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Few modern scholars have affected the evolution of the conjoined disciplines of New 
Testament and early Christian studies as profoundly as Adolf Deissmann (1866-1937).  A 
gifted archaeologist, papyrologist, and exegete, his brilliant career—which included lengthy 
professorships at the venerable universities of Heidelberg and Berlin and a number of 
significant excavation projects across the Mediterranean basin1—played a key role in the 
widespread reappraisal of the New Testament in light of its original sociohistorical context, 
rather than the increasingly systematized theology and doctrine which followed in their 
wake.  The Pauline corpus, and the character and motives of its elusive author, were 
particular targets of his academic efforts.  As he so evocatively writes in the opening pages of 
his influential monograph on the subject, “If… we place the man of Tarsus in the sunlight 
of his Anatolian home and in the clear air of the ancient Mediterranean world… what before 
pained our eyes like faint and faded pencil sketches, becomes suddenly plastic, alive with 
light and shade like some mighty relief of ancient date” (p. 4).  Proper appreciation of Paul 
and his writings must begin with his firm location amidst the enticingly exotic yet largely 
alien culture in which he lived, which inevitably leads to the corollary conclusion that, 
contrary to the probable prevailing opinion of Deissmann’s day, he “ought not to be classed 
along with Origen, Thomas Aquinas, and Schleirmacher.”  Indeed, “The theological element 
in him is secondary.  Naïveté in him is stronger than reflection; mysticism stronger than 
dogmatism; Christ means more to him than Christology, God more than the doctrine of 
God” (p. 6).     
 
Following this passionate appeal for a sociohistorically sensitive approach to Paul, 
Deissmann turns to a brief definition and exposition of the relevant source material.  Of 
course, this material includes the various texts of the New Testament—not only the Pauline 
writings themselves, but also the Acts of the Apostles and even the Johannine literature, “in 
which there pulses the warm life-blood of Paul’s devotion to Christ.”  But this standard 
collection is bolstered by a significant quantity of contemporary non-Christian papyri, many 
of which were unearthed in Egypt in the early decades of the twentieth century.  These 
provide critical “testimony to the social environment of Paul” (pg. 7), as they unshutter a 
long-obscured window on the world of the social classes which formed the nucleus of the 
nascent Christian movement.  Furthermore, Deissmann argues that Paul’s own 
correspondence has been as recurrently misunderstood as the man himself; its surviving 
remnants should be understood and analyzed as “letters,” not “epistles.”  A work of the 
former type is “[i]ndividual and personal, only intended for the person or persons addressed, 
[and] it is not destined for publication”; one of the latter “has only the outer form of a letter; 
apart from that it is the opposite of the real letter.  It intends to interest and influence a 
public, or even the public” (pp. 9-10).  Simply put, a letter is inherently “unliterary,” an 
epistle, “literary.”  While ancient examples of the epistle have survived, even in the Christian 
canon (Deissmann cites the Letter of James), the omnipresent, overriding situational 
elements in Paul’s writings exclude them from such an eloquent, formalized genre.  His 
words were penned in response to particular circumstances, from economic and moral 
quandaries in Corinth to disputes over dietary practices in Galatia.  The relative sterility of 
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the lengthy letter to Rome is attributed to Paul’s personal unfamiliarity with that community.  
In sum, “[T]here can be no doubt of the unliterary character of Paul’s letters” (p. 12). 
 
Any student with an elementary grasp of the current state of New Testament research will 
immediately recognize the enduring import of many of Deissmann’s conclusions.  The 
placement of Paul, his writings, and his self-proclaimed mission within the distinctive 
historical, social, cultural, and economic contexts of the first century has become the rule 
rather than the exception.  William Baird rightly places Deissmann’s emphasis upon the 
wider background as a necessary framework for the study of Christian origins at the 
fountainhead of the modern hermeneutical method of sociological interpretation.2  His 
appreciation for and skillful manipulation of the troves of papyri discovered during his 
career led to a dramatically improved understanding of the world of the first Christians, and 
of the koine Greek dialect which they and their neighbors spoke and wrote.  Conversely, his 
identification of John as “the oldest and greatest interpreter of Paul” is somewhat suspect, 
and the contextual evidence to which he so frequently and fervently appeals is too heavily 
weighted towards the Greco-Roman pole of Paul’s presumed cultural and epistemological 
spectrum (a habit common among scholars of this period).  It is also quite possible that his 
romantic portrait of Paul as a simple Anatolian rustic and “unliterary” author does not fully 
appreciate the depth and capacity of his intellect; for example, a number of recent scholars 
have convincingly argued that Paul does effectively employ a number of ancient rhetorical 
conventions in his correspondence.  Many others, moreover, would question Deissmann’s 
acceptance of 2 Thessalonians, 2 Corinthians, Colossians, and Ephesians as legitimately 
Pauline.  In any case, his innovative work must be regarded as a significant step in the 
continuing quest for a viable solution to the riddle that is early Christianity.      
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