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Second, Wilson effectively blends sound exegesis of key texts, sensitivity to 

the narrative dynamics of Luke-Acts, awareness of Luke’s historical-cultural con-

text, and effective theological synthesis. His argument is rigorous, patient, and ulti-

mately convincing. Chapter 6 represents Wilson’s most significant original contri-

bution as he shows that atonement and forgiveness of sins belong together in early 

Jewish and Christian tradition and in Luke-Acts. In his treatment of Luke 24:46–47, 

Wilson suggests “that the availability of divine forgiveness to the penitent individual 
is predicated upon the death and resurrection of Jesus” (p. 185, italics mine). Here 

he could go further by considering Luke’s stress on proclamation of forgiveness 
among all nations, which Jesus ties to the fulfillment of Scripture but which challeng-

es the assumptions and views of many early Jews. 

Wilson’s monograph is a model of outstanding NT scholarship. This repre-

sents perhaps the new standard treatment of the saving significance of the cross in 

Lukan theology, a work with which future studies must reckon. 

Brian J. Tabb 

Bethlehem College and Seminary, Minneapolis, MN 

When Paul Met Jesus: How an Idea Got Lost in History. By Stanley E. Porter. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2016, xiii + 212 pp., $99.99. 

Did Paul ever personally encounter Jesus? In When Paul Met Jesus, Stanley Por-

ter has reengaged an idea that had some currency a century ago but that has since 

been relegated to the dust bin of passé NT scholarship. Porter follows the lead of 

William Ramsay, Johannes Weiss, and James Hope Moulton in arguing that Paul 

encountered and heard Jesus teach prior to the crucifixion. Porter pursues a project 

of probabilities, since certainties in such a discussion appear unattainable. 

Porter begins his monograph by surveying the arguments of those who in the 

past have supported the idea that Paul met Jesus, but especially those of Ramsay, 

Weiss, and Moulton. Porter’s own project begins by building upon the arguments 

already presented by these three (especially Weiss). This survey of earlier propo-

nents constitutes the first of four sections of the monograph. 

However, before developing his own arguments, Porter expends some neces-

sary energy explaining why he thinks that the Paul-met-Jesus idea is currently out of 

bounds. He focuses on the ideological influence of three scholars: (1) F. C. Baur, 

who pitted Petrine Christianity (which, according to Baur, was closer to the Jesus 

movement) against a Pauline Christianity (which knew and cared little about the 

historical Jesus); (2) William Wrede, who memorably dubbed Paul the second 

founder of Christianity; and (3) Rudolf Bultmann, who essentially argued that Paul 

needed no more than simple belief in the existence of Jesus to proclaim his mes-

sage about a crucified and resurrected Messiah. This chapter is an important part of 

the book, since Porter has to construct his argument in an interpretive climate in 

which anyone who posits continuity between Jesus and Paul is decidedly out of 

fashion. Highlighting how we arrived at this state of affairs helps Porter’s case. 
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The third major portion of the monograph is Porter’s own contribution to 

the discussion. His argument is fairly straightforward, and in its broadest strokes 

follows the lead of those who came before him. Many of the details of the argu-

ment, however, appear to be his own. First, Porter argues that it is more likely than 

not that Jesus and Paul would have been physically proximate—that is, in some of 

the same places at the same time—and thus likely to have come in contact with one 

other. Though the final week before Jesus’s crucifixion is viewed as the most likely 

of all possible overlapping moments, Porter will later argue that contact between 

Jesus and Paul may not have been limited to the Passion Week but may even have 

included moments from Jesus’s ministry in Galilee. The simple likelihood that these 

two were at some of the same locations (especially Jerusalem) during the same pe-

riod of time is probably one of the strongest arguments for an encounter between 

Paul and Jesus. Would an activist Pharisee have missed the chance to hear and pos-

sibly engage with a traveling rabble-rouser like Jesus?  

Moreover, in this third section Porter engages in detailed examination of 

three passages that he argues offer clues that Paul in fact did see Jesus: Acts 9, 22, 

26 (Paul’s conversion); 1 Cor 9:1; and 2 Cor 5:16. His detailed examination of each 

passage leads Porter to conclude that even though each on its own suggests that 

Paul came in contact with Jesus, the three passages in concert make such encoun-

ters probable. 

In the fourth and final section of the book, Porter extends his argument by 

suggesting that there are passages in Paul that so closely parallel sections in the 

Gospels that such literary connections are best explained as Paul having heard Jesus 

himself, albeit as an unsympathetic listener. Porter focuses especially on five (clus-

ters of) passages: (1) the list of Rom 12:12–21; (2) Rom 13:8 and Gal 5:14 (neigh-

bor love); (3) 1 Cor 7:10–11 (divorce); (4) 1 Cor 9:14 and 1 Tim 5:18 (support for 

ministers); and (5) 1 Thess 4:15–17 (the Lord’s coming). 

How should Porter’s proposal be evaluated? Let me state up front that I was 

eager to read this book and initially quite open to being persuaded that Paul actually 

encountered Jesus at some point before Jesus’s crucifixion. This openness is largely 

because I have long been persuaded, largely through the writings of David Wen-

ham, that modern scholarship has unnecessarily inserted a wedge between the 

teachings of Jesus and Paul. Thus, whenever I encountered the general issue of 

continuity between Jesus and Paul in this book, I was not at all disappointed with 

Porter’s study. Porter has rightly and forcefully challenged those who suggest that 

Paul pursued his mission among the Gentiles with little knowledge of the teaching 

of Jesus. The section in which Porter seeks to explain how we arrived at such a 

skeptical position in the first place via Baur, Wrede, and Bultmann was a reasonable 

and helpful piece of intellectual history. 

When it came to specific arguments for Porter’s thesis, I found myself agree-

ing in some cases, and not in others. I imagine that the same will hold true for oth-

ers who read this book. I appreciated the verve with which Porter defended the 

geographical proximity argument. The detailed exegetical discussions of 1 Cor 9:1 

and 2 Cor 5:16 were useful, and I believe that a plausible case has been established 
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simply from those passages that Paul may have encountered Jesus. (I found Por-
ter’s discussion of Acts 9, 22, and 26 to be less convincing.) 

However, in the fourth and final section of the book I repeatedly found my-
self unpersuaded that a personal recollection of the teachings of Jesus was the most 
compelling way to explain instances of overlapping language and themes between 
Paul and similar words of Jesus in the Gospels. The main problem from my per-
spective is that in this book Porter appears to give little weight to the idea that there 
existed a robust and widespread oral tradition based upon the teaching of Jesus that 
guided the early church during the first decades of the Christian movement. He 
does acknowledge that Paul received the information in 1 Cor 15:3–7 and 1 Cor 
11:23–25 through the passing on of tradition. Yet that is because Porter has to: Paul 
explicitly says that he “received” these words. However, it appears that for Porter 
any dependence upon Jesus in Paul’s writings—unless explicitly stated that it was 
“received”—is likely to have been absorbed by Paul when he heard Jesus teach in 
person. Such a conclusion is unwarranted. Even into the early second century, the 
oral passing on of Jesus’s words played a role, as can be substantiated from com-
ments in Papias (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.39) and from the occasional appearances of 
agrapha (sayings of Jesus not found in the Gospels) sprinkled throughout early 
Christian writings (e.g. Acts 20:35; Papias in Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. 5.33.4; 2 Clem. 5.2; 
Justin Martyr, Dial. 47). Is it not more reasonable to assume that early Christians, 
especially during the first and second generation, were constantly talking about what 
Jesus said during his ministry, correcting those who incorrectly transmitted his 
words, and drawing upon orally-mediated sayings of Jesus to help them weather 
persecution, temptation, and doctrinal disputes? (Cf. the writings of Birger Ger-
hardsson, Kenneth Bailey, and James Dunn on oral tradition.) If such conversa-
tions were occurring all the time, there is no reason to think that Paul did not also 
receive such orally-transmitted information about Jesus from others who heard him. 
In addition, we should not forget that Paul spent 15 days with Peter (and James) 
only a few years into his Christian life (Gal 1:18–19)! What do you think they spent 
their time talking about? 

This may mean, then, that a decision about whether Paul encountered Jesus 
before the crucifixion may be primarily dependent upon combining the geograph-
ical proximity argument with particular readings of 1 Cor 9:1 and 2 Cor 5:16 (and 
perhaps Acts 9, 22, and 26). I, for one, think that based upon those considerations 
alone it is more likely that Paul did in fact see Jesus than that he did not. For others 
to be persuaded, they will need to pick up a copy of Porter’s monograph and weigh 
the evidence for themselves. 

Kenneth Berding 
Talbot School of Theology at Biola University, La Mirada, CA 


