation of the Physicalist Position 

Physicalist interpretations, when followed to their logical conclusion, make 

mortality into a genuine puzzle in Pauline theology. Given their premises, how can they 

coherently maintain that Christians are still mortal? The attempts by these scholars to 

avoid this difficulty have a rather ad hoc quality about them. Kabisch and Schweitzer 

give a maximalist account about the body already being changed into the resurrection 

body. Then they qualify their proposals by positing that the body that is transformed is 

really the soul-body beneath the fleshly body. However, this interpretation is difficult to 

sustain both conceptually and exegetically. Wrede gives a more limited account, 

suggesting that since the resurrection has already happened in Christ and his resurrection 

                                                   

73 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 130. 
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includes the resurrection of all, it is as good as accomplished for believers, so they are 

free from sin, flesh, and death. Yet Wrede adds that the Holy Spirit is bringing in the new 

age for believers and achieving a substantial change in humanity, which moves his 

position back in the direction of Kabisch and Schweitzer’s, and thus he encounters the 

same problems they face. 

Whether or not the physicalists are right in the details of their proposals, their 

interpretations alert us to a problem: does one’s overall reading of Paul effectively 

preclude human mortality, or at least Christian mortality? It is not enough simply to note 

that Christians continue to be mortal. One must explain how this makes sense in light of 

Paul’s understanding of God’s work in Christ and the Spirit.  

We will see that, in the subsequent history of interpretation, Pauline scholars vary 

greatly concerning the extent to which they think salvation is realized in the present time. 

They tend to avoid physicalist conclusions, but, as I will argue, their less bold 

interpretations do not make mortality into less of a problem than the physicalist reading 

does. Arguably, even the most minimal reading demanded by Paul’s texts will face this 

issue. For Paul thinks that Christ and the Spirit already live in believers (Rom 8:9–11, 23; 

1 Cor 3:16; 2 Cor 1:22; 5:5) and that they will grant believers eternal life (Rom 8:11; 1 

Cor 15:20–59; Phil 3:21). If, then, these powers are already present and intend to 

overcome death, what prevents them from eliminating death now? Often scholars fail to 

address this question, even though their interpretations foist the issue upon us. There is 

one scholar, though, who may avoid this problem consistently, even if his proposal 

obscures some of Paul’s most basic points. 
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1.2 The Reaction to the Physicalist Interpretation 

1.2.1 Rudolf Bultmann’s Non-cosmic View 

Rudolf Bultmann became the foremost opponent of the physicalist interpretation, 

particularly in its apocalyptic articulation. Each of the physicalist interpreters, whether 

they explicitly invoke Jewish apocalyptic or not, conceive of human salvation as part of a 

transformation of the cosmos. In this transformation, the powers of sin, the flesh, death, 

and the law are defeated or destroyed. Humans are thus redeemed via a change in their 

circumstances (they are no longer subject to the powers) and substance (they are no 

longer composed of flesh and therefore no longer inherently connected to sin). 

Bultmann resisted this cosmic interpretation of salvation in nearly every respect.74 

He contended that Paul’s most basic concern was to explicate neither a cosmic change in 

                                                   

74 See Bultmann’s 1941 essay, “New Testament and Mythology: The Problem of Demythologizing the 
New Testament Proclamation,” in New Testament and Mythology and Other Basic Writings, trans. 
Schubert M. Ogden (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), 1–43. Bultmann’s antipathy to apocalyptic may be seen 
as a reprise of the aversion of the liberal school to what Schweitzer called “an entirely temporally 
conditioned Paulinism, of which modern ways of thought could make nothing” (Paul and His Interpreters, 
166). Beker, Paul, 139, sets Bultmann within a tradition of anti-apocalyptic sentiment, going back at least 
to the “demything by historical-critical liberalism.” Although quite different from Bultmann, his 
contemporary C. H. Dodd was also a significant force in the anti-apocalyptic stream of New Testament 
studies. Dodd, famous for popularizing “realized eschatology” in The Apostolic Preaching and Its 
Developments: Three Lectures, 7th ed. (Chicago: Willett, Clark & Company, 1951), stressed that, for Jesus, 
Paul, and the rest of the New Testament, the decisive point was that the eschaton had already arrived and 
therefore was no longer impending. Dodd resisted the apocalyptic interpretation not simply because it 
imputed a cosmic concern to Paul and the other New Testament writers (and Jesus) but also because it 
assigned to these figures the expectation of an imminent parousia. Dodd argued that Paul abandoned this 
idea over time (“The Mind of Paul: (2) Change and Development,” BJRL 18 (1934): 69–110). The belief in 
the imminent expectation has often been embarrassing to scholars, not least because, they think, the New 
Testament writers (and Jesus) would appear to be wrong, and because it is supposedly difficult to 
encourage modern Christians to expect that history will end at any moment. While Dodd questioned the 
importance of the expectation of the imminent parousia, others have objected that a delay, however long, 
does not undermine the importance of the parousia. Cf. Oscar Cullmann, Christ and Time: The Primitive 
Christian Conception of Time and History, trans. Floyd V. Filson, 3rd ed. (London: SCM, 1962), xx–xxii, 
87. See also, more recently, Kurt Erlemann, Naherwartung und Parusieverzögerung im neuen Testament: 
Ein Beitrag zur Frage religiöser Zeiterfahrung, TANZ 17 (Tübingen: Francke, 1995). Note the judicious 
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the universe nor a concomitant change in the substance of humanity but rather a certain 

understanding of human existence.75 This understanding of human existence is one in 

which human beings always bear responsibility for themselves. Therefore, their salvation 

cannot derive from a process in the cosmos that happens prior to or apart from their 

personal decision.76 If Paul ever gives the impression otherwise, either he falls short in 

conveying his own deepest insight or the interpreter fails to see through the veil of Paul’s 

language to his true intention. Naturally, to convey his understanding of human existence, 

Paul draws on modes of expression from the worldviews available to him. Yet, in 

Bultmann’s evaluation, these worldviews often operate with an understanding of human 

existence that is at odds with Paul’s own understanding. Therefore, there is always the 

danger that, by making use of these worldviews, Paul may obscure his own conception of 

human existence.77 For this reason, the interpreter must distinguish between what Paul 

says, and what he means.78 This is precisely the point at which, Bultmann thinks, the 

                                                   

remark about the early Christians by David E. Aune, “The Significance of the Delay of the Parousia for 
Early Christianity,” in Current Issues in Biblical and Patristic Interpretation, ed. Gerald F. Hawthorne 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 102: “[A]wareness of the delay of the Parousia has in no demonstrable 
way muted, altered, or transformed imminent eschatological expectations [in early Christianity].” 
75 Bultmann, “New Testament and Mythology,” 10; “Zur Geschichte der Paulus-Forschung,” 51–52; 
Theology of the New Testament, trans. Kendrick Grobel, 2 vols. (New York: Scribner, 1970), 2:237–41. 
Bultmann was indebted to the existentialist philosophy of his Marburg colleague Martin Heidegger. 
76 Bultmann, Theology, 1:181–82, 331–32. 
77 Cf. Bultmann, Theology, 1:164–65, where Bultmann asserts that in Hellenistic Christianity before Paul, 
the eschatological message of Jesus was cast in Gnostic terms for the sake of intelligibility, but this affected 
the content of the ideas conveyed, thus potentially distorting the central thrust of Christianity. 
78 Cf. Bultmann’s claim: 

[F]rom the fact that theological statements are by nature the explication of believing 
comprehension it also follows that these statements may be only relatively appropriate, some more 
so, others less so. The possibility exists that in some of them the believing comprehension may not 
be clearly developed, that it may be hindered—bound perhaps by a pre-faith understanding of 
God, the world, and man and by a corresponding terminology—and consequently may speak of 
God’s dealing and of the relation between God and man in juristic terms, for instance. Or it may 
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physicalists go astray. While they may accurately present much of what Paul says, they 

nevertheless misrepresent his most basic intention.79  

Bultmann argues that Schweitzer’s physicalist interpretation in particular distorts 

Paul’s understanding of human existence. Bultmann agrees with Schweitzer that for Paul 

the decisive cosmic-eschatological event has happened in the resurrection of Jesus. 

Bultmann also agrees that Paul relies on an eschatological system of thought to articulate 

the significance of this event.80 However, he contests Schweitzer’s claim that Paul uses a 

purely Jewish eschatology to convey the meaning of Jesus’s resurrection. Bultmann 

proposes instead that Paul employs a syncretistic, eschatological Gnosis.81 Yet this is not 

                                                   

speak of God’s relation to the world in mythological or cosmological terms which are 
inappropriate to faith’s understanding of God’s transcendence. Or the consequence may be that it 
expresses God’s transcendence in the terminology of mysticism or of idealistic thinking. From this 
possibility arises the task—even in the case of the New Testament writings—of content-criticism 
(Sachkritik). (emphasis original, Theology, 2:238) 

Bultmann outlines his idea of Sachkritik in “Das Problem einer theologischen Exegese des neuen 
Testaments,” ZZ 3 (1925): 338, 340. It is somewhat ironic that Bultmann, “Zur Geschichte der Paulus-
Forschung,” 46, commends Wrede for disavowing the distinction the liberal school made between 
“theology” and “religion,” even as he makes what many regard as an overly bold distinction between form 
and content. See the criticism by Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 522. 
79 Bultmann, “Zur Geschichte der Paulus-Forschung,” 42 (on Kabisch), 43 (on Schweitzer), 46, 48 (on 
Wrede). See also his review of Albert Schweitzer, Die Mystik des Apostels Paulus, DLZ 52 (1931): 1158. 
80 Bultmann, review of Schweitzer, 1155–56. 
81 Bultmann, review of Schweitzer, 1154–55, 1157. Bultmann relied substantially on Reitzenstein and 
Bousset, whose work Schweitzer extensively criticized. As Ridderbos, Paul, 27, notes, in the wake of 
Reitzenstein, scholars began to speak not only of the mystery religions but of a much more diffuse 
phenomenon of “Gnosticism.” This label denoted a dualistic pre-Christian syncretism, not simply the 
second-century heresy condemned by the church fathers. To keep this distinction clear, I retain the German 
term Gnosis rather than Gnosticism. This proposed historical background was challenged early on and 
increasingly fell out of favor in subsequent scholarship. For criticism of the scholarly discussion of 
Gnosticism, see Michael A. Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”: An Argument for Dismantling a Dubious 
Category (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996); Karen L. King, What Is Gnosticism? (Cambridge: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University, 2003). For criticism of Bultmann on this point in particular, see Udo 
Schnelle, “The Kerygma of the Hellenistic Church Aside from Paul,” in Beyond Bultmann: Reckoning A 
New Testament Theology, ed. Bruce W. Longenecker and Mikeal C. Parsons (Waco, TX: Baylor University 
Press, 2014), 57–58. 
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Bultmann’s chief disagreement with Schweitzer. Bultmann’s primary objection is that 

Schweitzer fails to reckon with the fact that Paul does not simply reproduce the 

assumptions about human existence found in Gnosis. Rather, Bultmann contends, Paul 

puts forth a diametrically opposed understanding of human existence.82 In the 

eschatological Gnosis that Paul draws on, human existence is not truly historical, whereas 

for Paul, under the influence of Judaism, human life is irreducibly historical. Bultmann 

concludes that, when human existence is truly historical, “the eschatological occurrence 

loses in essence its cosmic-physical [German: kosmisch-naturhaft] character.”83 In other 

words, the eschatological occurrence loses the character that is essential to the physicalist 

interpretation.  

Bultmann lays out his concerns more fully in his Theology of the New Testament, 

where, he contends, truly historical human existence involves the continuous, active 

engagement of the human agent. Since Paul thinks of humans as historical beings, he 

must not conceive of salvation as an automatic process of nature that effectively 

precludes the ongoing involvement of human agency. In whatever way salvation is 

accomplished, it must always leave room for genuine human responsibility, decision, and 

action.84 Bultmann objects to the physicalist interpretation because he thinks it eliminates 

these elements. In his view, the physicalist interpretation adopts the understanding of 

redemption present in Gnosis and the mystery religions, where the redeemed are more or 

                                                   

82 Bultmann, review of Schweitzer, 1157. 
83 Bultmann, review of Schweitzer, 1157–58. Note that naturhaft is used by Schweitzer to characterize the 
“physical” interpretation of Paul. 
84 Bultmann, Theology, 1:181–82, 331–32. 
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less mechanically delivered from flesh, sin, death, and the other quasi-demonic powers. 

In those systems, life becomes an inherent quality of the redeemed via a physical union 

with the redeemer.85 Since life is a possession rather than something believers must strive 

for, they no longer bear responsibility for their salvation. Even if they decide to “get in,” 

they are effectively bound to “stay in” because of their union with the redeemer. 

To combat the physicalist interpretation, Bultmann argues that the life offered by 

God in Christ must not become a possession of the redeemed. Life must always remain 

beyond the grasp of the believer.86 While Bultmann uses the term “life” in a variety of 

ways, he defines it most fundamentally not as a materially transformed body or soul that 

cannot die but rather as the acquisition of selfhood. He defines death, conversely, as the 

loss of selfhood.87 Bultmann explains that a person can actualize selfhood by being the 

subject of his actions or can forfeit selfhood by losing control over himself. The prime 

example in Paul is the figure in Romans 7, who finds himself to be in a state of death 

because he is no longer the subject of his actions, but rather sin has taken over him and 

can be said to act in his place (7:17, 20). Since Paul thinks that everyone who sins falls 

                                                   

85 Bultmann, Theology, 1:298–99, 345. 
86 Bultmann, Theology, 1:227: “But this existence of his, as the investigation of the terms psyche, pneuma, 
zoe, nous, and kardia showed…, is never to be found in the present as a fulfilled reality, but always lies 
ahead of him.”  
87 Bultmann, Theology, 1:246:  

In the fact that man is a self—that he is a being to whom what matters and should matter is his 
‘life,’ his self—lies the possibility of sin. In the fact that God’s commandment is meant to give 
man ‘life’ lies the possibility of misunderstanding: Man, called to selfhood, tries to live out of his 
own strength and thus loses his self—his ‘life’—and rushes into death.  

Similarly, “death is already a present reality, for man ‘sold under sin’ (v. 14) has lost himself, is no longer 
at one with himself” (1:249); “Salvation is naught else than the realization of that destined goal of ‘life’ and 
selfhood which are God’s will for man” (1:269). 
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prey to the power of sin, everyone has lost the ability to actualize selfhood.88 Before 

eschatological life is offered by God in Christ, then, all people stand in death because 

they have no possibility of actualizing selfhood. 

The eschatological act of God in Christ reopens the possibility of acquiring 

selfhood and, thus, of life. Yet this possibility is not actualized via mechanical union with 

the redeemer whereby the redeemed are liberated from sin and death understood as 

demonic powers and then imbued with the life-principle of the redeemer. In Bultmann’s 

estimation, such a liberation would entail that God magically changes the conditions of 

human existence so that human beings would no longer bear responsibility for their 

salvation.89 To avoid creating this sort of situation, God does not infuse the redeemed 

with a principle of righteousness or life that makes it impossible to sin and die.90 Rather, 

God frees people from sin in that sense that he liberates them from the compulsion to sin. 

As a result, they can open themselves to life, or selfhood, rather than death.91 Yet even 

with this possibility of life opened, believers do not make a once-for-all decision that 

eliminates the ongoing need to strive for life; rather, they must repeatedly decide to live 

for God.92 Life never becomes a possession; it always remains a possibility to reach out 

for. To seize life permanently would be to lose what it means to live as a human. 

                                                   

88 Bultmann, Theology, 1:249. 
89 Bultmann, Theology, 1:258. 
90 Bultmann, Theology, 1:278. 
91 Bultmann, Theology, 1:297–98, 332. 
92 Bultmann, Theology, 1:322. 
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Thus, in Bultmann’s analysis, many elements that are central to the physicalist 

interpretation are radically reinterpreted or fade from view altogether: the nature of the 

“already” and “not yet” of the eschatological event, the importance of physical death and 

resurrected life, and the cosmic scope of redemption. For Bultmann, the “already” and 

“not yet” do not refer to the fact that believers have already been redeemed and now 

simply await the outward manifestation of that redemption. Rather, the “already” of 

salvation consists in the ability to realize selfhood, and the “not yet” involves always 

having to decide in favor of this realization.93 This focus on realizing selfhood is so 

central to Bultmann’s thesis that it compels him to redefine terms in ways that had not 

earlier been proposed and that are hard to justify from the texts themselves. In 

Bultmann’s interpretation, the σῶµα is not primarily a term referring to the actual body, 

but rather connotes that humanity can actualize or forfeit selfhood.94 Correspondingly, 

the σῶµα πνευµατικόν does not refer in Bultmann’s view to the bodiliness of the 

                                                   

93 Bultmann, Theology, 1:322. Cf. Bultmann, The Presence of Eternity: History and Eschatology (New 
York: Harper, 1957), 155: “In every moment slumbers the possibility of being the eschatological moment.” 
94 Bultmann, Theology, 1:192–203. Although Bultmann may be right to claim that Paul thinks a person in 
some sense is their σῶµα and does not simply have a σῶµα (194), this must not obscure that Paul 
understands the σῶµα as the person in their concrete materiality or physicality. When Paul speaks of 
offering one’s body to God as a way of offering oneself, as in Rom 6:12–19 and 1 Cor 6:13–20, it is by no 
means clear that Paul means to de-emphasize the physicality of the person. Indeed, that the σῶµα 
designates the physicality of the person seems clear in Romans 6–8, where the extensive parallelism 
between µέλη or σάρξ and σῶµα suggests that Paul thinks of the body in its concrete corporeality. For a 
recent treatment of Paul’s language of the body, see Eastman, Paul and the Person, 85–105. Older 
important works include John A. T. Robinson, The Body: A Study in Pauline Theology (Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1952); Käsemann, “On Paul’s Anthropology,” 1–31; Robert Jewett, Paul’s Anthropological 
Terms: A Study of Their Use in Conflict Settings, AGJU 10 (Leiden: Brill, 1971); Robert Gundry, Sōma in 
Biblical Theology: With an Emphasis on Pauline Anthropology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1976). A helpful schema of these older works can be found in Elizabeth E. Shively, “The σῶµα and the 
Transformation of Persons in the Letter to the Romans,” in The Crucified Apostle, ed. Todd A. Wilson and 
Paul R. House, WUNT 2/450 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017), 303.  
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resurrection, but rather denotes the resurrection existence as one of permanently realized 

selfhood.95 Since concrete bodiliness is not central to Paul’s understanding of salvation in 

the present or future life, the salvific act of God is not integrally linked to the body, either 

now or later.96 God’s salvific act is focused purely on individuals opening themselves to 

realizing selfhood. Consequently, the redemption of the cosmos is not integral to Paul’s 

vision of salvation. 

1.2.1 Evaluation of Bultmann 

On internal grounds, I suspect that Bultmann’s interpretation is incoherent. 

Despite his repeated assertions that God frees the human being from the compulsion to 

sin, his broader interpretation makes this claim meaningless. He asserts that union with 

Christ is achieved only in the believing response to the word that proclaims Christ’s death 

and resurrection as a possibility of existence.97 Yet how does a human trapped in sin and 

death manage to produce such a response? Bultmann does not speak of God enabling the 

person by, say, redirecting the inclinations of their heart so that they are able to decide in 

favor of life. The person remains fundamentally the same before and after they are 

                                                   

95 Bultmann, Theology, 1:198–99. 
96 Cf. Bultmann, “The Christian Hope and the Problem of Demythologizing,” ExpTim 65 (1954): 278:  

With this insight, then, the sense and rightness of the mythological pictures are comprehended, in 
so far as these promise the individual victory over death—whether it be the Jewish picture which 
speaks about the resurrection of the dead, or the Gnostic which promises the ascent of the soul into 
the world of light. The one certainty of our human future is that for every man death is coming. 
For him who is open to all that is future as the future of the coming God, death has lost its terror. 
He will refrain from painting in the future which God bestows in death, for all pictures of a glory 
after death can only be the wishful images of imagination, and to forego [sic] all wishful images is 
part of the radical openness of faith in God’s future. But the sense of the mythological pictures of 
hope laid bare through demythologizing is this that they speak about God’s future as of the 
realization of human life. 

97 Bultmann, Theology, 1:302. 
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accosted by the word. Consequently, the person must be delivered from sin only by 

heeding the word as addressed to oneself.98 That is, one delivers oneself by deciding to 

obey the word. In that case, though, the pre-Christian person is able to deliver him- or 

herself simply by deciding to respond to God’s offer of life. One’s own capacities must 

therefore be sufficient to deliver oneself from sin.99 However, Bultmann acknowledges 

that this is precisely not the case in Paul, as the person in Romans 7 demonstrates.100 

Any reading of Paul must have space for the idea that deliverance from sin is 

really achieved by God rather than by human capacities. At the same time, in light of the 

problem raised by the physicalists, one must be able to account for how that deliverance 

does not preclude the ongoing existence of death. In chapter two, I will attempt to 

account for the way that those in Christ are truly freed from sin by God, although in a 

way that can explain the ongoing existence of death. For such an interpretation, it will be 

important to attend to the connection between sin and physical death, which Bultmann’s 

interpretation largely passes over. To be sure, Bultmann concedes that Paul occasionally 

                                                   

98 Bultmann, Theology, 1:306. 
99 Bultmann arguably re-inscribes the Pelagian position where one simply needs to be presented with the 
right option in order to avail oneself of it. In essence, the divine act of liberation is collapsed into human 
decision. This becomes particularly clear in Bultmann’s analysis of John 6:44, where he holds that the 
divine drawing is nowhere outside of the human decision itself: “The Father’s ‘drawing’ does not precede 
the believer’s ‘coming’ to Jesus—in other words, does not take place before the decision of faith—but, as 
the surrendering of one’s own certainty and self-assertion, occurs in that coming, in that decision of faith” 
(2:23). Bultmann seems to think that any divine act prior to or transcendently concurrent with the human 
decision is an imposition that eliminates rather than opens up human agency. Thus, Bultmann seems to lack 
a theology of grace as understood within Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, and other strands of the Christian 
tradition. For a non-competitive view of human agency, see John M. G. Barclay, “Introduction,” and “‘By 
the Grace of God, I Am What I Am’: Grace and Agency in Philo and Paul,” in Divine and Human Agency 
in Paul and His Cultural Environment, ed. John M. G. Barclay and Simon J. Gathercole (London: T&T 
Clark, 2006), 7–8, 150–56. 
100 On the identity of the figure in Romans 7, see chapter two. 
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speaks as if sin and physical death are connected (Rom 5:12).101 Yet beyond this 

superficial admission, Bultmann discusses death as unrelated to the physical realm. As 

we will see in the next section, scholars have queried whether such an interpretation can 

claim to be faithful to the substance of Paul’s thought, where physical death is repeatedly 

seen as damage within creation that God intends to undo (Rom 8:11, 18–25; 1 Cor 15:12–

58; Phil 3:21). 

1.3 Reactions to Bultmann: Cullmann and Käsemann on the 
Centrality of the Cosmic Future Redemption 

Many scholars have suspected that Bultmann’s interpretation of Paul is overly 

subtle in its sharp division between what Paul said and what Paul meant.102 True, 

Bultmann’s premises already discount this concern to a certain extent. For Bultmann, the 

surface meaning of the text is often misleading unless one grasps the Sache, or subject 

matter, that is being conveyed in various dispensable forms.103 However, many scholars 

have questioned whether Bultmann’s interpretation distorts the Sache itself. 

In this vein, several scholars early on queried Bultmann’s redefinition of 

fundamental structures of Paul’s thought, such as the “already” and “not yet,” and the 

corresponding diminution of the cosmic scope of redemption.104 By reducing the 

                                                   

101 Bultmann, Theology, 1:246. 
102 Cf. the reaction to Bultmann in Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 522: “It seems to me best to 
understand Paul as saying what he meant and meaning what he said.” For an overview of early reactions to 
Bultmann, see Donald Wayne Sandifer, “History and Existentialist Interpretation: The Debate Between 
Ernst Kaesemann [sic] and Rudolf Bultmann” (Ph.D. diss., Emory University, 1979), 82–84. 
103 Bultmann, Theology, 2:238. 
104 For a criticism of Bultmann’s elimination of genuine “not yet,” see especially Cullmann, Christ and 
Time. Similarly, Nils Alstrup Dahl, “Die Theologie des neuen Testaments,” TRu 22 (1954): 40, objects that 
Bultmann’s interpretation of Paul suffers “wenn der heilsgeschichtlich-eschatologische Rahmen dieser 
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“already” and “not yet” to the continuous moment of decision, Bultmann seems to distort 

the nature of God’s salvific act in Paul by making it overly present-focused and 

individualistic.  

In Bultmann’s view, the future cosmic redemption is not inextricably tied to 

human redemption.105 Yet Bultmann is wrong precisely at this point.  

For Paul, human redemption is unintelligible outside of a cosmic framework. 

Romans 8:18–25 suggests that the ultimate eschatological redemption of humanity cannot 

be rendered intelligibly without holding fast to the redemption of the cosmos as well. The 

groaning of the believer for redemption is embedded within the groaning of creation for 

redemption (8:22–23), and the redemption of the one is integrally connected to the 

redemption of the other.106 God’s salvific act is not complete once humans are redeemed, 

                                                   

Theologie vernebensächlicht wird.” Dahl is followed by Gerhard Delling, “Zum neueren 
Paulusverständnis,” NovT (1960): 100; Ridderbos, Paul, 50–53. So also Robert C. Tannehill, Dying and 
Rising with Christ: A Study in Pauline Theology, BZNW 32 (Berlin: A. Töpelmann, 1967), 74. For a 
critique of Bultmann’s reduction of the cosmic scope of redemption, see the analysis of Käsemann below, 
as well as Ernst Lohmeyer, “Die Rechte Interpretation des Mythologischen,” in Kerygma und Mythos: Ein 
theologisches Gespräch, Bd. 1, ed. Hans-Werner Bartsch, 4th ed. (Hamburg: Herbert Reich Evangelischer 
Verlag, 1960), 142; Paul S. Minear, “Rudolf Bultmann’s Interpretation of New Testament Eschatology,” in 
The Theology of Rudolf Bultmann, ed. Charles W. Kegley (New York: Harper & Row, 1966), 81; 
Tannehill, Dying and Rising with Christ, 74; Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 438. 
105 See footnote 96 above on the afterlife depictions being dispensable.  
106 I am inclined to view κτίσις in 8:19–22 as a reference to non-human creation because Paul seems to 
stress the distinctness of Christians and creation in order to underline their solidarity. So, John Duncan, 
“The Hope of Creation: The Significance of ἐφ᾽ ἑλπίδι (Rom 8.20c) in Context,” NTS 61 (2015): 413. It 
may also make slightly better sense to see non-human creation, rather than non-Christian humanity, as 
being subjected to futility οὐχ ἑκοῦσα. Similarly, C. E. B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary 
on the Epistle to the Romans, 2 vols., ICC (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1975–1979), 1:411–12; Ulrich 
Wilckens, Der Brief an die Römer, 3 vols., EKK 6 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1978–1982), 
2:153; James D. G. Dunn, Romans, 2 vols., WBC 38A–B (Dallas: Word, 1988), 1:469; Joseph A. Fitzmyer, 
Romans, AB 33 (London: Doubleday, 1993), 506; Harry Alan Hahne, The Corruption and Redemption of 
Creation: Nature in Romans 8.19–22 and Jewish Apocalyptic Literature, LNTS 336 (London: T&T Clark, 
2006), 180; Michael Wolter, Der Brief an die Römer, 2 vols., EKK 6 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Patmos Verlag, 
2014), 1:509; Duncan, “The Hope of Creation,” 413–14; Richard N. Longenecker, The Epistle to the 
Romans, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2016), 721. However, my point would only be strengthened if 
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let alone once they are summoned to decide to submit to the gospel, but only once the rest 

of creation is redeemed along with humanity (8:19–21).107  

Bultmann is also wrong to claim that the cosmic scope of redemption is a relic 

from Paul’s background that takes on no distinctively Christian significance.108 For Paul, 

the point of the cosmic redemption is thoroughly Christological. In Rom 8:18–30, the 

cosmic redemption is centered on Christ. Only when creation is fully oriented around 

Christ and those conformed to him is God’s salvific work complete. Creation is redeemed 

from corruption only once it enters into the freedom of the glory of the children of God 

(8:21). Yet the glory of the children of God is achieved only once humanity receives its 

sonship (8:23), that is, full conformity to Christ, the Son of God (8:3, 29, 32), the perfect 

image of God (8:29), and the primary heir of creation (8:17, 29). One simply cannot 

account for Paul’s theological grammar without tightly integrating Christ, humanity, and 

redemption within a cosmic framework. 

Sensing the inadequacy of Bultmann’s proposal, many scholars have stressed that 

the eschatological event must include the cosmic consummation of redemption. Yet this 

                                                   

κτίσις includes unredeemed humanity along with non-human creation. See Ernst Käsemann, Commentary 
on Romans, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 1980), 233; Beverly Roberts Gaventa, 
Our Mother Saint Paul (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2007), 53–55. 
107 The thrust of the passage stands against the view of Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism, 317–20, who, 
following Dodd, proposes that in Rom 8:19 Paul decouples the redemption of human bodies and the 
redemption of the cosmos. In Davies’s view, the “revelation” of the glory of God’s children unveils the 
resurrection that occurred immediately after death. It seems, though, that the moments more closely align. 
108 Cf. Bultmann, Primitive Christianity in Its Contemporary Setting, trans. Reginald H. Fuller 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980), 186: “We may—it is true—still find in the New Testament, including the 
Pauline writings, the Jewish belief in the transcendent glory as the compensation for suffering in this world 
[e.g., Rom. 8:18–25; 2 Cor. 4:17–18], but for Paul such a belief has lost its motive power.” Cited in Beker, 
Paul, 141. 
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emphasis leads to a tension in Paul’s thought. The cosmic redemption obviously has not 

happened yet in its fullness, but Paul thinks that the eschaton has in some sense already 

dawned. The resurrection of the dead has begun in Christ (1 Cor 15:20, 23),109 and the 

life of the resurrected Christ impinges on believers in the present (Rom 8:10; Gal 2:20). 

The Spirit already provides a foretaste of ultimate salvation and constitutes a pledge of 

the same (Rom 8:23; 2 Cor 1:22; 5:5). Further, those in Christ already instantiate the new 

creation in some sense (2 Cor 5:17; Gal 6:15). Therefore, interpreters must coordinate the 

present manifestation of the eschaton with its future consummation. As we have seen, the 

physicalists, although they attempted to achieve this coordination, often stressed the 

presence of the eschaton so much that it made it hard to understand how death could still 

exist at all. In the wake of Bultmann, scholars like Oscar Cullmann and Ernst Käsemann 

took up this task of coordination anew, though they resisted physicalist conclusions. Yet, 

as we will see, the proposals of Cullmann and Käsemann do not ultimately manage to 

avoid the same basic problem confronted by the physicalists: given that the eschaton is 

already making its way into the present, why do Christians still die? 

1.3.1 Oscar Cullmann 

In his seminal Christ and Time, Oscar Cullmann argues against Bultmann that the 

genuine future redemption is not a dispensable element of the salvific event but rather is 

                                                   

109 Beker, Paul, 152–53, explains that by using the terminology of “resurrection from the dead” and 
describing Jesus’s resurrection as the “first fruits” of the rest of those who have died, Paul denotes Jesus’s 
resurrection as the dawn of the eschaton. Similarly, Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism, 298: “for Paul … 
the eschaton has come…. [I]n the Resurrection of Jesus the Age to Come had dawned.” Wright, 
Resurrection of the Son of God, 272: “the ‘age to come’ had already begun, precisely with the Messiah’s 
resurrection.” 
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constitutive of it. The saving event, claims Cullmann, has two installments that are 

inextricably bound together. In a famous analogy, he compares these two installments to 

D-Day and V-Day, which constitute the “already” and the “not yet” of salvation.110 D-

Day, the decisive battle that determines the outcome, has already happened, and yet the 

war continues for an undefined time until Victory Day. D-Day does not deliver 

everything that V-Day does, but it is the basis for and assurance of the victory to come. In 

Paul and the New Testament more widely, D-Day corresponds to the death and 

resurrection of Jesus, while V-Day corresponds to the cosmic consummation when the 

Holy Spirit “lays hold of the entire world of flesh (σάρξ), of matter.”111 Of course, the 

Holy Spirit has not yet seized the entire world of flesh and matter, so the fullness of 

redemption remains future. Nevertheless, in the death and resurrection of Jesus, the 

tyranny of death over humanity has been broken. By breaking the dominion of death, 

Jesus has cleared the path to the resurrection of the rest of humanity as well.112 Yet Jesus 

has not simply opened the way to the resurrection, as if it were reserved purely for the 

future for the rest of humanity. Rather, the Holy Spirit has “already penetrated into the 

realm of the physical.”113 Cullmann writes,  

The Holy Spirit is operative in the present as the power of the resurrection. Thus 
baptism, which mediates the Spirit, is conceived as a “rising with Christ” (Rom. 
6:3–5). To be sure, all our human rising before the end of the days is only partial; 
the transformation of our fleshly body into the spiritual body is reserved for the 

                                                   

110 Cullmann, Christ and Time, xix–xx, 84, 87. A similar account is given in his Salvation in History, trans. 
Sidney G. Sowers (London: SCM, 1967), 248–68, esp. 257, where he describes the “already” and the “not 
yet.” 
111 Cullmann, Christ and Time, 141, emphasis original. 
112 Cullmann, Christ and Time, 235. 
113 Cullmann, Christ and Time, 235–36. 
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future. But this does not mean that prior to that future date the resurrection power 
of the Holy Spirit can be operative only in our “inner life.” Rather, according to 
the New Testament, the Holy Spirit operates even now upon the physical; even 
now he restrains, at least for a moment, the power of death, which in spite of the 
defeat which it has already met still continues to exercise its claim upon men. 
(Christ and Time, 236) 
 

Note that for Cullmann believers are resurrected with Christ now, albeit in a more limited 

sense than the physicalists had supposed. Yet Cullmann agrees with the physicalists over 

against the liberal school that the resurrecting power of the Holy Spirit is not confined to 

the non-physical realm in the present. Rather, this power overflows to the physical realm 

even now. At the same time, Cullmann concedes, the body is still subject to death. The 

Spirit has not transformed the physical realm in the definitive way Schweitzer and 

Kabisch suggested. The Spirit’s forays into the physical realm are only temporary and 

partial. Although Jesus has already defeated death, it “must once again be defeated at the 

end.”114 

1.3.2 Evaluation of Cullmann 

Given Cullmann’s assumptions, one may wonder how it is possible that mortality 

persists. If the power of the Holy Spirit has already been unleased into the physical realm 

as the power of the resurrection, why does this power penetrate into the physical realm 

only so far but no further? What prevents this power from eliminating death in the 

present age, at least for believers? To consider the problem from another angle: if the 

powers of sin and death have already been defeated, why do they need to be defeated 

                                                   

114 Cullmann, Christ and Time, 153, 199. 
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again? How do these powers continue to hold out in spite of their defeat and the 

countervailing power of the Holy Spirit? Cullmann categorically rejects the idea of 

dualism. The powers are not metaphysical principles that are able to resist God’s power 

by their own strength, even though the D-Day/V-Day analogy risks obscuring this 

point.115 This being the case, though, why should Cullmann’s premises not lead to the 

more robust physicalist position? Why does the power of the Holy Spirit that is already 

operative in the physical realm not eradicate death now? What explains the delay? 

The only possible explanation one finds in Cullmann to account for this delay is 

the worldwide mission.116 He notes that the coming of the kingdom of God depends on 

the worldwide proclamation of the gospel: the kingdom of God will not come before the 

gospel is preached to all people, or, in Pauline terms, the resurrection of the dead will not 

happen until the full number of Jews and Gentiles come in (Rom 11:15, 25–26).117 This 

proposal could explain what purpose God has in letting history continue. However, this 

proposal does not in and of itself explain why mortality remains in the church. 

Theoretically, the church could enjoy a more robust freedom from death than it currently 

does, and the worldwide mission could proceed. Yet the church remains exposed to 

mortality very much as the rest of creation does (cf. Rom 8:18–23). Thus, even if the 

worldwide mission provides an explanation for the fact of the delay, it does not explain 

the character of the life that must now be lived by believers—one subject to corruption 

                                                   

115 Cullmann, Christ and Time, 104. 
116 Cullmann, Christ and Time, 157. 
117 Cullmann, Christ and Time, 163. 
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and decay. Does Paul provide any insight into the reason for this state of affairs? For that, 

we must turn to Ernst Käsemann. 

1.3.3 Ernst Käsemann 

Käsemann shares Cullmann’s basic concern about the future cosmic redemption, 

although where Cullmann emphasizes time, Käsemann highlights the cosmic aspect of 

salvation. The issue of time is still important to Käsemann, though. Käsemann agrees 

with his former teacher Bultmann that Paul’s present eschatology is central to his 

theology. Nevertheless, Käsemann believes it is crucial to maintain that, while the 

eschaton has already broken in, it still has a genuinely future, cosmic component.118  

In positioning himself over against Bultmann, Käsemann hearkens back to 

Schweitzer by stressing that apocalyptic was generative for Christian theology.119 For 

both Käsemann and Schweitzer, the apocalyptic matrix of early Christian thought 

demands that redemption have a cosmic scope. In their estimation, any apocalyptically-

minded Jew would think that humanity could be redeemed only if the cosmos were 

redeemed as well, and Paul is no exception here.120 Käsemann explains that, in Paul’s 

                                                   

118 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 131. The essay was originally published in 1962. Cf. 
Käsemann, Romans, 142, “Since the end-time has already begun for Paul, his theme [in Rom 5:12–21] is 
not the relation of the aeons but the presence of life.” I focus on Käsemann’s later work to highlight the 
distinctive emphases he bequeathed to scholarship. For a thorough overview of the development of 
Käsemann’s interpretation of Paul, see Way, The Lordship of Christ. 
119 See Käsemann, “The Beginnings of Christian Theology,” in New Testament Questions of Today, 103, 
where he claims, “Apocalyptic was the mother of all Christian theology.” Käsemann, “Primitive Christian 
Apocalyptic,” 109 n. 2, cites Kabisch, Weiss, and Schweitzer as forerunners of his position. 
120 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 128, contends that apocalyptic is characterized by the 
subordination of anthropology to cosmology. There is some justification for Käsemann’s claim. Even in the 
early second-century apocalyptic work 2 Baruch, one of the least “cosmological” apocalypses in the sense 
that “cosmological powers” are less emphasized, human salvation is still embedded within a transformation 
of the cosmos (21:22–23; 30:1–3; 32:6; 44:8–9, 11–12; 51:3, 9; 73:1–74:2). Way, Lordship of Christ, 127, 



 

44 

view, “man’s life can only be understood apocalyptically” because “[h]is life is from the 

beginning a stake in the confrontation between God and the principalities of the world.” 

Each person is “always a specific piece of world and therefore becomes what in the last 

resort he is by determination from outside,” whether he be determined by God (Spirit) or 

the powers opposed to God (flesh, sin).121 The human body—“the specific piece of the 

world which we ourselves are and for which we bear responsibility”—is a particular site 

where the war for creation is fought between God and anti-God forces.122 By offering 

their bodies to the Lord in obedience, humans can anticipate the day of “the 

untrammelled [sic] reign of Christ.”123 Until that day, though, humanity remains assaulted 

by the powers which try to reclaim their obedience.124 Until the powers are vanquished 

and Christ’s reign is established over the whole creation, human redemption is 

incomplete. In other words, human redemption—indeed, humanity itself—cannot be 

rendered intelligibly without thinking about the cosmic conditions in which humanity is 

embedded.125  

While Käsemann agrees with Schweitzer about the cosmic and bodily dimension 

of redemption, he differs from Schweitzer about the temporal location of this redemption. 

                                                   

notes that Käsemann’s understanding of apocalyptic along cosmological lines, that is, as a hope for the 
world, is indebted to Paul Volz, Die Eschatologie der jüdischen Gemeinde, 2nd ed. (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1934).  
121 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 136; “On Paul’s Anthropology,” 25–29. See the 
discussion of flesh and sin in chapter two below. 
122 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 135. For further analysis of corporeality as an aspect of 
human embeddedness within creation, and the way in which this emphasis differentiates Käsemann from 
Bultmann, see Käsemann, “On Paul’s Anthropology,” 19–22. 
123 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 135. 
124 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 136. 
125 For a recent, insightful treatment of this point, see Eastman, Paul and the Person, 85–105. 
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For Käsemann, this redemption lies emphatically in the future. Käsemann makes this 

clear in his orienting apocalyptic around future eschatology and the expectation of the 

imminent return of Christ.126 Thus, although he sees apocalyptic as generative for Pauline 

theology, he does not draw the same conclusions as Schweitzer about the way salvation is 

manifested in the present. Schweitzer had proposed that redemption was realized in the 

present under three headings: the eschatological, the mystical, and the sacramental. The 

eschatological pertained to the overcoming of the powers; the mystical touched on the 

present dying and rising with Christ; and the sacramental addressed the way union with 

Christ was accomplished, namely, through baptism.127 According to Schweitzer, Paul 

thought that since Christ had risen, the elect had risen with him, and since they had risen, 

the powers of the flesh, sin, and death had lost their power over the elect. Käsemann 

resists this interpretation at every point, identifying it with the “enthusiasm” which Paul 

purportedly opposes.128 

In Käsemann’s reconstruction, as in Bultmann’s, Paul encounters a Hellenistic 

Christianity that had already understood the gospel along the lines of a mystery 

religion.129 The proponents of this version of Christianity were “enthusiasts” who held to 

                                                   

126 See Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 109 n. 1. 
127 Schweitzer, Paul and His Interpreters, 174. 
128 Historically, the label of enthusiasm (Schwärmerei) has been quite weighted in Lutheran scholarship. 
Luther famously fought a battle on two fronts: legalism (Catholicism) and enthusiasm (Anabaptists). This 
battle has often found an analogue in Lutheran interpretation of Paul, who is said to have fought his own 
battle on two fronts, against legalism (Judaism) and enthusiasm (gnostics, mystery religions). This 
underlying idea is made explicit in Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 131–32. The problem, of 
course, is that this view can lead one to invent enthusiasts as much as discover them to be Paul’s opponents. 
See the discussion in Way, Lordship of Christ, 28–29. 
129 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 125. This account, which presupposes a neat division 
between Hellenistic and Jewish Christianity, goes back at least to Bousset, on whom Käsemann relied (p. 
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all three “physicalist” propositions that Schweitzer did. Before the enthusiasts, 

apocalyptic Christianity had maintained that Christ still waited to become Lord over the 

powers. For the enthusiasts, however, the powers, including death, had been subjected to 

Christ as Lord.130 Since the powers had already been subjugated, humanity was also fully 

redeemed, even in their physical bodies. Based on their “sacramental realism,” the 

enthusiasts believed that “complete redemption [had] already been effected, in that by 

baptism a heavenly spiritual body [had] been conferred and the earthly body [had] been 

degraded to an insubstantial, transitory veil.”131 The enthusiasts thus ceased to look for 

the imminent parousia because salvation had already arrived in full. In this sense, they 

ceased to be apocalyptic.132 

Paul responded to enthusiasm by re-anchoring the gospel in apocalyptic.133 Since 

the enthusiasts already held to a cosmic view of redemption, Paul had to orient this 

cosmic view to the future consummation. Paul recognized that a fully realized 

                                                   

127). This divide has been decisively challenged in New Testament studies from numerous vantage points. 
See, for example, Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism; Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism; Engberg-Pedersen, 
ed., Paul Beyond the Judaism/Hellenism Divide. 
130 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 125, 127. 
131 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 126. According to Käsemann, in 1 Corinthians 15, Paul 
opposes the over-realized eschatology of the enthusiasts rather than “Hellenistic enlightenment” that would 
deny the corporeal resurrection of the dead. This interpretation was common in earlier German scholarship. 
See the bibliography in de Boer, Defeat of Death, 97. Later scholarship has tended to assign a more 
prominent role to the “Hellenistic enlightenment” that Käsemann dismissed. See Beker, Paul, 165–66, 174, 
177; de Boer, Defeat of Death, 105; Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, rev. ed., NICNT 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014), 794–95, 858; Richard B. Hays, First Corinthians, IBC (Louisville: John 
Knox, 1997), 252–53; Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the 
Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 1172–76. Volker Rabens, “Reframing Paul’s 
Anthropology in the Light of the Dichotomies of Pauline Research,” JSNT 40 (2018): 505 n. 2, notes that 
the early Käsemann ascribed the physicalist view of transformation to Paul rather than the enthusiasts. 
132 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 131. 
133 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 132: “the anti-enthusiastic battle waged by the apostle is 
fought under the sign of apocalyptic.” 



 

47 

eschatology could not do justice to the ongoing struggle of Christians, exposed as they 

are to the same temptations and dangers as everyone else.134 He perceived that to go 

along with the enthusiasts would be “illusion and not reality.”135 Therefore, he could not 

agree that Christians already have a new resurrection body beneath the earthly one. Over 

against the “enthusiastic” understanding of baptism, Paul emphasized an “eschatological 

reservation.” He agreed that baptized believers were incorporated into the destiny of the 

redeemer, but only by being incorporated into his death in the present, which provided 

the grounds for participating in his resurrection in the future. Thus, in Käsemann’s view, 

the future tenses in Rom 6:5, 8 are genuine temporal futures rather than logical futures, 

contrary to what the physicalist and liberal interpreters had maintained. The future tense 

is necessary to combat the overly realized eschatology of the enthusiasts.136 

Correspondingly, Paul had to qualify the enthusiasts’s belief about the powers. It was 

clear that the church was still threatened by the powers, especially death. Therefore, in 1 

Cor 15:20–28, Paul emphasizes that Christ reigns in the present time to subject the 

powers to God, but the powers will be fully subjected to Christ only at the end of history, 

                                                   

134 As Way, Lordship of Christ, 145, explains, for Käsemann “temptation” (Anfechtung) has the sense not 
primarily of moral temptation but of eschatological assault or attack by the powers of the present evil age. 
135 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 137. 
136 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 132. Other scholars have stressed the importance of the 
future tense, although not on the grounds that Paul was combating enthusiasts. See, for example, Sanders, 
Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 449; Alexander J. M. Wedderburn, Baptism and Resurrection: Studies in 
Pauline Theology against Its Graeco-Roman Background, WUNT 44 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1987), 
232, 395; Dunn, Romans, 1:314. 
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when death is defeated as the last enemy.137 Until then, death still “reigns,” even in the 

church.138  

 Nevertheless, redemption does not remain purely in the future in Käsemann’s 

interpretation. Paul does not completely repudiate the present eschatology of the 

enthusiasts. He holds that the life of the resurrection is manifest now in the obedience of 

believers.139 By offering their bodies in obedience to Christ, they are rendering to him 

that “piece of the world which [they] are” and thereby anticipating his reign over the 

world.140 By this new obedience, the church displays that “the powers, except death,… 

have lost the lordship to Christ.”141 Yet this does not mean that the powers are conquered 

fundamentally via the obedience of believers. Rather, the powers are conquered by the 

prior and ongoing work of Christ. Believers can obey Christ only because “the power of 

the Risen Lord [works] upon [them].”142 They are embedded in a world determined by 

the prevenient act of God in Christ: “the eschatological subordination [of the powers] is 

in train since Easter and its end is in sight.”143 Christ himself has been subjecting the 

powers since his resurrection and will continue to do so until he defeats death, the last 

                                                   

137 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 133. 
138 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 134. 
139 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 134–35. For a slightly different angle on the way in 
which the life of the resurrected Christ is presently at work, see Käsemann, “On Paul’s Anthropology,” 9: 
“At the present time the power of the resurrection expresses itself in the actual shattering of the earthly 
vessel, in being crucified with Christ, in obscurity, in lowliness and obedience.” 
140 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 135. 
141 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 134. 
142 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 132. 
143 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 133. 
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enemy.144 Since Christ himself is moving creation toward this goal, the resurrection of 

Christians is assured. 

1.3.4 Evaluation of Käsemann  

We may ask how, though, in Käsemann’s interpretation of Paul, it is possible that 

death still exists at all, particularly for believers. Käsemann acknowledges that death no 

longer has any dominion over Christ (Rom 6:9), and so neither can any of the other 

powers.145 Yet if the powers have no dominion over Christ, and if Christ has been 

working since his resurrection to defeat these powers in the rest of creation, how do they 

hold out against him? If Christ works in believers to deprive all the other powers of their 

lordship in this age, why does his work not extend to death as well? Why does his work 

not dispel death from their bodies? Käsemann does not consider these questions.  

To solve these difficulties, one could posit dualism: Christ does not have the 

ability to dethrone the powers in the present age. Yet this idea hardly accords with Paul’s 

view that, when Christ returns, the destruction of death will happen “in a moment, in the 

twinkling of an eye” (1 Cor 15:51–52).146 Nor can such a proposal account for the 

                                                   

144 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 133. 
145 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 134. 
146 Käsemann, “On Paul’s Anthropology,” 23, speaks of the “metaphysical dualism” associated with Paul’s 
demonology, but this dualism is not ultimately rooted in creation or being per se. Cf. Käsemann, “An 
Apologia for Primitive Christian Eschatology,” in Essays on New Testament Themes, trans. William J. 
Montague, SBT 41 (London: SCM, 1964), 182:  

It is unthinkable for Paul that the God who brings that which is into existence out of nothing, who 
effects the justificatio impii, the obedience of the children of Adam, the resurrectio mortuorum, 
should be faced with an endless fight against sin and death as the powers sovereign over this 
world; that he should not finally overcome all his enemies and reign as unquestioned Lord of his 
creation. A God so limited would not be really God…. Pauline eschatology, like that of the 
Apocalypse and of the whole of primitive Christianity, centres round the question whether God is 
indeed God and when he will fully assert himself as such. 
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certainty of the resurrection, which Käsemann underlines. If the powers can hold out 

against Christ now by their own strength, rather than by his permission, how do we know 

that they cannot resist him indefinitely?  

Alternatively, one could posit that death and the other powers remain, not because 

of any intrinsic power of their own, but because God allows them to persist for his 

purposes. While Käsemann does not explicitly propose that death endures because of 

God’s purposes, he occasionally implies that this is the case. In his Commentary on 

Romans, for example, he writes, “the travail of the present time [Käsemann is referring to 

the “tribulations” in Rom 5:3] under the aegis of the Messiah transforms believers back 

into the image lost by Adam (8:19-29; 2 Cor 4:7-18).”147 In other words, the suffering of 

the present time plays an important role in accomplishing God’s positive goal for 

humanity. By allowing the present time to have the character it does, God shapes the 

faithful to take on the image that God originally intended humanity to bear. In a 

significant way, then, God’s ultimate goal for humanity is achieved through suffering. 

Salvation, understood to include God’s telos for humanity, does not mean mere 

preservation in spite of suffering; rather, salvation is fashioned through suffering. A 

similar point emerges in Käsemann’s comment on Rom 5:3–5: “If the Jewish tradition 

may have described how solid character arises in life, [Paul’s] concern is for the 

eschatological miracle of the humanization of man which is prefigured by the crucified 

                                                   

147 Käsemann, Romans, 133. See also Käsemann, “The Saving Significance of the Death of Jesus in Paul,” 
in Perspectives on Paul, 41: “Obedience is a sign of regained creatureliness.” 
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Christ and in which the coming of the new world takes place.”148 There is a way in which 

the Christian is becoming truly human, truly the image of God, by participating in the 

suffering of the crucified Christ. It is therefore important that there be a space in which 

humans can experience the struggle of life under the powers that menace them. 

Käsemann here proposes something that earlier interpreters had not considered, 

namely that death may play a positive role in God’s re-formation of humanity. Only 

Bultmann had named a purpose for death: death was a necessary condition of historical 

existence because it ensured that life did not become a possession but always remained 

something which humanity had to strive for. Nevertheless, this proposal was rooted more 

in Bultmann’s devotion to human autonomy than in any theo- or Christocentric 

framework. Käsemann’s proposal is more sensitive to the contours of Paul’s thought, 

particularly because of his Christological orientation. His suggestion needs to be 

qualified, though, because humanity is not simply recovering what Adam lost, as 

Käsemann himself acknowledges at points.149 Whatever it meant for Adam to bear the 

image of God, it did not mean to bear an image shaped via tribulations. If there is an 

                                                   

148 Käsemann, Romans, 135 (emphasis added). Similarly, Wright:  
When he reflected on what was already the case and how that related to what was not yet the case, 
but would become so through Messiah and spirit, he advanced arguments which sought to explain 
that this interval, however unexpected, had itself a specific purpose within the divine economy. To 
repeat and amplify what was said above: within eschatological ethics, this purpose has to do with 
the present development of character. The present time is the time of the formation of truly human 
beings; this cannot be achieved at a stroke, precisely because of what a human being is. (Paul and 
the Faithfulness of God, 1048) 

I think Wright goes too far in saying that Paul advances arguments in this matter. Paul’s thought in this area 
is more in the background, arguably discernible from the other things he tells us, but it is not as explicit as 
Wright suggests. 
149 Käsemann, Romans, 142, 146, 153, asserts that the eschaton is not simply a restoration of the original 
creation. 
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image of God formed through suffering, that image has a different quality than the 

protological image of God. This is the eschatological image of God, borne so far by 

Christ alone. By working out this Christological dimension more fully, we may be able to 

reach a better understanding of what it means for the image of God to be formed in the 

face of death. This task will be taken up in chapter four. 

1.4 Sensing an Inconsistency in Pauline Studies: J. Christiaan 
Beker and Martinus C. de Boer on Loose Ends 

Despite the work of Cullmann and Käsemann, many scholars remained devoted to 

a Bultmannian paradigm, particularly in German scholarship. Bultmann and his followers 

objected to Käsemann’s apocalyptic interpretation in part because, they thought, it 

obscured the importance of the preached word to the individual in the present and was in 

danger of leading to inordinate speculation about the future.150 Cullmann’s understanding 

of time faced opposition not only from Bultmann and his students, but also from 

followers of Schweitzer. Cullmann’s opponents conceded his basic argument about the 

already and the not yet and the consequent salvation history arising from that dialectic. 

                                                   

150 See Gerhard Ebeling, “Der Grund christlicher Theologie: Zum Aufsatz Ernst Käsemanns über ‘Die 
Anfänge christlicher Theologie,’” ZTK 58 (1961): 239, who fears that Käsemann’s project results in “den 
spezifischen Wortcharakter eschatologischer Verkündigung zu zerstören.” Similarly, Ernst Fuchs, “Über 
die Aufgabe einer christlichen Theologie: Zum Aufsatz Ernst Käsemanns über ‘Die Anfänge christlicher 
Theologie’,” ZTK 58 (1961): 245–67, esp. 254–56; Bultmann, “Ist Apokalyptik die Mutter der christlichen 
Theologie?” 64–69; Conzelmann, An Outline of the Theology of the New Testament, 172; Bornkamm, Paul, 
146–47. Although qualifying Bultmann’s focus on the individual, Jörg Baumgarten, Paulus und die 
Apokalyptik: Die Auslegung apokalyptischer Überlieferung in den echten Paulusbriefen (Neukirchen-
Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1975), 243, likewise responds to Käsemann by stressing Paul’s 
Entkosmologisierung of the apocalyptic tradition. 
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However, they contended that salvation history was not central to Paul or any New 

Testament writer except Luke.151  

Nevertheless, Cullmann and Käsemann represented an important current within 

Pauline studies that came to significantly shape subsequent discussion.152 While 

Cullmann is often seen as a leading figure of the salvation historical school, scholars of 

varying interpretive orientations have structured Paul’s understanding of time as 

Cullmann did.153 Käsemann’s influence has persisted not least because of the apocalyptic 

                                                   

151 See the influential work by Hans Conzelmann, The Theology of St. Luke, trans. Geoffrey Buswell 
(London: Faber & Faber, 1960). Bultmann argued that for Paul, Christ was the “end” of time rather than the 
“middle” of time, as Cullmann had claimed. In the preface to the third edition of Christ and Time, 
Cullmann notes that these objections arise from a misunderstanding of his use of the word “middle.” Like 
his detractors, he means that Christ achieves a decisive change in history, although the old age continues. In 
substance, this claim does not differ from Bultmann’s contention that historical conditions of the old age 
persist. Cullmann denies any interest in “salvation history” except as a way to explain the tension between 
salvation initiated and salvation fulfilled (xxv). The real difference between Cullmann and Bultmann is that 
Cullmann holds to the importance of a cosmic salvation that remains genuinely in the future. 
152 Before Cullmann, Geerhardus Vos, The Pauline Eschatology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1961), 
38, had similarly structured Paul’s understanding of time. Klaus Koch, The Rediscovery of Apocalyptic: A 
Polemical Work on a Neglected Area of Biblical Studies and Its Damaging Effects on Theology and 
Philosophy, SBT 2/22 (London: SCM, 1972), 47, rightly claims that Käsemann was enormously significant 
for the reemphasis of apocalyptic in biblical studies. However, prior to and contemporaneously with 
Käsemann, other noteworthy scholars adopted Schweitzer’s emphasis on the importance of Jewish 
eschatology for understanding Paul. See Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism, 56, 285–320; Hans Joachim 
Schoeps, Paul: The Theology of the Apostle in the Light of Jewish Religious History, trans. Harold Knight 
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1961), 88, 97–125. Slightly later, Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 434. 
153 Scholars who followed Cullmann early on included his student Neill Q. Hamilton, The Holy Spirit and 
Eschatology in Paul, SJTh.OP 6 (Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1957) and Johannes Munck, Paul and the 
Salvation of Mankind, trans. Frank Clarke (London: SCM, 1959). In 1966, Ridderbos, Paul, 42–43, 
described Cullmann as representative of a broad group of scholars who do the most justice to Paul’s 
eschatology by maintaining the “reciprocal dependence of the ‘already’ and the ‘not yet.’” Even those who 
criticized Cullmann could not deny his basic point. So, Peter Stuhlmacher, “Erwägungen zum Problem von 
Gegenwart und Zukunft in der paulinischen Theologie,” ZTK 64 (1967): 424 n. 4, critiques Cullmann for 
suggesting that the new age is already present in Jesus and the Spirit, but he ultimately embraces the basic 
point of Cullmann’s proposal: in Christ, God has brought the totality of salvation into the world (443), and 
now believers both experience salvation and await full redemption (449). Although de Boer, Defeat of 
Death, 32–33, criticizes Cullmann for not emphasizing the presence of salvation enough, de Boer 
nevertheless maintains the same fundamental tension as Cullmann. Despite his similar reservations about 
the salvation historical school, Martyn, Theological Issues, 122; Galatians, 104–5, also speaks of the 
“already” and “not yet.” James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1998), 463–64, avoids the term “salvation history” but otherwise acknowledges his indebtedness to 
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school, although these interpreters usually stress the presence of salvation more than 

Käsemann did.154  

Notwithstanding their differing emphases, Pauline scholars tend to share the same 

basic insight with Cullmann and Käsemann over against Bultmann and the physicalists: 

God has already inaugurated the future salvation in Christ and the Spirit, but salvation in 

its full scope remains genuinely future, particularly in its cosmic and bodily dimension. 

This view has been widely regarded as one of the fundamental elements of Pauline 

theology.155 Such agreement is hardly surprising, since Paul presents this view 

                                                   

Cullmann. L. Ann Jervis, “Enough Already/Not Yet, Already! Another Perspective on Paul’s View of 
Time” (paper presented at “Rethinking Temporality in Early Judaism,” University of Toronto, 9–10 June 
2016), asks that we embed the human perspective of the “already/not yet” within the more comprehensive 
framework of the time of God, though she allows that the structure accurately captures Paul’s idea of time 
from a human perspective. Andrew T. Lincoln, Paradise Now and Not Yet: Studies in the Role of the 
Heavenly Dimension of Paul’s Thought with Special Reference to His Eschatology, SNTMS 43 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 170–71, endorses Cullmann’s view, although he 
incorporates a spatial dimension to elucidate the significance of the overlapping ages. One of the most 
prominent proponents of Cullmann’s views is Wright (e.g., Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 548, 1047–
48). Cullmann’s analogy of D-Day and V-Day also caught on early (see Archibald Macbride Hunter, 
Interpreting Paul’s Gospel [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1955], 127) and has been employed by subsequent 
scholars (Beker, Paul, 159, 177, 179, 355; Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 548). 
154 Käsemann’s influence on the apocalyptic school of interpretation has persisted especially through J. 
Louis Martyn and his students (Martinus C. de Boer; Douglas Harink) and devotees (Douglas Campbell, 
Susan Eastman, Beverly Roberts Gaventa). Martyn studied with Käsemann briefly and devoted his 
Galatians commentary to him. See below the analysis of de Boer, who criticizes Käsemann for his 
emphasis on the “eschatological reservation” in Paul but nevertheless makes extensive use of his 
cosmological interpretation. 
155 Hamilton, Holy Spirit, 17–40; Schweizer, “‘Mystik’ des Sterbens und Auferstehens mit Christus,” 246, 
249; Tannehill, Dying and Rising with Christ, 10–11, 74, 78–79; Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 
438, 447–50, 522; Beker, Paul, passim; Lincoln, Paradise Now and Not Yet, 169–74, suggests that the 
heavenly realm moves into the present, bringing with it the future age, even while its full realization in the 
earthly realm remains future; similarly, de Boer, Defeat of Death, 34–36, 173, on the two warring orbs of 
power, following Martyn. See also Jürgen Becker, Paulus: Apostel der Völker (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
1989), 468–78, esp. 469, 474–75; Dunn, Theology, 416, 421, 469; Udo Schnelle, Apostle Paul: His Life 
and Theology, trans. Eugene Boring (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014), 390, 485; Wright, Resurrection of 
the Son of God, 272–75; Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 1047. With an application to baptism, see 
Christian Strecker, “Auf den Tod getauft: ein Leben im Übergang: Erläuterungen zur 
lebenstransformierenden Kraft des Todes bei Paulus im Kontext der antiken Thanatologien und 
Thanatopolitiken,” in Leben trotz Tod, ed. Martin Ebner et al., JBTh 19 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neurkirchener 
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throughout his letters: the resurrection of the dead has dawned in Christ (1 Cor 15:20, 

23), the Spirit brings a genuine foretaste of the eschaton (Rom 8:23; cf. 2 Cor 1:22; 5:5), 

Christ and the Spirit already dwell in believers (Rom 8:9–11; 1 Cor 3:16), and they will 

grant the resurrected body to believers, although they do not grant that body in the 

present time (Rom 8:11, 17–25; 1 Cor 15:20–28, 54–58; 2 Cor 5:1–10; Phil 3:11, 21). 

To be sure, several scholars have attenuated, if not altogether eliminated, the 

connection between cosmic and bodily redemption. They claim that while Paul initially 

thought that Christians would receive the resurrected body only at the parousia (1 Thess 

4:13–18; 1 Cor 15:20–58), eventually he came to believe that Christians would obtain the 

resurrection body immediately after death (Phil 1:23; 2 Cor 5:1–10).156 Yet such a view is 

                                                   

Verlag, 2005), 275. Scholars may hedge the claim about the presence of salvation, but they end up making 
the same fundamental point. So, although Stuhlmacher, “Gegenwart und Zukunft,” 443, 445, 449, puts 
even more emphasis on the “not yet” than Käsemann, he also holds to the presence of salvation. Ridderbos, 
Paul, 38, 50–53, stresses that the eschaton has come in the church only insofar as it has come in Christ who 
is the representative of believers. At points the category of “representation” or “corporate personality” 
obscures the extent to which Ridderbos thinks the eschaton already impinges on believers, rather than just 
Christ. However, even Ridderbos speaks of the Spirit as the principle that renews the cosmos and the whole 
person, not just ethically or spiritually, but in all his or her capacities (43). Ridderbos also describes the 
present existence of the church as a palpable instantiation of the resurrection of Christ (206–14). 
Wedderburn, Baptism and Resurrection, 352, 358, similarly qualifies the presence of salvation by referring 
to Christ as a representative for believers, although he too affirms that the future is already present in the 
Spirit. Michael Wolter, Paulus: Ein Grundriss seiner Theologie (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 
2011), 167–68, 187, 189, 196–97, frequently hesitates about the presence of salvation, saying that it is 
present in the mode of “hope.” At the same time, he contends that the Spirit is not simply a forerunner but 
an instance of the awaited reality, that death has been disempowered forever, and that the eschatological 
intervention of God is already complete. 
156 Notably, R. H. Charles, A Critical History of the Doctrine of a Future Life in Israel, in Judaism, and in 
Christianity, or, Hebrew, Jewish, and Christian Eschatology from Pre-Prophetic Times till the Close of the 
New Testament Canon, Being Jowett Lectures for 1898–99 (London: A. & C. Black, 1899), 397–403; 
Dodd, “The Mind of Paul: (2) Change and Development,” 69–110; Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism, 
317–20. For helpful overviews of scholarship, particularly German scholarship, on whether Paul’s thought 
about the resurrection developed along these lines, see Erlemann, Naherwartung, 189–92, and Michael 
Theobald, “Wandlungen im paulinischen Denken (Paulus-Synopse),” in Paulus Handbuch, ed. Friedrich 
Wilhelm Horn (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 504–5, 507–11.  
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difficult to sustain with any degree of confidence. As Michael Theobald notes, several 

factors complicate our ability to speak securely of a development in Paul, not least of 

which is that Paul may emphasize different facets of his view at different times because 

he is confronting different issues and different audiences.157 Even if Paul reckoned more 

with the possibility of his own death before the parousia in Philippians and 2 Corinthians, 

neither Phil 1:23 nor 2 Cor 5:1–10 provides enough evidence to conclude that Paul 

envisioned the reception of a glorified body immediately after death. In Philippians, it is 

by no means clear that the timing of the bodily resurrection differs from that found in the 

other letters (cf. 3:11, 20–21).158 The same may be said of 2 Corinthians, since in 5:8 Paul 

speaks of death as being away from the body. The main evidence for the developmental 

view comes in 5:1, where Paul claims that if we die, we “have” a body prepared in 

heaven. Yet this could just as easily be an expression of his confidence in the ultimate 

resurrection as a claim about the immediate reception of the resurrected body after 

death.159 Further, in Romans, which interpreters generally accept as a relatively late letter, 

Paul still tightly connects the redemption of the body and the redemption of creation 

(8:18–23). I am therefore inclined to doubt that Paul eventually came to separate the 

general resurrection from the cosmic redemption. 

                                                   

157 Theobald, “Wandlungen im paulinischen Denken,” 507–11.  
158 Cf. the judicious remark of Hermut Löhr, “Philipperbrief” in Paulus Handbuch, 208: “der Apostel in 
einer Korrespondenz verschiedene eschatologische Vorstellungen nebeneinander vertreten kann. Damit 
aber wird es schwierig, Entwicklungen in der paulinischen Eschatologie exakt nachzueichnen.” 
159 On the complexities of the interpretation of this verse, see Victor Paul Furnish, II Corinthians, AB 32A 
(New York: Doubleday, 1984), 291–95.  
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For the purpose of my argument, though, I could even grant the developmental 

position. If the developmental interpretation were right, it would nevertheless entail the 

same dynamic as the proposal that the resurrected body is received at the parousia. Even 

for the developmental view, the bodily redemption does not happen in its fullness in this 

life, despite the present power of Christ and the Spirit. At the same time, it is certain that 

such bodily transformation will happen. Only if scholars follow Bultmann in thinking 

that Paul makes bodily resurrection or transformation an entirely indifferent matter does 

this underlying dynamic not apply. Yet such a position is untenable in light of Paul’s 

ongoing devotion, even in his later letters, to the idea of bodily resurrection or 

glorification (cf. Phil 3:21). 

In light of the broad agreement around this dynamic of the “already” and “not 

yet” in Pauline thought, it is instructive to observe the problems that arise from Cullmann 

and Käsemann’s articulation of it. Cullmann and Käsemann left significant loose ends in 

their understandings of the present inbreaking of the eschaton. Given their particular 

interpretive proposals, they do not seem to be able to account for how death can remain, 

notwithstanding their repeated affirmations of the fact that it does. As we saw, Cullmann 

and Käsemann both think that God has moved decisively to overturn the old age and 

inaugurate the new. For both interpreters, the power of Christ is at work in the present 

over against the powers of the old age, including death. Cullmann even suggested that the 

power of the Holy Spirit already penetrates into the physical realm. Käsemann resisted 

this conclusion but it was not clear that he could do so in a way that was consistent with 

his overall argument. Why would God’s power already at work in Christ and the Spirit, 
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aimed as it was at a transformation of the cosmos, not eliminate death now? The 

physicalists had avoided this problem by saying that death had been defeated, making the 

bodies of believers immortal. Nevertheless, the physicalists could not easily explain how 

death still existed, and the explanations they offered had an ad hoc quality about them. 

Bultmann avoided the problem altogether by making physical death an almost indifferent 

matter in Paul. Death was really about the failure to realize selfhood rather than the death 

of the physical body. Yet this proposal also seemed to neglect fundamental concerns of 

Paul. 

Once scholars accepted the basic contours of the structure of Cullmann and 

Käsemann’s understanding of the “now” and “not yet,” the physicalist and Bultmannian 

paradigms seemed untenable. Yet Cullmann and Käsemann themselves never coherently 

explained why their positions did not lead to the physicalist interpretation. How was it 

possible to hold to their premises and not draw physicalist conclusions? Into this problem 

area came the work of J. Christiaan Beker and Martinus C. de Boer. 

1.4.1 J. Christiaan Beker  

In his influential Paul the Apostle: The Triumph of God in Life and Thought, 

Beker reaffirms the results of Cullmann and Käsemann, taking up Cullmann’s analogy of 

D-Day and V-Day as well as Käsemann’s apocalyptic interpretation of Paul’s gospel.160 

According to Beker, the future-oriented temporal dimension of apocalyptic is 

necessitated by the cosmic breadth of redemption. Since Paul always retains the cosmic 

                                                   

160 Beker, Paul, 135–36, 159. 
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scope of redemption, and since that redemption has not yet occurred, full redemption 

remains in the future.161 Therefore, one can adopt neither the position of “realized 

eschatology” where the substance of redemption has been fully delivered already (i.e., the 

physicalist interpretation), nor the Bultmannian paradigm where the cosmic scope of 

salvation is eliminated and replaced by the continuous decision of faith.162 

Beker challenges Bultmann’s idea that this future cosmic redemption is merely a 

relic of Paul’s background that accidentally made its way into Paul’s theology. On the 

contrary, Paul’s devotion to the redemption of creation is required by Paul’s belief in 

Christ’s resurrection. For Paul, the very idea of Christ’s resurrection entails an 

apocalyptic construal of the gospel: “Resurrection language is end-time language and 

unintelligible apart from the apocalyptic thought world to which resurrection language 

belongs.”163 In saying that Christ has been raised from the dead, Paul signifies that what 

God has done in Christ “foreshadows the apocalyptic general resurrection of the dead and 

thus the transformation of our created world and the gift of new corporeal life to dead 

bodies.”164 By raising Christ in a glorified body, God shows his devotion to the entire 

created order as such and thus reveals his intention to redeem the whole of it from 

corruption (Rom 8:18–25; 1 Cor 15:12–28, 35–56). Since this goal has not yet been 

                                                   

161 Beker, Paul, 136, 149. 
162 Beker, Paul, 213. Beker’s description of “realized eschatology” bears much in common with the 
physicalist interpretation: the sacraments bring about the new being in Christ, and now the redeemed 
simply wait to shed their body at death. Beker charges that this view sees death merely as a spiritual power. 
Yet Kabisch and Schweitzer could talk in precisely these terms while viewing death as a physical 
phenomenon. Then again, it was unclear whether they could do so consistently. 
163 Beker, Paul, 152. 
164 Beker, Paul, 153. 
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achieved, the full realization of God’s salvific act remains in the future. Therefore, one 

can “never surrender the universal-cosmic future horizon of the Christ-event.”165 

At the same time, this cosmic redemption is not reserved entirely for the future. 

The death and resurrection of Christ actually bring the old age to a close and inaugurate 

the new age. In his death, Christ ends the old age by defeating the powers who determine 

the human situation, the powers that comprise what Beker calls the “field” of death, sin, 

the law, and the flesh (Rom 6:1–10; 8:3; 1 Cor 2:8; 2 Cor 5:20; Gal 3:13; 4:4–5; see his 

analysis of Romans 6 below).166 In his resurrection, Christ initiates the new creation (2 

Cor 5:17).167 The resurrection of Christ does not simply foreshadow but also instantiates 

the future salvation and introduces the power that drives creation toward that goal. 

Christ’s resurrection is “the proleptic new in the present that is ushering in the full glory 

of God.”168 Now the Spirit is given as “the power that transforms the created order and 

directs it toward its consummation.”169 

Given that the old age has run its course, the future has already broken in upon the 

present, and Christ and the Spirit are driving creation toward its ultimate goal, how can 

death remain? Beker acknowledges this problem as Cullmann and Käsemann never did. 

He asks, “If the death and resurrection of Christ are cosmic-apocalyptic events … that 

                                                   

165 Beker, Paul, 179. 
166 Beker, Paul, 145–46, 189, 191. Beker’s circuitous formulation seems to stop short of making these 
powers into actual beings. 
167 Beker, Paul, 230; cf. 213. 
168 Beker, Paul, 152. De Boer, Defeat of Death, 32, criticizes Beker for his use of “proleptic,” asserting that 
this language is inadequate because it means that the Christ-event merely foreshadows the future 
redemption. On my reading, though, Beker makes the considerably stronger claim that the new age actually 
arrives and imbues the present with its power, extending beyond Christ to believers. 
169 Beker, Paul, 172. 



 

61 

signify the final defeat of the powers of sin and death and inaugurate the reign of 

resurrection-life in Christ, how shall Christian life in history be interpreted?”170 That is, 

in light of the Christ event, how is it possible that Christians are still afflicted by sin and 

death? Beker summarizes the issue in the following way: 

Paul seems caught in an insoluble problem. How can he as a Christian-
apocalyptic theologian interpret the death and resurrection of Christ as “the 
already” of God’s new age and yet leave room for the “not yet”? How can he 
allow for an “interim time,” in which the “already” and “not yet” are not fused, 
when his logic seems to compel their necessary conflation? (Paul, 213–14) 
 

The arrival of the future would seem to overwhelm the present with its power, so why 

does the old age abide? 

Beker hones the issue by focusing particularly on the problem of sin and death. 

Beker interprets Paul to be claiming that the old age has been overcome with respect to 

sin but not death, which creates a problem. As Beker points out, for Paul, sin and death 

are closely related allies. Death is introduced into the world through sin (Rom 5:12). Sin 

reigns in death (Rom 5:21). The wages of sin is death (Rom 6:23). Sin is the sting of 

death (1 Cor 15:56).171 Yet Paul also affirms that the power of sin over Christians has 

been broken.172 Paul states that “our old man has been crucified with Christ,” and “he 

who has died is freed from sin (Rom 6:6–7; translations and emphases are Beker’s). “The 

body of sin has been destroyed [katargēthē]” (6:6).173 Therefore, “sin shall have no 

                                                   

170 Beker, Paul, 213. 
171 Beker, Paul, 215. 
172 For Beker’s exegetical support for the following claims, see Paul, 215–17. 
173 Beker does not address that the verb is in the subjunctive in a purpose clause rather than the indicative. 
More problematic is Beker’s understanding of this verse as meaning that sin has been eradicated from the 
body of Christians. See below. 
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dominion over you [ou kyrieusei]” (6:14). Beker points out that Paul uses the future tense 

here rather than an imperative. He interprets this to mean that Christians do not have to 

bring this state of affairs about; rather, sin has already lost its dominion and therefore will 

not regain it. Beker rightly argues against the idea that Rom 7:7–25 suggests that 

Christians are still subjected to sin.174 As the introduction to 7:7–25 shows, this 

experience is in the past for Christians: they “used to be in the flesh,” but they no longer 

are (7:5–6). The Christian used to have “desire” in his flesh, which “constitute[d] him as 

‘flesh’ and as ‘sold under the power of sin’” (7:14). Now, however, “[b]ecause sin has 

been overcome, the ‘desires of the flesh’ have also been eradicated by Christians (Gal. 

5:16, 24).”175 Sin is therefore “a power that has been eradicated in Christ.”176 With the 

language of “eradication,” Beker makes a maximalist claim about what it means for sin to 

have been overcome. Perhaps unconsciously hearkening back to Lüdemann’s 

Exstirpation der Sünde, Beker seems to suggest that sin is expelled from the Christian 

body and thus the Christian is no longer connected to sin. At the least, Beker is claiming 

that the force that sin manipulates—the desires—have been eradicated from the Christian. 

                                                   

174 Beker, Paul, 216, follows Werner Georg Kümmel, whose work, Römer 7 und die Bekehrung des Paulus, 
WUNT 17 (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1929), who shifted the interpretation of Romans 7 away from a traditional 
interpretation that viewed the chapter as a testimony to Luther’s teaching that the Christian was simul iustus 
et peccator. 
175 Beker, Paul, 218. 
176 Beker, Paul, 228. Beker also claims, “The power of sin has been eradicated in Christ” (219), and, 
“Because sinful acts testify to the power of sin, both are eradicated in Christ” (220). More cautious is Gerd 
Theissen, Erleben und Verhalten der ersten Christen: Ein Psychologie des Urchristentums (Gütersloh: 
Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2007), 89, who thinks that in Gal 5:24, Paul speaks of the “Ausrottung der 
Leidenschaften,” which was a familiar idiom in antiquity. I will discuss this issue in chapter two. 
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Yet, if sin is eradicated for those in Christ, why is death not similarly eliminated? 

Beker asks, “If sin and death are interlocking powers that cannot be separated, how can 

Paul maintain that the power of sin has been overcome in Christian life, but not the power 

of death, at least not in its full range?” Beker thinks that, in Paul’s view, “death still 

reigns, at least in some important sense,” because Paul refers to it as the “last enemy” that 

will be overcome only at the general resurrection (1 Cor 15:26, 54–55). Until then, 

Christians will continue to suffer and die (cf. Rom 8:17–25).177  

Notice that while Beker has minimized, or indeed broken, the connection between 

the Christian and sin, he has maximized the connection between the Christian and death. 

Sin has been “eradicated” from Christians, whereas death still “reigns” over them. 

Occasionally Beker senses the need to temper his maximalist claims about the ongoing 

reign of death. At one point, Beker proposes that Paul thinks that sin and death “reigned 

together and were dethroned together.”178 Yet this makes it inconsistent to assert that 

death still “reigns.” At other points, Beker qualifies his statements by stressing that death 

has not been defeated “in its full range,” thus allowing that death may be overcome in 

some sense for Christians.179 He acknowledges that certain texts imply that death has lost 

its grip on Christians who have died, since dying means to be at home with the Lord (Phil 

1:23; 2 Cor 5:8). Therefore, he suggests that Paul may think that death has been 

conquered spiritually, even while it remains to be defeated physically.  

                                                   

177 Beker, Paul, 221. 
178 Beker, Paul, 229. 
179 Beker, Paul, 227. 
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1.4.2 Evaluation of Beker 

Despite Beker’s sporadic attempts to attenuate the sense in which death “reigns” 

or remains a problem for Christians, these nuances do not resolve the main difficulty 

entailed by his proposal. If one maintains, as Beker does, the cosmic-universal, and thus 

bodily, scope of redemption, the problem is the ongoing existence of death at all for 

those in Christ, no matter the sense in which death is already “conquered.” If, as Beker 

holds, sin has introduced death in its full scope into the cosmos (Rom 5:12; 8:20),180 and 

if sin has been definitively defeated for those in Christ, why is death not also eliminated 

in its entire range for them?  

Ultimately, since Beker so emphasizes the defeat of sin and the ongoing reign of 

death, Beker must judge Paul to be inconsistent. He argues that Paul does not consistently 

hold that sin and death form an indissoluble alliance. To defend this claim, Beker points 

out that Paul does not always speak of sin as the cause of death.181 Sometimes, Beker 

argues, Paul suggests that death is simply built into creation. In 1 Cor 15:42–44, for 

example, Paul writes that there is a perishable body and an imperishable body. Paul does 

not mention sin at all but simply assumes that there are two phases in creation: one in 

which the body is perishable, and another in which the body is imperishable. Beker 

suggests that here the apocalyptic connection between sin and death is lost and replaced 

                                                   

180 Beker, Paul, 222. 
181 Beker, Paul, 222, 226. It should be noted that Beker’s insistence on Paul’s inconsistency in this matter 
serves his overall goal of portraying Paul’s theology as a complex interplay of coherence and contingency. 
I do not dispute that both of these poles are to be considered in interpreting Paul. I simply contest Beker’s 
attempt to establish his claim about Paul’s contingency on the basis of his analysis of Paul on this particular 
issue. 
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by a Hellenistic dualism (cf. 1 Cor 15:47–50; 2 Cor 3:18; 4:18).182 However, this 

exegetical proposal does not explain why those in Christ cannot be transformed in this 

age so that they do not die. If God can eradicate sin from the Christian body, why can he 

not also eliminate death? Even if a Hellenistic dualism is present, it is not clear why this 

would limit God’s ability to abolish death in the present age. Moreover, Beker’s appeal to 

1 Corinthians is problematic for two reasons. First, even in 1 Corinthians 15, Paul still 

holds to the connection between sin and death (v. 56), albeit in a more obscure way than 

in Romans. Second, Beker’s proposal does not explain the apparent inconsistency in 

Romans. It is there that Paul most clearly connects sin and death (Rom 5:12; 8:20) and it 

is there that he emphasizes the defeat of sin (6:1–23; 7:24–8:13) and the ongoing reality 

of death (8:18–25). In an attempt at systematization, Beker proposes that Paul breaks the 

connection between sin and death even in Romans.183 He argues that, in 8:20, Paul thinks 

that death outstrips sin: while death is introduced into creation via the sin of humanity, it 

reaches into creation in a way that sin does not. Creation becomes mortal but not sinful. 

Consequently, the removal of sin from humans does not mean the removal of death from 

all creation. Nevertheless, this still does not explain why God would not remove death 

from Christians if he would eradicate sin from them. 

As I will argue in the next chapter, Beker has made matters difficult for himself 

by overinterpreting Paul’s texts about sin being overcome. While Beker is right that 

                                                   

182 Beker, Paul, 222. 
183 Beker, Paul, 222. 
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Christians are no longer subject to the power of sin, he overburdens his case by speaking 

of the eradication of sin and the desires, which severs the connection between the 

Christian and sin altogether. I will argue that there is a tighter connection between the 

Christian and sin in Paul’s thinking than Beker supposes. Sin continues to dwell even in 

the flesh of Christians, even though they are free from the relentless domination of sin. 

The presence of sin in the flesh can therefore still cause the body to die (cf. Rom 8:10). 

Thus, sin and death can remain connected even for Christians. If a coherent account can 

be given here, it will allow us to discern greater consistency in Paul’s thinking. 

Yet even if a coherent account can be given of how sin and death remain 

connected even for Christians, it would not explain why God would not more fully 

eradicate sin and death from them in the present age. For this, we would need a 

teleological explanation. An explanation along these lines started to emerge in our review 

of Käsemann. Beker may provide another piece of the puzzle for this sort of explanation. 

Beker repeatedly stresses that Christians remain in solidarity with the unredeemed 

created order by bearing mortality.184 Beker never develops in a sustained way why he 

thinks this solidarity is a good thing. He does explain, though, that by remaining in 

solidarity with creation in their mortal bodies, Christians cannot flee into individualistic 

spiritual havens (and presumably cease to care about the rest of creation). Rather, they 

remain bound to show “in the midst of—and in solidarity with—this world the new life 

                                                   

184 Beker, Paul, 179, 225, 230, 233, 276, 288–90, 364, 367. 
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that is God’s design for the future of the created order.”185 Once again, Beker does not 

explain what he means. However, if God’s design for the created order is most fully 

revealed in Christ, and Christ revealed God’s love for the world through his death (Rom 

5:8), then our solidarity with Christ and with the world makes possible the display of the 

divine love. Paul does suggest that in the present age, humanity discerns love when they 

see others give despite the cost to themselves. Paul notes, for example, that the love of 

churches becomes evident as they spend themselves for one another (e.g., 2 Cor 8:2–3). 

Christians love others even though they are mortal beings who remain vulnerable in this 

world. In this way, they join Christ whose love is discerned precisely in his giving 

himself up for others (Gal 2:20; cf. Rom 5:8; 8:37). Beker speaks of the way that in the 

death and resurrection of Christ, God himself displays his “solidarity … with the creation 

into which God has entered in Christ.”186 Now Christians enter into that solidarity as 

well. This is why, “in Christ, death is not just an enemy to be endured or the result of 

sin’s inevitable power, but a redemptive possibility.”187 As Christians endure suffering 

for the mission of God to the world, “suffering is … imbued with secret power … 

because it manifests itself as redemptive love in the world, because it already breaks the 

hold of the power of death on this world.”188 Although death may threaten one’s 

commitment to self-giving love, the very act of enduring in love despite one’s 

vulnerability reveals the quality of love. 

                                                   

185 Beker, Paul, 289–90. 
186 Beker, Paul, 210. Beker may allude to the incarnation here. It would certainly strengthen his point. 
187 Beker, Paul, 231. 
188 Beker, Paul, 231–32. 
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Thus, Beker provides a helpful starting point to explain why it is that death would 

remain even for Christians. In chapter four, I will attempt to combine the insights of 

Beker and Käsemann in order to fill out this teleological explanation. 

1.4.3 Martinus C. de Boer 

In The Defeat of Death: Apocalyptic Eschatology in 1 Corinthians 15 and 

Romans 5, Martinus C. de Boer responds to Käsemann and Beker’s analyses of Paul. He 

agrees with them that Paul’s gospel is characterized by “apocalyptic eschatology,” but he 

contests their heavily future-oriented emphasis. For de Boer, Paul’s apocalyptic 

eschatology is not merely about a contrast between a present and a future age, but also 

about the powers associated with those ages.189 In Christ and the Spirit, the new age has 

invaded the old and thus already overcome those powers. He therefore proposes that it 

would be more faithful to Paul to claim that death has already been defeated in the 

present age. 

De Boer notes that Käsemann and Beker underscore the future orientation of 

Paul’s apocalyptic eschatology because they suppose that death remains outside the 

lordship of Christ until the parousia.190 Yet de Boer challenges such an interpretation as 

                                                   

189 Again, I make no contention about the meaning of apocalyptic but simply explain how the authors I 
consider use the term. See footnote 29. De Boer, Defeat of Death, 21–23, builds especially on the following 
points made by scholars of apocalyptic literature. First, de Boer does not limit his use of “apocalyptic 
eschatology” to texts of the genre “apocalypse,” because, following Paul Hanson and John Collins, he 
points out that the salient ideas and motifs are not restricted to the genre. Second, de Boer relies especially 
on D. S. Russell, who emphasizes that apocalyptic is characterized not only by a contrast between two ages, 
but also by the idea of powers, which are often hostile angelic beings arrayed against God. De Boer 
acknowledges that this idea is not prominent in every apocalyptic text. Cosmological powers do not feature 
prominently in, for example, 2 Baruch. 
190 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 16–17. 
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inconsistent with Paul’s views, indeed as inconsistent with Käsemann and Beker’s own 

proposals. According to Paul, Christ is already exalted as Lord over the universe (Phil 

2:9–11), so how can anything, even death, be outside the scope of his lordship? Further, 

as Käsemann and Beker acknowledge, all the powers are linked together, particularly sin 

and death. If, as Käsemann and Beker assert, the other powers have been defeated, how 

could death not be defeated as well?191  

De Boer alleges that Käsemann and Beker get caught in a web of inconsistencies 

because they do not take seriously enough their own insights about the presence of the 

new age in the midst of the old eon. According to Käsemann, the Christ-event 

inaugurates a battle with cosmic forces. This means, de Boer points out, that the new age 

has invaded the old one in a significant sense.192 Similarly, in Beker’s view, the old age 

has run its course. De Boer argues that this notion undermines Beker’s overall 

interpretation, which de Boer characterizes as relegating the new age to the future. For 

Beker and Cullmann, de Boer claims, the old and new age are related in a consecutive or 

sequential manner: the old age continues now while the new age remains future. In this 

(so termed by de Boer) salvation-historical scheme, Christ’s resurrection merely 

foreshadows the new age rather than marks the invasion of the new age into the old.193 

This characterization is not entirely fair to Beker or Cullmann, who place more weight on 

the present inbreaking of the new age than de Boer suggests. Nevertheless, de Boer is 

                                                   

191 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 17. 
192 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 33. 
193 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 32–33. De Boer’s critique is the same as that of J. Louis Martyn, review of J. 
Christiaan Beker, Paul the Apostle: The Triumph of God in Life and Thought, WW 2 (1982): 194–98. 
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right that Käsemann and Beker fail to follow through adequately on their basic insights. 

To carry their positions to their logical conclusions, de Boer draws on the work of 

Schweitzer and J. Louis Martyn to claim that in the death and resurrection of Christ the 

new world invades the old one.194 Now the old and new age relate not sequentially but 

rather dialectically as two opposing orbs of power. As the new age invades the old, the 

“Spirit” inaugurates the eschatological battle against the “Flesh” (Gal 5:17).  

De Boer therefore argues that Paul’s apocalyptic eschatology must be oriented in 

a significant way to the present. De Boer claims that, since the new age has invaded the 

old one with its power, the future cosmic redemption is guaranteed. In an important 

sense, then, death has already been defeated. To establish this claim, de Boer offers an 

extended exegesis of 1 Corinthians 15 and Rom 5:12–21. In both, de Boer contends, 

death is portrayed as a cosmic power that Christ has already overcome. 

Over against Käsemann, de Boer claims that in 1 Corinthians 15, Paul is not 

primarily combating “enthusiasts” who claim that salvation has already arrived in its 

fullness. Rather, Paul is fighting chiefly against those who would deny that there is a 

bodily resurrection of the dead.195 Paul is, de Boer says, making physical death into a 

problem for his audience where they see none. Paul is contending that, in raising Christ 

bodily from the dead, God has revealed that he intends to overcome physical death in the 

                                                   

194 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 34–35. De Boer relies on Schweitzer, Mysticism, 99, and J. Louis Martyn, 
“Apocalyptic Antinomies in the Letter to the Galatians,” NTS 31 (1985): 410–24. 
195 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 105, 109, 123–24. Beker, Paul, 177, allows that the denial of bodily 
resurrection is part of the problem, and de Boer allows that enthusiasm is a component of the problem, but 
it is a subsidiary issue. See footnote 131 above.  
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created order.196 Without the assurance of a bodily resurrection or transformation, Paul 

holds, Christian hope would be confined to this life; however, Christian hope is not 

limited to this life because Christ has been raised from the dead (15:12–19). Against 

those who would think that physical death is not a problem that God seeks to overturn, 

Paul portrays death as a cosmic enemy to be defeated, indeed as the ultimate, last enemy 

among the powers and principalities that Christ will destroy (15:24–26).197 This victory 

will be complete only when mortal bodies are transformed into immortal ones (15:50–

54). Thus, Paul is not chiefly aiming to establish an “eschatological reservation” that the 

bodily resurrection lies in the future; instead, he is mainly arguing that the bodily 

resurrection lies in the future, that is, that there will be a bodily resurrection at all (cf. 

15:35–49).198 

In 1 Cor 15:20–28, de Boer argues, Paul aims to establish the certainty of the 

resurrection rather than simply its futurity.199 The general resurrection is certain, first of 

all, because Christ’s resurrection entails the resurrection of the rest of those who have 

died. In 15:20, 23, Paul claims that in his resurrection, Christ is the “first fruits” (ἀπαρχή) 

of those who have fallen asleep. The image of the ἀπαρχή derives from the Old 

Testament where a portion of the harvest was given in anticipation of the remainder 

(LXX Deut 18:4; 26:2, 10; Num 18:8–12; Neh 10:37–39). Therefore, Christ’s 

                                                   

196 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 114. 
197 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 121. 
198 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 112–13, 123–24. 
199 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 112–13. 
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resurrection is portrayed not simply as having temporal priority but also as somehow 

guaranteeing the resurrection of all the rest.200 

Further, the defeat of death is assured because death is already subjected to Christ. 

De Boer contends that, in 15:23–28, Paul is claiming that by raising Jesus from the dead, 

God has already placed all things, including death, under Christ’s feet. By doing this, 

God has inaugurated the reign of Christ, which consists in his reigning until death is 

destroyed (15:24–26). De Boer suggests that Paul’s use of the present tense of 

καταργεῖται in 15:26 implies that the destruction of death is not only certain but also has 

already begun.201 The reason (γάρ) its destruction is certain is given in 15:27: God has 

already subjected all things to Christ. De Boer points out that in 15:27 Paul first simply 

quotes the aorist ὑπέταξεν from Ps 8:6 (“God subjected all things under his feet”), but as 

he interprets that text, he uses the perfect ὑποτέτακται. De Boer offers that Paul shifts to 

the perfect tense in order to assert that God has already subjected all the powers to 

Christ.202 Consequently, the defeat of all God’s enemies, including death, is assured 

(15:25).  

De Boer supplements his case with a reading of Rom 5:12–21 that queries 

Käsemann and Beker’s idea that the defeat of sin and the defeat of death are sequential 

events. Both Käsemann and Beker speak as if sin has been defeated but not death, but this 

                                                   

200 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 109, cites Philipp Bachmann, Der erste Brief des Paulus an die Korinther, 
KNT 7 (Leipzig: Deichert, 1910), 144: ἀπαρχή implies “ein nicht bloss zeitliches, sondern kausales 
Verhältnis zwischen der Auferstehung Christi und der übrigen.” 
201 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 122. 
202 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 122–23, 140. 
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presupposes that these realities are materially separable. De Boer offers a cosmological 

reading of this passage in which these forces are powers that express their mutual reign 

simultaneously, and so the defeat of one means the defeat of the other. 

In de Boer’s reading of Romans, Paul is responding to Jews and Christians who 

hold that the law remedies the problem of sin. In the view of these Jews and Christians, 

the law has been given so that, by obedience to it, humanity may walk in the way of life, 

achieve righteousness, be declared righteous at the final judgment, and inherit eternal 

life.203 Paul embraces this position heuristically in 1:18–3:19, but only to claim that all 

would be damned under this system because all are under the power of sin (3:9).204 Paul 

portrays the human situation as much grimmer than his interlocutors suppose. In Paul’s 

telling, sin and death are tyrannical cosmic powers who reign over humanity (5:14, 17, 

21).205 Against these powers the law does not avail (5:20); rather, the law is coopted into 

their service (7:7–25). Such a situation calls for a rescue mission that rectifies the 

cosmos. In Christ’s death and resurrection, God’s righteousness invades the world to 

liberate humanity from the power of sin and death (cf. 1:16–17; 3:21; 5:1–11).206  

In Rom 5:12–21, Paul portrays God’s act in Christ as the establishment of a new 

orb of power where grace reigns in order to overturn the reign of sin and death.207 

                                                   

203 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 153–54. 
204 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 156. 
205 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 155. De Boer notes that while Paul is not talking about physical death 
specifically, there is little reason to doubt that it is included in Paul’s references to death (143, 169). 
206 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 156. De Boer follows Käsemann’s suggestion that the righteousness of God is 
the salvation-working power of God, although he does not adopt all the aspects of Käsemann’s reading 
(152). See Käsemann, “‘The Righteousness of God’ in Paul,” 168–82. 
207 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 173. 
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Whereas sin came into the world through Adam and reigned, grace and righteousness 

came into the world through Jesus and reign (5:12, 20–21). In this cosmological 

interpretation, sin and death are not sequential realities but rather materially inseparable 

powers. Righteousness and eternal life are to be understood along analogous lines. 

Righteousness is not, as Paul’s interlocutors suppose, the precondition of eternal life but 

rather its mediator.208 Over against sin and death, righteousness and eternal life mark out 

the new orb of power that has invaded the cosmos. Thus, sin, death, righteousness, and 

eternal life are all simultaneously present. Consequently, de Boer endorses Beker’s 

statement that here we find “a dialectical relation between death and resurrection.”209 

Eternal life is no longer future, but rather paradoxically present in the midst of death. 

While sin and death continue to exist, they no longer reign because “they have been 

deprived of their power to determine human destiny.”210 

1.4.4 Evaluation of de Boer 

De Boer’s exegesis may be challenged at several points. In 1 Corinthians 15, for 

example, the present tense of καταργεῖται and the perfect ὑποτέτακται need not bear the 

significance de Boer ascribes to them and therefore they cannot establish his conclusions. 

His arguments about Romans will be contested insofar as Pauline interpreters continue to 

dispute the purpose of Romans and the overall apocalyptic line of interpretation adopted 

by de Boer. 

                                                   

208 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 172, 175. 
209 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 172, citing Beker, Paul, 197. 
210 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 177–78. 
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However, de Boer’s basic insights seem to be right. The reason it is certain that all 

things will be subjected to Christ is precisely because God has raised him from the dead. 

This act of resurrection entails that Jesus is now more powerful than death, even if he 

does not use his superior power at the moment to eliminate death altogether. If God has 

raised Christ from the dead, death has already lost power over him (Rom 6:9), and if he 

reigns to destroy death, he reigns not as one who fights against a metaphysical equal, but 

rather as one who is exceedingly superior (cf. Phil 3:21). Whatever we make of 1 Cor 

15:20–28, the identification of death as the “last enemy to be destroyed” does not mean 

that death is not already subordinated to Christ’s lordship. Rather, it means that Christ’s 

lordship over death ensures its destruction. This is a significant advance over Käsemann 

and Beker’s limitation of Christ’s lordship and their maximalist claims about death 

“reigning.” Death no longer reigns, as Käsemann and Beker had proposed. Rather, death 

has already been subjected to Christ.  

Yet, de Boer’s interpretation brings us back to the problems we observed earlier. 

If Christ already reigns over subjected death (1 Corinthians 15; cf. Rom 6:9), and if 

righteousness and eternal life are already present as realities that act to overturn sin and 

death (Rom 5:12–21), what prevents Christ, or righteousness and life, from eliminating 

death in the present age? Surely sin and death are no equals to Christ. Christ, or the 

powers of righteousness and eternal life, are not fighting a war of attrition with sin and 

death. Christ and his powers are surpassingly stronger than death. How, then, can death 

remain?  
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De Boer seems to be right to find greater consistency in Paul by maintaining the 

link between sin and death: both have been defeated, contrary to what Käsemann and 

Beker thought. Death is a subjected enemy who cannot prevent its own demise. Yet, as 

the physicalists before him, de Boer does not explain how sin and death can abide in light 

of God’s act in Christ. He does not draw physicalist conclusions, to be sure, but we may 

ask, why not? Especially in his reading, it makes little sense to say that sin and death can, 

by virtue of some inherent power, resist God’s act in Christ. No matter how cosmically 

one conceives of these powers, they are defeated and subjected and so their elimination is 

assured. How might their enduring presence be explained?  

De Boer does not offer much of a causal explanation here, but he does give the 

beginnings of a teleological explanation. He stresses that eternal life is available in the 

present not as a possession that inheres in the believer, but rather only as a participatory 

reality mediated through ongoing conformity to Christ’s death and resurrection.211 De 

Boer thus leads us back to the insights we have already garnered from Käsemann and 

Beker. Christology is central to understanding the significance of human formation in 

Paul. By making a space in which humans abide in Christ in the face of sin and death, 

God shapes humanity in a specific way. What exactly this looks like will be filled out in 

chapter four. 

                                                   

211 De Boer, Defeat of Death, 176–77. This claim emerges repeatedly in Käsemann. See Romans, 175: “the 
gift [of salvation] is the Giver himself”; “‘The Righteousness of God’ in Paul,” 174: “the gift which is 
being bestowed here is never at any time separable from its Giver”; “Ministry and Community in the New 
Testament,” in Essays, 65: “the gift is inseparable from the gracious power which bestows it”; “The Pauline 
Doctrine of the Lord’s Supper,” in Essays, 118: “This gift brings with it its Giver.” 
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1.5 Pauline Studies Since Beker and de Boer: Overlooking the 
Problem 

Since Beker and de Boer, no significant advance has been made concerning the 

issues we have considered. Most scholars simply repeat a version of the interpretations 

dealt with in this chapter. To orient ourselves to the vast array of interpretive options, we 

may note that most Pauline scholars now inhabit the conceptual space between the 

physicalists and Bultmann.212 Bultmann’s proposal that Paul’s soteriology amounts to a 

revised self-understanding has been rejected for various reasons, not least because in the 

end this interpretation seems to make an overly subtle distinction between what Paul says 

and what he means. By contrast, the physicalist interpretation has been charged with 

being “crudely literal”213 or “extreme.”214  

In this chapter, I have not attempted to determine where exactly we should fall on 

the spectrum between Bultmann and the physicalists. I have rejected the Bultmannian 

position as inadequate, but I have not attempted to advocate for the physicalist 

interpretation or to discount it entirely. Several recent studies have attempted to pull 

Pauline interpretation back in a physicalist direction. These analyses have argued that 

                                                   

212 Though dated, Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 522–23, gives voice to an enduring problem for 
many modern interpreters of Paul: “We seem to lack a category of ‘reality’—real participation in Christ, 
real possession of the Spirit—which lies between naive cosmological speculation and belief in magical 
transference on the one hand and a revised self-understanding on the other. I must confess that I do not 
have a new category of perception to propose here.” For an attempt at offering categories that might satisfy 
these conditions, see Richard B. Hays, “What Is ‘Real Participation in Christ’? A Dialogue with E. P. 
Sanders on Pauline Soteriology,” in Redefining First-Century Jewish and Christian Identities, 336–51. For 
a challenge to Sanders and Hays in the direction of the physicalist interpretation, see in the same volume, 
Stowers, “What is Pauline ‘Participation in Christ’?” 352–71. 
213 Hays, The Faith of Jesus Christ, 45. 
214 Dunn, Theology of the Apostle Paul, 392. 
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certain ancient modes of thought, such as ancient medicine and Stoic cosmology, provide 

the most illuminating context for Paul’s thought on the πνεῦµα.215 Typically, these studies 

suggest that the material or physical divine πνεῦµα pervades the believer now,216 and 

some interpreters extend this line of reasoning to claim that the πνεῦµα begins to 

transform the body into the pneumatic body in the present.217 Others have vigorously 

resisted this interpretation, countering that a close investigation of Paul and the most 

fitting historical analogues do not support a materialistic reading of the πνεῦµα.218 

                                                   

215 Dale Martin, The Corinthian Body (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995); Caroline Johnson Hodge, 
If Sons, Then Heirs: A Study of Kinship and Ethnicity in Paul’s Letters (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2007), 67–77, 94–97; Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul. Johnson Hodge is 
followed by Stowers, “What is Pauline ‘Participation in Christ’?” 
216 Cf. Johnson Hodge, If Sons, Then Heirs, 74–77; Stowers, “What is Pauline ‘Participation in Christ’?” 
355–65; Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 71–72; and Tappenden, Resurrection 
in Paul, 154, 222. For a detailed history of scholarship on this point, see Rabens, The Holy Spirit and 
Ethics in Paul, 2–20, 253–306, though Rabens focuses on the purported ethical change that the Spirit 
achieves rather than the physical change toward immortality. Rabens adds works published since 2010 in 
his “Physical and Mystical Dimensions of Human Transformation in Philo and Paul,” (paper presented at 
the Annual Meeting of the SNTS, Athens, Greece, 7–10 August 2018), 1 n. 3. 
217 The claim is explicit in Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 48, 51, 55, 69, 72. 
See especially his assertion that “with the arrival of the pneuma, the body of flesh and blood is at one and 
the same time undergoing two opposed processes: dying (as flesh and blood) and coming to life (as a 
pneumatic body)” (48). Similarly, Tappenden, Resurrection in Paul, 44, 153, 217, holds that the body of 
believers is materially changed at baptism when the material πνεῦµα infuses their bodies, resurrecting their 
“somatic interior” (heart, spirit, inner person, etc.). This process presently affects the “somatic exterior” as 
well (body, flesh, members) and culminates in its resurrection (201, 204). Martin seems to assume the same 
basic dynamics in the following comment:  

Christians currently partake of two natures: because they possess pneuma, they share something 
with the heavenly natures; because they are also made up of sarx and psyche, they share 
something with the earth…. The transformation expected at the eschaton will cause the Christian 
body to shed the lower parts of its current nature and be left with the purer, transformed part of the 
pneuma. (Corinthian Body, 132) 

218 For an extended investigation and critique of the view that the spirit is a material substance in Paul and 
his context, see Rabens, The Holy Spirit and Ethics in Paul, 25–120. Cf. Michael Wolter, Paulus, 160: 
“Paulus bezeichnet den Geist an keiner einzigen Stelle als eine bestimmte Substanz, sondern er spricht von 
ihm immer nur wie von einer Substanz und wie von etwas Materiellem…. Doch darf nicht übersehen 
werden, dass Paulus in allen Fällen metaphorisch redet.” 
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I have not aimed to adjudicate this debate over the physicalist position here. I 

have simply sought to pose a systematic question for the physicalist reading. In 

particular, I have questioned how, if the πνεῦµα physically transforms the body of 

Christians in the present, the bodies of Christians can still die. For, in Paul’s view, the 

pneumatic body is an immortal one (1 Cor 15:45–49), and yet Christian bodies remain 

mortal in this age (Rom 8:18–25; 1 Cor 15:20–58; Phil 3:21). If Christians had pneumatic 

bodies now, they should not die.219  

I have also tried to show that, even if scholars eschew the physicalist position and 

view salvation as considerably less realized in Paul, they will nevertheless face some of 

the same systematic problems as the physicalists. As we have seen, many scholars have 

circumscribed their positions in various ways in order to avoid the maximalist 

consequences of the physicalist position. The least sophisticated way is simply to 

reaffirm the ongoing reality of death for believers, as Käsemann did.220 However, this 

approach does not constitute a solution but rather simply restates the problem. In his 

subtler proposal, Wrede qualified the implications of his interpretation by suggesting that, 

while the resurrection has been completed in Christ, it remains to be completed in 

believers.221 Wrede’s position is similar to that of scholars who stress the idea of 

                                                   

219 Tappenden, Resurrection in Paul, 163, suggests that the bodies of Christians do not die in a sense 
because the somatic interior (heart, mind, spirit, inner person) can sustain death. However, Tappenden’s use 
of “somatic” to describe the interior of a person may obscure more than it illuminates. In Paul, the σῶµα 
never designates what Tappenden calls the somatic interior apart from what he calls the somatic exterior. 
220 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 134: “death has no more dominion over him, but it has 
over us.” 
221 Wrede, Paul, 104.  
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“corporate personality” or “representation,” where an event that has happened to the 

representative of a group will unfold in its members.222 By invoking the notion of 

corporate personality or representation, scholars seek to avoid the problematic 

implications of the “already” for the “not yet.” In their claim that the resurrection has 

happened to Christ and only in that sense for believers, the potentially difficult 

consequences of Christ’s resurrection seem to be kept at bay. 

Yet even such limited readings must ask whether they can coherently explain how 

it is possible that believers remain mortal in the wake of Christ’s resurrection. Even a 

minimalist reading of Paul must acknowledge certain elements that make the ongoing 

existence of mortality into a genuine puzzle. Christ’s resurrection means that death no 

longer has power over him (Rom 6:9). His resurrection also underscores that death has no 

power comparable to God and the Spirit who raised him from the dead (Rom 4:23; 6:4, 9; 

8:11; 10:9; 1 Cor 6:14; 15:15; 2 Cor 13:4; Gal 1:1; 1 Thess 1:10; cf. Col 2:12). His 

resurrection discloses, further, that God and the Spirit intend to overcome death, both for 

believers (Rom 8:11, 23; 1 Cor 6:14; 1 Cor 15:20–23; 2 Cor 4:14; 1 Thess 4:14) and 

creation more broadly (Rom 8:21). And now Christ and the Spirit indwell believers (Rom 

8:9–11; 1 Cor 3:16), Christ is enthroned as Lord over creation (Phil 2:9–11), and Christ 

                                                   

222 Cf. Ridderbos, Paul, 38, 61–62, relies considerably on the idea of corporate personality. See especially 
Ridderbos’s claim that “[t]he new life of believers is that which comes forth with Christ out of the grave…. 
What has taken place and will take place with Christ, from dying to coming (again) in glory, has also 
happened to the church and will happen to it by virtue of its corporate unity with him” (212). Dunn, 
Theology, 409 n. 89, critiques the idea of corporate personality as “a twentieth-century amalgam of 
different ideas from the period.” Instead of “corporate personality,” Wedderburn, Baptism and 
Resurrection, 352, prefers “solidarity” and “representation,” but his position is similar to that of Ridderbos: 
“the hope of a future sharing in Christ’s salvation seems to stem … from the idea of his representation of 
all humanity” (358). 
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and the Spirit will eliminate death (Rom 8:11; 1 Cor 15:24–28; Phil 3:21). These items 

alone should cause one to wonder about the ongoing existence of death in believers and 

creation more broadly. Since the resurrection, it is clear that Christ is surpassingly more 

powerful than death, he intends to destroy it, and he is intimately present to creation in 

those who belong to him. Indeed, union with him is so powerful that it ensures the 

resurrection of believers.223 What, then, prevents him from eradicating death from 

creation now, particularly in the bodies of those he indwells? 

This problem is actually greater than it appears at first because scholars often do 

not settle for such a minimalist reading of Paul. Instead, interpreters generally agree that 

God has not only begun to overcome death in Christ and established him as Lord over 

creation to abolish death. They also tend to affirm that Christ, or at least the Spirit, is 

working to bring the future age into the present. As we have seen, even Käsemann, 

despite his emphasis on the “not yet,” maintains that since the resurrection Christ has 

been subjugating the powers.224 Wrede claims that even now the Holy Spirit is bringing 

                                                   

223 Cf. Joost Holleman, Resurrection and Parousia: A Traditio-Historical Study of Paul’s Eschatology in 1 
Corinthians 15, NovTSup 84 (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 206: “If one accepts that Jesus has been raised, and 
believes that Christians are united with Christ, then one can and must also believe that all Christians will be 
raised at the end of time.” In his analysis of Paul’s claim in Rom 6:8 that death with Christ entails being 
raised with him, Udo Schnelle, Theologie des neuen Testaments, 3rd ed. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 2016), 217, asserts that the resurrection powers of Jesus must already be at work in the present 
and therefore cause certainty about the future. John M. G. Barclay, “‘That You May Not Grieve, Like the 
Rest Who Have No Hope’ (1 Thess 4.13): Death and Early Christian Identity,” in Pauline Churches and 
Diaspora Jews, WUNT 275 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 234, suggests that this idea can already be 
found in 1 Thessalonians, which is often regarded as Paul’s earliest extant letter. Barclay explains Paul’s 
thought as follows: “if believers exist ‘in Christ’, and if Christ died and rose for them, then it was natural 
and necessary that the dead ‘in Christ’ should also be raised (1 Thess 4.16).” 
224 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 133. See also de Boer, Defeat of Death, 122. 
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the future age into the present.225 Similarly, Beker, although he consistently stresses the 

indispensability of the “not yet,” nevertheless holds that the Spirit is given now as “the 

power that transforms the created order and directs it toward its consummation.”226 Even 

those who stress the idea of “corporate personality” or “representation” are wont to 

contend that the Holy Spirit makes present the new life of the future.227 Scholars of 

various stances agree with this point because Paul refers to the Spirit as the “first fruits” 

(Rom 8:23) and the “down payment,” “guarantee,” or “pledge” (2 Cor 1:22; 5:5) of the 

future redemption.228 The Spirit’s work in joining the believer to Christ is at points said to 

                                                   

225 Wrede, Paul, 108. 
226 Beker, Paul, 172. 
227 Ridderbos, Paul, 43, speaks of the Spirit as the principle that renews the cosmos and the whole person, 
not just ethically or spiritually, but in all his or her capacities. Wedderburn, Baptism and Resurrection, 358, 
writes that “the hope of a future sharing in Christ’s salvation” probably stems not only from the idea of 
Christ’s representativeness, but also “from the experience of the power of the divine spirit, which … was 
regarded as the proleptic presence of the power of the coming age. The presence now of that spirit effected 
a transformation in the present (2 Cor 3.18), but a transformation that evidently will not be complete this 
side of death (cf. 5.1–5).” Wedderburn further asserts that “the new life [was not] merely anticipated in 
[baptism], to remain a matter of promise alone, but that life began from that moment on, and was there to 
be walked in (Rom 6.4).” 
228 C. K. Barrett, The Holy Spirit and the Gospel Tradition (New York: Macmillan, 1947), 153, writes, “For 
Paul also, the first of the Spirit meant both the realisation of eschatology and a reaffirmation of it; so much 
is implied by his use of the term ἀρραβών; the present possession of the Spirit means that part of the future 
bliss is already attained, and equally that part still remains future, still unpossessed.” Hamilton, Holy Spirit, 
34, claims, “the present work of the Spirit is understood by Paul as a breaking-in of the powers of the 
future.” Schweizer, “‘Mystik’ des Sterbens und Auferstehens mit Christus,” 245, explains that the Spirit as 
the “Erstlingsgabe” marks “schon Anbruch des Eschaton.” Kurt Erlemann, “Der Geist als arrabon (2Kor 
5,5) im Kontext der paulinischen Eschatologie,” ZNW 83 (1992): 209, claims that the Spirit “schenkt schon 
jetzt Anteil an der eschatologischen Vollendung.” Dunn, Theology, 421, writes, “So also in [2 Cor] 5.5, the 
Spirit is the arrabōn of the process of transformation now under way in the believer, which will climax in 
the transformed resurrection body (4.16–5.5).” Schnelle, Theologie, 257, interprets the Spirit as ἀρραβών to 
mean that “Zukunft und Gegenwart verschränken sich im rettenden Wirken des Geistes.” Other authors are 
more reserved. Friedrich Wilhelm Horn, Das Angeld des Geistes: Studien zur paulinischen Pneumatologie, 
FRLANT 154 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1992), 404, cautions that the gift of the Spirit does 
not establish a seamless continuity to the eschaton; yet, the presence of the Spirit causally connects one to 
the future life (cf. 393 n. 15). Wolter, Paulus, 167–68, claims that the Spirit is present in the mode of 
“hope.” However, he maintains that when Paul describes the Spirit as the “first fruits,” he is conceiving of 
it not simply as a forerunner of the eschaton, but already a realization of the eschaton (“nicht lediglich für 
eine nur vorläufige Wirklichkeit, [sondern] bereits ein Teil der gesamten Ernte…. [Der Geist] ist vielmehr 
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be so powerful that it ensures the future resurrection (Rom 6:5, 8; cf. 8:11).229 If we add 

this pneumatological dimension to our understanding of the present realization of 

salvation in Paul, it becomes even more puzzling to explain the ongoing existence of 

death. With Christ and the Spirit at work against the old age and bringing the future age 

into the present, how can death remain? 

I have already argued that dualism does not fit within Paul’s thought, no matter 

how cosmologically death is conceived. Even if death should be understood as a quasi-

demonic force, it would be subject to Christ’s lordship, which means that Christ and the 

Spirit would be fighting against an already subjugated power rather than a metaphysical 

equal. In this sort of reality, how could death hold out against the work of God? This 

question becomes most acute in the apocalyptic school, where interpretation is 

characterized by the motif of the battle between the powers and the Spirit.230 

In light of this spectrum of interpretations and their attendant problems, it may be 

helpful to offer a schema: (1) Bultmannian readings—(2) minimalist readings (“death is 

                                                   

… die besondere Gestalt von Gottes eschatischem Heil in der gegenwärtigen Existenz der Christen in der 
Welt”). Yon-Gyong Kwon, “Ἀρραβών as Pledge in Second Corinthians,” NTS 54 (2008): 525–41, stands 
out for his denial that the Spirit marks the in-breaking of the future (541). He rejects the notion that the 
resurrection is a consummation of the Spirit’s work of moral renewal in the present (537). Yet if the moral 
renewal in the present consists in applying the power of Jesus’s resurrection (cf. Rom 6:4), it is hard to see 
how the Spirit does not, at least in some sense, bring the future world into the present. See Strecker, “Auf 
den Tod getauft,” 287, who speaks of the new life, including moral renewal, being grounded in the 
resurrection of Jesus, though Strecker is curiously reticent about the Spirit. 
229 Schnelle, Apostle Paul, 390, 485, explains that the causes of the future resurrection started with Jesus’s 
resurrection and continue into the present through the work of the Spirit. See footnote 223. 
230 See above for the analysis of de Boer, Defeat of Death, as well as the next chapter for the treatment of 
the apocalyptic school. For other works that espouse the view of death as a demonic or quasi-demonic 
power, see Beverly Roberts Gaventa, “Interpreting the Death of Jesus Apocalyptically: Reconsidering 
Romans 8:32,” in Jesus and Paul Reconnected: Fresh Pathways into an Old Debate, ed. Todd D. Still 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 125–45; Campbell, Deliverance, 72–73; de Boer, “Paul’s Mythologizing 
Program in Romans 5–8,” 1–20. 
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overcome for Christ but no one else”)—(3) more robust readings (“Christ and/or the 

Spirit are bringing the future life into the present and overcoming the forces of the old 

age”)—(4) physicalist readings. This represents a sliding scale of interpretations 

concerning the present realization of salvation in Paul, moving from least (1) to most (4) 

realized. I have argued that at least a minimalist reading is required by Paul’s texts, and 

even this minimalist interpretation raises the question of how it is possible that death still 

exists for believers. However, there are hardly any pure minimalist readings without 

some elements of a more robust reading. Since most Pauline scholars, even those with 

proclivities toward a minimalist reading, incorporate elements of a more robust reading, 

particularly in their pneumatology, the problem should be acute for Pauline interpreters 

of the most diverse stripes. And yet, interestingly, the question seems to be virtually 

overlooked in Pauline studies. While the issue was formulated sharply by Beker and 

taken up by de Boer, it has been effectively ignored by subsequent scholars.231 Moreover, 

as we have seen, even the solutions of Beker and de Boer leave unanswered questions. 

There is thus a gaping hole in Pauline studies. 

We are stuck, then, with the puzzle of how it is possible that death remains at all 

in light of God’s work in Christ and the Spirit.232 As Beker and de Boer point out, God’s 

                                                   

231 A notable exception is Richard I. Deibert, Second Corinthians and Paul’s Gospel of Human Mortality, 
WUNT 2/430 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017), who writes of “how Paul faces the disturbing persistence 
of biological death in human existence” (14) and that “New Testament scholarship has largely overlooked 
this question of physical death as a theological problem for Paul” (15). 
232 When I speak of the ongoing existence of death in light of the work of God in Christ and the Spirit, a 
certain ambiguity arises. Much of Pauline scholarship has spoken of time as having been changed since 
Christ’s resurrection. That is, the problem of sin and death consists in their continuing to exist after Christ’s 
resurrection. Yet it may be better to think of all time—before and after Christ—as being transformed by 
God’s act in Christ. In an argument to this effect, Paul Griffiths, Decreation: The Last Things of All 



 

85 

salvific act in Christ and the Spirit thwarts death’s most intimate ally—sin. But, if death’s 

most important ally has been foiled, why does death seem to proceed unhindered? De 

Boer argues that both sin and death have been conquered, yet then it becomes all the 

more difficult to explain how death still exists. Beker, on the other hand, breaks the 

connection between sin and death, contending that sin is conquered while death still 

reigns. This suggestion would seem to offer a solution to the problem of how death still 

features in creation, though we must investigate the relationship between sin and death 

much more closely to see if Beker’s proposal can be sustained. This will be the focus of 

chapter two. 

 

                                                   

Creatures (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2014), 96, explains, “the crucifixion, resurrection, and 
ascension of Jesus lie at the heart of time. [T]ime is contracted by those events, pleated and folded around 
them, gathered by them into a tensely dense possibility…. [T]here (then) eternity’s relation to the 
devastation’s metronomic death hammer is most intense and most transformative.” In Griffiths’s account, 
no moment is entirely separable from the effects of Christ’s life, death, resurrection, and ascension. This 
being the case, the question I am posing becomes relevant for all times, not just the time since the 
resurrection. How might we account for death as a feature of this world at all, at any time, given what we 
know about God’s purposes for creation as revealed in Christ and the Spirit, whose work stands at the heart 
of time? 
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2. The Problem of Sin and Death 
2.1 Introduction 

Can Paul coherently maintain that God has acted against sin and yet Christians 

continue to be mortal in the present age? The problem arises because Paul traces death 

back to sin in various ways (Rom 5:12, 15, 17, 21; 6:16, 21, 23; 7:5, 9–11, 13, 23–24; 

8:10, 13; cf. 1 Cor 15:56), including in its physical sense.1 One might therefore expect 

                                                   

1 The language of death is complex in Romans 5–8 and does not always refer to physical death. See the 
classic article by C. Clifton Black II, “Pauline Perspectives on Death in Romans 5–8,” JBL 103 (1984): 
413–33. Black criticizes the potential anachronism of the threefold distinction of physical, spiritual, and 
eternal death offered by Thomas Barrosse, “Death and Sin in Saint Paul’s Epistle to the Romans,” CBQ 15 
(1953): 438–59. De Boer, Defeat of Death, 83–84, 181–82, revitalizes this threefold classification with a 
historical analysis of ancient Jewish texts. Emma Wasserman, The Death of the Soul in Romans 7: Sin, 
Death, and the Law in Light of Hellenistic Moral Psychology, WUNT 2/256 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2008), 60–103, 128–43, provides an illuminating analysis of death in Romans 6–8 against the background 
of Platonic moral discourse. In the course of my argument, I aim to explicate the content of Paul’s 
references to θάνατος before I apply the heuristic labels of moral and eschatological death, helpful as they 
will prove to be. For now, it is sufficient to note that in Rom 8:20 and 1 Cor 15:21–22, Paul associates 
Adam’s sin with physical death. See Fitzmyer, Romans, 508; Jewett, Romans, 513; Duncan, “The Hope of 
Creation,” 415–17. In view of this connection, it is unlikely that Paul dissociates Adam’s sin from physical 
death in Rom 5:12–21. This realization does not mean that these verses are one-dimensionally about death 
as physical demise. Paul sets death in a moral context by portraying death as a consequence of God’s 
condemnation of Adam’s sin (5:16), and he transposes death into an eschatological key by contrasting it 
with eternal life (5:21). See the works by Egon Brandenburger, Adam und Christus: Exegetisch-
Religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchung zu Röm. 5,12–21 (1. Kor. 15), WMANT 7 (Neukirchen: 
Neukirchener Verlag, 1962), 165–68, and Gerd Schunack, Das hermeneutische Problem des Todes: Im 
Horizont von Römer 5 untersucht, HUT 7 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1967), 275–84. Outside of Paul, 
Jewish texts occasionally associate Adam’s sin with physical death, though this connection appears more 
frequently in later texts. For a discussion of the pertinent texts, see Henry Ansgar Kelly, “Adam Citings 
before the Intrusion of Satan: Recontextualizing Paul’s Theology of Sin and Death,” BTB 44 (2014): 13–
28. Significantly earlier than Paul, Jub. 4:29–30 seems to limit the effect of Adam’s sin to him alone, but 
his sin is said to shorten his life. A few decades after Paul, Adam’s sin is said to introduce physical death in 
4 Ezra 3:7, 10 and LAB 13:8; 37:3. Second Baruch alternates between stating that Adam’s sin cut short the 
years of humanity (17:3; 54:15; 56:6) and claiming that he introduced death per se (23:4; 48:42). In later 
texts, Eve is blamed for the death of humanity (Apoc. Mos. 7:1; 14:2; cp. LAE 26:2) and of Adam (2 En. 
30:17). The considerably earlier Sir 25:24 is often cited as evidence that Eve’s sin was the origin of death, 
but this interpretation is probably mistaken. In Sirach, humanity is created as inherently mortal (17:1–2; cf. 
14:17; 40:11; 41:3). On this point, see Jack Levison, “Is Eve to Blame: A Contextual Analysis of Sirach 
25:24?” CBQ 47 (1985): 617–23; Tann Ellison, “Is Eve the ‘Woman’ in Sirach 25:24?” CBQ 73 (2011): 
723–42. 
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that sin and physical death would be attenuated proportionately. Yet, while Christians can 

resist sin, they seem to do less well against death. Paul proclaims that God has worked 

against sin (5:12–21; 8:3), not least by enabling those in Christ to die to sin and be free 

from it (6:2, 6–7, 18, 22; 7:24–25; 8:2, 9, 12–14). However, Paul also affirms that 

Christians are and will remain mortal in the present age (6:12; 8:11, 18–25). 

How are we to explain the fact that God’s work against sin does not eliminate 

mortality in the present age, particularly for those in Christ, who are already set free from 

sin? Does sin remain the cause of mortality for Christians? If so, how? If not, should we, 

like Beker, judge Paul to be incoherent because then he would break the otherwise 

indissoluble connection he posits between sin and death?2  

With such a weighty charge laid at Paul’s feet in the midst of an interpretive field 

that has simultaneously ignored and inadvertently sharpened this question, it is time to 

face the problem squarely. Without claiming to systematize the entirety of Paul’s thought 

on sin and death, I intend to show how Paul can coherently ascribe mortality to Christians 

even in light of his statements about sin and God’s salvific act in Christ and the Spirit. I 

will argue that the force of sin remains connected to the flesh of Christian bodies in the 

form of the sin-tending passions and that Paul views this force as the reason why 

Christians are still mortal.3 I will contend that this point becomes clear in Rom 8:10, a 

                                                   

2 Beker, Paul, 222. 
3 Paul mentions the ἐπιθυµίαι in Rom 6:12 and the παθήµατα in 7:5, which seem to amount to the same 
thing (cf. ἐπιθυµία in 7:8–9). I will largely follow Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 81–89, in her case for 
understanding sin in much of Romans 6–8 as a representation of the passions as they feature within ancient 
Platonic moral discourse. In explaining the language of the passions, Stanley K. Stowers, “Paul’s Four 
Discourses about Sin,” in Celebrating Paul: Festschrift in Honor of Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, O.P., and 
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notoriously difficult verse, but one that can be seen to make good sense in light of the 

case I advance in this chapter.  

It is important to stress that I do not mean that Christians are still dominated by 

sin, as if the struggle in Rom 7:7–25 described the experience of a person who has 

already been delivered from sin by God through Christ and the Spirit.4 I claim simply that 

the force of sin qua sin-tending passions still dwells in the flesh of Christians.5 This force 

of sin has been decisively overcome in that God has empowered people to resist it 

through Christ and the Spirit. At the same time, God circumscribes the work of Christ 

and the Spirit so that they do not dispel sin from even the Christian body. For this reason, 

Christians remain mortal. God’s circumscription of Christ and the Spirit does not mean 

that sin and death are not subject to God, as if the reason God’s work is not complete 

                                                   

Joseph A. Fitzmyer, S.J., ed. Peter Spitaler, CBQMS 48 (Washington, D.C.: Catholic Biblical Association 
of America, 2011), 123, writes,  

In Paul’s time, the words for passions could either mean just the emotions or the whole non-
rational or non-mental part (appetites and emotions) of the person. The emotions unlike the 
appetites could be directed by the mind, but were prone to run out of control and work against the 
mind. The appetites are intimately connected with the bodily parts with which they are associated. 

I have in mind particularly the appetites in Stowers’s description, since this concept corresponds most 
closely to the “passions” and “desires” in Rom 6:12; 7:5, 7–25. It should be noted, though, that in following 
Wasserman and Stowers, I do not mean to contend that Paul espouses the same anthropology as Platonists 
or that the “passions” therefore mean exactly the same thing for Paul and the Platonists. I maintain that the 
Platonic discourse is illuminating insofar as it helps us to understand Paul’s conception of the παθήµατα 
and ἐπιθυµίαι in Romans 6–8 as intrinsic to the human body and as sources of sin. On the complexities of 
comparing traditions, see C. Kavin Rowe, One True Life: The Stoics and Early Christians as Rival 
Traditions (Yale University Press, 2016), 175–258. 
4 This conclusion is broadly agreed to in Pauline studies in the wake of the work of Kümmel on Romans 7. 
Since Kümmel, some scholars have continued to maintain that Rom 7:7–25 describes the experience of a 
Christian. So, Cranfield, Romans, 1:341; Dunn, Romans, 1:377. However, these authors fail to reckon 
adequately with the difference between the situation of the person in Rom 7:7–25 and that of the Christian 
in the rest of Romans 6–8. See below. 
5 Cp. the claim of Wrede, Paul, 112: “For [Paul], flesh and sin cohere indissolubly together, even in the 
case of believers.” Wrede did not, however, elaborate on this statement. 
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were because sin and death can parry the blow that God has struck against them. It means 

simply that God sets parameters to his own work in this age concerning sin and death. 

What the purpose of those parameters might be will be explored in chapter four. This 

chapter aims merely to explain those limitations in a way that can account for the 

ongoing mortality of Christians.  

The argument will be focused on Romans 5–8, since all the relevant issues surface 

here: sin and death feature in a more concentrated way than anywhere else in Paul,6 

God’s salvific act against sin is described at length (5:12–21; 6:1–23; 7:5–6, 24; 8:1–13), 

and physical death nevertheless remains a feature of the present age (6:12; 8:11, 18–23).7 

To set the groundwork for my proposal, I will orient my analysis to a broader problem in 

Pauline studies, namely how to conceive of sin (ἁµαρτία) and what it might mean for 

ἁµαρτία to be overcome in Christ. 

2.2 The Problem of Sin in Romans 5–8 

In Romans 5–8, ἁµαρτία is not reducible to human action. Paul does, of course, 

use ἁµαρτία and its cognate verb to speak of sinful action (Rom 2:12; 3:20, 23; 4:7–8; 

5:12–14, 16; 6:15; 11:27; 14:23). However, this usage does not exhaust the meaning of 

ἁµαρτία in Romans 5–8. In these chapters, ἁµαρτία designates not only what humans do 

                                                   

6 In the seven letters typically agreed to be by Paul, ἁµαρτία and cognate words appear eighty-four times. 
Sixty of these references are in Romans. The noun ἁµαρτία appears fifty-eight times in the letters. Forty-
eight of these are in Romans and forty-one are in Romans 5–8. Likewise, θάνατος and cognate terms appear 
ninety-five times in the letters. Forty-nine of these occur in Romans, and forty-two are in Romans 5–8. 
7 Among important commentaries on Romans, see Cranfield, Romans; Wilckens, Römer; Käsemann, 
Romans; Dunn, Romans; Fitzmyer, Romans; Moo, Romans; Jewett, Romans; Wolter, Römer; Longenecker, 
Romans. Also look for the much anticipated commentary by Beverly Roberts Gaventa. 
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but also a force that precedes human action.8 This meaning of ἁµαρτία is clearest in 

Romans 7 where ἁµαρτία is depicted as a subject that precedes the sinful action of the 

speaker.9 When the speaker is presented by the Mosaic law with a prohibition (7:7, Οὐκ 

ἐπιθυµήσεις), sin works in him to make him violate that prohibition (7:8, ἀφορµὴν δὲ 

λαβοῦσα ἡ ἁµαρτία διὰ τῆς ἐντολῆς κατειργάσατο ἐν ἐµοὶ πᾶσαν ἐπιθυµίαν).10 The speaker 

agrees with the good of the law (7:16, σύµφηµι τῷ νόµῳ ὅτι καλός) and wants to do good 

(7:19, ὃ θέλω … ἀγαθόν), but the sin that dwells in him intervenes to make him do the evil 

he hates (7:15, 17–20; v. 20, εἰ δὲ ὃ οὐ θέλω τοῦτο ποιῶ, οὐκέτι ἐγὼ κατεργάζοµαι αὐτὸ 

ἀλλὰ ἡ οἰκοῦσα ἐν ἐµοὶ ἁµαρτία). Here ἁµαρτία cannot designate the evil action itself, 

since ἁµαρτία enters into the process before the human agent commits the action. With 

                                                   

8 Bruce Norman Kaye, The Thought Structure of Romans with Special Reference to Chapter 6 (Austin: 
Schola Press, 1979), neglects the significance of this point. Kaye claims that ἁµαρτία, when portrayed as an 
agent, is a personification of sinful action or the guilt consequent upon it (56). Such a conclusion cannot 
account for passages like Rom 7:8, 17, 20, where ἁµαρτία precedes human action. Kaye does speak in 
passing of the power of human passions, but he distinguishes these from the power of sin (40). This brief 
acknowledgement makes no difference for his conclusions. Kaye is followed by Heikki Räisänen, Paul and 
the Law, 2nd ed., WUNT 29 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1987), 99 n. 29. Kaye is often cited by scholars 
who argue that ἁµαρτία denotes the passions and appetites, but their position is significantly different from 
his, since they allow that ἁµαρτία refers not only to human action but also to a force prior to it. See 
Stowers, Rereading, 351 n. 11; Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 54; Colin D. Miller, The Practice of the 
Body of Christ: Human Agency in Pauline Theology after MacIntyre, PTMS (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 
2014), 99 n. 2. Günter Röhser, Metaphorik und Personifikation der Sünde: Antike Sündenvorstellungen und 
paulinische Hamartia, WUNT 2/25 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1987), 177, 179–80, focuses on ἁµαρτία as a 
personification of human transgression, though he affirms that ἁµαρτία draws the passions into its orb of 
meaning. 
9 I deal below with the other sections of Romans 5–8 where ἁµαρτία is personified. In the rest of Romans 
5–8, the significance of the personification is contested, since Paul may personify sinful action without 
intending us to conceive of ἁµαρτία as a force that precedes human action. See footnotes 8, 12, 13, and 14. 
I begin with Romans 7 to show where ἁµαρτία cannot merely be personifying sinful human action. 
10 I use the masculine pronoun because Paul uses masculine adjectives (σάρκινος, πεπραµένος) for the 
speaker (7:14). 
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good and evil standing before the agent, ἁµαρτία takes over and determines the outcome 

in favor of evil. Thus, ἁµαρτία and evil action are closely connected. Indeed, Paul 

probably terms this force ἁµαρτία because of the end it drives the agent toward.11 

Nevertheless, ἁµαρτία is not simply identified with the action it brings about. 

How exactly are we to understand this force of ἁµαρτία that precedes human 

action? Here we encounter a great divide in Pauline studies between those who see sin as 

a force intrinsic to human flesh—the desires (ἐπιθυµίαι, 6:12) and passions (παθήµατα, 

7:5) of the body12—and those who view ἁµαρτία (and often σάρξ) as a cosmic force that 

is extrinsic to the human constitution even as it can operate internally to the person.13 

While this division has been cast in different ways, I describe the debate as I do in order 

to bring the fundamental disagreement into relief with as much precision and clarity as 

possible.14 

                                                   

11 So Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 84. 
12 Examples include Stowers, Rereading, 66–74, 176–89, 253–84; Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 81–89; 
Miller, Practice of the Body of Christ, 99–135. Stowers presents much the same case in his more recent 
work. See his “Paul and Self-Mastery,” in Paul in the Greco-Roman World: A Handbook, ed. J. Paul 
Sampley (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 2003), 524–50; “Two Kinds of Self: Response to Ekkehard W. 
Stegemann,” in Reformation Readings of Romans, ed. Kathy Ehrensperger and R. Ward Holder, Romans 
Through History and Cultures (New York: T&T Clark, 2008), 50–56; “Four Discourses,” 100–27; “Paul as 
Hero of Subjectivity,” in Paul and the Philosophers, ed. Hent de Vries and Ward Blanton (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2013), 159–74. 
13 This view is represented mostly by the apocalyptic school and its forerunners. See Tannehill, Dying and 
Rising, 17–18; Käsemann, “On Paul’s Anthropology,” 28–31; Gaventa, “Cosmic Power of Sin,” 229–40; 
“‘God Handed Them Over’,” in Our Mother Saint Paul, 118–23; Campbell, Deliverance, 72; de Boer, 
“Paul’s Mythologizing Program,” 13–14; Eastman, Paul and the Person, 8, 109–10.  
14 The division posited by Gustav Stählin, “ἁµαρτία,” TDNT 1:296, between sin as demon and sin as 
metaphor is not as clear as it could be, because it does not specify how one conceives of the underlying sin 
that is spoken of metaphorically. Gaventa, “‘God Handed Them Over’,” 120, distinguishes between sin as 
transgression and sin as external force, but this classification has no space for the “passions” view. Joseph 
R. Dodson, The “Powers” of Personification: Rhetorical Purpose in the Book of Wisdom and the Letter to 
the Romans, BZNW 161 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2008), 20, similarly presents the alternatives of sin as 
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Unfortunately, representatives of each position have sometimes taken a 

reductionistic view of the alternative perspective, obscuring where genuine agreement 

lies. So, advocates of the cosmic view at times critique the “passions” interpretation for 

reducing ἁµαρτία to human transgression.15 It is true that proponents of the passions view 

do interpret ἁµαρτία as sinful action in Rom 5:12–21. Yet this criticism overlooks the fact 

that elsewhere, particularly in 7:7–25, advocates of this position conceive of ἁµαρτία as a 

                                                   

action and sin as an enslaving mythological force. However, Dodson’s summary veils the different ways 
sin as an enslaving power can be interpreted. David J. Southall, Rediscovering Righteousness in Romans, 
WUNT 2/240 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 110, suggests that sin is neither simply concrete action nor 
a demonic entity, but rather “a redescription of the reality of human enslavement to forces beyond 
humanity’s power.” Yet Southall’s formulation is unnecessarily vague because we can be more precise in 
naming the force that Paul designates with ἁµαρτία. Matthew Croasmun, The Emergence of Sin: The 
Cosmic Tyrant in Romans (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 13, submits that the way forward 
lies in “adopting a framework in which both [of Southall’s] extremes can be occupied simultaneously.” 
According to Croasmun, humans individually become enslaved to passions as they sin (1:24, 26). This 
enslavement marks the emergence of sin as a mythological power (108). Individual thralldom to the 
passions then becomes a collective enslavement to a debased mind (1:28, p. 110) and to the collective body 
of sin (6:6, pp. 111, 118). By becoming a force that is greater than any one individual or collective sin, sin 
emerges as mythological power that reigns (5:21), constraining humanity throughout history (105). Sin as a 
mythological power thus supervenes on the individual and social levels of sin. I regard this suggestion as a 
valid extension of Paul’s theology. However, Croasmun does not establish that ἁµαρτία designates more 
than action in Rom 5:12–21 or more than the passions in much of chapters 6–8. Croasmun asserts but does 
not argue that ἁµαρτία in 5:21 signifies a force prior to human action (105). His other texts furnish a fragile 
basis for arguing that the dominion of sin exceeds enthrallment to the passions. Ultimately, Croasmun’s 
argument does not require ἁµαρτία to be more than the passions in much of Romans 6–8. Croasmun objects 
that the passions would have to be transposed into a different cosmic imaginary than the Platonic discourse 
in which they are grounded (20 n. 79). Croasmun is right insofar as Paul and the Platonists do not share the 
same view of the cosmos or humanity, and thus due caution must be taken in appealing to a specific aspect 
of their anthropologies, namely what both call the “passions.” I do not contend that “passions” denote 
exactly the same thing within the differing anthropologies of Paul and the Platonists; rather, I hold that the 
Platonic discourse is illuminating insofar as it helps us to understand Paul’s conception of the passions as 
intrinsic to the human constitution and inclined toward sin. In this sense, ἁµαρτία may denote the passions 
in the bulk of Romans 6–8. See footnote 3. 
15 Gaventa, “Cosmic Power of Sin,” 231; “‘God Handed Them Over’,” 121. Gaventa’s criticism can be 
applied with some justice to Kaye, Röhser, and Troels Engberg-Pedersen, Paul and the Stoics (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2000), 207, 240. However, this critique does not pertain to Stowers’s account of 
the passions. Gaventa further claims that sin is neither “misdirection” (“‘God Handed Them Over’,” 121) 
nor “a disposition or flaw in human nature” (“Cosmic Power of Sin,” 231), which may be an attempt to 
summarize Stowers’s view of the passions. Yet Gaventa’s criticism neglects the extent to which her own 
arguments can be accommodated by understanding sin as the passions. 
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force that precedes and determines human action. This is a significant point of 

commonality with the cosmic view of sin. 

On the other side, proponents of the “sin as passions” view often reproach the 

other side for seeing ἁµαρτία as a cosmic demon.16 To be sure, advocates of the cosmic 

view do often assert that ἁµαρτία (and σάρξ) is a figure very much like a demon or is 

closely aligned with demonic forces.17 Yet when one examines these interpretations 

closely, it becomes evident that many of the fundamental points of the cosmic view do 

not demand the conclusion that ἁµαρτία is a demon. Proponents of this view claim that 

the entirety of human life outside of Christ is determined by ἁµαρτία (and σάρξ) in a way 

that transcends individual human decisions. Since Adam, humans find themselves to be 

constrained by ἁµαρτία before they make any choices. Now, no matter what decision 

humans make, they are unable to free themselves from their bondage to ἁµαρτία. 

Therefore, humanity requires a dramatic divine rescue, a change in the very 

                                                   

16 Stowers, Rereading, 179, criticizes the cosmic view for seeing “sin (especially in chapters 5–8) [as] 
analogous to so-called apocalyptic or Gnostic notions of world domination by demonic spiritual beings.” 
Stowers broadens the critique so that he discounts appeals not only to “demons, spiritual powers” but also 
to “external forces” more generally to explain Paul’s language of sin in Romans 7 (280). Wasserman, 
Death of the Soul, 84, claims that in the cosmic view, sin is a “materially embodied ‘cosmic’ entity that 
fights against God and invades each human being” or a “substantial reality as a hostile quasi-demonic 
power.” Miller, Practice of the Body of Christ, 99–100, 104–5, criticizes the cosmic view for maintaining 
that sin is a “cosmic demon.” 
17 Clearest of all may be Dibelius, Geisterwelt, 121–23. However, even Dibelius, who is often credited with 
the rise of this interpretation, claims that Paul is chastening the views of his audience, who are concerned 
about the threat of evil external forces. By making sin an “indwelling demon,” Dibelius suggests, Paul is 
trying to convey that evil arises internally rather than externally. More recently, Timo Laato, Paul and 
Judaism: An Anthropological Approach, trans. T. McElwain, SFSHJ 115 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1995), 
75. Although they are less explicit than Dibelius and Laato, the following also align sin with the demonic 
or apocalyptic powers: Käsemann, “On Paul’s Anthropology,” 28–31; Romans, 204; Gaventa, “Cosmic 
Power of Sin,” 231, 237, 239; “‘God Handed Them Over’,” 118–23; Campbell, Deliverance, 72; de Boer, 
“Paul’s Mythologizing Program,” 13; Eastman, Paul and the Person, 110. 
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circumstances in which humanity finds itself. This articulation of the cosmic perspective 

is entirely compatible with the view of sin as the passions, and I intend to champion these 

aspects of this perspective. 

At base, the cosmic interpretation and the “passions” view diverge over the best 

way to contextualize the notion that ἁµαρτία is a force that precedes and determines 

human action and destiny.18 Advocates of the cosmic view contextualize this point by 

comparing Paul’s picture of humanity with that found in certain Jewish apocalyptic texts, 

such as 1 Enoch 1–36, Jubilees, and 1QS 3:13–4:26. They propose that the force of 

ἁµαρτία (and σάρξ) in Paul functions analogously to the superhuman angelic forces in 

these works. Ἁµαρτία is said to be like the angelic powers in that it overwhelms humanity 

and can only be dealt with by an act of divine deliverance.19 Proponents of the passions 

view, however, argue that even in these apocalyptic texts, the superhuman powers are not 

portrayed as causing humans to sin in precisely the way ἁµαρτία does in Romans 7.20 

Ironically, this criticism effectively charges that the apocalyptic school fails to reckon 

with just how controlling the force of ἁµαρτία is. In other words, the apocalyptic version 

                                                   

18 There is a further, incidental disagreement between the cosmic view and some proponents of the passions 
view. Stowers, Rereading, 44, and Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 147, limit the problem of the passions to 
the Gentiles. Yet this aspect of their proposal can be separated from the more basic issue of whether Paul 
views sin as the passions. Miller, Practice of the Body of Christ, 99–135, does not limit the problem to the 
Gentiles. I deal with this problem in greater detail below. 
19 De Boer, “Paul’s Mythologizing Program,” 1–20. Similarly, Gaventa, “Cosmic Power of Sin,” 231–32, 
235–40. Dibelius, Geisterwelt, 122, points to the depiction of demonic possession in the Gospels, but in the 
Gospels demons do not cause the person to sin as in Romans 7 but rather oppress the person in a wide 
variety of ways. Käsemann, Romans, 204, similarly points to demonic possession as portrayed in T. Naph. 
8:6. However, this text does not describe demonic indwelling and it is likely quite late in its current form. 
20 Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 84–87. 
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of the cosmic view is not apocalyptic enough! The advocates of the passions view claim 

to find a better fit between Paul’s discussion of ἁµαρτία and Platonic moral discourse on 

the passions. 

Despite their disagreements, both perspectives can illuminate Paul’s thought on 

sin. I will argue that, when we understand ἁµαρτία as sinful action in some texts and as 

the passions in others, we can still account for many of the valid observations of the 

cosmic view: ἁµαρτία functions as a universally determinative reality, a force that 

precedes and shapes human action, and a problem that can be solved only by God 

drastically changing the conditions in which humanity exists. I see no cogent reason to 

conclude that Paul uses the signifier ἁµαρτία to denote a reality other than sinful action or 

the passions in Romans 5–8. Yet I also do not believe that this conclusion invalidates the 

bulk of the cosmic view of sin.21 Ultimately, my concern is simply to argue that ἁµαρτία 

is best construed as sinful action and the passions in Romans 5–8. Interpreting ἁµαρτία as 

the passions will provide the key to explain how Christians are still connected to sin and 

therefore mortal. 

                                                   

21 My argument does not question the importance of Satan, demons, angels, and other superhuman spiritual 
beings in Paul’s thought. The powers listed in Rom 8:38 (especially “angels”), for example, could easily try 
to tempt Christians to sin. On this broader question, cf. Guy Williams, The Spirit World in the Letters of 
Paul the Apostle: A Critical Examination of the Role of Spiritual Beings in the Authentic Pauline Epistles, 
FLRANT 231 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2009) and Robert Ewusie Moses, Practices of 
Power: Revisiting the Principalities and Powers in the Pauline Letters, Emerging Scholars (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2014). For earlier texts that address Paul’s conceptuality in this area, see G. B. Caird, 
Principalities and Powers: A Study in Pauline Theology (Oxford: Clarendon, 1956); Wesley Carr, Angels 
and Principalities: The Background, Meaning, and Development of the Pauline Phrase hai archai kai hai 
exousiai, SNTSMS 42 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981); Walter Wink, Naming the Powers: 
The Language of Power in the New Testament (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984). 
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2.2.1 The Cosmic View of Sin  

Here I will examine the major arguments for the cosmic view of sin in order to 

highlight my agreement with many of its basic points, while at the same time setting my 

own view in relief. 

2.2.1.1 Sin as a Universally Determinative Reality 

Advocates of the cosmic view are right to claim that sin cannot be accounted for 

in terms of willful human choice and action in Romans 5–8.22 In addition to the very 

clear signals we have already observed in 7:7–25, this point is at least implicit in 5:12–

21.  

In 5:12–21, sin is not simply one option among others for humanity after Adam. 

Paul affirms not only that all people sin (πάντες ἥµαρτον, 5:12), but also that all people 

become sinners through Adam’s disobedience (διὰ τῆς παρακοῆς τοῦ ἑνὸς ἀνθρώπου 

ἁµαρτωλοὶ κατεστάθησαν οἱ πολλοί, 5:19). As Paul narrates history, humanity cannot 

avoid sinning but rather is somehow doomed to sin as a result of Adam’s transgression.23 

As Käsemann aptly puts it, human sinning is a manifestation of the Adamic world in 

which humanity lives.24 The fact of universal death and eschatological perdition only 

highlights humanity’s helplessness in the face of sin (5:12, 15, 17, 21). If humanity could 

                                                   

22 Gaventa, “Cosmic Power of Sin,” 231. 
23 Käsemann, Romans, 147, claims that after Adam, humanity “cannot choose freely but can only grasp 
what is already there,” namely the possibility of sin and death. Similarly, de Boer, Defeat of Death, 161; 
Campbell, Deliverance, 91; Eastman, Paul and the Person, 111. 
24 Käsemann, “On Paul’s Anthropology,” 24. As early as his dissertation, Käsemann defined a person as 
“the concrete manifestation of the world which concretely determines his activity and suffering” (Leib und 
Leib Christi: Eine Untersuchung zur paulinischen Begrifflichkeit, BHT 9 [Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1933], 
111–12). 
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extricate itself from the problem of sin, people would not be hopelessly consigned to 

sin’s baleful end of death. However, all humanity is helpless vis-à-vis death as a result of 

Adam’s sin (τῷ τοῦ ἑνὸς παραπτώµατι οἱ πολλοὶ ἀπέθανον, 5:15; τῷ τοῦ ἑνὸς παραπτώµατι 

ὁ θάνατος ἐβασίλευσεν, 5:17).25 Indeed, Paul implies that humanity was doomed not 

simply to physical death but also to death as an exclusion from eschatological life, as the 

contrast between θάνατος and ζωὴ αἰώνιος in 5:21 suggests (cf. 6:21–23). As a result of 

Adam’s sin, humanity is inexorably headed to perdition. 

In light of this deterministic picture, it is highly probable that Paul presupposes 

some mechanism by which humanity is doomed to sin as a result of Adam’s 

transgression. The question is whether Paul names that mechanism in this passage or 

gives us enough information to discern what that mechanism may be.26 

                                                   

25 Even if the disputed ἐφ᾽ ᾧ in 5:12 means “because,” and thus Paul attributes death to the sin of every 
human being as well as to Adam (“death spread through to all because all sinned”), the fact of sinning itself 
is traced back to Adam (5:19), and so ultimately death is grounded in his sin. Humanity’s inevitable sin 
would function as the middle term between Adam’s sin and universal death. See the translation options for 
ἐφ᾽ ᾧ laid out in Fitzmyer, Romans, 413–17. 
26 Interpreters have perennially debated how to conceive of this mechanism. See the discussion in Moo, 
Romans, 322–29; Croasmun, Emergence of Sin, 133–38. Croasmun refers to David L. Smith, who 
describes multiple ways interpreters have connected Adam’s sin to the sin of subsequent humanity: realism 
(human nature fell with Adam’s sin), federalism (all inherit a depraved nature and guilt because Adam 
represented humanity as its head), example (human nature remained unchanged by Adam’s sin but the bad 
example of predecessors leads all to sin), social transmission (socialization, not heredity, leads to sin), and 
biological transmission (the tendency to sin is transmitted biologically from Adam). David L. Smith, With 
Willful Intent: A Theology of Sin (Wheaton: BridgePoint, 1994), 360–67. The cosmic view of sin adds yet 
another way of conceiving why all humans are doomed to sin: sin is a superhuman power that determines 
human behavior. I find that the idea that human nature was weakened as a result of Adam’s sin is the only 
proposal with a near contemporary parallel in 4 Ezra, where the “evil heart” is said to prevent the 
possibility of salvific obedience after Adam’s sin (3:20–22; 4:4; 7:48, 118–20). Cp. Stowers, “Paul’s Four 
Discourses,” 110: “In spite of the massive amounts of ink that have been spilled on asking how in Romans 
5 Adam’s sin was causative of human sinfulness, Paul follows extant Jewish sources in showing no interest 
in that question.” Whether or not Paul explains how sin was transmitted, Paul, like Ezra, asserts that 
Adam’s sin is the cause of later human sin. 
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According to the cosmic interpretation of sin, that mechanism is named in this 

passage as ἁµαρτία itself, understood as some kind of power or force in the universe.27 In 

order for this reading to be sustained, ἁµαρτία must, at least at certain points of 5:12–21, 

denote the reality that makes it inevitable for humans to sin. So, when Adam sins and 

ἁµαρτία enters the world (5:12), ἁµαρτία cannot be limited to human transgression but 

must designate a force that compels human agency. Similarly, when ἁµαρτία (and 

θάνατος) is said to reign (5:21; cf. 5:14, 17), proponents of the cosmic view argue that we 

should think of this language as denoting a power that determines human action. Thus, 

Käsemann claims that sin and death are to be understood “not primarily [as] act and 

punishment but [as] ruling powers.”28 They are “forces which seize [human] existence 

and determine [human] will.”29 

The problem for such a view is that, at least in 5:12–21, it is not clear that ἁµαρτία 

denotes a force prior to and distinct from the act of sinning. That is not to claim that 

sinning can therefore be reduced to an unconstrained act of the will or that Paul envisions 

humanity as being entirely autonomous after Adam. Nor is it to deny that Paul 

presupposes some force or mechanism that precedes human sinning and causes humans 

                                                   

27 Cf. Gaventa, “Cosmic Power of Sin,” 231: “sin is Sin—not a lower-case transgression, not even a human 
disposition or flaw in human nature, but an upper-case Power that enslaves humankind and stands over 
against God.” Campbell, Deliverance, 72: “The powers of Sin and Death have entered the world by way of 
the original transgression of God’s commandment by humanity.” De Boer, “Paul’s Mythologizing 
Program,” 14: “Behind human sinning and human dying, Paul discerns cosmological powers at work which 
he calls Sin and Death” (emphasis original). 
28 Käsemann, Romans, 150.  
29 Käsemann, Romans, 147. 
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inevitably to sin. It is not even to reject the idea that Paul uses ἁµαρτία elsewhere, as in 

7:7–25, to signify such a force. It is simply to question whether Paul uses ἁµαρτία to 

designate that reality in 5:12–21. Just because he assumes that some underlying force 

makes sinning unavoidable does not mean that he identifies that force in these verses.  

Certainly, ἁµαρτία does not demand to be understood as signifying more than 

human sinning in this section (cf. 5:12–13, 20–21), and several textual indicators incline 

one to read ἁµαρτία as a reference to human action in these verses. We are first told that 

ἁµαρτία enters the world through Adam (5:12). We probably should not understand this 

statement to mean more than that Adam introduced sinning into the world. Paul 

repeatedly highlights Adam’s act of sinning in this section. His παράβασις was a kind of 

sinning (5:14). Three times Paul says that Adam committed a παράπτωµα (5:15, 17, 18). 

Adam is the one who sinned (δι᾽ ἑνὸς ἁµαρτήσαντος, 5:16). In saying that ἁµαρτία entered 

the world through Adam, Paul may have in mind the more expansive idea that Adam 

introduced sin not only by sinning himself but also by bringing about a whole history of 

sinning, as Paul states in 5:16 and 19. In that case, ἁµαρτία would refer to the general fact 

of human sinning that started with Adam, but it would not denote more than human sin. 

Clearly ἁµαρτία must have the same referent in its nearby second occurrence in 

5:12. Paul claims that death entered the world through sin and thus death spread through 

to all people because all sinned (διὰ τῆς ἁµαρτίας ὁ θάνατος, καὶ οὕτως εἰς πάντας 



 

100 

ἀνθρώπους ὁ θάνατος διῆλθεν, ἐφ᾽ ᾧ πάντες ἥµαρτον, 5:12).30 Again, Paul seems to think of 

Adam’s sin, since Paul appears to restate this idea twice with different words in 5:15 and 

5:17: it is by the παράπτωµα of one man that the many died (5:15) and by the παράπτωµα 

of one man that death reigned (5:17). The second half of 5:12 is notoriously knotty 

because of the phrase ἐφ᾽ ᾧ πάντες ἥµαρτον. Here many have seen Paul redundantly 

attributing the cause of death to human sin as well as Adam’s sin.31 Yet, even if Paul does 

attribute death in some way to post-Adamic human sin, this does not change the referent 

of the preceding ἁµαρτία, which, as we have seen, clearly refers to human deeds.  

Whether Paul carries over the idea of Adam’s sin or the general act of human sin from 

the first referent of ἁµαρτία, ἁµαρτία would still refer to human action. 

This focus on ἁµαρτία as human action is made clear in the very next verse. In 

5:13, Paul explains that ἁµαρτία existed before the law came, although ἁµαρτία would not 

have been accounted before the arrival of the law.32 Paul must be referring to human sin, 

since it would make no sense for Paul to be claiming that a cosmic force was not 

accounted before the law. Paul continues to focus on sinful action in 5:14, claiming that 

even those who sinned by some way other than violating a commandment were subjected 

to the reign of death. 

                                                   

30 At this juncture, my point does not depend on the translation of ἐφ᾽ ᾧ. 
31 See Fitzmyer, Romans, 413–17. 
32 On ἐλλογεῖται, see Fitzmyer, Romans, 417. 
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Ἁµαρτία is not mentioned again until 5:20–21. Here, though, the meaning of 

ἁµαρτία does not seem to change, even as ἁµαρτία is said to have “increased” and 

“reigned in death.” Immediately preceding his statement that sin increased (ἐπλεόνασεν ἡ 

ἁµαρτία), Paul claims that transgression increased (πλεονάσῃ τὸ παράπτωµα, 5:20). The 

shift from τὸ παράπτωµα to ἡ ἁµαρτία does not seem to signal a shift in meaning. Rather, 

Paul uses both τὸ παράπτωµα and ἡ ἁµαρτία to refer to the general sinful action of 

humanity. So, when he repeats ἡ ἁµαρτία in 5:21, it is likely that we are to supply the 

same meaning as in 5:20. When Paul claims that ἡ ἁµαρτία “reigned in death” (5:21), he 

appears to stress that the universal curse of death highlights the universal inevitability of 

sinning.33 The language of death “reigning” (5:14, 17) similarly serves to underscore the 

universal inescapability of death (5:15). Käsemann is therefore right to say that sin and 

death “implicate all people individually and everywhere determine reality as destiny.”34  

Insofar as their universal inexorability is concerned, ἁµαρτία and θάνατος can be 

described as determinative, “reigning” realities. After Adam, no one can avoid sinning, so 

no one can escape the problem of death, which consists not merely in physical demise but 

also in exclusion from eternal life (5:21; cf. 6:21–23). Yet it goes beyond and even 

against textual signals to conclude that in 5:12–21 Paul uses ἁµαρτία and θάνατος to 

designate forces that stand behind or outside the realities of human action (sin) and 

                                                   

33 Croasmun, Emergence of Sin, 105, assumes rather than argues that ἁµαρτία in 5:21 designates a force 
that precedes and shapes human action. 
34 Käsemann, Romans, 150. 
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experience (death).35 Again, Paul almost certainly presupposes some mechanism that 

makes sinning inevitable. It simply does not seem to be the case that he names that 

mechanism in this passage with the signifier ἁµαρτία. 

2.2.1.2 Sin as a Force Exceeding and Prior to Human Action 

2.2.1.2.1 Sin as Slave Master 

The proponents of the cosmic view do not rest their entire case on 5:12–21 in 

isolation, though. They also point to the portrayal of sin in Romans 6–7, where in many 

instances ἁµαρτία must designate more than human action.36 We have already seen how 

ἁµαρτία in 7:7–25 cannot be reduced to human action but must be a force that precedes 

the act of sinning. This meaning of ἁµαρτία is pertinent also in Romans 6. 

In Romans 6, ἁµαρτία may initially denote an act that humans engage in, but 

eventually it turns into a reality that overpowers them. In 6:1, Paul asks whether 

Christians should persist in sin (ἐπιµένωµεν τῇ ἁµαρτίᾳ, 6:1), which reads most easily as a 

reference to sin as action. Christians died to sin (ἀπεθάνοµεν τῇ ἁµαρτίᾳ), which means 

they cannot live in it (πῶς ἔτι ζήσοµεν ἐν αὐτῇ, 6:2). In other words, they cannot live the 

sinful way they used to. Now that they have died with Christ, they walk in newness of 

life (6:3–5).  

                                                   

35 Contra de Boer, “Paul’s Mythologizing Program,” 14: “Behind human sinning and human dying, Paul 
discerns cosmological powers at work which he calls Sin and Death” (emphasis original). 
36 Cf. Gaventa, “Cosmic Power of Sin,” 231–32, 235–40. 
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In 6:6, though, Paul begins to portray ἁµαρτία as more than human action. We are 

told that we died with Christ so that the body of sin (τὸ σῶµα τῆς ἁµαρτίας) might be 

brought to an end, so that we might no longer be slaves to sin (τοῦ µηκέτι δουλεύειν ἡµᾶς 

τῇ ἁµαρτίᾳ).37 Paul develops this picture of sin as a slave master in 6:12–23. Formerly 

Christians were enslaved to ἁµαρτία (6:17–18, 20, 22; cf. 6:7), and ἁµαρτία repaid its 

servants with death (6:23).38 Paul warns that obeying ἁµαρτία would allow it to rule as 

the master it once was (6:12–14, 16).  

How exactly are we to understand Paul’s conception of ἁµαρτία here? At the very 

least, Paul’s warnings entail that sinning is dangerous because ἁµαρτία comes to 

dominate the human agent (6:12, 16). Paul’s admonitions thus suggest that ἁµαρτία takes 

on a life of its own, becoming something greater than any single human action. This 

portrayal of sin is filled out in Romans 7, where servitude to sin is discussed at length. 

The speaker is represented as a slave of ἁµαρτία when he describes himself as “sold 

under ἁµαρτία” (7:14).39 This slavery consists in being unable to resist ἁµαρτία, however 

                                                   

37 The significance of “the body of sin” is debated and will be dealt with below. I am inclined to see it as 
the body in which sin reigned as a juggernaut. It is the body that belonged to sin as its master or was 
characterized by sin. Occasionally the body of sin is interpreted as a collective entity analogous to the body 
of Christ. Cf. Tannehill, Dying and Rising, 24; Croasmun, Emergence of Sin, 118. However, the body of sin 
is never developed at length as an analogy to the body of Christ. Romans 6:6 contains the sole occurrence 
of “the body of sin.” It is therefore more secure to interpret this expression in light of the connection 
between sin and the body in Rom 7:7–25. 
38 Ὀψώνια is used to describe a soldier’s pay as well as an allowance paid to a slave. See LSJ, BDAG. 
Since Christians were both soldiers in sin’s army (6:19) and its slaves (6:16–18, 20, 22), both meanings 
could be operative. 
39 Cf. BDAG, “πιπράσκω.” The word can be used to refer to the sale of slaves. 
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much he might want to. Although he would like to do the good, ἁµαρτία compels him 

against his wishes to do the evil he hates (7:15–20). 

In light of the depiction of ἁµαρτία as a domineering master in Romans 6–7, 

ἁµαρτία must be understood not simply as human action but also as a force that 

dominates and determines human agency, or at least one that threatens to do so. Yet, as 

we will see, this conclusion is entirely compatible with a view of ἁµαρτία as the passions. 

2.2.1.2.2 Sin as Determinative Subject 

Advocates of the cosmic view complement their case by noting that Paul contrasts 

ἁµαρτία and Jesus as subjects who shape human agency. Since Jesus is distinct from the 

human person, the reasoning goes, ἁµαρτία appears to be so as well. Following 

Käsemann, Susan Eastman notes that human agency is fashioned in relation to either sin 

or Christ. Both Käsemann and Eastman highlight the parallel between sin in Rom 7:17, 

20 and Jesus in Gal 2:20.40 In Romans 7, Paul twice says, “it is no longer I who do it but 

sin dwelling in me” (οὐκέτι ἐγὼ κατεργάζοµαι αὐτὸ ἀλλὰ ἡ οἰκοῦσα ἐν ἐµοὶ ἁµαρτία, 7:17, 

20). In a very close parallel in Gal 2:20, Paul claims, “it is no longer I who live, but 

Christ lives in me” (ζῶ δὲ οὐκέτι ἐγὼ, ζῇ δὲ ἐν ἐµοὶ Χριστός). In each case, the human 

subject is influenced by some other actor, whether that be ἁµαρτία or Christ. Indeed, this 

is the only possible existence for humanity. Humans are always slaves, either to ἁµαρτία 

                                                   

40 Käsemann, “On Paul’s Anthropology,” 28; Eastman, Paul and the Person, 8. Similarly, Tannehill, Dying 
and Rising, 59. 
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or to δικαιοσύνη and God (Rom 6:16–23). Therefore, Käsemann is right that in some 

sense “[w]e do not determine who we are.”41 We never stand in a neutral space but are 

always determined by our relation to either ἁµαρτία or God.  

These observations lead Käsemann to characterize, not only Christ, but also 

ἁµαρτία as a subject external to the self. Käsemann claims that “man is a being who 

cannot be determined solely in the light of his own self” and “[h]is existence stems from 

outside himself.”42 Yet Käsemann has not really shown that ἁµαρτία exists somewhere 

outside the human constitution. Sin’s existence within, and only within, the human being 

could still allow for ἁµαρτία to act analogously to Christ who, unlike ἁµαρτία, is truly 

separate from the human constitution.  

Evidently, Käsemann draws his conclusion not only on the basis of the 

parallelism between Christ and ἁµαρτία. He also relies on the fact that Paul distinguishes 

between ἁµαρτία and the ἐγώ in Rom 7:17, 20, which could suggest that ἁµαρτία exists 

independently of the ἐγώ. It is true that ἁµαρτία and ἐγώ function grammatically as two 

distinct subjects in these verses. However, this does not mean that we can ascribe to 

ἁµαρτία an existence independent of the human constitution. Paul locates ἁµαρτία in the 

flesh, members, or body (7:17–18, 20, 23; cf. 6:12; 8:3). He never specifies another site 

                                                   

41 Käsemann, “On Paul’s Anthropology,” 28. 
42 Käsemann, “On Paul’s Anthropology,” 28. 
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in the universe as the location of ἁµαρτία,43 as he does with Christ. As I will argue in 

more detail in the section on the passions below, the reason Paul distinguishes between 

ἁµαρτία and the ἐγώ is not to suggest that ἁµαρτία exists outside of the human 

constitution. Rather, Paul makes this distinction because he attributes the conflict in the 

person to a struggle between different facets of the person, with the ἐγώ aligning with 

certain faculties and ἁµαρτία with others. Paul closely connects the ἐγώ with the ἔσω 

ἄνθρωπος and the νοῦς, on the one hand, while he associates ἁµαρτία with the σάρξ, µέλη, 

and σῶµα, on the other. The ἐγώ agrees that the law is good and desires the good 

embodied in the law (7:15–16), as the ἔσω ἄνθρωπος delights in the law (7:23) and the 

νοῦς serves the law of God (7:25). Ἁµαρτία, on the other hand, draws the person to 

commit evil, as the law in the µέλη makes war against the law of the νοῦς (7:23) and the 

σάρξ serves the law of ἁµαρτία (7:25). In short, the ἐγώ and ἁµαρτία can be spoken of as 

two discrete subjects because Paul is focusing on different aspects of the person.44 

                                                   

43 I have already argued that in 5:12–21, ἁµαρτία denotes human action. However, even if the cosmic 
reading be granted, nothing in this passage specifies where sin made its dwelling in the world (cf. 5:12). It 
could easily be that sin dwells only within human flesh. 
44 Despite his emphasis on the unity of the human person, even Käsemann, “On Paul’s Anthropology,” 16, 
acknowledges that Romans 7 presupposes a split in the person. Jewett, Paul’s Anthropological Terms, 389, 
argues that in Romans 7 Paul strains not to identify the self with the mind because he faces Gnostic 
opponents who see the true spiritual self as trapped in the material outer self. While Jewett’s reconstruction 
has long been abandoned by scholars, it is true that Paul does not limit the self to the mind. He can refer to 
sin dwelling “in me, that is, in my flesh” (7:18). However, this observation hardly undermines the fact that 
the ἐγώ per se is aligned more with the mind in that both delight in the law but are overwhelmed by sin in 
the flesh or the members. The differentiation between the ἐγώ and “my mind” in 7:25 does not mean that 
the speaker has begun to distance himself from his mind. He is simply summarizing the conflict in himself 
as one between his mind, with which he has consistently associated himself, and the flesh, which he 
identifies as his own, even though it overwhelms his (and his mind’s) desire for the good. The same 
response may be given to Hans Dieter Betz, “The Concept of the ‘Inner Human Being’ (ὁ ἔσω ἄνθρωπος) in 
the Anthropology of Paul,” NTS 46 (2000): 314–41, who argues that Paul is concerned to emphasize the 
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2.2.1.2.3 Flesh as Determinative Subject 

Proponents of the cosmic view point not only to the contrast between Christ and 

ἁµαρτία, but also to that between the Spirit and σάρξ, which is closely allied with 

ἁµαρτία.45 Σάρξ is, of course, a multifaceted signifier in Paul.46 At points σάρξ can 

connote the natural order of human life (Rom 1:3; 9:3; Gal 2:20; 4:23). Yet in Romans 7–

8 and Galatians 5, σάρξ features as a rival to the Spirit of God. In Romans, σάρξ becomes 

a threat to obedience to God because σάρξ is the dwelling place of ἁµαρτία (7:17–18, 25). 

Therefore, Paul contrasts “walking according to the flesh” with “walking according to the 

Spirit” (ἐν ἡµῖν τοῖς µὴ κατὰ σάρκα περιπατοῦσιν ἀλλὰ κατὰ πνεῦµα, 8:4). Each way of 

walking profoundly shapes human life. For, “those who exist κατὰ σάρκα align their 

reasoning with the things of the flesh (τὰ τῆς σαρκός φρονοῦσιν), whereas those who exist 

κατὰ πνεῦµα align their reasoning with the things of the Spirit (τὰ τοῦ πνεύµατος)” 

(8:5).47 And to align one’s reasoning with the flesh—to have τὸ φρόνηµα τῆς σαρκός 

                                                   

unity of the person over against Hellenistic dualism. See the trenchant analysis in Wasserman, Death of the 
Soul, 54–58. Martyn, Galatians, 538, follows Paul W. Meyer, “The Worm at the Core of the Apple,” in The 
Conversation Continues: Studies in Paul and John in Honor of J. Louis Martyn, ed. Robert T. Fortna and 
Beverly R. Gaventa (Nashville: Abingdon, 1990), 76, in asserting that the problem in Romans 7 does not 
lie in a split self but rather in a whole self subjected to sin. Such claims cannot override the significance of 
the distinctions Paul himself makes. See more on this passage below.  
45 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 136; Käsemann, “On Paul’s Anthropology,” 25–26; J. 
Louis Martyn, “The Daily Life of the Church in the War Between the Spirit and the Flesh,” in Theological 
Issues, 251–266, esp. 256–59; Eastman, Paul and the Person, 91, 101.  
46 On the range of meaning of “flesh” in Paul, see, for example, Dunn, Theology, 62–70. 
47 Georg Bertram, “φρήν, ἄφρων, κτλ.,” TDNT 9:220–35, notes that φρονέω in Paul and elsewhere often 
means to align one’s reasoning, and thereby one’s manner of life, with a certain reality. For example, after 
speaking of his own pursuit of the upward call of God in Christ (Phil 3:14), Paul exhorts those who are 
mature to align their own thinking, and implicitly their lives, with this calling (ὅσοι οὖν τέλειοι, τοῦτο 
φρονῶµεν, 3:15). This manner of thinking and living contrasts with those who align their reason with 
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instead of τὸ φρόνηµα τοῦ πνεύµατος—means death and enmity toward God, because τὸ 

φρόνηµα τῆς σαρκός cannot submit to God’s law (8:6–7).48 Therefore, those who are ἐν 

σαρκί—evidently another way of referring to those who exist κατὰ σάρκα—cannot please 

God (8:8). Christians, however, are not doomed to death and enmity toward God because 

they are not ἐν σαρκί but ἐν πνεύµατι (8:9). They can have life and peace (8:6). As in the 

case of ἁµαρτία and Christ, so with σάρξ and the πνεῦµα: one does not determine oneself 

in a neutral world but rather becomes aligned with a reality that shapes one’s actions. 

Yet, one again, one is not therefore compelled to conclude that σάρξ is distinct from the 

person in the same way the πνεῦµα is. 

The contrast between σάρξ and the Spirit as opposing principles emerges most 

clearly in Galatians 5. Here Paul explains that the σάρξ has desires (ἐπιθυµεῖ) that are 

contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit has desires that are contrary to the σάρξ (5:17). It is 

only by walking by the Spirit that one manages not to bring the desire of the σάρξ to 

completion (5:16). To follow the σάρξ or the Spirit results in diametrically opposed 

manners of living (5:17–26). Observing this contrast, Martyn contends, 

As the Spirit is the Spirit of Christ, a power distinct from the Galatians, the Flesh 
is an entity that has, to an important extent, a life of its own. It is not a mere part 
of the human being, less noble than other parts, ‘our lower nature’ (so NEB in Gal 
5:13, 16, 17, 19). Both the Flesh and the Spirit are apocalyptic powers that do 

                                                   

earthly things (οἱ τὰ ἐπίγεια φρονοῦντες, 3:19). Similarly, Col 3:1–2: τὰ ἄνω ζητεῖτε … τὰ ἄνω φρονεῖτε, µὴ 
τὰ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς. Cf. Phil 2:2, 5. 
48 Wolter, Römer, 1:483, argues that τὸ φρόνηµα τῆς σαρκός and τὸ φρόνηµα τοῦ πνεύµατος are not simply 
different ways of saying τὰ τῆς σαρκός φρονοῦσιν and τῆς πνεύµατος φρονοῦσιν, respectively. Rather, both 
phrases probably refer to the results of the respective actions: a φρόνηµα characterized by the flesh or the 
Spirit. Either reading fits with my argument. 
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things not only in, but also to the Galatians (5:13, 17, 19–21a; 22–23a). (“Daily 
Life,” 256)49  
 

Here Martyn pushes the contrast between σάρξ and the Spirit to make them into opposing 

powers distinct from human agents. Yet it must be noted that Martyn himself speaks of ἡ 

ἐπιθυµία σαρκός as “the Impulsive Desire of the Flesh,” or the “evil inclination,” which 

can be understood as a bent of the flesh itself (cf. ἐπιθυµίαν σαρκός, 5:16; cp. τῆς σαρκὸς 

πρόνοιαν, Rom 13:14).50 Even in Martyn’s reading, the actual flesh of the person can be 

said to have ends it aims at and draws the person towards—and thus metaphorically be a 

center of agency—without thereby being distinct from the human constitution.51 

Martyn also suggests that σάρξ transcends the human constitution because it has 

its major locus of power, not in the individual, but in the community.52 He points out that 

the works of the σάρξ include “hatred, strife, resentment, outbursts of rage, mercenary 

ambition, dissensions, separation into divisive cliques, grudging envy of the neighbor’s 

success” (Gal 5:20–21, Martyn’s translation). Yet just because the desires of the σάρξ 

result in communally destructive actions does not mean that σάρξ is distinct from the 

                                                   

49 Similarly, Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 136; “On Paul’s Anthropology,” 25-26. A 
claim along these lines can be found as far back as Käsemann’s dissertation, Leib und Leib Christi, 104–5. 
50 Martyn Galatians, 290–92, 494. Cf. de Boer, Galatians, 335–39. Other scholars have pointed to the idea 
of the “evil impulse” to understand Paul’s view of the flesh. Cf. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism, 20–
25; Joel Marcus, “The Evil Inclination in the Letters of Paul,” IBS 8 (1986): 8–21. Wasserman, Death of 
the Soul, 87–88, rightly points out the pitfalls of this suggestion: “texts that do refer to good and evil 
inclinations do not show consistent patterns in the use of language, images, assumptions, or arguments that 
would warrant taking this language as a distinct tradition or discourse.” Wasserman’s account, which will 
be considered in greater detail below, cogently argues that a Platonic moral discourse offers a better 
explanation for the concept of ἁµαρτία and σάρξ in Romans 6–8.  
51 See footnote 88 below. 
52 Martyn, “Daily Life,” 256. 
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human constitution. These evil deeds can arise from within the person and nevertheless 

destroy relational bonds. 

2.2.1.2.4 Summary of Sin as a Force Prior to Human Action 

So far, none of the arguments considered requires that we see ἁµαρτία or the 

closely allied σάρξ as distinct from the human constitution. It is true that ἁµαρτία and 

σάρξ must sometimes be understood as a force that exceeds, precedes, and shapes human 

agency. For this reason, ἁµαρτία and σάρξ can be paralleled with Christ and the Spirit. 

Yet ἁµαρτία and σάρξ are not for that reason to be made distinct from the human person, 

as Christ and the Spirit are. There is, however, one last argument for conceiving of 

ἁµαρτία and σάρξ as transcending the human constitution. 

2.2.1.3 Finding a Context: Apocalyptic Superhuman Powers 

Proponents of the cosmic view have suggested that ἁµαρτία and σάρξ are best 

understood as analogous to superhuman powers in Jewish apocalyptic literature. De Boer 

in particular has contended that Paul’s language about ἁµαρτία and θάνατος in Romans 5–

8 should be interpreted along such lines.53 

                                                   

53 De Boer, “Paul’s Mythologizing Program,” 1–20. De Boer also lays out his case in earlier works which 
are cited by Martyn, Galatians, 97–105. Martyn applies de Boer’s case to σάρξ in Galatians. In older work, 
scholars appeal to the idea of demonic possession as an analogue of Paul’s language about ἁµαρτία in 
Romans 7. Dibelius, Geisterwelt, 122, invokes the depiction of demonic possession in the Gospels. Yet, in 
the Gospels, demons do not cause the person to sin but rather to lose control over themselves. Käsemann, 
Romans, 204, similarly cites demonic possession as portrayed in T. Naph. 8:6. However, this text does not 
describe demonic indwelling and it is likely quite late in its current form. 
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De Boer points to the illuminating comparison between Romans and the 

apocalyptic texts of 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch.54 In Romans, Paul seems to be in dialogue with 

interlocutors who evaluate the law and human nature in a considerably more robust way 

than he does in relation to ethical living and salvation (cf. 2:1–4:25; 5:12–21; 6:14–15; 

7:1–8:13). A remarkably similar discussion is visible in 4 Ezra between Ezra and the 

angel Uriel, who approximate the pessimistic Paul and his optimistic interlocutors, 

respectively. Second Baruch, although giving voice overall to the views of Uriel, appears 

to betray an awareness of a grimmer view of the human situation precisely by denying 

that the problem is as deep as some might suppose. The fact that these three texts—and 

no other extant early Jewish writings—engage similar questions about the law, physical 

death, and the hope of salvation in light of Adam’s sin suggests that 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch 

approximate traditions that can be roughly discerned among Paul’s interlocutors. Thus, 

while 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch date a few decades later than Romans, the striking overlap 

among the three texts appears to justify a comparison with the views Paul is encountering 

in Romans.  

All three texts address whether and in what sense Adam’s sin is the cause of 

physical death and eschatological perdition. In 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch, Adam is depicted as 

the one whose sin introduces physical death for all humanity (4 Ezra 3:7; 2 Bar. 23:4; 

56:6). Unlike in Rom 5:12–21, though, several statements in 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch 

                                                   

54 De Boer, “Paul’s Mythologizing Program,” 11, acknowledges that 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch were written a 
few decades after Romans, but he suggests that 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch use the same traditions independently 
of each other via oral tradition, and so the traditions must be earlier. I am not confident that these texts 
emerged independently of each other, so I offer an alternative argument here. 
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indicate that humanity is not doomed to eschatological death because of Adam’s sin. 

Particularly in 2 Baruch we are told that, despite Adam’s sin, people prepare death or 

eternal life for themselves depending on their obedience to the law (54:14–19). Fourth 

Ezra is more complex because Ezra and the angel represent opposing views of the human 

condition.55 The anguished Ezra describes humanity as so damaged by Adam’s sin that 

they cannot in fact obey the law and be saved. Ezra laments that, in the wake of Adam’s 

sin, the “evil heart” became so entrenched that no one could obey the law (3:20–22; 4:4; 

7:48). Therefore, no one could expect to enjoy the eternal age (7:118–20).56 The angel 

Uriel, however, counters Ezra’s pessimism. Uriel reveals that, while many will perish 

because of disobedience (7:20), obedience is nevertheless possible. People can keep the 

law and thereby inherit eternal life (7:88–89). Uriel does not deny the reality of the evil 

heart, but he does reject the notion that the evil heart is so potent that it nullifies human 

capacity to obey the law (cf. 4:4; 7:127–129). Thus, both 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch attest to 

the idea that, despite Adam, humanity is still capable of the obedience to the law requisite 

to inherit eternal life, even if the seer Ezra does not consistently espouse that perspective. 

                                                   

55 De Boer, “Paul’s Mythologizing Program,” 16, sides with Wolfgang Harnisch in claiming that the angel 
speaks for God and therefore represents the view of the author. Wolfgang Harnisch, Verhängnis und 
Verheissung der Geschichte: Untersuchung zum Zeit- und Geschichtsverständnis im 4. Buch Esra und syr. 
Baruchapokalypse, FRLANT 97 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1969), 48–50, 60–67. This 
position is controverted, though. For a recent treatment of the complex interplay among the various 
portions of 4 Ezra, see Karina M. Hogan, Theologies in Conflict in 4 Ezra: Wisdom, Debate, and 
Apocalyptic Solution, JSJSup 130 (Leiden: Brill, 2008). Hogan argues that the visions in the latter part of 4 
Ezra present a solution that transcends the dialogue between Ezra and Uriel. For my purposes, it is 
immaterial whether Uriel or Ezra (or neither) represents the author’s point of view. What matters is that 
Ezra and Uriel give voice to a debate that is analogous to that between Paul and his interlocutors. 
56 De Boer, “Paul’s Mythologizing Program,” 12, 15–16. 
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Like Ezra, Paul claims that, in the wake of Adam’s sin, all humanity is doomed to 

sin and die. Indeed, they are doomed to exclusion from eschatological life (Rom 5:21). 

Far from ameliorating their situation, the law did not open the way to eternal life but only 

“increased transgression” (5:20). Although the law was meant for life, it produced death 

(7:7–13). Paul therefore views the human predicament in much starker terms than 2 

Baruch and Uriel in 4 Ezra.  

To convey the gravity of the human situation even with the law, de Boer 

contends, Paul portrays ἁµαρτία as a cosmological power that turns the law to its own 

ends.57 De Boer points out that in 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch, there are no cosmological forces. 

De Boer argues that it is therefore significant that Paul personifies ἁµαρτία and θάνατος as 

he does. Paul is trying to make sin into a much bigger problem than 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch, and 

his interlocutors do. De Boer therefore suggests that Paul’s portrayal of ἁµαρτία and 

θάνατος is best explained in light of other apocalyptic texts, such as 1 Enoch 1–36, where 

humanity has fallen prey to angelic powers from which humanity cannot free itself. In 

these texts, humanity needs God to deliver them from these powers.58 

At a basic level, de Boer’s observations are correct. As we have seen, ἁµαρτία, 

θάνατος, and σάρξ are realities that humans cannot free themselves from. Humanity 

therefore needs God to dramatically intervene and change the very conditions of human 

                                                   

57 De Boer, “Paul’s Mythologizing Program,” 18. Similarly, Gaventa, “Cosmic Power of Sin,” 235. 
58 De Boer, “Paul’s Mythologizing Program,” 18. De Boer lays out his discussion of this difference in 
apocalyptic texts with and without cosmological powers in Defeat of Death, 85–88. 
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existence. To this extent, ἁµαρτία, θάνατος, and σάρξ function analogously to the 

oppressive angelic powers in certain apocalyptic texts.59 Yet, as I argued above, there is 

no adequate textual signal in Romans 5:12–21 to suggest that ἁµαρτία and θάνατος are 

realities that stand behind or outside of human action (sin) and experience (death). To be 

sure, Paul does develop ἁµαρτία as a force that precedes human action, particularly in 

Rom 7:7–25. However, here we may ask whether ἁµαρτία functions in quite the way the 

superhuman powers do in the apocalyptic texts cited by de Boer. 

Emma Wasserman has pointed out that in 1 Enoch 1–36 and Jubilees, the 

superhuman powers are never depicted as dwelling in humans and controlling their 

actions as directly and comprehensively as ἁµαρτία does in Romans 7.60 She admits that 

1QS 3:24 states that the spirits of the Angel of Darkness “cause the sons of light to 

fall.”61 It should also be noted that this text may depict the spirits as internal to the human 

constitution when it says, “God will refine, with his truth, all man’s deeds, and will purify 

                                                   

59 De Boer, “Paul’s Mythologizing Program,” 1, is therefore right to resist Bultmann’s notion that Paul 
demythologizes the powers so as not to deprive humanity of responsibility. See Bultmann, Theology, 1:258: 
“The mythological notions of the spirit powers and Satan do not … relieve men of responsibility and guilt.” 
Bultmann thinks that Paul tries to make humanity more capable and therefore more responsible than the 
depiction of humanity in the traditions Paul is reacting against. However, there really is no room in Paul for 
anything less than a divine intervention that comes from beyond immanent human capacities. 
60 Stowers also points out that apocalyptic literature does mention “Belial, Satan, fallen and evil angels, 
demons and so forth, but not personified or metaphorical abstractions such as sin, law and grace” (“Four 
Discourses,” 106). However, Stowers’s point does not address the main question of whether the latter 
forces are best seen in historical terms as analogous to the former. Stowers endorses Wasserman’s 
argument that they are not. Some commentators also point to the parallel language about sin and the serpent 
in 7:11 (e.g., Dunn, Romans, 1:384–85). However, while there is almost certainly an allusion to Genesis 3 
in this verse, the overall portrayal of ἁµαρτία in Romans 7 does not fit entirely within the confines of the 
depiction of the serpent in Genesis 3. A tighter historical analogue can be found to explain the entire 
portrait. See below. 
61 Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 85-86. The translation comes from Florentino García Martínez and Eibert 
J. C. Tigchelaar, eds., The Dead Sea Scrolls Study Edition (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 77. 
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for himself the structure of man, ripping out all spirit of injustice from the innermost part 

of his flesh, and cleansing him with the spirit of holiness from every wicked deed” (4:20–

21). The same idea may be present in the text’s claim that “the spirits of truth and 

injustice feud in the hearts of man” (4:23). However, it is not entirely clear whether the 

text is best interpreted as referring to demonic spirits or simply perversions of the human 

spirit.62 The more important point to be made is that, even though there may be a rough 

similarity between the depiction of the spirits of evil in 1QS 3:13–4:26 and the cosmic 

interpretation of ἁµαρτία, the question remains as to whether this text offers the tightest 

fit for Paul’s discussion of ἁµαρτία in Romans 7. Wasserman cogently argues that 

another historical analogue actually accounts much more fully for Paul’s treatment of 

ἁµαρτία, namely, a widely known philosophical moral discourse about the passions. 

2.2.1.3 Summary and Evaluation of the Cosmic View 

Before moving on to the case for interpreting ἁµαρτία as the passions, I will 

briefly summarize my stance vis-à-vis the cosmic view of ἁµαρτία. 

First, proponents of the cosmic view are right to characterize ἁµαρτία as a 

universally determinative reality in Rom 5:12–21. They are wrong, however, to view 

ἁµαρτία in this section as a reality that stands behind or apart from human action. I 

contend that in 5:12–21, ἁµαρτία is viewed as a universally determinative reality because 

                                                   

62 García Martínez and Tigchelaar appear to mistranslate 1QS 3:18 as saying that God “placed within him 
two spirits.” The preposition is ל rather than ב, which suggests that God established two spirits “for” 
humanity to walk in accordance with, rather than that God placed two spirits “within” humanity. 



 

116 

sinning is universally unavoidable, not because it denotes a force prior to human action. 

To be sure, that does not mean that sin is reducible to a voluntaristic act in 5:12–21. Paul 

evidently presupposes some mechanism that makes sinning inevitable, but he does not 

appear to name that mechanism in 5:12–21 with the signifier ἁµαρτία. There are just too 

many textual signals in this passage that suggest Paul has in mind concrete human action 

when he speaks of ἁµαρτία. 

Second, advocates of the cosmic view are correct that in other passages, 

particularly in 6:12–7:25, ἁµαρτία designates a force that exceeds, precedes, and 

determines human action. Or, in the case of those already delivered by Christ, such a 

force threatens to do these things (6:12, 16). It is simply not established that such a force 

needs to be conceived of as extrinsic to the human constitution. Since ἁµαρτία dwells in 

human σάρξ and the bodily µέλη (7:17–18, 23; cf. 6:12–13), the possibility lies to hand 

that ἁµαρτία may be identified as a force intrinsic to those members. The case for 

understanding ἁµαρτία as the passions will make clear how this can be so.  

Third, scholars who espouse the cosmic view are also right that humanity requires 

divine intervention to be saved from ἁµαρτία, whether ἁµαρτία be conceived as an 

unavoidable action or as a force that precedes human action. Humans do not have the 

capacity to deliver themselves from ἁµαρτία in either sense. Yet this observation does not 

provide sufficient reason to suggest that ἁµαρτία should be seen as entirely like the 

superhuman powers in certain apocalyptic texts. The two forces are alike insofar as they 

severely constrain humanity and can be overcome only if God changes the very 
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conditions of human existence. For this reason, there is no room for a Bultmannian 

watering down of the depth of human incapacity and the need for God to alter the human 

condition.63 Paul’s gospel does not presuppose humans can respond to God without God 

changing them and their circumstances. At the same time, ἁµαρτία and the superhuman 

powers do not correspond to each other in a one-to-one way. Paul’s portrayal of ἁµαρτία 

in Romans 6–8 can be better accounted for when we consider ἁµαρτία as the passions. 

2.2.2 Sin as the Passions 

Stanley Stowers and Emma Wasserman have made a powerful case that sin 

should be viewed as the passions (παθήµατα, 7:5) and desires (ἐπιθυµίαι, 6:12) of the 

flesh, particularly in Rom 6:1–8:13. Before getting into the details of their argument, 

though, it may be helpful to point out where their approach is compatible with the cosmic 

view of ἁµαρτία and where the two sides diverge. Both sides concur about the 

seriousness of the problem of sin: in Paul’s view, no one who is enslaved to ἁµαρτία can 

be freed from it apart from the intervention of the divine Spirit. They also agree that Paul 

is excluding the law as an effective means for dealing with the problem of sin.64 The two 

sides sometimes disagree, though, as to who is enslaved to the passions.65  

                                                   

63 Stowers, “Four Discourses,” 114, appeals to Paul’s statement in 1 Cor 10:13 that God will not let people 
be tempted beyond what they can bear. Stowers uses this text to argue that humans are not as incapacitated 
as is sometimes assumed. However, this text is not entirely apropos, since it does not refer to humanity 
outside of Christ. 
64 Stowers, Rereading, 251; Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 114, 135–36. 
65 This disagreement is incidental rather than essential. Miller, Practice of the Body of Christ, 99–135, 
believes that sin is a representation of the passions, but he does not limit the problem of the passions to the 
Gentiles. 
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2.2.2.1 The Scope of the Problem of the Passions: Limited or Universal? 

Especially in Stowers’s account, a driving concern is to limit the problem of the 

ἐπιθυµίαι and παθήµατα to the Gentiles.66 The problem Paul is dealing with in Romans, 

Stowers claims, is to show god-fearing Gentiles how they overcome the ἐπιθυµίαι and 

παθήµατα to which they were subjected on account of idolatry (cf. 1:18–32).67 In 7:7–25 

in particular, Stowers argues, Paul is trying to explain how a god-fearing Gentile finds 

deliverance from the ἐπιθυµίαι and παθήµατα.68 

However, there is at least one significant problem for Stowers’s proposal that he 

never adequately deals with: Rom 7:5. Stowers argues that in Romans in general and in 

7:1–6 in particular (cf. “I speak to you who know the law” in 7:1), Paul is not addressing 

a mixed audience of Jews and Gentiles but only god-fearing Gentiles. Even if this 

suggestion is correct, though, and even if, as Stowers thinks, Paul is describing the 

problem from the perspective of a god-fearing Gentile in 7:7–25, in 7:5 Paul does not 

                                                   

66 Stowers’s focus on the Gentiles aligns with the work of Krister Stendahl, Paul among Jews and Gentiles 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976); John Gager, The Origins of Anti-Semitism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1983); and Lloyd Gaston, Paul and the Torah (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 1987), 
who emphasize that Jews are related to God by the Torah and the covenant, while the Gentiles are related 
to God by the gospel. For Stowers, it is the Gentiles—and only the Gentiles—who need deliverance from 
their slavery to the passions. 
67 Stowers, Rereading, 44, 252. Similarly, Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 147. The alternative is to view 
Rom 1:18–32 as including Jews by interpreting it as (1) a reference to the decline of humanity in general or 
(2) an allusion to Israelite idolatry (cf. Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 119–20). Following Jonathan A. 
Linebaugh, “Announcing the Human: Rethinking the Relationship Between Wisdom of Solomon 13–15 
and Romans 1.18–2.11,” NTS 37 (2011): 214–36, John M. G. Barclay, Paul and the Gift (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2015), 463 n. 32, argues for 1:18–32 as being “directed against humans as such” (emphasis 
original). See also Jonathan A. Linebaugh, God, Grace, and Righteousness in Paul’s Letter to the Romans: 
Texts in Conversation, NovTSup 152 (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 93–121. 
68 So Stowers, Rereading, 273, 278. 
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limit the fundamental dynamic of the problem to Gentiles but rather applies it to Jews as 

well. 

In 7:4–6, Paul switches from speaking to his audience in the second person plural 

to addressing them in the first person plural, thereby including himself in their former 

struggle. Paul writes,  

When we were (ἦµεν) in the flesh, the sinful passions which were aroused by the 
law were at work in our (ἡµῶν) members to bear fruit for death, but now we have 
been set free (κατηργήθηµεν) from the law, having died to that which held us 
captive (κατειχόµεθα), so that we (ἡµᾶς) might serve in the newness of the Spirit 
and not in the oldness of the letter. (7:5–6) 
 

This is hardly an isolated occurrence. Elsewhere Paul also includes himself as a Jew in 

the problem faced by the Gentiles. In Romans 6, Paul at points speaks to his audience in 

the second person plural about their former slavery to sin (6:17–22). At the same time, he 

includes himself as a Jew in this former situation. He repeatedly emphasizes that “we 

died to sin” (6:2), “so that we (ἡµᾶς) might no longer serve sin” (6:6). Along with his 

audience, he has been freed from slavery to sin by dying with Christ (6:3–6, 8; cf. 8:4). 

At such points, Stowers acknowledges, Paul is identifying with the religious 

experience of Gentile Christians.69 Stowers submits that these moments are instances of 

Paul being a Gentile to Gentiles (1 Cor 9:21). However, this suggestion does not discount 

that Paul is applying the problem to himself as Jew. First Corinthians 9:21 signals that, in 

order to evangelize non-Christian Gentiles, Paul is willing to live in the present time as 

                                                   

69 Stowers, Rereading, 292. The examples he cites are the following: “we who are justified” (5:1), “we who 
have been baptized into Christ” (6:2), “we were living in our passions of sin” (7:5), and “we who walk by 
the Spirit” (8:5).  
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they live. This practice does not require him to take up every aspect of their prior history 

and narrate it as his own. He never portrays himself as a former idolater or as having 

committed any number of other sins that Jews may have viewed as characteristic of the 

Gentile world. Yet he does single out slavery to sin as a fact of his prior existence. 

Further, his audience in Rom 6:6 and 7:5 is Christian, so the evangelistic purpose of 1 

Cor 9:21 is not applicable to this particular epistolary situation. 

Stowers’s proposal thus fails to reckon with the significance of the fact that Paul 

describes himself as a Jew as also having been enslaved to the passions. This is not to 

claim that Rom 6:6 and 7:5 reveal what Paul would have said about himself before he 

became a Christian. Elsewhere he indicates that he had no misgivings about his pre-

Christian way of life in Judaism (Gal 1:13; Phil 3:4–6).70 Romans 6:6 and 7:5 would 

therefore function as retrospective evaluations of his pre-Christian existence (cf. Phil 3:7–

8).71  

When we recognize that Paul applies to himself as a Jew the former situation of 

slavery to sin, the controverted identity of the speaker in 7:7–25 becomes ancillary in 

deciding who the problem in 7:5 applies to. Romans 7:7–25 can be argued to give a 

specific (god-fearing Gentile, coming-of-age Jew, pious Jew) or general (Adamic, 

                                                   

70 See the influential article by Krister Stendahl, “The Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the 
West,” HTR 56 (1963): 199–215. Paul seems to have a “robust conscience” in his description of his pre-
Christian self in Phil 3:4–7.  
71 On the importance of Paul’s retrospective evaluation of the human predicament in light of Christ, see 
Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 442–43. 
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“everyone-figure”) application of 7:5.72 One can dispute which one(s) of these proposals 

best accounts for the language of the passage and Paul’s argumentative goals. However, 

the inclusive nature of 7:5 would indicate that the basic issue of slavery to sin is not 

restricted to Gentiles. Disagreements about the audience of Romans are also secondary in 

adjudicating this debate. Paul can speak to an entirely Gentile audience or a Gentile 

portion of a mixed audience and describe a problem from their perspective without 

thereby excluding Jews from that problem.73 

If Paul does view the problem in 7:5 (and 6:6) as one faced by all people who 

have not been delivered by Christ, this helps to explain why Paul declares that the gospel 

is the power of God for salvation for both the Jew and the Greek (1:16, δύναµις γὰρ θεοῦ 

                                                   

72 Stowers makes the plausible claim that 7:7–25 describes the problem from the perspective of a god-
fearing Gentile who wants to obey the law (Rereading, 273, 278). Stowers’s reading removes the difficulty 
of explaining how a Jew could speak of a time before he was confronted with the law (7:8–9), though 
conceivably Paul could include Jews as they come of age (so Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism, 15–35). 
Käsemann, Romans, 203–5, sees a pious Jew in 7:7–13 and then Adamic humanity in 7:14–25. Others have 
seen Adam or Adamic humanity throughout the passage, especially because of the allusions to Genesis 3 in 
7:9–11. See Hermann Lichtenberger, Das Ich Adams und das Ich der Menschheit: Studien zum 
Menschenbild in Römer 7, WUNT 164 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004), 1, 266; E. P. Sanders, Paul: The 
Apostle’s Life, Letters, and Thought (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2015), 650, 656. Stefan Krauter, “Is Romans 
7:7–13 about akrasia?” in Christian Body, Christian Self: Concepts of Early Christian Personhood, ed. 
Clare K. Rothschild and Thomas W. Thompson, WUNT 284 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 116–19, has 
defended the notion that the passage alludes to Genesis 3 and that the speaker is meant to be an 
“‘everybody’-figure,” although Krauter denies that the speaker is Adamic. Gerd Theissen, Psychological 
Aspects of Pauline Theology, trans. John P. Galvin (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1987), 203, is probably right to 
suggest that “Adam is not the subject of the conflict in Rom. 7:7ff. but rather its model.” See Krauter’s 
helpful overview and evaluation of the various views in, “Einführung: Perspektiven auf Römer 7,” in 
Perspektiven auf Römer 7, ed. Stefan Krauter, BThSt 159 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neurkirchener Verlag, 
2016), 1–15. 
73 Richard Hays critiques Stowers’s argument that the audience is composed exclusively of Gentiles. One 
of Hays’s more persuasive points is that the list of names in Romans 16 almost certainly includes some 
Jews. It is therefore no accident that Stowers neglects Romans 16. See Hays, “‘The Gospel Is the Power of 
God for Salvation to Gentiles Only’? A Critique of Stanley Stowers’ A Rereading of Romans,” CRBR 9 
(1996): 27–44. For a recent attempt at negotiating the complex interplay of Paul’s concerns about Jews and 
his address to Gentiles in Romans, see Rafael Rodríguez and Matthew Thiessen, eds., The So-Called Jew in 
Paul’s Letter to the Romans (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2016). 
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ἐστιν εἰς σωτηρίαν παντὶ τῷ πιστεύοντι, Ἰουδαίῳ τε πρῶτον καὶ Ἕλληνι; cf. 1:1–3; 

11:26).74 Such a reading would also clarify why Paul sets the problem of sin in a 

universal setting as he does in 5:12–21 and why he would claim that the law increases 

transgression on that universal stage (5:20).75 One can continue to debate whether Paul is 

speaking to Gentiles at any given point of the letter. However, it should be recognized 

that Paul sets the issues they face within a universal horizon. 

2.2.2.2 The Case for Understanding Sin as the Passions 

Regardless of what one makes of the identity of the speaker in 7:7–25, there is 

compelling reason to conclude that ἁµαρτία should be understood as the passions (cf. 

παθήµατα, 7:5). Stowers and Wasserman cogently argue that Romans 7 touches on a 

well-known and long-standing problem in Hellenistic moral philosophy, namely how to 

explain the phenomenon that one can know the good and not do it.76 This phenomenon 

                                                   

74 Cf. Hays, “A Critique,” 38. 
75 Stowers, Rereading, 254, argues that Paul is not setting out a universal history of sin in Romans 5:12–21. 
Instead, he proposes, Paul’s concern is to show how the actions of one (Adam or Christ) can affect the 
many. This proposal sits awkwardly with Stowers’s wider interpretation. According to Stowers, the 
Gentiles become enslaved to the passions because of their post-Adamic idolatry. Yet Paul’s introduction of 
Adam in Romans 5 muddles this picture. By appealing to Adam as the sufficient cause of all subsequent 
sin, Paul gives the impression that the problem of enslavement to sin is rooted in primordial history rather 
than in Gentile idolatry per se. If Paul did not intend to give this impression, he could simply have 
reiterated his claims in 1:18–32 and expanded his account from there, but he does not. It seems simpler to 
propose that, even if Paul is especially concerned with addressing the plight of the Gentiles, he nevertheless 
sets their problem within a broader predicament faced by all humanity since Adam. Wasserman, Death of 
the Soul, 96, briefly acknowledges that the problem of domination by the passions seems to be rooted in 
5:12, though this admission does not affect her broader reading, where she largely follows Stowers. 
76 Stowers, Rereading, 260–64; Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 5–6. For caveats about this approach, see 
the end of footnote 3. Krauter, “Is Romans 7:7–13 about akrasia?” 113, notes that early exegetes 
recognized that Rom 7:14–24 addressed the problem of akrasia, the split between knowing the good and 
failing to do it; however, as a result of the work of Bultmann and Kümmel on Romans 7, interpreters came 
to reject the idea that Romans 7 touched on akrasia. For example, Käsemann posited that 7:14–25 depicts 
an attempt to assert and justify oneself by means of religious observance as well as misdeeds, though this 
idea is foreign to the passage. See Käsemann, “On Paul’s Anthropology,” 16, in agreement with Bultmann, 
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dominates Paul’s discussion in 7:14–25, where he speaks ad nauseam of a divergence 

between perceiving, acknowledging, and desiring the good, on the one hand, and not 

doing it, on the other. Of course, the discussion is distinctively Jewish, since the Mosaic 

law features as the embodiment of the good.77 The speaker agrees that the law is good 

(7:16, σύµφηµι τῷ νόµῳ ὅτι καλός). He delights in the law (7:22, συνήδοµαι γὰρ τῷ νόµῳ 

τοῦ θεοῦ). Four times he speaks of his wish to do the good (7:18, τὸ γὰρ θέλειν παράκειταί 

µοι … τὸ καλὸν; 7:19, ὃ θέλω … ἀγαθόν; 7:21 τῷ θέλοντι ἐµοὶ ποιεῖν καλόν; cf. 7:15, ὃ 

θέλω). Twice he mentions his desire to avoid evil (7:19, ὃ οὐ θέλω κακὸν; cf. 7:16, ὃ οὐ 

θέλω). Nevertheless, he twice affirms that he does not do the good he wants (7:15, οὐ γὰρ 

ὃ θέλω τοῦτο πράσσω; 7:19, οὐ γὰρ ὃ θέλω ποιῶ ἀγαθόν). Indeed, he cannot do it (7:18, 

παράκειταί µοι … τὸ δὲ κατεργάζεσθαι τὸ καλὸν οὔ; cf. 7:21). Instead, he three times 

stresses that he does the evil he hates (7:15, ὃ µισῶ τοῦτο ποιῶ; 7:19, ὃ οὐ θέλω κακὸν 

τοῦτο πράσσω; cf. 7:16, ὃ οὐ θέλω ποιῶ). 

This phenomenon, understood as a problem of self-mastery (ἀκρασία) by ancient 

philosophers, was explained differently by the Stoics and the Platonists. 78 The Stoics 

                                                   

“Romans 7 and the Anthropology of Paul,” in Existence and Faith: Shorter Writings of Rudolf Bultmann, 
trans. Schubert M. Ogden (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1961), 149–50. Elsewhere, Käsemann, Romans, 
200–4, notes that Paul addresses the problem of akrasia, although he argues that Paul’s statements about 
slavery to sin (7:14) and human agency being demonically overtaken (7:17) are more radical than the 
ethical conflict envisioned in the philosophical discourse. Wasserman, however, shows that the problem of 
the passions in Romans 7 is quite dire in comparison with other contemporary assessments of the issue.  
77 Like Paul, Philo, Dec. 142–53 and 4 Macc 2:4–6 use the tenth commandment to speak of how to deal 
with the problem of ἐπιθυµία. All of these authors downplay the significance of the numerous direct objects 
of the commandment, so that the warning is not specifically against coveting something but rather more 
generally against ἐπιθυµία. 
78 Stowers, Rereading, 260–63; Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 27–31, 39–40. 
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held that a failure of self-mastery was due to false beliefs or ignorance. For the Stoics, the 

self was not split between different warring faculties in the person, with the will doing 

one thing and the mind doing another. Rather, the will would follow the mind in its 

judgments. Any wrong action therefore had to be explained by prior false beliefs or 

acquiescence of the mind to false impressions.79 The Platonists, by contrast, maintained 

that a failure of self-mastery was due to the lower part of the self (the passions and 

appetites, παθήµατα and ἐπιθυµίαι) overpowering the higher part of the self (the 

reasoning faculty, νοῦς or ἔσω ἄνθρωπος).80 The reasoning faculty could have true beliefs 

about the good but nevertheless be overwhelmed by the passions and appetites, which 

were closely aligned with the body, its parts, and the senses. 

Stowers and Wasserman argue that Paul’s exposition of the problem comes closer 

to the Platonic account than the Stoic one.81 In Paul’s explanation, he never ascribes false 

                                                   

79 Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 27 n. 28, 29, cites Cicero, Tusc. 3.71–76; 4.37–57; Seneca, Ira 1.9–10, 
17; 3.3, and the later Platonist Plutarch’s explanation of the Stoic position in Virt. mort. 446f–447a. She 
traces this position back to Chrysippus. See Christopher Gill, “Did Chrysippus Understand Medea?” Phron 
28 (1983): 136–49. The Stoic position can also be seen clearly in Epictetus, Diatr. 1.28.2, 6–8; 2.26.1–7. 
For an analysis of these texts, see Stowers, Rereading, 262; Gudrun Holtz, “Paul, the Law and Judaism: 
Stoification of the Jewish Approach to the Law in Paul’s Letter to the Romans,” ZNW 109 (2018): 194, 
200, who also cites Seneca, Ira 2.4.1–2. 
80 Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 22, 28, cites Plato, Resp. 9.588c–591b, and the later Platonist Galen, Hip. 
et Plat. 3.3.14–16. 
81 Stowers, Rereading, 279; Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 91, 95. This view contrasts with that of 
Engberg-Pedersen, who argues for a Stoic background. See Troels Engberg-Pedersen, “A Stoic Concept of 
the Person in Paul? From Galatians 5:17 to Romans 7:14–25,” in Christian Body, Christian Self, 85–112. 
Engberg-Pedersen argues that only a Stoic conceptuality can explain the sudden conversion in 8:1–13; 
however, he implausibly suggests that freedom is achieved by a cognitive change. There is no indication 
that the mind needs changing in Romans 7; rather, the agent needs to be empowered by another source. On 
τὸ φρόνηµα τοῦ πνεύµατος in 8:5, see footnotes 47, 48, and 89. Recently, Holtz, “Paul, the Law and 
Judaism,” 193–206, has also argued for a Stoic background. Yet, Holtz acknowledges that Chrysippus, 
Seneca, and Epictetus claim that the passions arise from an error of reason (202–3). This is clearest in 
Epictetus (Diatr. 1.28.8; 2.26.3, 5, 7), although present also in Chrysippus and Seneca (Ira 2.4.1–2). See 
Chrisopher Gill, “Seneca and Selfhood: Integration and Disintegration,” in Seneca and the Self, ed. Shadi 
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beliefs to the reasoning faculty. Rather, the speaker only ever approves of and desires the 

good (7:15, 16, 18, 19, 21, 22, 25), even when he acts contrary to the good he wants to 

do: “If [perhaps better: “when”] I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is 

good” (7:16). 

Paul roots the failure to do the good, not in a faulty appraisal of the good, but in a 

conflict between the reasoning faculty and the flesh or members of the body. The speaker 

says that his inner person (τὸν ἔσω ἄνθρωπον), a well-known Platonic figure for the 

reasoning faculty, delights in the law of God (7:22).82 At the same time, another law 

within his members (µέλεσιν) wars against the law of his mind (νοός) and makes him 

captive to the law of sin in his members (µέλεσιν, 7:23). He serves the law of God with 

his mind (νοΐ) but he serves the law of sin with his flesh (σαρκί, 7:25). This close 

association between sin and the members or flesh is reinforced throughout the passage. 

While the speaker can say that sin dwells “in me” (7:17, 20), he specifies that sin dwells, 

not in his mind, but in his flesh. Immediately after claiming that sin dwells “in me” 

                                                   

Bartsch and David Wray (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 65–83. Like Engberg-Pedersen, 
Holtz claims that reason is part of the problem for Paul. However, in Romans 7 at least, Paul does not 
suggest that the mind submits itself to false judgments, as Holtz himself concedes (199). Even if one 
advocates for a Stoic background, one must recognize that Paul roots the problem in a split between reason 
and the passions. This is compatible with Holtz’s appeal to a certain line of thinking in Chrysippus and 
Seneca, although more detailed exegesis of these authors would be needed to evaluate the disagreement 
between Holtz and Wasserman. For heuristic reasons, I follow Wasserman in what she calls the Platonic 
discourse, since it more clearly and consistently highlights that the passions can be problematic even if the 
mind recognizes and desires the good. 
82 The parallel of the mind with the inner person probably derives from an influential analogy in Plato, 
Resp. 9.588c–591b, where the inner person (ὁ ἔσω ἄνθρωπος) stands for the reasoning faculty which is 
supposed to keep the passions and appetites in check. See Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 22. 
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(7:17), he clarifies by saying, “I know that good does not dwell in me, that is, in my 

flesh” (οὐκ οἰκεῖ ἐν ἐµοί, τοῦτ᾽ ἔστιν ἐν τῇ σαρκί µου, ἀγαθόν, 7:18). 

The force of ἁµαρτία dwells in the flesh or members and drives the person to 

commit evil, over against the good apprehended and desired by the mind. Thus, ἁµαρτία 

fills the role typically played by the παθήµατα and ἐπιθυµίαι in Platonic moral discourse. 

Indeed, in 7:5–13, Paul quite clearly pushes his readers to identify ἁµαρτία with the 

παθήµατα.83 In 7:5, he writes, “When we were in the flesh, the sinful passions (τὰ 

παθήµατα τῶν ἁµαρτιῶν) provoked by the law were at work in our members to bear fruit 

for death.” Then, in 7:7–13, ἁµαρτία takes over the role of τὰ παθήµατα τῶν ἁµαρτιῶν. 

We are told that without the law, ἁµαρτία is in some sense dead (χωρὶς γὰρ νόµου ἁµαρτία 

νεκρά, 7:8), but then ἁµαρτία revives when the speaker is confronted by a commandment 

(ἐλθούσης δὲ ἐντολῆς ἡ ἁµαρτία ἀνέζησεν, 7:9). When the speaker is met by the tenth 

commandment, Οὐκ ἐπιθυµήσεις, ἁµαρτία is activated to make him violate that very 

commandment by producing every ἐπιθυµία (7:7–8). Having achieved this effect, ἁµαρτία 

in some sense has managed to bring about death for the speaker. When ἁµαρτία revives 

because of the commandment and works every ἐπιθυµία, the speaker “dies” (ἀπέθανον, 

7:10). Ἁµαρτία uses the commandment to kill him (ἀπέκτεινεν, 7:11). By means of the 

                                                   

83 George H. van Kooten, Paul’s Anthropology in Context: The Image of God, Assimilation to God, and 
Tripartite Man in Ancient Judaism, Ancient Philosophy and Early Christianity, WUNT 232 (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 380–81, claims, “The entire passage, Rom 7.7–13, is a footnote to the short remark 
in Rom 7.5 that the sinful passions, which characterized the pre-Christian life ‘in the flesh’ were aroused—
during that existence—by the law.” 
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good commandment, ἁµαρτία produces death (κατεργαζοµένη θάνατον, 7:13; cf. εἰς 

θάνατον, 7:10). Ἁµαρτία in 7:7–13 thus takes on the two roles ascribed to τὰ παθήµατα 

τῶν ἁµαρτιῶν in 7:5: sin is activated or provoked by the law and it makes the agent bear 

fruit for death. 

Nearly all of the language about ἁµαρτία in Romans 7, including its 

personification, can be illuminated by the Platonic discourse about the passions. Within 

this discourse, the victory of the passions over the reasoning faculty (or vice versa) can be 

depicted with political and military analogies as well as metaphors of enslavement, 

imprisonment, and death.84 Similarly, in Paul’s language, when sin is activated and 

effectively compels the speaker to act contrary to what he knows to be good, it can be 

said to deceive and kill him (ἀπέκτεινεν, 7:11). When sin gains the upper hand over him, 

he “dies” (ἀπέθανον) and the commandment results in death (εἰς θάνατον, 7:10; cf. 7:13). 

The speaker is also depicted as a slave when he says he is “sold under sin” (πεπραµένος 

ὑπὸ τὴν ἁµαρτίαν, 7:14).85 The speaker combines this metaphor of enslavement with a 

military analogy when he portrays the war between his members and his mind as leading 

                                                   

84 Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 23, 60–76, 123. Wasserman cites, among other texts, Plato, Resp. 4.430e–
431b, 442c–d; 8.554c–e; 9.571a–d, 573b, 574c–575a, 577d–e; Philo, Leg. 1.105–8; 2.77–81, 90–92; 3.74; 
Det. 48, 74–75; Fug. 113–14; Post. 73; Deus 111–13; Congr. 86; Plutarch, Virt. vit. 101a; Am. prol. 498d; 
Galen, The Diagnosis and Cure of the Soul’s Passions (from Galen: On the Passions and Errors of the 
Soul, ed. Paul W. Harkins [Columbus: Ohio State University, 1963], 48). For Philo, one could add Abr. 
223, 237, 242–43, 256; QG 1.51. Philo seems to be the first to use the language of death to describe the 
victory of the passions over the reasoning faculty (Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 67). Cf. Dieter Zeller, 
“The Life and Death of the Soul in Philo of Alexandria: The Use and Origin of the Metaphor,” SPhiloA 7 
(1995): 19–55.  
85 Cf. BDAG, “πιπράσκω.” 
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to his becoming a captive (ἕτερον νόµον ἐν τοῖς µέλεσίν µου ἀντιστρατευόµενον τῷ νόµῳ 

τοῦ νοός µου καὶ αἰχµαλωτίζοντά µε ἐν τῷ νόµῳ τῆς ἁµαρτίας τῷ ὄντι ἐν τοῖς µέλεσίν µου, 

7:23).86 The speaker thus aligns himself with his mind, defining its defeat by the passions 

as his own captivity.87 In summarizing his state of enslavement to the passions of the 

body, the speaker cries out for rescue from “this body of death” (τοῦ σώµατος τοῦ 

θανάτου, 7:25). The language of death here may not be limited to describing the victory 

of the passions which have their seat in the body. However, such meaning would make 

sense within the discourse that illuminates the rest of the passage. 

Paul’s language about ἁµαρτία in 6:12–23 can also be elucidated by this 

discourse. Paul closely aligns, and may even identify, the rule of ἁµαρτία with obedience 

to the ἐπιθυµίαι of the body (Μὴ οὖν βασιλευέτω ἡ ἁµαρτία ἐν τῷ θνητῷ ὑµῶν σώµατι εἰς 

τὸ ὑπακούειν ταῖς ἐπιθυµίαις αὐτοῦ, 6:12). As in Romans 7, this obedience is depicted as 

both enslavement and death. He warns his audience that obedience to sin entails 

becoming a slave to sin (δοῦλοι, 6:16). They once were slaves to ἁµαρτία when they 

presented their bodily members to ἁµαρτία (6:6, 18–22). But now they have been freed 

from that enslavement (6:18, 22) and brought from a state of death to life (6:13; cf. 1 

John 3:14). Of course, Paul transcends the Platonic framework by seeing death not 

simply as a matter of the dominance of the passions but also as exclusion from eternal 

                                                   

86 Cf. BDAG, “αἰχµαλιτίζω,” “ἀντιστρατεύοµαι.” 
87 Wasserman Death of the Soul, 77, 94–95, identifies the speaker with the mind, which occasionally views 
itself from outside itself (7:25). I find it works just as well, if not better, to suppose that the speaker is 
closely aligned with his mind and inner person, without being entirely reduced to the mind itself. 
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life, as the repeated contrast between death and eternal life shows (6:21–23; cf. 5:21). In 

Paul’s view, sin is a slave-master that pays back its servants not simply with the 

domination of the passions but also with eschatological death (τὰ γὰρ ὀψώνια τῆς 

ἁµαρτίας θάνατος, τὸ δὲ χάρισµα τοῦ θεοῦ ζωὴ αἰώνιος, 6:23).88  

While the language of ἁµαρτία largely fades in Romans 8, assumptions like those 

of the Platonic discourse about the body and the flesh are still operative. Instead of 

speaking of the problem of sin, Paul refers to the problem of the flesh (8:3–9, 12–13). But 

this change makes sense if the flesh is the seat of ἁµαρτία in the form of the sin-tending 

passions. Paul explains the impotence of the law on the basis of the weakness of the flesh 

(8:3). He warns that aligning one’s reasoning with the flesh entails death (8:5–6).89 He 

claims that to live in accordance with the flesh results in death, while to kill the deeds of 

the body entails life (εἰ γὰρ κατὰ σάρκα ζῆτε, µέλλετε ἀποθνῄσκειν· εἰ δὲ πνεύµατι τὰς 

πράξεις τοῦ σώµατος θανατοῦτε, ζήσεσθε, 8:13). In 8:5–6 and 8:13, Paul may again 

                                                   

88 While ὀψώνια is frequently used to describe a soldier’s pay, it can also denote an allowance paid to a 
slave. See LSJ, BDAG, “ὀψώνιον.” Since Paul combines the military imagery (6:13, 16, 19) and the slavery 
analogy (6:16–18, 20, 22), both meanings could be operative.  
89 As an explication of οἱ γὰρ κατὰ σάρκα ὄντες τὰ τῆς σαρκὸς φρονοῦσιν in 8:5, the phrase τὸ φρόνηµα τῆς 
σαρκός in 8:6 is likely simply another way of speaking of the human agent aligning his or her reasoning 
with the desires of the flesh. Alternatively, the phrase may refer to the result of the verbal phrase in the 
previous clause, that is, a φρόνηµα characterized or determined by the flesh. So Wolter, Römer, 1:483. See 
footnotes 47 and 48. However, another meaning is possible. Within Platonic discourse, since the lower 
parts of the person tend toward satisfying their desires, these parts can metaphorically be said to operate 
with intention. Cf. Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 23, 139, who cites Plato, Resp. 9.574c–575a. This 
meaning may be operative in Rom 8:6 and elsewhere (cf. τῆς σαρκὸς πρόνοιαν, 13:14), where the flesh may 
be said to have its own way of reasoning. If this is the case, Paul would not be speaking of the personality 
of the flesh but rather its inherent bent. Similarly, Cf. Miller, Practice of the Body of Christ, 116–17. 
Bertram, TDNT 9:220–35, cites several texts where φρόνηµα denotes the cultivated disposition or natural 
tendency of the subject in question. See, for example, Plato, Leg. 9.865d; Resp. 9.573b–c; Josephus, Ant. 
12.279; 14.13; J.W. 1.204.  



 

130 

transcend the Platonic discourse by referring to ultimate ends of eternal life or death 

rather than the metaphorical life or death of the person, depending on whether the 

passions are vanquished or victorious. However, Paul is still very much in agreement 

with the Platonic discourse in 8:13 in assuming that the body or flesh per se is a source of 

sinful deeds. 

2.2.2.3 Summary of Sin in Romans 5–8 

The Platonic discourse sketched by Wasserman has considerable explanatory 

power for much, though not all, of Paul’s argument in Rom 6:1–8:13.90 When Paul’s 

language is read in light of this discourse, ἁµαρτία aligns in significant ways with the 

concept of the passions in Platonic moral discourse. The personification of ἁµαρτία as 

ruling, enslaving, deceiving, killing, making war, and capturing does not indicate that 

ἁµαρτία is a force external to the person. Rather, this personification presupposes that the 

passions are a force within the person that conflict with—and, in this case, overpower—

those aspects of the person that may have an affinity for the good. Similarly, the flesh is a 

threat to the human agent, not because it is external to the person but rather because, as 

the seat of the passions, it has a tendency towards sin that threatens to destroy the person. 

This reading is not grounded in 5:12–21, but it by no means conflicts with Paul’s 

understanding of ἁµαρτία in these verses, where, I have argued, ἁµαρτία personifies 

sinful actions rather than a force prior to those actions. Even within 5:12–21, Paul seems 

                                                   

90 See below on 6:1–11. 
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to presuppose some mechanism by which sinning is inevitable. Even though, on my 

reading, Paul does not name this force explicitly in these verses, it would make sense for 

us to supply the universal problem of the passions as the elided middle. This explanation 

would be analogous to the “evil heart” in 4 Ezra. Ezra complains that humanity is 

doomed because Adam’s sin entrenched the evil heart so that no one can obey the law 

(3:20–22; 4:4; 7:48). Therefore, no one can expect to enjoy the eternal age (7:118–20). 

Like Ezra, Paul seems to envision all humanity as enslaved to sin after Adam and 

therefore on a path to exclusion from eternal life (Rom 5:21; 6:21–23). However, Paul 

appears to think that the problem of sin is introduced not at creation but only once Adam 

sins. Paul also goes further than Ezra by asserting, not merely that the law does not solve 

the problem, but also that the law makes the human predicament worse (5:20; 7:5, 7–13). 

Within this distinctively Jewish narrative spanning from creation to the eschaton, the 

passions explain the problem of sin in the interim. 

Ultimately, though, Paul is not a Platonist. First, even his description of the 

problem does not fully fit within the Platonic framework, since he views enslavement to 

the passions as threatening eschatological death, and since he sets sin and death within a 

cosmic history tracing back to Adam. Second, his understanding of the solution is 

distinctively Christian. For the Platonists, the solution to the passions consisted in 

teaching and moral example.91 For Paul, however, the solution consists not in the 

                                                   

91 Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 32, 135. Wasserman cites Plutarch, Virt. prof. 76b–c; Rect. rat. aud. 46d 
(p. 36). Citing Epictetus, Diatr. 2.17.24; 2.18.8; Seneca, Ep. 82.4–7, Holtz, “Paul, the Law and Judaism,” 
202, explains that the Stoic solution consisted in the person turning inward to make the correct use of 
impressions. 
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teaching of the law or even of Christ but rather in being united intimately with Christ and 

the Spirit.92 Third, the Platonists do not seem to have had a solution for a someone like 

the speaker in Rom 7:7–25 who is so ensnared by the passions that any right teaching 

(e.g., the law) only makes the problem worse.93 Such a person would appear to be 

hopeless. Paul, however, sees hope precisely where the Platonists might not. For, in 

Paul’s view, God’s act in Christ is more powerful than the worst depths of sin. 

2.3 The Ongoing Indwelling of Sin in the Christian 

A significant consequence of seeing ἁµαρτία as the passions in the bulk of Rom 

6:1–8:13 is that we can understand how Christians might continue to be connected to 

ἁµαρτία, even once they have been delivered from ἁµαρτία. In the following, I will argue 

that dying to sin does not entail the eradication of sin or the destruction and replacement 

of a body in which sin dwells. Rather, I will contend, Christians are empowered to resist 

ἁµαρτία even as it continues to reside in their bodies. This conclusion will in turn allow 

us to understand how it is that Christians can still be mortal because of sin even though 

God has acted against sin on behalf of humanity. 

2.3.1 Deliverance from Sin 

As we have seen, in Romans 6–7, the language of sin killing and enslaving the 

person can be understood as an expression of the domination of sin in the form of the 

                                                   

92 So also Strecker, “Auf den Tod getauft,” 289–90, noting the differences between Paul and moral 
philosophers. 
93 Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 105, 109. The same may be said for the Stoics. As Holtz, “Paul, the Law 
and Judaism,” 203 n. 87, notes, “According to Seneca the conflict between the ‘true’ self and the ‘actual’ 
self remains unresolvable once the passions have fully erupted” (citing Seneca, Med. 1078–79; Ira 1.8.3). 
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passions. Deliverance from sin therefore entails the end of that domination.94 I will argue 

that when Paul describes this deliverance in Romans 6 and 8, he envisions, not that the 

passions or ἁµαρτία disappears from the body or ceases to be a threat in the body, but 

rather that this force is no longer an insurmountable barrier to obedience to God, as in 

7:7–25. The person is saved, not by being rid of the force of ἁµαρτία in the flesh, but 

rather by being indwelt by Christ and the Spirit and thus set free from the inexorable law 

of ἁµαρτία at work in the body (cf. 7:23; 8:2).  

2.3.1.1 Romans 6:1–11 

Some interpreters have supposed that for Paul deliverance amounts to severing 

any connection between the Christian and sin.95 They point to 6:1–11, where Paul 

emphasizes the decisive change in the relationship between the Christian and sin. Paul 

claims that Christians die to sin (6:2, 11) by joining Christ in his own death to sin (6:3–6, 

8, 10). In 6:6 in particular, interpreters have found a key for suggesting that the old pre-

conversion body is really destroyed or at least purged of sin: the old person was co-

crucified [with Christ] so that the body of sin might be destroyed (καταργηθῇ, Beker’s 

translation). Beker suggests this means that sin is eradicated from the flesh.96 Campbell 

speaks of the flesh being “executed” and replaced by a new flesh.97 Yet, Paul seems to 

                                                   

94 So, in addition to Wasserman, Strecker, “Auf den Tod getauft,” 288. 
95 In particular, Lüdemann, Kabisch, Wrede, and Schweitzer. See the analysis of these figures in the last 
chapter. See modern figures below. 
96 Beker, Paul, 215–18. 
97 Campbell, Deliverance, 72–73. Similarly, Käsemann, “On Paul’s Anthropology,” 10, writes, “the old 
man truly and radically dies; the new man is not to be understood as something like a metamorphosis of the 
old.” My account does not presuppose that the old person morphs into the new person, but rather that sin is 
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clarify his meaning when he says that the body of sin is brought to an end “so that we 

might no longer serve sin” (τοῦ µηκέτι δουλεύειν ἡµᾶς τῇ ἁµαρτίᾳ, 6:6). The phrase would 

then function as a parallel purpose clause explaining the significance of the previous 

clause. By claiming that the old person has been co-crucified and that τὸ σῶµα τῆς 

ἁµαρτίας has been destroyed, Paul’s point does not seem to be that the Christian’s former 

body has been annihilated and replaced invisibly, but rather that the domination of sin in 

the body has been ended.98 Sin is no longer the owner or master over the person and the 

body, as it once was (cf. οὐ κυριεύσει, 6:14). Therefore, Christians no longer need to offer 

themselves or their bodies to sin as they once did (6:13, 19; 8:12). They are no longer 

trapped in a “body of death” (7:24) in which the law of sin is at work in their members so 

effectively that it takes them captive and deprives them of the ability to do the good 

(7:23) and thus “kills” them (7:11). 

Likewise, the language of new life (6:4), resurrection (6:5, 8), living to God 

(6:11), and living from the dead (6:13) does not highlight that Christians have received a 

                                                   

master in the old person and that lordship is broken by a divine act, not by an organic transformation of the 
person. 
98 To avoid misunderstanding, it may be better to translate καταργηθῇ as “rendered powerless.” Similarly, 
Fitzmyer, Romans, 436; Wasserman, Death of the Soul, 131; Eastman, Paul and the Person, 88. On “the 
body of sin,” see footnote 37. See the treatment of this entire section by Strecker, who explains,  

Die Rede vom Tod und Begräbnis mit Christus markiert an dieser Stelle keineswegs allein das 
Moment des definitiven Endes, des Abbruchs der alten Existenz unter der Sünde, vielmehr klingt 
darin ebenso die Vorstellung der Passage, des Übergangs mit an, und zwar des Übergangs in eine 
neue Lebens- und Machtsphäre. Genauer noch: Die in Röm 6 gebrauchte thanatologische 
Taufmetaphorik weist in Sonderheit auf die Eröffnung einer Art Existenz im Zwischen, nämlich 
auf die christusgläubige Existenz in der Schwellenphase jenes dynamischen 
Transformationsprozesses ins Heil, der durch das Christusereignis angestoßen wurde. (emphasis 
original, “Auf den Tod getauft,” 276–77) 
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resurrection body or a new flesh without the passions. Instead, this language signifies that 

the obedience of Christians is both the manifestation of the resurrected life of Jesus and 

the organic link in the present to eschatological life in the future. This new life both 

enables and requires resisting the force of the passions that are still present in the flesh. 

Paul sets up his discussion of this new life by stressing the obedience enabled by, 

and required because of, Christ’s death and resurrection. He emphasizes that the purpose 

of dying with Christ is not that we might continue to live in sin (6:2), but rather that, as 

Christ has been raised from the dead, we too might walk (περιπατήσωµεν) in newness of 

life (6:4). Here Paul does not explicate the significance of Christ’s resurrection by saying 

it brings about a resurrection body immune to sin. Instead, Paul explains that God’s 

intention is to enable a new mode of behavior, as underscored by the verb περιπατέω, 

which is always used by Paul to suggest a manner of life (cf. Rom 8:4; 13:13; 14:15; 1 

Cor 3:3; 7:17; 2 Cor 4:2; 5:7; 10:2, 3; 12:18; Gal 5:16; Phil 3:17, 18; 1 Thess 2:12; 4:1, 

12). At this point, this life is only depicted as being consonant with the life of the risen 

Jesus, without further explanation (ὥσπερ ἠγέρθη Χριστός … οὕτως καὶ ἡµεῖς ἐν καινότητι 

ζωῆς περιπατήσωµεν, 6:4). The ethical dimension of this new, resurrection-type life is 

further highlighted in 6:13 by the description of obedience to God as a type of living from 

the dead. By living a new life of obedience to God rather than the old way of obedience 

to sin (cf. 6:19), Christians are like people who are living from the dead (ὡσεὶ ἐκ νεκρῶν 

ζῶντας, 6:13). Thus, when Paul commands his audience to “consider themselves dead to 

sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus” (6:11), he is not saying that sin is purged from their 
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bodies or that they have received a new body rid of the passions. Rather, he is 

admonishing them to reckon with the fact that a new way of life has been made possible 

and obligatory by Christ’s death and resurrection.  

This is not to say that Paul limits the significance of this “new life” to the ethical 

behavior of Christians. Paul believes that this “newness of life” is a manifestation of the 

resurrected life of Jesus. Jesus is now free from sin in a unique way as a result of his 

death and resurrection. He “died to sin definitively,” and now he “lives to God” (ὃ γὰρ 

ἀπέθανεν, τῇ ἁµαρτίᾳ ἀπεθανεν ἐφάπαξ· ὃ δὲ ζῇ, ζῇ τῷ θεῷ, 6:10). Now he indwells 

Christians, which enables their obedience (cf. 8:9; Gal 2:20). So, it is “in Christ Jesus”—

in the one who has died to sin and lives to God (Rom 6:10)—that they can reckon 

themselves dead to sin and alive to God (οὕτως καὶ ὑµεῖς λογίζεσθε ἑαυτοὺς νεκροὺς τῇ 

ἁµαρτίᾳ ζῶντας δὲ τῷ θεῷ ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ, 6:11).99 This act of reckoning does not bring 

about their death to sin and living to God but rather is part of the way Christians abide in 

the significance of what has already happened in their being connected to Christ in his 

death and, in some sense, the power of his resurrection (cf. Phil 3:10–11).  

Paul also sees the “newness of life” as the organic link to sharing in Christ’s 

resurrection in the future. Having died with Christ entails not just a new way of living but 

also a future resurrection. Those who have been united with Christ in a likeness of his 

                                                   

99 On the flexibility of the phrase “in Christ,” see Constantine Campbell, Paul and Union with Christ: An 
Exegetical and Theological Study (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012). Here I take Paul to be asserting that 
Christians can and must understand their situation in light of their connection to Christ’s death and 
resurrection. 
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death will be united with him in a likeness of his resurrection (τῆς ἀναστάσεως ἐσόµεθα, 

6:5). Since they have died with Christ, they believe they will also live with him 

(συζήσοµεν αὐτῷ, 6:8). Scholars continue to debate whether the future tense in these 

verses is logical or temporal.100 In my opinion, the verbs are genuinely future. However, 

this does not mean that Christians must wait until the future to be connected to the risen 

Christ. They are already indwelt by him and he manifests his heavenly life in their 

obedience. Further, I do not believe that Paul’s point is to establish an “eschatological 

reservation.”101 Rather, it seems, Paul aims to establish an organic connection between 

dying with Christ to sin and living a new life of obedience, on the one hand, and the 

eschatological outcome of such a way of life, on the other. He does the same thing with 

sin: living a life of service to sin is a type of death (6:13) which also meets an 

eschatological end of death (6:21–23).102 Conversely, the death and resurrected life of 

Christ draws them into the newness of life that ensures their future resurrection. 

2.3.1.2 Romans 6:12–23 

In 6:12–23, it becomes clearer that deliverance from sin consists in freedom from 

the domination, rather than the existence, of ἁµαρτία, understood as the desires 

                                                   

100 For logical, see Fitzmyer, Romans, 435; for temporal, see Jewett, Romans, 402. 
101 Käsemann, “Primitive Christian Apocalyptic,” 132, along with others, have assumed that Paul combats 
enthusiasm. Black describes the future tense as “a hedge, either against construing baptism as a repeated or 
mystical event … or against the misunderstanding of believers’s resurrection as a present reality” 
(“Perspectives on Death,” 423). Black cites the suggestions of Tannehill, Dying and Rising, 32, and 
Conzelmann, Outline, 271. 
102 The ambiguity of θάνατος in 6:16 may be purposeful: obedience to sin is a form of death in the present 
that leads to death in the future. 
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(ἐπιθυµίαι) of the body. Paul’s opening admonition in 6:12, “Do not let ἁµαρτία reign in 

your mortal body so that you obey its [the body’s] desires (ταῖς ἐπιθυµίαις αὐτοῦ),” 

presupposes that Christians are not subject to the hopeless situation of the person in 

Romans 7 who is enthralled to sin. However, Paul also assumes in 6:12 that the desires 

are not purged from the body but rather threaten one’s obedience to God. When Paul 

claims that sin will not be their master (ἁµαρτία γὰρ ὑµῶν οὐ κυριεύσει, 6:14), he is not 

stressing that Christians are immune to sin, which would make his admonitions 

redundant.103 Rather, he is once again highlighting that the domination of sin has been 

ended for those in Christ and will not begin again, provided that they do not let sin reign 

in their bodies anew. The future tense in the phrase οὐ κυριεύσει seems to express 

confidence that the Christian is on a path of continuous freedom from the domination of 

sin. Yet, to be sustained, such freedom requires that one not offer one’s bodily members 

again to sin (6:13).  

Paul reinforces his point that salvation entails deliverance from the domination of 

ἁµαρτία, explaining that the grace of God leads not to sinning but to righteousness and 

being made holy (6:15, 18–19, 22). For the grace of God consists in the fact that, though 

Christians were once slaves to sin (ἦτε δοῦλοι τῆς ἁµαρτίας, 6:17, 20), they have been 

freed from sin (ἐλευθερωθέντες ἀπὸ τῆς ἁµαρτίας, 6:18, 22). As the obverse of being set 

                                                   

103 So Strecker, “Auf den Tod getauft,” 278 n. 54, notes, “Aufgrund dieses Imperativs erscheint die These, 
Paulus betrachte die Gemeinde prinzipiell als ‘sündenfreien Raum,’ etwas überakzentuiert.” Contra Helmut 
Umbach, In Christus getauft—von der Sünde befreit: Die Gemeine als sündenfreier Raum bei Paulus, 
FRLANT 181 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1999) and Udo Schnelle, Paulus: Leben und Denken, 
2nd ed. (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2014), 626–29. 
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free from sin, they have been enslaved to righteousness and God (ἐδουλῶθητε τῇ 

δικαιοσύνῃ, 6:18; δουλωθέντες δὲ τῷ θεῷ, 6:22). Deliverance from sin lies in the ability 

and obligation to obey God instead of sin. Yet, deliverance does not end there but ties 

organically into eschatological life. Just as service to sin entails an end of eschatological 

death, so too does service to God entail the end of eternal life (6:21–23). 

In summary, in Romans 6, the gift of God in Christ has been to end the 

domination of sin, understood as the ἐπιθυµίαι of the body, and to open the way to 

obedience and eternal life. Yet the Christian has not been so transformed in their body 

that they have lost any connection whatsoever to sin. The ἐπιθυµίαι still dwell in the body 

and threaten one’s obedience to God (6:12). As long as one does not yield to the desires 

by letting them determine one’s behavior, particularly with one’s body, sin does not rule. 

However, as long as the desires exist in the body, the threat of sin is still a real one. 

2.3.1.3 Romans 8:1–13 

Very much the same picture of deliverance from sin emerges in Rom 8:1–13. At 

the end of Romans 7, the speaker laments that he sees a law at work in his members—the 

law of sin—that wages war against his mind and makes him captive (αἰχµαλωτίζοντα, 

7:23).104 Consequently, when the speaker is told that he has been set free from the law of 

                                                   

104 The verse reads βλέπω δὲ ἕτερον νόµον ἐν τοῖς µέλεσίν µου ἀντιστρατευόµενον τῷ νόµῳ τοῦ νοός µου καὶ 
αἰχµαλωτίζοντά µε ἐν τῷ νόµῳ τῆς ἁµαρτίας τῷ ὄντι ἐν τοῖς µέλεσίν µου. Grammatically, τῷ ὄντι ἐν τοῖς 
µέλεσίν µου refers to the law of sin rather than sin per se. 



 

140 

sin and death (ἠλευθέρωσέν σε ἀπὸ τοῦ νόµου τῆς ἁµαρτίας καὶ θανάτου, 8:2),105 he is 

being informed that his captivity to the relentless domination of sin in his members has 

ended. He is also free from the law of death because the old situation of slavery to sin 

could result only in death morally now and eschatologically in the future.  

Yet this freedom has come about not by purging sin from the flesh, but rather by 

the introduction of a new force or principle, what Paul calls the law of the Spirit of life in 

Christ Jesus (8:2).106 Now, instead of being compelled to follow the flesh, Christians can 

walk according to the Spirit (ἡµῖν τοῖς µὴ κατὰ σάρκα περιπατοῦσιν ἀλλὰ κατὰ πνεῦµα, 

8:4). Paul’s purely descriptive language in 8:4–9 could suggest that, since Christians do 

not walk according to the flesh (8:4) and are “not in the flesh but in the Spirit” (οὐκ ἐστὲ 

ἐν σαρκί ἀλλὰ ἐν πνεύµατι, 8:9), they have severed their former connection to the flesh 

and sin. In that case, they would not need to be concerned about the dire consequences of 

living according to the flesh (8:5–8). However, Paul’s statement that Christians are not 

“in the flesh” appears to provide the basis for his explanation that Christians can in fact 

avoid living according to the flesh (ὀφειλέται έσµὲν οὐ τῇ σαρκὶ τοῦ κατὰ σάρκα ζῆν, 

8:12). Further, Paul’s grim depictions of living according to the flesh (8:5–8) give 

                                                   

105 The odd use of σε in 8:2 suggests that Paul is addressing the speaker in 7:7–25. See Stowers, Rereading, 
282. 
106 I believe that νόµος is better translated “principle” here and in 7:23. So too Wasserman, Death of the 
Soul, 106; Wolter, Paulus, 166 n. 30. I differ from those who claim that Paul still has the Mosaic law in 
view as the law perverted by the force of sin. Pace Gaventa, “Cosmic Power of Sin,” 235. The shift in 
meaning from “Torah” to “principle” is not jarring, since the context would make the change clear enough. 
Further, the meaning “principle” is sufficiently common so that more explicit signals would not be required 
for Paul to indicate his intention. 
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urgency to his warning in 8:13 against living according to the flesh. To live according to 

the flesh is to align one’s reasoning with the flesh (8:5).107 To do so entails death (8:6, 

13) and the inability to obey God (8:7–8). The good news is that, since Christians are not 

ἐν σαρκί but ἐν πνεύµατι, they have the power to resist the flesh. The Spirit of Christ now 

indwells them (8:9, 11) and by the Spirit they can resist the flesh (8:12–13). Therefore, 

they can experience and hope for life instead of ultimately death (8:10–11). 

2.3.1.4 Romans 5:12–21 

I return to Rom 5:12–21 out of order because the previous remarks about Romans 

6–8 illuminate the salvific act as played out on the stage of world history in 5:12–21. As I 

argued earlier, ἁµαρτία comes to function as an inevitable human action by 5:21. Paul 

effectively must assume universal slavery to sin, since all are confined to eschatological 

death as a result of sin (cf. 6:21–23).108 In the wake of the redemptive act of Christ, 

though, sin and slavery to sin are no longer unavoidable. Therefore, the path traveled by 

those in Christ no longer leads inexorably toward eschatological death (5:21). As 

recipients of the grace of God in Christ, they are headed to reign in life (5:17, 18, 21). 

Thus, while Rom 5:12–21 roots the cause of physical death in Adam’s sin, the passage 

deals primarily with the reversal of the moral and eschatological consequences of that sin, 

as de Boer rightly argued. The passage simply does not explain how the physical effects 

                                                   

107 See footnote 91. 
108 In my argument, κατάκριµα in 5:16, 18 makes sense of death as a type of exclusion from eschatological 
life, as envisioned in 5:21. 
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of Adam’s sin still remain. However, we can look elsewhere for clarification about the 

relationship between sin and ongoing physical death. 

2.3.2 The Continuing Connection between the Christian and Sin  

By this point, we have already observed multiple ways in which Paul presupposes 

an ongoing connection between ἁµαρτία qua passions and desires, on the one hand, and 

the flesh or body of the Christian, on the other. Here I simply bring together those 

passages that establish this point. 

 Perhaps most tellingly, in 8:13, Paul assumes that the flesh or body of a Christian 

per se is still the seat of ἁµαρτία. Paul warns his readers, “If you live according to the 

flesh (κατὰ σάρκα ζῆτε), you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the 

body (τὰς πράξεις τοῦ σώµατος θανατοῦτε), you will live.” The parallel between living 

according to the flesh, on the one hand, and permitting the deeds of the body to flourish, 

on the other, suggests that the body itself is viewed as a source of sinful action. What can 

justify such an assumption? Evidently Paul has not abandoned the basic picture of 

Romans 7, where ἁµαρτία dwells in the flesh or members of the body and tries to compel 

the agent to do evil (7:17–18, 20, 23). In 8:13, the menace of the body consists in the fact 

that a sin-tending force still dwells in the body. That does not make the body evil but it 

does make it the home of ἁµαρτία in this life, even for the Christian. 

Similarly, in 6:12, Paul maintains a connection between ἁµαρτία and the Christian 

body. Paul admonishes his readers not to let sin reign in their mortal bodies so that they 

obey the ἐπιθυµίαι of the body (Μὴ οὖν βασιλευέτω ἡ ἁµαρτία ἐν τῷ θνητῷ ὑµῶν σώµατι 
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εἰς τὸ ὑπακούειν ταῖς ἐπιθυµίαις αὐτοῦ). To let ἁµαρτία reign consists in obeying the 

ἐπιθυµίαι of the body. The ἐπιθυµίαι themselves are regarded as a source of sin and thus 

may be seen as another way of Paul referring to the force of ἁµαρτία. 

Clearly, for Paul, Christians have not entirely severed their connection with the 

force of ἁµαρτία in their flesh or body. The flesh or body remains the dwelling place of 

sin even for Christians. This is why they are still exhorted to resist the flesh and the body 

in various ways. The good news is that they can resist this force, even though they are 

constantly threatened by it. The clearest explanation of the connection between sin and 

physical death, though, can be found in Rom 8:10. 

2.3.3. Sin as the Cause of Mortality for Christians 

In light of the ongoing connection between the force of ἁµαρτία and the Christian 

body, it becomes significant to observe what Paul says in 8:10: “if Christ is in you, the 

body is dead on account of sin, but the Spirit is life on account of righteousness” (εἰ δὲ 

Χριστὸς ἐν ὑµῖν, τὸ µὲν σῶµα νεκρὸν διὰ ἁµαρτίαν τὸ δὲ πνεῦµα ζωὴ διὰ δικαιοσύνην). This 

verse is notoriously opaque, but in light of the analysis thus far, we can make good sense 

of it. I submit that Paul is attributing the physical death of the body of Christians to the 

fact that the sin-tending passions still reside in the body.109 This does not mean that the 

person is dominated by the passions, but simply that the passions continue to dwell in the 

                                                   

109 Cp. Philo, Abr. 244: “the passions and senses are corruptible and causes of corruption (φθορᾶς αἴτιαι).” 
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body and tend toward sin. This interpretation fits smoothly with the context and avoids 

difficulties found in other interpretations. 

The context suggests that Paul is thinking of the present mortality of the Christian 

body when he refers to τὸ σῶµα as νεκρόν. Paul’s statements in 8:10 and 8:11 fit closely 

together and illuminate each other. In 8:10, Paul states that while the body is dead, the 

Spirit is life (τὸ σῶµα νεκρόν … τὸ πνεῦµα ζωή). He does not say the πνεῦµα is alive but 

rather that the πνεῦµα is life, which seems to mean the Spirit is the principle of life.110 In 

8:11, Paul elaborates on this claim, promising that God will give life (ζῳοποιήσει) to the 

mortal bodies of Christians (τὰ θνητὰ σώµατα ὑµῶν) through his indwelling Spirit (διὰ 

τοῦ ἐνοικοῦντος αὐτοῦ πνεύµατος ἐν ὑµῖν).111 The tight connection between the verses 

implies that Paul’s description of the body as νεκρόν in 8:10 should be understood in light 

of his claim that the Spirit will overcome the mortality (θνητόν) of the body in 8:11. Paul 

is not speaking of the body in 8:10 as being morally dead because it is now subject to sin. 

As we have seen, the language of death in this sense applies only when the person is 

enslaved to sin, which is not the case for the Christian envisioned in 8:10.112 Further, the 

                                                   

110 So Wolter, Römer, 1:489. Fitzmyer, Romans, 491, speaks of the human spirit as being alive because of 
the divine Spirit. Similarly, Longenecker, Romans, 697. However, Paul does not use an adjective to 
describe the spirit as alive. He simply asserts, “the spirit is life.” 
111 There is a textual issue in 8:11. Several ancient manuscripts have the accusative construction διὰ τὸ 
ἐνοικοῦν αὐτοῦ πνεῦµα instead of the genitive construction. See the discussion in Longenecker, Romans, 
678. The reading does not dramatically change the sense of the verse, nor does it affect the point I am 
making here. 
112 Wasserman submits that τὸ σῶµα νεκρὸν διὰ ἁµαρτίαν describes the body as dead because it is 
dominated by sin (Death of the Soul, 140). However, this suggestion cannot be sustained in the framework 
of her own interpretation. In her reading, a body dominated by sin is a body in which the passions have 
coopted the body, as in the case of the figure in 7:7–25. Yet Wasserman rightly perceives that the person 
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focus on the present mortal body of the Christian in 8:11 suggests that in 8:10 Paul is not 

referring to the baptismal death of the body that was once ruled by sin (cf. 6:6; 7:24).113 

To be sure, such an interpretation can point to 8:9 where Paul affirms that Christians are 

not in the flesh but in the Spirit. This contrast could then be carried over to 8:10, where 

“not being in the flesh” would correspond to “the body [i.e., the former flesh- or sin-ruled 

body] being dead.” However, this interpretation breaks the clear verbal and conceptual 

links between 8:10 and 8:11, where the σῶµα is described as dead (νεκρόν, 8:10) or 

mortal (θνητόν, 8:11) and the Spirit is designated as the principle of life. For the 

alternative interpretation to work, σῶµα in 8:10 would have to bear the negative sense of 

                                                   

envisioned in 8:10 has been delivered from such a situation. This person has been empowered to resist the 
passions by the indwelling of Christ and his Spirit (8:10–11). Consequently, the language of death in 8:10 
must be understood to refer to something other than the domination of the passions, and the very next verse 
indicates that Paul is thinking of the actual physical demise of the body. 

Dunn muddles the meaning of the text by suggesting that in 8:10 Paul is claiming that the “body 
of sin” (6:6) and the “body of death” (7:24) still afflict the Christian. Dunn himself admits that 6:6 and 7:24 
refer to past realities, whereas 8:10 designates a present reality (Romans, 1:444). At the same time, Dunn 
implies that the situation of 7:7–25 is still ongoing for believers. They are dead in 8:10 because sin has 
sprung to life in 7:8–11 (431). This suggestion ignores the difference between the person in Romans 8 and 
the person in Rom 7:7–25. 

Ridderbos likewise refers 8:10 to the present, though his interpretation complicates matters 
unnecessarily. According to Ridderbos, “The body, that is to say, life, insofar as it still belongs to the old 
aeon, is (subject to) death because of sin” (Paul, 67). To be sure, the body is the seat of sin (8:13), and to 
that extent, it may have some connection to the old eon. However, there is no need to abstract from the 
body to “life as it belongs to the old eon.” Paul is focusing on the body per se, as 8:11 makes clear. 
113 Bultmann’s highly influential interpretation of 8:10 is that the body ruled by flesh or sin has been 
eliminated (Theology, 1:200, 208). Bultmann’s view is also found in C. K. Barrett, A Commentary on the 
Epistle to the Romans, BNTC (London: A. & C. Black, 1957), 159; Otto Kuss, Der Römerbrief, 3 vols. 
(Regensburg: F. Pustet, 1957–1978), 2:503–4; Käsemann, Romans, 224; Wilckens, Römer, 2:132; Beker, 
Paul, 205, 289; Jewett, Romans, 491–92. Against this interpretation, see Wolter, Römer, 1:488–89. 
Fitzmyer similarly refers τὸ σῶµα νεκρόν to the non-Christian state. He explains Paul’s meaning as follows: 
“Without the Spirit … the human ‘body’ is like a corpse because of the influence of sin (5:12; cf. 6:6; 7:24; 
[Col 2:11])” (Romans, 491). Yet this is simply not what Paul says. Paul is not saying that the Christian 
body would be dead if it were not indwelt by the Spirit; rather, he is asserting that, even though the body is 
indwelt by the Spirit, it still dies and yet will be revivified. 
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σάρξ in 8:9 but then take on the neutral or positive sense of the σῶµα to which the Spirit 

will give life in 8:11. In that case, Paul would be designating the same reality by σάρξ in 

8:9 and σῶµα in 8:10, and then he would have to alter the sense of σῶµα in 8:11. It seems 

simpler to conclude that Paul is referring to the same σῶµα throughout 8:10–11, without 

having to conflate the senses of the negatively charged σάρξ in 8:9 and the neutral or 

positively tinted σῶµα in 8:10–11. 

There is also good reason to think that ἁµαρτία in 8:10 refers to the indwelling 

passions. The references to ἁµαρτία in Rom 7:7–8:3 would encourage the readers to think 

of ἁµαρτία as a force that dwells in the body, its members, and the flesh, rather than as a 

transgression committed by a person.  

The context implies that Paul is not discussing ἁµαρτία as an action Christians 

indulge in. Those in whom Christ dwells are not in the flesh (8:9–10) and do not walk 

according to the flesh (8:4), or more precisely, the ἁµαρτία that dwells in the flesh. 

Christians are not obliged to live according to the flesh (8:12) but rather can put to death 

the deeds of the body (8:13). They are indwelt by the Spirit who achieves or engenders 

δικαιοσύνη (8:10), which entails obedience to God (6:16, 18, 20).114 Throughout these 

                                                   

114 For an array of possible meanings of δικαιοσύνη, see Kuss, Römerbrief, 2:502–3; Käsemann, Romans, 
224. The meaning of this term is contentious because of the debates around δικαι- words in Paul. In this 
case, δικαιοσύνη could denote the delivering act of God, a habitus formed by God, or a forensic status 
granted by God. For our purposes here, it should suffice to note that the ultimate ground of δικαιοσύνη lies 
in God and that δικαιοσύνη cannot be separated from a life-embodying and life-tending obedience to God. 
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chapters Paul assumes that Christians live basically in obedience to God and do not yield 

to sin. 

Further, Paul is almost certainly not employing ἁµαρτία to refer to even the 

occasional sins that Christians commit or the past sin that they once committed. Nowhere 

in Romans 5–8 does Paul speak about the occasional sins that Christians still commit. He 

refers only to slavery to sin and obedience to God, asserting that Christians are set free 

from the former and empowered for the latter. To be sure, Paul does refer to the past life 

of Christians when they sinned. Yet he gives no indication that Christians must, as a form 

of payment for such sins, undergo physical death. Interpreters sometimes cite 6:23 to 

claim that the wages of sin is death and that Christians must therefore still die.115 

However, in 6:16–23, Paul is not claiming that past sin demands the present bodily death 

of a Christian. Rather, he is warning that slavery to sin ultimately results in eschatological 

death. As is made abundantly clear in Romans 5–8, Christians are free from such slavery 

and therefore from such an end. To be sure, the notoriously knotty 5:12 may be an 

                                                   

115 Black claims that, in 8:10, death “still constitutes those wages of sin which must yet be paid by the 
Christian sinner (cf. 6:23)” (“Perspectives on Death,” 427). Black offers no argument, though, for seeing 
sin in 8:10 as the past or present sins of a Christian. The only evidence Black cites for the idea that 
Christians must die because of their sin is 6:23. Black’s view is also found in C. E. B. Cranfield, Romans: A 
Shorter Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), 182: “The Christian has still to submit to death as 
the wages of sin, because he is a sinner…. [T]heir having to die is due to the fact of their sin.” See also 
Cranfield, Romans, 1:390: “they still have to die because they are sinners.” Moo speaks of “the penalty of 
physical death that must still be experienced by the believer,” though he does not clarify whose sin is being 
paid for. He speaks simply of “the state of condemnation—a condition that has come about ‘because of 
sin’” (Romans, 491). Moo could be referring either to Adam’s sin or the believer’s, but he does not specify 
or provide evidence for the idea that the physical death of the believers is a penalty that must be paid 
because of their own sin or Adam’s. 



 

148 

instance where Paul asserts that all people die because they sin.116 However, Paul gives 

no signal that he intends to evoke 5:12 here and override the more local meaning of 

ἁµαρτία as a force in the flesh.  

Finally, there is no indication that in 8:10 Paul is referring to the sin of Adam.117 

While Paul does refer to a κρίµα following on Adam’s sin (5:16), which likely includes 

physical death, he offers no pointers in or around 8:10 that he is directing readers all the 

way back to that reference, as if he intended to say that Christians still die as a 

punishment for Adam’s sin. The much more local meaning is that of ἁµαρτία as an 

indwelling force in the flesh. Of course, one may propose that such a force arose only as 

a result of Adam’s sin and was entailed by the κρίµα flowing from his sin (5:16). In that 

case, Adam’s sin would be the ultimate cause of the situation envisioned in 8:10. 

However, the immediate references to ἁµαρτία suggest a more proximate cause than 

Adam’s sin. 

Thus, the only conception of ἁµαρτία that seems to fit with the context is the 

notion of ἁµαρτία as the indwelling passions. 

Romans 8:10 therefore seems to explain the paradoxical state of the Christian. 

Indwelt by Christ and the Spirit, they are on the path to life. The Spirit achieves or 

                                                   

116 I disagree with this reading of the verse, since Paul does not underscore personal responsibility but 
rather traces even the sin of all back to Adam (5:19). See Fitzmyer, Romans, 413–17, on the interpretive 
problems surrounding 5:12. 
117 Longenecker, Romans, 700. Barclay, Paul and the Gift, 502 n. 15, offers a hybrid of the views 
mentioned. Barclay understands ἁµαρτία to be “not the believers’ own present sin…, but the sin of Adam 
and of their past, in a cosmos infected by sin and thereby doomed to death (5:11–21; 7:5, 7–11).” 
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generates life-embodying and life-tending δικαιοσύνη. In Romans 6, δικαιοσύνη is closely 

connected with obedience to God (6:16, 18, 20), which Paul describes as a form of life in 

the present (6:4, 11, 13). It is into this way of life that the principle of the Spirit of life (ὁ 

νόµος τοῦ πνεύµατος τῆς ζωῆς) has set Christians free from the principle of sin and death 

(8:2).118 At the same time, the form of life attached to δικαιοσύνη is the organic link to the 

future resurrection (6:21–23).119 Therefore, when Paul says that the Spirit is life on 

account of δικαιοσύνη, he is claiming that the Spirit is the principle of life because of the 

δικαιοσύνη it accomplishes or generates. And yet this life-embodying and life-tending 

reality engendered by the Spirit does not dispel the force of ἁµαρτία from the body. The 

death-tending force of ἁµαρτία is still present within the flesh, and no matter how 

robustly one follows the Spirit, this force will still exercise an inevitable corrupting 

influence over the body. In other words, the ongoing indwelling of ἁµαρτία is responsible 

not only for the continuous temptation faced by Christians but also for the inexorable 

mortality of their bodies in the present age. Christians can avoid both moral and 

eschatological death, but they cannot avoid physical death. For the work of the Spirit is 

circumscribed in that it does not rid the Christian of ἁµαρτία in the flesh, even as the 

Spirit dwells in them to achieve or generate life-tending δικαιοσύνη.120 

                                                   

118 See footnote 106 for the translation of νόµος in these verses as “principle.” 
119 Rom 6:16 is ambiguous and could refer to either present or future life. 
120 A further advantage of this interpretation is that it obviates the need for alternative senses for the two 
occurrences of διά in 8:10. See the confusion around this issue in Käsemann, Romans, 224. 
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2.4 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have attempted to address the challenge that Beker posed to 

Pauline scholars nearly forty years ago and that has gone largely unanswered. Namely, 

how can Paul claim that sin is the cause of death even in its physical sense, that sin has 

been defeated, and that death still exists, particularly for those in Christ? Although this 

question is made explicit by Beker, it haunts the history of Pauline studies, as I tried to 

show in the last chapter. Indeed, the question has been simultaneously sharpened and 

ignored by scholars, particularly in the apocalyptic school of interpretation. Therefore, it 

seemed best to bring this question to the fore to deal with it directly. 

In the course of my argument, I have aimed to show that Paul does in fact 

preserve the connection between sin and death even in the case of Christians. Although 

Christians have been delivered from the power of sin, they nevertheless still have sin 

dwelling in their body in the form of the passions. The inevitability of sin as action has 

ended (5:12–21) because the relentless domination of sin as passions in the flesh has been 

broken (6:1–8:13). Yet sin still remains connected even to Christian flesh in the form of 

the indwelling passions and desires (6:12; 8:10, 13). Consequently, Christians are free 

from death in both its moral and eschatological sense. However, they are not free from 

death in its physical sense (8:10).  

So far, though, my proposal has overlooked some puzzling statements in Romans 

5–8 about sin and its relationship to Jesus. What does it mean that Jesus died to sin 

(6:10)? What does it mean that God sent his son in the likeness of the flesh of sin (8:3)? 

How exactly do these statements fit into the overall picture of redemption that I have 
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painted here? To complete my account in this chapter, it is important to address these 

questions, which will be the goal of the next chapter.



 

152 

3. Sin and Christology 
3.1 Introduction 

No account of the defeat of sin in Romans 5–8 would be complete without an 

analysis of Paul’s claims about Jesus and sin in these chapters. Up to this point, I have 

analyzed Paul’s statements about the death, resurrection, and indwelling of Jesus. I have 

argued that the death and resurrection of Jesus, who died to sin and lives to God (6:10), is 

now manifest in Christians as they die with Christ to sin and live in Christ to God (6:1–8, 

11, 13). I have also explained that Jesus and the Spirit indwell humanity to empower 

them to resist the force of the passions in the flesh (8:9–13). Yet Paul does not speak of 

the death, resurrection, and indwelling of Jesus in isolation. Paul coordinates the 

significance of these events with the earthly humanity of Jesus as well. Paul asserts that 

God sent his Son “in the likeness of the flesh of sin” (ἐν ὁµοιώµατι σαρκὸς ἁµαρτίας),1 and 

that this was somehow crucial for God to “condemn sin in the flesh” (κατέκρινε τὴν 

ἁµαρτίαν ἐν τῇ σαρκί, 8:3). Unfortunately, Paul does not elaborate on his meaning in the 

immediate context, leaving interpreters to ask, what exactly does this statement mean and 

how does it fit with Paul’s other claims about what God has done in Jesus to overcome 

sin? 

                                                   

1 The vast majority of commentators view this phrase as characterizing the totality of Jesus’s earthly 
existence. Rarely does a commentator suggest that Jesus assumes the likeness of the flesh of sin only at the 
crucifixion, as does Ugo Vanni, “Ὁµοίωµα in Paolo (Rom 1,23; 5,14; 6,15; 8,2 [sic]; Fil 2,7): 
Un’interpretazione esegetico-teologica alla luce dell’uso dei LXX, 2a Parte” Greg 58 (1977): 461. 
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3.2 The Problem of the Earthly Humanity of Jesus 

3.2.1 The “Likeness” 

To begin with, what does Paul mean when he says that Jesus was sent in the 

“likeness” (ὁµοίωµα) of the flesh of sin? Does ὁµοίωµα stress Jesus’s full assimilation to 

the flesh of sin, or does the word qualify the extent of that accommodation? 

For some scholars, ὁµοίωµα does not imply any hedge about the degree to which 

Jesus takes up the flesh of sin. In their reading, Jesus assumes the “exact likeness” of the 

flesh of sin.2 The word ὁµοίωµα then underscores Jesus’s complete identification with the 

human condition. The closest parallel to this understanding of ὁµοίωµα can be found in 

Phil 2:7, where Paul claims that Jesus comes in the ὁµοίωµα of human beings. Here Paul 

does not employ ὁµοίωµα to emphasize a difference between Jesus and the rest of 

humanity, but rather to highlight that the one who was in the form of God adopted a 

human life, even to the point of dying the most gruesome sort of death (Phil 2:6–8). In an 

extraordinarily palpable way, the Son of God conformed himself to human experience. A 

related instance of ὁµοίωµα can be found in Rom 6:5, although here the direction of 

identification is reversed. Whereas in Phil 2:7 Jesus became what we are, in Rom 6:5 

                                                   

2 Barrett, Romans, 156; Jewett, Anthropological Terms, 152; Vanni, “Ὁµοίωµα,” 454–62; Vincent P. 
Branick, “The Sinful Flesh of the Son of God (Rom 8:3): A Key Image in Pauline Theology,” CBQ 47 
(1985): 248–50; Florence Morgan Gillman, “Another Look at Romans 8:3: ‘In the Likeness of Sinful 
Flesh’,” CBQ 49 (1987): 601; Morna D. Hooker, From Adam to Christ: Essays on Paul (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 18; Robert C. Tannehill, “Participation in Christ: A Central Theme in 
Pauline Theology,” in The Shape of the Gospel: New Testament Essays (Eugene, OR.: Cascade, 2007), 
227; Susan Grove Eastman, “Apocalypse and Incarnation: The Participatory Logic of Paul’s Gospel,” in 
Apocalyptic and the Future of Theology: With and Beyond J. Louis Martyn, ed. Joshua B. Davis and 
Douglas Harink (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2012), 168. 
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Paul stresses that the baptized undergo what Jesus experienced as they are united with the 

ὁµοίωµα of his death. As he died to sin (6:10), so now they also die to sin (6:1–8, 11, 13). 

In both Phil 2:7 and Rom 6:5, Paul employs ὁµοίωµα to draw attention to the fact that 

Jesus and other human beings are conformed to the same fundamental reality, whether 

that be the human condition in general or death to sin in particular.3 In Rom 8:3, Paul 

could be using ὁµοίωµα to make a similar point: the Son of God enters fully into the 

human situation. 

Other interpreters maintain that ὁµοίωµα circumscribes the sense in which Jesus 

assumes the flesh of sin, particularly because, they hold, Jesus cannot fully identify with 

the flesh of sin.4  Ὁµοίωµα by itself does not compel one to conclude that Jesus entered 

into the human situation without qualification. Even in Paul’s infrequent usage of the 

term, the meaning of ὁµοίωµα is not strictly limitable to “exact likeness.” 5 In Rom 1:23, 

for example, Paul claims that idolatrous humans exchanged the glory of the imperishable 

God for “the likeness (ὁµοιώµατι) of an image (εἰκόνος) of a perishable human or birds or 

animals or reptiles.” Here, it seems, Paul uses both ὁµοίωµα and εἰκών to underscore that 

the idol only resembles the thing it represents. The idol is no equivalent of even the 

perishable creature, which in turn falls far short of the imperishable God. It is possible, 

                                                   

3 Tannehill, Dying and Rising with Christ, 37–38; “Participation,” 228; Eastman, Paul and the Person, 138. 
4 Johannes Schneider, “ὁµοίωµα,” TDNT 5:195–96; Heinrich Schlier, Der Römerbrief, HTKNT 6 (Freiburg: 
Herder, 1977), 241; Käsemann, Romans, 217; Moo, Romans, 479–80. 
5 Paul uses the term only in Rom 1:23; 5:14; 6:5; 8:3; Phil 2:7. See the linguistic analysis of Gillman, 
“Romans 8:3,” 598–600, who criticizes Vanni and Branick for relying on an overly restricted meaning of 
ὁµοίωµα to interpret Rom 8:3, although Gillman herself ultimately agrees with their conclusions about this 
verse. 
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then, that in Rom 8:3 Paul likewise uses ὁµοίωµα to designate a qualified similarity rather 

than a comprehensive correspondence between Jesus and the flesh of sin: Jesus enters 

into the human condition quite fully, but not to such an extent that he bears the flesh of 

sin without reservation.  

3.2.2 The “Flesh of Sin” 

Clearly, considering ὁµοίωµα in isolation brings us only so far. We must ask 

further, whatever one makes of ὁµοίωµα, what exactly might it mean for Jesus to 

assimilate to the σὰρξ ἁµαρτίας, whether more or less fully? Scholars dispute the answer 

to this question no less than they disagree over the meaning of ὁµοίωµα. Yet interpreters 

agree that, whatever it means for Jesus to be sent in the likeness of the flesh of sin, it 

cannot imply that he actually committed sin. Even Vincent Branick, who has written an 

influential article on Rom 8:3 and repeatedly questions the traditional concern to uphold 

the sinlessness of Jesus, affirms that this verse does not imply that Jesus was sinful in an 

“ethical” or “personal” sense, that is, that Jesus committed sinful action.6 Indeed, the idea 

that Jesus did not sin is presupposed by Paul in Romans 5–8, even if it is not made 

explicit. It is worth stressing this point because interpreters occasionally fail to 

acknowledge it clearly,7 and Paul’s soteriology becomes nonsensical without it, 

particularly in Rom 5:12–21. Here Paul explains that after Adam, all humanity sins and is 

                                                   

6 Branick, “Sinful Flesh,” 251, 256–57, 261. Branick makes the same point about Paul’s claim that God 
made Jesus to be “sin” (2 Cor 5:21), which Branick interprets to mean that Jesus was fully made like sinful 
human beings, albeit without sinning. 
7 Following Branick, Richard H. Bell, “Sacrifice and Christology in Paul,” JTS 53 (2002): 27, leaves this 
question open at the end of his article. 
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therefore doomed to death. Jesus, however, changes the course of this history so that 

humanity can be free from sin and look forward to eternal life. Had Jesus sinned along 

with the rest of humanity, he too would have been swept away by the deluge unleashed 

by Adam’s sin. Overwhelmed by the flood of sin himself, he would not have been able to 

save others from the consequences of Adam’s transgression. Therefore, one’s account of 

Jesus’s assimilation to the human condition must be able to accommodate the notion that 

he did not sin.8 

With this proviso, what might it mean for Jesus to assume the σὰρξ ἁµαρτίας? 

Here interpreters put forth two options. 

The first option is to understand flesh (σάρξ) and especially sin (ἁµαρτία) as 

cosmic powers that structure human existence, including Jesus’s humanity, “from 

outside.” 9 In this case, Jesus can take on the full likeness of the flesh of sin by becoming 

subject to the human condition as determined by these powers.10 At the same time, Jesus 

                                                   

8 Interpreters often appeal to Paul’s statement that Christ “knew no sin” (2 Cor 5:21) in order to argue that 
Paul thought of Christ as sinless. E.g., Schneider, TDNT 5:196; Fitzmyer, Romans, 485. However, other 
scholars counter that this statement may refer to Jesus’s pre-existence. So, Branick, “Sinful Flesh,” 252; 
Hooker, From Adam to Christ, 17–19; Bell, “Sacrifice and Christology in Paul,” 14. I rely on Rom 5:12–21 
in order to avoid the uncertainty around 2 Cor 5:21.  
9 See the famous remark by Ernst Käsemann in his discussion of humanity being under the control of either 
sin and flesh, on the one hand, or Christ and the Spirit, on the other: “[M]an is a being who cannot be 
determined solely in light of his own self. His existence stems from outside himself” (“On Paul’s 
Anthropology,” 28). 
10 Tannehill, Dying and Rising, 36–37; Branick, “Sinful Flesh,” 247–48, 251, 257, 259, 261; Gillman, 
“Romans 8:3,” 602–3; Eastman, “Incarnation,” 170–71. Bell, “Sacrifice and Christology in Paul,” 6–7, 26–
27, follows Branick in speaking of sin as a supra-individual mode of existence, but his rhetoric leaves open 
different ways of conceiving of sin. Slightly differently, Jewett, Romans, 484, suggests that Jesus assumed 
the flesh of sin by subjecting himself to the network of sinful human attitudes and actions. Jewett may be 
aligned with the other interpreters in this group insofar as “sin” is conceived of as a reality external to Jesus 
in which he is embedded. Cf. Ernst Käsemann, “Critical Analysis of Philippians 2:5–11,” JTC (1968): 45–
88, who contends that Christ’s becomes a slave to the cosmic powers. 
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himself need not commit any actual sin simply by being integrated into the network of 

human existence.  

The second option is to speak of sin as a reality internal to Jesus’s own flesh.11 

According to this understanding, Jesus may be said to experience the movements of sin in 

the flesh, as the speaker in Rom 7:7–25 does. However, Jesus would resist those 

movements by never sinning. Here too Jesus can identify with the human condition quite 

fully, though “from within,” encountering the temptations that arise from the flesh.  

Interpreters can combine these two options to claim that sin, and even flesh, are 

external forces that also operate internally to the human person, including in the case of 

Jesus.12 Whichever option is advocated or emphasized, it needs to be recognized that, if 

Jesus does not sin, he must not be enslaved or subject to sin in the sense that he cannot 

resist the operation of sin in the flesh.13 In other words, Jesus cannot be entirely like the 

figure in Rom 7:7–25, who is relentlessly overcome by the movements of sin in the 

flesh.14 He can be exposed to sin that operates in his flesh, but he must have the ability 

not to yield to it. 

                                                   

11 Barrett, Romans, 156; Gillman, “Romans 8:3,” 604; Fitzmyer, Romans, 485. This idea is found in the 
quotation from Dietrich Bonhoeffer in the opening to Branick’s article: “In his flesh, too, was the law that 
is contrary to God’s will” (Branick, “Sinful Flesh,” 246 n. 2, citing Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Christ the Center, 
trans. Edwin Robertson [New York: Harper & Row, 1966], 122), though this notion does not play much of 
a role in Branick’s own analysis. 
12 Cf. Eastman, Paul and the Person, 8. 
13 Scholars often speak of Jesus becoming subject to sin, though they not infrequently neglect to clarify the 
limits of such language, which by itself can mistakenly imply that Jesus was unable to defy sin. See 
Tannehill, Dying and Rising, 28, 36–37; Branick, “Sinful Flesh,” 259; Eastman, “Incarnation,” 170–71. 
14 Eastman, “Incarnation,” 175, suggests that Christ became united with the “I” in whom sin dwells, that is, 
the figure in Romans 7. This suggestion must be tempered because Christ is not simply replicating the 
condition of the speaker in Romans 7. 
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These interpretations can be aligned with the division we saw in the last chapter 

concerning the different views of σάρξ and ἁµαρτία. The second option is compatible 

with my argument thus far, and the first option can be accommodated only to the extent 

that sin and flesh do not denote realities extrinsic to the human constitution. As I argued 

in the last chapter, sin and flesh can be “cosmic” realities insofar as they are universally 

determinative for human existence. However, in Romans 6–8, sin and flesh are best 

understood as the passions (sin) located in the actual flesh, body, or members of the 

human person. With these stipulations, my argument can adopt the second option and 

apply it to Rom 8:3. Jesus can be said to have assumed the flesh in which sin dwells in 

the form of the sin-tending passions. 

3.2.3 Potential Qualifications 

Having marked out what it might mean for Jesus to assume the flesh of sin, we 

may still ask, do the passions remain sin-inclining when Jesus takes up the flesh of sin? If 

so, just how sin-inclining might they be? At this point, we receive no clear answer from 

Paul. At the very least, Jesus must be able to resist the passions in a way that the person 

in 7:7–25—and, evidently, the rest of humanity (6:6; 7:5; cf. 5:12–21)—cannot. 

However, Paul does not offer an unambiguous explanation for why Jesus can resist sin as 

he does. Jesus’s ability to resist sin could be predicated on the passions having been 

healed of their sinful inclination in the incarnation, or Jesus could have had special 

strength throughout his earthly life to resist the still sinful bent of the passions, or some 

combination of both could be true. 
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For a potential solution to this puzzle, modern interpreters sometimes point to a 

history of reading in which the humanity assumed by Jesus was healed of its sinful bent, 

cleansed of original sin, or somehow otherwise transformed in the incarnation.15 It is 

beyond the scope of this dissertation to evaluate the nuances of this long and varied 

history of reading. However, it must be noted that, even within this wide-ranging and 

diverse history of interpretation, the passions are sometimes spoken of as naturally 

inclining the human agent toward self-preservation, and this inclination can come into 

conflict with the will of God.16 In this interpretation, Jesus is not said to be exempt from 

this experience but rather to show how the passions might be tamed in the midst of 

temptation.17 

Whatever one makes of this history of reading, we must be able to give an 

account of what Paul means when he says that, “the death [Jesus] died, he died to sin 

once and for all, and the life he lives, he lives to God” (ὃ γὰρ ἀπέθανεν, τῇ ἁµαρτίᾳ 

ἀπεθανεν ἐφάπαξ· ὃ δὲ ζῇ, ζῇ τῷ θεῷ, 6:10). This verse appears to suggest that the force of 

                                                   

15 Cranfield, Romans, 1:380 n. 1, cites Ambrosiaster, Chrysostom, Cyril of Alexandria, Aquinas, as well as, 
with rather different emphases, Calvin, Bengel, Sanday and Headlam, Romans, 193, and Dodd, Romans, 
136–37. See also Moo, Romans, 479 n. 46. Outside of biblical studies, see Stephen W. Sykes, “The 
Theology of the Humanity of Christ,” in Christ, Faith, and History: Cambridge Studies in Christology, ed. 
Stephen W. Sykes and J. P. Clayton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972), 58–59, citing 
Gregory of Nyssa and Leo I. 
16 Rowan A. Greer, “Sinned We All in Adam’s Fall?” in The Social World of the First Christians: Essays 
in Honor of Wayne A. Meeks, ed. L. Michael White and O. Larry Yarbrough (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 
387–88, observes that the church fathers typically attribute the tendency to sin to mortality, since a mortal 
nature seeks after self-preservation without consideration for higher values.  
17 See especially Maximus the Confessor, “Ad Thassalium 21: On Christ’s Conquest of the Human 
Passions,” in On the Cosmic Mystery of Jesus Christ: Selected Writings from Maximus the Confessor, ed. 
Paul M. Blowers and Robert Louis Wilken (Crestwood: St. Vladimir’s Seminary, 2003), 109–13. I am 
grateful to Brad Boswell for this reference. 
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sin continued to confront Jesus throughout his life, at least to some degree, and it was not 

removed from his existence until his death and resurrection.18 Paul does not make clear 

how weak or strong the force of sin qua sin-tending passions would have been in Jesus’s 

flesh. He simply implies that such a force impinged on Jesus’s existence up until his 

death. Whatever else may have occurred at the incarnation, it seems that the force of sin 

was not removed from Jesus’s flesh. 

3.3 The Humanity of Jesus in Paul’s Soteriology  

If sin dwelt in Jesus’s flesh, though, how does this fit with Paul’s other statements 

about the way God delivers humanity from sin through Jesus? Can this conclusion help to 

make sense of Paul’s soteriology? 

Since scholars supply the most diverse explanations of Paul’s soteriology, it is not 

surprising to find that they disagree about the significance of Jesus’s humanity within this 

broader framework. It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to evaluate the massive 

                                                   

18 Exegetes supply various other readings of Rom 6:10, though their explanations are unconvincing or less 
precise than they could be. I have already argued against understanding sin as a cosmic power that is 
extrinsic to the human constitution. However, some exegetes leave open this possibility or positively affirm 
it by interpreting 6:10 to mean that, by his death, Jesus is removed from the sphere of the power of sin. Cf. 
Tannehill, Dying and Rising, 36–37; Kuss, Römerbrief, 1:306; Moo, Romans, 379. Differently, Cranfield, 
Romans, 1:313–14, suggests that Paul is claiming that Jesus “affected sin by His dying, in that, as the 
altogether sinless One who identified Himself with sinful men, He bore for them the full penalty of their 
sins.” Such a reading is not supported by the context of Romans 6, where there is no obvious penal aspect 
of Jesus’s death. Jesus’s death opens the possibility of leaving behind one’s former relationship to sin as a 
reality that enslaved the human person in compulsive obedience. This possibility is opened, not by Christ 
bearing a punishment in place of others, but by Christ’s death to sin becoming a reality that others can be 
conformed to (6:1–11). It is therefore better to view Jesus’s death to sin, not as the payment of a penalty for 
sin, but instead as a definitive severing of his relationship to one of the two potential masters (i.e., the 
passions or God) of human existence. 
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literature on Paul’s soteriology.19 Nevertheless, in light of my argument up to this point, 

it is important to at least sketch the parameters of how Jesus saves humanity by coming in 

the likeness of the flesh of sin. 

Occasionally interpreters hesitate to affirm that Jesus bore sinful flesh because 

then, they argue, he would have been subject to the penalties of original sin and therefore 

could not have paid the penalty due to others.20 Other interpreters, however, have 

proposed a variety of ways in which Jesus’s full identification with the human condition 

could be salvific. 

For example, as we saw in the physicalist interpretation, Jesus takes up sinful 

flesh in order that humanity, or at least those joined to him in faith and baptism, can have 

their sinful flesh destroyed and their body reconstituted by the resurrection.21 A similar 

reading has been reprised more recently by Douglas Campbell.22 This explanation has the 

                                                   

19 In this area, scholars debate both the significance of Jesus’ death and the relationship between Paul’s 
forensic and participatory categories. The literature here is immense. For some recent treatments of Paul’s 
view of Jesus’s death, see Bell, “Sacrifice and Christology in Paul,” 1–27; Stephen Finlan, The Background 
and Content of Paul’s Cultic Atonement Metaphors (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2004); David A. Brondos, Paul on 
the Cross: Reconstructing the Apostle’s Story of Redemption (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2006); Simon 
Gathercole, Defending Substitution: An Essay on Atonement (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2015); Norio 
Yamaguchi, “Sacrifice, Curse, and the Covenant in Paul’s Soteriology” (Ph.D. diss., University of St. 
Andrews, 2015). For a helpful introduction to the broader issue of atonement and the way it touches on 
interpretation of Paul and the New Testament, see Stephen B. Chapman, “God’s Reconciling Work: 
Atonement in the Old Testament,” in T&T Clark Companion to Atonement, ed. Adam J. Johnson (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2017), 95–113. For a classic argument concerning the relationship between Paul’s 
participatory and forensic language, see Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 502–8. For more current 
and quite diverse treatments on how to relate these aspects of Paul’s thought, see Campbell, Deliverance; 
Michael J. Gorman, Inhabiting the Cruciform God: Kenosis, Justification, and Theosis in Paul’s Narrative 
Soteriology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009); Grant Macaskill, Union with Christ in the New Testament 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).  
20 Moo, Romans, 479 n. 46, citing Calvin, Inst. 2.13.4. 
21 Wrede, Paul, 100–3; Schweitzer, Mysticism, 112, 223.  
22 Campbell, Deliverance, 72–73. 
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virtue of explaining how it is salvific for Jesus to bear the flesh of sin. The problem is 

that, as I have argued, for Paul salvation does not seem to entail the actual destruction of 

the flesh of humanity, at least in the present age. 

A different account that nevertheless presupposes the importance of Jesus’s 

identification with sinful human flesh can be found in a famous set of articles on the 

incarnation and the atonement by Morna D. Hooker.23 Hooker does not claim that Jesus 

bears sinful flesh in order that the rest of humanity can have their flesh destroyed. 

Instead, following Irenaeus, Hooker argues that Jesus becomes what we are so that we 

might become what he is. Hooker claims that “it is only as one who is fully human that 

[Jesus] is able to do anything effective for mankind, by lifting man, as it were, into an 

obedient relationship with God.”24 Yet Hooker never clarifies how Jesus’s bearing sinful 

flesh enables human obedience to God. She proposes that Christ is resurrected so that 

believers can share in his own “being declared righteous” and thus be free from 

condemnation.25 She then aligns this process with being free from sin.26 However, 

Hooker’s forensic, albeit participatory, account does not explain how Jesus’s incarnation, 

death, and resurrection effect actual human obedience to God. 

A similar lacuna is evident in Richard Bell’s article on the incarnation and death 

of Jesus.27 Bell argues that Jesus fully enters into the human situation—fully embraces 

                                                   

23 Hooker, “Interchange in Christ,” and “Interchange and Atonement,” in From Adam to Christ, 13–41.  
24 Hooker, “Interchange in Christ,” 22. 
25 Hooker, “Interchange and Atonement,” 32, 40. 
26 Hooker, “Interchange and Atonement,” 38. 
27 Bell, “Christology,” 1–27. 



 

163 

the flesh of sin—in order that humanity might enter into Christ’s death and resurrection. 

As an “inclusive representative,” Jesus in his death and resurrection allows humanity to 

come into communion with God.28 Yet Bell too does not clarify why Jesus has to bear sin 

in his flesh in order for humanity to be able to identify with him in his death and 

resurrection. Indeed, Bell never makes clear that sin is a reality internal to the human 

constitution and how this might make a difference for his proposal. 

In her own treatment of the incarnation and death of Jesus, Susan Eastman allows 

that Sin (Eastman’s capitalization) operates internally to the flesh of Christ, even as Sin is 

also an external reality that determines his existence. According to Eastman, with Sin in 

the flesh of Christ, God is able to “condemn sin” (8:3). That is, God is able to execute the 

death sentence upon Sin in the flesh of Christ at the crucifixion. Consequently, the 

dominion of the cosmic tyrant Sin is broken and now humanity can be freed from Sin 

through participation in Christ.29 Eastman can thus explain how Sin dwelling in the flesh 

of Jesus might be salvific. However, in my view, she mistakenly interprets Sin as an 

external force, rather than as a force that exists only in the flesh.30 

                                                   

28 Bell follows the Tübingen view of Jewish atonement rituals associated with Hartmut Gese, Bernd 
Janowski, Otfried Hofius, and Peter Stuhlmacher. In this school of thought, the offering functions as an 
“inclusive” rather than “exclusive” representative for the offerer, allowing the offerer to come into contact 
with God via its blood being brought into contact with the sancta of the temple. Christ as a “sin-offering” 
(translating περὶ ἁµαρτίας in Rom 8:3) becomes the ultimate offering whereby humanity comes into 
communion with God. See Chapman, “God’s Reconciling Work,” 102. 
29 Eastman, “Incarnation,” 175. 
30 Scholars often feel obliged to assert that God’s “condemnation of sin in the flesh” is not limited to sin in 
the flesh, as if that were the only place it dwelled. Cranfield, Romans, 1:382; Gillman, “Romans 8:3,” 601; 
Fitzmyer, Romans, 486. However, if, as I have argued, sin is bound to human flesh and dwells only there, 
there is no other place for sin to be condemned. 
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 It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to evaluate the various proposals about 

Paul’s interpretation of Jesus’s death, which would require a dissertation of its own.31 

However, any attempt to explain the salvific work of God in Christ must coordinate 

Paul’s statements about Jesus’s humanity with the other saving events, especially the 

death and resurrection of Jesus. Here I will lay out how, within the confines of my 

argument, Jesus’s bearing sinful flesh might illuminate the salvific significance of the 

death and resurrection of Jesus.  

As I explained in the last chapter, I do not believe that sin is a force that exists 

anywhere outside the human constitution (excepting human action as a different referent 

for ἁµαρτία in Paul). Nor do I believe that salvation from sin consists in human flesh 

being actually destroyed. Within these two parameters, though, I can propose the 

following explanation about the way God saves humanity via sin dwelling in the flesh of 

Christ.  

In the incarnation, Jesus takes up the flesh of sin, the flesh in which the force of 

sin dwells in the form of the sin-tending passions (8:3). He confronts this force 

throughout his life up until his death (6:10). In this way, Jesus is like the rest of humanity 

during his earthly life. Unlike the rest of humanity, though, he never yields to the force of 

sin in the flesh. As a result, his death marks the first time that sin loses the battle with a 

human being, not just in a single episode of temptation, but over the course of an entire 

human life. At Jesus’s death, he is completely victorious over sin as sin once and for all 

                                                   

31 See footnote 19 above. 
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loses the opportunity to coopt this particular human agent. For the first time in human 

history, specifically at Jesus’s death, sin is definitively overcome in at least one specimen 

of human flesh.32 

This defeat of sin has consequences, first of all, for Jesus. Since Jesus has 

thwarted sin’s ability to claim any lasting dominion over him, death too loses any 

authority over him. Previously, no human had defeated sin by not sinning throughout an 

entire lifetime, so death could hold them all indefinitely. Death kept spreading through to 

all because all human beings were caught up in Adam’s sin (5:12, 19).33 Yet now one 

human being has parried sin’s blows at every moment of his life. So, although he bore 

mortal flesh and died, Jesus cannot be held by death. God raises Jesus from the dead, and 

so death “no longer rules over him” (θάνατος αὐτοῦ οὐκέτι κυριεύει, 6:9b). Now he will 

never die again (οὐκέτι ἀποθνῄσκει, 6:9a). In his resurrection existence, the force of sin 

that was internal to his flesh is gone. He died to sin definitively (τῇ ἁµαρτίᾳ ἀπεθανεν 

ἐφάπαξ), and now he lives to God (ζῇ τῷ θεῷ, 6:10). By claiming that Jesus “died to sin,” 

and now “lives to God,” Paul does not mean that Jesus did not live to God in his earthly 

life. Rather, Paul is indicating that Jesus’s communion with God is newly exclusive in the 

                                                   

32 Similarly, Kuss, Römerbrief, 2:494: “Die Sündenmacht wird verurteilt, verdammt, d.h. vernichtet auf 
dem Kampfplatz, auf dem sie ihre Siege zu erfechten gewohnt war.” 
33 See the discussion of ἐφ᾽ ᾧ in the last chapter. Some interpreters reject the translation “because” since it 
seems to conflict with the rest of Rom 5:12–21, where Adam rather than the rest of humanity is blamed for 
death. Cf. Fitzmyer, Romans, 416–17. However, this argument overlooks the possibility that, when Paul 
says “because” in 5:12, his purpose may not be to underscore the personal responsibility of each individual 
human for his or her own death, but rather to highlight the fact that death is unavoidable for everyone 
because sin is inevitable for everyone. People are helplessly at the mercy of death because they are 
hopelessly caught up in sinning. 
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sense that Jesus is no longer confronted by sin, because sin is no longer intrinsic to his 

constitution. 

Jesus is therefore the one invincible human being over against sin and death. 

Since he comes to indwell others (8:10), his invincibility against sin and death has 

consequences for the rest of humanity as well. By indwelling them, he grants them the 

power they need to resist the force of sin in the flesh. Through his indwelling they are 

supplied with the Spirit (8:9), so that they too might put to death the deeds of the body 

(8:13). By the power of the Spirit, they are enabled to enter into the same dynamic that is 

operative in the death of Jesus: decisively saying no to sin so that sin and death may no 

longer exercise dominion over the human person. Admittedly, the parallel between Christ 

and the Christian is imperfect because in his death Jesus ends any relationship 

whatsoever to sin, whereas Christians must still confront sin in their flesh even once they 

join Christ in his death. At the same time, Christians are able to participate with Christ in 

his definitive rejection of sin. They move with him toward the ultimate goal of entirely 

severing any relationship with sin.34 

Since these consequences follow from Jesus’s death, we can say that at Jesus’s 

death, God sets in motion the final demise of sin in the world. For Jesus’s victory over sin 

means, ultimately, the vanquishing of sin on the broader human plane as well (5:12–21; 

6:1–23; 8:1–14). Therefore, the defeat of sin at Jesus’s death is tantamount to the 

                                                   

34 This proposal may help to fill out other accounts of Paul’s participatory soteriology such as those offered 
in Hays, “What Is ‘Real Participation in Christ’?”; Mackaskill, Union with Christ; and the contributions in 
“In Christ” in Paul: Explorations in Paul’s Theology of Union and Participation, ed. Michael J. Thate, 
Kevin J. Vanhoozer, and Constantine R. Campbell, WUNT 2/384 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014). 
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condemnation of sin (8:3). Eastman is right, then, when she claims that God pronounces a 

sort of “death sentence” upon sin when God condemns sin in the death of Jesus.35 The 

end of sin is assured because it is already set in motion in the death of Christ who now, as 

the invincible risen one, extends his victory over the sin that resides in the flesh of the 

rest of humanity whom he now also indwells. 

This proposal illuminates Paul’s other statements about Jesus’s death and 

resurrection in 5:1–11.36 After commenting on the marvelous love of God displayed in 

Christ’s death for sinners (5:6–8), Paul elliptically names different salvific roles for 

Jesus’s death and resurrection (5:9–10). By means of Jesus’s death, we are declared 

righteous and reconciled to God even though we were his enemies. But not only are we 

reconciled by his death. Paul adds that Jesus’s life will save us from the wrath of God. 

These verses integrate well into the dynamics of Jesus’s death and resurrection that I have 

sketched in this chapter. Christ’s death makes it possible for us to end our enmity toward 

God by enabling us to abandon our old servitude to sin in the flesh. In this way, his death 

reconciles us to God. Now the living Christ empowers those he indwells to persist in their 

decisive “No” to sin and “Yes” to God. As a result, Christ enables Christians to abide in 

their reconciled relationship to God. Therefore, they will not be subject to the wrath of 

                                                   

35 Friedrich Büchsel, “κατακρίνω, κατάκριµα, κατάκρισις,” TDNT 3:951–52, notes that in the case of the 
divine “condemnation,” the sentence and its execution can happen simultaneously. The pronouncement of 
condemnation brings about the demise of sin. Scholars sometimes interpret “condemn” in 8:3 to mean that 
Jesus absorbs a condemnation on behalf of humanity (e.g., Cranfield, Romans, 1:314, 383). Eastman, 
“Incarnation,” 176, supplies both Jesus and Sin as the direct objects of condemnation. Yet, in 8:3 the object 
of “condemn” is sin rather than Jesus.  
36 To address Rom 3:25–26 adequately would require us to go too far afield from the scope of this 
dissertation. 
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God that will be visited on the world that continues in sin.37 For this reason, there is 

ultimately “no condemnation” for those in Christ Jesus (8:1). 

3.4 Conclusion 

Any interpretation of Paul’s soteriology in Romans 5–8 must be able to account 

not only for the death and resurrection of Jesus, but also for his earthly humanity, which 

is alluded to most clearly in Rom 8:3. I have argued that in Rom 8:3, Paul conceives of 

Jesus assuming the likeness of the flesh of sin in the sense that Jesus takes up human 

flesh in which sin dwells in the form of the sin-tending passions. Paul does not provide us 

with a detailed description of just how sin-inclining the passions remain in Jesus, though 

he does presuppose that Jesus did not sin (5:12–21) and that Jesus faced the force of the 

passions throughout his life up until his death (6:10). Since Jesus does not sin, he 

definitively defeats the force of sin in his flesh at his death, depriving sin of the 

opportunity to enlist him into its service. Sin had never lost a battle with a human being 

before, so all others had remained under the dominion of death. Yet Jesus breaks out of 

the dominion of sin and death, so that neither sin nor death will ever touch him again 

(6:9–10). As the indwelling Christ (8:10), he supplies Christians with the power to resist 

sin and thus bring sin to its demise on the human plane more broadly. 

                                                   

37 The saving role of the risen Christ in 5:9–10 may help to explain 4:25, which has often puzzled 
interpreters, but which clearly aligns Jesus’s resurrection with his death as contributing to the salvific work 
of God. Similarly, 1 Cor 15:17 (“if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins”) 
may presuppose not simply that Jesus’s resurrection proves the validity of his death but rather that the 
resurrected Christ himself is the one who empowers humanity to resist sin. 
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 In Paul’s soteriology, then, it is crucial not simply that Jesus be human. Jesus’s 

humanity has to have a particular profile. Jesus does identify with humanity in a profound 

way, though not in quite the comprehensive way that is sometimes suggested. To be sure, 

he became what we are so that we might become what he is. Yet he did not simply 

replicate our condition so that he was limited by it in the same way we are. He had more 

power than we do to break out of the vicious cycle of sin and death, not because he cared 

not to identify with us, but rather because, in his love, he desired our salvation.



 

170 

4. The Weight of Mortality and the Purpose of Death 
4.1 Introduction 

Up to this point, I have provided one possible explanation as to how mortality can 

continue to exist in light of God’s work in Christ and the Spirit. Yet any such account 

will address only part of the question raised for Pauline studies by the ongoing existence 

of death. Even if sin in the form of the sin-tending passions is the cause of mortality for 

Christians, it is clear that, in Paul’s view, God will one day remove this cause altogether. 

It is also clear that for Paul sin and death are not God’s metaphysical equals. Sin and 

death do not abide because of some inherent strength on their part. They exist only for as 

long as God allows them to, until the day he eliminates them from creation (cf. 1 Cor 

15:52). We must therefore ask why God permits mortality to remain at all. 

 Paul never poses this question directly in his letters, although, as I argued in the 

first chapter, the contours of his thought foist it upon us. He also never answers this 

question explicitly, yet he does provide material that sets parameters for how we might 

render his thought on this issue. To sketch an outline of a solution to this problem, this 

chapter will continue to focus on pertinent material in Romans, though reference will be 

made to relevant passages in Paul’s other letters as well. 

At points in Romans, it may seem that death reflects and fosters the human turn 

away from God: death enters the world as part of God’s κρίµα against Adam’s sin (5:16); 

death rules over humanity caught up in the effects of Adam’s transgression (5:17); death 
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even anticipates exclusion from eschatological life (5:21).1 What is more, all of creation 

is subject to decay as a result of Adam’s sin (8:20–23), and death may seem to threaten to 

separate us from the love of God (8:35–39). In the world transmogrified by Adam’s sin, 

death, along with sin, would appear to be one of the most palpable barriers between 

humanity and God. Yet this is not the whole story. In Romans, death is not portrayed 

simply as a tragic experience that signifies human alienation from God. Rather, because 

of God’s salvific work, death is turned to serve God’s purposes. In the midst of death, 

God forges his relationship with humanity. God’s love and devotion to humanity are not 

thwarted by death but are palpably expressed by means of it. Humanity, in turn, comes 

not to abandon God because of death but to rely on God more fully under the weight of 

mortality. Again and again, God meets humanity in the face of death in order to turn them 

to himself.2 This point becomes especially clear in Romans 4–8 in the stories of 

Abraham, Christ, and Christians. 

                                                   

1 See the analysis in chapter two of the language of death in Romans 5–8, where I argue that physical death 
is not excluded from the references to death in 5:12–21. 
2 My reading of Paul touches on a debate over the problem of evil and leaves open two possibilities. One 
can affirm that even before the fall God planned to use some form of struggle in the human experience in 
order to bring about good ends or that, after the fall, God employs for good ends the experience of struggle 
that otherwise would not have been a feature of human life. John C. Cavadini, “Two Ancient Christian 
Views of Suffering and Death,” in Christian Dying: Witnesses from the Tradition, ed. Gregory Kalantzis 
and Matthew Levering (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2018), 94–114, heuristically aligns the former view 
with Irenaeus and the latter with Augustine. Irenaeus’s view has been taken up in “soul-making” theodicy, 
that is, the theory that God must permit certain kinds of suffering because only through such suffering can 
God shape human creatures into mature, loving moral agents. This position is often associated with Leibniz 
and, more recently, John Hick and Richard Swinburne. See John Hick, Evil and the God of Love (London: 
Macmillan, 1966; repr., Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan: 2010) and Richard Swinburne, “The Problem of 
Evil,” in Reason and Religion, ed. Stuart C. Brown (Cornell: Cornell University Press, 1977), 81–102. For 
an introduction to this question, see John Cottingham, “Evil and the Meaning of Life,” in The Cambridge 
Companion to the Problem of Evil, ed. Chad Meister and Paul K. Moser, Cambridge Companions to 
Religion (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 11–26. On how God might bring good out of 
terrible experiences that are harder to claim God intended in some sense, see Marilyn McCord Adams, 
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4.2 Death in Romans 4: The Case of Abraham 

Paul’s interpretation of the story of Abraham highlights the way God approaches 

humanity in their apparently hopeless mortal situation and makes a way for humanity to 

rely on him more deeply in the face of death. Paul recounts that, on the one hand, God 

promised to make Abraham the father of many nations (4:17; cf. Gen 17:5) and to 

multiply his descendants so that they would be as numerous as the stars (Rom 4:18; cf. 

Gen 15:5). Yet, as Paul also points out, when God made this promise to Abraham, there 

was little reason to think that Abraham could have any descendants. Abraham’s body 

was, in a sense, already dead (σῶµα νενεκρωµένον), since he was about one hundred years 

old (ἑκατονταετής που ὑπάρχων), and his wife’s womb was dead (τὴν νέκρωσιν τῆς µήτρας 

Σάρρας, Rom 4:19).3 

4.2.1 Abraham’s Problem 

Paul goes out of his way to underscore death as the problem in the story of 

Abraham and Sarah. The only part of Paul’s summary that arises directly from the text of 

Genesis is the claim that Abraham was about one hundred years old (cf. Gen 17:1, 17). 

                                                   

“Horrendous Evils and the Goodness of God,” in The Problem of Evil, ed. Marilyn McCord Adams and 
Robert Merrihew Adams, Oxford Readings in Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 209–
21. For a sensitive treatment of this difficult question, see Eleonore Stump, Wandering in Darkness: 
Narrative and the Problem of Suffering (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010). For cautionary remarks 
about speaking of God’s permission of evil and his ability to draw good out of evil without thereby 
effectively willing evil, see Ian A. McFarland, “Present in Love: Rethinking Barth on the Divine 
Perfections,” MoTh 33 (2017): 252–55. Similarly, David Bentley Hart, The Doors of the Sea: Where Was 
God in the Tsunami? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005). 
3 The perfect participle νενεκρωµένον suggests past action that bears on the present. While an -ωσις ending 
often signifies a process, here the focus is not on the fact that Sarah’s womb was in the process of dying but 
rather that it was already dead. 
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Genesis never uses the word νενεκρωµένον to describe Abraham’s body or νέκρωσις to 

characterize Sarah’s womb. In Genesis, the narrator at points portrays Abraham as too 

old to have children (17:17; 18:12; cp. 25:1–2, 6), and Sarah is said to be barren (στεῖρα, 

LXX Gen 11:30; cf. 16:1–2), but Paul himself supplies the νεκρο- root to depict their 

situation. 

The distinctiveness of Paul’s interpretation stands out when we notice that other 

Second Temple Jewish texts do not describe the problem facing Abraham and Sarah with 

the language of death. These writings instead tend to stick closer to the text of Genesis 

itself. Jubilees 14:21 relates only that Sarah “continued not to have a child.”4 Philo speaks 

of Sarah as childless (ἄγονος) and barren (στεῖρα, Abr. 247), and mentions that both 

Abraham and Sarah were far beyond childbearing years in their old age (ἤδη γὰρ 

ὑπερήλικες γεγονότες διὰ µακρὸν γῆρας ἀπεγνώκεσαν παιδὸς σποράν, Abr. 111; cf. QG 3.56; 

4.19). Josephus tells only that Sarah did not expect to have children because she was 

ninety years old and Abraham one hundred (µὴ προσδοκῶσαν ἤδη τοκετοῦ πρεσβυτέραν 

οὖσαν, Ant. 1.213; cf. 1.198). Hebrews 11:11–12 does use νενεκρωµένον to describe 

Abraham, but it otherwise only claims that Abraham or Sarah is “past the age” (παρὰ 

καιρὸν ἡλικίας).5 Among the extant evidence, no text outside of Hebrews and Romans 

                                                   

4 James C. VanderKam, ed., The Book of Jubilees, CSCO.Ae 88 (Louvaine: E. Peeters, 1989), 86. 
5 There are several textual variants and ambiguities in the Greek of Heb 11:11 that make it unclear whether 
Abraham or Sarah is the subject of the statement. See Harold W. Attridge, The Epistle to the Hebrews, 
Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1989), 324–26. 
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describes the situation of Abraham as one of “death,” and only Paul applies this 

descriptor to Sarah’s body as well as to Abraham’s.6 

Paul also prioritizes certain elements over others in the Genesis text, a move that 

allows him to label Abraham’s body as νενεκρωµένον. While Gen 17:17 and 18:12 imply 

that Abraham is too old to conceive a child, other statements in Genesis indicate that 

Abraham has no problem conceiving children with women other than Sarah, a fact that 

Paul acknowledges elsewhere in his letters. After the first time God promises to give 

Abraham a child, Sarah is identified as the partner who cannot conceive (Gen 16:1–2). 

Abraham, by contrast, impregnates Hagar who then gives birth to Ishmael when Abraham 

is eighty-six years old (16:4, 16). In Galatians, Paul himself remarks that this birth 

happened in an ordinary way, “according to the flesh” (ὁ µὲν ἐκ τῆς παιδίσκης κατὰ σάρκα 

γεγέννηται, Gal 4:23). For Paul, there is nothing miraculous about the birth of Ishmael, 

implying that special divine power was not needed for Abraham to conceive. Similarly, 

later in Genesis, when Abraham is far beyond a hundred years old, he conceives several 

children with Keturah and his concubines, also evidently without divine intervention 

(Gen 25:1–2, 6). These other passages presuppose Abraham’s fertility but are simply 

passed over by Paul in Romans 4. Here Paul instead focuses on the features of the text 

                                                   

6 Scholars often suspect that Paul and the author of Hebrews may be dependent on an older Abrahamic 
tradition. See, for example, Wolter, Römer, 1:307 n. 120. However, there is little evidence that such a pre-
Pauline tradition existed, and there is ample reason to think that Paul fashioned this interpretation himself. 
The interpretation in Hebrews may similarly stem from the author’s Christian convictions about the 
resurrection. See Heb 11:19. 
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which allow him to claim that death has overtaken the body not only of Sarah but also of 

Abraham. 

Paul has of course employed the signifier “death” in order to make the problem 

facing Sarah and Abraham correspond to the desperation of the human situation as seen 

in light of Christ.7 Like the rest of humanity, they are faced by a problem that can be 

solved only by the God who “makes alive the dead” (ζῳοποιῦντος τοὺς νεκρούς), who 

“calls things that are not as though they were” (καλοῦντος τὰ µὴ ὄντα ὡς ὄντα, Rom 

4:17),8 and who “raised Jesus our Lord from the dead” (τὸν ἐγείραντα Ἰησοῦν τὸν κύριον 

ἡµῶν ἐκ νεκρῶν, 4:24). Paul makes clear that Abraham and Sarah stand at the point where 

no one can help except the God who promises to overcome death. 

4.2.2 Abraham’s Response 

Having underscored the problem of death confronting Abraham, Paul implicitly 

acknowledges that such a state of affairs could undermine human trust in God. From an 

ordinary perspective, Abraham’s situation was “beyond” or “against hope” (παρ᾽ ἐλπίδα, 

                                                   

7 While “death” connotes sexual impotence and infertility in Romans 4, this language is not exhausted by 
this meaning. This descriptor serves to highlight the hopelessness of the situation caused by human 
mortality. See Moo, Romans, 284; Joshua W. Jipp, “Rereading the Story of Abraham, Isaac, and ‘Us’ in 
Romans 4,” JSNT 32 (2009): 235. 
8 It is disputed whether Paul is referring to God’s power to create where nothing as yet exists (Cranfield, 
Romans, 1:244; Jewett, Romans, 334–35) or to “speak of” or “summon” things (here, descendants) that do 
not exist yet as though they existed (Moo, Romans, 281–82, followed by Jonathan Worthington, “Creatio 
ex Nihilo and Romans 4.17 in Context,” NTS 62 (2016): 58–59). The use of ὡς with a participle favors the 
latter. For the present argument, it is important only to highlight that God’s “calling” guarantees the reality 
that it speaks of, even when it must speak into the depths of death. See Wolter, Römer, 1:305, who notes 
that the two participial clauses mutually interpret each other. 
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Rom 4:18).9 One might doubt the promise of God in unbelief (4:20),10 not being 

convinced that God could do what he promised (4:21).  

Indeed, the Genesis narrative itself indicates that Abraham and Sarah doubted 

God’s promise because of their circumstances. When God reaffirms his promise to give 

Abraham descendants, specifying now that he will give him a son through Sarah (Gen 

17:16), Abraham laughs (MT:  LXX: ἐγέλασεν), incredulously asking, “Shall a child , קַחְצִּיַו

be born to a man who is a hundred years old? Shall Sarah, who is ninety years old, bear a 

child?” (17:17 RSV). Lacking confidence that such a child could be born, Abraham 

pleads with God that Ishmael might live, so that the promise of descendants might be 

fulfilled through him instead (17:18). Although God partly acquiesces to Abraham’s 

request by pledging to make Ishmael exceedingly fruitful (17:20), God insists that he will 

accomplish what he has promised without accepting Abraham’s apparently more secure 

proposal (17:19, 21). Similarly, when God appears to Abraham and Sarah shortly 

thereafter and promises that Sarah will have a son, Sarah laughs (ΜΤ: קַחְצִּתַו , LXX: 

                                                   

9 Here παρ᾽ ἐλπίδα could have either meaning. “Against hope” would be a more forceful way of saying that 
human calculation would positively undermine hope. Cf. Cranfield, Romans, 1:245–46; Moo, Romans, 
282; Jewett, Romans, 335 n. 143; Benjamin Schliesser, Abraham’s Faith in Romans 4, WUNT 2/224 
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), 378 n. 1140. 
10 Benjamin Schliesser, “‘Abraham Did Not “Doubt” in Unbelief’ (Rom. 4:20): Faith, Doubt, and Dispute 
in Paul’s Letter to the Romans,” JTS 63 (2012): 492–522, argues that the normal translation, “Abraham did 
not doubt (διεκρίθη),” is misleading because it implies that Paul’s focus is on Abraham’s inward, split 
disposition rather than his posture toward God. Schliesser contends on linguistic grounds that Paul in fact is 
denying that Abraham presumptuously questioned God. However, Teresa Morgan, Roman Faith and 
Christian Faith: Pistis and Fides in the Early Roman Empire and Early Churches (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2015), 296 n. 116, counters that Schliesser exaggerates the strength of this meaning of the 
verb and its incidence. She points out that the more generic idea of doubt may include but not be limited to 
disputation. For the purpose of the present argument, the difference is insignificant. 
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ἐγέλασεν), asking, “After I have grown old, and my husband is old, shall I have 

pleasure?” (18:12 RSV).11 God then turns to Abraham, asking why Sarah laughed and 

wondered whether she would have a child in her old age (18:13). God rebukes her doubt, 

querying, “Is anything too hard for the Lord?” (18:14 RSV).12 In fear, Sarah denies that 

she laughed, but God underlines the fact that she did (18:15). 

Jewish interpreters often at least attempt to deal with the doubt implied by 

Abraham’s laughing and questioning in Genesis 17. Philo concedes that Abraham’s 

question indicates some kind of doubt. However, Philo points to the precise wording of 

the biblical text, which indicates that Abraham posed his question only “in his mind” (ἐν 

τῇ διανοίᾳ αὐτοῦ, LXX Gen 17:17). This allows Philo to propose that Abraham did not 

actually express any doubt but rather passively experienced this question as it fleetingly 

arose in his mind. Philo contends that, in this situation, the mind would naturally 

encounter such a thought. For the mind moves rapidly from one idea to the next and 

could not help briefly wondering at this problem. This does not mean, though, that 

Abraham nurtured this thought and brought it to expression in his speech (Mut. 177–78, 

180, 186; cf. QG 3.2, 55–58; 4.17). In a more assertive interpretive move, the author of 

Jubilees changes Abraham’s laughter from an expression of doubt into one of joy, 

claiming that Abraham fell down and was “very happy” as he posed the question about 

                                                   

11 Cp. LXX: “This has not happened to me yet, and my lord is elderly.” (Οὔπω µέν µοι γέγονεν ἕως τοῦ νῦν, 
ὁ δὲ κύριός µου πρεσβύτερος). 
12 Cp. LXX: “Surely, nothing is impossible with God?” (µὴ ἀδυνατεῖ παρὰ τῷ θεῷ ῥῆµα). Paul may have 
drawn on this wording to construct his claim that Abraham was convinced that God was able to do (δυνατός 
ἐστιν καὶ ποιῆσαι) what had been promised (Rom 4:21). 
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whether a son would really be born to him and Sarah (15:17).13 Josephus stands at a 

further remove from the Genesis narrative, though he clearly recounts the same scene. 

After narrating Abraham’s dialogue with God about Ishmael (Gen 17:18), Josephus 

relates that Abraham “thanked” God in response to the promises about Isaac and Ishmael 

(Ant. 1.193).14 

Paul, by contrast, appears to make no attempt to deal with this scene at all, thus 

obscuring any potential reminder of the doubt implied in the story of Abraham. It is 

possible that Paul may allude to Abraham falling down and laughing when he says that 

Abraham “gave glory to God, being fully convinced that he was able to do what had been 

promised” (Rom 4:20–21).15 However, such an allusion would probably be difficult for 

the audience to grasp without stronger contextual signals. It seems, rather, that Paul does 

not interpret or alter the text of Genesis but simply skates over this portion of the 

narrative. 

In Paul’s retelling, then, the problem of death does not offer an opportunity to 

question God’s promise but rather provides the backdrop against which Abraham’s trust 

in God takes on its profound quality.16 Paul claims that, although his situation was 

                                                   

13 VanderKam, Jubilees, 90, notes that the targums also offer this interpretation of Abraham’s laughter. 
Philo, QG 3.55, shares the same interpretation. 
14 Other, later Jewish interpreters view Abraham’s response to God’s promises more negatively. Abraham’s 
question in Gen 15:8 (“How shall I know…?”) in particular is viewed as presumption worthy of divine 
punishment. Cf. Schliesser, “‘Abraham Did Not “Doubt”’,” 520–21. 
15 So, Michael Theobald, “‘Abraham sah hin…’: Realitäatssinn als Gütesiegel des Glaubens (Röm 4.18–
22),” in Studien zum Römerbrief (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2001), 409: “Paulus greift das Motiv der 
Proskynese [in Gen 17:17] durch Abraham auf (Röm 4,20: δοὺς δόξαν τῷ θεῷ).” 
16 There is a long-standing debate about whether Abraham’s πίστις is better characterized as faith or 
faithfulness, because Abraham’s πίστις is not merely belief in God’s promise but trust maintained in the 
face of death. The latter dimension of Abraham’s πίστις is underscored by those who emphasize Abraham’s 
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“beyond” or “against hope,” Abraham “in hope” believed God’s promise.17 Abraham 

clearly observed (κατενόησεν)18 his own already-dead body and the deadness of Sarah’s 

womb,19 but he did not weaken in faith in God’s promise (4:19).20 The juxtaposition with 

verse 20 is illuminating. “Not to weaken in faith” (µὴ ἀσθενήσας τῇ πίστει) is the obverse 

                                                   

faithfulness, which is often labeled “heroic.” See Stowers, Rereading, 38, 228–30; Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 
Then Heirs, 79–80, 82–84, 86–91; Campbell, Deliverance, 393–95; Jipp, “Rereading the Story of 
Abraham,” 232–33, 235, 237–39. Schliesser, Abraham’s Faith, 342, argues for the appropriateness of 
“faith” in view of Paul’s focus on Abraham’s faith in the promise rather than Abraham’s faithfulness in 
offering Isaac. Schliesser contends that if Paul referred to Abraham’s faithfulness, it would damage his 
argument against his interlocutors who hold that righteousness was reckoned to Abraham on the basis of 
his “works” or “faithfulness” as seen most clearly in the sacrifice of his son. Similarly, Francis Watson, 
Paul and the Hermeneutics of Faith, 2nd ed. (London: Bloomsbury, 2016), 204. Yet, even on this reading, 
Abraham’s πίστις entails perseverance and an enduring disposition (Schliesser, Abraham’s Faith, 380), 
which may not be adequately captured by the label “faith.” In any case, it is more important to provide a 
profile of Abraham’s πίστις than to rely on “faith” or “faithfulness” to do descriptive work. “Trust” seems 
to do justice to Paul’s portrayal of Abraham’s πίστις. I avoid the label “heroic” because it may obscure that 
Abraham must rely on God to do the humanly impossible. 
17 See footnote 9 on παρ᾽ ἐλπίδα. Here ἐπ᾽ ἐλπίδι could mean either “on the basis of hope” or “in hope.” The 
first translation would stress the basis on which Abraham believed, namely God’s promise. The latter 
would underscore the mode of Abraham’s faith. Schliesser, Abraham’s Faith, 378 n. 1140, objects that the 
latter translation embodies a psychologizing tendency that misses Paul’s intention. However, the latter 
option need not entail that Paul was primarily interested in profiling Abraham’s inner life. Rather, Paul’s 
point would be simply that Abraham’s faith is directed toward the future fulfillment of the promise. As 
Paul stresses in 8:24–25, hope looks forward as it holds out for what is not yet present. 
18 Johannes Behm, “κατανοέω,” TDNT, 4:973–75: the literal meaning is “to direct one’s whole mind to an 
object.” 
19 There is a text-critical issue as to whether οὐ precedes the verb κατενόησεν or not. On the basis of external 
evidence, it is preferable to omit the negative particle. See Moo, Romans, 271 n. 2; Jewett, Romans, 322. 
Even if the negative particle is included, though, it would not indicate that Abraham was unaware of his 
circumstances but simply that he did not let them dictate his orientation to God’s promise. So Wolter, 
Römer, 1:303 n. 100: “Beide Varianten setzen lediglich ein unterschiedliches Verständnis von κατανοεῖν 
voraus: die Plus-Lesart [with the negative particle] ein inhaltlich qualifiziertes In-Rechnung-Stellen, die 
Minus-Lesart ein äußerlich bleibendes Zur-Kenntnis-Nehmen.” Contra Theobald, “‘Abraham sah hin…’,” 
400, who rejects the negative particle on the grounds that it would indicate that Abraham ignored reality. 
20 Scholars debate the relationship between the participial clause (µὴ ἀσθενήσας τῇ πίστει) and the main 
verb (κατενόησεν) in this verse. While the participle usually expresses an action subordinate to the main 
verb, these roles are occasionally reversed, and such a reading would make good sense here: Abraham did 
not weaken in faith although he beheld his dead body. So, Moo, Romans, 283. The alternative translation 
would read, “By not weakening in faith, Abraham considered….” This option is preferred by most 
commentators since it respects the normal grammatical relationship between the participle and main verb. 
In this translation, it is emphasized that faith determines how one considers the situation that one is 
confronted by. For an argument in favor of this translation, see Theobald, “‘Abraham sah hin…’,” 407–8. 
The present argument could be sustained with either reading and its respective emphasis. 
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of “being strengthened in faith” (ἀλλ᾽ ἐνεδυναµώθη τῇ πίστει), which in turn is contrasted 

with doubting the promise of God in unbelief.21 Abraham neither weakened in faith nor 

doubted the promise of God, despite the reality of death that confronted him. Instead, 

Abraham was strengthened in faith and gave glory to God (4:20), being fully convinced 

that God was able to do what he had promised (4:21). 

4.2.3 The Difference Death Makes for Abraham’s Faith 

For Paul, Abraham’s πίστις exists exactly as his unswerving trust in God’s 

promise to overcome death or, more precisely, the humanly insurmountable limitations 

imposed on the body by the encroachment of death. Just how deliberately Paul has 

crafted this profile of Abraham’s πίστις becomes evident by a comparison with other 

Jewish writers. We have already seen that other Jewish interpreters do not describe the 

problem confronting Abraham and Sarah in Genesis 15–18 as one of death. Now we can 

add that these interpreters, though interested in Abraham’s πίστις, virtually never depict 

his πίστις as trust in God to work over against death and mortality or the limitations 

imposed by them. 

4.2.3.1 Other Jewish interpretations of Abraham’s πίστις 

Jewish interpreters show considerable interest in Abraham’s πίστις, although they 

do not limit it to, or even often discuss it in relation to, the promise of descendants in Gen 

                                                   

21 Cf. Wolter, Römer, 1:306–7. These contrasts seem to denote reverse sides of the same reality rather than 
a progression in Abraham’s soul. Contra Marie-Joseph Lagrange, Saint Paul: Epître aux Romains, 6th ed., 
EtB (Paris: Gabalda, 1950), 96. 
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15:5 and 17:5. This in itself is notable, since Genesis mentions Abraham’s faith only at 

Gen 15:6. Instead of focusing on Abraham’s reaction to the promise of descendants, 

Jewish interpreters tend to disperse Abraham’s πίστις throughout his life or relocate it to 

other episodes in his life, particularly the sacrifice of Isaac. Yet in no case (except in 

another Christian text, Heb 11:11, 19) do they speak of Abraham’s πίστις as his trust in 

God to somehow overcome the problem of death. The focus is thus not on God 

committing graciously to do something that is humanly impossible, but rather on 

Abraham doing something that is extraordinarily difficult. 

4.2.3.1.1 Sirach 

Sirach is among the earliest interpreters to deal with Abraham’s faithfulness, 

specifically in relation to the sacrifice of Isaac.22 In Sir 44:20, we are told that Abraham 

was found faithful in testing (B: ןמאנ אצמנ יסינבו ; LXX: ἐν πειρασµῷ εὑρέθη πιστός).23 Two 

factors indicate that this is an allusion to the sacrifice of Isaac. First, the word “trial” 

connects to the opening of Gen 22:1: “God tried Abraham” (MT: הָּסִנ ; LXX: ἐπείραζεν).24 

Second, immediately after claiming that Abraham was found faithful in trial, Sirach 

asserts that it was for this reason that the Lord swore to Abraham that the nations would 

be blessed through his offspring (44:21). This is a direct allusion to Gen 22:16–18, where 

                                                   

22 The original Hebrew work is dated between 196 and 175 BCE, while the Greek translation is dated to 
sometime shortly after 132 BCE. David A. deSilva, Introducing the Apocrypha: Message, Context, and 
Significance, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018), 166–67. 
23 For the Greek text of Ben Sira, see Joseph Ziegler, ed., Sapientia Jesu Filii Sirach, vol. 12.2 of 
Septuaginta: Vetus Testamentum Graecum (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1965), 334. For the 
Hebrew, see Peter C. Beentjes, The Book of Ben Sira in Hebrew: A Text Edition of All Extant Hebrew 
Manuscripts and a Synopsis of All Parallel Hebrew Ben Sira Texts, VTSup 68 (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 78. 
24 Schliesser, Abraham’s Faith, 173. 
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God responds to the sacrifice of Isaac with this oath. Set in this context, Abraham’s 

faithfulness entails his willingness to carry out God’s command even when it is arduous. 

The emphasis here is not on God accomplishing something for Abraham that he cannot 

do for himself but rather on Abraham obeying God when it is demanding. 

4.2.3.1.2 Jubilees 

A similar and much more expansive account of Abraham’s faithfulness is 

provided in Jubilees.25 Jubilees 14:6 reproduces the claim in Gen 15:6 that Abraham 

believed God’s promise, but Jubilees as a whole does not attribute special significance to 

this moment in Abraham’s life. In the course of the work, the author does not elaborate 

on the faith that Abraham shows in Jub. 14:6, even though the text is quite interested in 

Abraham’s faithfulness. In Jub. 17:15, the narrator twice describes Abraham as faithful in 

everything. His faithfulness is so renowned in heaven that Prince Mastema proposes that 

God should command Abraham to sacrifice his son in order to know whether Abraham is 

faithful in everything he is tested in (17:16). The narrator then relates, 

Now the Lord was aware that Abraham was faithful in every difficulty which he 
had told him. For he had tested him through his land and the famine; he had tested 
him through the wealth of kings; he had tested him again through his wife when 
she was taken forcibly, and through circumcision; and he had tested him through 
Ishmael and his servant girl Hagar when he sent them away. In everything 
through which he tested him he was found faithful. He himself did not grow 
impatient, nor was he slow to act; for he was faithful and one who loved the Lord 
(17:17–18, VanderKam).26 
 

                                                   

25 The Book of Jubilees is dated between 170 and 150 BCE. VanderKam, Jubilees, vi. 
26 The emphasis on Abraham’s faithfulness can be seen even in the highly fragmentary Hebrew portions of 
Jubilees from Qumran. See 4Q225 2 II 8 and 4Q226 7 1, discussed in Schliesser, Abraham’s Faith, 192. 
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Later, the author speaks of the ten trials of Abraham, the last being the death of Sarah, 

where Abraham is likewise found to be faithful because of his endurance (being 

“patient”) in trial (19:8–9). Note that in both these passages, although the author 

enumerates the trials of Abraham, he does not list among them Abraham and Sarah’s 

inability to conceive a child. While Abraham is said to believe he would have 

descendants (14:21), Jubilees does not treat at any length Abraham’s confidence that God 

would overcome the limitations of his body or of Sarah’s. This trust is simply not among 

the evidences of Abraham’s faithfulness. Instead, as with Sirach, the crowning moment 

of Abraham’s faithfulness is the sacrifice of Isaac. In this trial as in the others listed in 

Jubilees, Abraham’s faithfulness involves his devotion to God when in difficult times. 

4.2.3.1.3 First Maccabees 

First Maccabees also takes up Abraham’s faithfulness, evidently in relation to the 

sacrifice of Isaac. In context, Mattathias recounts the deeds of the ancestors in order to 

inspire loyalty to God’s law among Jews facing persecution for their Judaism. He begins 

by pointing to Abraham, who “was found faithful in trial and it was reckoned to him as 

righteousness” (LXX: ἐν πειρασµῷ εὑρέθη πιστός καὶ ἐλογίσθη αὐτῷ εἰς δικαιοσύνην).27 

The last five words come directly from Gen 15:6, but instead of beginning with the 

opening of Gen 15:6 (καὶ ἐπίστευσεν Ἀβραµ τῷ θεῷ), the author writes ἐν πειρασµῷ 

εὑρέθη πιστός. While both verses contain πιστ- words, 1 Macc 2:52 underscores 

                                                   

27 First Maccabees dates to between 134 (perhaps after 104) and 63 BCE (deSilva, Introducing the 
Apocrypha, 269). 
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Abraham’s faithfulness in trial rather than his trust in God’s promise. The first four words 

(ἐν πειρασµῷ εὑρέθη πιστός) appear exactly as in Sir 44:20, which may indicate that 1 

Macc 2:52 is also alluding to the sacrifice of Isaac. Yet, with fewer textual signals than in 

Sirach, πειρασµός could designate multiple trials in Abraham’s life, since, as we saw in 

Jubilees, Jewish authors could speak of Abraham’s multiple trials (cf. Jub. 17:17–18; 

19:8–9).28 However, πειρασµός or πειράζω is used as a link to Gen 22:1 not only in Sir 

44:20 but also in Heb 11:17, and even though Jubilees lists multiple trials of Abraham, 

the greatest of them is God’s command to Abraham to offer his son.29 The sacrifice of 

Isaac would therefore probably be most readily connoted by the term πειρασµός. 

Whatever particular trial is in view, though, we can see that Abraham’s faithfulness is 

conceived of along the same lines as in Sirach and Jubilees. Abraham’s faithfulness is 

meant to encourage Jews to be willing to give their lives for the law even in “a time of 

ruin and furious anger” (1 Macc 2:49–50 RSV). Faithfulness is about enduring in loyalty 

to God no matter the cost of one’s devotion.  

4.2.3.1.4 James 

James 2:21–23 makes a claim similar to 1 Macc 2:52 about Abraham’s faith, 

although here Abraham’s faith is explicitly linked to the sacrifice of Isaac.30 While 1 

                                                   

28 See Schliesser, Abraham’s Faith, 180 n. 169, for rabbinic texts that speak of Abraham’s ten trials. 
29 Jubilees is preserved primarily in Ethiopic. No Greek version has been identified, and none of the 
Hebrew fragments overlap with the sections that refer to “testing.” See VanderKam, Jubilees, vi–xix. 
30 The dating of James is among the more controversial questions of New Testament studies. For a 
discussion of the evidence, see Dale C. Allison, Jr., A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle of 
James, ICC (New York: Bloomsbury, 2013), 3–32, who argues for a date between 100 and 120 CE. 



 

185 

Macc 2:52 simply states that Abraham’s faithfulness in trial was reckoned to him as 

righteousness, Jas 2:21–23 asserts that Abraham was counted righteous “when he offered 

his son Isaac on the altar.” James cites the whole of Gen 15:6, but he claims that this 

verse was fulfilled only at the sacrifice of Isaac because it was then that Abraham’s πίστις 

was made complete through his deeds (2:22). James thus takes pains to emphasize that 

Gen 15:6 cannot be read in isolation, as if the πίστις mentioned in this verse could be 

understood without Genesis 22. As with the other authors, James does not develop 

Abraham’s πίστις as his confidence in God to do the impossible but rather as his 

willingness to offer his son. 

4.2.3.1.5 Philo 

Philo is rare among Jewish authors in devoting extensive attention to Gen 15:6 

apart from the sacrifice of Isaac.31 However, Philo too relocates the significance of 

Abraham’s faith to various points throughout his life. At no point does he discuss 

Abraham’s faith as his confidence in God’s ability to overcome the constraints imposed 

by the encroachment of death. Rather, most often, Philo speaks of Abraham’s faith as his 

trust in the creator rather than the creation. 

                                                   

31 Philo’s oeuvre spans the first half of the first century CE. Among the works considered below, his 
allegorical commentary, as well as his series of questions and answers on Genesis and Exodus, dates to ca. 
10–35 CE, while his exposition of the law dates to ca. 40–49 CE. Among his allegorical works considered 
here are Quod Deus sit immutabilis, De migratione Abrahami, Quis rerum divinarum heres sit, and De 
mutatione nominum. His works on the exposition of the law include De Abrahamo, De virtutibus, and De 
praemiis et poenis. See Maren R. Niehoff, Philo of Alexandria: An Intellectual Biography, AYBRL (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2018), 245–46. I employ a synchronic approach in order to highlight 
similarities and differences among Philo’s various treatments of Abraham’s faith. 
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In De Abrahamo, Philo refers to Gen 15:6 at the close of his account of 

Abraham’s life in order to praise Abraham’s faith. Yet Philo does not extol Abraham for 

believing God’s promise in Gen 15:5 or 17:5 but rather for placing his trust in the creator 

instead of the transient creation (Abr. 262–72). By discussing Gen 15:6 at the end of his 

narrative of Abraham’s life, Philo disconnects the verse from any specific context and 

turns it into a commentary on the whole of Abraham’s life.32 After elaborating at length 

on the type of faith Abraham had, Philo finally draws a connection between Gen 15:6 and 

Gen 22:16. Philo comments that God marveled at Abraham’s πίστις and therefore 

rewarded him with πίστις, that is, an expression of faithfulness as embodied in the oath of 

Gen 22:16, which reaffirms the gifts he had promised (Abr. 273). Philo does not, though, 

make any mention of the sacrifice of Isaac at this point. Although Abraham’s faith is in 

view instead of his faithfulness, Philo does not elaborate on Abraham’s faith as his 

confidence in God to perform a miracle over against the constraints imposed by his 

mortal body. 

Philo does connect Gen 15:6 to the sacrifice of Isaac in Quod Deus sit 

immutabilis. Yet here he elaborates on Abraham’s faith in much the same way as in De 

Abrahamo. Philo explains that the faith of Abraham in Gen 15:6 is allegorically 

demonstrated in his binding the feet of Isaac (Gen 22:9). For this action shows that 

Abraham ceased to walk on what was mortal, that is, he learned to rely not on the 

                                                   

32 Watson, Paul and the Hermeneutics of Faith, 229, notes that the reference to Gen 15:6 allows Philo to 
provide a unitary account of the disparate episodes of Abraham’s life. 



 

187 

inconstant creation but rather on the unwavering steadfastness of the creator (Deus 4). 

While mortality is mentioned here, mortality features only as a cipher for the fleeting 

creation. Abraham is not said to trust in God to demonstrate his power over against this 

limitation of the human condition but only to place confidence in God instead of anything 

created. 

In three texts, Philo elucidates the significance of Gen 15:6 in light of Abraham’s 

journey from Chaldea to Canaan recounted in Gen 12:1–7. In De migratione Abrahami, 

Philo claims that Abraham is praised for his faith in Gen 15:6 because he trusted God 

when he said he would show him a land he had not yet seen (Migr. 43–44; cf. Gen 12:1). 

Here Abraham’s trust involves obeying God before he knows exactly what God’s plan is. 

In two other texts connected to the migration from Chaldea, Philo analyzes Abraham’s 

faith in essentially same way as in De Abrahamo. In De virtutibus, Philo explains that 

Abraham left Chaldea because he had the insight to abandon idolatry (Virt. 214). 

Abraham went out from his home because he was convinced that there is one cause 

above all and he trusted in the creator rather than creation (Virt. 216, 218). This is why in 

Gen 15:6 Abraham is the first person who is said to believe in God (Virt. 216). Philo 

draws on this idea implicitly in De praemiis et poenis, where he names Abraham as the 

first to pass from vanity (idolatry) to truth, and who for this reason received faith in God 

as a reward, which consisted in trusting the creator rather than the created (Praem. 27–

28). 

Elsewhere Philo discusses Abraham’s faith without any reference to particular 

moments in Abraham’s life. In an expansive treatment of the subordination of Eve to 
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Adam, Philo explains that the senses must be subject to the mind, but the mind itself must 

trust God rather than its own insecure reasonings (Leg. 220–35). Abraham’s faith in Gen 

15:6 is briefly alluded to as a proof of this point, without further elaboration (Leg. 228). 

Even when Philo does connect Gen 15:6 to its context, it is not clear that the 

context makes a difference for his description of Abraham’s faith. In Quis rerum 

divinarum heres sit, Philo discusses Abraham’s faith in reaction to the promise of Gen 

15:5. However, he develops Abraham’s faith along the same lines as he does elsewhere: 

Abraham’s faith is praiseworthy because he trusts in God alone rather than in any created 

thing, which is not characteristic of human beings whose mortality inclines them to place 

their trust in transient things (Her. 90–95). Although mortality is mentioned here, 

Abraham’s faith is not said to involve his confidence in God’s ability to perform a 

miracle over against this limitation of the human condition. 

Philo does discuss Abraham’s faith in the context of Genesis 15–17 in De 

mutatione nominum, but he elaborates primarily on the manner of Abraham’s faith rather 

than on its content. Philo claims that Abraham had already believed in Isaac’s birth in 

Gen 15:6, but in Gen 17:17, he seems to doubt, which would be inconsistent with his 

faith. Philo therefore offers an extensive explanation of Abraham’s doubt as a momentary 

question in his mind that does not in fact undermine his faith (Mut. 177). Philo explains 

that human faith, even among the most virtuous, cannot avoid such questions, at least as 

ephemeral phenomena of the mind (Mut. 186). Even though the content of Abraham’s 

faith is not the primary focus of Philo’s discussion, it is nevertheless implied that 

Abraham’s faith involves his trust in God to overcome the bodily limitations implied by a 
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verse like Gen 17:17. However, as we saw above, Philo does not speak of these 

limitations as imposed by the encroachment of death (cf. QG 3.57; 4.17). 

4.2.3.1.6 Hebrews and 4 Maccabees 

Two further texts should be mentioned briefly. Even though Heb 11:11 refers to 

Abraham’s dead body, the verse does not specify the content of Abraham’s (or Sarah’s) 

faith, though it is implied that his (or her) faith rests in God’s promise over against the 

bodily limitations they faced because of their advanced age.33 In Heb 11:19, however, 

Abraham is said to have offered Isaac in faith because he reasoned that God would raise 

Isaac from the dead. This claim is most similar to Paul’s discussion where Abraham 

looks to God to do the humanly impossible in the face of death. Like Paul, though, the 

author of Hebrews has shaped the story in light of the resurrection of Jesus. While 4 

Maccabees frequently appeals to Abraham as an example of endurance in the face of 

death, the text highlights Abraham’s stoic fortitude in offering Isaac rather than his hope 

or faith that God would somehow bring life out of death (9:21–22; 14:20; 15:26–28; 

16:19–20).34 

4.2.3.1.7 Summary 

In sum, it is relatively common for Jewish interpreters to discuss Abraham’s 

πίστις. It is quite rare, though, for an author to describe Abraham’s πίστις as his 

confidence in God to do what is humanly impossible. Only once in Philo’s multiple 

                                                   

33 See footnote 5 on the difficulties of this verse. Attridge, Hebrews, 6–9, offers a broad range of 60–100 
CE for the date of composition.  
34 The dating of 4 Maccabees is disputed, though deSilva, Introducing the Apocrypha, 395–96, suggests 
sometime in the middle half of the first century CE. 
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treatments of Abraham’s πίστις is this implied, and even there it is not the main focus of 

Philo’s discussion. Furthermore, at no point does any author other than Paul (except the 

author of Hebrews, with similar Christian convictions) describe Abraham’s πίστις as his 

trust in God’s ability to overcome the problem created by death. 

In view of this background, we can see that Paul has not simply transposed the 

usual understanding of Abraham’s πίστις from Genesis 22 back to Genesis 15 and 17. 

Rather, Paul has quite distinctively defined Abraham’s πίστις as his confidence in God’s 

power to bring life where death has interloped. For Paul, Abraham’s πίστις is what it is 

because of God’s promise in the face of death.35 Naturally, Paul has shaped the profile of 

Abraham’s πίστις in light of the gospel of the God who comes to humanity in their 

helplessness to make alive the dead (Rom 4:17, 24). In that light, the problem of death 

becomes central to understand what it means to trust God. 

4.2.4 The πίστις of Abraham and of Christians 

Of course, Paul has not appealed to Abraham merely to make a point that applies 

to him alone. There is an important way in which Abraham’s experience with death bears 

on Paul’s Christian audience as well. 

Abraham’s πίστις is not an isolated phenomenon but rather closely resembles the 

πίστις of Christians.36 Throughout Romans 4, Paul indicates that there is a tight 

                                                   

35 Cf. Käsemann’s eloquent statement: “Faith arises over the graves of natural possibilities” (Romans, 124). 
36 Scholars debate whether Abraham’s πίστις is analogous to Christ’s πίστις as well. See footnote 48 on the 
πίστις Χριστοῦ debate. 
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correspondence between the πίστις of Abraham and of Christians. In 4:12, Paul refers to 

Christians as “those who follow in the footsteps (τοῖς στοιχοῦσιν τοῖς ἴχνεσιν) of the πίστις 

of our father Abraham while he was uncircumcised.”37 As the dative object of στοιχεῖν, 

“the footsteps of the πίστις of Abraham” indicate the norm that Christians are to be 

conformed to (cf. Gal 5:25; 6:16; Phil 3:16).38 And since Abraham’s πίστις is laid out 

most fully in 4:17–21, these verses most clearly reveal the sort of πίστις that Christians 

are to exhibit. They too are to trust God’s promise of life in the face of death.39 The 

                                                   

37 Interpreters disagree over what group or groups are designated in 4:12. Abraham is said to be father “not 
to those who are from circumcision only, but also to those who walk in accordance with the faith that our 
father Abraham had while he was uncircumcised.” Most exegetes argue that Paul refers to Christian Jews in 
both halves of 4:12. See Cranfield, Romans, 1:238; Otto Michel, Der Brief an die Römer, 5th ed., KEK 4 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1978), 167; Dunn, Romans, 1:211; Moo, Romans, 270; Wolter, 
Römer, 1:292–93; Barclay, Paul and the Gift, 487. Others contend that Paul includes non-Christian Jews in 
4:12b as descendants of Abraham who share in his faith in God’s promises. See Stowers, Rereading, 243–
44. Still others maintain that Paul has in view Jewish and Gentile Christians (Fitzmyer, Romans, 382), Jews 
and believing Gentiles (Jewett, Romans, 320), or non-Christian and Christian Jews (Maria Neubrand, 
Abraham: Vater von Juden und Nichtjuden: Eine exegetische Studie zu Röm 4, FB 85 [Würzburg: Echter, 
1997], 241–42; Andrew Kimseng Tan, The Rhetoric of Abraham’s Faith in Romans 4, ESEC 20 [Atlanta: 
SBL Press, 2018], 215–16). For the purpose of the present argument, it matters only that all Christians—
whether Jewish or Gentile—should exhibit the same πίστις as Abraham. In readings that apply the second 
half of 4:12 to either Jewish or Gentile Christians, Paul’s purpose is not to claim that the other group does 
not demonstrate such πίστις. In interpretations that relate the relevant phrase to non-Christian Jews, this 
would still not exempt Christians from having to embody Abraham’s πίστις. See, for example, Johnson 
Hodge, If Sons, Then Heirs, 88: “Abraham is the progenitor of two distinct peoples, one circumcised and 
faithful, and the other uncircumcised and faithful.” 
38 Cf. BDAG; Gerhard Delling, “στοιχέω,” TDNT 7:666–69. 
39 In light of Paul’s reliance on the chronological gap between Genesis 15 and Genesis 17 in Rom 4:9–12, 
Schliesser argues that Paul distinguishes between Abraham’s first response to the promise of Gen 15:5 
(Rom 4:18), on the one hand, and his subsequent faith in God’s promise in Gen 17:5 (Rom 4:19–21), on the 
other (Abraham’s Faith, 379). Contra Theobald, “‘Abraham sah hin…’,” 409, who thinks Paul collapses 
Genesis 15 and 17 into each other. As an unintended consequence of Schliesser’s reading, Abraham’s 
initial response to the promise may not necessarily involve his trust in God in the face of death. In Genesis 
15, the difficulty may be only that Abraham does not have an heir, not that his body is dead (cf. 15:2–3). 
This interpretation might seem to undermine the similarity between the faith of Abraham and of Christians, 
because it allows that Paul may be interested only in Christians’s initial response of faith to the gospel, 
without a special focus on death. However, by Rom 4:22, Paul draws together Abraham’s faith in Genesis 
15 and 17. In Rom 4:22, Abraham’s faith in Genesis 17, along with his faith in Gen 15:6, is said to be 
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connection between the πίστις of Abraham and of Christians is filled out further when 

Paul summarizes his argument at the end of the chapter. In 4:22–25, Paul explains that 

Gen 15:6 (“it was reckoned to him as righteousness”) was written not only for the sake of 

Abraham, but also “for our sake.”40 Abraham believed God and it was reckoned to him as 

righteousness, and now Christians believe in the one who raised Jesus from the dead and 

they too are to have righteousness reckoned to them.41 Here it may appear that a gap 

opens up between the πίστις of Abraham and of Christians. Abraham believed that God 

would give life to his own dead body, whereas Christians believe that God has given life 

to the dead body of Jesus. Yet, as Paul makes clear elsewhere, one does not believe in 

Jesus’s resurrection unless one also believes in its implications, namely that God will 

bring the dead to life by means of his resurrection (cf. 1 Cor 15:12–23). As those who 

have died with Christ, Christians believe (πιστεύοµεν) that they will also live with him 

                                                   

“reckoned to him as righteousness.” Paul’s subsequent argument will make clear just how much the 
Christian response to God entails trust in the face of death. 
40 Scholars disagree over how exactly Gen 15:6 applies to Christians in Paul’s argument Romans 4. Does 
the verse pertain to them in that they receive righteousness because of their own πίστις or because of the 
generative πίστις of Abraham and of Christ? While the former position has long dominated New Testament 
scholarship, the latter position has been defended by Stowers, Rereading, 237–50; Stowers, “What Is 
‘Pauline Participation in Christ?’,” 357–66; Johnson Hodge, If Sons, Then Heirs, 79–84, 86–91; Jipp, 
“Rereading the Story of Abraham,” 233; Stephen Young, “Paul’s Ethnic Discourse on Faith: Christ’s 
Faithfulness and Gentile Access to the Judean God in Romans 3:21–5:1,” HTR 108 (2015): 43–44; Tan, 
Rhetoric of Abraham’s Faith, 261–62. My argument does not rely on a particular stance in this debate but 
emphasizes simply that both Abraham and Christians demonstrate the same πίστις, regardless of whose 
πίστις is in view as the basis for receiving righteousness. 
41 The phrase µέλλει λογίζεσθαι suggests that righteousness is yet to be reckoned to Christians, even though 
a few verses later Paul claims that they have already been declared righteous (5:1). Some have suggested 
that Paul is thinking of the righteousness to be given at the eschaton (Käsemann, Romans, 128; Dunn, 
Romans, 1:222–23; cf. Gal 5:5), perhaps in the form of resurrection (Jipp, “Rereading the Story of 
Abraham,” 230). Others propose that Paul may be considering the future justification of believers from the 
standpoint of the story of Abraham (Moo, Romans, 287; Jewett, Romans, 341), although in that case one 
would have expected the imperfect form ἐµέλλει. 
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(Rom 6:8). Indwelt by the Spirit who raised Christ from the dead, they look forward to 

the same Spirit giving life to their mortal bodies (8:11; cf. 8:23).42 Like Abraham, 

Christians must rely on God to overcome the destructive power of death. 

4.3 Death in Romans 5–8: The Case of Christ and of Christians 

As Paul moves on to Romans 5–8,43 he largely drops the language of πίστις. 

Πίστις still features briefly in 5:1–2,44 though it is not elaborated on, and πιστεύοµεν 

occurs in 6:8, but otherwise πιστ- terminology disappears until Romans 9–11. This does 

not mean, however, that Paul has abandoned the issue of the human response to God in 

the face of death, even if he touches on this topic with other terms. In Romans 5–8 too 

Paul shows how God works so that the divine-human relationship may be forged in the 

face of death. 

 On the one hand, death would appear to signify and facilitate the human turn 

away from God. Death entered the world because Adam sinned, and it spread through to 

all because all humanity became caught up in Adam’s sin (5:12, 14, 15, 17, 19, 21).45 

Since Adam’s transgression, death has menacingly ruled over humanity (5:17). And now, 

                                                   

42 For a similar analysis of the parallel between the πίστις of Abraham and of Christians, see Barclay, Paul 
and the Gift, 489–90. 
43 Exegetes diverge over the relationship between Romans 5 and the surrounding chapters. My argument 
does not rely on rigid divisions of the text. Cf. Nils Alstrup Dahl, Studies in Paul: Theology for the Early 
Christian Mission (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1977), 91: “The problem of whether a main line of division 
should be drawn between chapters 4 and 5 or between 5 and 6 or, possibly, between 5:11 and 5:12 becomes 
acute only if we ask for some systematic outline and fail to follow Paul’s vivid argumentation.” 
44 There is a text-critical question in Rom 5:2 as to whether τῇ πίστει should be included. Most 
commentators adopt the variant, though internal and external evidence do not permit a firm conclusion. 
See, on opposite sides of this question, Moo, Romans, 296 n. 18, who considers the variant secondary, and 
Wolter, Römer, 1:317 n. 2, who judges it to be original. 
45 On the translation of ἐφ᾽ ᾧ in Rom 5:12, see footnote 25 in chapter two. 
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as a result of Adam’s sin, bodily corruption and decay are borne as a weight under which 

all humanity, along with the rest of creation, groans (8:20–23). What is more, death 

would appear to be the force that threatens to come between God and those devoted to 

him. Paul writes as if the Roman Christians face numerous lethal tribulations, including 

persecution, famine, nakedness, danger, and sword (8:35).46 Indeed, Paul can even speak 

as if the Roman Christians are being killed because of their devotion to God (8:36).47 In 

light of all this, Paul raises the question, will anything separate us from the love of God, 

particularly death, which is listed first among the numerous forces that so tangibly 

menace Christians (8:38–39)? 

 While death would appear to threaten the relationship between God and 

humanity, it is precisely in the midst of death that God works to turn humanity toward 

himself. Instead of breaking communion between God and humanity, death—specifically 

the death of Christ—becomes the point at which God most palpably expresses his love for 

humanity. Taken up into the work of God in Christ by the Spirit, humanity in turn enters 

into deeper fellowship with God in the face of death. 

4.3.1 Death in God’s Act in Christ 

God has most clearly used death to foster communion with humanity in his 

foundational work in Christ. In the wake of Adam, death is a great inevitability resulting 

                                                   

46 Just how this claim corresponds to realities on the ground is a separate question. For an extensive 
treatment of this issue, see Siu Fung Wu, Suffering in Romans (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2015), 24–50. 
47 Paul may not mean that Christians are actually being slaughtered, since he can speak of suffering, 
particularly extreme suffering, as a manner of facing death (cf. 1 Cor 15:30–32; 2 Cor 1:5–10; 4:8–12; 6:9). 
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from God’s κρίµα against Adam’s sin (5:16). In 5:12–21, every human death is portrayed 

as a consequence of humanity being swept away by the tide of Adam’s sin. Every human 

death, that is, except one. In the case of Christ, death is not simply a result of Adam’s 

disobedience (παρακοή). On the contrary, his death is singled out as a supreme act of 

obedience (ὑπακοή, 5:19; cf. Phil 2:8).48 For in his death Christ takes death, the residue of 

Adam’s sin, and turns it to God’s purposes. 

Christ’s death is marked out as an act of obedience not least because his death 

demonstrates (συνίστησιν)49 God’s love for humanity (Rom 5:8). Paul points out that 

rarely (µόλις) would someone die for a righteous person (δικαίου); and perhaps (τάχα)50 

                                                   

48 The contrast with Adam’s one act suggests that Paul is concentrating specifically on the death of Christ 
as his obedience, as in Phil 2:8, rather than on his obedient life in general, although his obedient life is 
presupposed as a condition of his obedient death. Cf. Jewett, Romans, 386. Among the more controverted 
questions of New Testament scholarship is whether Paul thought of Jesus’s obedience unto death as an 
aspect of his πίστις toward God, a key assumption in the subjective genitive interpretation of πίστις 
Χριστοῦ. In favor of this conclusion, see Luke Timothy Johnson, “Romans 3:21–26 and the Faith of Jesus,” 
CBQ 44 (1982): 87–89; Morna D. Hooker, “Πίστις Χριστοῦ,” in From Adam to Christ, 168, 181–82; 
Stowers, Rereading, 252–54; Ben Witherington III, Grace in Galatia: A Commentary on St. Paul’s Letter 
to the Galatians (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1998), 179–80; Hays, The Faith of Jesus Christ, 286–87; 
Campbell, Deliverance, 611–12; Jipp, “Rereading the Story of Abraham,” 237–38. Against this line of 
argument, see James D. G. Dunn, “Once More, ΠΙΣΤΙΣ ΧΡΙΣΤΟΥ,” in Pauline Theology: Volume 4: 
Looking Back, Pressing On, ed. E. Elizabeth Johnson and David M. Hay, SBLSS (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 
1997), 77; R. Barry Matlock, “Detheologizing the ΠΙΣΤΙΣ ΧΡΙΣΤΟΥ Debate: Cautionary Remarks from a 
Lexical Semantic Perspective,” NovT 42 (2000): 11–13; Schliesser, Abraham’s Faith, 267–73. For good 
summaries of the πίστις Χριστοῦ debate and of the arguments on both sides, see Matthew C. Easter, “The 
Pistis Christou Debate: Main Arguments and Responses in Summary,” CBR 9 (2010): 33–47; Chris 
Kugler, “ΠΙΣΤΙΣ ΧΡΙΣΤΟΥ: The Current State of Play and the Key Arguments,” CBR 14 (2016): 244–55. 
To adjudicate this argument would take us too far afield from the point at hand. It is clear that Paul thinks 
of Jesus as enduring in obedience unto death because of his devotion to God, whether or not Paul uses 
πίστις as another way of designating that fact. Paul would certainly not conceive of Jesus’s devotion to God 
in the face of death as less robust than Abraham’s πίστις. Nevertheless, it is an open question whether and 
to what extent Paul thought of Jesus as trusting in God to raise him from the dead. The subjective 
interpretation of πίστις Χριστοῦ would integrate perfectly with my reading, though my reading does not 
depend on understanding πίστις Χριστοῦ as a subjective genitive. See, however, footnote 73 below. 
49 Wilhelm Kasch, “συνίστηµι, συνιστάνω,” TDNT 7:896–98. The same meaning is found in Rom 3:5. 
50 According to LSJ, τάχα can “express any contingency from a probability to bare possibility.” 
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someone would dare to die for a good person (τοῦ ἀγαθοῦ, 5:7).51 The precise meaning of 

Paul’s claim in this verse is notoriously opaque. Paul may be repeating the same claim in 

two different ways, or he may be making a distinction between a righteous person and a 

good one, asserting that someone might be more willing to die for a good person than for 

a righteous person.52 Whatever Paul’s exact meaning may be, the verse reinforces the 

notion that dying for someone, even a good person, is hardly trivial. Dying even for a 

good person requires considerable courage and fortitude.53 God’s love, however, is 

shown in the fact that, even while we were sinners, Christ died for us. The pathos of 

Paul’s point relies on highlighting not only our sorry state but also the extremity of the 

act of Christ (cf. Phil 2:8: “he was obedient unto death, even death on a cross”). The act 

of dying for another would be remarkable in itself, even if the beneficiary were righteous 

or good. How much more when the beneficiary is nothing of the sort.54 

Elsewhere Christ’s death is pointed to as a sign of his love for humanity: because 

of his willingness to give himself up for us, we know that he loves us (Rom 8:37; Gal 

2:20). Yet in Rom 5:8 we are told that God’s love is displayed in Christ’s death. Paul 

                                                   

51 Wolter, Römer, 1:331, argues that τοῦ ἀγαθοῦ is a neuter noun referring to “the good.” However, this 
notion seems foreign to the passage, since Paul otherwise speaks of dying for certain types of people. 
52 On the complexities of this verse, see Fitzmyer, Romans, 399–400; Moo, Romans, 307–8; Jewett, 
Romans, 359–60; Wolter, Römer, 1:330–31. 
53 Wolter, Römer, 1:331, argues that τολµᾶν ἀποθανεῖν ὑπέρ was a common expression in Greek literature, 
which did not imply a risk, as the translation “dare” might imply, but rather underscored the “große[n] Mut 
und außerordentliche Tapferkeit” demanded for the task. LSJ classifies τολµάω in Rom 5:7 under the 
meaning “to have the courage, hardihood, effrontery, cruelty, or the grace, patience, to do a thing in spite 
of any natural feeling” (emphasis original). 
54 Similarly, Barclay, Paul and the Gift, 477 n. 71: “it is just conceivable that such a gift could be given to a 
person of value—but only just” (emphasis added). Barclay’s claim may rely on a more restricted meaning 
of τάχα than the word itself requires (see footnote 50), but Barclay’s interpretation seems to be implied by 
the context. 
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illuminates this statement at the end of Romans 8 by stressing the close relationship 

between God and Christ: the reason we see God’s love in Christ’s death is because in 

Christ’s death God did not spare his own Son (τοῦ ἰδίου υἱοῦ οὐκ ἐφείσατο) but gave him 

up for us all (8:32; cf. 4:25). Here Paul may allude to the binding of Isaac (LXX Gen 

22:16: οὐκ ἐφείσω τοῦ υἱοῦ σου τοῦ ἀγαπητοῦ),55 but instead of underscoring Abraham’s 

devotion to God, the allusion highlights God’s love toward us. While God treasures his 

own Son, the fact that he would not withhold him, even when it involved his death, 

discloses how much he cherishes humanity. 

In Christ’s death, then, God takes that which had arisen from and been the sign of 

our broken relationship and uses it to reveal the depth of his love for humanity.56 In 

Christ’s death, humanity learns that not even death could separate them from the love of 

God in Christ (cf. 8:35, 38–39). For the love of God in Christ cannot be thwarted by the 

menace of death. 

                                                   

55 Fitzmyer, Romans, 531–32, judiciously evaluates the strength of the allusion, questioning whether the 
offering of Isaac was understood as an example of vicarious sacrifice in the Jewish background Paul could 
have drawn on. Yet it is not clear that this is a real problem. Certainly, the analogy between the passages 
can be pressed only so far, but the undeniable parallel of a father not sparing a singular son makes it hard to 
doubt a connection between the texts. 
56 Although Schunack approaches the text from a very different angle, his comment in this regard is worth 
quoting at length:  

In der Zeit des Glaubens hat sich das Wesen des Todes radikal verändert. Hat der Tod im Tode 
Christi seinen Stachel, die Sünde, verloren, so ist er nicht mehr als Sieger anzusprechen, sondern 
als das Prädikat der Liebe Gottes, als Sprachgewinn des Glaubens, an dem das Wesen des 
Glaubens erscheint. Nun nimmt nicht der Tod das Wort; vielmehr kommt an ihm and durch ihn 
hindurch die Liebe Gottes gegen uns zu Wort. (emphasis original, Das hermeutische Problem des 
Todes, 233) 
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4.3.2 Death among Christians 

In light of God’s act in Christ, death takes on a new significance for those in 

Christ. Christians experience death not as an indication of a damaged relationship with 

God but rather as a reality in which their fellowship with God—and God’s fellowship 

with them—comes to profound expression. Indeed, their relationship with God is forged 

as they rely on him in the face of their mortality. 

4.3.2.1 Romans 5:1–5 

In Rom 5:1–5, Paul alludes briefly to the issue he will pick up again at the end of 

Romans 8, namely, the lethal tribulation (θλῖψις) faced by Christians (5:3; 8:35).57 In 

chapter 8, Paul will emphasize that θλῖψις cannot separate Christians from the love of 

Christ. Here in chapter 5, however, Paul underscores that θλῖψις is in fact directed to a 

positive end for Christians. Far from undermining their hope in the glory of God (5:2), 

θλῖψις actually contributes to the establishment of hope. Paul explains that θλῖψις brings 

about (κατεργάζεται)58 endurance (ὑποµονή), and endurance brings about a tested and 

approved character (δοκιµή),59 and a tested and approved character brings about hope 

                                                   

57 Dahl, Studies in Paul, 88–89, famously noted the verbal and thematic links between Rom 5:1–11 and 
Romans 8, particularly 8:17–39. Both sections address, for example, the glory that Christians look forward 
to (5:2; 8:17–18, 21, 29–30) in hope (5:2, 4; 8:24–25), the tribulations and sufferings that Christians 
undergo (5:3; 8:17–18, 35–37) with endurance (5:3; 8:25), the assurance of God’s love in Christ (5:5; 8:32, 
35, 39), and the presence of the Spirit in Christians in the midst of difficulty (5:5; 8:23, 26–27). 
58 Georg Bertram, “κατεργάζοµαι,” TDNT 3:634–35. For other instances of the verb used with a non-
personal subject, see Rom 4:15; 7:8, 13. 
59 The word δοκιµή is difficult to translate because of the paucity of pre-Pauline instances. However, in 
Paul, the word and its cognates signal that one has been proven by a test. Cf. 1 Cor 3:13; 11:28; 16:3; 2 Cor 
2:9; 8:2, 8, 22; 9:13; 13:3, 5–7; Gal 6:4; Phil 2:22; 1 Thess 2:4; 5:21. See Jewett, Romans, 354. 
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(ἐλπίς, 5:3–4). Of course, this chain may paint a neater picture than Paul intended. For, in 

Paul’s view, one endures only because one already hopes for something. And unless one 

continues to endure by holding out for what one hopes for, hope will not be established 

but abandoned (cf. 8:25: “if we hope [ἐλπίζοµεν] for what we do not see, we await it with 

endurance [δι᾽ ὑποµονῆς]”). Therefore, both hope and endurance are maintained only by 

constancy of character (δοκιµή) that holds fast to them both in the midst of trials. Without 

these three traits simultaneously reinforcing each other, the Christian life would cease to 

exist altogether. 

The lethal tribulations Paul mentions therefore play a positive role in the Christian 

life as the context in which Christian ὑποµονή, δοκιµή, and ἐλπίς exist. That is, these 

tribulations exist as the context in which Christians have the ability continuously to hold 

out for and hope in God.60 For Paul, Christians exhibit ὑποµονή, δοκιµή, and ἐλπίς in the 

face of tribulation depend ultimately on God alone. Paul does not base Christian hope or 

endurance on the promise that tribulations will not lead to death. Instead, he orients 

Christian hope to what God will do over against death. In the context, Paul names the 

Christian hope of the glory of God (5:2), and later Paul explains that this glory is what 

Christians will come to share in as their bodies are freed from slavery to decay (8:17–18, 

                                                   

60 When Paul claims that “we boast in our tribulations” (καυχώµεθα ἐν ταῖς θλίψεσιν, 5:3), it is unclear 
whether Paul means that tribulations are the situation in which one boasts or the reason for boasting. The 
latter would include the former. It seems that tribulations are a ground for confident boasting insofar as 
tribulations establish hope (5:3–4) and suffering with Christ is necessary for glorification with him (8:17). 
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21, 23).61 As in the case of Abraham, Christian hope relies on God to do what is humanly 

impossible, and in the face of lethal tribulations Christians are vividly made aware of 

their need to trust in God. 

Yet Paul does not merely claim that tribulations make it possible for endurance 

and hope to exist, as if endurance and hope were one possible response alongside, say, 

despair. Instead, Paul writes as if tribulations inevitably lead to endurance, character, and 

hope. He speaks of the way Christians should confidently boast (καυχώµεθα) in 

tribulation because they know (εἰδότες) that tribulation produces endurance, character, 

and hope (5:3–4).62 It is hardly self-evident that tribulation must produce such a response. 

What could justify such assurance? While Paul does not unpack the relation between 

divine and human agency here as much as he does elsewhere,63 it is clear that Paul 

grounds Christian experience from first to last in the more fundamental agency of God. 

Paul roots Christian boasting in the prior act of God: it is only because God has “declared 

righteous” that Christians boast in the hope of the glory of God.64 Moreover, Paul 

                                                   

61 Against a widespread interpretation grounded on tenuous historical evidence, Sigurd Grindheim, “A 
Theology of Glory: Paul’s Use of Δόξα Terminology in Romans,” JBL 136 (2017): 451–65, argues that in 
Romans δόξα does not refer to Adam’s glory at creation but rather to God’s revelatory presence with God’s 
people. Grindheim contends that in 8:18, God’s glory is revealed for the benefit of his people. For my 
argument, it is important to emphasize only that the revelation of this glory entails the end of bodily 
corruption, even as it will bring other benefits as well. Cf. Duncan’s summary: “[T]he glorified children of 
God will serve as a conduit through which God’s glory, having been bestowed upon them, is made 
manifest” (“The Hope of Creation,” 413). 
62 It is ambiguous whether καυχώµεθα is indicative or subjunctive. In either case, Paul thinks that Christians 
at least should have confidence in tribulations, which still provokes the question of how Paul can be so 
sure. 
63 For an excellent treatment of this issue, see Barclay, “‘By the Grace of God, I Am What I Am’: Grace 
and Agency in Philo and Paul,” 140–57. 
64 Alternatively, καυχώµεθα may depend on the phrase “through our Lord Jesus Christ.” In either case, 
boasting is grounded in the more fundamental act of God in Christ. 
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explains, Christian hope will not be disappointed because God has poured out his love 

into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us (5:5). The love that God 

has so clearly manifested in Christ (5:6–8) now takes Christians up into itself, so that as 

they confront tribulations, they are not left to fend for themselves.65 Rather, by his Spirit 

God enlivens Christian endurance, character, and hope even as they face death. 

In 5:1–5, then, we see the way that humanity is brought into greater intimacy with 

God through their encounter with death. God does not abandon Christians in lethal trials 

but bears them up in the midst of them. God also enables and empowers humanity to rely 

on him as they look to him to bring life out of death. 

4.3.2.2 Romans 8:17–39 

Romans 8:17–39 gives a much more detailed picture of the Christian experience 

of suffering, mortality, and death.66 In 8:17, Paul speaks of the necessity of suffering with 

(συµπάσχοµεν) Christ in order to be glorified with him (συνδοξασθῶµεν), although Paul 

does not specify how he conceives of such suffering. It could be that Paul is thinking of 

suffering distinctive to Christians, say, because of their devotion to Christ (cf. 8:36).67 

However, as Paul’s discussion unfolds, he situates this suffering within a much broader 

context. Verse 18 clearly carries forth the thought of verse 17, since it picks up the 

                                                   

65 While most commentators are probably right to agree that the “love of God” in 5:5 is a subjective 
genitive because of the reference to God’s love for humanity in 5:8, this love is brought to bear on 
Christians in such a way that it orients the Christian toward God, including in love (cf. 8:28). 
66 While commentators divide the text between 8:17 and 8:18, the two verses are mutually illuminating 
since they both refer to suffering and glory. 
67 Cf. Michel, Römer, 262: “Das gegenwärtige Leiden mit Christus (d.h. um Christi willen) ist das 
Unterpfand der zukünftigen Herrlichkeit.” Jewett, Romans, 503, similarly refers to “believers suffering 
with Christ, in behalf of Christ.” 
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contrast of present suffering (τὰ παθήµατα τοῦ νῦν καιροῦ) with future glory (τὴν 

µέλλουσαν δόξαν). Τhe suffering under which “we ourselves groan” (στενάζοµεν, 8:23) is 

then rendered as a particular instance of the suffering under which all creation groans 

(συστενάζει, 8:22), namely, the enslavement to physical corruption (φθορᾶς, 8:21; cf. 1 

Cor 15:50).68 The physical dimension of the problem is underscored as Paul refers to 

Christians groaning because they look forward to the redemption of their bodies (8:23). 

Paul thus does not focus on any particular situation of persecution but rather on the 

condition of mortality that sets all suffering in the shadow of death.69 

 Yet in their groaning under the palpable weight of their mortality, Christians are 

not abandoned by God. Rather, in that space, God expresses the extent of his solidarity 

with them. Paul makes clear that even as Christians groan because of their enslavement to 

decay, the Spirit is present with them to help them (συναντιλαµβάνεται)70 in their 

weakness (ἀσθενείᾳ, 8:26). While ἀσθένεια could refer to numerous forms of weakness, it 

                                                   

68 Cf. Günther Harder, “φθείρω, φθορά, κτλ.,” TDNT 9:93–106. 
69 Paul’s concentration on mortality per se rather than specific instances of suffering relativizes the 
importance of identifying the situation of suffering that may be afflicting the Romans Christians. See, for 
example, Jewett’s comment that “[t]he Roman congregation continues to experience suffering in the 
aftermath of the Edict of Claudius” (Romans, 502). Wu provides a more general historical framework, 
claiming, “Since suffering is an existential reality, the challenge for modern interpreters of Romans is to 
read its references to affliction in terms of the experience of the first-century audience” (Suffering in 
Romans, 24). 
70 Cf. Gerhard Delling, “ἀντιλαµβάνοµαι, ἀντίληµψις, συναντιλαµβάνοµαι,” TDNT 1:375–76: 
“συναντιλαµβάνοµαι a. ‘to share a task with someone’ (Ex. 18:22; Nu. 11:17); ‘to help someone in his 
work’ (ψ 88:22[;] R. 8:26).” One should add Luke 10:40. In these instances, the συν- prefix seems to retain 
the force of the preposition. Thus, the word “connotes ‘joining with to help,’ ‘bearing a burden along with’” 
(Moo, Romans, 523 n. 80, emphasis original). Wolter, Römer, 1:522–23, cautions that there is no dative of 
person in Rom 8:26 as in Ex. 18:22; LXX Ps 88:22; Luke 10:40. Nevertheless, Wolter’s other examples of 
συναντιλαµβάνοµαι stress the force of the preposition. 
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hardly excludes the mortality just mentioned. In the midst of their weakness, believers 

may not know what they ought to pray for (τί προσευξώµεθα καθὸ δεῖ οὐκ οἴδαµεν), but the 

Spirit joins in their groanings, makes them his own, and intercedes by means of them 

(στεναγµοῖς, 8:26). Though these groanings be inexpressible or unexpressed 

(ἀλαλήτοις),71 they are fully understood by the one who searches hearts and comprehends 

the intention (φρόνηµα)72 of the Spirit as he intercedes for the saints (8:27). 

 Not only does God meet Christians intimately in the midst of their suffering, but 

there, by the Spirit, he also orients them to himself in hope and endurance. In Paul’s 

description, the Spirit makes Christians experience mortality not simply as an unpleasant 

weight in itself but specifically as a barrier to full communion with God.73 Christians 

groan under the weight of mortality because they have the first fruits of the Spirit (τὴν 

ἀπαρχὴν τοῦ πνεύµατος ἔχοντες, 8:23).74 As the first fruits, the Spirit grants a foretaste of 

sonship in the present (cf. 8:14–16); and, as the preview of what is to come, the Spirit 

makes Christians long for the full harvest, their full sonship, which will entail the 

                                                   

71 The word could bear either meaning. See Wolter, Römer, 1:524. 
72 LSJ offers the meanings “thought, purpose, will.” See also Moo, Romans, 526 n. 100. 
73 This is one reason why Christian suffering under mortality is distinctive and can be folded into suffering 
with Christ in 8:18. Cf. Wolter, Römer, 1:500, who speaks of the suffering in 8:17 as “vor allem solche 
Leidenserfahrungen…, die die Christen aufgrund ihres Christseins machen.” The connection between 8:17 
and 8:18 and the surrounding context may strengthen the case for the subjective genitive reading of πίστις 
Χριστοῦ, since the analogy would be that Christ too suffered death in endurance and hope in light of what 
God would do, thus bringing his obedience unto death more in line with what Paul elsewhere associates 
with πίστις, namely trust in God to undo the work of death. See footnote 48 above. 
74 The participial clause is best taken in a causal, rather than a concessive, sense. Contra Käsemann, 
Romans, 226; Wilckens, Römer, 2:158 n. 694. Christians long for their redemption because they have the 
Spirit, not despite the fact that they do. 
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redemption of their bodies (8:23). Without the redemption of their bodies, their sonship is 

not yet complete. This hope for the redemption of the body is therefore the hope toward 

which (τῇ ἐλπίδι)75 the Spirit oriented Christians from the moment they were saved 

(8:24).76 Now they await the object of their hope with endurance; they do not possess the 

object of their hope yet but rather hold out for it as something that they do not yet see 

(8:25). Yet here, even in bearing this weight of mortality, they are ongoingly helped by 

the Spirit in their weakness (8:26). Precisely because of the divine presence with them 

from beginning to end, their mortality becomes a space in which they are enduringly 

turned toward God in hopeful expectation. It is thus in their weakness that they are most 

fully oriented to God (cf. 2 Cor 12:9–10). 

 In this space where God meets humanity and humanity is turned toward God, God 

fashions humanity into the image of his son. Paul underscores that God works all things, 

even suffering and death, for the good (εἰς ἀγαθόν) for those who love him (Rom 8:28).77 

In context, this good end is named as being conformed to the image of his Son 

                                                   

75 In line with the way Paul uses ἐλπίς in the second half of the verse, we should understand ἐλπίς here to 
denote the object of the hope instead of the disposition with which one is oriented to that object, although 
Paul assumes that one is oriented in hope (disposition) toward that object. The article in τῇ ἐλπίδι is 
anaphoric, pointing back to the expectation just named, namely, the redemption of the body (cf. Jewett, 
Romans, 520). 
76 It is uncustomary for Paul to refer to salvation in the past tense. Fitzmyer, Romans, 515, notes that the 
aorist ἐσώθηµεν could denote a genuine past action or be gnomic and express a general truth. In either case, 
the dative τῇ ἐλπίδι marks the point of ongoing orientation in the Christian life. For the role of hope vis-à-
vis death in 1 Thess 4:13, see Barclay, “‘That You May Not Grieve, Like the Rest Who Have No Hope’ (1 
Thess 4.13),” 217–35. 
77 There is considerable debate about the subject of the verb συνεργεῖ in 8:28. The subject could be God, the 
Spirit, or “all things.” Whatever the grammatical subject of the verb, the substance of Paul’s thought here 
points to the divine agent as the reason why all things contribute to the good for those who love God. Cf. 
Cranfield, Romans, 1:428–29; Fitzmyer, Romans, 524; Moo, Romans, 528; Wolter, Römer, 1:527–28. 
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(συµµόρφους τῆς εἰκόνος τοῦ υἱοῦ αὐτοῦ, 8:29).78 And yet there is no way to share in 

Christ’s eschatological image of glory without sharing in his sufferings (8:17; cf. Phil 

3:10–11).79  

Here we may catch a glimpse of why Paul thinks that suffering with Christ 

prepares humanity for eternal fellowship with God. It is important to recall that, for Paul, 

Christ’s communion with God comes to expression especially clearly in his suffering 

unto death. As we have seen, the love of God and of Jesus overlap to such an extent that 

Jesus’s love for humanity in his death can be said to reveal God’s love for humanity (5:8; 

8:37; cf. Gal 2:20). It is this communion of love with God that enables Jesus to be 

oriented to death in obedience to God (Rom 5:19; cf. Phil 2:8). In a roughly analogous 

way, Christians experience communion with God so that they too are oriented toward 

God even unto death. Paul may presuppose that, in the ongoing communion between God 

and the Christian in the face of death, the Christian’s own mortal suffering is folded into 

Christ’s. United with Christ in devotion to God even unto death, they enter into depths of 

fellowship with God that indelibly mark their being, opening them up to and preparing 

them for full sonship before God. Without sharing in the sufferings of Christ, they would, 

in a way, circumvent the path to full communion with God. 

                                                   

78 For a detailed examination of the concept of the εἰκών in Paul, see Stefanie Lorenzen, Das paulinische 
Eikon-Konzept, WUNT 2/250 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008). 
79 While Paul elsewhere speaks of Christians being progressively transformed into the image of Christ (2 
Cor 3:18), here it seems that Paul is thinking specifically of final conformity to Christ in eschatological 
glory (cf. 1 Cor 15:49; Phil 3:21). This is suggested by Paul’s reference to God’s plan to glorify Christians 
in the next verse (Rom 8:30). In this section, glory is consistently associated with the eschatological future 
(8:17–18, 21). Progressive transformation is emphasized by Fitzmyer, Romans, 525. While this is not 
entirely wrong, the ultimate goal seems to be in view. So Moo, Romans, 534–35. 
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 Paul’s emphasis on the way that suffering fosters, rather than undermines, the 

relationship between God and humanity comes to a climax in Rom 8:35–39. On the one 

hand, Paul twice raises the question of whether the mortal threats of this life (8:35–36), or 

indeed anything at all (8:38–39), could separate us from the love of Christ (8:35) or the 

love of God in Christ Jesus (8:39). The answer is, of course, no (cf. 14:8). Far from being 

separated from the love of God or conquered by the lethal forces confronting us, Paul 

says, we are in fact more than conquerors (ὑπερνικῶµεν) through the one who loved us 

(διὰ τοῦ ἀγαπήσαντος ἡµᾶς, 8:37). Humanity neither faces nor overcomes these deadly 

forces on their own. Rather, they are constantly accompanied by the love of God, 

becoming victorious through Christ who loved them.  

Yet in what sense are they “more than victors” in all these lethal circumstances, 

since Paul makes no promise that Christians will not die (8:36, 38)? Paul acknowledges 

that death may do its worst, but, as he makes clear, death itself must serve the purposes of 

God for Christians.80 Through their encounter with death, they are shaped into Christ’s 

image and prepared for eternal glory so that ultimately they will become heirs of the 

world that was once menaced by death (cf. 8:17). 

                                                   

80 Although writing differently about the purpose of death in 2 Cor 4:7–10, Tannehill, Dying and Rising 
with Christ, 86, aptly remarks, “The powers of the old dominion are still active, but, in the case of death at 
least, God rules in that he makes use of the hostile power for his own purposes.” Tannehill suggests that 
God uses death to keep Christians from boasting and relying on themselves (77, 90). Barry D. Smith, 
Paul’s Seven Explanations of the Suffering of the Righteous, SBLit 47 (New York: Lang, 2002), 184, 
rightly criticizes Tannehill for concentrating on boasting as the reason why God allows suffering. 
Tannehill’s proposal focuses inordinately on the negative purpose of suffering and could be improved by 
foregrounding the positive goal of formation into the image of Christ. 
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4.3.2.3 Summary 

In both 5:1–5 and 8:17–39, death does not thwart God’s intention for fellowship 

with humanity but rather becomes a means to achieve this end. As Christians face deadly 

tribulations, they find themselves encountered by the prevenient love of God in Christ 

through the Spirit. By this love known in the presence of the Spirit they are oriented to 

God in hope, endurance, and love (5:3–5; 8:24–25, 28). Aided under the palpable weight 

of their mortality by the Spirit (8:26) and Christ who loved them (8:37), they are brought 

to exceeding victory over against death. For in God’s work in Christ by the Spirit, death 

cannot separate Christians from God but rather shapes them into the image of his Son, 

preparing them for eternal communion with the Father that is unhindered by death.81 

4.4 The Weight of Mortality Elsewhere in Paul 

4.4.1 Second Corinthians 

The dynamics outlined in Romans are reprised and filled out mainly in 2 

Corinthians.82 In 2 Corinthians, Paul repeatedly describes the sufferings of his ministry in 

terms of death.83 Paul opens the letter by portraying his affliction (θλίψεως) as a “sentence 

                                                   

81 Jason Maston, “Enlivened Slaves: Paul’s Christological Anthropology,” in Anthropology and the New 
Testament, ed. Jason Maston and Benjamin E. Reynolds, LNTS 529 (London: Bloomsbury, 2018), 154, 
elegantly remarks, “Death and suffering are given a new meaning in Christ for they no longer indicate the 
end of human existence. Now they are aspects of participating in the story of Christ.” 
82 I regard as weak the arguments for partitioning 2 Corinthians. For a recent, thorough evaluation of the 
arguments for partition and a case for unity, see Douglas A. Campbell, Framing Paul: An Epistolary 
Biography (Eerdmans: Grand Rapids, 2014), 98–121. 
83 A much briefer mention of suffering and death can be found in 1 Cor 4:9–13 and 15:30–32, though little 
is added by these texts. For a treatment of all the passages where Paul speaks of his and believers’s 
encounter with death, see Lukas Bormann, “Reflexionen über Sterben und Tod bei Paulus,” in Das Ende 
des Paulus: historische, theologische und literaturgeschichtliche Aspekte, ed. Friedrich Wilhelm Horn, 
BZNW 106 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2001), 307–30. 
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of death” (τὸ ἀπόκριµα τοῦ θανάτου, 1:8–9). His deliverance from his affliction is 

correspondingly a rescue “from so great a death” (ἐκ τηλικούτου θανάτου, 1:9). Later in 

the letter, he returns to the subject of his afflictions (4:8–9; cf. 6:4–10; 11:23–27), 

characterizing them as his “always carrying around in the body the death (νέκρωσιν) of 

Jesus” (4:10). In these sufferings, Paul and his co-workers are “always being given over 

to death (θάνατον) on account of Jesus” (4:11), and so “death (θάνατος) is always at work 

in us” (4:12). 

 Paul outlines several reasons why God allows him and his fellow missionaries to 

experience their mortality in such a potent way.  

First, as in Romans, Paul highlights that this experience causes him and his fellow 

sufferers to rely on God. Paul explains that he and his colleagues have received the 

sentence of death “so that (ἵνα) they might not rely on themselves but on God who raises 

the dead” (2 Cor 1:9; cf. 12:7–10).84 In their confrontation with death, they tangibly sense 

the limits of their own power and therefore set their hope on God for deliverance (1:10).85  

Second, Paul adds that their experience orients not only them toward God but also 

all who witness their suffering.86 Paul claims that he and his co-missionaries bear their 

                                                   

84 As Deibert, Second Corinthians and Paul’s Gospel of Human Mortality, 111, points out, the verbs in 1:9 
are in the perfect tense, suggesting that Paul may be highlighting the way in which the experience of the 
sentence of death and its consequences are ongoing for Paul. Note also the perfect tense ἠλπίκαµεν in 1:10.   
85 Tannehill, Dying and Rising with Christ, 90, remarks that death forces Paul “again and again to look 
away from himself to the power of God.” 
86 For an account of how beholding Paul’s suffering transforms the beholder in 2 Cor 4:7–18, see J. M. F. 
Heath, Paul’s Visual Piety: The Metamorphosis of the Beholder (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 
226–39. 
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treasure in the earthen vessels of their mortal bodies “so that (ἵνα) the surpassing quality 

of power may be (ᾖ) from God and not from us” (4:7). Paul clarifies his meaning in the 

subsequent verses, saying that his sufferings, which constitute a way of carrying around 

the death of Jesus in the body, occur “so that (ἵνα) the life of Jesus may be manifested 

(φανερωθῇ) in our bodies” (4:10). Paul immediately repeats the point, saying that they are 

handed over to death “so that (ἵνα) the life of Jesus may be manifested (φανερωθῇ) in our 

mortal flesh” (4:11). With the emphasis on manifestation, Paul makes an epistemological 

point that has ontological consequences. Through his endurance in suffering and the 

endurance of his companions, other Christians can see that there is a transcendent power 

that sustains them, namely, the resurrected life of Jesus. Those who witness this power 

are in turn invited to rely on Christ more fully so that his life may be at work in them too 

(4:12; cf. 5:15).87 

 This second purpose connects to the basic point about suffering made in the 

opening of the letter (1:3–7). Here, as in Romans, Paul focuses on the way in which the 

God of all compassion (οἰκτιρµῶν) and comfort (παράκλησις) meets humanity intimately 

in their afflictions, comforting them in every tribulation (1:3–4). As in Romans, 

Christians come to rely on God in the midst of their suffering. Yet God’s communion 

with particular people in their suffering (in this case, the apostle and his co-missionaries) 

                                                   

87 Deibert, Second Corinthians and Paul’s Gospel of Human Mortality, 135–36, interprets ᾖ in 4:7 
independently of φανερωθῇ in 4:10–11. According to Deibert, in 4:7 Paul is not claiming that the purpose of 
the mortal body is to reveal that power comes from another source; rather its purpose is to ensure that it is 
impossible for such bodies to be the source of power (136). While this fits with what Paul says in 1:8, the 
near parallels in 4:10–11 suggest that perception is prominent in this section. 
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is not for their benefit alone. Those who are comforted by God in suffering are enabled 

and even obliged to comfort others in affliction (1:4). The comfort one receives in one’s 

own affliction is meant to contribute to the comfort, endurance, and ultimately salvation 

of others (1:6). As in Romans, suffering becomes a space in which the divine love for 

humanity is tangibly expressed and experienced. Yet, in 2 Corinthians, this space is in a 

way expanded so that humans enter into deeper solidarity with each other as they let the 

divine comfort they have received overflow to others. In this way, the depth of love in 

human experience, whether with God or fellow humans, is opened up in part under the 

weight of mortality. 

4.4.2 Philippians 

These points are reinforced briefly in Philippians. After describing his own 

suffering for Christ in the face of death (Phil 1:20), Paul speaks of the Philippians sharing 

in the same struggle he has as they suffer for Christ (1:29–30). In light of (οὖν) that 

common struggle, Paul appeals to the Philippians that, if they have received any comfort 

(παράκλησις) in Christ, any incentive of love, any fellowship in the Spirit, any heartfelt 

compassion (σπλάγχνα καὶ οἰκτιρµοί),88 they should be unified and love each other. It is 

because of the way God has met them in their mortal suffering that they should love each 

other. They should not seek their own interests but rather humble themselves and 

consider others ahead of themselves (2:1–4). This appeal is then grounded in an 

                                                   

88 Rudolf Bultmann, “οἰκτίρω, οἰκτιρµός, οἰκτίρµων,” TDNT 5:159–161, takes σπλάγχνα καὶ οἰκτιρµοί as a 
hendiadys. 
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admonition to have the same mind in themselves as was in Christ, which involved 

thinking of others ahead of himself to the extent that he was willing to die for them (2:5–

8).89 The first and most fundamental act of solidarity and love is, once again, expressed in 

Christ’s obedience unto death. All Christian love is grounded in this reality: as Christians 

are united to Christ in his sufferings (cf. 3:10), they experience his comfort and the 

fellowship of the Spirit, which compels and empowers them to embody the same 

movement of Christ toward others. This fellowship of love is thus established in the 

midst of mortality, where one is vulnerable and yet seeks the good of others even though 

it may cost oneself (cf. 2 Cor 8:2–3). This does not mean that Christians seek out death to 

express love to others, but rather that their love cannot be thwarted by death or the 

constraints of mortal existence. 

4.5 Conclusion 

What, then, might Paul say about why God permits mortality and death to remain 

in light of God’s work in Christ and the Spirit? As we saw in the first chapter, it has been 

relatively rare for scholars to ask about the purpose of mortality and death in Paul. 

Numerous studies have addressed the issue of suffering in Paul,90 but the question of 

                                                   

89 In view of these verses, it is puzzling that Schliesser claims that “Paul never refers to Christ’s … 
obedience as example or archetype of the believers’ lives” (Abraham’s Faith, 271). 
90  The literature on suffering in Paul is immense. Among more recent studies, see Smith, Paul’s Seven 
Explanations of the Suffering of the Righteous; L. Ann Jervis, At the Heart of the Gospel: Suffering in the 
Earliest Christian Message (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007); Todd D. Still, “Placing Pain in a Pauline 
Frame: Considering Suffering in Romans 5 and 8,” in Interpretation and the Claims of the Text: 
Resourcing New Testament Theology, ed. Jason A. Whitlark et al. (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 
2014), 73–88; Wu, Suffering in Romans. 
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suffering must be integrated into the more fundamental problem of mortality.91 Paul 

himself inextricably intertwines the two in Rom 8:18–23 and connects them closely in 2 

Cor 1:8–11 and 4:7–12 as well. Some scholars have addressed the question of mortality 

directly, including Rudolf Bultmann, Ernst Käsemann, and J. Christiaan Beker, and here 

we may return to their positions in light of the foregoing investigation.  

According to Bultmann’s interpretation of Paul, death continues to exist because 

life must never become a possession of believers. Otherwise, Bultmann argues, believers 

would not bear responsibility for the trajectory of their own existence. Already 

possessing life, believers would simply be carried into eternity by a mechanical process. 

Therefore, they must always have the ability to lose out on life as much as to gain it.92 

Yet Bultmann has to relativize Paul’s repeated notes of assurance of salvation, because 

therein Paul assumes that the divine agency works so powerfully that the path to death is 

in some sense closed for Christians (cf. Rom 5:1–11; 8:28–39; 1 Cor 1:8; Phil 1:6; 2:12–

13). Paul simply does not have the same conception of human agency or the same 

concern about human autonomy as Bultmann does. Paul does not see human agency as 

diminished because the path to death is ultimately barred to them; rather, being seized by 

life, their agency expands in ever increasing measure.93 Paul does not think of Christians 

                                                   

91 Recently this has been done in the case of 2 Corinthians by Deibert, Second Corinthians and Paul’s 
Gospel of Human Mortality. 
92 Bultmann, Theology, 1:181–82, 331–32. For a fuller treatment of Bultmann’s views on death, see the 
section on him in chapter one. 
93 For a non-competitive account of human and divine agency, see Barclay, “Introduction,” in Divine and 
Human Agency in Paul and His Cultural Environment, 7–8. For an application to Paul, see in the same 
volume Barclay, “‘By the Grace of God, I Am What I Am’,” 151–56. Barclay draws on Kathryn Tanner, 
God and Creation in Christian Theology: Tyranny or Empowerment? (Oxford: Blackwell, 1988).  
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as automatons, but he also does not seem to think that death and life are equal 

possibilities for them. Yet, if God does not permit death to remain so that Christians can 

always at least potentially miss out on life, what is the point of death? Käsemann and 

Beker point to another possibility.  

As we saw in the case of Käsemann, death remains in order to allow believers to 

be shaped into the image of God, to become fully and truly human as God intended.94 

This claim is fully compatible with my findings so far. Unfortunately, Käsemann often 

expounds on Paul’s statements on suffering, mortality, and death as a polemical teaching 

over against enthusiasm. For, according to Käsemann, death teaches humanity their 

limitations as they are reminded that they are creatures who have not yet ascended to 

heaven. Afflicted by trial, they are reminded of their need for God, and their endurance 

for and reliance on God returns them to the position of creatures.95 In certain respects, 

this facet of Käsemann’s proposal fits with Paul’s emphasis in 2 Corinthians about 

relying on God in the midst of suffering and death. However, Käsemann’s dubious 

reconstruction of enthusiasm distorts the import of Paul’s statements about suffering and 

death.  

                                                   

94 Käsemann, Romans, 133, 135. Similarly, Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 1047: “this purpose 
[of allowing the current age with all its properties, including death, to continue to exist] has to do with the 
present development of character. The present time is the time of the formation of truly human beings.” 
Grindheim, “A Theology of Glory,” 451–65, rightly cautions against the alacrity of Pauline scholars to 
conclude that the glory lost by Adam is being restored to humanity. This critique applies especially to C. 
Marvin Pate, The Glory of Adam and the Affliction of the Righteous (Lewiston, NY: Mellen, 1993). 
95 Cf. Käsemann, “The Saving Significance of the Death of Jesus in Paul,” 41: “Obedience is a sign of 
regained creatureliness.” 
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Even without opponents, Paul would have had positive reason to emphasize the 

significance of suffering, mortality, and death in the Christian life. As we have seen in 

this chapter, the divine-human relationship is forged in the midst of and even by means of 

the mortal condition of human life. God displays his own love most profoundly in the 

death of Christ. God further demonstrates his love by meeting humanity intimately in 

their suffering under the weight of mortality. God also takes humanity up into the 

fellowship of his love so that they in turn may be oriented toward God in faith, hope, and 

love. It is thus by means of their mortal condition that the depths of communion between 

God and humanity are plumbed. In the space of their present sufferings, they are shaped 

for eternal communion with God, taking on the image of the Son so that they too may be 

sons forever. 

This solidarity of God with humanity in suffering becomes in turn the source of 

intra-human love and solidarity. On the one hand, mortality would seem to readily thwart 

human solidarity. As beings subject to death, humans can easily be overpowered by their 

inclination to self-preservation and to think of themselves before others (cf. Phil 2:3). 

Yet, remarkably, this is not the role that mortality plays in the wake of God’s work in 

Christ and the Spirit. In this context, human mortality actually facilitates rather than 

undermines their solidarity and love for each other. One may even suppose, as Beker 

seems to, that God lets humans remain mortal in order to fashion the depth of solidarity 

among humanity.96 This solidarity emerges from the solidarity of God with humanity in 

                                                   

96 Cf. Beker, Paul, 289–90. See the analysis of Beker in chapter one. 
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Christ and the Spirit. As Christians are drawn into this solidarity, they become bound to 

replicate the movement of God’s love toward others. Now the love of God that they have 

experienced in Christ fundamentally shapes their disposition towards others, so that they 

consider others before themselves (Phil 2:1–4). The comfort from God that abounds to 

them in their suffering now overflows from them to others (2 Cor 1:3–7). They do not 

forget others in their vulnerability but rather are compelled to love them (cf. 2 Cor 8:2–

3). The depth of human love and solidarity is thus opened by the way God meets 

humanity in the midst of their mortality. 

We may say, then, that in Paul’s view God does not remove mortality in the 

present age because he commandeers it for his own purposes.97 In the hands of God, 

death becomes a means of fashioning the depth of love in human experience. Allowed by 

God to feel the weight of their mortality, humanity is at the same time upheld by God 

with his promise of life and his comforting, strengthening, and empowering presence. 

Simultaneously encountering their vulnerability and the divine presence, humanity comes 

to know the latter better because of the former. They come to know God as the only 

source of power that could overcome the problem they face. Knowing this fellowship 

with God in Christ and the Spirit, they no longer fear for themselves but rather are 

oriented toward others so that the comfort and strength of God can overflow from them to 

those in affliction. In all this, death is forced to serve the ultimate purpose of God, 

                                                   

97 Tannehill, Dying and Rising with Christ, 77: “God has already conquered death, not by abolishing it (this 
is still future), but by commandeering it for his own purposes.” 
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namely, to form humanity in the image of his Son, who loved God and humanity in such 

a surpassing way that nothing could overcome this love, not even death.
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Conclusion 
Summary of Results 

In the course of this dissertation, I have aimed to bring into relief certain 

systematic questions that have been largely overlooked but cannot ultimately be ignored 

in Pauline studies. In chapter one, I aimed to show that the contours of Paul’s thought 

foist upon us two related questions: first, how is it possible that death remains in light of 

God’s work in Christ and the Spirit; second, why does God permit death to abide, or, how 

does death serve God’s purposes? While Paul never formulates these questions explicitly, 

his claims about God’s work in Christ and the Spirit compel us to ask them. 

At certain moments in the history of interpretation, these questions have arisen 

acutely. Above all, the physicalist interpretation propounded by Hermann Lüdemann, 

Richard Kabisch, William Wrede, and Albert Schweitzer made it impossible not to ask 

how Christians could continue to die in the wake of God’s salvific work in Christ. 

Whatever may be said in favor of their interpretation, their proposals made it difficult, if 

not impossible, to account for the fact that Christians are still, and will continue to be, 

mortal in the present age. If, as these authors held, God sends the Spirit of his Son to 

transform Christian bodies into pneumatic bodies even now, how is death not eradicated 

from their bodies altogether? Why do individual Christians not morph into immortal 

beings by an organic process in this life? These questions have not gone away in Pauline 

studies. While the position of the earlier physicalists has not usually been taken up in its 

totality, there have always been and continue to be scholars who pull Pauline 
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interpretation in a physicalist direction, including, most recently, Dale Martin, Troels 

Engberg-Pedersen, and Frederick Tappenden. 

At the other end of the spectrum, these questions are avoided when interpreters 

posit that Paul is not especially concerned with the physical transformation of the body or 

the cosmic transformation of creation. As we saw, Rudolf Bultmann made considerable 

space for this view in his interpretation of Paul. Yet Bultmann overlooked certain 

fundamental concerns of Paul. As we noted, the future cosmic hope is essential for Paul, 

and so it cannot be dismissed, no matter how awkward this may be for modern 

interpreters. 

Yet if we acknowledge with Oscar Cullmann and Ernst Käsemann that God 

directs creation toward a cosmic transformation that touches on all aspects of reality, 

including the body, a puzzle emerges: how can we explain the coexistence of the 

“already” and the “not yet” in Paul’s thought? To be sure, there are numerous ways of 

explaining what has already happened and what has not yet occurred in God’s work in 

Christ and the Spirit. However, Pauline scholars generally agree that, whatever God has 

done in Christ and the Spirit, he has worked to orient creation toward its ultimate cosmic 

transformation, and this work has started most palpably in those in whom Christ and the 

Spirit are present. With God’s work already underway in Christ and the Spirit, what 

prevents them from bringing that work to completion even now? How is it possible that 

Christ and the Spirit do not eliminate bodily death, at least from the people they indwell? 

This enigma lurking just beneath the surface in Pauline interpretation was clearly 

laid out by J. Christiaan Beker, who asked how the “already” can leave room for a “not 
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yet” at all. Beker focused this question on the problem of sin and death, asking, if sin is 

the cause of death, and if sin is defeated in Christ, how can death not be defeated too? 

Beker thought that the ongoing presence of death indicated that it was not defeated along 

with its ally sin, and so he abandoned hope of finding a consistent answer in Paul on this 

point. Martinus C. de Boer responded by suggesting that death was in fact defeated 

together with sin. De Boer pointed out that Christ’s resurrection meant that he is no 

longer subject to death (Rom 6:9) and is exalted as lord over all creation (Phil 2:9–11). 

Therefore, he must be lord over death (cf. Rom 14:9). Christ is not locked in battle with 

death as an equal. Death is rather a defeated and subjected enemy that will finally be 

destroyed at the cosmic consummation of all things. Yet, although de Boer provided us 

with a more consistent Paul, he also made the question of the ongoing existence of death 

more pressing. If death is indeed already defeated and Christ intends to destroy it, how do 

we explain the continuing existence of death? If death cannot resist Christ’s work as a 

metaphysical equal, how does it maintain a foothold in creation at all? De Boer never 

raised or answered this question. Perhaps inadvertently, though, his analysis underscored 

that death could remain only by God’s permission. At this point, the need for a 

teleological or purposive explanation of death became evident. The question then 

becomes: does Paul give us any indication as to why God might permit death to remain? 

Both these questions—the how and the why of the ongoing existence of death—

remain to be dealt with in Pauline studies. However, they have generally not been taken 

up in subsequent discussion of Paul, and therefore the rest of this work has sought to 

address them. 
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In chapter two, I aimed to deal with the first of these two problems: how could 

Paul consistently hold that sin was the cause of death, that God had acted in Christ and 

the Spirit to conquer sin, and that death nevertheless remained, even for Christians? In 

order to address this issue, I analyzed the nature of sin, of God’s salvific work to 

overcome sin, and the sense in which sin might continue to operate as the cause of death 

for Christians.  

I laid out two major alternatives for conceiving of sin in Pauline studies. In 

addition to recognizing that sin appears as action in Paul’s letters, scholars debate 

whether certain references to sin are best understood as a force intrinsic to human flesh in 

the form of the passions, on the one hand, or as a cosmic force extrinsic to the human 

constitution that nevertheless acts internally to the person, on the other. It became clear 

that the major arguments in favor of the cosmic force view fell short of establishing that 

sin is extrinsic to the human constitution. To be sure, the cosmic view of sin was found to 

be right in many of its fundamental concerns: ἁµαρτία features in Paul as a universally 

determinative reality, a force that precedes and shapes human action, and a problem that 

can be solved only by God drastically changing the conditions in which humanity exists. 

Nevertheless, the idea that sin denotes action in some passages and the passions in others 

can account for all these dimensions in Paul’s thought on sin. When I considered the 

historical arguments surrounding this debate, it became evident that ancient philosophical 

moral discourse on the passions provided the tightest fit for Paul’s discussion of ἁµαρτία, 

particularly in Romans 6–8. More than 1 Enoch 1–36, Jubilees, 1QS 3–4, philosophical 

moral discourse on the passions could account for sin indwelling and dominating the 
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person as comprehensively as Paul suggests in Romans 7. This does not mean that Paul 

was a moral philosopher. His views go beyond the bounds of what moral philosophers 

claimed, but this does not discount the utility of their thought for illuminating certain 

aspects of Paul’s statements about sin. 

In light of this understanding of sin, I argued that God’s salvific act in the present 

consisted in liberating humanity from hopeless enthrallment to the passions, by the work 

of Christ and the Spirit. Yet while Christ and the Spirit empower humanity to resist the 

force of sin, their work is circumscribed in the present age so that sin is not eradicated 

from the human constitution. Paul hints that this is the reason why Christians are still 

mortal. In Rom 8:10, he claims that, even for those in whom Christ and the Spirit dwell, 

“the body is dead on account of sin.” Finding other interpretations of this verse deficient, 

I offered that the verse could make good sense in light of the case I advanced in chapter 

two. In this verse it seems best to understand Paul to be attributing the mortality of the 

Christian body to the ongoing presence of the passions in the body. 

In chapter three, I sought to complement the argument of chapter two by 

explicating Paul’s statements in Romans 5–8 concerning God’s work in Jesus over 

against sin. Here, I focused specifically on two verses that connect Jesus’s salvific work 

to sin: Rom 6:10 and 8:3. These verses function as bookends to Jesus’s earthly existence, 

explaining what Jesus did with respect to sin via his incarnation and death. I argued that 

Paul’s statements about Jesus coming in “the likeness of the flesh of sin” (8:3) and 

“dying to sin definitively” (6:10) make good sense in light of the argument presented in 

chapter two. Like the rest of humanity, Jesus takes up human flesh in which the sin-
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tending passions dwell. Like the rest of humanity, he confronts this force in his flesh up 

until his death. Unlike the rest of humanity, though, he resists sin throughout his life up 

until the point of his death. No other human being had managed to resist the force of sin 

over the course of an entire life. In his death, Jesus dies to sin definitively in the sense 

that it finally loses any opportunity to coopt him. With sin having lost the battle, death 

cannot hold Jesus indefinitely. Jesus thus becomes the one human being who is invincible 

vis-à-vis both sin and death. Yet he does not leave humanity alone as he now “lives to 

God” (6:10). Rather, he comes to indwell them (8:9), providing his Spirit in order to help 

them resist the force of sin in the flesh (8:13). 

In chapter four, I turned to the second overall question guiding this dissertation: 

why might God allow death to continue to exist? Why does God not eliminate death from 

the constitution of those who are indwelt by Christ and the Spirit? What purpose might 

death serve in the experience of those who belong to Christ?  

While Paul never formulates or answers these questions explicitly, he does 

provide material that allows us to set parameters for rendering his thought on this issue. I 

observed that, in Romans 5 and 8, death would seem to reflect and facilitate the human 

turn away from God. Death follows in the wake of humanity’s sin (5:12–21), and it is 

depicted as the greatest threat that might separate humanity from the love of God in 

Christ (8:35–39). However, in and through God’s act in Christ and the Spirit, death takes 

on an entirely different profile. Instead of signaling the broken relationship between 

humanity and God, death becomes the space in which God most palpably expresses his 

love for humanity. For in Christ’s death, God’s love for humanity is most clearly revealed 
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(5:8). Death also becomes a space in which God’s solidarity with humanity is 

demonstrated through his Spirit, who orients humanity toward God in their confrontation 

with death. Through the presence of Christ and the Spirit in the midst of their acute 

experience of mortality, humanity comes to know God’s love and sustaining help. As 

they face the limits of their mortal bodies, they in turn come to rely on and hope in God, 

not by their own power, but by the help of Christ and the Spirit.  

What is more, as becomes clear especially in Philippians and 2 Corinthians, the 

threats that attend mortal existence do not, contrary to expectation, inevitably lead human 

beings to seek their own interests at the expense of others. Rather, precisely because 

Christ has loved them in the face of death (Phil 2:1–8), Christ’s mindset is to become the 

mindset of Christians: as he was willing to show his love even unto death, now those 

bound to him are called to do likewise (Phil 2:5).1 Since God sustains them in their 

suffering and mortality (2 Cor 1:3–11), Christians are empowered and obliged to love 

others in affliction. The comfort God gives to them in the face of death now serves to 

comfort others (2 Cor 1:4). Thus, in the context of God’s work in Christ and the Spirit, 

death does not break the bonds of human relationships as all fend for themselves in a 

panicked pursuit of self-preservation; instead, in the face of death, love and solidarity can 

be fostered among humanity. 

                                                   

1 To be sure, I am not claiming that Christians die for each other in the same way Christ dies for them. 
Rather, I am claiming that the overall attitude that Christ exhibited in his death, valuing others before 
himself even in the face of a mortal threat, informs the love of Christians, so that love cannot be thwarted 
by the threat of death or the more general constraints of this mortal existence. 
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In the hands of God, death becomes a tool to fashion communion between God 

and humanity, on the one hand, and among humans, on the other. With this double 

orientation toward God and humanity in love, human beings are shaped into the image of 

God’s Son as they bear the weight of mortality. Death is thus robbed of its sting. The 

worst it has done and could do is undone as the Spirit brings humanity into communion 

with the Father through the crucified and risen one. Death does not thereby become a 

trivial burden. Paul presupposes its gravity in his discussions about it. However, he 

assumes that, no matter what menace death poses to humanity, it can never transcend the 

parameters set to it by the love of God in Christ. 

Paths for Further Research 

In closing, it may be helpful to point out how the questions addressed in this 

dissertation can be explored further. My proposals in chapters two and three concerning 

Paul’s conception of sin, his soteriology, and his understanding of Christ’s incarnation 

and death touch on ongoing debates in Pauline studies that may test and extend the 

arguments laid out here. First, I have attempted to fashion a rapprochement between the 

apocalyptic interpretation and the view of sin as the passions. This proposal may allow 

proponents on both sides to move beyond timeworn impasses, although there may be 

deeper issues that need to be addressed to determine whether the respective approaches 

can be reconciled in the way I have suggested. Second, I have largely passed over debates 

about the juridical dimension of Paul’s theology, focusing more on the transformative 

and ontological aspects of Paul’s soteriology. Scholars continue to debate whether and in 

what way these emphases in Paul’s letters are compatible, and a fuller account would 
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need to clarify how my proposals fit into the debates about justification and its place in 

Paul’s theology. Third, and relatedly, different models of Paul’s soteriology have 

significantly different concerns that constrain their understanding of Jesus’s incarnation, 

death, and resurrection. A more complete reading of Paul would need to tackle at greater 

length the various different ways interpreters understand the significance of Jesus’s death 

in Paul. 

Since these are well-worn areas of Pauline studies, though, the freshest path to 

new research may lie in exploring the relatively neglected question raised in chapter four, 

namely how to give a purposive or teleological explanation of death in Paul’s letters. In 

considering a theological evaluation of suffering, mortality, and death, Pauline scholars 

may benefit from consulting patristic authors who dealt with these issues in depth. John 

C. Cavadini has recently written an illuminating piece on the views of Irenaeus and 

Augustine on suffering and death, which, he contends, correspond roughly to emphases 

in the eastern and western forms of Christianity on these topics.2 Since biblical exegetes 

formed in the European and American contexts have generally been influenced more by 

the western tradition than the eastern, there may be much to gain from exploring the 

views of Irenaeus, which, Cavadini notes, have generally come to be more characteristic 

of the east than the west on this topic. 

                                                   

2 Cavadini, “Two Ancient Christian Views of Suffering and Death,” 94–114. Cavadini cites John Paul II, 
Salvifici Doloris (On the Christian Meaning of Human Suffering), section 26, where, he thinks, the views 
of Irenaeus and Augustine are combined. See footnote 2 in chapter four for the way the views of Irenaeus 
and Augustine tie into philosophical debates about the problem of evil.  
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Irenaeus, Cavadini explains, takes up the challenge of the Gnostics concerning 

suffering and death: why would a good God make creatures capable of bringing death on 

themselves through sinning, and why would he subject his own creation to death in 

response to their sinning? Irenaeus responds by claiming that humanity in Eden was 

given the chance to trust God through the commandment not to eat of the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil. However, when they refused the opportunity to trust God, 

God did not deprive them of this opportunity, even though they sinned. Rather, God 

mercifully re-presented humans with the chance to trust him by allowing them to 

experience death. In the face of this limitation, they learn what it means to trust God once 

again. Death is thus a form of remedial training to teach humanity to rely on God on this 

side of Eden. In Irenaeus’s view, training through struggle, albeit in a less arduous form, 

would have been necessary even in Eden, because God always intended for humanity to 

learn to trust him. Now, though, this training takes the particular form of mortality.3 

Augustine’s view complements Irenaeus’s proposal in Cavadini’s argument. In 

Cavadini’s reading, Augustine does not stress the remedial role of death. Death is not the 

present form of the training that we would have experienced in Eden even if we had not 

sinned. At the same time, Augustine argues that goods can be drawn from death. This 

possibility is realized most fully in Christ, who puts death to good use by employing it to 

display his love in his own death for humanity, and in the Christian martyrs, who direct 

death to a good end by using it to display their faith in Christ’s love in their own deaths. 

                                                   

3 Cavadini notes that Irenaeus is largely followed by Origen. 



 

227 

Here too, as in Irenaeus, death takes on a new profile in light of the work of God in 

Christ. Although death itself is not a good in any sense, it can become the occasion for 

good. 

These views resonate with much of what we have discovered in Paul so far 

concerning the reversal death undergoes in the wake of the work of Christ. Despite 

death’s reality as a destructive phenomenon, God overrides death in part by integrating it 

into his more fundamental creative and salvific purposes.4 Because of God’s salvific 

work in Christ and the Spirit, humanity is turned toward God in faith, hope, and love, not 

despite the fact that they face death, but because they do. While Pauline scholars have not 

failed to highlight that Paul treats death as an enemy to be destroyed (1 Cor 15:26), they 

might do well to remember that death is already overcome in that it has been turned to a 

good end by God. To become attuned once again to this emphasis in Paul, scholars may 

be helped by drawing on authors who were sensitive to this facet of the text. In such new 

paths of research, we may hope to notice dimensions of Paul’s texts that have largely 

been overlooked. 

                                                   

4 See also the treatment of Athanasius by Khaled Anatolios, “Athanasius’s Christology Today: The Life, 
Death, and Resurrection of Christ in On the Incarnation,” in In the Shadow of the Incarnation: Essays on 
Jesus Christ in the Early Church in Honor of Brian E. Daley, S.J., ed. Peter W. Martens (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2008), 29–49, who writes, “Christ, as it were, changes the direction of 
human death by orienting even the annihilation of death Godward” (41). 
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