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PAUL’S THINKING
ABOUT JESUS CHRIST

WHEN WE try to find out what Paul thought and believed
about Jesus Christ, we must begin by remembering two
things. First, Paul was not a systematic theologian. Paul
was not in the least like a man sitting in a library or in a
study carefully and logically compiling a system of
theology. First and foremost Paul argued from experience.
When he talks about Jesus, he is not offering us something
which is the fruit of thought and deduction and study and
the careful balancing of one theory against another theory
and one philosophy against another philosophy. He is
continually saying: “ This is what happened to me. This is
what I have experienced. This is what Jesus did for me.
This I know to be true.”

It is quite true that it may be a quite unfair distinction
to make. But it is true to say that Paul’s interest was not
in theology, but in religion. He was never concerned to
draw up and work out a system which would be fully
satisfactory to the mind and intellect: he was concerned
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to tell men of an experience-based faith, by which they
might live. When Paul speaks of Jesus, he is simply setting
down his own experience of his risen Lord.

Second, we must remember that there was nothing static
about Paul’s belief. Paul was for ever faced with the
ever moving and changing stream of human experience.
He was for ever involved in changing situations. He had
to meet one error after another; he had to match himself
with one set of thinkers after another; he had to deal with
one heresy after another. He was living in days when the
Church was still in a ferment, days long before the time
when the Church had settled down to an institutional
orthodoxy. And to meet each changing situation and
problem he had to draw new truth and new treasures out
of what he himself called the unsearchable riches of Christ.
He was ever discovering new greatnesses and new
adequacies in Christ. No matter how long Paul had
lived he would never have arrived at a static religion.

It is said that a certain famous lady was asked what
quality she regarded as most necessary for a person to
possess in order that he might excel in life. She answered in
one word: “ Adaptability.” In the highest possible sense,
and not in any time-serving sense, Paul’s theology was an
adaptable theology. It was always deepening and developing
and widening to meet the new situations which the life
of the growing Church brought to him. That is why it
is not possible to make a neat pattern of Paul’s thinking
about Jesus, for as the ycars went on Jesus became ever more
wonderful to Paul.
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We must begin somewhere, and we begin with that
which is most basic. With the exception of 2 Thessalonians
and Philemon, there is not one single letter in which Paul
does not refer to Jesus as the Son of God. In every other
letter, either by direct statement or by unmistakable
implication, we meet that conception which for Paul was
the starting point of all things.

And it is to be noted that again and again this statement
that Jesus is the Son of God occurs at the very beginning
of Paul’s letters as if by it he struck what was for him the
keynote of the Christian gospel (cp. 1 Thessalonians 1: 10;
Galatians 1: 16; 2: 20; 4: 4; 1 Corinthians 1: 9; 2
Corinthians 1: 19; 1: 3; Romans 1: 3; 1: 9; 8: 32;
Ephesians 1: 3; Colossians 1: 3). First and foremost Paul
believed and insisted that Jesus stood in a unique relation-
ship with God.

And yet there is something clse to be set beside that.
Never at any time did Paul identify Jesus Christ and God.
He never equated Jesus Christ and God. He may and does
equate the love and the gospel and the grace and the work
of Jesus Christ and of God, but never does he as we might
put it, personally identify Jesus and God.

Nowhere does Paul reach greater heights in his con-
ception of Jesus than in the letter to the Colossians, where he
goes the length of saying that Jesus is the fulness of the
godhead bodily (Colossians 2: 9) yet even in that letter
he has the picture of Jesus at the fight hand of God (Colos-
sians 3: 1). We bave no wish to take a phrase like that
with a crude literalism, yet it remains true that no one
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could even use it unless he had a clear distinction in his
mind between Jesus Christ and God.

Paul goes even further than that. There is a sense for
Paul in which Jesus is subordinate to God. He writes
to the Corinthians: “ But I would have you know, that
the head of every man is Christ . . . and the head of
Christ is God " (1 Corinthians 11: 3). In his picture of the
end of things, he writes to the Corinthians: * And when all
things shall be subdued unto Him, then shall the Son also
be subject unto Him, that put all things under Him, that
God may be all in all ” (1 Corinthians 15: 28). And on the
same lines is that great cry of triumph in 1 Corinthians 3: 22,

23: “All (things) are yours; and ye are Christ’s; and Christ

is God’s.”

No one ever had a higher conception of Jesus Christ
than Paul had, and yet it is still true to say that for Paul
nothing was ever allowed to detract from the lonely
supremacy of God. The work of the Son is ever done in
obedience to the Father. Behind every event, action and
word in the life of Jesus stands God.

It is here we come to one of the most difficult doctrines
in all theology, the pre-existence of the Son. We usually
consider that doctrine a characteristic of the thought of
John. But it is in Paul too. We get a glimpse of that belief
in the strange old story which Paul uses in 1 Corinthians
10: 4. The Rabbis had a legend that the rock from which
the Israelites drank in the desert followed them for ever
after in their wanderings and was to them a continual
source of refreshment. Paul refers to that legend and uses
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