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Abstract: In keeping with talmudic tradition, this article presents a rabbinical thought 
experiment that questions the authenticity—indeed the very historicity—of the Apostle 
Paul’s Pharisaic Jewish background. By examining current interpretations of Saul’s 
Damascus road conversion, as well as Lukan and Pauline accounts in the New 
Testament, it becomes evident that there exists a striking disparity between Paul and 
other first century Pharisees, particularly since he took far too many liberties with his 
beliefs and behaviors (pre- and post-conversion) that would have set him apart from 
his Pharisaic contemporaries. Moreover, Luke (a non-Jew writing in a post-Sadducean 
world) was both an unreliable biographer and yet the primary source for claiming Paul 
was a Pharisee. Thus, from a Jewish perspective, it is thought-provoking to ask whether 
the idea of Paul as originally a Sadducee best explains these disparities. Ultimately, the 
thesis of this article is that interpreters should not view Paul as having followed the 
standard path to becoming an authentic Pharisee. In fact, Paul’s radical revision of 
prevailing Pharisaic exegesis suggests he was likely never a Pharisee or, at the very 
least, not a consistent Pharisee in the tradition of Gamaliel. The purpose of this article 
is to trace just how modern scholarship would change if Pauline scholars presumed 
that Paul was, in fact, a Sadducee instead of a Pharisee. Undoubtedly, the consequence 
would suggest that both Paul and Luke were world-class (albeit opportunistic) 
rhetoricians who used Pharisaic imagery solely to add credibility to Paul’s image and 
his emerging influence on the primitive church. 
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Introduction 
 
IN A PREVIOUS ARTICLE, I suggested briefly that the pre-Damascus actions of 
Paul might fit better in the world of the Sadducees than that of the Pharisees.1 
From one perspective, the presence and status of first century Jews in the city 
of Tarsus, as well as the situation of the Jewish high priesthood under Rome 
during the life and times of Paul and the broader Roman relationship to Judea, 

                                                 
1 Charles David Isbell, “Paul and Judaism,” The Bible and Interpretation: New 

Testament (2017), http://www.bibleinterp.com/PDFs/isbellPaul.pdf.  

https://www.cdisbell.online/
http://www.bibleinterp.com/PDFs/isbellPaul.pdf
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have created a wider canvas on which the New Testament (NT) understanding 
of these topics may be examined.2 From another direction, NT scholarship 
distinguishes the representations of Luke and the personal testimony of Paul on 
a number of issues, such as the educational background of the apostle, the 
precise details about his Damascus road vision, his relationship to the city of 
Jerusalem, his quarrels with the Jerusalem church leadership (especially Peter), 
and his missionary methodology. In all such cases, one penetrating question 
faced by scholars remains that of the historical reliability of Acts in comparison 
to the writings of Paul himself (the Hauptebriefe). Answers to why these 
discrepancies exist generate a wide spectrum of scholarly opinion. 
 When modern NT scholarship turns to an analysis of the conversion of 
Saul, the one facet that is common to most theories is the conviction that the 
NT must be the starting point, but this “starting point” leads inexorably to two 
different approaches. Scholars rely either upon some (but not all) of Paul’s 
statements about the experience or upon some (but not all) of Luke’s later 
statements about Paul. Thus, the two different “ending points” that follow from 
these different starting points do not secure one single solution that is 
universally accepted. Rather, most theorists appear forced in their picking, 
choosing, and harmonizing NT passages where they often select some verses in 
support of a position only to admit that other verses conflict with their theory. 
For example, N. T. Wright contends that Luke’s account of Paul’s conversion 
necessarily contains some legendary accretions. Indeed, he suggests that the 
details in Luke are not fully trustworthy when compared to Paul’s own words.3 
 This past summer, Professor Troy Martin and I discussed the subject of 
Pauline scholarship, which he then provided a copy of his presentation paper, 
“Paul: From Persecutor to Apostle.”4 The paper summarizes virtually all the 
positions currently taken by NT scholars about the interpretation of the 

                                                 
2 For a complete perspective on the massive archaeological efforts expended on the 

site, see Hetty Goldman, ed., Excavations at Gözlü Kule, Tarsus, 3 vols. (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 1950‒1963). For a political and intellectual analysis of Tarsus, see 
Bruce Chilton, Rabbi Paul: An Intellectual Biography (New York: Image Books, 2004). 
 3 N. T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, Christian Origins and the 
Question of God 3 (London: SPCK, 2003), 393. 

4 Troy W. Martin, “Paul: From Persecutor to Apostle” (A Pastoral Ministry Institute 
Presentation in Recognition of the Year of St. Paul, Chicago, IL, October 16, 2008). Troy is a 
former graduate student of mine who has become a friend and respected colleague. This 
exchange about Paul was part of a broader discussion about numerous other NT issues, their 

impact on Jewish-Christian relations, and the differences in how Christians and Jews often read 
the same text. 
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devoted to his Damascus experience (9:1‒18; 22:1‒16; 26:1‒18).73 All three 
link Paul’s visionary episode with his sense of mission to Gentiles. Even despite 
this, the initial account in Acts 9 states that after he had regained his sight, 
“immediately he began to proclaim Jesus in the synagogues” (9:20). Then the 
version offered in Acts 26 includes Paul’s own conclusion, “After that, King 
Agrippa, I was not disobedient to the heavenly vision. I preached first to those 
in Damascus, then in Jerusalem, and throughout the countryside of Judea,” but 
only then “also to the Gentiles” (26:19‒20). It seems to me that here indeed was 
a man who could become “all things to all people,” as circumstances shifted. I 
cannot imagine what someone might have thought if after hearing Saul trumpet 
his Judaism in a synagogue he would later hear Paul celebrate his freedom from 
everything Jewish in a church. 
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