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ELISABETH SCHOSSLER FIORENZA

RHETORICAL SITUATION AND HISTORICAL

RECONSTRUCTION IN 1 CORINTHIANS*

In the past fifteen years or so New Testament scholars have sought to
balance the predominantly historical orientation of biblical studies with
insights and methods derived from literary studies and literary criticism.1

In addition, discussions of hermeneutics2 and pastoral 'application' have
attempted to replace the overall framework of meaning that has been
eroded by the eclipse of biblical theology understood as salvation history.3

Finally, the studies of the social world of early Christianity4 have focused
anew on the social-political situation and economic-cultural conditions of
the New Testament writers and their communities. However, these discus-
sions have not yet led to the formulation of a new integrative paradigms

in biblical interpretation. This paper seeks to contribute to this three-
pronged discussion by utilizing rhetorical criticism for the interpretation
of Paul's first extant letter to the community of Corinth.6 My main goal is
thereby not to add a 'new interpretation' to the many variant readings of
1 Corinthians but to explore the questions, methods, and strategies in-
volved in the interpretation of the letter.

I have chosen rhetorical criticism for such an analysis because it is one
of the oldest forms of literary criticism that explores the particular his-
torical uses of language in specific social political situations.7 Such a choice
seems to be appropriate not only because in antiquity the 'science' of rhet-
oric was practically identical with advanced education and conceived of as
public discourse, but also because the pioneering studies of Paul's rhet-
oric by H. D. Betz8 and W. Wuellner have demonstrated that Paul was
well skilled in formal rhetoric, despite his claim to the contrary in 1 Cor-
inthians. Moreover, discourse theory and reader-response criticism as well
as the insight into the linguisticality and the rhetorical character of all
historiography,9 represent a contemporary revival of ancient rhetorics. In
the introduction to her anthology of Reader-Response Criticism, Jane
Tompkins points out that its view of language as a form of action and
power is similar to that of the Greek rhetoricians.

'Relocating meaning first in the reader's self and then in the interpretive strategies that
constitute it,' the reader-response critics 'assert that meaning is a consequence of being
in a particular situation in the world. The net result of this epistemological revolution

* Main paper presented at the 41st General Meeting of SNTS in Atlanta, Georgia on 13 August,
1986.
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1 CORINTHIANS 387

is to repoliticise literature and literary criticism. When discourse is responsible for
reality and not merely a reflection of it, then whose discourse prevails makes all the
difference.'10

I am not so much concerned in this paper to elaborate the rhetorical
arrangements11 that were employed by Paul in writing the letter to the
Corinthians as to explore its rhetorical functions. While Old Testament
rhetorical criticism as practised by J. Muilenburg and his students12 shares
in the formalism of the New Criticism, I would like to investigate whether
a critical rhetorical interpretation of 1 Corinthians is able not only to say
something about the rhetorical techniques and narrative strategies of Paul's
letter to the community in Corinth, but also something about the actual
rhetorical historical situation to which the letter is addressed.

In my work on the Book of Revelation13 I have proposed that the con-
cept of 'rhetorical situation' developed in rhetorical criticism might help
us to gain access to the historical communicative situation of New Testa-
ment writings. Unlike poetic works, actual speeches, homilies, or letters
are a direct response to a specific, historical-political situation and problem.
As Bitzer points out, they come into existence because of a specific con-
dition or situation which invites utterance. The situation controls the
rhetorical response in the same sense that the question controls the
answer.14 Rhetorical criticism focuses on the persuasive power and literary
strategies of a text which has a communicative function in a concrete his-
torical situation. Rhetorical discourse is generated by a specific condition
or situation inviting a response. In a rhetorical situation, a person is or
feels called to a response that has the possibility to affect the situation.
Whereas the poetic work attempts to create and to organize imaginative
experience, rhetoric seeks to persuade and to motivate people to act
right. Rhetoric seeks to instigate a change of attitudes and motivations,
it strives to persuade, to teach and to engage the hearer/reader by eliciting
reactions, emotions, convictions, and identifications. The evaluative cri-
terion for rhetoric is not aesthetics, but praxis.

According to Bitzer a rhetorical situation is characterized by an actual
or potential exigence which can be completely or partially removed if
discourse, introduced into the situation can so constrain human decision
or action as to bring about a significant modification of the exigence.
In other words, a rhetorical situation is a situation where a person is or
feels called to a response that has the possibility for affecting the situation.
Such a response depends on the argumentative possibilities of the speaker
as well as the possible expectations of her audience. Not only the exigence,
but also these two types of constraints which affect the audience decision
or action and which are imposed on the author constitute a rhetorical
situation. Therefore the key question is not simply: Is the speaker's/
author's understanding of the audience adequate; Does her rhetoric meet
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the expectations of the audience? What is the overriding rhetorical prob-
lem the speaker/writer has to overcome in order to win over the audience
to her point of view? Such a rhetorical problem is usually mentioned in
the beginning of the discourse, and it may colour the whole speech. In
short, in the rhetorical act speakers/writers seek to convey an image of
themselves as well as to define the rhetorical problem and situation in
such a way that both 'fit' to each other so that the audience/reader will
be moved to their standpoint by participating in their construction of the
world.1S

How then can we utilize rhetorical criticism in order to read a historical
text in such a way that we move from the 'world of the text' of Paul to
the actual world of the Corinthian community?16 In order to do so I
would argue that rhetorical criticism needs to distinguish not only be-
tween poetic and rhetorical texts, but also between at least three levels of
communication. Rhetorical criticism must distinguish between the his-
torical argumentative situation, the implied or inscribed rhetorical situ-
ation as well as the rhetorical situation of contemporary interpretations
which works with the canonical collection and reception of Paul's letters.

I therefore propose that a rhetorical critical analysis has to move through
four stages: It begins - as I have sketched above - by identifying the rhet-
orical interests and models of contemporary interpretation; then moves to
delineate the rhetorical arrangement, interests, and modifications intro-
duced by the author in order to elucidate and establish in a third step the
rhetorical situation of the letter. Finally, it seeks to reconstruct the com-
mon historical situation and symbolic universe of the writer/speaker and
the recipients/audience. True, such a rhetorical reconstruction of the
social-historical situation is still narrative-laden and can only be consti-
tuted as a 'sub-text' to Paul's text. Yet this 'sub-text' is not simply the
story of Paul; it is, rather, the story of the Corinthian church to which
Paul's rhetoric is to be understood as an active response.17 Therefore, it
becomes necessary to assess critically Paul's theological rhetoric in terms
of its function for early Christian self-understanding and community. The
nature of rhetoric as political discourse necessitates critical assessment and
theological evaluation.18

In the following I would like to utilize these four levels of rhetorical
critical analysis for the interpretation of 1 Corinthians:

First, Reader-response criticism distinguishes between the actual writer/
reader and the implied writer/reader. The implied writer/reader encom-
passes the contemporary interpreter who in the process of reading con-
structs the inscribed author and reader. Reader-response criticism has
developed the notion of implied author and implied reader that can help
us to elucidate Paul's rhetorical intention as it is constructed in the act of
reading/interpretation today (reception hermeneutics19).
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Second, the rhetorical arrangement or disposition of 1 Corinthians not
only embodies the rhetorical strategies which Paul employs for persuading
the Corinthian community to act according to his instructions, but also
indicates the intended or implicit audience of the letter.

Third, the 'rhetorical situation' is constituted by the rhetorical occasion
or exigency to which 1 Corinthians can be understood as a 'fitting' response
as well as by the rhetorical problem Paul had to overcome. Attention to
both can help us to avoid reconstructing the historical situation of the
Corinthian community simply as the story of Paul.

Fourth, since rhetoric also can be used negatively as propaganda or
crafty calculation, ethical evaluation of the speaker and moral judgment
of the rhetorical discourse in a concrete political situation is an essential
part of philosophical discussions in ancient rhetoric. New Testament rhet-
orical criticism, therefore, cannot limit itself to a formalistic analysis of
1 Corinthians, nor to an elucidation of its historical-social context; rather
it must develop a responsible ethical and evaluative theological criticism.

First: Contemporary Interpretations:
In The Rhetoric of Fiction, W. Booth has distinguished between the

actual author/reader and the implied author/reader. The implied author is
not the real author, but rather the image or picture which the reader will
construct gradually in the process of reading the work. 'The actual reader
is involved in apprehending and building up the picture of the implied
author (and implied reader); but in doing this the reader is assuming the
role dictated by the author.'20 In other words, in the process of reading
1 Corinthians the interpreter follows the directives of the implied author,
who is not identical with the 'real' Paul, as to how to understand the
community of Corinth. That interpreters follow the directives of the
implied author to understand the Corinthian Christians as 'other' of
Paul or as 'opponents' becomes obvious in all those interpretations that
characterize the Corinthians as foolish, immature, arrogant, divisive,
individualistic, unrealistic illusionists, libertine enthusiasts, or boasting
spiritualists who misunderstood the preaching of Paul in terms of 'realized
eschatology'.

Since many things are presupposed, left out, or unexplained in a speech/
letter, the audience must in the process of reading 'supply' the missing
information in line with the rhetorical directives of the speaker/writer.
Historical critical scholars seek to 'supply' such information generally in
terms of the history of religions, including Judaism, while preachers and
bible-readers usually do so in terms of contemporary values, life, and psy-
chology. Scholarship on 1 Corinthians tends to 'supply' such information
about Paul's 'opponents'21 either with reference to the symbolic universe
of contemporary Judaism, of pagan religion, especially the mystery cults,
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philosophical schools, Hellenistic Judaism, or developing Gnosticism. The
studies of the social setting or 'social world' of Pauline Christianity in
turn, do not utilize ideological, doctrinal models of interpretation, but
supply the missing information in terms of 'social data' gleaned from the
Pauline corpus, Acts, and other ancient sources, which in turn, are organ-
ized in terms of sociological or anthropological models.

As diverse as these interpretations and their implications for the under-
standing of the community in Corinth are, they all follow Paul's dualistic
rhetorical strategy without questioning or evaluating it. In short, a cur-
sory look at scholarship on 1 Corinthians indicates that Paul is a skilled
rhetorician, who, throughout the centuries, has reached his goal of per-
suading his audience that he is right and the 'others' are wrong. The differ-
ence in interpretations is more a difference in degree than a difference in
interpretational model. It depends on which directions encoded in the
letter exegetes choose to amplify historically and theologically. Moreover,
insofar as New Testament scholars read 1 Corinthians as a 'canonical text',
we often uncritically accept the implied author's claims to apostolic auth-
ority as historically valid and effective. However, we must ask whether the
interpretation of 1 Corinthians would have developed different heuristic
models if, for example, Paul was believed to be a Valentinian gnostic or a
Jewish rabbi writing against Christians.22 In other words, does Paul's power
of persuasion rest on his presumed authority or did it have the same effect
in the historical situation in which such canonical authority can not be
presupposed?23

Second: The Rhetorical Arrangement of 1 Corinthians:
At first glance, the rhetorical strategies and situation of 1 Corinthians

seem to be obvious. The Corinthians had written to Paul about certain
issues and 1 Corinthians is a response to their inquiries or declarations.
The letter form is a 'fitting response' to the Corinthian correspondence.
If that is the case, however, it must be explained why Paul's first reference
to their correspondence is in chapter 7 and not in the beginning of the
letter. If this ordering is an intended part of the rhetorical dispositio,
then one must ask whether this indicates a different argumentative situ-
ation, since the rhetorical problem is usually articulated in the beginning
of the discourse? In order to explore this question it becomes necessary
to discuss the rhetorical genre of 1 Corinthians.

Ancient rhetoric distinguishes between 'three types of oratory, the
deliberative, the forensic, and the epideictic, which . . . corresponded
respectively to an audience engaged in deliberating, an audience engaged
in judging, an audience that is merely enjoying the orator's unfolding argu-
ment without having to reach a conclusion on the matter in question'.24

Forensic or judicial rhetoric has its 'Sitz im Leben' in the courtroom. It
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seeks to accuse or to defend and to persuade the audience as the judge
of its own assessment of the past. Deliberative rhetoric is at home in the
forum and it seeks to convince and move the audience to make the right
decision for the future, whereas epideictic or demonstrative rhetoric is
exercised in the marketplace or amphitheatre, where the audience as
spectators judge the oratory of the speaker in order to award praise or
blame.

An exploration of rhetorical genre and its function can thus contribute
to an understanding of the rhetorical situation insofar as arrangement and
style reveal the speaker's perception of the audience and the ways chosen
to influence it. Thus the audience is a construction of the speaker, but in
a real life situation, as in the case of 1 Corinthians, care must be taken to
form a concept of the audience as close as possible to reality if the speaker/
writer wants to have any effect or influence on the actions of the hearers/
readers.

1. In his article on 'Greek Rhetoric and Pauline Argumentation', W.Wuell-
ner has argued that 1 Corinthians represents epideictic or demonstrative
discourse.25 He thereby relies on the work of Perelman, The New Rhetoric,
that seeks to redefine the genus demonstrativum or epideictic genre. In
antiquity, according to Lausberg, demonstrative rhetoric was, in distinction
to forensic and deliberative rhetoric, not so much concerned with the con-
tent or topic of the discourse, as with the art of presentation or the rhet-
orical skills and eloquence which speakers exhibited at festivals and in the
amphitheatre. Its primary function was the praise in celebration of a per-
son, community, or action.26 Perelman seeks to redefine the genus demon-
strativum not so much with reference to the speaker's performance, but
rather with respect to the audience and its values.27 Epideictic discourse,
he argues, 'sets out to increase the intensity of the audience's adherence to
certain values which might not be contested when considered on their
own but may nevertheless not prevail against other values that might come
into conflict with them. In epideictic oratory the speaker turns educator.'28

Such discourse is less directed toward changing or modifying beliefs than
toward strengthening the adherence to what is already accepted. It seeks
to reinforce the sense of communio between the speaker and the audience
by utilizing every means available to the orator.

Wuellner examines the phenomenon of Pauline digressions in 1 Corin-
thians in order to show that they are not careless style but rather examples
of Paul's rhetorical skill for, in classical rhetoric, digressions are introduced
for the purpose of elucidating the issue at hand. He identifies three major
digressions: 1. 19-3. 21; 9. 1-10. 13; and 13. 1-13. These digressions
function affectively to intensify adherence. They belong to three argu-
mentative units: 1. 1-6. 11; 6. 12-11. l;and 11. 2-14. 40. He concludes:
'The appeals to the audience to imitate the speaker . . . are an example, a
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paradigm, of the values lauded, with Paul seeking adherence to these values
on the one hand, and on the other hand to strengthen disposition toward
action.'29 He therefore rejects the thesis of Nils Dahl, who on the basis of
a contentual but not formal analysis had argued that chapters 1-4 are best
understood as an apologia because in these chapters Paul seeks to 'reestab-
lish his apostolic authority as the founder and spiritual father of the whole
church in Corinth'.30

2. However, Dahl's rhetorical understanding of chs. 1-4 as Pauline apol-
ogy has received support from recent formal studies of Paul's rhetoric. In
his dissertation, Briefformularund rhetorische Disposition im 1. Korinther-
brief, Michael Bunker has analyzed 1 Cor 1. 10-4. 21 and 1 Cor 15 in
terms of epistolary form and rhetorical arrangement. He shows that both
sections have the rhetorical structure of forensic or judicial discourse.
Although Paul claims that he did not speak in Corinth with 'lofty words
of wisdom', his distinction between iv neudol oo<t>ia<; and ev amobei^ei
TrvevnaTO<; indicates that he knew the rhetorical distinction between ora-
tory as mere persuasion and speech as a process of forming one's opinion
on the basis of arguments and proofs.31

Moreover, Bunker argues that, according to rhetorical conventions,
Paul's arrangement and disposition is artful and well planned, but not
obvious. This is the case especially in those sections in which Paul could
not count on the agreement of the audience but rather expected attacks
and counter arguments. Bunker, therefore, concludes that while Paul for-
mally addresses the whole community in Corinth, in reality he is arguing
with those few Corinthian Christians who are well educated and of high
status. His rhetorical location of the implicit or intended reader thus con-
firms Theissen's social identification of the troublemakers in Corinth who
have caused divisions and conflicts by competing with each other for the
approval of different apostolic authorities.32 Bunker's results, however,
speak against Wuellner's thesis that Paul did not choose the epideictic
genre in order to change the beliefs of the audience but rather in order to
strengthen the Corinthians' adherence to values and beliefs which, although
already accepted by many, were still contested by some.

In my opinion, Bunker's argument, however, also has several weaknesses:
He discusses the rhetorical disposition of chapters 1-4 and 15 only and
not the rhetorical genre of the whole letter. Furthermore, his delineation
of the intended or implicit audience is derived from considerations of gen-
eral rhetorical practices which can be used in all kinds of rhetorical dis-
course. Finally, the ending of 1 Corinthians, where Paul appeals to the
Corinthians to acknowledge and accept the leadership of Stephanas and
his co-workers, speaks against an identification of the intended audience
whom Paul wishes to compel to act with those who cause the difficulties
in the community. Since Stephanas is clearly one of the better situated
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and educated members of the community, and since he belongs to those
who are loyal to Paul, we have to conclude, to the contrary, that Paul
relies on such persons for implementing his directives. Consequently, if
Paul does not argue against, but rather appeals to the social status group
of Stephanas as the intended or the implicit readers, the overall genre of
1 Corinthians is not judicial or forensic. Rather, it appears that the genre
of 1 Corinthians is best understood as 'largely deliberative although it con-
tains some judicial passages . . .'33

3. The disposition or arrangement of deliberative rhetoric is closely
related to that of the forensic genre. It consists basically of three sections:
The exordium intends to secure the goodwill of the audience and states
the desired goal of the speech. In the main body or proofs the argument
is advanced with reference to what is honourable, useful, and possible
by appeal to ethos as a reflection of one's own good character (Paul's
example), to pathos as a stirring appeal to the heart and the emotions,
and to logos, that is, to reasoned argument. The peroration restates with
all possible force factors that are alluded to in the exordium and adduced
or developed in the proofs.34

The major goal of deliberative rhetoric is to persuade the audience to
take action for the future and that this action is in its best interest. This
goal is expressed in 1 Cor 1.10 where Paul appeals to the Corinthians that
they should all agree without dissensions and be united in the same mind
and the same opinion.35 It is also articulated in the peroration 16. 15-18,
where Paul urges the Corinthians to subject themselves and to give recog-
nition to such persons as Stephanas and every co-worker.36 Bunker is thus
correct in his suggestion that the inscribed or intended audience which is
asked to decide the issues under discussion is composed of those who have
either social or missionary status or both. The major issues which need to
be settled are discussed in the main body of the letter: marriage and sexu-
ality (chapters 5-7);37 meat sacrificed to idols (8. 1-11. I);38 worship
(11. 2-14. 40);39 resurrection (15. 12-37);40 and the collection for the
saints (16. 1-4). In order to show that this delineation of 1 Cor as deliber-
ative rhetoric is plausible, we have to see whether it can be construed as a
'fitting' response to the rhetorical situation.

Third: Rhetorical Situation:
At first glance the rhetorical situation of 1 Cor seems to support the

understanding of the letter as epideictic rhetoric. The Corinthians had
written to Paul about certain issues and 1 Cor is a response to their request
for advice and answers. If that were the case, however, it must be explained
why Paul does not in the beginning but only in chapter 7 refer to the Cor-
inthian letter. This observation suggests a different argumentative genre
and situation. As we have seen the 'rhetorical situation', is constituted by
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the rhetorical occasion or exigency to which 1 Cor can be understood as a
'fitting' response as well as by the rhetorical problem Paul had to over-
come. Attention to both can help us to avoid reconstructing the historical
situation of the Corinthian community simply as the story of Paul. There-
fore it is necessary to define the argumentative situation in terms of the
exigence and rhetorical problem articulated in the beginning of 1 Cor.

The basic issue of the case is usually discussed in the beginning of the
discourse, but it needs to be restated also during the discourse. This seems
to bethecasein chapters 1. 11-4. 21; 9; 15. l-12;and 16. 5-12. In 1 Cor-
inthians stasis seems to be understood best as status translations that is
given when the speaker's/writer's auctoritas or jurisdiction to address or
settle the issue at hand is in doubt and needs to be established.41

'Those of Chloe' in 1. 11 function as interlocutors who articulate such
doubt as to the qualifications of Paul to settle the issues about which the
Corinthians have written. It is generally assumed that Stephanas delivered
the formal written questions or statements of the community,42 whereas
'those of Chloe' supplied the oral information, hearsay, and gossip to
which Paul refers. Scholars such as J. Hurd, N. Dahl, or G. Theissen who
seek to reconstruct the social-historical situation in Corinth from the
information of the letter and not through outside influence also make this
distinction. For example, Dahl assumes that the official delegation of the
church in Corinth headed by Stephanas 'had not gossiped'43 whereas the
people of Chloe had supplied the oral information referred to by Paul in
1. 10-5. 8;5. 13b-6. 11; and 11. 17-34.44G. Theissen, on the other hand,
argues that the 'people of Chloe' who provided the information on party-
strife were slaves who looked at the problems in Corinth from 'below'
whereas the letter which did not mention that problem was probably
written by people who possessed some degree of culture and, therefore,
by some of the more prominent members of the community.45 He con-
cludes from this that Paul adopts the view 'from below' and argues against
the upper class members who were responsible for the divisions in the
church. However, we have no indication that Stephanas was the carrier of
the letter sent by the Corinthians. It appears that he arrived later and gave
Paul a more positive view of the situation at Corinth so that Paul could
rely on him to present his response to the community and to see to it that
his instructions were followed, for the community is told to subordinate
itself to Stephanas and his co-workers.

'Those of Chloe' are usually understood to be either slaves or family
members of the household of Chloe, a woman who might or might not
have been a Christian. This prevalent interpretation overlooks however
that here the Greek grammatical form (article with genitivus possessivus)
is the same as the expression used for characterizing the followers of Paul,
Apollos, Cephas, and Christ. It also overlooks that Paul uses a different

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002868850001434X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002868850001434X


1 CORINTHIANS 395

grammatical expression (TOVS etc TCOV withgen.poss.), for instance, in Rom
16. 10 and 11, where he greets the members of the households of Aristo-
bulos and of Narkissos.46 It seems likely that the expression 'those of
Chloe' means 'the people or followers of Chloe' in Corinth; therefore,
I would suggest they were the official messengers of the community. They
not only supplied Paul with oral background information but they also
presented the written communication of the community to him. Chloe's
status in the community of Corinth was probably similar to that of Stepha-
nas even though she and her followers did not belong to the converts of
Paul because they obviously were not baptized by him. However, her
social status and that of her followers is not clear.47

If the delegation travelled under the name of a woman, women must
have had influence and leadership in the Corinthian church not only in
worship meetings but also in everyday life and the decision-making pro-
cesses of the community. Against this assumption one cannot argue that
Paul uses only 'brothers' to address the members of the community, for
androcentric language functioned in antiquity just as today as generic,
inclusive language.48 Furthermore, this reading would explain the crucial
place women are given in the discussion of marriage in chapter 7,49 and
especially, in the ring-composition of chapters 11. 2-14. 40, a section
beginning and ending with a discussion of women's role.50

In this section persuasive argument breaks down and is replaced with
strong appeals to authority. After a captatio benevolentiae in 11.2 that
the Corinthians have observed the traditions which Paul preached to them,
Paul in vs. 3 emphatically ('but I want you to know') introduces a peculiar
theological patriarchal chain: God-Christ-man-woman [the head or source
of every man is Christ, the head of woman is man and the head of Christ is
God] which is re-stated in vs. 7 as 'man is the image and glory of God but
woman is the glory of man'. The argument in 11. 2-16 is so convoluted
that we can no longer say with certainty what kind of custom or style Paul
advocates for women prophets and liturgists. It is clear, however, that he
does so because he wants them to know that the head or source of woman
is man just as the head or source of Christ is God.51

Just as 11.2-16 ends with an authoritative assertion of the will of Paul,
so does the argumentation in chapter 14 which demands silence, order,
and subordination from speakers in tongues, interpreters of pneumatic
speech, and prophets as well as from women or wives who participated in
public discourse. 'What, did the word of God originate with you . . . If
anyone believes that he or she is a prophet, or spiritual, he or she should
acknowledge that what I am writing to you is a command of the Lord. If
anyone does not recognize this, he or she is not recognized.'52 Did Paul
fear that some of the Corinthian women prophets would not acknowledge
what he is writing? Why does he need to appeal to a command of the Lord
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which is not known from anywhere else? Finally, it is interesting to note
that in the final greetings of Corinthians only is Prisca mentioned after
Aquila, a change which corresponds to patriarchal custom.

If, as I have argued, a reconstruction of the argumentative situation
cannot assume without discussion that only oral information was com-
municated by Chloe and, conversely, can also not demonstrate that the
written information was entrusted to Stephanas as the head of the 'official
delegation', then the question must be raised anew: What was the rhetori-
cal situation to which Paul's letter can be construed as a 'fitting response'?
Although the literature extensively debates whether there were four, three,
or only two factions in Corinth,53 it usually overlooks that the information
of Chloe's followers about eptdeq (PI.) that is, that debates, discussions, or
competing claims among them are reinterpreted by Paul (Xeyco 6e TOVTO)

as party-strife. It is Paul, and not the Corinthians, who understands their
debates as party or school divisions.

Whereas Hurd has insisted that the Corinthians have not challenged
Paul's authority as an apostle,54 Dahl has argued that Paul had to estab-
lish himself as the apostle of the whole church. He construes the following
situation: The quarrels in Corinth were the result of the Corinthians' de-
bate about whom to consult for answers to some of their questions. Some
might have suggested Cephas, because he was the foremost among the
twelve, whereas Paul's credentials were questionable; others might have
voted for Apollos who, in contrast to Paul, was a wise and powerful
teacher; many might have argued that they did not need to consult any-
one since as a spirit-filled people, they were mature and competent enough
to decide for themselves. Since the letter was sent to Paul, those like Ste-
phanas who thought that Paul was their best choice must have won out.
While the official delegates, Dahl argues, represented the Corinthians as
loyal to Paul, the people of Chloe informed him of the quarrels and latent
objections which broke into the open after the delegation had left. 'As a
consequence, Paul had to envisage the possibility that his letter containing
his reply might easily make a bad situation worse. Quarrel and strife might
develop into real divisions of the church, if his recommendations were
enthusiastically received by one group and rejected by others.'55

However, Paul's rhetoric of biting irony, and his attempt to shame, be-
little, and undermine the Corinthian self-understanding is hardly designed
to lessen tensions and to prevent divisions. Rather, just as in chapter 15,
so also here the combative style of this section introduces dualistic cat-
egories and antagonistic alternatives.56 Moreover, Hurd has observed that
Paul's attitude towards the Corinthian community 'contained a substantial
measure of veiled hostility'.57 While I agree with Dahl that the rhetoric of
1 Corinthians clearly intends to establish 'the authority of Paul as the
founder and father of the entire church at Corinth', I would argue that
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it does not re-establish, but introduces such unique authority claims. In
other words, Paul does not defend his authority as an apostle among other
apostles but rather, argues for his authority as the sole founder and father
of the Corinthian community.

Paul establishes a line of authority God, Christ, Paul, Apollos, Timothy,
Stephanas, and other local co-workers to which the Corinthians should
subordinate themselves because they are 'Christ's'. Paul understands him-
self not only as Christ's steward and administrator, but he can also say
that 'in Christ he has begotten them through the gospel' (4. 15). Moreover,
the Corinthians do not only owe their Christian existence to Paul's gener-
ative action but they also are seen as passive objects (field, temple) of his
missionary activity that establishes his unique authority. This hierarchy of
authority which extends from God down to the community seems to be
paralleled by the one established in 11. 2: God-Christ-man-woman. Just as
the community is admonished to 'subordinate' itself, so women/wives are
not allowed to speak in the ekklesia but must subordinate themselves. In
1 Corinthians Paul introduces the vertical line of patriarchal subordination
not only into the social relationships of the ekklesia, but into its symbolic
universe as well by arrogating the authority of God, the 'father', for him-
self. He does so in order to claim for his interpretation of divine power the
authority of the singular father and founder of the community. He thereby
seeks to change the understanding of persuasive-consensual authority based
on pneumatic competence accessible to all into that of compulsory auth-
ority based on the symbolization of ultimate patri-archal power. It is Paul
who introduces into the early Christian special missionary movement
'Christian patriarchalism which receives its coloration from the warmth
of the ideal of love'.58

Fourth: Historical Reconstruction and Theological Assessment:
The rhetorical situation to which 1 Corinthians can be understood as a

'fitting' response might then be conceived as follows: The Corinthians had
debates and discussions as to how their new self-understanding expressed
in the pre-Pauline baptismal formula in Gal 3. 28 could and should be
realized in the midst of a society rooted in the patriarchal status divisions
between Greeks and Jews, slave and free, men and women, rich and poor,
wise and uneducated. Especially, the notion 'no longer male and female',
that is, patriarchal marriage is no longer constitutive for the new creation
in the Spirit, presented difficult practical problems in everyday life and
might have raised questions such as: Did baptism abolish all previous mar-
riage relationships; could one, especially a woman, remain marriage-free
even though this was against the law; if one remained married to a pagan,
what about the children; did it mean that one could live together without
being married; did it imply that one should live as a celibate and abstain
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from all sexual intercourse; was marriage only a legal, but not also a
religious affair; did women just like men have control over their own body
and life?

In this situation of competing interpretations and practices of what it
meant to realize the 'new life' in Christ the Corinthian community decided
to write to different missionaries for their advice since some of their dif-
fering interpretations most likely originated in different theological em-
phases of these missionaries and their preaching. Thus, the Corinthians
and not Paul understood God's power of salvation in the sense that John
Schtitz has described as Paul's own understanding of power. 'Power is not
a personal attribute because power is essentially an historical force. The
central role of the gospel as an interpretation of this power stems from the
fact that all Christians have access to power through the gospel. The apostle
may preach the gospel, he may thereby make power available but he does
not himself provide it or control it.'S9

Given this understanding, the consultation of missionaries did not mean
that the community would accept and obey such advice without critical
evaluation and judgment in terms of their own pneumatic self-understand-
ing. Moreover, among those asked, Paul could have appeared - at least
to some - as the least qualified in terms of pneumatic competence: he
preaches on the elementary level and, as for actual pastoral experience, he
hasn't shown up for a long time and does not live a lifestyle appropriate
to an apostle. Paul must somehow have learned that some of the Corin-
thians held his pneumatic as well as his practical competence in low esteem.
In order to secure their acceptance of this interpretation he had to argue
why they should follow his instructions and not those of others if these
turned out to be different from his own.

If Paul had only to assert that he shared access to divine power for
building up the community with the Corinthians and other apostles we
could understand 1 Cor 1-4 as an apology for his apostleship and spirit-
filled status. Yet, Paul asserts more than this when he presents himself not
only as the father of the community who in analogy to God, the Father,
has begotten or brought forth the community in Christ through the gos-
pel, but also as the one who has the power to command and to punish,60

although he ostentatively chooses persuasion and love. Therefore, when-
ever, as in 1 Cor 11. 1-16 or 1 Cor 14. 33b-40, appeals and arguments
break down, he resorts to commands and claims the authority of Christ
and that of other churches. His rhetoric does not aim at fostering inde-
pendence, freedom, and consensus, but stresses dependence on his model,
order and decency,61 as well as subordination and silence. His theological
reasoning and skilful rhetorical argument demonstrate, however, that the
rhetorical situation required persuasion but did not admit of explicitly
coercive authority.62 Whom did Paul seek to persuade to accept his
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interpretation as 'authoritative'? Following the lead of Theissen, Bunker
has argued, as we have seen, on grounds of a formal rhetorical analysis that
the intended or inscribed audience against whom Paul argues are the few
members of the community of high social status and considerable edu-
cation who have caused the party-strife in Corinth. However, this claim
that the intended readers are those who have caused the problems in
Corinth can be maintained only if 1 Corinthians is classified as forensic
or judicial discourse. In deliberative discourse the author does not seek to
pass judgment but to appeal to the audience so that they will make the
right decision for the future just as an orator appeals to the ekklesia, i.e.
the voting assembly of freeborn men, to make the right political decisions
for the common good of the polis. If my assessment of 1 Corinthians
as deliberative discourse is correct, then Paul appeals to those who, like
himself, were of higher social and educational status. They should make
the ecclesial decisions which are, in his opinion, necessary in Corinth. His
emphatic recommendation of Stephanas speaks for this understanding.
His 'veiled hostility' and appeal to authority in the so-called women's
passages indicates, however, that he does not include women of high social
and educational status in this appeal.

One could object to my thesis that Paul appeals to the well-to-do and
knowledgeable male members of the community by pointing to 1 Cor 1.
26-29, where he reminds the Corinthian community that not many of
them - when called - were wise, powerful, and highborn according to
worldly standards. Rather, God has chosen what is foolish, weak, low,
despised, even what is nothing in the world.63 This objection is not valid,
however, because Paul does not say here that God has chosen the foolish,
low, weak and despised in order to make them wise, powerful, strong, and
esteemed, a theology which the baptismal self-understanding of the Chris-
tians in Corinth seems to have asserted. Paul himself confirms this theologi-
cal self-understanding of the Corinthian community in the proem in which
he gives thanks that in Christ Jesus the Corinthians were made rich in every-
thing, in all speech and in all knowledge, lacking in nothing. The whole
letter documents this baptismal self-understanding of the many who were
nothing in the eyes of the world before their call, but who now have free-
dom, knowledge, wisdom, riches, and power over their own bodies and
life in their new kinship-community.

This pattern of reversal - the old life is contrasted with the new, weakness
with power, foolishness with wisdom - also shapes Paul's own theological
pattern of cross and resurrection. But, he asserts it over against the bap-
tismal self-understanding of the Corinthians for whom being in Christ,
that is, in the church, meant living the 'new creation' here and now. Paul
also contrasts his former life with his new life in Christ, but he sees this
new life as suffering, hardships, and cross, the marks of his apostleship for
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which he will be recompensed in the future. This different emphasis in
theological interpretation must be rooted in Paul's own experience. If, as
Hock and Bunker have argued, Paul himself was of relatively high social
and educational status,64 then his experience of becoming a follower of
Jesus Christ was quite different from that of the majority of the Corin-
thians. While for them their call meant freedom and new possibilities not
open to them as poor, slave and even freeborn women in 'the eyes of the
world', for Paul and those of equal social status, their call implied relin-
quishment of authority and status, it entailed hardship, powerlessness,
and foolishness 'in the eyes of the world'.
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