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Since the beginning of his Gentile ministry, there have been those who were opposed to the apostle Paul. He has always had his adversaries, some in his own day subordinated him to other apostles or denied his authority altogether. Thus, it was Paul's habitual practice to stress the divine origin of his apostleship in his letter's salutations. 

The Problem
This continual emphasis, however, has not hindered many modern theologians from thinking otherwise. Anyone familiar with the present state of denominational liberalism knows that the authority of Paul is often denied or at least seriously questioned.  In fact, a commission in England was enjoined by its Synod to study the question of female subordination. They conceived the whole issue to be centered in one question. "The question," they wrote, "is whether we are bound to the Pauline exegesis of Genesis 1-3" (The Ordination of Women to the Priesthood, p. 27). Their answer was, and you guessed it, "no." Such an answer amply illustrates the attitude of many, even a majority, toward the apostle and particularly toward his writings.

If we question the binding nature of Paul's letters, we are essentially questioning the authenticity of his apostleship because the authority of his letters rests upon the authority of his apostleship.  The question, then, is whether or not Paul was truly an apostle of Christ. If he was not, then Paul was either self-deceived or an excellent liar. If he was, then we must affirm the binding nature of his teachings.

The Apostle's Defense
Since Paul defended himself on several different occasions, we will do well to begin our defense with his own.

First, Paul appeals to the circumstances of his own remarkable conversion experience as evidenced of some special divine activity. Lord Lyttleton some years later considered that the conversion of Paul was "of itself a demonstration sufficient to prove Christianity to be a Divine revelation" (Cf. J. D. Bales, Saul: From Persecutor to Persecuted, p. 106). Not only so, Paul thought it sufficient to demonstrate the divine origin of his apostleship. Luke records that the apostle used his experience on the Damascus road as evidence of the truthfulness of Christianity and of his divine calling, once to the Jews in Jerusalem and once to Festus and Agrippa.
Second, Paul affirms that during his conversion experience, he was commissioned directly by Jesus to be an apostle. Thus, he began his letter to the Galatians in this manner: "Paul, an apostle--sent not from men nor by man, but by Jesus Christ and God the Father." The records of Acts confirm this aspect because Paul was told by both Jesus and Ananias that he was to be an apostle of Christ. Thus, it was "through" Jesus and for his name's sake that Paul "received grace and apostleship to call people from among all the Gentiles to the obedience that comes from faith."

Third, the gospel which Paul preached and the apostleship which he claimed was approved and acknowledged by the apostles in Jerusalem. This is Paul's point in Galatians 2:1-10. Paul records that he and Barnabas with Titus went up to Jerusalem and met privately with the leaders of the Jerusalem church. In this meeting Paul "set before them the gospel" which he "preached among the Gentiles." Later in that same visit, Peter, James, and John gave Paul and Barnabas the "right hand of fellowship," recognizing the "grace" given to Paul. Thus, the leaders in Jerusalem recognized and approved his gospel.

Fourth, Paul confirmed his apostleship by working miracles and conferring spiritual gifts to particular Christians. In Galatians 3:5, Paul asks whether it was on the basis of the works of the law or on the basis of faith that miracles were worked among them. The answer is obvious. It was due to the preaching of Paul, the preaching of faith that God worked miracles among the Galatians, and in this, the authenticity of Paul's teaching was proved. Likewise, in 2 Corinthians 12:12 the apostle affirms that he is indeed an apostle because he performed the "signs of an apostle" among them.

Paul, therefore, was an authentic apostle of Jesus Christ and remains so for us through his extant writings.

The Nature of Paul's Authority
If Paul's apostleship is authentic, what is the nature of his authority? More particularly, what is the nature of his writings?

F. F. Bruce, while studying Romans 6:3-4, concludes that baptism in the mind of Paul is no option matter, and that Paul would never "have contemplated the phenomenon of an 'unbaptized believer'." Then Bruce makes this comment which is crucial to our study, he writes: "We may agree or disagree with Paul, but we must do him justice of letting him hold and teach his own beliefs" (The Epistle of Paul to the Romans, p. 136).
This is precisely the point at issue: does one have a right to disagree with Paul? The answer to this question rests in the nature of Paul's authority, and more strictly, the nature of his writings. Are we obliged to obey and adhere to the writings of the apostle Paul?

From a study of Paul's letters, two items are clear. First, the apostle considered the contents of his letters as binding upon its readers. Second, the apostle consciously affirmed the divine (or inspired) nature of his writings.

The authority which Paul exercised was the authority given to him by the Lord himself. He was, in effect, exercising the authority of Jesus gave him by means of a letter so that, in the case of the Corinthians, he would not have to exercise it when he visited them again.

That it was not uncommon for Paul to wield such authority through a letter is illustrated by one of his earliest epistles--2 Thessalonians. In chapter 2:15, the apostle binds the teachings he had given his readers by letter on them. He writes: "So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the teachings we passed on to you, whether by word of mouth or by letter." The "letter," then, was a medium by which the apostle related binding traditions to the church. Further, chapter 3:6 also identifies a body of teaching which if not obeyed is disruptive to fellowship. Paul commands them "to keep away from every brother who is idle and does not live according to the teaching you received from us." Most explicitly, notice chapter 3:14 where Paul declares his letter to be binding. He says, "If anyone does not obey our instructions in this letter, take special note of him. Do not associate with him, in order that he may be ashamed." Disobedience, therefore, to this Pauline letter constitutes ground for disfellowship. There can be no doubt, then, that Paul considered his teachings and letters binding upon Christians. His letters, if you please, constituted a pattern for the Christian community.

This is exactly the point of that familiar passage in Galatians 1:6-9. There is only one gospel, the gospel which Paul preached. If anyone preaches any other gospel, then he is to be "eternally condemned."

In 2 Corinthians 10-13, Paul is concerned with defending the authenticity of his apostleship. He is frustrated, however, that he even needs to prove it to the Corinthians, but he does so for the sake of his adversaries who "are demanding proof that Christ is speaking through me." In this, Paul equates his apostleship with inspiration, and not only that, but the inspiration of his letter to the Corinthians, i.e., "Christ is speaking through me"--present tense. Thus, Paul is conscious that his apostolic office is the medium by which Christ speaks to his people. Paul is, in other words, conscious of his inspiration, even as a writer. He is able, therefore, to bind his epistle upon Christians because it is Christ who speaks through him just as it is Christ's authority which he wields.

This is not the only place where Paul is conscious of his inspiration. In Ephesians 3:4, 5 he writes: "In reading this, then, you will be able to understand my insight into the mystery of Christ, which was not made known to men in other generations as it ahs now been revealed by the Spirit to God's holy apostles and prophets."

In another place Paul declares: "If anybody thinks he is a prophet or spiritually gifted, let him acknowledge that what I am writing (present tense) to you is the Lord's command." The written letter of Paul's epistle is, then, the very word of God. 

Therefore, the key to the binding nature of Paul's authority is its source--Jesus Christ. In Galatians 1:6-9 Paul asserted the binding nature of his gospel, and in verses 11-12 gave the reason why it was binding. He writes: "I want you to know, brothers, that the gospel I preached is not something man made up. I did not receive it from man, nor was I taught it; rather I received it by revelation from Jesus Christ."

Conclusion
Does one have the right to disagree with Paul? No, because one does not have the right to disagree with Christ. Are we obligated to obey the epistles of Paul? Yes, because not only does he speak with the authority of the Lord, but Christ actually speaks through him. On that basis, Paul wrote not out of his own will but "spoke from God" as he was "carried along by the Holy Spirit" (2 Peter 1:21), thereby constituting his finished product as "God-breathed" (2 Timothy 3:15).
