biography of the apostle paul

I. The birth of Saul of Tarsus and his early years.

A. It should be observed at the outset that that it is not possible to construct a complete biography of Paul, since a good deal of information about his life is simply not available.

B. There is no extant historical information about the birth of Saul of Tarsus, but many historians place his birth about the same time as that of Jesus Christ; the best suggestions seem to place his birth in 3-2 BC, with a range generally offered between 5 BC-5 AD.

C. Since Paul was born as a Roman citizen, he was likely given two names at birth, which was common during this time of history.

D. Paul's Roman name was likely Saul Paulus; the Hebrew Saul meaning desired or asked for, and the Roman Paulus meaning small.

E. He was racially from the tribe of Benjamin, and indicates that he was a Jew of Jewish parents; his father was a Pharisee, the strictest sect of Judaism at that time.  Acts 23:6

F. There is no information about Paul’s mother, but it is reasonable to conclude that a Pharisee would have only married a woman of the highest standards, who likely shared his pharisaic views.  Phil. 3:5

G. It is clear that Saul was born into a very strict, legalistic Jewish home, and was raised to emulate his father’s life as a Pharisee.

H. There is not much information on his family, but Luke does mention in Acts that he had at least one sister, who also had a son.  Acts 23:16

I. Paul mentions some relatives in the book of Romans, but it is difficult to determine if they are blood relatives, or if the Greek term suggenh,j (sungenes) is to be understood as his extended Jewish family.  Rom. 16:7,11,21 cf. Rom. 9:3-4

J. Before Paul reached the age of thirteen and went to Jerusalem for his theological training, he was trained in the family business of tent making, according to Jewish custom.  Acts 18:3

II. He was born in Tarsus, the capital of Cilicia, which was a Roman province located in the southeast part of Asia Minor. 

A. The city of Tarsus, where Paul was born, was a very important at that time in history since   it was one of the largest trade centers on the Mediterranean coast. 

B. It was a seaport city, situated about twelve miles inland on the river Cydnus (which emptied into the Mediterranean Sea); it had a harbor that was well protected by natural rock fortifications.

C. While the origins of Tarsus are really unknown, two of the extant references about it indicate that it was founded by a king of Assyria; however, the Greeks also claim to have founded the city. 

D. The earliest historical record is found during the time of Shalmaneser, (c. 850 BC), where it is listed among the places captured by that king
E. During the lifetime of Alexander the Great, the city was the most influential city in Asia Minor; Alexander Hellenized the city (introducing Greek thought, influence, and customs) when he captured it and all of Asia Minor.

F. After the death of Alexander the Great, Seleucis (one of his generals) took over the region that included Tarsus, proclaimed himself king, and established the Selucid dynasty.  Dan. 8:8
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Antiochus Epiphanes (216-164 BC), who came from the Seleucid line, fell in love with the city, and recognized how important the city was to his kingdom.

H. He was so enthralled with the place that he ultimately gave the citizens virtually anything they wanted; when they approached Antiochus about the matter of governing themselves without any influence other than Antiochus' own, he granted that request.

I. Antiochus gave Tarsus the status of a Greek city-state in 170 BC, which it remained until the Seleucids were defeated by Rome in 64 BC.

1. The Romans understood that Tarsus had enjoyed a privileged status because of its importance as a trading center; thus, they made Tarsus the capital city of the Roman province of Cilicia and gave the city a special status.

2. The Romans were very able statesmen and capable rulers, who normally allowed cities they subdued to retain the privileges they had under the previous rulers, as long as it did not interfere with Roman rights or authority.

3. Robert Picirilli says that "It was also awarded, by the Roman senate, the privileged standing of Libera Civitas"; the term Libera Civitas simply means free city.

4. The Romans, following the example of the Seleucid dynasty, allowed Tarsus to govern itself separately from the provincial government; this meant that Tarsus was exempt from  taxes to Rome, and all its merchants were exempt from all duty taxes.

5. Under Roman rule, the status of the city enhanced five-fold, and the city's population increased dramatically. 

J. Since Tarsus was such a cosmopolitan city with numerous benefits, people from the Roman Empire came there to work and trade; by the time of Paul, it is estimated that the city had a population of 250,000.

K. In the Roman world, the tentmakers of Tarsus were known for the quality of their work;  "The black tents of Tarsus were used by caravans, nomads, and armies all over Asia Minor and Syria"

L. Tarsus was widely known in antiquity as a great place of learning and educators from all over the Roman Empire came to teach at the various schools located there.

1. Egyptian, Roman, African, and many other scholars came, bringing their educational skills and culture with them. 

2. Since merchants and others invested heavily in the education of the citizens of Tarsus, no expense was spared in bringing the top educators from all over the empire.

3. Gundry indicates that “Greco-Roman education was liberal in its scope. Slaves supervised boys in their earlier years by giving them their first lessons and then leading them to and from private schools until they graduated into adulthood with a great deal of ceremony.  As young men, they could then attend universities at Athens, Rhodes, Tarsus, Alexandria, and other places to study philosophy, rhetoric, law, mathematics, astronomy, medicine, geography, and botany.”

4. Tarsus was a city in which students could receive a top-notch education; the predominant school of thinking was that of the Stoics; the historian Strabo ranked Tarsus above Athens and Alexandria as an intellectual center. 

5. One of the schools most famous graduates was the personal teacher and tutor of the Roman Emperor Augustus Caesar; Bruce also mentions that Octavian’s teacher Athenodorus returned to Tarsus in 15 BC to teach, and become involved in local politics.

M. It is within the context of this intellectually stimulating community that Paul was born, and he must have been exposed to the dominant philosophy of the Stoics from the earliest days of his youth.

N. Thus, it is “not surprising, therefore, that traces of Stoic ethics and religious vocabulary may be found in the letters of Paul. Perhaps the sympathy of Paul with the Gentiles is traceable in part to the impression made upon him by the earnestness of the Stoic preachers who stood in the streets and market places of the city, seeking to inculcate virtue in their listeners."

III.
Paul as a Roman Citizen.

A. Paul was born a Roman citizen, into a prominent, wealthy family in Tarsus; there is no record of how or when Paul’s family had been granted Roman citizenship.

B. However, if a citizen of Tarsus was from a family of social standing of four generations or more, they were often granted Roman citizenship.

C. The fact that the tentmakers of Tarsus were highly respected, and it is evident that Paul’s ancestors were tentmakers by trade, would likely indicate that they gained numerous Roman contacts and relationships, since the Roman military likely used their products and services regularly. 

D. It is intriguing to note that both Pompey and Antony were provincial generals in the area of Asia Minor; Roman generals exercised supreme authority in their provinces, and had the power to grant Roman citizenship to subjects within those provinces.

E. Thus, it becomes possible that through these business relationships with the Roman military leaders that the grandfather or father of Paul may have been awarded Roman citizenship.

F. Since Roman citizenship was rarely granted to Jews, it would seem likely that Paul had inherited this great advantage from his ancestors.

1. Roman citizenship had many advantages; if local authorities arrested a Roman citizen, he was automatically entitled to an impartial trial. 

2. If he did not feel that the verdict was fair or just, he could appeal directly to the emperor for another verdict. 

3. Those that did not have Roman citizenship did not have the same privileges; only Roman citizens could serve in the government, vote, join the Roman legion, and become members of the senate. 

G. As the Bible makes clear, Paul’s Roman citizenship was very valuable to him and to his work since it gave him great freedom to travel in peace throughout the empire.

H. Whenever he encountered Roman officials, they always demonstrated concern for the Roman citizen; this is observed on three occasions the book of Acts.

1. Sergius Paulus, who became a believer.  Acts 13:6-12

2. Gallio, the proconsul in Corinth.  Acts 18:12-18

3. The Roman commander in Jerusalem.  Acts 21:31-40

IV.
Paul and the influence of Hellenism.

A. There is little doubt that Paul had been raised in a very Greek society in the city of Tarsus.

B. Luke records the fact that Paul spoke fluent Greek to the Roman military captain, Lysias, when he was trying to stop a mob from killing Paul.  Acts 21:31-37

C. Since Paul was fluent in Koine Greek, which was the language that would have been commonly spoken in Tarsus, it seems evident that he had been instructed at what might be called a college level. 

D. George Montague has this to say about Paul’s use of the Greek language, and his possible exposure to the university or philosophical schools in his education.  “His mastery of the Greek literary technique of the diatribe and his occasional citation of Greek authors (Aratus in Acts 17:18; Meander in 1 Cor. 15:23; Epimenides in Tit 1:12) are considered by some as evidence that he frequented the Hellenistic schools of rhetoric.”

E. Another historian notes that “his acquaintance with Stoic philosophy is somewhat evident in Paul’s writings; he uses rhetorical questions, short disconnected statements, imaginary opponents to raise questions, and regularly uses illustrations drawn from athletics, building, and life in general.”

1. There are some parallels between the doctrines of Stoicism and the doctrines of the Bible; both are monotheistic, and both believe in living according to the will of God.

2. However, for the Stoic, nature was god, whereas Paul would have emphasized the personal nature of the Living God.

3. For the Stoics, living according to reason and virtue was to live in harmony with the divine order of the universe; they also recognized the common reason and essential value of all people.

4. An important aspect of Stoicism involves improving the individual’s ethical and moral well-being by having a will which is in agreement with nature, and by practicing the four cardinal virtues of wisdom, courage, justice, and self-control.

5. Stoicism is not simply a set of beliefs or ethical claims, but rather a way of life, involving constant practice and training, and incorporating the practice of logic.

6. Stoic logic (as opposed to the Skeptics) asserts the certainty of knowledge, which can be attained through the use of reason; the Stoics believed that the senses are constantly receiving sensations, which pass  through the senses to the mind, where they leave behind an impression. 

7. The mind (the Bible would use volition here) is able to approve or reject an impression, as right or wrong, good or bad, godly or demonic.

8. One can readily see how these beliefs are pretty compatible with the doctrines taught within the Bible.

F. Since Stoic philosophy was a very popular philosophy at this time in the Roman Empire, one can understand how Paul would have used these fundamentals to communicate the truths of the Divine viewpoint.

G. Since it was Paul’s philosophy to become all things to all men, he would have made free use of his Greek, Roman, and Stoic understanding to promote the truths of God’s plan.  ICor. 9:22

H. This use of his cultural and educational background as a tool to convert and instruct his converts in the way of the Lord is not to be viewed as any sort of cosmic compromise, but rather a use of the privileges and abilities that God had provided.

V.
Paul and his Jewish education. 

A. Paul's Education, as an Orthodox Pharisee, would have actually begun in the synagogue at about five years of age.

B. The traditional Jewish belief was that one was required to instruct his children in the precepts of their religions at a very early age.

C. Philo states that “For all men are eager to preserve their own customs and laws, and the Jewish nation above all others; for looking upon their laws as oracles directly given to them by God Himself, and having been instructed in this doctrine from their very earliest infancy they bear in their souls the images of the commandments contained in these laws as sacred.”
 

D. From what is recorded by Josephus and others, it is safe to assume that Paul would have started his education at or around the age of five; he would have begun with the study of the  Pentateuch. 

E. At about the age of ten, he would have advanced to the Mishnah, which was a very detailed oral tradition that focused on the various aspects of orthodox Jewish life.

F. By the age of thirteen he would have completed the study of the Mishnah, and would have been prepared to enter a rabbinical school; it is possible that it was at this time that Paul would have left Tarsus and moved to Jerusalem.

G. There, he would begin his formal training in one of the two prominent Jewish seminaries; the academy founded by Shammai was the more lenient, while the Hillel rabbinical school was the more strict.

H. Paul entered the more strict school of Hillel, and studied under the famous rabbi Gamaliel I, who was recognized as one of the greatest teachers of the first century.  Acts 22:3

I. Paul's education focused on the Hebrew Bible and its traditional interpretations; however, it was at this time that the students were exposed to Greek wisdom.

J. Therefore, it would seem that Paul received a wide range of exposure to Greek philosophy along with his more conservative Hebrew instruction.

K. He would have then been very well informed about the most recent philosophical knowledge and understanding of that time.

L. Paul would then have engaged in the study of the Midrashim, which were attempts by various rabbis to fill in gaps in the Old Testament, or to explain difficult texts.

M. He would also study the Halachah, legal customs and practices added by the rabbis to the Old Testament practices. 

N. Next, he would cover the Aggadah, which was a summary of rabbinic lectures that incorporates folklore, historical anecdotes, moral exhortations, and practical advice in various spheres, from business to medicine.

O. In addition to all these items, Paul had to memorize the ancient Hebrew language Targums, and be able to translate it into Aramaic. 

P. As one might imagine, when Paul had finished his seminary he had received the best education that the minds of his day had to offer; Hillel’s seminary could only be attended by the best and the brightest minds of that time.

VI. The religion of Paul.

A. Judaism was one of the most influential religions in the time of Paul, with many Jews and proselytes in Palestine and scattered throughout the Roman Empire.

B. It was considered the official religion of the Jews, and as such, was considered as a religio licita (a legal religion)  by Rome. 

C. Although it was largely observed by Jews, there were many Gentile converts, who embraced Judaism for its monotheistic view of God, and for its and moral belief in terms of personal righteousness.

D. Although some religious philosophies had content similar to that of Judaism, there were some very obvious limitations to Gentile philosophies and worlds views.

E. Judaism is most simply defined as the religion of the Jews that was based on the law given to Moses following the Exodus from Egypt.

F. Since keeping the Law was the most important emphasis of Judaism, it is not surprising to find that the Jews began to focus on external matters, which could be observed, rather than the internal emphasis of the Law.

G. The rabbis were the teachers and exegetes of the writings of Moses, which are largely confined to the Pentateuch/Torah/first five books of the Old Testament.

H. The Scribes were men that made copies of the law, but also assisted the rabbis in the matter of interpreting the Law.

I. Synagogues were scattered throughout much of the Roman Empire, and were devoted to the study, training, proclaiming, and teaching of the law. 

J. The Synagogue was the place where most Jews went to be educated by the rabbis, attend Jewish social functions, and hear a message from a rabbi or other teacher on the Sabbath.

K. The Judaism of Paul’s day consisted of three differing religious sects, which were the Pharisees, the Sadducees, and the Essenes. 

L. There is good evidence that the Essenes were the strictest of the three religious sects of Judaism; Josephus describes them as the sect that which pretends to a severer discipline than the other sects of Judaism.

1. They were dominated by males, and they generally (although not exclusively) rejected marriage as an institution.

2. They lived very austere lives, constantly on guard against the lascivious behavior of women, refusing to accumulate money or the details of life, and denying themselves luxuries such as oil.

3. They generally lived in remote places in the country and desert, and kept to themselves as a form of the doctrine of separation.

4. Josephus was very impressed with their commitment to God and their industrious natures; they aided themselves and society as a whole by feeding the hungry, teaching the illiterate, and diligently making copies of the Old Testament scriptures.

5. The recent discovery in the 20th century of the Dead Sea Scrolls was only made possible by the work of the Essenes. 

M. The Sadducees were a small sect of Judaism, populated mostly by the rich and powerful in Jewish society. 

1. The Sadducees did not accept the idea of the supernatural, and did not believe in angels or in life after death; in fact, they have left no real religious system behind.

2. They were often aristocrats that were concerned more with the matters of this life than they were about any supposed future life.

3. Most of the high offices in the Jewish religious courts, most notably the Sanhedrin, were almost completely controlled by the Sadducees. 

4. Since these were often men from the Jewish priesthood, they controlled every aspect of the Temple in Jerusalem, and were made quite wealthy by its operations.

5. The Sadducees were very concerned with gaining an economic or political advantage, since their view on religion was that it was just the easiest way to gain power, money, and influence. 

6. Josephus speaks of their treacherous nature, even toward one another, “The behavior of the Sadducees one towards another is in some degrees wild; and their conversation with those that are of their own party is as barbarous as if they were strangers unto them.”
 

N. The Pharisees were by far the largest sect of Judaism; the majority of Orthodox Jews were Pharisees like Paul and his parents. 

1. Their views on religion focused on the Law of Moses and had become very legalistic by the time of the First Advent.

2. Josephus, who was also a Pharisee, indicates that “The Pharisees are those who are esteemed most skillful in the exact explication of their laws.”

3. Since this group believed that following God meant fastidiously keeping the laws of Moses, they were quite concerned with matters of ceremonial purity and the rules for observing the Sabbath.

4. Their excessive emphasis on the oral traditions, which they traced back to the time of Moses, continually brought them into conflict with Jesus Christ, who denounced them in the most severe of terms.  Matt. 23

VII. Paul, prior to his conversion to Christ.

A. There is some debate to this day about Paul’s exact status in Jerusalem prior to the time of his conversion to Christ.

B. Some have suggested that Paul had become a member of the Great Sanhedrin in Jerusalem, but the evidence is inconclusive.

1. Some have stated that one had to be at least thirty years of age in order to be qualified to join the Sanhedrin; however, there is no extant Jewish writing that documents this.

2. Others have stated that a man must be married in order to sit on the Sanhedrin; again, there is no extant evidence for this requirement either.

3. Thus, some indicate that Paul was married and was over thirty years of age, since he was part of the Sanhedrin (or so they say).

4. The fact that Saul had to gain permission from the High Priest to further his persecutions would suggest that he was not a member of the Sanhedrin.  Acts 9:1-2

5. On the other hand, later in Acts Paul indicates that he cast his vote against them which might suggest that he was a member; however, that has raised more questions than it has answered.  Acts 26:10

a. Some interpreters suggest that his vote could only mean the vote of a judge and that this proves he was a member of the Sanhedrin at the time of the stoning of Stephen.

b. Others suggest that this statement is merely figurative language for his approval of killing the heretics; however, this is not the natural meaning of the words.

C. It is evident from the Acts narrative that Paul was present at the stoning of Stephen, but does not appear to be actively involved.  Acts 7:58

1. From what Luke states at the beginning of the next chapter, there is no doubt that Paul was quite sympathetic to the actions of the Council.  Acts 6:12, 8:1

2. However, there is some question as to whether or not this was a formal action by the court, or an example of mob violence.

3. His actual presence at the stoning of Stephen would tell us little, except for the very direct statement in the next chapter; the verb suneudoke,w (suneudokeo) means to approve of something, agree with, consent to, or sympathize with someone.  Acts 8:1
D. Following this murder, Saul embarks on a systematic attempt to eliminate the newly formed sect of the Nazarene.  Acts 8:3

E. This has led others to speculate that Paul was not a member of the Sanhedrin but was vested with special authority by that body, possibly with the promise of being promoted to the Council as a reward for his work against The Way.

F. Saul’s relationship to the Sanhedrin may never be known, but it is evident that he despised Jesus Christ, hated His teachings and His followers, and did his best to crush the movement started by Jesus of Nazareth.

VIII. The conversion of Saul of Tarsus.  Acts 9:3-20

A. Having obtained the necessary legal documents needed to arrest and extradite believers to Jerusalem, Saul embarked on the trip to Damascus, accompanied by a suitable escort.

B. While the chronology in the early part of Acts is somewhat debated, the consensus among interpreters is that this event occurred in the late spring or early summer of 35 AD.

C. During the journey, and without any warning, Saul suddenly found himself suddenly surrounded by an intense light that was of such a magnitude that it was described as being brighter than the sun.  Acts 26:13

D. In Acts 9:3 and 22:6 it seems as if the light shone around Saul alone; however, Acts 26:13 indicates that it enveloped his companions as well.

E. The intensity of the light that flashed around him was such that his only action was to fall to the ground.

F. In light of other passages, it must be concluded that Jesus Christ appeared to Saul, and that the blinding light was the manifestation of His glory.  Acts 9:27, 26:16; ITim. 6:16 

G. The next instant, Saul hears a voice in the Hebrew dialect asking him why he is persecuting the speaker.  Acts 9:4, 22:7, 26:14

H. Those that were with Saul were aware of the light, as well as the fact that there was a sound; while they may have recognized it as someone speaking, they did not understand the words being spoken.  Acts 9:7, 22:9

I. Saul inquires as to the identity of the speaker and is informed that that it is none other than Jesus the Nazarene.  Act 9:5, 22:8, 26:15

1. The impact of this vision and the words that had been spoken cannot be underestimated; Saul supposed Jesus to be an imposter, cursed by God, and his followers to be blasphemers worthy of death.

2. Suddenly, in a blaze of divine glory, Saul is confronted with the revelation that things were not be as he believed; Saul, the zealous Pharisee, the defender of God and His laws,  now finds out that all his activity was not God’s behalf.

3. One moment he was fearlessly and resolutely pressing on to destroy the cause of Jesus and the next moment he was trembling on the ground before Him.

J. By this point, Saul, who was totally disoriented and confused, meekly asks what it is that he should now do.  Acts 22:10

1. He was instructed by Jesus to continue his trip and go into Damascus where he would receive further instructions as to his future.  Acts 22:10

2. That future was explained in broad terms on the road to Damascus.  Acts 26:16-18

K. The intensity of the light that had struck Saul was such that he was blinded and it was necessary for those who were with him to lead Saul by the hand into Damascus.   Acts 9:8, 22:11

1. Paul was blind for 3 days, a fact that was designed to isolate him with his thoughts.

2. At this point, Saul does not believe that Jesus is the messiah; he is merely convinced that the vision on the road was divine in nature.

L. Saul was obviously well versed in Old Testament writings and over the next three days he would consider the person of Christ in light of the Word of God.

1. During this time of blindness Saul had to consider the fact that Jesus of Nazareth was alive; a fact that was obvious from his own personal experience. 

2. If Jesus was alive, having been vindicated by God via resurrection, and if Christians were associated with this man, Saul’s entire theology and practice would have to be reconsidered.

M. This was clearly an earth-shattering event for Saul; he was so shaken and disturbed by the events on the road into Damascus that the implications of this rocked him to the very foundations of his being; thus, he is unable and unwilling to eat or drink for three days.

N. With these events, and those that followed in the next days, the life of Saul of Tarsus was completely and forever changed.
IX.
The post-conversion life of Paul.

A. Immediately following his dramatic encounter with the risen Christ and his subsequent conversion. Paul relocated to Arabia for an undisclosed period of time.

B. What can be known is that after the initial murder plot in Damascus (Acts 9:23-25) is that Paul left for Arabia (Gal. 1:17), returned to Damascus, and made his initial return to Jerusalem after about three years.  Gal. 1:18; Acts 9:26

C. Upon his return to Jerusalem, he was not accepted by believers but was aided by Barnabas, who convinced them of the reality of his conversion.  Acts 9:26-27

D. How long Paul stayed in Jerusalem is also unknown, but if the note in Galatians deals with the length of his stay, it was about two weeks.  Gal. 1:18

E. Another plot is formed on his life, and the believers in Jerusalem take it upon themselves to get him out of the city, and send him back to Tarsus.  Acts 9:29-30
F. It was likely on this trip back to his home that Paul stopped in Syria and Cilicia (Gal. 1:21-24); the next time Saul is mentioned is in the spring of 43 AD, indicating that he spent some five years working in his native land.  Acts 11:25

G. His life and ministry would continue until the spring of 68 AD, when he would be executed in Rome.

H. He is responsible for writing thirteen epistles that are contained in the New Testament, which may be divided in a number of ways.

I. The chronological order is difficult to establish precisely, but the epistles may be divided into several groups.

1. The first group are the earliest epistles, written during his second journey (summer 51-winter 53 AD); these include I & II Thessalonians and possibly Galatians.  Acts 15:36-18:22

2. The second group were written during the third journey (spring 54-summer 57 AD); these include I & II Corinthians and Romans.  Acts 16:23-18:16

3. The third group are commonly called the Prison Epistles, since they were written during Paul’s first Roman imprisonment (Feb. 60-March 62 AD); these include letters to the Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon.

4. I Timothy and Titus were written during a period of freedom (spring 62—fall 67 AD), when Paul ostensibly realized his dream of taking the Gospel to Spain.  Rom. 15:24 

5. Paul was arrested the second time in the fall of 67 AD, and writes his final letter (II Timothy) to Timothy before his execution in the spring of 68 AD.
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