
numerous narratives of his life (7:58–8:3; 9:1–30; 11:25–30; 12:25–28:31) and 
presents speeches in which he offers brief summaries of his own biography 
(see especially 22:1–21; 26:2–23). The approach of academic scholarship is to 
look first at what Paul says in the letters and then at the material in Acts as a 
secondary and supplemental source (see box 12.1).

Early Years in Judaism

Whenever Paul reflects on his birth and upbringing, he emphasizes his Jewish 
identity (see Rom. 11:1; 2 Cor. 11:22; Gal. 1:13–14; Phil. 3:4–6). In his letters 
he does not tell us when or where he was born, but he does tell us that he was 
circumcised on the eighth day of his life, as was traditional among devout 
Jews. He was born and raised as “a member of the people of Israel,” as “a 
descendant of Abraham,” and more specifically as “a member of the tribe of 
Benjamin.” He is proud to identify himself as “a Hebrew born of Hebrews” 
and, indeed, as a Pharisee. He maintains that he observed the Jewish law in 

Box 12.1

Sources for Studying Paul’s Life and Thought
We have four sources for reconstructing 

Paul’s life and thought:

• seven undisputed letters, acknowl-

edged to have been written by Paul 

(Romans, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, 

Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, 

Philemon)

• six disputed letters, believed by some 

but not by all to have been written by 

Paul (Ephesians, Colossians, 2 Thessalo-

nians, 1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, Titus)

• the book of Acts, much of which was 

written about Paul a couple of de-

cades after his death

• traditions from church history

The Primary Source

The undisputed letters are the most impor-

tant of our sources, for in them we have 

what everyone agrees to be Paul’s own 

statements about his life and thought. Still, 

since these letters are directed to specific 

occasions, we read only about topics that 

needed to be addressed. If the Corinthian 

church had not experienced problems with 

regard to its celebration of the Lord’s Sup-

per (which Paul deals with in 1 Cor. 11), we 

would not know that Paul believed in that 

ritual or had any opinions about it one way 

or the other. Are we ignorant of other mat-

ters simply because no crises arose prompt-

ing Paul to comment on them?

Secondary Sources

The disputed letters can be an additional 

source for learning about Paul, but they are 

used sparingly in academic scholarship for 

the simple reason that whatever claims are 

made on the basis of what is said in these 

letters may not be accepted by those 

scholars who regard the works as pseude-

pigraphic. A similar caution holds for use 

of the book of Acts, since many scholars 

think that Luke’s presentation of Paul in that 

book is colored by his own priorities and 

concerns. Church traditions regarding Paul 

are evaluated on an individual basis: some 

are taken seriously as preserving probable 

facts, while others are dismissed as convey-

ing unverifiable legends.
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