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In 1977, Karl Donfried edited a book entitled The Romans Debate (a second 

edition came out in 1991), in which he stated two methodological principles for the study 

of Paul’s letter to the Romans. Principle one states: 

Any study of Romans should proceed on the initial assumption that this 

letter was written by Paul to deal with a concrete situation in Rome. The 

support for such an assumption is the fact that every other authentic 

Pauline writing, without exception [italics in original], is addressed to the 

specific situations of the churches or persons involved. To argue that 

Romans is an exception to the Pauline pattern is certainly possible, but the 

burden of proof rests with those exegetes who wish to demonstrate that it 

is impossible, or at least not likely, that Romans addresses a concrete set 

of problems in the life of the Christians at Rome. 

Doug Moo, in his New International Greek Testament Commentary on Romans, mildly 

takes issue with Donfried when he points out that the complete omission of any direct 

reference to the Roman Christians after the introduction until 11:13 makes it difficult to 

argue that issues with the Christians in Rome are uppermost in Paul’s mind. Moo goes on 

to suggest, however, that Romans 14–15, the section on the exercise of Christian 

freedom, is too specific to be merely general paranesis. 

In this paper I want to suggest an alternative view to that of Donfried and even 

Moo. I will argue for the possibility that in various places in Paul’s letters, the things he 

writes about are not directed to specific issues in the church being addressed; rather, Paul 

will occasionally write about items he has been encountering with church X, let’s say, to 

church Y, either because he wants to warn church Y of something they may encounter or 



because he is so worked up about the issue with church X that he simply cannot hold back 

as he writes to Church Y. In other words, when Paul addresses his Christian audience in a 

letter, some of the issues he discusses are writer-directed rather than reader-directed. I 

think that this fits well with what we know from the Bible of Paul’s personality. 

Let me propose a few possible examples. Scholars have long recognized that 

going from Philippians 3:1 (―Finally, my brothers, rejoice in the Lord‖) to Philippians 4:4 

(―Rejoice in the Lord always‖) would give a seamless letter. But between these two 

verses is a section that begins with a scathing denunciation of those who insist that 

circumcision is necessary for believers (i.e., Judaizers). Some scholars propose that a 

separate letter is inserted at this point, as if a careless editor simply plopped a second 

letter written to the Philippians at this point rather than, let’s say, before 3:1. This, I 

believe in unacceptable; being an editor myself, I suggest that editors, both modern and 

ancient, are more intelligent than that! Others suggest that Paul had suddenly received 

some information about the Judaizers infiltrating Philippi and stopped himself short after 

his first ―rejoice in the Lord‖ in order to address this situation. 

What I propose is that Paul did receive some new information here, but it was not 

about what was going on in Philippi but what was going on some other locality, such as 

the churches of Galatia or perhaps Corinth. Personally, I am of the opinion that 

Philippians was written during an Ephesians imprisonment, though my scenario is not 

dependent on that hypothesis. What I suggest is that Paul, in prison, suddenly receives 

some news about what the pesky Judaizers are doing and it grinds on his nerves. He gets 

so worked up about that ongoing problem that he has to express himself, and since he is 

already in the process of writing a letter to the Philippians, he vents his feelings to them 



in a section that can at best be labeled as a warning. He uses harsh language: ―Watch out 

for those dogs. Watch out for those evildoers. Watch out for those whackers.‖ 

Let me offer a second example from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians. In 

1 Corinthians 7, Paul starts answering questions that have come to him in a letter from the 

Corinthian church, beginning with marriage issues. In 7:12–16 he deals with whether a 

believer ought to remain married to an unbeliever; his next unit of answers to questions 

from the Corinthians deals with virgins (beginning in 7:25). Note that one can jump from 

1 Corinthians 7:16 to 7:25 and not miss any of Paul’s basic answers to the sex and 

marriage questions asked by the Corinthian church. 

In the intervening verses (7:17–24), Paul works with a more general axiom: 

―Nevertheless, each one should retain the place in life that the Lord has assigned him and 

to which God has called him.‖ Yes, this section relates to the issue of mixed marriages, 

but the specific examples Paul offers concern circumcision and slavery. There is, it is 

true, some evidence that the Judaizers may have infiltrated the Corinthian church in the 

so-called Peter party of chapter 1, though interestingly there are no references either to 

peritomhv or douçlo^ anywhere in 1 Corinthians before chapter 7. So why does Paul 

bring up these two examples here? Perhaps 1 Corinthians 7:23b gives a clue: ―You were 

bought with a price; do not become slaves of men.‖ The theme of this verse sounds 

suspiciously like Galatians 5:1–2: ―It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, 

then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery. Mark my words! I, 

Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no value to you.‖ 

We know that Paul wrote 1 Corinthians from Ephesus not long after he had 

visited the churches in Galatia, and presumably Paul had regular reports coming to him 



from those churches, just as he did from Corinth. Is it possible that Paul had just received 

yet another message about ongoing trouble in Galatia and managed to work in his feelings 

about that situation as a tangent into his letter to the Corinthians? Perhaps 1 Corinthians 

7:17, the verse that introduces the unit on circumcision and slavery, actually alludes to 

something like this: ―This is the rule I lay down in all the churches.‖ 

Or let’s go to Romans 14:1–15:7. I agree with those commentators who see a 

directness in Paul’s instructions in 1 Corinthians 8 and 10:23–33 that is absent in Romans 

14:1–15:7. Not only is the situation more specific (whether to eat meat that has been 

sacrificed to an idol god in a Corinthian temple versus generic food and special day 

regulations), but Paul also has a much greater precision of advice for specific situations in 

1 Corinthians versus Romans. 

Beginning in Romans 12, Paul starts a section of general paranesis: Use your God-

given gifts; love and serve others; obey the government. So why does he switch from 

general paranesis to something a bit more narrow in Romans 14? Well, Paul is writing 

this letter from Corinth at the end of his third missionary journey. It was in Corinth that 

this issue stood at its prime, and while undoubtedly some resolution had taken place by 

this time, with all the idol temples in Corinth and with the questionable spirituality of at 

least some in Corinth, Paul take the opportunity to touch on this issue one more time, not 

because he has heard of a similar problem happening on in Rome, but simply because it is 

an issue that has taken so much of his energy with the Corinthians. It is primarily a 

Corinthian issue, not a Roman issue. 

Even if Paul had heard about problems among the believers in Rome on the issue 

of what is appropriate to eat, I question whether he would have seen it as his role to 



―straighten them out,‖ as it were. This is a whole other area that I cannot delve into in this 

paper, but I do not think that Paul saw himself as the authority figure with the right to 

give instructions for any and all churches, nor even any and all Gentile churches; rather, 

he saw himself as the ―authoritative pastor‖ only for those churches for which he had 

personally served as organizing father. In other words, I see Romans 14:1–15:7 as Paul 

reflecting on paper some of his conclusions regarding the Corinthian situation, even 

though he is writing to the Romans. He is aware, of course, that the Roman believers 

could be facing similar issues, so some general comments are certainly apropos. 

Let me draw a conclusion here before I go on. What I have been proposing is that 

at times in his letters, we cannot use the mirror method in interpreting Paul’s letters—

trying to figure out what is going on the churches he is addressing by making deductions 

from the content of his letters. Rather, sometimes Paul reflects his dealings with other 

churches in his letters, so that we need to keep the entire Pauline corpus in mind as we 

attempt to determine the Sitz im Leben of a particular unit. Paul occasionally reflects on 

one church’s situation to another because that is the way he is wired. When he gets riled 

up, he has to express himself; that personality trait takes precedence over anything else. 

That Paul was a man of deep passion who wore his emotions out on his sleeve is 

clear from many pages in the New Testament—both in Acts and in his letters. Let’s begin 

with Acts. After his first encounter with Christianity during the sermon and assassination 

of Stephen, Paul (at that time, Saul) dedicated his life to the eradication of the movement 

of the Nazarenes. He ―began to destroy the church. Going from house to house, he 

dragged off men and women and put them in prison‖ (Acts 8:3). Or again, ―Saul was still 

breathing out murderous threats against the Lord’s disciples‖ (Acts 9:1). He was so 



successful in ridding Jerusalem of Christians that he had to find a new city in which to 

express his zeal for the Lord and to vent his hatred of the new movement (see also Acts 

22:4–5; 26:9–11). 

In Galatians 1:14, Paul puts it this way: ―I was advancing in Judaism beyond 

many Jews of my own age and was extremely zealous for the traditions of my fathers.‖ 

And in his speech before Agrippa (Acts 26:11), Paul refers to his earlier life with the verb 

ejmmaivnomai, which Danker defines as ―to be filled with such anger that one appears 

to be mad.‖ In other words, Paul admits that during this period of his life, he was acting 

like a maniac. 

After Paul became a believer on the way to Damascus, of course, his rage against 

the Christian church dissipated, but I do not believe his personality suddenly became soft 

and mellow. While salvation changes a person’s direction in life, it does not necessarily 

destroy a basic personality type. And we know that this is true for Paul from the pages of 

the New Testament. He remained zealous and opinionated, and when you ruffled his 

feathers, watch out! Let’s look at some examples. 

In Acts 15:36–40, Paul is ready to set out on his second missionary journey, and 

he makes the proposal to Barnabas. Barnabas wants to give his cousin John Mark another 

chance and have him come along with them again, but Paul vetoes the suggestion 

―because [Mark] had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not continued with them in the 

work‖ (Acts 15:38). Was this a five-minute disagreement followed by a handshake as 

Barnabas set out with Mark and Paul with Silas? Absolutely not! ―They had such a sharp 

disagreement that they parted company.‖ The word Luke uses here (paroxusmov^) is 

defined in Danker as ―a state of irritation expressed in argument.‖ For Luke to use this 



word when he tends to ignore or soft-pedal controversy in the early church is an indirect 

testimony to vehemence of this issue between Paul and Barnabas. 

Two chapters later Luke uses the verb form of this word (paroxuvnw) with regard 

to Paul’s confrontation with the pagans in Athens when he saw all the idols in that city. 

―He was greatly distressed,‖ says the NIV in Acts 17:16—so  much so that the Athenians 

finally called Paul in to address a meeting of the Areopagus. Think about it. Here is a 

stranger for his first time in the decadent cultural center of the world, and he creates 

enough waves in the city that he is asked to address the city council—an event that might 

be comparable to one of us making enough noise as a visitor in Hollywood that we get an 

opportunity to address the Screen Actors Guild. That would take a lot of noise! 

Paul’s letters likewise testify to his extreme passion as a Christian. In Galatians 

2:11 Paul refers to an occasion when he ―opposed Peter to his face,‖ because Peter 

stopped eating with Gentiles when ―men from James‖ came to Antioch. This encounter 

with Peter was a face-to-face confrontation—or perhaps better, an in-your-face 

confrontation—in which Paul (based on Gal. 2:13) calls Peter a hypocrite to his face, 

probably in public. The ensuing shouting match still reverberates in our ears. 

The key passage that demonstrates Paul’s passion and ability to vent his anger is 

2 Corinthians 10–12. The apostle uses sarcasm in his so-called ―fool’s speech,‖ and he 

uses finger-pointing gestures at his opponents. Listen to 11:19–21: ―You gladly put up 

with fools since you are so wise! In fact, you even put with anyone who enslaves you or 

exploits you or takes advantage of you or pushes himself forward or slaps you in the face. 

To my shame I admit that we were to weak for that.‖ Or 12:13: ―How were you inferior to 



the other churches, except that I was never a burden to you. Forgive me this wrong!‖ 

These are not the words of someone who wants to win friends and influence people. 

And Paul himself knows that this is his personality type. He freely admits that a 

brief visit across the Aegean Sea from Ephesus to Corinth had been an occasion for a lot 

of pain (cf. ―painful visit‖ in 2 Cor. 2:1). He admits too that his follow-up letter after this 

heart-wrenching visit had caused many tears in Corinth. Paul apparently did not follow 

the pattern of writing a letter and then waiting a week to send it until his anger was back 

under control; he wrote a letter ―out of great distress and anguish of heart and with many 

tears‖ and sent it quickly to the Corinthian church—and let the chips fall where they may. 

O yes, the opponents of Paul in Corinth said this about Paul: ―His letters are 

weighty and forceful, but in person he is unimpressive and his speaking amounts to 

nothing‖ (2 Cor. 10:10). But Paul insists, ―It ain’t so. Such people should realize that 

what we are in our letters when we are absent, we will be in our actions when we are 

present‖ (10:11). In other words, Paul knows he can give both barrels to those who get 

under his skin, whether he confronts them in person or does so in a letter. Many have 

proposed that 2 Corinthians 10–13 is part of Paul’s letter of tears. If this is not the case, as 

many evangelical commentators insist, it is perhaps fortunate that we do not have that 

letter, for it might not be fitting reading in the church. 

And then there is Paul’s statement in Galatians 5:12, which I believe takes the 

cake. Nothing grated on him more than the Judaizers, who were a constant thorn in his 

side in the churches he had started in Galatia. His parting shot at them in his letter to the 

Galatians contains these words: ―As for those agitators, I wish they would go the whole 

way and emasculate themselves.‖ Or to use the NIrV, ―I wish they would cut off 



everything that marks them as men.‖ This is one of these passage that we couch in genteel 

language. The word ajpokovptw means ―cut off.‖ It’s as if Paul were saying in total 

exasperation, ―I wish these opponents who insist of circumcision would just get on with it 

and cut the whole thing off!‖ If you said things like this in your preaching, you would 

probably lose your job. 

I think I have said enough to give an insight into the personality of Paul. He could 

let his anger get the best of him, and he minced no words in expressing himself. How 

does this analysis fit in with the first half of the paper? Let me offer this scenario. You 

probably have had encounters with this type of personality as you were standing in a cash 

register line to make some purchase or been sitting in an airport terminal waiting to board 

a plane. Suddenly the person next to you starts talking to you. He is obviously upset about 

something, and he starts venting his feelings to you. Maybe it is something about politics, 

or maybe it’s something in his personal or business life. You don’t have the foggiest 

notion what is eating him or what he is talking about, but he keeps going on and on. 

Every now and then he says, ―You understand what I am saying?‖ Politely you perhaps 

smile or grunt an acknowledgment (though you secretly wish he would find someone else 

as his listening victim). 

This is the feeling I get from the personality of Paul as I read certain parts of his 

letters. As he is writing one church, some upsetting information reaches his ears about 

what it going on somewhere else. Rather than put his present letter down and start a new 

one, he pens a few words about that situation right in that same letter, often in the form of 

a warning, and sometimes he can even get further carried away on a tangent. After his 



emotion subsides, he then picks up where he has left off in his letter, recapitulates the last 

phrase before the aside, and continues the letter he was intending to write. 

This scenario is certainly more satisfactory to me than some of the other proposals 

about those sections in Paul’s letters that just don’t seem to fit. Chief among these is 

2 Corinthians 6:14–7:1. Since one can go seamlessly from ―open wide your hearts also‖ 

in 6:13 to ―make room for us in your hearts‖ in 7:2, the intervening section has always 

been a puzzling section. Proposals range from trying to fit this pericope in the rhetorical 

flow of the letter to calling it a part of the very first ―lost‖ letter Paul wrote to the 

Corinthians to seeing it as slightly Christianized piece of Qumran theology, non-Pauline 

or even anti-Pauline, inserted here by some careless editor. Need I remind you? Editors 

don’t do that! Second Corinthians 6:14–7:1 forms another unit of Pauline passion where 

the apostle minces no words. It is more satisfying to me to hypothesize the origin of this 

pericope that Paul has heard something during the writing of 2 Corinthians that gets his 

dander up, so he gets it off his chest before he continues with his letter to the believers in 

Corinth. 

Have I overstated the case I have been making here? Perhaps. Have I exaggerated 

the type-A personality of Paul? That too is possible. But I have done so for a reason, in 

order that you might grasp a different scenario of what may be going on in Paul’s letters, 

especially with those passages that just don’t seem to fit in the sequence of what he is 

writing. If I have done nothing else in this paper, I hope I have given you something new 

to reflect on as you work with the critical issues on the letters of Paul. I hope, in other 

words, that you consider the possibility that sometimes some of the things Paul includes 

in his letters are writer-directed rather than reader-directed. 


