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AspecTs oF CosmoLoGYy IN PauL’s WRITINGS

In today’s professional conference we want to
turn to a topic less emphasized within studies
on Paul. While his view of man, sin and salva-
tion are rightly perceived as the basic dimen-
sions of the gospel,' his view of the cosmos,
i.e. the world created by God including the
heavenly dimensions, has received less atten-
tion. However, this turns out to be even more
important the more we see that his cosmology
in particular is very suitable for overcoming
logical dualism since Aristotle. Therefore,
today’s topic is: “Aspects of the cosmology
of Paul from a biblical-Semitic perspective”.

This results in the following outline for us:

1. Introduction: Sources of Paul’s theology
2. How Paul sees the heavenly world

3. Heaven as the place of God’s presence

4. The “third heaven” as “paradise”
(2 Cor 12:2-4)

5. Result: Paul’s overcoming of logical dualism

1. Introduction: Sources of Paul’s theology
Theological research on Paul in the past
decades was still largely shaped by the
question of the so-called “New Perspective
on Paul”.? As influential New Testament
scholars, N.T. Wright®, James D.G. Dunn*
and Seyoon Kim?® should be mentioned. As
a critical debate on Pauline theology by N.T.
Wright, the anthology God and the Faithful-
ness of Paul, was published, containing 30
leading international and German New Tes-
tament scholars discussing and evaluating
Wright’s theological approach.® However,
the basic problem arose that certain West-
ern hermeneutical views try to confirm or

refute other Western hermeneutical views.’
After all, M. Meiser rightly emphasizes
that the “New Perspective on Paul” has
on the one hand contributed as an asset to
“describing ancient Judaism appropriately
and without prejudice”®. On the other hand,
however, it shows deficits with regard to
the overall picture of ancient Judaism,
including its sociological and theological
categories, including its understanding of
salvation history and ecclesiology of Paul.’
In contrast to this, today’s consideration
of some aspects of Paul’s cosmology is
intended to consciously contribute to show-
ing a biblical-Semitic perspective on Paul.
Because this hermeneutical perspective has
been missing in Pauline research in the past
and up to the present. So, we go back to the
sources of the Old Testament, to the basic
concepts of key theological terms in the
Hebrew language.

Our topic today, however, does not consider
the Pauline perspectives as a whole, but rather
focuses on some aspects of Paul’s cosmology.
The topic of cosmology has not been exam-
ined in great detail within Pauline research
in recent years. It is even more important that
this topic is re-examined, especially from a
biblical-Semitic point of view. Because in
his New Testament letters, Paul repeatedly
referred to his view of the invisible heavenly
world. Because the heavenly world is es-
sentially related to the visible earthly world.
Therefore, the question arises: How did Paul
know what it looks like in heaven and how
heaven is structured with all its beings and
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powers?'® Did Paul get his knowledge of the
invisible world already during his childhood
in Judaism, during his studies under Rabbi
Gamaliel, during his time as a Pharisee, or
only in the period of seclusion after his en-
counter with the risen Christ on the road to
Damascus?

For Paul, there is a strong interaction between
the heavenly world and the earthly world,
which is determined by the work of God as
Father, Son and Holy Spirit."" At the same
time, for Paul, the heavenly world is filled
with powers, spirits, angels and demons that
affect the earthly world, especially people.
For Paul, however, despite all the differen-
tiated description of the spirit world, it is
foundationally clear that the Christian is
protected from the spiritual powers by the
indwelling of the Holy Spirit. M. Dibelius
aptly remarked on this in 1909 - 112 years
ago, that is almost three biblical generations
- in his foundational exegetical study Die
Geisterwelt im Glauben des Paulus: “The
certainty of already having the pledge of fu-
ture glory in the Spirit of God, of being very
close to God, of being his child and therefore
no longer fearing any power of heaven and
earth, also gives the apostle’s Jewish thoughts
a new, peculiar religious impetus.”"?

This strong connection and interaction be-
tween the hereafter and this world, between
the invisible and the visible world, is in
diametrical opposition to the worldview of
logical dualism.” Logical dualism makes
a strict distinction and separation between
metaphysics and physics, idea and reality,
invisible and visible world. However, Paul
would vehemently contradict a dualistic
worldview, since from his biblical-Semitic
point of view all areas of reality belong
together and influence one another. There-
fore, the question arises for us: How can we
overcome the dualistic worldview introduced
by Socrates, Plato and Aristotle by studying
Paul’s worldview?

With the questions: How does Paul see the
heavenly world? And: How did Paul know
how many heavenly levels there are?, there
arises the foundational question about the
sources of theology and Paul’s personal
knowledge. To what extent does he draw his
theological statements in his letters in the NT
from the OT, from the Pharisaic and rabbini-
cal tradition, but also from his Christophany
before Damascus?

U. Schnelle aptly describes Paul’s gain in
knowledge through his Damascus experience
under the following aspects:

“1) [...] God speaks and acts again; at the end
of time, he reveals salvation in a new way. [...]
2) [...] The crucified and risen Jesus of Naza-
reth belongs permanently to God’s side, he is
the representative of God, in heaven he takes
the place of the ‘second power”. [...]

3) [...] The exalted Christ already grants believ-
ers a share in his rulership in the present. [...]
4) [...] God chose and called Paul to make this
unheard of new and good news known to the
nations. [...]”."

Certainly, Paul’s ecstatic experience, through
which he saw Jesus at the right hand of God,
also gave him a glimpse of heaven. At the same
time, this vision becomes the basis of his call-
ing to be a missionary to the nations. In this
regard, S. Vollenweider aptly remarks: “Paul
identifies the crucified Jesus as the Messiah
and Son of God exalted at the right hand of
God. This is linked to an election-theological
perspective: Paul sees himself entrusted with
the Gentile mission (Gal 1:16b; Rom 1:5).”!5

However, Paul’s theology was not only shaped
by his Damascus experience, but also by his
study of the Old Testament scriptures. As
a case study for Paul’s using the term “the
Scriptures” (Greek 1 ypapn) for the OT, Gal
3:6-9 is mentioned, where he refers to Gen
15:6 and Gen 12:3:

6 just as Abraham “believed God, and it was
counted to him as righteousness”?
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7 Know then that it is those of faith who are
the sons of Abraham.

8 And the Scripture, foreseeing that God
would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached
the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, “In
you shall all the nations be blessed.”

9 So then, those who are of faith are blessed
along with Abraham, the man of faith.'

As T. Vegge aptly remarks, Paul is not primar-
ily concerned here with a voice that comes
from a manuscript, but with a divine voice
that is reflected by the book."” This voice that
speaks has its origin in God. Accordingly, the
meaning of the words comes from a revelation
that God reveals to man through his Spirit."
This is how Paul describes it in 1 Cor 2:9-11,
referring to Isaiah 64:3:

9 But, as it is written, “What no eye has seen,
nor ear heard, nor the heart of man imagined,
what God has prepared for those who love
him”—

10 these things God has revealed to us through
the Spirit. For the Spirit searches everything,
even the depths of God.

11 For who knows a person’s thoughts except
the spirit of that person, which is in him? So
also no one comprehends the thoughts of God
except the Spirit of God."”

But the question also arises to what extent
Paul knew the earthly Jesus tradition and
whether he referred to it in his theology? As
Kim explains, Paul’s references to Jesus are
rather rare and exist in the form of allusions
instead of verbatim quotations.?® Paul knew
the Jesus tradition of the proclamation of the
kingdom of God?', but his focus was differ-
ent. He wanted to explain the meaning of the
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, namely
salvation for the nations without the works
of the law.”? Thus Kim aptly remarks: “Paul,
therefore, concentrated on expounding the
full significance of Jesus” death, guided by
the general spirit of Jesus’ teaching, in order
to prove the truth of his gospel of the cross,
sola gratia and sola fide."*

It is therefore not surprising that Paul’s cosmo-
logical conception, including his view of the
heavenly world, does not refer to the teaching
of Jesus. Likewise, his conception of the “third
heaven” is a new dimension for Paul, which
was not yet included and differentiated in the
teaching of Jesus.

2. How Paul sees the heavenly world

An important study of Paul’s cosmology is
provided by T. Engberg-Pedersen in his 2010
book Cosmology and Self'in the Apostle Paul:
The Material Spirit.** In doing so, based on
his exegetical research of key New Testament
passages in Paul, he works out two main
aspects:

First, in Paul’s overall view of the world there
is no contradiction between the physical
nature of the world on the one hand - and its
cognitive character on the other.> Engberg-
Pedersen explains that the word (the logos)
of God is carried to people through the spirit
(the preuma) of God so that people can be-
lieve and accept it (1 Thess 1:5-6).° Thus,
not only is the word a foundational element
of the world, but also the spirit (the Tvevpa
pneuma), for it too has a physical nature and
effect.”” This is, so to speak, the frame of
existence of creation, within which also the
spirit-like beings and powers move in the
invisible heavenly world.

Second, the various “powers” with which
Paul works have a personal character, i.e.
they are superhuman beings, such as angels,
demons, and Satan himself. These personal
powers are therefore not just metaphors or
symbols, but real beings. They populate the
upper and lower regions of the world in Paul,
for they are the heavenly court of God and
at the same time they will accompany Jesus
Christ at his return (Gal 1:8; 4:14; 2 Thess
1:7).® But even now they can intervene in
life on earth and contribute to shaping life.
This means that people are in a field of force
where a fight is being fought, which in the end
is about eternal death or eternal life.”” This
can be illustrated as follows: (See next page)
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The World View of Paul (Phil 2:10)

Here we see Paul’s three-layered worldview.
He continues this view of the world from the
Old Testament, since it is already laid out there
in Dt 30:12-14: (Compare table below)

In Paul’s theological worldview, the basic struc-
ture is evident that Satan reigns as ruler over
the present, evil age (acon). Two aspects follow
from this, as Engberg-Pedersen explains:
First: God’s rulership already takes place on
earth only where the spirit of God dwells in
the believers.

Second: 1t is only in heaven that the power of
Satan is broken, for there God reigns together

with Christ. Christ will come again to finally
defeat Satan and to renew this world through
his spirit.*°

In the following, two important terms will
be considered that reveal Paul’s view of the
cosmos in his New Testament letters.

3. Heaven as the place of God’s presence
For Paul, heaven as the place of God’s presence
is the goal of the Christian life here on earth.
As a scholar of the Hebrew Scriptures, Paul
knew the field of meaning of the underlying
Hebrew concept °n¥/ samajim heaven.

Deuteronomy 30:12-14

Romans 10:6-8

12 It is not in heaven, that you should say,
‘Who will ascend to heaven for us and bring
it to us, that we may hear it and do it?’

6 But the righteousness based on faith says,
“Do not say in your heart, ‘Who will ascend
into heaven?’” (that is, to bring Christ down)

13 Neither is it beyond the sea, that you
should say, ‘Who will go over the sea for
us and bring it to us, that we may hear it
and do it?’

7 “or “Who will descend into the abyss?’”
(that is, to bring Christ up from the dead).

14 But the word is very near you. It is in
your mouth and in your heart, so that you
can do it.

8 But what does 1t say? “The word 1s near
you, in your mouth and in your heart” (that
is, the word of faith that we proclaim);
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Ezekiel 8:3

Zechariah 5:9

1 Chronicles 21:16

He stretched out what looked
like a hand and took me by
the hair of my head. The Spi-
rit lifted me up between earth
and heaven and in visions of
God he took me to Jerusalem,

Then I looked up — and there
before me were two women,
with the wind in their wings!
They had wings like those of
a stork, and they lifted up the
basket between heaven and

And David lifted his eyes
and saw the angel of the
Lord standing between earth
and heaven, and in his hand
a drawn sword stretched out
over Jerusalem. Then Da-

to the entrance of the north | earth.
gate of the inner court, where
the idol that provokes to jea-

lousy stood.

vid and the elders, clothed
in sackcloth, fell upon their
faces.

As J. Soggin explains, samadjim denotes: “[...]
the space different from earth and sea [...]
according to the well-known ancient oriental
worldview consisting of three floors: above
the sky, in the middle the earth, all around
and below the water.”' Any supernatural
events in the OT take place “between heaven
and earth”, such as Ezek 8:3, Zech 5:9; 1 Chr
21:16.2 (Compare table above)

Ezekiel 8:3 speaks about a divine vision in
which Ezekiel was lifted by a wind between
heaven and earth, that is, into the atmosphere.
This was done in the form of a man, i.e. a
messenger from God, an angel, for the hand of
the LORD God had fallen on Ezekiel (Ezekiel
8:1-2).%

Therefore, heaven is a uniform entity in the
OT, which is positioned opposite the “earth”.
On the one hand heaven exists permanently
(Dt 11:21; Ps 89:30), on the other hand its end
is already announced (Isa 51:6; Job 14:12). The
heavens will ultimately be “rolled up” (Isa 34:4)
and replaced by a new, eschatological heaven
(Isaiah 65:17; 66:22). In the OT God descends
from heaven as the place of his dwelling (Gn
11:5; 2 Sam 22:10; Ps 18:10; 144:5); he speaks to
people from heaven, also through his messen-
gers (Gn 21:17; 22:11,15; Ex 20:22; Neh 9:13).3
Very important in this context is the coming
of the Son of Man who comes to earth on the
“clouds of heaven” in order to establish the final
reign of God on earth (Dan 7:13).%

Whereas in the OT the movement basically
runs from heaven to earth, it is exactly the
other way around with Paul in 2 Cor 12:2.
With him the movement is from earth to
heaven. The term “third heaven” implies that
there must be several levels within the heav-
enly world. In the OT the expression “third
heaven” is not yet found, therefore Paul must
have received this term or this knowledge
through direct revelation from God. If Paul
was raptured to the third heaven, what are the
first and second heavens? And is there also a
fourth and fifth heaven? Was it a physical or a
non-physical journey? Paul was not aware of
that either, because it was a personal experi-
ence of going to the limits for him.

In the NT the word ovpavog ouranos en-
compasses both physical and metaphysical
aspects, as U. Schoenborn explains: “It de-
scribes everything that is in the local as well
as in the figurative sense above the earth
and above the human being: ‘the firmament,
the heavenly vault, the comprehensive, the
divine’.”%

This means that God and heaven belong to-
gether, so that heaven is part of God’s sphere
of power. This is evident by the fact that God
not only raised Christ from the dead, but that
He also seated him at his right hand in heaven
(Eph 1:20). This investiture of Christ at the
right hand of God should therefore also be
the goal of orientation for Christians (Col
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3:1).%7 Since God created heaven and earth
through his word, heaven is included in the
“totality of what is created” (Greek ta movta
ta panta) (1 Cor 15:27ff; Phil 3:21; Col 1:16;
Eph 1:10).%® Paul describes heaven as the place
where there is hope for Christians (Col 1:5)
so that they will have their home in heaven
(Phil 3:20; 2 Cor 5:1-2).

In the NT, heaven is always the local and
thus empirical point of reference for humans,
which has various theological implications.*
Man lives on earth, which on the one hand is
the place of the proclamation of the gospel
to all creatures (Col 1:23), and which on the
other hand also receives the revelation of
God’s wrath from heaven (Rom 1:18). This
wrath will fully manifest itself at the return
of Jesus Christ through God’s retribution
to all those who have disobeyed the gospel
of Jesus Christ (2 Thess 1:7-8). Paul sees
heaven as a place where angels live (Gal
1:8) and where demons are also active at
the same time (1 Cor 8:5-6; 15:24; Col 1:16;
2:10,15; Eph 1:21; 3:10; 6:12), so that a battle
takes place in heaven, at the end of which
there is the final disempowerment of the
evil forces.*

The struggle of the demonic powers in heaven
against the reign of God continues on earth
as well, which is why people on earth who
live and serve under the rule of Jesus Christ
find themselves in distress (1 Cor 8:5-6; Col
1:16,20; Eph 1:10; 3:15; Phil 2:9ff).*! Because
the present cosmos is corrupted by man’s
sin, it will perish through God’s judgment
(I Thess 1:10; cf. 4:16), but the risen Christ
will come down from heaven to finally es-
tablish his reign.* On this, Schoenborn aptly
remarks: “The victory of the risen One over
death ushers in the new acon and qualifies
the present as the eschatological end times.
He is expected from heaven as an incarnated
contradiction to the schemata of the world.”™

An important partial aspect of “heaven” in
Paul is the concept of “Christ’s ascent into hea-
ven” or the corresponding “descent of Christ
into the depths of the earth” (Eph 4:8-9; cf.
Rom 10:6-7; Dt 30:11-14). As Schoenborn ex-
plains, this is based on the idea that the world
consists of the earth, which is surrounded by
several spheres (celestial spaces).**

In the lower areas of these heavenly spaces
— up to the earthly atmospheric air — is the

The Heavenly World in Paul

30

SECOND AND THIRD
HEAVEN = upper heaven:
God, Christ, Angels, Redeemed

FIRST HEAVEN = lower
heaven: Demons, Satan

EARTH

Humans, Animals, Plants
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Comparison of World Views

oT

Heaven

Earth

Underworld (Sheol)

realm of demons and devils, the powers and
forces that can act on the earth in this way
(Eph 2:2; 3:10; 6:12).* Against this back-
ground, the incarnation of Jesus Christ means
a “descent” from the realm of heaven to earth,
followed by his “ascent” to dominion over
all of creation (Eph 1:10,22; 4:15; Rom 9:5).4¢
This “descent” of Jesus Christ proceeded ac-
cording to Eph 4:9 down to the lower parts of
the earth (Gr. xotein €1¢ T KOTOTEPQ LLEPN
™G YNG), so that in the context of the Incar-
nation of Christ, “the earth itself represents
the lower areas of the universe (as opposed
to heaven)”, as H. Balz explains.*’ On this,
Schoenborn aptly remarks: “The Savior who
has descended breaks through the isolating
zones of heaven. They become passageways.
[...] With the ascent, a path is completed on
which the Incarnate and Exalted One claims
the universe [...]. As a triumphant victor [...]
he is the peace of all those who were near or
far, in heaven and on earth.”?

By participating in Christ, for Paul Christians
are already positioned in heaven (Eph 2:5-6),
namely in the kingdom of the beloved Son of
God (Col 1:13).* (See above Graphic):

Paul

Third Heaven

First Heaven

Spirit World

Earth

4. The “third heaven” as “paradise” (2 Cor
12:2-4)

The term “paradise” (Greek mapadeicog pa-
radeisos) appears only three times in the NT,
once in Paul, here in 2 Cor 12:4.°° However,
since Paul was trained in Pharisaic Judaism,
he was familiar with the biblical-Semitic back-
ground of this term from the OT. The factual
connections known from the OT are sum-
marized by Paul into his individual present
salvation experience, so that “the ecstatic also
reaches paradise, respectively, the realm of
heavens™!, as F. Stolz explains. This concerns
both the description of paradise in the crea-
tion account of Genesis, as well as the ideas
of paradise in the prophets and in the wisdom
books of the OT.

In the NT paradeisos describes “a currently
still hidden, supernatural abode of the re-
deemed in the interim between death and the
raising of the dead”, as H. Balz explains.
Paradise is described as a place in the realm
of heaven (Luke 23:43), which in Pauline the-
ology always marks the goal of Christian life
on earth (2 Cor 5:1-10; Phil 1:23; 1 Thes 4:17;
Rom 8:38-39).* As E. Waschke explains, the
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Hebrew Term 0712 pardes denotes a “royal
park or garden”, a “pleasure garden” (Eccl 2:5),
a “royal forest” (Neh 2:8) and in the metaphori-
cal sense the “beloved” (Songs 4:13).>

The Septuagint (LXX) uses the Greek term
Topadelcog paradeisos not only for the He-
brew Term 0779 pardes (only three times in the
OT: Songs 4:13; Eccl 2:5; Neh 2:8)%, but much
more often for the term “garden” (Hebrew 13
gan), i.e. the garden of creation into which God
had placed the first human couple (Gn 2:8).%

At this point, a hermeneutical observation
should be noted that the LXX simply trans-
lates two different concepts with a single
term. In doing so, however, essential aspects
of meaning are transferred into the respective
other term and intermingled with one another,
which was not intended by the original Hebrew
authors.”” As J. Cook already noted in 2008
regarding the hermeneutical discussion of the
LXX, every translation is at the same time
an interpretation and thus a hermeneutical
activity that needs to be consciously reflected
upon.

However, since Paul knew and used the
LXX,* he was quite familiar with the use of
the term “paradise” for the “garden of God”.
He must have taken over the term “paradise”
as a translation of the “garden of God” from
the LXX, because the LXX was the first
source to elevate the word pardes from the
secular to the religious sphere, as B. Jacobs-
Hornig aptly remarks.®® This garden (also
called “Garden of Eden”) becomes “the im-
age of the still undiminished life in the care
and presence of God®'. This undiminished
life in the presence of God corresponds to the
paramount quality of Paul’s ecstatic vision in
2 Cor 12:4. H. Balz aptly comments on this:
“[...] is probably thought of a state of rapture,
which, however, is clearly not associated
with the hoped-for state of salvation after the
parousia, but which occurred on Paul as on a
stranger to himself [...].”%

This means that in the immediate presence of
God the original state of creation is not only
restored, but even surpassed. For Paul heard
ineffable words that no human is allowed to
say. Not even the first human couple in the gar-
den of creation was allowed to experience this.

Since Paul describes his experience of para-
dise in 2 Cor 12:1 with the terms “visions”
(Greek omtaciag) and “revelations” (Greek
amokolLvyels), research on Paul rightly raises
the question of the extent to which he can be
called an apocalyptic. This question is treated
in detail in the current book published in 2020,
Voices and Views on Paul: Exploring Scholar-
ly Trends by B. Witherington IIl and J.A. My-
ers.” Following P. Vielhauer®,Witherington
and Myers offer a definition of “apocalyptic”
based on the following seven criteria:

(@) The present age is temporary and imper-
manent as opposed to the future age, which is
eternal and imperishable

(b) The age to come is of a transcendent nature
that irrupts from without, through divine inter-
vention and without the help of human activity
(c) Apocalyptic includes a more global, cos-
mological perspective that does not only focus
on Israel itself

(d) Apocalyptic involves an interest in world
history

(e) Everything that happens has been prede-
termined by God

(f) World history is divided into epochs

(g) Apocalyptic includes the expectation that
the present world and its negative aspects will
end quickly®

Insofar as Paul shares these key points of the
apocalyptic conception of history in his theol-
ogy, he is definitely an apocalyptic. Above all,
the second point makes it clear that Paul always
reckons with God'’s physical intervention on
earth (cf. 1 Thes 1:5). Schnelle aptly remarks:
“Acts of power were self-evident manifestations
of God’s presence in the passing cosmos for
Paul (cf. 1Thes 1:5; 1Cor 2:4; 5:4; Gal 3:5; Rom
15:18f), so Paul was also a miracle worker.”*
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This approach is diametrically opposed to
Aristotelian dualism, since in Aristotle’s
worldview there can be no intervention from
the divine and metaphysical dimensions into
the physical world. This framework of knowl-
edge in Paul represents a contrast between the
“reign of death” and the “reign of life” (Rom
5:17,21).°” Because the cosmic rule of life has
already begun, Christians are enabled to fight
victoriously against the powers of this world,
as Vollenweider aptly remarks: “They [the
Christians] participate in the future flowing
into the present, but at the same time see them-
selves exposed to the pull of the passing world
time. They are invited to open themselves to
the liberating future again and again and to
resist the powers of the old world.”®

Because the death of Jesus Christ effectuates
the victory over the apocalyptic powers includ-
ing the triumphant disarmament of the powers
(Col 2:15; cf. Eph 1:20-22).% Thus J.C. Beker
aptly emphasizes the physical nature of Christ’s

death as an apocalyptic event: “The death of
Christ shatters the alliance of the apocalyptic
powers and signals the imminent overthrow of
death, ‘the last enemy’ [...]. This is why it is an
apocalyptic event and not merely an act of sac-
rificial love that evokes in us a moral sentiment
and a good disposition. [...] it is precisely in the
cross of Christ that the world itselfis judged [...]
(1 Cor. 1:21).7°

This victory over the powers of the invisible
world can be illustrated as follows (see Graphic
below):

Regarding the significance of the cross of
Jesus Christ for the work of God, M. Meiser
aptly remarks that man must acknowledge
Christ’s death on the cross through faith if he
wants to live in a relationship of righteousness
with God in this world.”

However, in 2 Cor 12:1-4 Paul does not de-
scribe his apocalyptic in the sense of world

The Cosmology of Paul

Jesus Christ reigns over all through his authority (e€ovcia)) which he
received from God the Father, through the power of the Holy Spirit

Principali- Authorities

Powers .
ties

Invisible World

Visible World

Veil

Christians live by faith in this world and participate in the
authority (eovcia) of Jesus Christ in WORD and DEED (727)
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history, but in the sense of his personal ex-
perience, which represents a partial aspect
of his overall view. What was the point of
this vision? Did God want to encourage
and prepare him in a special way for his
life and ministry? T. Schmeller examines
this “ascension report” of Paul in detail, in
that he dates the time reference “14 years
ago” in 2 Cor 12:2 to the years 42 or 43 AD,
provided that 2 Cor was written in 55 or 56
AD.”? Similarly, M. Seifrid also dates the
time reference “14 years ago”, assuming that
2 Corinthians was written in 54 or 55 AD,
concluding that the rapture of Paul would
have taken place around 40 AD.” This event
cannot therefore be identical with Paul’s vi-
sion of calling on the road to Damascus in
Acts 9:1-9. Schmeller concludes aptly: “The
journey to heaven took place in the time
between the first visit to Jerusalem and the
mission with Barnabas, that is, during the
time about which we hardly know anything
as far as Paul is concerned.”™

Through God’s activity, Paul was raptured
into the heavenly sphere so that he shared a
special and rare experience with Enoch and
Elijah - an experience that implies Paul’s
theological reference back to the OT.”> The
third heaven is the highest heaven and at the
same time the paradise into which Paul is
raptured.” Thus Paul was allowed to enter
the presence of God, but he was not allowed
to report either about this experience or about
his journey through the different heavenly
spheres.”” Here we have a two-part descrip-
tion of the same journey to heaven, first
naming the fact and then describing it.” Since
the words come from the heavenly sphere,
they are so sacred that if translated into hu-
man language they would be profaned.” As
a result, Paul’s special privilege emerges
clearly, as Schmeller explains: “Paul was
distinguished like few in that he came into
contact with exceedingly holy secrets of the
heavenly world, which cannot be imparted to
the earthly world.”®

This unique privilege of knowing sublime
divine mysteries sets the quality of God’s rev-
elations to Paul far apart from all the revelation
claims of his opponents.*'

5. Results: Paul’s overcoming of logical
dualism

(1) As we saw at the beginning, Paul has been
researched and interpreted in the past decades
primarily within the framework of a Western
dualistic knowledge grid. However, this means
a - conscious or unconscious - submission to
the logical dualism of Aristotle. As a result,
the person and theology of Paul were strongly
hellenized, in that the Greco-Western way
of thinking at the turn of the ages was as-
signed to him. His roots in biblical-semitic
thought, including the Hebrew and Aramaic
languages, have largely been pushed into the
background.®

(2) Today’s investigation of the terms “heav-
en” and “paradise” has shown, however, that
Paulwas deeply rooted in the Torah of the Old
Testament as well as in Jewish apocalypticism
of his time. Therefore, his perception of the
physical activity of God in space and time is
rooted in a holistic, non-dualistic worldview.
His journey into the heavenly world clearly
shows that it could not be permanently on the
other side, but that he should return to the here
and now, earthly existence. By returning, he
refuted every form of dualism in his life, for
he was commissioned to carry on with his
ministry as the apostle to the nations to the
very end.

(3) Although Paul moved in the Hellenistic
culture of the Greek-speaking language area
of the Ist century AD, he was and remained a
Semite in his person and in his theology. This
aspect must be emphasized much stronger in
future Pauline research in order to do better
justice to his person and his work, so that the
Christian faith in this country and worldwide
can also be strengthened and promoted through
a more appropriate understanding of Paul.
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