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A NEw LIFE IN CHRIST: PAULINE ETHICS
AND ITS LUTHERAN RECEPTION

Bernd Oberdorfer

When speaking about Paul, Lutherans are likely to refer to the concept of
justification by faith alone without works. Looking back on his life, Mar-
tin Luther emphasized that his reformatory thinking was based on Paul’s
word, i.e., that the term “God’s justice” in Romans 1:16 does not mean “the
justice God is and urges us to fulfill,” but, rather, “the justice God gives
us and shares with us for free (gratis).”' Moreover, in his “Sendbrief vom
Dolmetschen,” Luther defends his translation of Romans 3:28, where he
inserted the famous “alone” {allein aus Glauben, “by faith alone”) although
it does not appear in the Greek original.? Because of this emphasis, even
his catholic opponents saw him as a Paulinist. In the twentieth century, the
well-known catholic Luther scholar Joseph Lortz, for example, respectfully
acknowledged that Luther had a profound understanding of Paul, but criti-
cally added that he had overemphasized Paul. Thus, Lortz claimed, Luther
was not a “Vollhdrer der Schrift.” In other words, he was not a balanced
reader of the Bible as a whole, but preferred parts of it in a selective, one-
sided way, neglecting other parts of the Bible that focus on the relevance
of works, such as the Letter of James.*

' Cf. Martin Luther, “Praefacio,” Martin Luther, Opera Omnia 1 (1545), WA 54, 179~87.
2 Cf. Martin Luther, “Ein Sendbrief D. M. Luthers. Vom Dolmetschen und Fiirbitte
der Heiligen (1530),” in WA 3011, 632-46.

3 Joseph Lortz, Die Reformation in Deutschland, vol. 1 (Freiburg i.Br: Herder,
1939/40), 176.

+ Cf. Otto-Hermann Pesch, Hinfiihrung zu Luther (Mainz: Matthias Griinewald,
1982), 68-70.
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Evidently, this implies that, first, Paul does not show a particular ethical
interest in his letters and, second, that the Lutheran doctrine of justification
by faith alone underestimates the relevance of works for a Christian’s life.

Both assumptions, however, are open to doubt. An unbiased reading
of Paul’s letters clearly shows that Paul is very much engaged in ethical
issues. Large parts of the first letter to the Corinthians, for example, deal
with practical questions of Christian life. And, as we know, the Lutheran
tradition was not unaware of ethics. It is no coincidence then that Luther’s
interpretation of the Ten Commandments in his “Small Catechism” has for
centuries been one of the most prominent texts used in Christian educa-
tion in the Lutheran churches. Insisting on “by faith alone” while, at the
same time, emphasizing the importance of leading a Christian life did not
constitute a contradiction for either Paul or Luther.

How did Paul’s ethics impact Lutheran ethics? Did Lutherans read Paul
when developing their ethics? In other words, were Lutherans Paulinists
also in the field of ethics? How do Lutherans today deal with Paul’s ethics?
These are the questions I intend to tackle in this paper. First, I shall go
into Pauline ethics: How does Paul describe Christian life? Which criteria
does he apply to evaluate the behavior of Christians? How does he argue
in concrete cases? Second, I shall examine whether or how Lutheran eth-
ics is inspired by Paul and, third, I shall discuss the relevance of Pauline
ethics for our moral discernment today.

PAULINE ETHICS: A NEW LIFE “IN CHRIST”

Paul deliberately contests the idea that for those who are already redeemed
it makes no difference how they lead their lives. Some members of the
Corinthian congregation seem to have thought that the earthly, bodily,
outward dimensions of life no longer play a role for those who are in the
state of eschatological salvation. Everything is permissible; not even keep-
ing the company of prostitutes touches and qualifies the state of salvation.
Paul strongly objects to this: “Do you not know that your body is a temple
of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God, and that you are
not your own?” (1 Cor 6:19) And, most significantly, he adds, “For you
were bought with a price; therefore glorify God in your body” (1 Cor 6:20).

Here we have a first glimpse of Paul’s concept of ethics. Christians do
not stand alone; Christian behavior is to display or mirror the salvation
that Christ has “bought” for our sake. Christian behavior is rooted in and a
result of salvation and is supposed to witness to salvation. This happens in
the social context of the church as the “body of Christ.” Through the Spirit,
the Christian is incorporated into that body. As members of the body of
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Christ, Christians are responsible for “edifying” it, each one in their place,
with their special “charisma,” aiming at the welfare of the whole body.

Paul draws a clear line from justification by faith alone to ethics:
Christians owe Christ their salvation; he has paid the “price” to free them
from the slavery of sin and now, that they belong to him, they are called
to bear witness to this in their behavior.

Paul describes this fundamental correlation in several different catego-
ries and metaphors, the most important of which are the term “in Christ”
and the reference to the Holy Spirit.

Being “in Christ” means to be new. “So if anyone is in Christ, there is a
new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become
new!” Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:17. In Romans 6 and Galatians 2, he
explicitly links the Christian’s new life to the death of their old identity
through Christ’s death. We live with Christ because we are tied to his
death. In Romans 6, he interprets baptism as dying with Christ in order
to live with him. He writes,

Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were
baptized into his death? Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism
into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the
Father, so we too might walk in newness of life (Rom 6:3-4). ‘

In Galatians 2, we find a similar dialectics of death and life:

For through the law I died to the law, so that I might live to God. I have been
crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives
in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who
loved me and gave himself for me (Gal 2:19-20).

“Being in Christ” and “Christ being in me"—both mean that the “old life” of
the “flesh” has been left behind at the cross, while the “new life” is present
“in Christ,” or “in the risen Christ.”
This “in Christ” also has a spatial or even socio-spatial dimension. It
marks a space where Christians live. This is evident in the use of the term
“body of Christ.” The risen Christ forms a social body of which Christians
are members. The new life is “located” within this body. Thus, as individu-
als, Christians are called to live their lives within the social space that is
identified as the body of Christ.’

* The relation between the “body of Christ” and the “visible church(es)” would
have to be further discussed.
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In 1 Corinthians 12, the “body of Christ” is based on baptism and
formed by the Spirit. “For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one
body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we were all made to drink of one
Spirit” {1 Cor 12:13). The Spirit does not erase all distinctions within the
Christian community but guarantees the unity-in-diversity of the body.
This reminds us of the famous injunction in Galatians 3:28 where, after
mentioning that by baptism Christians have “clothed [them]selves with
Christ” (3:27), Paul states that “there is no longer Jew or Greek, there is
no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you
are one in Christ Jesus” (without reference to the Spirit). The Spirit is the
eschatological gift of new life that forms and transforms the church to an
eschatological community.

Paul fully agrees with his Corinthian opponents that we live a new
life in a new era. But, he objects to the idea that, in the new life, there
is no need for ethics. While the norms and categories of the “old life” no
longer have unquestioned authority, the new life is not an empty space, a
tabula rasa for moral discernment; it requires its own categories of moral
discernment. Christians are to live in accordance with their being “in
Christ.” In today’s terminology: the “indicative” of salvation implies an

“imperative” of how to live.

The difference between Paul and his opponents is illustrated in the
following example. When writing “All things are lawful for me,” Paul most
likely quoted the slogan of his opponents, who believed that in the ultimate
reality of the new life, the old rules and restrictions had lost their validity.
Paul agrees that everything is allowed, but adds, “But not all things are
beneficial” and “I will not be dominated by anything” (1 Cor 6:12). Or, even
more clearly, in chapter 10, “All things are lawful, but not all things build
up” the body of Christ (1 Cor 10:23) and, “Do not seek your own advantage,
but that of the other” (1 Cor 10:24).

The idea that we are liberated from the norms of the “old life” but
committed to the “new life in Christ,” which requires its own norms, is
explicitly elaborated in the letter to the Galatians. Paul bases his argument
on freedom. “For freedom Christ has set us free,” he writes, “stand firm,
therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery” (Gal 5:1). We are
not obliged to follow a specific law in order to be “in Christ.” Yet, he warns,

“do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence [literally:
for the flesh], but through love become slaves to one another.” In chapter
6, he calls this “the law of Christ”: “Bear one another’s burdens, and in
this way you will fulfill the law of Christ” (Gal 6:2). Interestingly enough,
however, he points to the continuity from the “old” law to the “new” law
saying, “the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, ‘You shall
love your neighbor as yourself’” (Gal 5:14).
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What are the criteria of living the “new life”? Obviously, Paul has
strong feelings about what is appropriate for the new life “in Christ” and
what is not. Being “in Christ” means to orientate oneself to Christ. The
locus classicus is Philippians 2:5 where Paul introduces the famous “hymn’
with words that are difficult to translate: Touto phroneite en hymin ho kai
en Christo Jesou. The New Revised Standard Version translates it as “Let
the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,” adding a verb in the
past tense. Luther put it in a similar way, whereas the revised Luther Bible
of 2017 translates “Let the same mind be in you as it corresponds to the
community in Christ Jesus.” The following “hymn” is supposed to explain
that. It is remarkable, however, that the point of reference is not the life
and deeds of Jesus of Nazareth but the self-humiliation of the pre-existent
Christ who, “though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with
God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form
of a slave, being born in human likeness” (2:6-7). So it is the selflessness
and self-restraint of the God-equal Christ, who left his “splendid isolation”
for the sake of humankind, which marks the space for a behavior that is
adequate for those who are “in Christ,” who are members of the “body of
Christ.”

[t is easy to find examples of how Paul concretely uses this criterion.
He challenges the Corinthians who, on Sunday evenings, when the con-
gregation comes together for agape and holy supper, start to eat without
waiting for the poor and the slaves (1 Cor 11); he advises against bringing
conflicts to the public court (1 Cor 6); he strongly supports donations for
the congregation in Jerusalem. A further example is the way in which
Paul deals with the problem of whether or not to eat meat that comes from
pagan sacrifices. He does not use an abstract norm of what is lawful and
what is not. Quite the contrary, he agrees that “everything is lawful,” and
admits that those who eat this meat are right, because the “gods,” in the
names of which it has been prepared, do not exist and it is therefore part of
God’s creation that we are entitled to use. But then he adds a second order
question, What effect does this behavior have on the Christian community?
Does it help to “build up” the body of Christ? Or, does it rather irritate or
harm the conscience of other members of this body? If this is the case, one
should abstain from this behavior although, in principle, it is lawful. Paul
leaves no doubt that those who have no problems eating the meat are right
and have the right to do so. He calls them “the strong ones.” But, precisely
because they are strong, they can restrain themselves and abstain from
making use of this right for the sake of the “weak ones.”

3

¢“Seid so unter euch gesinnt, wie es der Gemeinschaft in Christus Jesus entspricht.”
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This self-restraint is not necessarily ascetic. The “new life” is different
from the “old one” but does not demand a total renunciation of the struc-
tures and pleasures of the “old life.” Paul speaks of this in 1 Corinthians
7 with reference to marriage. He insists: “the present form of this world is
passing away” (7:31). However, he does not demand “leaving the world” but,
rather, to qualify the world. That means to “deal with the world as though
[one] had no dealings with it” (ibid.). This famous “as though” indicates an
independence, a distance to the world while living in it. It reminds us of the
need not to be “dominated by anything” (1 Cor 6:12). Thus, Paul warns that
marriage might imply being concerned about the partner instead of about
God and therefore losing independence. However, while he provocatively
states the he wished everyone lived in celibacy as he himself did, he does
not prohibit marriage. If a celibate person experiences permanent sexual
desire, they have lost their independence and in that case it is better to
marry. It is interesting to see, then, that with respect to the behavior within
marriage, Paul again refers to the idea of self-restraint when he advises
not to abstain from sexual intercourse for too long.

By using the metaphor of the “body of Christ,” Paul emphasizes that
every member has its own function and dignity. The “new life in Christ,”
thus, implies an ethos of respect and equality. Explicitly, Paul says that
God reversed the social hierarchy of the “old world” by not choosing the
rich and noble but the poor and less reputable (cf. 1 Cor 1). Actually, in
late antiquity, Christian congregations were attractive precisely because
they did not copy the social hierarchies and did not exclude anyone. “In
Christ,” the old privileges have lost their validity—Paul is very clear on
this point. But how does he apply this principle to concrete moral issues?

A highly interesting example is slavery. Paul insists that, in Christ, the
distinction between freedom and slavery is no longer relevant. “Whoever
was called in the Lord as a slave is a freed person belonging to the Lord,
just as whoever was free when called is a slave of Christ” (1 Cor 7:22). But
Paul does not conclude that slavery as a social and cultural order should be
abolished. Rather, since being slave in the “old life” does not affect being
free in the “new life,” a Christian slave should “not be concerned about it”
(7:21) and he advises to “remain in the condition in which you were called”
(7:20). Certainly, “equality in Christ” matters—but only “in Christ,” i.e., in
the inner life of the congregation where distinctions of status, gender or
ethnicity are not supposed to play a decisive role. But Paul does not infer
the need for social reforms from that.”

7 This was one of the reasons why Christianity accepted slavery for so long as it
was part of the social order. But sadly we must add that Christians not even treated
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As to women, Paul does not comment on social order. What he writes in
1 Corinthians 11 refers to the life of the congregation, which makes it even
more difficult to detect an ethos of equality. Certainly, Paul concedes that

in the Lord woman is not independent of man or man independent of woman. For
just as woman came from man, so man comes through woman; but all things
come from God (1 Cor 11:11-12).

However, it seems as if he has to remind himself of that after a long para-
graph in which he gives theological arguments for gender inequality. “I
want you to understand,” he writes, “that Christ is the head of every man,
and the husband is the head of his wife, and God is the head of Christ”
(1 Cor 11:3) and concludes that “any man who prays or prophesies with
something on his head disgraces his head” (11:4), whereas “any woman
who prays or prophesies with her head unveiled disgraces her head” (11:5).
Later he justifies this with even stronger emphasis, “For a man ought not
to have his head veiled, since he is the image and reflection of God; but
woman is the reflection of man. Indeed, man was not made from woman,
but woman from man” (11:7-8). That only man is created in God’s image,
not only contradicts Genesis 1, but is also incompatible with Galatians
3:28 where Paul is convinced that there is “neither male nor female [...]
in Christ Jesus.” The New Testament scholar Wolfgang Schrage therefore
concluded that here Paul “undermines his usual level.”® Paul himself does
not seem comfortable with this. On the one hand, as already mentioned,
he seems to qualify if not correct his statement by referring to the concept
to the idea of gender equality and mutuality. On the other, he defends his
position by referring to “nature.” “Does not nature itself teach you that
if a man wears long hair, it is degrading to him, but if a woman has long
hair, it is her glory? For her hair is given to her for a covering” (11:14-15).
He refers to a cultural tradition that he affirms as being “natural.” For us
the hermeneutical challenge is how to deal with this when we no longer
have this cultural tradition nor find it “natural,” i.e., corresponding to the
“ontological nature” of man and woman.

Paul seldom argues with “nature” (physis) as a category for moral dis-
cernment. This, in itself, is remarkable because to live according to nature
was a crucial norm for pagan, especially stoic, ethics. The most famous (and
most controversial) example is his dealing with homosexuality (or same-

their Christian slaves as their brothers and sisters “in Christ.” Most certainly, Paul
would not have approved of that.

® Wolfgang Schrage, Ethik des Neuen Testaments (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ru-
precht, 1982), 186: Paulus “(bleibt) unter seinem sonstigen Niveau.”
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sex intercourse) in Romans 1. In Romans 1-3, Paul attempts to show that
all human beings—pagans as well as Jews—are in need of being justified
by faith in Christ “since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God”
(Rom 3:23). As to pagans, he accuses them of having fallen into idolatry,
“exchang|ing] the glory of the immortal God for images resembling a mortal
human being or birds or four-footed animals or reptiles” (Rom 1:23) or, in
other words, “exchang[ing] the truth about God for a lie and worship[ping]
and serviing] the creature rather than the Creator” (Rom 1:25). According
to Paul, this becomes evident in the confusion of the “natural” order of
sexual intercourse: “God gave them up to degrading passions. Their women
exchanged natural intercourse for unnatural, and in the same way also
the men, giving up natural intercourse with women, were consumed with
passion for one another” (Rom 1:26-27a). His argument is not clear. Why
would homosexuality indicate idolatry? Why would it follow from making
a creature God? Paul’s basic idea seems to be that confusing God with
creature results in disrespecting the God-given, “natural” order of the cre-
ated world. For Paul it is self-evident that homosexuality is an expression
of this disrespect and he therefore does not see any need for any further
argument to convince his readers: same-sex intercourse is not “natural.”
In other words, here he refers to a cultural tradition, which he is sure is
shared by the reader. The hermeneutical challenge is how to deal with
this argument if its cultural self-evidence has been lost, as it has at least
in parts of the world today?

Paul does not speak of the “new life in Christ” here, but obviously
presumes that there are some moral standards that are common to all
humankind. Following the principle nulla poena sine lege (no punishment
without a law), he states that while the Torah is given to the Jews, to the
Gentiles the law is written into their hearts and speaks to their conscience
(cf. Rom 2:11-16). So he does not conclude that the world lives in a moral
vacuum. “In Christ,” neither Torah nor “natural” law are valid uncondition-
ally. As already mentioned, Paul contracts the whole Torah into the “single
commandment, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’” (Gal 5:14). Thus,
love is the criterion of all norms, also those of the pagan world. Paul is
surprisingly unbiased when referring to the non-Christian culture.

Whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure,
whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence
[Greek: areté, virtue] and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about
these things (Phil 4:8).

He is unbiased but not uncritical. Only that which is true and honorable in
pagan culture is worth complying with. Thus, Christians have to discern:
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“test everything; hold fast to what is good,” Paul writes to the Thessalonians
(1 Thess 5:21) about the words of the prophets (5:20), but it also applies
generally.

Before I end with some hermeneutical remarks on how to deal with
Pauline ethics today, I would like briefly to look at Luther’s ethics, in order
to assess whether and to what extent they are influenced by Paul.

WAS LUTHER A “PAULINIST” IN ETHICS, TOO?

It is evident that Luther based the concept of “justification through faith
alone without works” on his reading of Paul. It helped him to overcome
a deep religious crisis that had resulted from his desperate attempts to
reconcile God by complying with all of God’s commandments. It implied a
sound critique of late medieval church doctrine, which he believed to be
more or less subtly based on salvation by human merits. From the begin-
ning, he was challenged by the critique that neglecting the relevance of
works for salvation destroys the sense of moral responsibility and there-
fore comprehensively dealt with the question of “good works” in his early
reformatory writings. He emphatically insisted that reformation does not
weaken but rather fosters the motivation to do good works, arguing that
good works are not condition for but result of salvation.’

Luther elaborated this clearly in his famous treatise “On the Freedom
of a Christian”: Because God has already given us everything we need for
our eternal salvation through Christ and in Christ, we are freed from wor-
rying about ourselves. We no longer need to work hard to secure our own
lives and to grab hold of what we think we need to this end. Relieved of
the fear for our own well-being, we can selflessly be there for others and
look out for their well-being instead. Luther explained that it was precisely
because we are free in Christ that we can act in service of others. And
because we do this freely, we no longer understand the commandments as
being an external compulsion; we obey them gladly and of our own accord.
Justification is therefore the source of love for our neighbor. Essentially, we
pass on the joy that we receive by being accepted by God in Christ to our
neighbors. Luther was thus able to say that we ourselves become “Christ”
to our neighbors.!?

® For the following, cf. my article, “How Do I Find a Gracious God?,” in Anne
Burghardt (ed.), Salvation—Not for Sale (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt,
2015), 7-14, esp. 10-11.

" WA 7,66 (Latin version); WA 7,35 (German version).
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Obviously, Luther is inspired here by Paul’s concept of freedom in Ga-
latians 5. But the emphasis on the joy of being saved as a source or motive
of selfless love and the idea that by salvation the commandments have lost
their character as commandments because the justified comply with them
without coercion and gladly, seem to be genuinely Lutheran. Luther could
even say that Christians are capable of creating “new decalogues.” This
was not meant to qualify the historical Decalogue but, rather, to show that
for Christians, norms have an internally binding authority; they are no
longer heteronomous orders but expressions of an intrinsic, gladly adopted
self-determination.

This idea can also be traced back to Paul, such as when he requests
the “strong” Corinthians to restrain themselves in favor of the “weak” in
order to “build up” the “body of Christ.” Yet, it seems to me that Luther
rearranged Pauline ideas within a different framework. For Luther, Paul’s
concept of “being in Christ” and thus forming an eschatological community
does not play a crucial role. Rather, he was interested in how Christians
can practice selfless love within the world. His focus was not the Christian
community in the context of a pagan society, but the life of Christians within
a Christian society. Thus, in his treatise “On the Freedom of a Christian”
he quasi redefined what loving self-restraint meant in his time and age.
He insisted that we still have to struggle with our own earthly desires
and temptations and do not yet live in a fully released world. So loving
self-restraint means first to “govern our own body” (which even includes
asceticism) and, second, to accept responsibilities in family and society.
To be responsible for a family or to serve in a public function can be seen
as a form of asceticism because it implies abstinence from individual self-
fulfillment, even more than being a monk.

Luther does not see the Christian community as an island of the
released in the sea of an unreleased society; rather, he sees Christians
within society. This might be the reason for a marked difference to Paul.”!
In Romans 7, Paul describes the slavery of sin as an era of the past that
has been overcome by Christ. Luther, however, reads it as a narrative of
the present because to him, faith is and will be challenged (angefochten)
as long as we live. While, when looking at Christ, we can certainly trust in
our salvation, when looking at ourselves we must nonetheless acknowledge
that we are still under the power of sin. Peccator in re, iustus in spe (sin-
ner in fact, just in hope), was Luther’s formula in his early lectures on the

" To the following, cf. my article, “Der suggestive Trug der Siinde. Romer 7 bei
Paulus und Luther,” in Sigrid Brandt, Marjorie H. Suchocki and Michael Welker
{eds), Siinde. Ein unverstdndlich gewordenes Thema (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukir-
chener, 1997), 125-52.
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letter to the Romans; or, later, simul iustus et peccator (at the same time
just and sinner). Paul knew that we still have to struggle (cf. Phil 3:12ff)),
and Luther emphasized the certainty of faith to be justified and released.
But they differed in the way in which they related the “already” (schon) of
salvation and the “not yet” (noch nicht) of fulfillment.

I do not think, however, that Luther misunderstood Paul. He had to
interpret Paul in the context of his own time and age, and he did it by adopt-
ing, rearranging and rethinking Paul’s ideas within his own intellectual
and cultural framework. He was, in other words, a creative reader of Paul,
but he remained, as can be clearly seen, a reader of Paul. What does this
mean for us today when we read Paul’s ethics?

THE HERMENEUTICAL CHALLENGE OF
READING PAUL'S ETHICS TODAY

Paul’s ethics is not a list or a system of fixed commandments. Of course,
he gives (sometimes very concrete) advice or even orders regarding how
to behave. But they are embedded in something that I would like to call
a process of ethical hermeneutics, a school of moral discernment. To be
“Paulinist” today, in my opinion, means to attend this school rather than
to follow all of his concrete orders. Let me explain that by summarizing
my idea of Paul’s ethics in five points:

»  First, ethics matters. To be justified by faith alone does not mean that it
makes no difference how we live. Salvation is supposed to be displayed
in our acts. What we do is supposed to correspond to the fact that we
are saved. To live a “new life in Christ” means to correspond to Christ.

* Second, this implies some basic criteria for an ethos of “living in Christ”

of which I name four: self-restraint, mutuality, equality and solidarity.
This ethos combines freedom and responsibility for the “body of Christ”:
“All things are lawful, but not all things build up.”

* Third, these criteria allow and require a qualification of the traditional
(Jewish as well as pagan) norms: “test everything; hold fast to what
is good.”

*  Fourth, Paul nevertheless sometimes refers to “nature” and seems to

be convinced that there is a common moral ground that presents itself
in the human conscience.
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« Fifth, in his letters, Paul gives wide-ranging concrete advice and some-
times rigid orders. Famous is the list in 1 Corinthians 6: “Do you not
know that wrongdoers will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be
deceived! Fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, male prostitutes, sodomites,
thieves, the greedy, drunkards, revilers, robbers—none of these will
inherit the kingdom of God” {1 Cor 6:9-10).

The hermeneutical challenge in reading Paul today arises from the question
how to relate points 2 and 3 to points 4 and 5. Presumably, Paul did not
notice any tension between his basic ethical criteria for living “in Christ”
and his concrete advice. For him, this advice followed from the basic cri-
teria, and he had no problem to refer to “nature” to underline that. To us,
however, this is not self-evident. There are, at least, two options:

Either, we could, as Paul did, regard his advice as being the binding
consequence of his basic criteria. In this case we would also have to follow
him when he, for instance, legitimizes gender inequality with reference to
the Bible and “nature” (1 Cor 11). Or, we could deal with Paul’s normative
advice in the same way in which he dealt with the traditional norms. In
other words, assess whether they correspond to the basic criteria of living

“in Christ” (self-restraint, mutuality, equality and solidarity) and thereby
follow Paul’s maxim “test everything; hold fast to what is good.”

Testing means taking seriously; in other words, we have to investi-
gate Paul’s arguments carefully. We have to anticipate that today there is
possibly a tension between Paul’s basic criteria and his concrete advice,
although he himself apparently did not feel such a tension. Therefore, we
have to ask, What does it mean today to practice self-restraint, mutuality,
equality and solidarity? Following Paul’s methodology might therefore
result in drawing different conclusions on topics such as slavery, gender
justice and homosexuality.

Obviously this is seriously debated and in the churches, the “testing
everything” leads to controversial answers regarding what to “hold fast” as

“good.” Moreover, even something that has been identified as “good” might
not have the same effect of “building up” the body of Christ in every region,
and we are challenged to deal with this.

While this might appear to complicate things, we must remember
that Paul himself does not allow for simple answers. He shows us a way of
practicing moral discernment. It is up to us to follow that way with cour-
age, wisdom and love.
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