
 1 

Chad Chambers 
NT 312 
 
Udo Schnelle, Apostle Paul: His Life and Theology, trans. M. Eugene Boring  (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker Academic, 2005) 
 
 
Apostle Paul: His Life and Theology is an English translation of the German work,  
Paulus: Leben und Denken (2003), written by New Testament scholar Udo Schnelle of the 
University of Halle.  Its translator, M. Eugene Boring, was the I. Wylie and Elizabeth M. Briscoe 
Professor of New Testament at Brite Divinity School.  At the request of the author and the 
publisher, Boring not only translated the work but also made it more accessible to an English 
audience.  First, Boring expanded the bibliography to include English monographs and articles 
that supplement Schnelle’s extensive list of German publications. In addition, Boring also 
included intermittent notes on the German text to clarify difficult theological vocabulary, 
translation problems, and European debates that are less familiar to many American Pauline 
students. Schnelle, in turn, read Boring’s translation to confirm its accuracy, thereby ensuring 
that the English version is a faithful rendition of his original German publication. 
 
Schnelle intended the original work to be a textbook “that takes a didactic perspective on the 
material as a whole and documents all important positions in Pauline research” (11).  Yet, 
Schnelle also presents constructive contributions on many of the disputed points.  Thus, 
throughout the entire work, Schnelle summarizes the major scholarly positions and relevant texts 
before offering his own interpretation.  As a result, the book is quite comprehensive in its 
treatment of the major issues pertaining to Paul’s thought.   
 
The book is divided into two parts that explore Paul’s life and theology.  Part 1, “The Course of 
Paul’s Life and the Development of His Thought,” has two focal points.  The first seven chapters 
explore the contours of Paul's life in chronological order, and the subsequent six chapters 
examine in some detail the historical context and major theological themes of each of the seven 
generally accepted Pauline epistles.  Part 2, “The Basic Structures of Pauline Thought,” 
delineates “the load-bearing foundations of his intellectual structure” (388) with individual 
chapters on Theology (Ch. 15), Christology (Ch. 16), Soteriology (Ch. 17), Pneumatology (Ch. 
18), Anthropology (Ch. 19), Ethics (Ch. 20), Ecclesiology (Ch. 21) and Eschatology (Ch. 22).     
The present review focuses on the Part I the book, specifically the chronology of Paul’s life and 
the progression of Paul’s thought.1 
 
Schnelle opens his book with a discussion of historiography (Ch. 1 – Prologue).  Schnelle 
emphasizes that any historical study interprets the past only through the present.  He states, “The 
true temporal plane on which the historian/exegete lives is always the present, within which he or 
she is inextricably intertwined, so that the present understanding of past events is always 
decisively stamped by the historian’s own cultural standards” (27).  Thus, the past itself is not 

                                                
1 Our primary discussion of this book will be to compare and contrast three renderings of the chronology of Paul’s 
life:  1) Schnelle – a hybrid of Pauline material and Acts; 2) Campbell – a prioritization of the Pauline material; and 
3) Pohill – reliance on Acts as primary source.  The main question is, “Is chronology (e.g., the details of his life and 
the order of his letters) important for understanding Paul’s theology?”    
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available in the present, but only various understandings of the past mediated by various 
interpreters.  Such that within the realm of historical constructions there are no “facts” in the 
“objective” sense but they are interpretations built upon interpretations (29).  Therefore, 
historical construction is a meaning-creating process in which the structure of interpretation 
gives meaning to the bare facts.  Schnelle writes, “Historical interpretation means the creation of 
a coherent framework of meaning; facts only become what they are for us by the creation of such 
a historical narrative framework” (30).  In other words, historical construction inserts the past 
into a framework that it did not previously have, but in so doing, it shapes the meaning of the 
past for the present.          
 
Schnelle’s view of historiography is fundamental to his examination of Paul.  According to 
Schnelle, “One must reflect on the fact that Paul himself does all that has just been described: by 
narrating and interpreting the event of Jesus Christ in a particular way, he himself writes history 
and constructs a new religious world” (32 – emphasis in text).  Paul’s theology therefore is the 
product of a historical project of meaning formation in which Paul invested his whole life.  As a 
result, to understand Paul’s thought necessitates the exploration of this process in its temporal 
and material dimensions.  Schnelle writes, “We must construct a delineation of Paul’s life and 
thought chronologically, since his thought cannot be separated from his life.  Because here 
origin, development, and theology all condition each other, it is amiss to attempt to grasp Pauline 
theology only in the terms of the history of ideas” (40-41).   
 
Ch. 2, “Sources and Chronology for Paul’s Life and Work,” identifies the basic outline of Paul’s 
life, which Schnelle amplifies in the subsequent chapters.  Schnelle states, “The goal is to 
establish a temporal framework within which we can integrate the central events of the vita Pauli 
and his letters” (47).  In this chapter, Schnelle isolates two events – The Edict of Claudius and 
The Gallio Inscription  – from which he builds a basic framework.  He considers these events as 
absolute chronology because the biblical witness connects with the data of extracanonical 
sources or archaeological discoveries.  The Edict of Claudius that expelled Jews from Rome he 
dates to 49 CE.  The Gallio Inscription is an inscription documenting a letter from the emperor 
Claudius to the city of Delphi.  Schnelle believes that the letter must have been written in the 
summer of 52 CE.  Using these dates, Schnelle postulates, based on Acts 18:2 and 18:11, that 
Paul arrived in Corinth in the year 50 CE and that the Gallio scene in of Acts 18:12-16 can be 
dated to the summer of 51CE.  Therefore, according to Schnelle, “Paul’s arrival in Corinth at the 
beginning of the year 50 provides a firm point from which the relative chronology of Paul’s 
activity can be calculated both forwards and backwards” (49).  Schnelle diagrams the chronology 
as follows (56): 
 

Chronology of Paul’s Life and Work 
 
    Death of Jesus     30 
    Conversion of Paul    33 
    First visit to Jerusalem    35 
    Paul in Cilicia     ca. 36-42 
    Paul in Antioch     ca. 42 
    First missionary journey   ca. 45-47 
    Apostolic council    48 (spring) 
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    Incident in Antioch    48 (summer) 
    Second missionary journey   48 (late summer)-51/52 
    Paul in Corinth     50/51 
    Gallio in Corinth     51/52 
    Trip to Antioch     51/52 
    Third missionary journey   52-55/56 
    Stay in Ephesus     52-54/55 
    Paul in Macedonia    55 
    Last stay in Corinth    56 (early in the year) 
    Arrival in Jerusalem    56 (early summer) 
    Imprisonment in Caesarea   56-58 
    Change of office, Felix/Festus  58 
    Arrival in Rome     59 
    Death of Paul     64 
 
Schnelle uses this basic chronology throughout the rest of the volume to emphasize the change in 
Paul’s theology over the course of his life. 
 
Ch. 3, “The Pre-Christian Paul,” examines the different influences on Paul before his calling in 
the Damascus event.  As maintained by Schnelle, Paul was born in Tarsus sometime around the 
middle of the first decade CE.  He was from birth a member of the Jewish community (59) who 
probably inherited Roman citizenship from a prior generation in his family who received it as 
freed slaves (62).  He was city person (58) whose Greek and Jewish education and global activity 
indicate that he belonged to the urban middle class (63).  In his youth, Paul joined the Pharisaic 
movement and quickly distinguished himself by adherence to the tradition and a zeal for 
preserving the Torah (64).2  These divergent influences all played a role in developing Paul’s 
identity and theological thought.  Paul’s Hellenistic Judaism manifested itself in his unwavering 
commitment to monotheism.  Schnelle states, “As in ancient Judaism, Paul connects monotheism 
with faith in creation and election” (70).  Furthermore, his view of judgment, resurrection, a just 
God, human justification, sin, free will, and covenant are all firmly rooted in the ideas of 
Judaism.  His Greek and Hellenistic background also directly influenced Paul. Specifically, his 
use of diatribe in argumentation, the rhetorical quality in sections of his letters, and the Pauline 
peristasis catalogues suggest the influence of Hellenistic thought (75).  Additionally, the themes 
of conscience and freedom reveal a connection between Paul and Stoics (79-80).  Thus, Schnelle 
states, “[Paul] had been shaped by three great streams of tradition: the Old Testament, Hellenistic 
Judaism, and the popular philosophical traditions of Greco-Roman Hellenism.  All three realms 
are interwoven in multiple ways and together form the background and context of Paul’s 
thought” (81-82).  It is from these three streams that Paul writes history and constructs a new 
religious world. 
 
Ch. 4, “The Call to Be Apostle to the Gentiles,” discusses the significance of the Damascus event 
on Paul’s thought.  In this chapter, Schnelle emphasizes two main points.  First, the Damascus 
event clearly was the impetus for Pauline meaning formation.  Schnelle writes, “Paul 
experienced Damascus as participation in the Christ event, which gave him a new identity and at 
                                                
2 Schnelle states that it is impossible to know with certainty where Paul received his education as Pharisee.  Nor, is it 
possible to determine the wing of the Pharisaic movement that Paul was aligned (66-69). 
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the same time compelled him to restructure his picture of himself and the world” (101).  Yet, 
Schnelle insists that it is improbable that the Damascus event can account for all of Pauline 
theology.  Schnelle particularly wants to discredit the view that the doctrine of justification and 
law found in Galatians and Romans can be traced back to the Damascus experience (98-100).  
The Damascus event was certainly the radical turn in Paul’s life that led him to begin the process 
of understanding the meaning of the cross, but it was only the beginning point “that lays the 
foundation for a new identity” (100).  Paul’s theology grows and adapts over time in light of his 
expanding knowledge of the Torah and Gentile mission and in reaction to the incidents that took 
place during his work as a missionary. 
 

Ch. 5, “The Christian Paul,” analyzes the influences on Paul from his call through the first 
missionary journey.  Schnelle, in this chapter, continues the theme of Paul’s theology adapting 
over time.  He focuses on three specific examples.  First, according to Schnelle, Paul most likely 
received catechetical instruction very soon after his apostolic call, but the extent of this 
instruction “lie shrouded in darkness” (104).  Paul letters do give some indications that among 
the traditions presented to Paul were “the sayings of Jesus” (104), pre-Pauline baptismal 
formulas, and early creedal formulations.  Each reveal at that Paul was at least aware of the 
historical Jesus but the historical Jesus is seldom, if ever, his concentration.  Schnelle states, “On 
the contrary, for him the history of the earthly Jesus only comes into view from the perspective 
of the present reality of salvation created by the resurrected Christ” (107).  Thus, almost 
immediately after his call Paul begins to construct new meaning from past events.  Second, 
Paul’s uneven use of the Old Testament reveals that, “Paul did not work with a firm collection of 
texts already assembled at the very beginning of his missionary activity” (111).  Thus, 
confirming that Paul’s theology as a whole, “It was not simply there, all at once, but grew and 
developed under the challenges of his missionary work” (111).  Finally, Paul’s first steps as 
missionary also show a progression in this thought.  His initial missionary work of about six 
years in the areas of Syria and Cilicia proved not to be overly successful and thus about 42 CE 
Paul joined the Antioch mission as “junior partner” to Barnabas (113).  The most significant 
aspect of Antioch’s influence on Paul is the prioritization of the Gentile mission.  Schnelle 
writes, “It was thus at Antioch that the decisive epoch of early Christianity began: the 
programmatic proclamation of the gospel to Gentiles as well as Jews” (114).   
 
Ch. 6, “The Apostolic Council and the Incident at Antioch,” discusses the events surrounding the 
apostolic council as recounted in Acts and Galatians.  The basic issue dealt with at this council, 
according to Schnelle, was how to determine the criteria that must be fulfilled in order to belong 
to the elect of God and at the same time maintain continuity with the people of God of the first 
covenant (123).  In other words, must a Gentile become a Jew in order to become a Christian?  
The successful mission work of Antioch generated these issues and the problem was intensified 
by the fact that the Torah does sufficiently deal with Jews and Gentiles living together outside 
the land of Israel (124).  Schnelle does not believe that the council united the Gentile mission and 
the mission to the Jews into a single view.  Rather, it regarded each as a legitimate expression of 
the Christian faith.  He states, “It was the equal status, not the identity, for each version of the 
gospel that was confirmed at the apostolic council” (129).  At this time, Schnelle expresses that 
Paul both defended his view that Gentiles were free from the requirement of circumcision and 
accepted that Jewish Christians were obligated to follow the Torah.  By the time Paul writes 
Galatians, however, his thought progressed to the point that there was only one gospel valid for 
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both Jews and Gentiles.  Schnelle writes, “In reaction to the challenge to his mission work, Paul 
expands his identity concept, for now the Torah has constitutive significance for neither Jew 
(Jewish Christians) nor Gentile (Gentile Christians)” (137).  Thus, as with the Damascus event 
and the influence of Antioch it is a mistake to connect the whole of Paul’s thought with apostolic 
council.  Rather, his theology continually developed as he encountered different experiences, 
which led him to interpret the past anew. 
 
Ch. 7, “Paul’s Independent Mission,” considers Paul’s initial missionary work after his 
separation from Barnabas and the church in Antioch.  In many respects, this chapter is the climax 
in Schnelle’s argument that Paul writes history and constructs a new religious world.  The 
predominant theme of the chapter is the development of Early Christianity as an independent 
movement, with Paul standing as the key figure in this development.  Schnelle writes, “While it 
is true enough that Paul is not the ‘second founder of Christianity,’ it is also true that without his 
accomplishment and ability a Jewish renewal movement would hardly have become, with 
breathtaking speed, a world religion with great drawing power” (138).  Paul is the one who 
designates the theology of the cross as the decisive difference between the Christian faith and 
symbolic universes of both the Jews and Greeks.  In Paul’s view, the message of the cross is not 
compatible with these symbolic universes and thus Paul can be neither Jew nor Greek in the full 
sense of either word (170).  Rather, he is the representative of a new movement and Paul 
positions himself and the church as an independent reality alongside Jews and Greeks.  Schnelle 
concludes, “It is Paul especially who developed and practiced a new universal identity concept: 
‘being in Christ,’ which transcends all traditional religious privileges.  This transnational and 
transcultural concept, ritually transmitted (by baptism)…led to the formation of early 
Christianity as an independent movement” (170).   
   
To close Part 1, Schnelle introduces and surveys the seven Pauline letters that he regards as 
authentic: 1 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Romans, Philippians, and Philemon. 
He discusses the background of these churches and Paul's relationship to them.  He offers a 
chapter-by-chapter and sometimes paragraph-by-paragraph exposition of the letters and 
discusses their major theological emphases.  It is impossible in a review of this length to discuss 
his treatment in detail, but Schnelle’s main emphasis remains to demonstrate how Paul’s thought 
progresses throughout his missionary activity.  One his primary examples is the doctrine of 
justification.  For instance, he writes, “At the time of the composition of 1 Thessalonians, the 
doctrine of justification by faith alone apart from works of the law, as found in Galatians and 
Romans, was not yet a constitutive element of Pauline theology” (188-189).  By the time of 
Paul’s writing of 1 Corinthians, the doctrine begins to partially argued (1 Cor. 15:56), but it is 
not a clear exposition of the doctrine for the essential idea of faith contra works of the law is 
absent (231).  2 Corinthians also shows remnants of the doctrine of justification (2 Cor. 3, 5), but 
again the central antithesis of faith and works of the law is missing.  Thus, it is not until 
Galatians that Paul fully expresses a complete doctrine of justification whose central core can be 
found in the antithesis of works of law and faith in Jesus Christ (297).  Thus, Schnelle judges that 
only over time was Paul able to transfer the “contingency of the cross and resurrection into a 
meaningful narrative-, argument-, and meaning-structure” (388).   
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Schnelle Chronology        Schnelle Pauline Corpus 
 

Death of Jesus    30     1 Thessalonians (50/51) 
Conversion of Paul   33     1 Corinthians (55 early) 
First visit to Jerusalem   35     2 Corinthians (55 autumn) 
Paul in Cilicia    ca. 36-42    Galatians (55 late autumn) 
Paul in Antioch    ca. 42    Romans (56 spring) 
First missionary journey  ca. 45-47    Philippians (60) 
Apostolic council   48 (spring)    Philemon (61) 
Incident in Antioch   48 (summer) 
Second missionary journey  48 (late summer)-51/52 
Paul in Corinth    50/51 
Gallio in Corinth    51/52 
Trip to Antioch    51/52 
Third missionary journey  52-55/56 
Stay in Ephesus    52-54/55 
Paul in Macedonia   55 
Last stay in Corinth   56 (early in the year) 
Arrival in Jerusalem   56 (early summer) 
Imprisonment in Caesarea  56-58 
Change of office, Felix/Festus 58 
Arrival in Rome    59 
Death of Paul    64 
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Pohill Chronology3         Pohill Pauline Corpus 
Conversion       32    1 Thessalonians (50) 
First Visit to Jerusalem  after conversion  35    2 Thessalonians (50) 
Silent Years      35-43    Philippians (52) 
Ministry with Barnabas in Antioch   43-44    1 Corinthians (56 spring) 
Death of Herod Agrippa I    44    2 Corinthians (56 summer) 
Famine Visit      45/46    Galatians (56 autumn) 
First Missionary Journey    45/46-47/48  Romans (57 early) 
Return to Antioch     48    Colossians (59/60)  
Jerusalem Conference     48    Philemon (59/60) 
Second Mission      48-52    Ephesians (59/60) 
 Antioch to Troas    48-49     1 Timothy (64/65) 
 Macedonia to Athens   49-51     Titus (64/65) 
 Corinth     51-52     2 Timothy (66/67) 
Return to Antioch via Caesarea and Jerusalem 52 
Third Mission Period     52/53-57 
 Ministry in Ephesus   53-56 
 Administering the Collection  56-57 
Arrival in Jerusalem and Arrest   57 
Caesarean Imprisonment    57-59 
Voyage to Rome      59-60 
Arrival in Rome      60 
House Arrest in Rome     60-62   
Release from imprisonment in Rome  62/63 
Rearrested and martyred in Rome   66/67 
 
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
3 John B. Pohill, Paul & His Letters (Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1999), 80. 


