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Our brother, Paul, with the wisdom God has granted him, has written you a letter (2 Peter 3:15).


When you have been looking at a child’s picture book, it may have occurred to you to wonder, before now, how the printer ever managed to transfer those brightly colored illustrations from the block to the paper.  The process, of course, is not a simple one; in reality, there are three processes, and the page you are looking at has been three times through the press, receiving successively its tints of red, yellow and blue.  

So it is, if you come to think of it, about the knowledge you and I have of the basic facts of our religion; three different layers of evidence have been superimposed, one on the next.  First, there is tradition.  The earliest Christians learnt their faith by word of mouth; you and I, if God had so ordered our destiny, might still, after all these centuries, be learning our faith by word of mouth.  Next, there are the holy Gospels; an account of our Lord’s life deliberately composed, for your information and mine, by men who had witnessed the events of it, or had lived so close to the first-hand witnesses that the question of tradition hardly comes in.  And finally, in the remaining books of the New Testament, you have a set of documents, mostly in the form of letters, written during the lifetime of men who had seen our Lord.  They don’t set out to give us a course of religious instruction, but they are all the better as evidence for that.  We learn from such writers in the course of conversation (as it were) how Christian people lived and thought in that first age, an age lit up by the afterglow of our Lord’s own life on earth.


Leave out the four Gospels, and most of the New Testament comes to us from the mind of one man, St. Paul.  I say “from the mind” not from “the hand,” because St. Paul didn’t usually write, he dictated.  And you can trace his influence, no doubt, in the writings of other men who derived their inspiration from him.  The Acts of the Apostles was written, not by St. Paul, but by his friend St. Luke; yet I think it is clear that St. Paul must have encouraged him to write it, and supplied him with a good deal of his material.  

What shall we say of the Epistle to the Hebrews?  The Church holds by the tradition that it was, in some sense, the work of St. Paul, but the style of it differs noticeably from that of his acknowledged epistles.  Must we suppose that, this time, he wrote with his own hand, wrote carefully, as a man writes when he is working out a thesis, instead of blurting out the thoughts of his pregnant mind, as he did to the stenographer?  Or is it possible that he drew up a skeleton of the things he wanted said, and left some trusted disciple, Silvanus or another, to clothe it in his own words?  Be that as it may, for our present purposes we will not use either the Acts of the Apostles or the Epistle to the Hebrews except here and there, by way of illustration.  We will build up our picture of St. Paul’s Gospel from those vivid, personal letters of his, thrown off in the heat of the moment to the Christians in Rome, Corinth, Galatia, Ephesus, Philippi, Colossae, Thessalonica, and to one or two of his immediate friends.


I want to study St. Paul’s letters in isolation, forgetting for the moment that we have any Christian tradition, any Gospel narrative, to supplement them.  So, I imagine, you might get the printer to give you a pull-off of that childish picture book all in blue, with the yellows and the reds left out.  I want you to see what an admirable blue-print you can get, even so, of the Christian world-picture, simply from listening to what St. Paul has to tell us.  It is rather like listening to one side of a telephone conversation; we can only guess, as we go along, what the people at the other end of the wire have been saying.  Our pattern will be all built up out of bits and pieces, just fragments of talk overheard, sparks struck from the anvil of forgotten controversies, and problems that have no meaning for us now.  But we shall see, already, the outlines of our Christian world-picture etched in for us, and with a firm hand, by a man who is not thinking about us or our difficulties; he is just talking to his friends.


It is an extraordinary thing, if you come to think of it, how the account of our Lord which you get in the Gospels, dovetails in with the account of Him you get in the epistles.  Not in the sense that the two accounts agree; that would be natural, that would be commonplace, rather in the sense that they disagree.  I don’t mean that they contradict one another; I mean that the things on which St. Paul concentrates his attention are things upon which, apparently, the Evangelists do not concentrate attention, and vise versa.  After all, ask anybody in the world who has heard of Jesus Christ to tell you what kind of Man He was.  You will be told, at once, that Jesus Christ went about the world doing good, healing the sick, giving sight to the blind, and so on.  There is no word of that in St. Paul; with him, the whole of our Lord’s earthly biography passes unnoticed.  Watch him, for example, when he is recommending to the Philippians the virtue of humility (Phil. 2:5f).  You would expect him to remind them how our Lord was born in a stable, his Mother a peasant; how He lived as a poor man, how He died as a common criminal.  But it isn’t, you find, our Lord’s behavior as Man that he appeals to for his illustration; it is the condescension of our Lord in becoming Man at all.  Always he misses the opportunity of telling us a story, the story of the greatest Man who ever lived.


Again, think how much space is occupied in all the Gospels by long extracts from what our Lord said.  Very probably, even before the Gospels were written, there were collections of such sayings handed on to the faithful by word of mouth.  How often does St. Paul quote the words of his Master?  In the epistles, never (except incidentally, when he describes the institution of the Holy Eucharist in 1 Cor. 11:24, 25); only once in a speech recorded in the Acts, and then it is a saying, which the Gospels haven’t preserved for us at all (Acts 20:35).  Think of it, here was the whole Sermon on the Mount at his disposal; here was St. Luke at his elbow, writing our Lord’s biography, and never once does St. Paul reinforce his own authority by pointing to the things Christ said!  What a lot of our Lord’s teaching was devoted to showing the Jews they could no longer claim a monopoly of the divine mercies; they had got to make room for the Gentiles in the new Kingdom; parables which evidently pointed to that and nothing else, like the Laborers in the Vineyard and the Prodigal Son!  All that was a subject on which St. Paul felt and wrote furiously; all through the Galatians and the Romans he is talking about nothing else.  But he never quotes our Lord as having said anything on the subject; never borrows an illustration, even from our Lord’s teaching.  He must have known; and yet, somehow, the two streams of Christian tradition don’t overflow into one another.  Merely as a matter of literary curiosity and quite apart from any bearing it has on religion, I should say that this lack of interdependence between the Gospels and the epistles is a fascinating circumstance, a baffling circumstance.


If we want to understand what St. Paul’s approach to the matter was, I think we have to concentrate our attention on a passage in the second epistle to the Corinthians (2 Cor.  5:15-17).  “Christ died for us all,”  he writes, so that being alive should no longer mean living with our own life, but [living] with His life, who died for us and has risen again.  And therefore, henceforward, we do not think of anybody in a merely human fashion; even if we used to think of Christ in a human fashion, we do so no longer.  It follows, in fact, that when a man has become a new creature in Christ, his old life has disappeared; everything has become new about him.  


The interpretation of that passage is neither easy nor certain, but I think the kind of meaning St. Paul means is this.  It is for the beginner, for the man who is still finding his way into the Church, to study the proofs of our Lord’s divine mission, the miracles, the fulfillments of prophecy; it is for the beginner to learn by heart, if he will, our Lord’s recorded sayings.  But all that is to know Christ after a human fashion, to treat Him as a Man who once lived but now is dead, the subject of a biography.  Once you have learned to accept Christ, and to be united with Him by baptism, everything becomes different; He who was once a dead Hero is now a living Friend.  Difficult for us, after all these centuries, to think in those terms; we have to treasure up the least crumbs of information we can get about Jesus of Nazareth—it all happened so long ago.  But in St. Paul’s time it was different; the Ascension had only happened the other day; the airs of grace were all about you; why should you go back over the past?


Some instinct of that kind it must have been, I think, which made St. Paul and the other New Testament writers strike out a line for themselves, instead of constantly quoting our Lord, constantly appealing to His example, as we should have expected them to do.  The Evangelists, you see, were so very much on their good behavior; they were determined to tell a plain story, not dotting the I’s or crossing the T’s, leaving it to the reader to form his own conclusions.  Every scene must be described just as it appeared to the people who saw it happen.  There was to be no improving the occasion, no morals drawn, no theological footnotes.  Their readers were to see the hero of the Gospels as a Man among other men, who lived and died at a given moment in history.  All that He was, but for St. Paul that was not the point.  The point was that our Lord was alive; that He lived on in His Mystical Body, the Church.  When they met on the road to Damascus, our Lord said, “Why dost thou persecute me?” and that ME remained in St. Paul’s thought as the keynote of all his theology.


No, they were not to think of Christ after a human fashion.  His nature was divine; if all things came from the eternal Father, they came from Him through Christ; and that “through” denoted, not a less ultimate responsibility, but somehow a more intimate relation.  He was the Elder Brother of all created things, and it was suitable that when God determined to reconcile His rebel world to Himself, Christ should be the focus in which all creation should be at once resumed and renewed.  His nature was divine, but the incommunicable privileges of Godhead were not allowed to detain Him (Phil. 2:6); somehow, He took upon Himself the nature of man, accepted all its inadequacies, and shouldered all its responsibilities.  He, our Elder Brother, our Representative, became our Victim, the Representative of our sin; hung upon the Cross, and, as if by the shock of that unparalleled encounter, shattered all the barriers that had existed till then (Eph. 2:15) -- the barrier between God and man, the barrier between life and death, the barrier between Jew and Gentile.  He died and by His death mankind, as mystically associated with Him, died too, so that the old debt incurred by Adam’s sin was cancelled (Rom. 6:6). He rose again; and thereby acquired a second title to the headship of the human race; He was the Elder Brother of all risen men (Col. 1:18).  The life into which He rose was not a force that quickened His natural body merely; it quickened to birth a new, mystical body of His, the Church.  In the power of that life the individual Christian becomes supernaturally alive; dead to sin, dead to the fetters of the old legal observance, he lives now in Christ, lives to God (Rom. 6:10).  Baptism, his initiation into his master’s death and resurrection, leaves him, as it were, tongue-tied and gasping for breath, while the Holy Spirit within him cries out, “Father, Father,” to claim the promise of adoption (Gal. 6:6).  Meanwhile the Church as a whole is Christ’s building, in which we all inhere (belong), is Christ’s Bride; inspiring and prescribing sanctity is Christ’s Body, of which we are cells.  Our whole life now is Christ-conditioned. He is the medium in which we exist, the air we breathe; all our nature is summed up, all our activities are given supernatural play in Him.


That is St. Paul’s program; and perhaps it is not to be wondered at if he passes over in silence the details of a biography, whose total effect so reverberates with theological significance.  The incarnation, for St. Paul, did not mean primarily that God had become a man; it meant primarily that God had become MAN, had infected the human race, as it were, with this divinity!  “The life of Christ” is a phrase, which suggests to you and me a book on a shelf, a book by Pere Didon or Archbishop Goodier.  For St. Paul, the phrase had no such meaning; or anyhow, that was not the meaning, which leaped to the mind.  The life of Christ was to him an energy that radiated all about him, and was the very breath he drew in with his lungs.


Do you know what it is to meet some great man, or even some interesting personality that arrests you, and to go away with this impression, quite forgetting how he was dressed or even what he looked like, because the inspiration of what he was saying riveted you at the time, so that you were unconscious of anything else?  And afterwards, even what he said hardly remains in the memory; what exactly did he say?  All you know is that a kind of glow pervades you, a kind of clarity that reveals your own thoughts to you, as the result of what passed.  It is the man’s personality that haunts you, something too subtle and too elusive to admit of analysis, something beyond the play of features or the sound of speech; the man himself has cast a kind of spell on you.  Something like that happened to St. Paul, I suppose, but in an infinitely higher degree, after his experience on the road to Damascus.  The shock passed off; the blindness was cured; but always the interior sight of the apostle was dazzled by the memory of that interview.  Stories about Christ, things Christ said, repeat them by all means, but St. Paul wanted something more than that; he wanted Christ.


St. Ignatius put it on record, that even if no documents of the Christian religion remained, he would have been prepared to die for the faith, in the light of what our Lord had made known to him at Manresa.  And St. Paul was in the same category.


There is, I think, something providential about this attitude of the New Testament writers.  Because St. Paul contrives to fill in for us, I like the blue plate, which the printer superimposes on the read, our picture of what our Lord was like.  I think there is, about the Synoptic Gospels, a kind of deliberate objectiveness, which sometimes makes it hard to understand the way in which their story develops.  Why did the apostles leave their nets and start out without a word, when our Lord said, “Follow me”? What was the magic of voice or look that drew them away, in those early days when no miracles had yet been done, when the campaign of preaching had not yet been opened?  Something escapes us in their narrative; what we call, in the loose sense, “personality.”  The tremendous impact which His force of character made on people—do you remember how, according to St. John, His captors in the garden went back and fell to the ground when He said, “I am Jesus of Nazareth”?  All that is difficult to realize in the Synoptic account.  It becomes easier to realize when you watch the effect it had on St. Paul; how, after that interview on the Damascus road, he saw Christ in everyone, Christ in everything; nothing but Christ.


Meanwhile, let us not be betrayed, even for one unguarded moment, into suggesting that St. Paul’s Gospel was different from any body else’s Gospel.  There was no imputation which he would have met with a more vigorous protest; that we know, because the imputation was in fact made by rival teachers in his own day, anxious to undermine his influence.  Always he describes his teaching as a tradition, something which he is handing on; beset with missionary problems, he will yet find time, not once or twice, to go back to Jerusalem, and confer with those who were Apostles before him:  “Was it possible,” he asks, “that the course I had taken was useless?” (Gal. 2:2).  No, we shall hear nothing from St. Paul that is not in accord with the full stream of Christian theology.  Only divine truth is rich enough to admit to different angles of human approach.  Grace does not destroy nature, it perfects nature; something of the human genius remains, and the pure gold of revelation is not always mined in the same workshop.  And St. Paul’s was no ordinary mind; sensitive, yet fearless, logical, yet poetic, infinitely tender with the scruples of others, yet unflinching in its honesty.  A delicate instrument, it will interpret the melody of Christian thought in its own way.  We must listen patiently, allowing him his own choice of language, not allowing our minds to be disturbed by the echoes of later controversy.  You must come to St. Paul with fresh eyes if you are to feel his magic.
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