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Chapter 11

How Does Paul Read Scripture?
Steve Moyise

Introduction
The aim of this paper is to consider whether there is sufficient evidence for positing an overarching scriptural framework for understanding Paul’s use of scripture. I take it for granted that Paul is an intelligent writer who uses Scripture as one of many rhetorical devices to influence the churches to which he is writing. In that sense, it is both natural and necessary to seek an explanation for Paul’s particular uses of Scripture in the rhetorical function of each letter. However, my question is whether it is also possible to ‘connect the dots’ (as it were) and see a framework behind Paul’s particular uses of Scripture in the various letters. There is thus no need to deny that the particular ‘selection of dots’ visible in any one letter is significantly influenced by its rhetorical function. But it would deny that the contingent circumstances of the letter are a sufficient explanation of Paul’s use of Scripture, in the sense of determining it. The analogy that springs to mind is the way a magnet inevitably draws iron filings into a particular pattern. I do not consider the rhetorical situation of Romans, for example, to be a sufficient explanation for Paul’s choice of around 60 explicit quotations from Israel’s Scriptures, though it is undoubtedly significant.

Crucial to our investigation is clearly the question of how much ‘fit’ will be considered necessary in order for a particular theory to be convincing. In the conclusion to Francis Watson’s Paul and the Hermeneutics of Faith, he suggests that Paul offers a ‘reading’ of Scripture rather than an ‘exegesis’. The latter is obliged to account for everything  (significant)  in  the  text  but a ‘reading’  is  a ‘construal of the whole from a 
A slightly modified version of a paper given at the ‘Paul and Scripture’ seminar of the SBL, Washington 2006. I am grateful for comments expressed by the panel and for email correspondence with Ross Wagner.

particular perspective’.
 In the corresponding footnote, Watson quotes from David Kelsey’s book, The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology, followed by his own comment: 

‘[W]hen a theologian appeals to scripture to help authorize a theological proposal, he [sic] appeals, not just to some aspect of scripture, but to a pattern characteristically exhibited by that aspect of scripture, and in virtue of that pattern, he construes the scripture to which he appeals as some kind of whole’… Kelsey shows that an implicit ‘construal of the whole’ may be reconstructed from a theologian’s actual use of scripture, in relation to which it serves as a kind of hermeneutical framework. There is no reason why this should not apply also to Paul.
 

Of course, had Kelsey not believed this, he would not have been able to write his book, which categorizes theologians like Barth and Bultmann in terms of their overall ‘construal’ of Scripture. Other scholars would be rather more skeptical about capturing the six million words of the Church Dogmatics in a short summary statement. Indeed, Watson acknowledges that a ‘hypothetical objector’ might come to a very different assessment of Paul’s use of Scripture, asserting that:
[In Paul], intense engagements with particular passages are often succinct to the point of obscurity, and there is little attempt to co-ordinate what is said about one passage with what is said about another. In addition (this is still our hypothetical objector speaking), the relevant interpretations are scattered among various letters and are occasioned by a variety of contingent situations. The pieces at our disposal are simply not made to be fitted together: not surprisingly, as they belong to different puzzles. Given the nature of the material, a ‘Pauline reading of the Pentateuch’ will be an artificial construct, no doubt bearing telltale signs of some contemporary theological agenda but telling us little about the real Paul.
 
In this paper, we will look at three different types of scriptural framework that have been thought to underlie particular passages. We will begin with Francis Watson’s ambitious project that a particular ‘construal’ of the Pentateuch explains most, if not all of Paul’s scriptural quotations. For reasons of space, our study will focus on his understanding of Galatians 3 and Romans 1-4. We will then consider the more limited proposal of Ross Wagner that Paul wrote Romans ‘in concert’ with Isaiah, focusing especially on Romans 9-11 (as Wagner does).   Finally,  we  will  look  at  Richard  Hays’  view  that  Paul cites
Hab. 2.4 in Rom. 1.17 in order to evoke its theodicy theme, which in turn contributes to the idea that Romans is primarily about the faithfulness of God and the faithfulness of Jesus. Our question is whether the diversity of these proposals points us towards Watson’s ‘hypothetical objector’ (‘the pieces at our disposal are simply not made to be fitted together’), or whether they offer cumulative evidence for the view that Paul read Scripture through the lens of a scriptural framework or frameworks.
Francis Watson

After 500 pages of erudite exposition and argument, Watson invites us to consider the fact that Paul’s argument in Galatians 3 depends on explicit quotations from Genesis, Leviticus and Deuteronomy, together with a reference to the giving of the law in Exodus. In the body of the book, he has sought to show that these are not isolated proof-texts but represent a ‘broad complex of scriptural material’, to which he now adds the comment that they come from the ‘Torah’s beginning, its middle and its end’.
 Though the order that these references appear in Galatians is Genesis-Deuteronomy-Leviticus-Exodus, Watson claims that it requires only ‘minimal intervention by the interpreter’ to turn this into the canonical order and that this ‘bears no obvious traces of that “contemporary theological agenda” darkly alluded to by our purely fictitious objector.’
 He concludes that Galatians 3 clearly presents itself as an ‘interpretation of the Torah, a construal of the shape and logic of its fivefold form’. 


This is important for Watson for he does not agree with the ‘New Perspective’ attempt to harmonize Lev. 18.5 with Gen. 15.6 and Hab. 2.4. His understanding of Paul’s construal of the law is that the earlier conditional promises were overtaken by the reality of sin and curse. Paul states this quite clearly in his interpretative remark: ὁ δὲ νόμος οὐκ ἔστιν ἐκ πίστεως (‘But the law is not of faith’). This is not an imposition on the text for Paul finds this antithesis in Scripture itself, the latter chapters of Deuteronomy being at odds with the earlier conditional promises. 

 
In Galatians, this antithetical construal is made explicit by closely juxtaposing law (Lev. 18.5) and promise (Gen. 15.6/Hab. 2.4). In Romans 1-4, however, the argument is more complex. According to Watson, Rom. 1.17a is virtually a paraphrase of Hab. 2.4: ‘The one who is righteous (that is, with a righteousness of God, revealed in the gospel) by faith (since this righteousness is received by faith and is intended for faith) will live’.
 The 
theme of ‘righteousness by faith’ will be picked up in Romans 4 when Paul discusses Gen. 15.6 but before that, he pursues an argument designed to demonstrate that ‘no human being will be justified in his sight by works of the law’ (Rom. 3.20). Interestingly, Paul’s evidence for this statement does not come from the law itself but a catena of quotations drawn from the Psalms and Isaiah. In Rom. 3.10-18, Paul or someone before him, has amassed a set of phrases that condemn the wicked, probably understood as gentiles, in contrast to the righteous. By beginning the catena with the universal statement of Ps. 14.1 (‘There is no one who is righteous, not even one’), Watson thinks that these condemnations are subsumed into a universal condemnation, which Paul considers to be the verdict of the law (Rom. 3.19). According to Watson, Paul would have considered the Psalms and Isaiah as commentary on the law and ‘insofar as the later writers are all saying the same thing as Moses, they too articulate the voice of the law’.
 He concludes that the ‘juxtaposition of Habakkuk 2.4 and the catena of Romans 3.10-18 sets up an antithetical hermeneutic in which the voice of the prophet and the voice of the law represent the positive and negative side of the total scriptural testimony to the Pauline gospel’.

 
Can Hab. 2.4 bear this exegetical weight? Watson thinks it can since: (1) Paul returns to it in another programmatic statement, namely, Rom. 3.21-22; and (2) it was also very important to the Qumran pesherist. For the first, Watson regards Rom. 3.21-22 as a gloss on Rom. 1.17 and therefore as further comment on Hab. 2.4: ‘But now apart from law, the righteousness of God has been manifested, attested by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of God through faith of Jesus Christ for all who believe’. The italicized phrases demonstrate the progression in Paul’s argument:

· Apart from law confirms the view that Paul sees in the ‘by faith’ of Habakkuk a corollary, ‘and not by law’. This has been the thrust of Paul’s argument in Romans 3. 

· The undifferentiated ‘it is written’ (Rom. 1.17; 2.24; 3.4,10) now gives way to the law and the prophets. This is a traditional formula for referring to Scripture but Paul probably has a more complex meaning in mind, for it suggests a voice of ‘law’ and a voice of ‘prophecy’. However, Paul can also hear the voice of law in Isaiah and Psalms and so the phrase ‘law and prophets’ not only points to different blocks of material but different voices within Scripture. 

· Not only is the meaning of ‘faith’ interpreted by the gloss, ‘apart from law’, it is now specifically associated with Jesus Christ. Watson resists the recent trend to take this as a subjective genitive and insists that Paul maintains the gap between what he knows and what the prophet knew (specifically, because it was hidden from the prophet).

Secondly, Watson demonstrates the importance of Habakkuk in ‘the Twelve’ and the importance of Hab. 2.4 in the book as a whole. For both Paul and the pesherist, Hab. 2.4 represents the ‘divinely ordained way to salvation with a clarity and brevity virtually unparalleled in the rest of scripture’.
 Watson then mounts an argument that Paul and the pesherist have far more in common than is often recognized, noting, for example, that both see in the faith/faithfulness of Hab. 2.4 the key to opposing the view of the law held by the (apostate) majority. Though they differ in their exposition, they belong to the same ‘intertextual field’. Indeed, Watson can say of the pesherist: ‘At this unique point at the heart of the Book of the Twelve, the Qumran hermeneutic shows itself to be identical to the hermeneutic prescribed and presupposed in the prophetic texts themselves’.

Ross Wagner

We now turn to Ross Wagner’s more limited proposal that Paul wrote Romans ‘in concert’ with Isaiah. Isaiah plays a very limited role in Watson’s proposal but there are more explicit quotations from Isaiah in Romans (approx.18) than any other Old Testament book (Psalms: approx. 13; Genesis: approx. 9; Deuteronomy: approx. 8).  Since half of the letter’s 60 or so quotations occur in Romans 9-11 (an average of one quotation every three verses), that is where Wagner begins his investigation. He concludes that Paul read Isaiah as a three-act play of rebellion, punishment and restoration and ‘locates himself and his fellow believers (Jew and Gentile) in the final act of the story, where heralds go forth with the good news that God has redeemed his people’.
 This involves a two-fold strategy: (1) Paul read prophecies of Israel’s deliverance as prophecies of his own gospel and mission; and (2) Paul read texts that denounce Israel’s idolatry and unfaithfulness as referring to Israel’s current resistance to the gospel. However, this is not simply an imposition on the text for:
[In] claiming that God will be faithful to redeem all Israel, Paul does not lean on the isolated testimony of a few verses from Isaiah. Rather, he taps into a broad and deep stream of thought that is characteristic of Isaiah’s vision – a stream of thought, moreover, that is shared by numerous other prophetic texts and that is kept vigorously alive in later Jewish literature. Paul could probably assume that many of his listeners in Rome would 
be familiar with the broad outlines of this widely-diffused eschatological hope for God’s coming to deliver his people and to establish his reign over the cosmos.
 

The question of whether Paul could assume his readers would know the literary context of all his quotations has been sharply challenged by Christopher Stanley
 but providing we maintain the level of generality implied by this quotation (‘broad outlines of this widely-diffused eschatological hope’), we can go along with it. One can nevertheless imagine at least three potential objections. (1) If the Isaiah framework is so important to Paul, why does he wait until chapter 9 before seriously engaging with it? (2) Are these Christological/ ecclesiological interpretations a plausible reading of Isaiah or are they ‘impositions’ on the text? and (3) Can this Isaiah framework explain Paul’s use of other Scriptures, especially when they are closely coordinated with Isaiah?


For the first point, Isaiah is of course quoted in Rom. 2.24 (‘The name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you’ [Isa. 52.5]) and Rom. 3.15-17 (‘Their feet are swift to shed blood; ruin and misery are in their paths, and the way of peace they have not known’ [Isa. 59.7-8]). Both texts focus on the judgement aspect of Isaiah’s message but it could be argued that Paul is deliberately holding back the message of salvation until he has dealt with other issues. Wagner thinks this is confirmed by the fact that Paul quotes Isa. 52.7 in Rom. 10.15, showing that Paul is fully aware of the contents of Isaiah 52 and is evoking a judgement-salvation pattern. On the other hand, it does appear significant that Paul can spend five chapters outlining his understanding of salvation (Romans 4-8) without explicitly engaging with Isaiah.


The second and third points can be usefully discussed together by looking at Rom. 10.16-21:

But not all have obeyed the good news; for Isaiah says, ‘Lord, who has believed our message?’ So faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes through the word of Christ. But I ask, have they not heard? Indeed they have; for ‘Their voice has gone out to all the earth, and their words to the ends of the world.’ Again I ask, did Israel not understand? First Moses says, ‘I will make you jealous of those who are not a nation; with a foolish nation I will make you angry.’ Then Isaiah is so bold as to say, ‘I have been found by those who did not seek me; I have shown myself to those who did not ask for me.’ But of Israel he says, ‘All day long I have held out my hands to a disobedient and contrary people.’

The double mention of Isaiah is certainly suggestive of Paul’s indebtedness to the great prophet, and the reference to Moses would seem to imply that Paul thinks the Pentateuch is in harmony with it. Wagner says that the aim of this section is to show how ‘God planned to pour out his mercy on Gentiles’
 and the quoted words appear to achieve this. However, there appears to be some ‘imposition’ on the meaning assigned to Deut. 32.21. The text lists a series of punishments (fire, disasters, hunger, pestilence, beasts, sword) that will come upon Israel as judgement for her rebellion in the wilderness. The mention of ‘not a nation’ is included because one of those punishments will be oppression by other peoples; it is hardly a reference to God’s mercy on the poor unfortunate ‘not a nation’. However, according to Wagner, this is to miss the essential point of Deuteronomy 32, which is that ‘the jealous anger of God at Israel’s unfaithfulness arises because of his commitment to Israel’.
 The song begins with statements about God’s faithfulness (v4: ‘A faithful God, without deceit, just and upright is he’) and despite the severity of the judgements, Israel remains ‘his people’, ‘his servants’ (v. 36), ‘his children’ (v. 43). Thus in Paul’s reading of Scripture, ‘the faithfulness of God that triumphs over Israel’s unfaithfulness and at the same time extends to all nations the blessings promised to Israel, encapsulates and brings to fulfilment the essential story, not only of Deuteronomy 32, but of Israel’s Scriptures in their entirety’.
 

Richard Hays

Richard Hays is rightly famous for demonstrating various scriptural patterns behind Paul’s exegesis but we will here focus on his view that Paul cites Hab. 2.4 in Rom. 1.17 in order to evoke its theodicy theme. Hays begins by noting that all of Paul’s key terms in Rom. 1.16-17 echo the language of the LXX. Thus before discussing the function of Hab. 2.4, he notes how such texts as Ps. 98:2-3, Isa. 51.4-5 and 52.10 promise a ‘future universal manifestation of God’s salvation and righteousness’
 that extends to the gentiles. 


This also explains Paul’s otherwise perplexing reference to not being ‘ashamed’. He is not referring to a natural human embarrassment when speaking about religion, as some commentators have suggested. Rather, Paul is echoing the language of the lament psalms and texts such as Isa. 50.7-8:  ‘I know  that  I  shall  not  be put to shame; he who 
vindicates me (ὁ δικαιώσας με) is near’. It is from this background that the quotation of Hab. 2.4 must be understood. Hays notes that most commentators have assumed that Paul is using Hab. 2.4 as a proof-text for his doctrine of ‘justification by faith’ with almost complete disregard for its original setting. But against the background of the texts just mentioned, Hab. 2.4 is now seen as supremely relevant, for it is a locus classicus for the issue of theodicy. Facing the calamity of a Babylonian invasion, Habakkuk cries out, ‘why do you look on the treacherous, and are silent when the wicked swallow those more righteous than they?’ (Hab. 1.13). Demanding an answer from God, he positions himself on a rampart:

I will stand at my watchpost, and station myself on the rampart; I will keep watch to see what he will say to me, and what he will answer concerning my complaint.  Then the LORD answered me and said: Write the vision; make it plain on tablets, so that a runner may read it. For there is still a vision for the appointed time; it speaks of the end, and does not lie. If it seems to tarry, wait for it; it will surely come, it will not delay. Look at the proud! Their spirit is not right in them, but the righteous live by their faith (Hab. 2.1-4).


The answer given by the Hebrew text is for the righteous person to remain faithful to God, despite such difficult circumstances. There is a vision for the end and it is presumably a vision of salvation but it is not for the present. Therefore the righteous person must wait with patience, demonstrating faithfulness or loyalty to God’s promises. The implication, of course, is that God will prove faithful and the LXX has made this more explicit by substituting the third person pronoun for the first person (‘The righteous one shall live by my faithfulness’). By omitting either pronoun, Paul has allowed an ambiguity which, according to Hays, serves his purposes very well:

The ambiguity thus created allows the echoed oracle to serve simultaneously as a warrant for two different claims that Paul has made in his keynote formulation of the gospel: in the gospel God’s own righteousness is revealed; and the gospel is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes. Around these foci Paul plots the ellipse of his argument.
 


Hays recognizes that there is a considerable difference between the context of Habakkuk and the context of Paul’s argument in Romans. Habakkuk is concerned about the ‘military domination of the Chaldeans … over an impotent Israel’, whereas Paul’s concern is the ‘apparent usurpation of Israel’s favored covenant status by congregations of uncircumcised Gentile Christians’.
 In that sense, the echo is ‘off-center’ and thus metaphorical   (a trope).     But   there   is   sufficient   similarity   to   deny   that   Paul  is 
‘circumventing the text’s original referential sense’. Instead, Hays maintains that Paul ‘draws on that sense – indeed, on at least two different traditional readings of it – as a source of symbolic resonance for his affirmation of the justice of God’s ways in the present time’.

Analysis

Paul’s use of Hab. 2.4 is instructive for our topic since he does not quote from any other verse or appear to show any interest in the book itself.
 For Watson, this is because the verse declares the ‘divinely ordained way to salvation with a clarity and brevity unparalleled in the rest of scripture’. Paul sees in its ‘by faith’ the corollary ‘not by law’ and this introduces his major hermeneutical stance toward Scripture. Indeed, it is not even necessary for readers to know that the text comes from Habakkuk. For Hays, however, it triggers a theodicy motif precisely because Habakkuk was a locus classicus for that theme. This is significant for Hays’ understanding of Romans and contributes to his interpretation of πιστίς Ιησοῦ as ‘faith/fulness of Jesus’. Both scholars agree on what they are opposing: those who think Paul is ‘circumventing the text’s original referential sense’ and simply ‘reading in’ their own theological convictions. But they differ significantly on the function of the quotation and the implications for determining Paul’s scriptural hermeneutics.

Wagner has successfully demonstrated the importance of Isaiah in Romans 9-11. Not only does he have statistics on his side (quotations from Isa. 1.9; 8.14; 10.22-23; 27.9; 28.16, 22; 29.10; 52.7; 53.1; 59.20-21; 65.1, 2), his exegesis is by and large convincing. Isaiah does seem to have acted as some sort of ‘guide’ to enable Paul to explain Israel’s current state of unbelief, along with the promise that in the end, ‘all Israel will be saved’ (Rom. 11.26). Whether this constitutes a ‘controlling scriptural framework’ is difficult to say, for Wagner thinks that Paul is drawing on ‘a stream of thought… that is shared by numerous other prophetic texts and that is kept vigorously alive in later Jewish literature’.
 If this is the case, it could be that this ‘stream of thought’, which is essentially the hope that God will ultimately triumph over rebellion, is the ‘controlling framework’ and the quotations from Isaiah (and other texts) are simply a means of illustrating it. 


One factor that could tip the balance is Wagner’s interpretation of Deut. 32.21. Ostensibly, this verse is about judgement (‘They made me jealous ... I will make them jealous’) and  offers  little  grounds  for  hope.   Wagner,  however,  thinks  that  Paul’s 
argument in Rom. 10.16-21 requires continuity between the voice of Moses and the voice of Isaiah and if this is correct, it could constitute evidence that Isaiah is acting as the controlling framework. It should be noted that this is not an argument used by Wagner since he regards the overall message of Deuteronomy 32 as identical to that of Isaiah. Thus the issue of whether a scriptural framework derived from Isaiah is being used to interpret a text from Deuteronomy 32 does not arise. Watson is more complex in that he regards the earlier quotation of Deuteronomy 30 as being at odds with Paul’s gospel (which is why Paul rewrites it) and thus illustrates the antithetical hermeneutic expounded in Romans 1-4. It is only in a particular textual tradition of Deut. 32.43 (‘Rejoice, O Gentiles, with his people’) that Paul finds a message of hope for both Jew and gentile alike. Thus the ‘pattern’ of Deuteronomy 32 is not straightforward: ‘In his office as lawgiver, Moses knows nothing of any such promise. On the other hand, the Moses who speaks in the Song speaks not as lawgiver but as prophet, alongside Isaiah and others.’
 

We began by asking what sort of ‘fit’ would be necessary in order to accept the view that Paul interpreted Scripture via an overarching scriptural framework. In the course of reviewing the work of Watson, Wagner and Hays, we have seen a number of arguments used to support such a view:

1. It was (Well) Known by Others

· Reading Isaiah as a three-act play of rebellion, punishment and restoration was part of an established ‘stream of tradition’ (Wagner).

· Habakkuk was a locus classicus for the theme of theodicy (Hays).

· Hab. 2.4 was also seen by the pesherist as encapsulating the ‘divinely ordained way to salvation’ (Watson).
2. It Explains the Flow of Paul’s Narrative

· Romans 9-11 tells the story of rebellion, punishment and restoration (‘all Israel will be saved’) (Wagner).

· Romans 2-3 is concerned with defending the divine justice (2.11; 3.3-8, 26), which is further expounded in Romans 9-11 (Hays).

· Romans 1-3 aims to show that despite what the law promises, no one will be justified by ‘works of law’ (3.20). The antithesis is made explicit in Romans 10 (Watson).

3. It Explains Paul use of Other Scriptures

· Deuteronomy 32 is quoted in Rom. 10.19, 12.19 and 15.10 (in order) because it shares the same three-act story as Isaiah (Wagner).

· Behind Romans 1-3 are a series of passages (Ps. 98.2-3; Isa. 50.7-8; 51.4-5; 52.10) that promise ‘a future universal manifestation of God’s salvation and righteousness’ that extends to the gentiles (Hays).

· The antithetical hermeneutic becomes explicit in Gal 3.11 where Hab. 2.4 and Lev. 18.5 are juxtaposed, along with Deut. 27.26 (Watson).

For some, this will be sufficient to show that despite their different interpretations, each is witness to the fruitfulness of this approach and thus evidence for Paul’s use of scriptural frameworks. On the other hand, there are problems: (1) if the framework is said to be well known, it is difficult to decide whether it is Scripture or the theme that is influencing Paul; (2) if the framework is not well known, it is difficult to see how Paul’s readers would have been able to deduce it from the particular letter; and (3) if the proposal is highly complex, it is difficult to see how it can operate as a framework. 

For example, Wagner speaks of a three-act play and a common eschatological hope but unless one was an utter pessimist, can it be anything other than rebellion, punishment and restoration? At this level of generality, it is not surprising that it agrees with the pattern of Deuteronomy 32; the majority of biblical writings do. Similarly, if Hab. 2.4 evokes a common theodicy motif, then it is possible (perhaps even likely) that it is the motif that is providing the guiding framework, not the book of Habakkuk (especially as Paul does not seem to be interested in any other verse from the book). 


The second point is particularly aimed at Watson. If Paul’s antithetical reading of the Pentateuch was innovative, could any of Paul’s readers have deduced it from the quotation of Hab. 2.4 in Rom. 1.17 and the catena of Psalms and Isaiah in Rom. 3.10-18? Would it not have been much clearer if Paul had begun with a text from the law or at least constructed the catena from the law? To a lesser extent, even though Wagner does not claim that Romans 1-8 is dominated by the Isaiah framework, it is strange that Paul waits until ch. 9 before drawing attention to it. One might have thought he would want to indicate that the two earlier quotations of Isaiah (52.5 in Rom. 2.24 and 59.7-8 in Rom. 3.15-17) are to be interpreted within an overall framework. Indeed, Hays remarks that the meaning of Isa. 52.5 in Rom. 2.24 can only be deduced from multiple readings of Romans:

The letter’s rhetorical structure lures the reader into expecting Israel’s final condemnation, but the later chapters undercut such an expectation, requiring the reader in
subsequent encounters with the text to understand the Isaiah quotation more deeply in relation to its original prophetic context.


For the third point, I also have Watson’s proposal in mind. There is little doubt that his book contains numerous exegetical insights and his acceptance of complexity in his proposal is refreshing. For example, the antithesis between promise and law is not simply a division between Prophets and Pentateuch, for inasmuch as the prophets are commentators on the law, they can also speak with the voice of law. Indeed, Paul can reject Lev. 18.5 as the voice of truth, while accepting Lev. 19.18 as God’s will for the Christian, despite their proximity in the Pentateuch. Deut. 30.11-14 can only be used by Paul after he has drastically rewritten it but Deut. 32.43 marks a return to the unconditional hope expressed in Gen. 15.6 (but not in the Masoretic Text, which does not mention ‘gentiles’). All of this shows great sensitivity to the material and great subtlety of explanation but does it not also undermine the idea of an overarching scriptural framework? Watson does not see Scripture speaking with one voice but multiple voices, which Paul uses in various ways. Paul is clearly influenced by Scripture and certain patterns within Scripture but I am not convinced that these should be described as ‘frameworks’, at least in the sense of ‘controlling’ or ‘prescribing’ Paul’s interpretations. I am not sure if Richard Hays would still ‘own’ the following quotation, but I have always felt that it captures something of the dynamic of Paul’s use of Scripture:

In short, there is no evidence in the letters that Paul – in contrast to other ancient authors such as Philo – ever sat down with the biblical text and tried to figure out what it might mean by applying an exegetical procedure abstractable from the particular text that he was reading. Rather, he seems to have leaped – in moments of metaphorical insight – to intuitive apprehensions of the meanings of texts without the aid or encumbrance of systematic reflection about his own hermeneutics.


Such ‘intuitive leaps’ could of course include discovering patterns in Scripture or making deductions from such patterns that no one else had previously made. Paul is deeply influenced by Scripture and is not just using it to support views obtained on other grounds. But neither does he appear to be constrained by a scriptural framework, as if we could have predicted that he would rewrite Deut. 30.11-14 or find a message of hope in Deut. 32.43. Perhaps it is a matter of definition. If we think of the human skeleton as a framework, then one could argue that it controls the shape of each person to a remarkable degree.   On the other hand,  detailed  knowledge of a skeleton does not get you very far
in understanding any particular individual. Watson, Wagner and Hays offer convincing evidence that Paul’s use of Scripture is not simply ad hoc but reflects some of the narrative patterns found in Scripture. But there is also an element of freedom that does not sit comfortably with the idea of a controlling framework. Watson’s use of ‘construal’ has much to commend it but further work needs to be done on how a ‘construal’ of the Pentateuch would relate to a ‘construal’ of Isaiah or even whether one could have a ‘construal’ of the Psalms. In the end, of course, it is not the meaning of ‘framework’ or ‘construal’ that is important but what is being communicated by them. My caution would be that we do not lose sight of Paul’s creativity, however much he may have been influenced by scriptural patterns.
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