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When a highly-qualified Pauline scholar such as Stephen Chester immerses himself
in a historical exegetical research in order to foster a dialog between the different eras of
New Testament (hereafter NT) studies, the outcome cannot be but interesting. Reading
Paul is an interdisciplinary study that examines the hermeneutics and exegetical theology
of the great Protestant Reformers of the sixteenth century and their relation to crucial
contemporary discussions in the field of Pauline studies. Thus, it is both a research into
the reception history—the reception of Paul in the Reformation and of the Reformation
Pauline interpretation in the contemporary scholarship—and an exercise in NT exegesis
informed by historical theological data. The book has been written by a NT scholar and
primarily for NT scholars. It will be extremely beneficial for this intended audience, yet
readers whose interest belongs to others theological disciplines might find here a great
source of information and insights, as well.

The basic argument of the author is stated clearly: “[T]he Protestant Reformers of the
sixteenth century have insights into the interpretation of the Pauline letters that can assist
us as we attempt to interpret the same texts in and for contemporary contexts” (1). But the
rationale of the book is more specific and driven by two hermeneutical reasons.

The first one is historical and methodological and has to do with the influence of
the Reformers’ exegesis upon the subsequent generations of NT readers. Although
their significant impact has always been recognized, it is, Chester claims, “still too little
understood” (56). The Reformation tradition of reading Paul used to be uncritically
accepted by Protestant exegetes in the 17"-19'" centuries but is frequently criticized and
altogether rejected in contemporary scholarship, especially after the advent of the New
Perspective on Paul (hereafter NPP) whose proponents have convincingly shown that the
earlier pictures of the Second Temple Judaism and religious context of the first century
were extremely distorted and, they concluded, hence the Reformation exegesis of Paul’s
writings must have been invalid. However, Chester finds this NPP’s stance problematic
and rightly argues that whereas the rejection of the Reformers’ interpretations of the first-
century Judaism as a work-righteousness religion is justified, the outright dismissal of their
Pauline exegesis is not, because this pretentious claim usually lacks substantial engagement
with relevant primary sources.
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The second reason that forms Chester’s rationale is exegetical in nature: the Reformation
exegesis has some relevance for contemporary discussions in Biblical Studies because these
discussions are both shaped by the Reformers’ findings and can be further enriched by the
critical engagement with their thinking. After all, Luther and his companions “occupy such
a central place in the history of Pauline interpretation that if we fail to understand what they
say about Paul, then we fail properly to understand our own place in that history” (56).

With these motifs in mind, Chester sets out to, firstly, provide a maximally accurate
and historically credible depiction of the Reformation Pauline exegesis and, secondly, call
into question current hermeneutical perspectives (4-7, 56-59). Both tasks are executed in
a good and convincing manner, which is all the more important because a research project
of this kind has been long since needed. The recent works by S. Westerholm, M. Bird,
G. Macaskill, and J.A. Harill all went in that direction, but it is Stephen Chester who has
undertaken the task of bringing the Reformation exegetical findings to the participants of
current theological debates.

After some methodological musings in Part I, “Hermeneutics: The Sixteenth Century
and the Twenty-First Century,” Chester dedicates the bulk of his research, parts I and 11—
“Shared Convictions: The Reformers’ New Pauline Exegetical Grammar” and “Individual
Perspectives: Luther, Melanchthon, and Calvin on Righteousness in Christ,” respectively—
to a detailed exploration of the Reformation’s Paul. He takes the notions of reception history
as developed by H.-G. Gadamer and H.R. Jauss, the theory of paradigm shifts of T. Kuhn,
and M. Luther’s own idea of a “new and theological grammar,” and then employs them
in his conceptual analysis of the select primary sources. These include the works of just-
mentioned Luther, Melanchthon, and Calvin, because for Chester the term “Reformers”
refers to early Lutheran and Reformed theologians only, and, additionally, these three
figures are most important for the subsequent development of Pauline interpretation. Such
a choice of personalities is not surprising but, still, not fully representative. The author’s
definition of the Reformers includes many other sixteenth-century exegetes, some of which
(Bucer, Bullinger, Vermigli) cursorily appear on pages of the book but without a doubt, they
deserve more space and attention.

The early leaders of the Evangelical Reform appear to stand in radical exegetical—not
cultural or theological—discontinuity with the medieval context, in significant continuity
with many contemporary biblical scholars, and in fundamental unity with each other. As
Chester puts it, the Reformers “all speak the same language of Pauline theology” (65). He
consistently uses the metaphors of grammar and, rarely, paradigm to illustrate the shared
framework of convictions, which characterized the sixteenth-century Protestant exegesis
and opposed it to the Catholic theology of the time. Luther, Calvin, and their colleagues
had a rather unified set of exegetical theses about what Paul meant by such concepts as
“the law,” “the works of the law,” “sin,” “grace,” “faith,” and “justification.” In short, the
Reformers understood Paul’s anthropology and soteriology in a similar way.

Atthe sametime, Chester does not deny the dissimilaritiesin the theologies of the different
Reformers. He notes that Christological and practical aspects of their interpretations
were rather distinctive. Luther, for instance, highlights the idea of intimate union with
Christ (unio cum Christo), who is present in faith, up to the point that the believer lives
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an “alien life” and receives the “alien righteousness” of the Savior, whereas Melanchthon
avoids speaking of such a union but prefers to analyze the Pauline texts rhetorically and
think of a forensic but very real justification “on account of Christ” or “because of Christ”
(propter Christi). Calvin, in his turn, supports the notion of unio but adds to it yet another
distinction: in the gracious union, the Savior bestowes upon the believer the double saving
benefit — justification and sanctification (or regeneration), which are always inseparable but
nevertheless distinct “operations” of the divine grace.

These and other theological insights of the Reformers are strongly based on their
readings of Romans, Galatians, and other Pauline epistles. As such, these insights might
be easily “inserted” into contemporary debates around the NPP. To Chester’s mind, they
can even serve to correct or amplify these ongoing discussions. Thus, in Part IV, entitled
“Contemporary Implications: The Reformers and the New Perspective on Paul” he
compares and critically assesses the Reformers’ and NPP’s exegetical decisions — especially
made on the basis of Romans. According to Chester, it is the Reformers’ interpretation of the
Pauline anthropology that stands behind the “apocalyptic” trend (J. Martyn, D. Campbell),
although this dependence is not acknowledged; it is the soteriological priority of the divine
initiative, so cherished by the Reformers, that is extremely intensified, radicalized (N.T.
Wright, R. Hays) and unnecessarily opposed to any human involvment (D. Campbell) in
contemporary accounts of Paul’s theology; and there are some potentially fruitful teachings
of the Reformers, such as the notions of the union with Christ and the active human faith,
that have been simply forgotten or misunderstood by the NPP. Hence the conclusion: more
active engagement with the Reformation exegetical heritage is needed, and more diligent
approach to its insights has to be searched for.

Such an invitation is timely and well-grounded. The book by Chester makes a very
significant contribution to the field of Pauline studies in this respect because it connects the
past of the discipline with its present and does so in a nuanced and substantiated way. The
Reformers’ exegetical views are presented on the basis of careful investigation of the primary
sources and in light of the most recent historical scholarship, their fundamental agreements
(the joint “exegetical grammar”), as well as minor disagreements, receive adequate amount
of attention, and the—factual or possible—connections between the Reformation tradition
and the NPP are clearly traced. Yet neither the former nor the latter is idealized or, on the
contrary, denigrated — both are acknowledged to have its strength and weaknesses and be
able to contribute to a never-ending hermeneutical process.

Hence, the high praise for Reading Paul would be a very logical gesture. Its significance
for the Pauline studies is undeniable, although further research is needed to further elaborate
some points, which remained underrepresented or under-researched. For example,
the chapter on medieval context is extremely densed and misses engagement with the
fundamental primary (e.g. the Glossa ordinaria and Scriptural commentaries) and secondary
literature (e.g. by H. de Lubac and E Stegmiiller); the “discontinuity thesis” about the
radical difference between the medieval and the Reformation theological paradigms has to
be more scrutinized and discussed on a larger scale; some other early Reformers could have
been treated in greater detail (especially Bullinger, Hyperius, Ochino, Olevian, Vermigli and
others who authored commentaries on Paul’s epistles); and, finally, the scope of examined
theological concepts taken from the Pauline texts could have been broadened to include, for
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instance, ecclesiological and eschatological themes. Yet, these criticisms and suggestions
cannot take away the fact that Chester’s work is of great quality and its potential is huge. It
resets the agenda for the global exegetical enterprise by successively showing that one cannot
read Paul just with Dunn, Wright, or Hays in hand—she has to consciously and carefully read
him with the Reformers and, I would add, medieval and early modern Christian exegetes.
In the realm of Pauline studies, this diligent analysis of the preceding interpretative tradition
starts with Chester’s book.
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N3BecTHBIN OpUTAaHCKMUI XypHaJIUCT U ucTOopuK uaeil Ilutep YorcoH Hammcan
KHUTY O TOM, KaK BO3MOXHO XUTb Tocje npopo3riameHHoin ®. Huime B 1882 . u
HEOJHOKPATHO TMEePeXKUTOM 3araaHoil nuBuan3aumneii “cmeptu bora”. Ecin bora Her,
a BCeJIeHHas aOCOJIIOTHO Cly4yaliHa U JIMIIIEHAa KOHEYHOTO CMbIC/IA, TO MOXET JIU YeJIO-
BEK OOpEeCTH FOPU3OHT LIEHHOCTEM, MOMUMO TOTO, KOTOPhIi OH co3aacT cam? ITouck
OCHOBaHMI ISl )KM3HU, HPABCTBEHHOTO peIlIeHUs] U TTOHUMaHUsI MUpa, MOTepsIBILIEro
MPEACTaBIEHUE O CBEPXbECTECTBEHHOM W TPAHCIIEHIEHTHOM, CTaJl OMNpPEAC/ISIONINM
MOTHUBOM pa3BUTHs pUII0CO(PUU, UCKYCCTBA, HAyKu U icuxooruu B XIX — XX Bekax. s
MHOTHX TBOPYECKUX JTUIHOCTEH OCO3HaHME OOPEUYEHHOCTH YeJ0oBeKa Ha OMUHOYECTBO
nepes JIMIOM OECKOHEYHO MPEeBOCXOMAIIEN €ro OeCUyBCTBEHHOMN BCEJIEHHOW CTajo
MCTOYHUKOM OITbITa yXaca U pacTepsIHHOCTH, BOTUIOIIEHHOTO B UX ITPOU3BEIACHUSIX.
Hanpumep, moa3us T. Dnmora, pomansl @. JloctoeBckoro u npambl C. bekkera. Knura
YoTcoHa nMeeT MHYI HaIpaBlIeHHOCTb. ABTOP CTPEMUTCS TPEACTaBUTh TeX “TepoeB”,
JIJISI KOTOPBIX MOTePsI TPAHCLIEHAEHTHO TOUKM OTCUETa He UICTOYHUK TPEBOTU U TpereTa,
a paJoCTHasi BECTb OCBOOOX/IEHMSI, MPU3BIB K KU3HU HAIMOJHEHHOM BOOAYIIEBICHUEM
n uzobpeTaTeabHOCThIO. Mcxomsi M3 5TOM TMepCreKTUBBI, OH Mpemiaraer Halemy
BHUMAHMIO TINATEJIbHO TOAOOPAaHHYI0 XPOHWKY IIOMCKA CMBICTIA >KW3HU TIOCTe
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