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PAUL AND THE WORDS OF JESUS: 
ON THE INFREQUENCE OF PAUL’S 

USE OF JESUS’S WORDS 

by 
Timothy E. Miller1 

One of the most embarrassing facts for those who see Paul as a fol-
lower of Jesus is his failure to refer much to Jesus’s life or teach-
ing.”2 

—David Wenham 

INTRODUCTION 

David Wenham’s statement highlights a problem that nags at 
many observant Bible readers. Why does Paul not explicitly cite Jesus’s 
words with any level of regularity? This question is a part of a larger 
issue: what is the relationship between Jesus and Paul?  As Wilson has 
noted, understanding the nature of that relationship is “one of the most 
complex and intriguing issues facing the historian of early Christiani-
ty,” and he correctly highlights that such a discussion “has profound 
theological ramifications which go to the heart of the Christian faith.”3 

In the most important sense, the relationship is clear, for Scripture 
clearly describes Paul as a servant of Jesus. Paul met the resurrected 
Christ on the road to Damascus (Acts 9) and was called by Jesus to be 
an apostle (1 Cor 1:1). Nevertheless, critical scholarship is far from 
unanimous on the relationship between Jesus and Paul.4 Thus, this 
article will seek to plot the landscape of opinions using categories in-

1Dr. Miller is Assistant Professor of Systematic Theology and Bible Exposition at 
Detroit Baptist Theological Seminary in Allen Park, MI. 

2David Wenham, Paul: Follower of Jesus or Founder of Christianity? (Grand Rap-
ids: Eerdmans, 1995), 3. 

3S. G. Wilson, “From Jesus to Paul: The Contours and Consequences of a De-
bate,” in From Jesus to Paul: Studies in Honour of Francis Wright Beare, ed. Peter Rich-
ardson and John C. Hurd (Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1984), 2. 

4In a 2016 dissertation on the topic, Hiestermann said, “Even after many years of 
research and discussion on the Jesus-Paul debate, a definite answer on the relationship 
between Jesus and Paul has not yet been agreed upon” (Heinz Arnold Hiestermann, 
“Paul’s Use of the Synoptic Jesus Tradition” [Ph.D. dissertation, University of Preto-
ria, 2016], 77). 
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spired by Niebuhr’s classic study, Christ and Culture.5 After doing so, 
we will look at the problem through one particular lens—the problem 
of the paucity of references to Jesus in Paul’s literature. The article will 
conclude by showing that even with the limited methods of critical 
scholars, there are many reasons to believe Paul valued, respected, and 
built his teaching on the words of Jesus despite the lack of frequent, 
explicit reference to those words.6 

CRITICAL OPINIONS ON JESUS AND PAUL 

Some scholars maintain a Paul against Jesus position, holding that 
Paul taught contrary to the earthly Jesus. This can be seen in F. C. 
Baur, who believed Paul developed his theology in two ways: negative-
ly, he developed it in opposition to Jerusalem and their expression of 
the Jesus Tradition;7 positively, he developed it in light of his dramatic 
religious experience of the risen Christ.8 Thus, on this reading, the lack 
of explicit reference to Jesus’s words is explained by Paul’s ideological 
battle with the Jerusalem apostles and the traditions they maintained. 

Rudolph Bultmann took a slightly different approach, one we will 
call Paul without Jesus. This name is only appropriate if it is under-
stood that Bultmann is speaking of the historical Jesus and not the ex-
alted Lord. According to Bultmann, “The teaching of the historical 
Jesus plays no role or practically none in Paul.”9 The context of Paul’s 
life, teaching, and mission work was Hellenistic Christianity, which 
supplied a Gospel distinct from that of the Palestinian church.10 Thus 
Bultmann can say, “The so often and passionately debated question, 
‘Jesus and Paul,’ is at bottom the question: Jesus and Hellenistic Chris-
tianity.”11 As a result, Paul’s religious experience in conversion to the 

5H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York: Harper Collins, 1956). 
6It is important to note the purpose of this study. I do not share the pre-

suppositions of critical scholars who find a distance between Jesus and Paul. 
Instead, this study attempts to address the issue of the relationship between 
Jesus and Paul from a vantage-point allowed by many critical scholars. In 
doing so, the purpose is to show that even from that perspective, the relation-
ship between Paul and Jesus can be ably defended. Further, by considering 
the reasons Paul does not directly quote from Jesus with any level of frequen-
cy, the study attempts to describe a characteristic of Scripture, which many 
readers may find curious. 

7Jesus Tradition is a technical phrase referring to the traditions in the early 
church concerning both Jesus’s words and life. 

8Ferdinand Christian Baur, “Die Christus Partei in Der Korinthischen Ge-
meinde,” Tübinger Zeitschrift für Theologie 5 (1831): 61–206. 

9Rudolf Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament (Waco, TX: Baylor University 
Press, 1951), 35. 

10Ibid., 188. 
11Ibid., 189, emphasis added. 
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“Hellenistic gospel” resulted in Paul becoming “the founder of Chris-
tian theology.”12 Thus, the paucity of Jesus’s words in Paul’s epistles is 
the product of a lack of interest in the historical Jesus along with a de-
sire to express Paul’s unique experience of the risen Christ. 

A third approach may be described as Paul beside Jesus. Propo-
nents of this position argue for some alignment and shared values be-
tween Jesus and Paul, but they also believe Paul introduces significant 
developments not found in Jesus’s historical teaching. Nikolaus Walter 
is a representative of such a view.13 He, in a way similar to Bultmann, 
suggests that the Hellenistic community with which Paul engaged cul-
tivated only certain aspects of Jesus Tradition, specifically the parts 
about the law-free gospel and the apostolic rights of missionaries. 
While Paul may have been exposed to more of the Jesus Tradition, 
those elements of that tradition pertinent to the Hellenistic church 
were the most significant to him, and therefore those elements are what 
Paul embraced and developed.14 Paul’s continuity with the broader pat-
tern of Jesus’s teaching is an open question, with the most likely con-
clusion that Paul embraced some, modified some, and neglected some 
of Jesus’s teaching.15 Thus, this position explains the lack of frequent, 
explicit reference to Jesus’s words on the basis that some of that tradi-
tion was of little use to Paul, and on the basis that Paul was seeking to 
move beyond the traditions of Jesus in the establishment of the early 
church. 

Finally, some have maintained a more harmonious assessment, 
suggesting that a Paul with Jesus position is more accurate. On this 
account, Paul’s message is consistent with the message of Jesus, even if 
there is some development of thought. A chief proponent of this view 
in modern scholarship is James D. G. Dunn, who argues that the 
broad themes of Jesus’s ministry are matched by the broad themes of 
Paul’s ministry, despite the difference in terminology and emphasis.16 
Indeed, in Dunn’s estimation, Paul is “one of the truest disciples of 
Jesus—not simply of the exalted Lord Jesus Christ, but also of Jesus of 
Nazareth.”17 Dale Allison, in a significant article on this topic, con-
cluded likewise: “The persistent conviction that Paul knew next to 
nothing of the teaching of Jesus must be rejected. Jesus of Nazareth 
was not the faceless presupposition of Pauline theology. On the contra-
ry, the tradition stemming from Jesus well served the apostle in his 

12Ibid., 187. 
13Nikolaus Walter, “Paul and the Early Christian Jesus-Tradition,” in Paul and 

Jesus, ed. A. J. M. Wedderburn (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1989), 74–76. 
14Ibid., 76–78. 
15Ibid., 79–80. 
16James D. G. Dunn, Jesus, Paul, and the Gospels (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2011), 95–115. 
17Ibid., 115. 
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roles as pastor, theologian, and missionary.”18 
This article will seek to defend the Paul with Jesus position in re-

gard to the problem of the lack of frequent, explicit reference to Jesus’s 
words. To do so, it will first be necessary to argue—in opposition to 
some—that Paul knew the Jesus Tradition. 

PAUL’S KNOWLEDGE OF THE JESUS TRADITION 

Clearly, if Paul did not know much of the Jesus Tradition, then it 
is not surprising that he lacked frequent citation of it. Two reasons for 
Paul’s supposed ignorance of the Jesus Tradition have been offered. 
First, Paul may not have cared about it. This is the position of those 
who make a sharp dichotomy between the earthly Jesus and the risen 
Christ. Because Paul was transformed by a vision of the exalted Christ, 
“what the earthly Jesus said and did was of very little importance to 
him.”19 Second, Paul did not have access to this tradition. Paul knew 
the Jesus Tradition through the Hellenistic church, which may have 
embraced only some of the Jesus Tradition or knew only some of the 
tradition.20 

Thus, the two reasons cited for Paul’s ignorance of the Jesus Tradi-
tion are Paul’s apparent lack of interest in the tradition and the ques-
tion of Paul’s access to the tradition.21 The following considerations 
will provide reasons to deny both claims. In other words, I will argue 
that there are good reasons to believe Paul both desired to know the 
Jesus Tradition and that he had access to it. 

Paul’s Desire to Know the Jesus Tradition 

Seyoon Kim notes what, on the surface, appears to be obvious: 
“For Paul, Jesus was no legendary ancient hero, but a contemporary of 
his who had been only recently crucified as a false messiah.” Kim con-
tinues, “Given this fact, it is impossible to think that Paul did not try 
to learn of Jesus, his life and teaching.”22 In other words, it is fully nat-
ural to believe that Paul would be inclined to learn more about the his-
torical life of the one he now accepted as the Messiah.23 Further, Paul’s 

18Dale C. Allison, “The Pauline Epistles and the Synoptic Gospels: The Pattern 
of the Parallels,” New Testament Studies 28 (January 1982): 25. 

19Wenham, Paul, 5. 
20Walter, “Paul and the Early Christian Jesus-Tradition.” 
21See David B. Capes, who also highlights these two factors (The Routledge Ency-

clopedia of the Historical Jesus, s.v. “Jesus Tradition in Paul,” 446). 
22Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, s.v. “Sayings of Jesus,” by Seyoon Kim, 484. 
23Dunn indicates the following verses as indicative of Paul’s personal interest in 

the historical Jesus: Rom 6:17; 8:15–16; 2 Cor 8:9; 10:1; Gal 1:18; Phil 2:5 (James 
D. G. Dunn, “Jesus Tradition in Paul,” in Studying the Historical Jesus: Evaluations of 
the State of Current Research, ed. Bruce David Chilton and Craig Alan Evans [Leiden: 
Brill, 1998], 168). 
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apostolic task required preaching about a recently crucified Messiah 
(Matt 28:18–20). Would it be possible to preach about the risen Christ 
without also developing the life and teaching of this Messiah? Martin 
Hengel ably argues this point as well: 

The assertion that Paul and earliest Greek-speaking Christianity were 
completely uninterested in the historical Jesus and knew hardly anything 
of him can be refuted by the simple consideration that in antiquity it was 
quite impossible to proclaim as Kyrios, Son of God and Redeemer a man 
who had been crucified a few years before—i.e. an alleged criminal—
without saying something about who this man was, what he taught and 
did and how and why he died.24 

Dunn argues along the same lines from a sociological perspective, 
indicating that it is most probable that the early church was dependent 
on the core teachings to distinguish their new group from other reli-
gious groups. The content of this core teaching must have centered on 
Jesus, and, as Dunn notes, “It would be surprising if early congrega-
tions who placed themselves under the name of Christ were not con-
cerned to learn and cherish what was known about this Christ, to 
rehearse it in their communal gatherings for worship, to draw on it in 
instruction of new converts, and to use it in discussion with those out-
side the group.”25 How then could Paul operate as a Christian mission-
ary if he did not have a basic understanding of what Jesus said and 
did?26 

In light of the above, to argue that Paul was uninterested bears the 
burden of proof and, in this case, requires substantial evidence. Never-
theless, Wilson makes the surprising claim that “few would now deny 
that Paul’s interest in the person and teaching of Jesus is minimal.”27 
What significant proof is marshalled in favor of such a position? One 
historically significant reason given in favor of Paul’s disinterest is 
grounded in Paul’s presumed distinction between the earthly Jesus and 
the exalted Christ. Bultmann’s comments on 2 Corinthians 5:16 pro-
vide a brief window to such a view: “For Paul, Christ has lost his iden-

24Martin Hengel, Between Jesus and Paul: Studies in the Earliest History of Christi-
anity (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2003), 178, n. 73. See also Dunn, who says, “It 
must surely be considered highly likely that the first Christian communities were in-
terested in, not to say highly fascinated by the figure of Jesus” (Dunn, “Jesus Tradi-
tion in Paul,” 156). 

25Dunn further makes the case that the textual evidence in Paul’s epistles give 
ample evidence that Paul communicated such foundational tradition (1 Thess 4:1; 
2 Thess 3:6; 1 Cor 11:2; 15:3; Col 2:6; Dunn, “Jesus Tradition in Paul,” 157). 

26“A basic stock of traditions about Jesus and his teachings would have been a 
prerequisite for any missionary seeking to compete with the elaborate lore of pagan 
cultic religions” (Michael Thompson, Clothed with Christ: The Example and Teaching 
of Jesus in Romans 12.1–15.13, The Library of New Testament Studies 59 [Sheffield: 
JSOT Press, 1991], 65). 

27Wilson, “From Jesus to Paul: The Contours and Consequences of a Debate,” 
6–7. 



46 Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal 

tity as an individual human person. He knows him no longer ‘after the 
flesh’ (2 Cor 5:16). Instead, Jesus has become a cosmic figure, a body 
to which all belong who have been joined to him through faith and 
baptism.”28 Few, if any, modern critical scholars find Bultmann’s exe-
gesis of this passage convincing,29 nor have many modern interpreters 
followed his broader dichotomy between the earthly Jesus and the ex-
alted Lord. 

Bultmann’s earthly/exalted dichotomy provided the most stable ba-
sis for the position that Paul did not care about the historical Jesus. If 
this is rejected, as it should be, then the case for Paul’s willful ignorance 
is severely crippled.30 Of course, another reason to argue that Paul 
cared little about the Jesus Tradition highlights Paul’s infrequent refer-
ences to it. This is a serious issue, which we will thoroughly address 
below. For now, it is enough to say that there are numerous explana-
tions for why Paul infrequently directly references the Jesus Tradition 
that do not indicate his lack of interest in it. 

Paul’s Access to the Jesus Tradition 

If we cannot credibly maintain that Paul lacked interest in the Je-
sus Tradition, then perhaps one could argue that he was simply igno-
rant of it. Nevertheless, there are very good reasons to believe Paul 
knew the traditions concerning the life and teaching of Jesus. Of course 
primary among such reasons is the historical fact that Paul met the glo-
rified Jesus on the Road to Damascus (Acts 9). Without such a meet-
ing, Paul’s insistence that he received the Gospel “by revelation from 
Jesus Christ” makes no sense (Gal 1:12). As we will note below, the 
apostles confirmed this message, indicating that it was consistent with 
the traditions about Jesus being spread by the other apostles. 

Second, it is not implausible that Paul met Jesus during Jesus’s 
earthly ministry. While most modern scholars reject such a meeting, 
Stanley Porter has challenged this perspective in his recent work, When 
Paul Met Jesus. The book is designed to show that a meeting between 
Paul and Jesus is both historically and exegetically plausible.31 If this is 

28Rudolf Karl Bultmann, Rudolf Bultmann: Interpreting Faith for the Modern Era 
(Fortress Press, 1965), 193. 

29Walter speaks of a “widespread agreement today that such disinterest cannot be 
inferred from 2 Cor 5:16” (Nikolaus Walter, “Paul and the Early Christian Jesus-
Tradition,” in Paul and Jesus, ed. A. J. M. Wedderburn [Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1989], 60; cf. David E. Garland, 2 Corinthians, New American Commentary 
(Nashville: B&H, 1999), 282; Murray J. Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians: 
A Commentary on the Greek Text, New International Greek Text Commentary [Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005], 427–28.). 

30For a defense of the unity of the historical and exalted Jesus in Paul, see Leon-
hard Goppelt, Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 2:37–
45. 

31Stanley E. Porter, When Paul Met Jesus: How an Idea Got Lost in History (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2016). 
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accurate, Paul would have had direct access to Jesus’s historical teach-
ing. 

Third, Paul was a persecutor of the church (Acts 9:13; Gal 1:11–
14; Phil 3:6). Accordingly, would it be possible for him to be ignorant 
of what the church was teaching? Paul ascribes his persecution of the 
church to his zeal (Gal 1:14), but if so, how did he become zealous 
except by hearing the testimony of the early church, which at such an 
early stage must have preached the traditions concerning Jesus’s life and 
teaching? Even if Paul did not hear about the words and works of Jesus 
prior to the resurrection, it is hard to believe he persecuted the church 
without coming to know its teaching. Some degree of confirmation 
that Paul knew the Jesus Tradition at this early date may be gained by 
considering the account of Paul’s conversion in Acts 9. Paul did not 
need an extended treatise on who Jesus was and what he taught; rather 
Paul only needed to hear that the historical Jesus was in fact the Christ 
(Acts 9:5). This suggests that Paul already knew the basic elements of 
the Jesus Tradition. Paul’s three days of waiting (9:9) were presumably 
for him to connect the teaching he had heard from those he persecuted 
to his knowledge of his sacred Scriptures (though subsequent visionary 
experiences were also possible). Subsequently, Luke indicates that Paul 
“immediately began to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the Son 
of God” (9:20). This text suggests that Paul already knew at least the 
narrative of Jesus’s life, death, and resurrection as well as the funda-
mental teachings of the church. 

Fourth, Paul’s connection to early Christian churches leads one to 
believe he had significant access to the Jesus Tradition. After his con-
version, he spent some time in Damascus, presumably not only speak-
ing of his experience, but learning from other believers.32 In Antioch, 
where he spent at least a year, Paul would have joined together with 
Christians expelled from Jerusalem (Acts 11:19), who would have 
brought the traditions concerning Jesus with them. Further, Antioch is 
not a great distance from Jerusalem, and thus “the city’s proximity to 
Palestine and importance as a major centre of trade and travel ensured a 
flow of Christians bearing further traditions about Jesus.”33 More 
broadly, the very nature of travel and trade in Roman times would have 
provided opportunity for believers to share the Jesus Tradition with one 
another, and since Paul’s churches were generally planted in larger, 
trade-centered cities, such traditions would have made their way to 
Paul.34 

32“There is no reason to doubt that sharing his own story with fellow Christians 
in Damascus he listened to theirs as well, joining in their worship, and soaking up 
traditions conveyed through exhortation and eucharist” (Thompson, Clothed with 
Christ, 65). 

33Ibid. 
34It is beyond the scope of this essay to detail the way the Jesus Tradition was 

handled in the early church. The following resources suggest that the early church was 
interconnected and that the Jesus Tradition was preserved through eyewitnesses. The 
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Fifth, though Paul affirms his independence as an apostle of Christ 
(Gal 1:1), this did not prevent his interaction with the Jerusalem 
church and its leaders. As Stuhlmaker has rightly noted, “Paul, from 
his appointment as apostle until his delivery to Rome, was constantly 
in touch with the chief witnesses of Jesus’ tradition in Jerusalem and 
Antioch.”35 Paul spent 15 days with Peter “getting acquainted,” which 
must have included discussion about the ministry and teaching of Jesus 
(Gal 1:18). At the same time, Paul met James, “the Lord’s brother.” 
On another visit, Paul met with Peter, James, and John, recounting his 
message and receiving approval from the Jerusalem church (Gal 2:6–9). 
It is hard to believe the Jerusalem apostles would approve a message of 
one who lacked knowledge of Jesus’s teaching and life. When one adds 
Paul’s significant relationships to Jerusalem envoys—Barnabas, John 
Mark, and Silvanus—it becomes even more difficult to sustain the pos-
iton that Paul did not have access to Jesus Tradition. 

Sixth, Paul does cite Jesus words, even if the number of citations is 
less than modern readers might expect. Further, his citations sometimes 
refer to more obscure sayings (e.g., 1 Tim 5:18; Acts 20:35), suggesting 
he had access to other traditions as well. 

In light of the above argumentation, Stuhlmaker is correct when he 
says, “It is almost impossible that the apostle had no knowledge of the 
Jesus tradition.”36 Since Paul had interest in and had access to Jesus 
Tradition, why does he cite it with such infrequency? What does the 
lack of citation indicate about Paul’s view of Jesus? The next section 
will address these questions. 

THE PAUCITY OF PAUL’S REFERENCES 
TO THE JESUS TRADITION 

Not everyone agrees that Paul has few citations to the Jesus Tradi-
tion. For instance, Alfred Resch is clearly the maximalist in this regard, 
claiming to have found over a thousand references to Jesus’s teaching in 

combination of these facts suggests that the early churches would have had access to 
much if not all of the traditions presently preserved in the Gospels (Michael Thomp-
son, “The Holy Internet: Communication Between Churches in the First Christian 
Generation,” in The Gospels for All Christians: Rethinking the Gospel Audiences, ed. 
Richard Bauckham [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998], 49–70; Richard Bauckham, ed., 
The Gospels for All Christians: Rethinking the Gospel Audiences [Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1998]; Richard Bauckham, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses: The Gospels as Eyewitness 
Testimony, 2nd ed. [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017]). 

35Translated from “Paulus von seiner Berufung zum Apostel an bis zu seiner 
Überbringung nach Rom (Apg 27,lff) ständig mit den Hauptzeugen und -tradenten 
der jesusüberlieferung in Jerusalem und Antiochien in Verbindung stand” (Peter 
Stuhlmacher, “Jesus Tradition Im Römerbrief, Eine Skizze,” Theologische Beiträge 14 
[1983]: 241). 

36Translated from “Ist es so gut wie ausgeschlossen, daß der Apostel von der in je-
rusalem und vom Stephanuskreis hochgehaltenen Jesusüberlieferung keine Kenntnis 
gehabt hat; das Gegenteil ist viel wahrscheinlicher!” (ibid). 
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the thirteen letters of Paul.37 Furnish voiced the agreed scholarly opin-
ion on such a fantastic number, when he noted that Resch “proved 
that, with imagination and patience, the possibilities can be multiplied 
like loaves and fishes.”38 Furnish himself suggests that less than a dozen 
references to the Jesus Tradition are convincing,39 while others have 
argued that the number may be four or even fewer.40 Such wide disa-
greement is what provoked Thompson to produce more careful criteria 
to discern when a citation, allusion, or echo from the Jesus Tradition is 
present in Paul’s writings.41 But even still, disagreement abounds, for 
nearly all scholars recognize that discerning allusions is inescapably 
fraught with elements of subjectivity.42 

For the sake of this study, it is not important to determine the pre-
cise number of allusions.43 It is enough to recognize that most present 
scholars, whether conservative or not, recognize relatively few in light of 
the abundance of Pauline literature. Such a lack becomes more acute in 
light of Paul’s frequent citation of the Hebrew Scriptures and the 
broader tendency displayed in Jewish works to cite the words of one’s 
teacher. 

The Breadth of the Issue 

Before addressing the reasons for Paul’s paucity of references to Je-
sus’s words, it is helpful to recognize the true breadth of the issue in the 
NT. Paul is not alone in his infrequent direct use of the words of Jesus, 
for the same criticisms applied to Paul’s literature can apply to each of 
the New Testament authors. Thompson is correct to note that despite 
the fact that “the general lack of appeal to [Jesus Tradition] in early 
Christian writings is no secret…surprisingly few have seen its signifi-
cance for the Jesus-Paul debate.”44 

There are good reasons to believe Paul’s lack of Jesus Tradition ma-
terial is less striking than that of his epistolary counterparts. For exam-
ple, despite having written the Gospel of Luke, the author of Acts 
infrequently cites from Jesus’s words, even in the record of early preach-
ing. One significant exception is recorded in Paul’s farewell speech to 

37Alfred Resch, Der Paulinismus Und Die Logia Jesus. (Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs, 
1904). 

38Victor Paul Furnish, Theology and Ethics in Paul (Louisville, KY: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2009), 59. 

39Ibid. 
40Walter, “Paul and the Early Christian Jesus-Tradition,” 54. 
41Thompson, Clothed with Christ, 28–36. 
42Kim, “Sayings of Jesus,” 483; Thompson, Clothed with Christ, 31. 
43For a summary of the most recent work, see Hiestermann, “Paul’s Use of the 

Synoptic Jesus Tradition.” 
44Thompson, Clothed with Christ, 62. 
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the Ephesian elders, where he calls the elders to “µνηµονεύειν τε τῶν 
λόγων τοῦ κυρίου Ἰησοῦ” (“remember the words of the Lord Jesus”) 
and then cites a specific saying (Acts 20: 35). Further, if church history 
is correct in identifying the author of the Gospel of John as the author 
of 1 John, it is surely surprising that he does not cite from Jesus’s say-
ings. Thus, we find two authors of a Gospel who clearly know the say-
ings of Christ, and yet do not regularly cite them or provide abundant, 
clear allusions to them.45 

We should also consider the letters of James and First Peter. As for 
the former, many have recognized the impact of Jesus’s teaching on 
James’s letter.46 Nevertheless, direct citation is absent. If the author is 
the half-brother of Jesus, as church history testifies, then the lack of 
citation is striking.47 First Peter, likewise, falls short of modern expecta-
tions in this regard.48 Thompson points out that when the apostle Peter 
is recognized as the author of the text, then “the dearth of direct refer-
ence to JT has immediate implications for our study of Paul: one could 
hardly expect more from a man who had never met the earthly Jesus.”49 

In response to an argument like the one made above, Wilson notes 
that even if someone proved that Paul cites the Jesus Tradition like 
other authors, such an argument “would merely broaden the dilemma 
rather than solve it.”50 But the value of the observation is not that it 

45Kim has made reference to this same point: “Luke in Acts hardly ever refers to 
the Jesus traditions of his Gospel, and 1 John contains few references to the traditions 
found in the Gospel of John” (Kim, “Sayings of Jesus,” 488.). 

46Dean B. Deppe, “The Sayings of Jesus in the Paraenesis of James” (Ph.D. dis-
sertation, Vrije Universiteit Te Amsterdam, 1990); W. H. Wachob and L. T. John-
son, “The Sayings of Jesus in the Letter of James,” in Authenticating the Words of Jesus, 
ed. Bruce Chilton and Craig A. Evans (Leiden: Brill, 2002); Alicia J. Batten, “The 
Jesus Tradition and the Letter of James,” Review & Expositor 108 (Summer 2011): 
381–390; Patrick Hartin, James and the “Q” Sayings of Jesus (New York: Bloomsbury, 
2015). 

47Moo is representative of those who make a strong case for the historical claim 
to James, the brother of Jesus as the author (Douglas J. Moo, The Letter of James, 
Pillar New Testament Commentary [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans: 2000], 9–22). 

48The significant debate between Gundry and Best concerning the role of Jesus’s 
words in First Peter was only possible because that epistle only indirectly references 
the Jesus Tradition (Robert H. Gundry, “Further Verba on ‘Verba Christi’ in First 
Peter,” Biblica 55 (1974): 211–32; Robert H. Gundry, “‘Verba Christi’ in I Peter: 
Their Implications Concerning the Authorship of I Peter and the Authenticity of the 
Gospel Tradition,” New Testament Studies 13 [July 1967]: 336–50; Ernest Best, “I 
Peter and the Gospel Tradition,” New Testament Studies 16 [January 1970]: 95–113). 

49He also notes the implications that would apply even for those who do not ac-
cept authentic Petrine authorship: “If on the other hand the letter is late, it comes 
from a community (Rome; 1 Pet. 5.13) which presumably knew the Gospel of Mark 
and perhaps the Gospel of Luke. In either case, the failure to quote Jesus could not 
possibly stem from ignorance of the tradition” (Thompson, Clothed with Christ, 40). 

50Wilson, “From Jesus to Paul: The Contours and Consequences of a Debate,” 
19. 
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solves the problem; rather, it puts the problem in perspective. Stated 
differently, we should not expect Paul to be vastly different than the 
other NT authors.51 Further, the breadth of the issue indicates that the 
best solutions should indicate not only why Paul treats the Jesus Tradi-
tion the way he does but should also provide clues as to why all of the 
NT authors treat the Jesus Tradition similarly. 

Recognizing the broadness of the problem also blunts the edges to 
some criticisms of Paul in his treatment of the tradition. For instance, 
consider Schweitzer’s criticism of Paul: “If we had been dependent on 
him for our knowledge, we should not have known that Jesus spoke in 
parables, preached the Sermon on the Mount, or taught his disciples 
the Lord’s Prayer.”52 And yet if we replaced “him” with “them” in ref-
erence to all non-Gospel New Testament works, a very similar criticism 
can be leveled. 

In light of the above, I agree with Kim: “The only viable solution 
seems to be one that starts by noticing that Paul's attitude to Jesus tra-
dition is exactly in line with the general phenomenon observable in the 
NT writings outside the Gospels.”53 Further, I believe such considera-
tions should influence what is accepted as reasons for the way Paul uses 
the Jesus Tradition. Namely, priority should be given to explanations 
that illuminate the broader pattern. 

Proposed Solutions to the Problem 

Since this is not a new problem, it is not surprising that answers 
have been provided to account for Paul’s paucity of reference to the 
Jesus Tradition in his epistles. In this section of the paper, we will ex-
amine these reasons, considering the strengths of each. 

The Role of Paul’s Initial Teaching 
One way to explain Paul’s lack of broader engagement with the Je-

sus Tradition in his epistles is by recognizing that Paul would have al-
ready grounded his readers in such tradition in person. Such an 
argument aligns with our previous considerations, which highlighted 
the necessity of teaching about the person, work, and instruction of the 
recently crucified and resurrected Messiah. Dunn finds exegetical evi-
dence for Paul’s initial handing down of Jesus Tradition in 1 Thessalo-
nians 4:1; 2 Thessalonians 3:6; 1 Corinthians 11:2; 15:3; and 
Colossians 2:6, which show that “Paul saw it as part of his own respon-
sibility in founding a church to bequeath it with the traditions which 

51“If other early Christian writers only rarely cite the teachings and example of 
Jesus, we should not expect to see something radically different in Paul” (Thompson, 
Clothed with Christ, 37). 

52As quoted in Porter, When Paul Met Jesus, 126. 
53Kim, “Sayings of Jesus,” 488. 
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belonged to the new movement.”54 And since we have already argued 
that Paul would have both been interested in and had access to the Je-
sus Tradition, it would be astonishing if he had not passed this tradi-
tion on to his converts. 

Dunn makes the further argument that these congregations em-
braced, rehearsed, and saturated themselves with such teaching so that 
when Paul wrote to them, he did not have to cite the dominical tradi-
tion. Instead, mere echoes to the teaching were sufficient and were ac-
tually preferred over direct reference. This is because 

in communities bonded by such common experience and language there 
is a whole level of discourse which consists of allusion and echo. It is the 
very fact that allusions are sufficient for much effective communication 
which provides and strengthens the bond; recognition of the allu-
sion/echo is what attests effective membership of the group.55 

In light of this sociological observation, Dunn believes “what we 
find in the Pauline paraenesis in terms of echoes of/allusions to the Je-
sus tradition is just what we would expect. It would be surprising were 
it otherwise.”56 If accepted as the reason—or even one of the reasons—
for the apparent paucity of reference to the Jesus Tradition, then the 
standard of measure for recognizing an allusion should be adjusted in 
light of the ability of a “slight” echo of Jesus’s teaching to result in the 
audience’s recognition of the indirect reference. 

One potential weakness to this argument concerns the book of 
Romans, which was written to a congregation that Paul had not visit-
ed. One might expect more direct citation of Jesus Tradition in this 
book, since Paul is introducing himself to many of the readers for the 
first time. It should be recognized, however, that Paul is writing to a 
church, and therefore to a congregation that had already been ground-
ed in the Jesus Tradition. Therefore, Paul may be alluding to common 
tradition even there. 

Another potential weakness concerns Paul’s preaching in Acts. In 
these sermons, Paul does not directly appeal to Jesus’s teachings (e.g., 
Acts 13:16–41; 17:22-35). Nevertheless, the presentation of speeches is 
clearly not exhaustive; rather, Acts appears to assume much and focus 
on what is uniquely presented in each speech. Thus, the Jesus material, 
already presented in the preceding Gospel, did not need explicit devel-
opment in Acts. 

On the whole, the assumption that Paul’s audience had already 
been grounded in Jesus Tradition is reasonable. It is hard to believe 
Paul would have failed to teach it, and to believe that Paul’s audience 
would not have inquired about it. Further, Dunn’s proposals on the 

54He specifically highlights Paul’s uses of παραδίδωµι and παραλαµβάνω (Dunn, 
“Jesus Tradition in Paul,” 157). 

55Ibid., 177. 
56Ibid. 
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bonding element of the Jesus Tradition and the way it impacted Paul’s 
epistolary presentation is possible, though ultimately unprovable. We 
will now turn to some other proposed solutions to see if the case can be 
strengthened. 

The Limitations of Epistolary Literature 
Some have appealed to the nature of epistolary literature to explain 

the paucity of Paul’s references to the Jesus Tradition. Allison even 
suggests a connection with the previous argument when he says that in 
the epistles “Paul merely refers to the Jesus tradition; he never hands it 
down. There is a fundamental difference. Tradition was something giv-
en during the period when the apostle himself was present with the 
community.” He later notes the contrast: “The epistles, however, pre-
suppose another Sitz im Leben. Their context is not initiation into tra-
dition but subsequent affairs.”57 Paul’s purposes in his letters is nearly 
always occasional, addressing specific problems among the congrega-
tions. Even his more general works are topical, addressing certain issues 
he believes will be useful to the specific church or churches he address-
es.58 

Despite recognizing the occasional nature of Paul’s letters, Wed-
derburn argues that Paul could have addressed many topics in his epis-
tles from the stock of Jesus Tradition. Wedderburn highlights the 
following examples: when speaking about “virgins” in 1 Corinthians 
7:25–28, Paul could have referred to the teaching preserved in Mat-
thew 19:10–12; when Paul taches on government in Romans 13:1–7, 
he does not reference Jesus’s teaching on the subject (e.g., Mark 
12:17); more significantly, when dealing with the topic of food purity, 
Paul does not clearly reference Jesus’s teaching on the subject (e.g., 
Mark 7:15).59 And while Kim has responded individually to each of the 
Wedderburn’s passages, Kim’s conclusion that “the instances are all 
naturally understandable” appears overstated.60 

Some have suggested that the problem is not chiefly with occasion-
al epistolary literature, but rather that the Gospel genre uniquely com-

57Like Dunn, Allison sees significance in Paul’s use of παραδίδωµι, specifically 
the use of the aorist in 1 Corinthians 11:23 and 15:3, which he says indicates an event 
that has already past. But while time may be implied by tense, the focus of tense forms 
is aspect. This is not to suggest that Allison’s position is wrong, it is merely to indicate 
that highlighting the aorist case is far from proving his point (Allison, “Pauline Epis-
tles and the Synoptic Gospels,” 21–22). 

58Thompson argues similarly: “It was not the authors' purpose to convey a body 
of traditional material but to address specific problems or to make a point not requir-
ing the use of the tradition (e.g. Hebrews)” (Thompson, Clothed with Christ, 63). 

59A. J. M. Wedderburn, “Paul and Jesus: Similarity and Continuity,” in Paul and 
Jesus: Collected Essays, Journal for the Study of the New Testament Supplement Series 
37 (Sheffield, England: JSOT, 1989), 117–18, n. 1. 

60Kim, “Sayings of Jesus,” 488. 
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municated Jesus Tradition discourse in the early church. For instance, 
Bird suggests that the paucity of citations in early Christian literature is 
due partly to “the effect of the production of the Gospels on normaliz-
ing the Jesus tradition and perhaps gradually eclipsing any continued 
oral tradition.”61 Because of the early date of most of Paul’s epistles, 
scholars doubt the Jesus Tradition had been codified into the written 
Gospels when Paul wrote. Nevertheless, the early oral tradition itself 
could have taken on a relatively fixed, sacred form.62 Kim believes it is 
possible that “the early church treated Jesus tradition separately as a 
unique and sacred tradition,” and thus may be “the fundamental rea-
son why in Paul's letters, as well as in other NT writings outside the 
Gospels, the references are fewer in number and more allusive in nature 
than we might expect.”63 

Such an argument is attractive because it explains why Paul as well 
as the other NT authors do not frequently cite the Jesus Tradition. 
Nevertheless, the argument is weakened in that some of the Jesus Tra-
dition is cited. Is there something special about the citations used that 
make them able to be abstracted from the Gospel form, while other 
teachings are not as easily isolated for use? 

The Significance of the Acts of Jesus over the Words of Jesus 
Some have attributed the lack of extensive use of the Jesus Tradi-

tion to the epoch changing event of the resurrection. Thompson elo-
quently represents this view: 

For Paul, the death and resurrection of Jesus inaugurated the eschaton, 
thus eclipsing in significance all of his words and deeds leading up to the 
passion. Why should Paul point to an act of love, humility, or compas-
sion during Jesus’ ministry when he could cite his example of total com-
mitment on the cross? Why should he cite a healing act of power, when 
he could refer to the resurrection? Everything Jesus said and did before 
his death and vindication paled in significance by comparison to the 
Christ-Event.64 

According to this perspective, the words and acts of the pre-
glorified Christ are not unimportant, but they are relativized by the 
significance of the central act of redemption, which is a mountain peak 
in redemptive world history. 

Looked at from another angle, the words of Jesus, though exceed-

61Michael F. Bird, “The Purpose and Preservation of the Jesus Tradition: Moder-
ate Evidence for a Conserving Force in Its Transmission,” Bulletin for Biblical Research 
15 (2005): 164. 

62“The Jesus tradition had an integrity or identity of its own and circulated in 
small blocks which laid claim to embody sayings of Jesus” (Allison, “Pauline Epistles 
and the Synoptic Gospels,” 23). 

63Kim, “Sayings of Jesus,” 489. 
64Thompson, Clothed with Christ, 73. 
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ingly significant (Matt 28:18–20), are often overshadowed in early 
church teaching by the acts of Jesus, which were preached in the early 
church as the fulfillment of the sacred Scriptures. The book of Hebrews 
seems to support this position. In the introduction, the writer of He-
brews favorably compares Jesus to the Jewish prophets, noting that in 
this new epoch God speaks “by His Son” (1:2). Nevertheless, Hebrews 
never quotes the earthly words of Jesus;65 rather the book highlights 
how Jesus fulfilled the Scriptures. Thus, God’s “speaking” through the 
Son is not primarily communicated via Jesus’s words, but through Je-
sus’s actions. Similarly, Paul’s sermon to the Jews in Antioch (Acts 
13:16–41) does not focus on the historic words of the Lord, but rather 
the way Jesus’s life fulfilled the promise of God (13:23, 32) and 
brought to completion what was written (v. 29). 

The Shift in Redemptive-Historical Context 
Goppelt also believed the epoch-changing nature of the resurrec-

tion influences the way Paul and other NT authors interact with the 
traditions about Jesus. He notes that “the general silence of the episto-
lary literature receives substantive explanation when one observes that 
the ministry of the earthly Jesus was tied strictly to its particular escha-
tological situation.”66 But when Jesus died, his ministry “could not be 
appropriated into the situation of the community that, regardless of 
various interpretive directions, took as its starting point the Easter 
event.”67 In other words, “The instructions of the earthly Jesus could 
not be appropriated by Paul into his proclamation directly. They had 
to be transposed into a not only historically but also salvation-
historically different situation!”68 

Such a transposition of Jesus’s teaching, it is suggested, resulted in 
a noted lack of direct citation, though it maintained a continuity in 
theological direction. Therefore, if one looks merely to the citations of 
Jesus’s words, one may believe Paul is uninterested or ignorant of the 
Jesus Tradition. But if one is willing to consider that Paul (and other 
early Christian authors) historically appropriated the Jesus Tradition 
for the new historical and redemptive situation of his readers, one will 
find that Jesus’s historic teachings are foundational to Paul’s writings 
and theology. Thus, Goppelt concludes, “The posture of Paul toward 
the Jesus tradition can therefore receive adequate resolution only by a 
study of the degree to which Pauline statements issued forth from such 
a transformation of the Jesus tradition.”69 

65While it is possible that Hebrews quotes from the tradition of Jesus’s sayings 
that were not recorded in the Synoptics, the lack of Synoptic quotations leans against 
this view. 

66Goppelt, Theology of the New Testament, 2:45. 
67Ibid. 
68Ibid., 2:46. 
69In Goppelt’s opinion, such a study reveals that “the Jesus tradition reworked in 
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In sum, many have found historical reasons to suggest that the 
changing climate (dispensationally, politically, sociologically, redemp-
tively, etc.) is responsible for the way the Jesus Tradition is handled by 
Paul and other early Christian authors. Instead of direct citation, the 
authors can assume the knowledge of such tradition and seek to build 
upon that tradition in a different and new context. 

Paul’s Apostolic Authority 
Another reason for the paucity of reference may reside in Paul’s 

identity as an apostle. That is, as an apostle, Paul found little need to 
refer directly to the Jesus Tradition: “Like other apostles, Paul spoke 
with the assurance that his message had the guidance and authority of 
Christ’s Spirit.”70 This would also explain why other early Christian 
authors felt no need to cite the Jesus Tradition directly, and it appears 
consistent with the way Paul and the early church viewed the apostolic 
position (Gal 1:1, 16; Eph 2:20) and the significance placed on com-
munication through the Spirit (Rom 12:6; 1 Cor 12:10). For these 
reasons, Paul could say to the Thessalonian church, “You know what 
instructions we gave you by the authority of the Lord Jesus.”71 

Some scholars have even suggested that Paul’s lack of engagement 
with the Jesus Tradition was designed to highlight his apostolic author-
ity. It is possible that, in some limited contexts, Paul refrained from 
such citation because it would indicate his reliance on the Jerusalem 
apostles, for they were the original transmitters of that tradition.72 By 
focusing on what the Lord revealed to him (Gal 1:16), Paul showed 
that his apostleship did not come from men but from God (1:1). 73 

When considered in light of what we have said above, this explana-
tion becomes more persuasive. The new context Paul was required to 

this manner stood behind Pauline theology to an extent rarely recognized until now” 
(ibid.). Unfortunately, it is beyond the scope of this article to pursue the connections 
between Paul’s theological formulations and Jesus’s teachings. Others have done this, 
and they suggest that even if language is modified or emphasized differently, the core 
elements of Paul’s teaching and Jesus’s teaching are compatible (Dunn, “Jesus Tradi-
tion in Paul”; Dunn, Jesus, Paul, and the Gospels). 

70Thompson, Clothed with Christ, 71. 
71The NIV rendering helpfully captures the role of authority which is implied in 

the Greek text: οἴδατε γὰρ τίνας παραγγελίας ἐδώκαµεν ὑµῖν διὰ τοῦ κυρίου Ἰησοῦ. 
72Ibid., 73–76. 
73Wedderburn’s thesis is tangentially related and should be considered, even if 

only in a footnote. He suggests that the paucity of Paul’s citations to the Jesus Tradi-
tion may be explained by the historical circumstance that “the teaching of Jesus was 
largely, at that time and in Paul's eyes, ‘in enemy hands’ in the sense that it was being 
used in a legalistic way by his Judaizing opponents.” Wedderburn has been often cited 
for his view, but scholars have not found his position persuasive, for while it may ex-
plain some passages (e.g., Galatians), it does not explain the lack of engagement in 
non-polemical contexts (A. J. M. Wedderburn, “Paul and Jesus: The Problem of Con-
tinuity,” Scottish Journal of Theology 38 [1985]: 190). 
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address was different from the context Jesus addressed. Since Jesus 
spoke through Paul, it was not necessary for Paul to continually find a 
saying of Jesus to cite; instead, Paul addressed the issues with direct 
apostolic authority. When the words of the Lord spoken during the 
earthly ministry were pertinent, Paul alluded to them, but when there 
was not a saying pertinent to the situation, Paul spoke directly to the 
issue with apostolic authority. This can be seen in 1 Corinthians 7:10–
12, where Paul distinguishes his own commands from the commands 
of Jesus. In doing so, Paul is not suggesting his authority is less than 
Jesus’s authority.74 Instead, Paul is highlighting that there are certain 
things Jesus directly addressed prior to the ascension, and for these is-
sues Paul can reference the teaching of Jesus (though, even here, he 
does not quote Jesus). Other matters, however, were not addressed by 
the pre-ascension teaching of Jesus, and therefore Paul must speak di-
rectly to them with the authority granted him by Jesus.75 

CONCLUSION 

In summary, many answers have been provided to the “problem” 
of Paul’s relationship to the Jesus Tradition. In light of the above, it is 
best to see the confluence of various factors to account for the issue. In 
other words, it may not be helpful to seek a solitary explanation for the 
phenomenon. Sociologically, it is too incredible to believe that Paul 
would not have passed on Jesus Tradition to his churches when he first 
established them. Such teaching would have been precious to the 
church and would have been deeply inculcated by both Paul and his 
audience (through recitation, memorization, etc.). It is possible that 
such communal awareness favored allusiveness instead of direct cita-
tion, for the former strengthened the communal bond around the 
shared tradition. 

Further, while there may not have been written Gospels when 
Paul’s first letters were written, the format of Jesus Sayings were proba-
bly codified into a specific form, making reference to them more natu-
ral through indirect application than citation. Additionally, Paul and 
the other early Christian writers, wrote occasional epistles to churches 
already established in the Jesus Tradition, leading naturally to applica-
tion of that known tradition and not requiring direct recitation of the 
tradition. Transfer of application was necessary, for the pre-resurrection 

74Though I would not agree with all of Richardson’s interpretation of this pas-
sage, he rightly notes that in this text, “Paul assumes a kind of authority for himself—
an apostolic authority” (Peter Richardson, “‘I Say, Not the Lord’: Personal Opinion, 
Apostolic Authority and the Development of Early Christian Halakah,” Tyndale Bulle-
tin 31 [1980]: 85). 

75Taylor points to the context change in situation between Paul and Jesus in this 
text: “Jesus’s instructions regarding divorce were directed toward those within Israel. 
Paul’s Gentile mission surely resulted in a different kind of situation for many believ-
ers” (Mark Taylor, 1 Corinthians, New American Commentary [Nashville: B&H, 
2014], 174). 
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teachings of Jesus did not always correlate directly to the new redemp-
tive, ethnic, and sociological situation of the early church in Paul’s day. 
And while some teaching would have been directly applicable, the focus 
of the epistles is often on the work of Jesus, for that was directly antici-
pated in the holy Scriptures and is the embodiment of God’s eternal 
redemptive plan. In addition to all of this, Paul was an apostle, called 
directly by the Lord and given revelation from the Lord. What he spoke 
through the Spirit were the words of Jesus, for they came from the 
Spirit of Jesus. 

Finally, we must keep in mind that the “problem” is broader than 
Paul, for others who we would think more likely to directly reference 
the traditions concerning Jesus do not do so frequently (Acts, James, 
1 Peter, 1 John). And while we might expect Paul and others to directly 
cite the teaching of their Master, as other Jewish authors of their day 
cited their masters, Jesus is not like other masters. No other master was 
predicted in the Old Testament Scriptures and was the centerpiece of 
God’s redemptive outworking. No other master was and is the spirit of 
prophecy (1 Pet 1:11). 


