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The Passion of Christ in the Letters of Paul

Jouette Bassler

The passion narrative—a recounting of events leading up to and
culminating in Jesus’ crucifixion—does not appear in any of Paul’s
letters. It is, of course, beyond question that Paul relayed some version
of this story to the churches he founded, and indeed echoes of it, some
faint and some clear, appear throughout his letters. More important,
however, than teasing out the content and nuance of the passion
narrative that Paul received and passed on to his churches, is the task
of exploring how Paul used this material. His letters were instruments
of persuasion, and the climax of the passion narrative, Jesus’ death,
was at the heart of the arguments Paul presented to his sometimes
suffering, sometimes rebellious, sometimes puzzled churches. Indeed,
the death of Jesus was the primary lens through which Paul
interpreted the events that were roiling his congregations, and as
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Paul used Jesus’ death to illuminate these events, he developed very
distinctive interpretations of the theological and ethical implications
of the passion. In what follows I will explore the letters one by one,
in the sequence in which Paul probably wrote them, in order to let
the distinctive role of the death of Jesus in the argument of each letter
emerge.1

1 Thessalonians

First Thessalonians is the earliest letter in the Pauline canon, written
about the year 51 c.e. It is striking, especially in light of the pattern
in subsequent letters, how little Jesus’ death figures in Paul’s rhetoric.
This can be explained, however, by the nature of the problems
Paul was addressing. After establishing a church in this city, Paul
was apparently forced to leave rather abruptly because of intense
persecution (1 Thess. 2:17–3:5). The believers, left on their own in a
very hostile environment, were anxious over Paul’s departure. They
had also been persuaded (perhaps by Paul) that Jesus would quickly
return from heaven to gather them up into the safety and glory of
heaven and were unprepared when some members died before the
Parousia (4:13-18).

In his message of comfort to this church, Paul draws on those
aspects of the passion narrative that will address their concerns. He
first emphasizes the persecution of Jesus, for that established the
destiny of his followers, whose own current endurance under
persecution was in turn a model and inspiration for others (1:6-7;
2:14; 3:3-4). In a vitriolic tirade (2:15-16), Paul identifies the Jews
as Jesus’ persecutors, a reference to the role of the chief priests and
scribes (or elders) in the passion narrative (Matt. 26:3-4; Mark 14:1;
Luke 22:2; John 11:47-53). Surprisingly, this is the only place in all of

1. I will only treat the letters that are indisputably by Paul. Philemon falls into that category, but
Paul makes no reference to the passion in that short letter.
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his letters that Paul shows any interest in the human agents of Jesus’
death.

A second emphasis is established in the opening creedal summary,
which focuses on Jesus’ resurrection and Parousia as the events that
guarantee believers’ salvation “from the wrath that is coming” (1:10;
see also 2:12; 2:19; 3:13; 5:23).2 This theme is developed at length
in 4:13–5:11, where Paul assures the anxious Thessalonians that they
will indeed “meet the Lord in the air; and . . . be with the Lord
forever” (4:17). Within this passage Paul makes a very brief allusion
to the doctrine of atonement (“who died for us”). The very brevity
of this comment indicates that Paul’s earlier preaching on the subject
had been extensive enough that the hearers of the letter could fill
in the theological details. Here, though, Paul does not mention sin
or atonement or grace, but moves immediately to the apocalyptic
implications for believers: “[Christ] died for us, so that whether we
are awake [alive] or asleep [dead] we may live with him [at the
Parousia]” (5:10).

Philippians

Philippians is a remarkably upbeat letter, even though the church in
Philippi was afflicted with opposition from outsiders (1:28), tension
created by rival missionaries (3:2, 18-19), and discord within (2:1-4;
4:2); and Paul himself is in prison (1:12-14). Paul deals with these
difficulties with themes drawn from the passion narrative. Two
themes, suffering and the cross, get striking emphasis in a letter
otherwise dominated by expressions of joy, confidence, and
gratitude.

In 1 Thessalonians, Paul interpreted the church’s difficult
experiences as the persecution that was their destiny, and this led

2. Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations are from the NRSV.
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to his verbal attacks on the persecutors of Christ and the church.
In this letter, Paul speaks of suffering instead of persecution and
describes it as a gift instead of a destiny—subtle verbal changes that
lead to more profound theological ones. In the first development of
this theme, Paul states, “[God] has graciously given you the gift not
only of believing in Christ but also of suffering for him” (1:29).3

The Philippians’ suffering is as much a divine gift as their faith and
is therefore proof of their salvation (1:28). Paul returns to this point
later in the letter: “I want to know Christ and the power of his
resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by becoming like him
in his death, if somehow I may attain the resurrection from the
dead” (3:10-11). Here suffering is presented not as a gift in hand,
but as a passionately desired goal, because through it Paul—and the
faithful Philippians—will know Christ (vv. 8, 10), gain Christ (v. 8), be
found in Christ (v. 9), becoming like him in his death (v. 10). Jesus’
suffering and death here are not simply a template for the fate of his
followers. The language points more toward suffering as the vehicle
for a mystical participation in, or union with, Christ in this life. Such
a mystical union is not an end in itself; it anticipates and facilitates the
believer’s ultimate reunion with Christ in resurrection.

The first mention of the cross appears in a remarkable hymn that
Paul quotes in 2:6-11. The hymn speaks of Jesus emptying himself,
renouncing all trappings of divine status and advantage. He became
“obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross” and was
subsequently rewarded by God with unsurpassed heavenly honors.
Here the cross is viewed from a cosmic perspective as the absolute
nadir of Jesus’ obedient and humble act of self-emptying. It is a
jarring reference (quite possibly added by Paul to the pre-Pauline
hymn), for the cross in Roman times was a brutal instrument of

3. Author’s translation.
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corporal punishment reserved for the lowest classes and most heinous
criminals. It inflicted not just intense and prolonged suffering but
also—and intentionally—public humiliation and shame. This, then, is
the ultimate level of humility; there is no lower status to sink to. It is
therefore paradoxically the apex of Jesus’ obedience and the basis for
the supreme reward that followed.

There are several echoes here of the lengthier passion narratives
of the Gospels. The degrading horrors of the crucifixion scene are
clearly evoked with the reference to a cross, and there are echoes of
the synoptic Gethsemane scene, with its emphasis on Jesus’ obedience
to God’s will (Mark 14:32-42). Here the hymn is clearly intended
to present a model for the Philippian church. Paul opens and closes
the passage containing the hymn with exhortations to humility (2:3)
and obedience (2:12), describes his own life as a reflection of Christ’s
model, and encourages imitation of himself and others who, like him,
follow that model (3:4-17). Those who do not follow it (probably
the rival Christian missionaries) are denounced as “enemies of the
cross of Christ” (3:18), and with this phrase Paul elevates the cross
from an instrument of torture to a symbol and metaphor for authentic
Christian life: a life of humility, self-renunciation, and obedience to
God’s will.

1 Corinthians

The church in Corinth was rife with problems—factions, spiritual and
social elitism, blatant sexual misconduct, lawsuits, abuses of marriage
and divorce, idolatry. When Paul wrote this lengthy letter to address
these issues, he invoked again and again the death of Jesus, in each
case tweaking the way he presented that death so as to address
the problem in view with the greatest theological and rhetorical
force. Also in this letter—and only in this letter—he quotes traditional
material concerning the Lord’s Supper and a creedal summary of the
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passion narrative. This material, like the references to Jesus’ death,
is shaped in subtle ways to make it a more effective part of Paul’s
argument. Most striking, however, is the extraordinary emphasis Paul
gives to the cross in the opening salvo of the letter.

The opening argument (1:10–4:21) deals with divisions within
the church. Because these divisions were linked in some way with
rival missionaries and other apostles, they were undermining Paul’s
authority: “Each of you says, ‘I belong to Paul,’ or ‘I belong to
Apollos,’ or ‘I belong to Cephas,’ or ‘I belong to Christ’” (1:12).
Before he could give directions about how to deal with the myriad
problems within the church, he had to reestablish his authority over

the church. And central to that argument is his discourse on “the
message of the cross” (1:18, REB).

As in Philippians, Paul describes the crucified Christ as a figure the
world regards as weak, low, and despised (1:27-28), but he does not
turn the cross into a metaphor and model of humility and obedience.
Instead he describes it as a deliberate act of divine foolishness: “God
chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise” (1:27). With
deep irony Paul declares that by choosing to save the faithful through
a crucified Messiah, a concept that the world in its wisdom rejects as
impossibly foolish, God reveals the tragic shortcomings of the world’s
wisdom. The full development of this theme (1:18–2:5) contains
some of the most powerful rhetoric in Paul’s letters. Beyond asserting
that the cross upends human concepts of wisdom (how God can
“reasonably” be expected to act) and reveals the true nature of God’s
wisdom (God acts through the weak, the lowly, and the despised),
this passage makes two other striking claims. The first is that the
crucifixion of Jesus was the result of God’s choice and God’s wisdom.
This stands in some tension with the emphasis in Philippians on
the cross as the climax of Jesus’ act of self-emptying, and in strong
contrast to numerous passages in the book of Acts that place full
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blame for Jesus’ crucifixion on the Jews and locate God’s action in
the resurrection (Acts 3:14-15; 4:10; 7:52). The second striking claim
is that God chose to save the faithful through the cross in order to
shame the wise (1:27). There is no reference here to divine love as a
motivating factor (compare Rom. 5:8); the focus is on exposing the
folly of the world’s norms.

The unusual emphases in this passage can be understood in terms
of Paul’s rhetorical goal: to regain the church’s allegiance. The appeal
of the rival missionaries seemed to lie in their rhetoric, which was
shaped by human standards of eloquence (“eloquent wisdom,” 1:17).
Paul presents his own work as aligned instead with God’s wisdom,
for God has chosen the “foolish” cross as the means of salvation
(1:21), and the cross is the sum and substance of Paul’s message:
“For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and
him crucified. . . . My speech and my proclamation were not with
plausible words of wisdom, but with a demonstration of the Spirit
and of power, so that your faith might rest not on human wisdom but
on the power of God” (2:2-5). Among those shamed by this are those
who have preferred the “wise” and eloquent words of rival preachers,
and so Paul concludes, ironically, “I am not writing this to make you
ashamed [yes, he is!], but to admonish you as my beloved children”
(4:14).

Paul does not return to the language of the cross and crucifixion
after this opening argument, but references to Jesus’ death punctuate
exhortations in the rest of the letter. He grounds his instructions
to “clean out the old yeast” (that is, to expel a member engaged in
blatant sexual immorality) by drawing on the connection established
in the passion narratives between Jesus’ death and Passover.
According to Exod. 12, the Festival of Unleavened Bread, which
requires purging the home of old leaven (yeast), immediately follows
Passover. Thus when Paul asserts, “our paschal lamb, Christ, has been
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sacrificed” (5:7), the point he is making is one of timing: the Passover
lamb has been sacrificed; it’s time to clean out the old leaven. He does
not develop here any notion of the atoning or redemptive aspects of
Christ’s death.

In several other places, however, he does develop those notions.
Twice he describes the Corinthians as having been “bought with a
price” (6:20; 7:23). This language interprets Jesus’ death as a payment
that releases a servant from bondage to one master in order to serve

another: “You are not your own” (6:20); you are “a slave of Christ”
(7:22). The immediate point is behavior that pleases the new master.
In another passage, Paul addresses those who ignore the religious
scruples of less enlightened believers by eating food sacrificed to
idols. Though idols have no real existence and thus believers are
(theoretically) free to eat the food offered to them, “by your
knowledge those weak believers for whom Christ died are destroyed”
(8:11). Paul uses the theological language of atonement, but his
primary intent is to increase the pathos of the situation: they are
harming those for whom Christ died!

In two passages Paul directly and emphatically quotes liturgical
material that is part of the synoptic passion narratives. Close
comparison of the Pauline and synoptic versions reveals both the
stability and the flexibility of the transmitted traditions. The situation
Paul is addressing in 1 Cor. 11 is one of serious divisions within
the church along social and economic lines. When church members
gathered for their communal meal, those who were able to bring
food were not sharing with those who had nothing (11:21-22). Paul
brings the tradition of the Lord’s Supper to bear on this intolerable
situation (11:23-26). The tradition he cites is distinctive in several
ways. In Matthew and Mark, the ritual acts with bread and cup follow
the communal meal (Matt. 26:17-30; Mark 14:17-26), but in Paul’s
version (and in Luke’s) the bread and cup bracket the meal, thus
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incorporating the meal itself tightly into the ritual. Thus abuses of
the communal meal become abuses to the ritual, and Paul can assert,
“Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in
an unworthy manner will be answerable for the body and blood of
the Lord” (11:27). This is a remarkable charge: those who abuse the
Lord’s Supper by refusing to share food in the communal meal are
liable for Christ’s death!

In a second variant, Paul’s version (again like Luke’s) links the
bread, which is the body, with the atoning effect of Christ’s death
(“this is my body that is for you,” 11:24, emphasis added), whereas
Matthew and Mark link this effect with the cup and the blood. Paul’s
version draws attention to the body and anticipates his subsequent
and lengthy focus on abuses within and to the corporate body of
Christ, that is, the church: “For all who eat and drink without
discerning the body [that is, discerning Christ’s body in the
eucharistic bread and discerning the church as the body of Christ],
eat and drink judgment against themselves” (11:29). Finally, Paul’s
comment on the tradition he has cited defines participation in this
ritual not simply as an act of remembrance, but more significantly
as a proclamation of the message of the cross: “As often as you eat
this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he
comes” (11:26).

The second tradition that Paul cites—again with great emphasis—is
a summary of the gospel (15:1-11). It contains the familiar elements
of Christ’s death “for our sins,” his burial, his resurrection on the
third day, and appearances of the resurrected Christ. This is tersely
presented until the last element, which receives astonishing
expansion. Paul lists appearances to Cephas (Peter) and the twelve
(“eleven” in Matt. 28:16 and Luke 24:28-36), then to more than five
hundred believers (unrecorded elsewhere, but see Acts 1:15), then
to James (Jesus’ brother) and all the apostles (also unrecorded), and
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finally to Paul himself (Gal. 1:15-16). This list, for all its inclusiveness,
does not record the resurrection appearances to women that are so
striking a component of the Gospels. No other tradition, however,
brings all the male resurrection witnesses together like this. It seems
to be Paul’s own expansion of the creedal material and it identifies his
purpose, which is not to confirm the atoning power of Jesus’ death,
but to present overwhelming evidence for his resurrection from the

dead (15:12). Some in Corinth were claiming that they already had

resurrection status (4:8) and the spiritual gifts to prove it (ch. 12–14),
and they disdained those who did not. Paul cites this amplified Gospel
tradition—which they received and accepted (15:1-2)—to support his
argument that resurrection follows death and cannot precede it. Thus
the shift in Paul’s message from the cross in the opening chapters
to the resurrection in this closing chapter is only illusory. Paul’s
point is that, while their resurrection (like Christ’s) is secure “if you
hold firmly to the message that I proclaimed to you” (15:2), their
resurrection is future. In the present age they are to live their social
and liturgical lives as a proclamation of the cross.

2 Corinthians

This is a very disjointed letter. The tone and content vary from tender
reconciliation to angry verbal attacks; from calm plans for an offering
project to defensive posturing and outbursts of frustration. These
tensions might indicate that 2 Corinthians is a composite document
in which fragments of several letters have been rather awkwardly
stitched together. On the other hand, the chaotic contents might
reflect Paul’s agitated state of mind as he confronted a church in
full rebellion against him, his ministry, and his message. There is no
consensus on this. At frequent points in the letter (or letters) Paul
invokes the passion, sometimes with familiar nuances but other times
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