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Introduction: The ‘Lens’ of the Child 
 
In her introduction to the essay collection, The Child in the Bible, Marcia Bunge 
describes the way in which contributors to that volume have sought to ‘“foreground” 
questions and concerns about children and childhood’ in the interpretation of biblical 
texts.1 The importance of this approach lies not only in the potential light cast on 
issues directly related to the understanding of childhood, or treatment of children. 
Approaching a text from a new perspective, with a new ‘lens’ also has the potential to 
‘shed new light on the structure and themes of the text as a whole’, providing ‘a new 
angle of vision on other aspects of biblical texts’.2 The experience of preparing this 
short paper bears this out. I am a New Testament scholar, whose research is largely 
focussed on the writings of Paul, the letter of 2 Corinthians in particular. I am 
interested in what that text means, in its interpretation. While I am not free of my own 
particular set of presuppositions that inevitably shape interpretation (which one of us 
is?) I work hard to understand the text on its own terms, for what it seems to say 
rather than for what I want it to say. 
 
It is for precisely this reason that it is necessary to intentionally read texts through 
another lens or, better, the lens of another. Because to the extent that presuppositions 
affect interpretation, there will be things that I, or any of us, cannot see until we alter 
the line of vision. 
 
So when I was invited to choose a topic for this paper, I made the simple decision to 
re-read a text from 2 Corinthians that mentioned children: 2 Corinthians 6:13. Little 
was I too know at the time, that my choice, and the decision to view that text through 
the ‘lens’ of the child, would reframe my exegetical judgement about what that text 
was saying and, more broadly, what might have been at stake as Paul wrote to the 
Corinthians. The argument that follows has implications, to be sure, for the way that 
we construe the relationship between parents and children. But, it has also helped me 
to reconceive some basic interpretative questions about the overall meaning of this 
part of Scripture. 
 
Metaphors, Paul and Us 
 
Metaphors matter. They are key components of the human concern to interpret and 
understand reality.3 We use metaphors to make sense of the world, our place within it, 

                                                
1 Marcia J. Bunge, 'Introduction', in Marcia J. Bunge, Terence E. Fretheim, and Beverly Roberts 
Gaventa (eds.), The Child in the Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), xv–xxvi, here xviii. 
2 Bunge, 'Introduction', xviii. 
3 See George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors we Live By (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2003). 



and to construe the various forms of potential human relationship that stem from the 
realities of life in family, community, and society. 
 
And metaphors mattered to Paul. They are a vital part of his rhetorical toolbox. They 
are used to enable deeper understanding of the nature of God’s redemptive action in 
Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 2:14, triumphal procession; 2 Cor. 5:18–19, reconciliation of 
hostile parties), the role of the church within that redemptive drama (2 Cor. 3:2–3, a 
letter of Christ; 2 Cor. 5:20, ambassadors for Christ), and the shape of Paul’s own 
apostolic ministry for the sake of the churches (2 Cor. 4:7, earthenware pots). In 
particular, as others have noted, Paul regularly makes use of the image of the child, in 
relation to himself and his converts, of the metaphor of parenthood, in his descriptions 
of his relationship with his converts, and of the language of siblingship, to portray 
relationships within the community. 4  There may not be many direct, explicit 
references to actual children in the Pauline epistles. But the language of childhood 
functions metaphorically to express aspects of the nature of Christian identity and 
community, and of the relationship between Paul the apostle and the congregations to 
which he writes. 
 
But what is communicated? The reason for asking this question, and doing the 
necessary exegetical work to find an answer to it, relates to the fact that metaphors 
matter not only as conveyors of meaning. The meaning conveyed in turn shapes 
practice. And when it comes to the metaphorical language of parent and child, there is 
always the possibility that language that is drawn from the real world of familial 
relationship, and then is used metaphorically to say things about other forms of social 
relationship, serves ultimately to legitimate certain understandings of the relationship 
between parents and children. Brent Strawn, in an excellent essay on the use of 
familial language to connote the relationship between YHWH and Israel, puts the 
point well: 
 

                                                
4 For surveys of the material see Klaus Schäfer, Gemeide als 'Bruderschaft': Ein Beitrag zum 
Kirchenverständnis des Paulus (23 / 333; Frankfurt am Main / Berlin / Bern et al: Peter Lang, 1989), O. 
Larry Yarbrough, 'Parents and Children in the Letters of Paul', in L. Michael White and O. Larry 
Yarbrough (eds.), The Social World of the First Christians: Essays in Honor of Wayne A. Meeks 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 126–141, Mary Katherine Birge SSJ, The Language of Belonging: A 
Rhetorical Analysis of Kinship Language in First Corinthians (CBET 31; Leuven / Paris: Peeters, 
2002), Peter Balla, The Child-Parent Relationship in the New Testament and its Environment (WUNT 
155; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003), Trevor J. Burke, Family Matters: A Socio-Historical Study of 
Kinship Metaphors in 1 Thessalonians (JSNTSup 247; London: T & T Clark International, 2003), 
Trevor J. Burke, 'Paul's Rold as "Father" to His Corinthian "Children" in Socio-Historical Context (1 
Corinthians 4:14–21)', in Trevor J. Burke and J. Keith Elliott (eds.), Paul and the Corinthians: Studies 
on a Community in Conflict: Essays in Honour of Margaret Thrall (Supplements to Novum 
Testamentum 109; Leiden: Brill, 2003), 95–113, Reidar Aasgaard, 'My Beloved Brothers and Sisters': 
Christian Siblingship in Paul (JSNTSup 265; London / New York: T & T Clark International, 2004), 
Christine Gerber, Paulus und seine 'Kinder': Studien zur Beziehungsmetaphorik der paulinischen 
Briefe (BZNW 136; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2005), Reidar Aasgaard, 'Paul as a Child: Children and 
Childhood in the Letters of the Apostle',  126 (2007), 129-159, Beverly Roberts Gaventa, Our Mother 
Saint Paul (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2007), Beverly Roberts Gaventa, 'Finding a Place for 
Children in the Theology of Paul', in Marcia J. Bunge, Terence E. Fretheim, and Beverly Roberts 
Gaventa (eds.), The Child in the Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 233–248. 



Does the portrayal of God as our parent make any difference when we consider our own 
relationship with our children? Once we have children of our own, do we parent differently 
and better if we believe that God is a parent both to us and to others?5 

 
‘I Speak as to Children’ (2 Corinthians 6:13) 
 
It is this notion, that the metaphorical use of parent-child language relates to the actual 
ethics of how parents and children relate to each other, that justifies the following 
analysis of a neglected text in 2 Corinthians. When Paul tells the Corinthians that he 
speaks to them ‘as to children’ (2 Cor. 6:13 ὡς τέκνοις) what does he mean? And how 
might Paul’s metaphorical meaning relate to our attitudes towards and treatment of 
children? 
 
There is a general consensus about this text, to the effect that the address of the 
Corinthians as τέκνοι results from Paul’s self-understanding as the spiritual father of 
the Corinthian community. This idea does indeed occur elsewhere (see 1 Cor. 3:1–2; 
4:14–15; 2 Cor 11:2; 12:14–15), but it is noticeable that there is no specific reference 
to Paul as father (πατήρ) or parent (γονεύς) here. This lack of direct reference to 
Paul’s role as parent does not prevent commentators from proceeding to read the use 
of the child metaphor as if it referred to the Corinthians’ relationship with Paul as 
their apostle. This is, in part, determined by the fact that for much of the preceding 
argument, Paul has been discussing that relationship. As earlier chapters make clear, 
that relationship had been damaged, is now restored, but is perhaps under threat once 
again as others seek to undermine Paul’s authority. Thus the appeal of 6:13 ‘open 
wide your hearts’, reiterated in 7:2 ‘make room in your hearts’ is an appeal for the 
reciprocal return of affection. 6 There is something other than affection at stake, 
however. Commentators also note that the implied relationship between apostle and 
congregation is one of reciprocity. It is because Paul has shown love to the 
Corinthians that they are obligated to return that love.7 In this way the text is read not 
merely as appeal, but as what Paul Barnett terms ‘an assertion of spiritual paternity’.8 
Although the point cannot be developed here, the implied model of relationship 
suggested by this kind of understanding is largely contractual. It contains the implicit 
idea that, should the Corinthian’s affection not be given, then Paul might withdraw his 
affection for them. 
 
 
‘I Will Be Your Father’ (2 Corinthians 6:18) 
 
It is at this point that we note that this is not the only place where familial imagery is 
used in this section of the letter. For, in between the two appeals to the Corinthians, 
Paul includes material that constitutes a substantive articulation of the way in which 

                                                
5 Brent A. Strawn, '"Israel My Child": The Ethics of a Biblical Metaphor', in Marcia J. Bunge, Terence 
E. Fretheim, and Beverly Roberts Gaventa (eds.), The Child in the Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2008), 103–140, here 105. 
6 Margaret E. Thrall, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, Volume 1: Introduction and Commentary 
on II Corinthians I–VII (ICC; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1994), 471 
7 Murray J. Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians (NIGTC; Grand Rapids / Cambridge: 
Eerdmans, 2005), 491–492 
8 Paul Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 337. 



the Corinthians’ affection is to be shown. And at the heart of the exhortations of 6:14–
7:1 lies a repeated reference to ‘sons and daughters’ with this time an explicit mention 
of a ‘father’: 
 
16b I will live in them and walk among them, 
  and I will be their God, 
  and they shall be my people.  
17  Therefore come out from them, 
  and be separate from them, says 
  the Lord, 
 and touch nothing unclean; 
  then I will welcome you,  
18  and I will be your father, 
  and you shall be my sons and 
daughters, 
 says the Lord Almighty. 
 

16b ἐνοικήσω ἐν αὐτοῖς καὶ ἐµπεριπατήσω 
  καὶ ἔσοµαι αὐτῶν θεὸς 
  καὶ αὐτοὶ ἔσονταί µου λαός.  
17  διὸ ἐξέλθατε ἐκ µέσου αὐτῶν καὶ  
  ἀφορίσθητε, λέγει κύριος, 
  
 καὶ ἀκαθάρτου µὴ ἅπτεσθε· 
  κἀγὼ εἰσδέξοµαι ὑµᾶς  
18  καὶ ἔσοµαι ὑµῖν εἰς πατέρα 
  καὶ ὑµεῖς ἔσεσθέ µοι εἰς υἱοὺς 
καὶ θυγατέρας, 
 λέγει κύριος παντοκράτωρ. 

 
In no commentary known to me is the connection between the familial language of 
6:13 and 6:18 established. It may therefore be possible that I am straining to hard to 
connect them. After all, many scholars are convinced that 6:14–7:1 do not belong in 
this letter at all, because the verses are seen to fit uneasily into the surrounding 
argument, and draw on language and patterns of thought that appear to be un-
Pauline.9 However even if integrity is assumed, the relationship between the language 
of ‘children’ with the language of ‘father, sons and daughters’ is not the focus of 
attention. 
 
In 6:16b–18 Paul is, of course, citing Old Testament texts in support of his view that 
the Corinthians should not engage in partnership with ‘unbelievers’ (6:14–15). 
Through a series of rhetorical questions, Paul makes it clear that allegiance to God 
involves the refusal of koinônia with idols. ‘What does a believer share with an 
unbeliever?’ (ἢ τίς µερὶς πιστῷ µετὰ ἀπίστου). The implied answer is ‘nothing’.10 
This is clearly a negative argument, intended to strengthen the relationship between 
the Corinthians and Paul. But it is not the only argument. The rhetorical questions 
give way to a fundamental statement about the shared identity of Paul and the 
Corinthians: ‘For we are the temple of the living God’.11 That shared identity is 
                                                
9 For representative discussions of the arguments for and against the integrity of 6:14–7:1 in relation to 
its context in the letter see the commentaries and the following articles: Hans Dieter Betz, '2 Cor 6:14–
7:1: An Anti-Pauline Fragment?', JBL 92 (1973), 88–108, Paul Brooks Duff, 'The Mind of the 
Redactor: 2 Cor. 6:14–7:1 in its Secondary Context', NovT 35 (1993), 160–180, Franz Zeilinger, 'Die 
Echtheit von 2 Cor 6:14–7:1', JBL 112 (1993), 71–80, Michael Goulder, '2 Cor. 6:14–7:1 as an Integral 
Part of 2 Corinthians', NovT 36 (1994), 47–57, James M. Scott, 'The Use of Scripture in 2 Corinthians 
6.16c–18 and Paul's Restoration Theology', JSNT 56 (1994), 73–99, William O. Walker Jr, '2 Cor 
6.14–7.1 and the Chiastic Structure of 6.11–13; 7.2–3', NTS 48 (2002), 142–144, Stephen J. Hultgren, 
'2 Cor 6.14–7.1 and Rev 21.3–8: Evidence for the Ephesian Redaction of 2 Corinthians', NTS 49 (2003), 
39–56, Thomas Schmeller, 'Der ursprüngliche Kontext von 2 Kor 6.14–7.1: Zur Frage der 
Einheitlichkeit des 2. Korintherbriefs', NTS 52 (2006), 219–238. 
10 The majority view is that Paul is talking here about the relationship between the ‘church’ and the 
‘world’. I am increasingly drawn to the view that the term ἀπίστος in 6:14–15 refers in highly 
polemical fashion to Paul’s opponents in Corinth. On this see Goulder, '2 Cor. 6:14–7:1 as an Integral 
Part of 2 Corinthians', and the arguments presented there. 
11 With the majority of commentators I read ἡµεῖς γὰρ ναὸς θεοῦ ἐσµεν rather than the ὑµεις … ἐστε of 
P46 (ℵ2) C D2 F G Ψ (0209) M lat sy; Tert. 



profoundly covenantal in shape. It is generally agreed that the following Old 
Testament text has been deployed at this point in the argument: 
 
Leviticus 26:11–12 Leviticus 26:11–12 
11 And I will place my tent among you, and my 
soul shall not abhor you.  12 And I will walk 
about among you and will be your God, and you 
shall be for me a nation. 

11 καὶ θήσω τὴν διαθήκην µου ἐν ὑµῖν, καὶ οὐ 
βδελύξεται ἡ ψυχή µου ὑµᾶς·  12 καὶ 
ἐµπεριπατήσω ἐν ὑµῖν καὶ ἔσοµαι ὑµῶν θεός, καὶ 
ὑµεῖς ἔσεσθέ µου λαός. 

 
From this text Paul derives the three key affirmations about God’s presence with the 
community: ‘I will live among them’; ‘I will walk (among them)’; ‘I will be their God 
and they shall be my people’. 
 
The final phrase is, of course, one version of Israel’s ‘covenant formula’.12 It is then 
re-iterated in explicitly familial language in 6:18. This verse seems to derive from two 
texts: 
 
2 Samuel 7:14 2 Samuel 7:14 
I will be a father to him, and he shall be a son to 
me. 

ἐγὼ ἔσοµαι αὐτῷ εἰς πατέρα, καὶ αὐτὸς ἔσται µοι 
εἰς υἱόν 

  
Isaiah 43:6 Isaiah 43:6 
bring my sons from a land far away 
and my daughters from the ends of the earth 

ἄγε τοὺς υἱούς µου ἀπὸ γῆς πόρρωθεν καὶ τὰς 
θυγατέρας µου ἀπ᾿ ἄκρων τῆς γῆς 

 
Paul has engaged in some crafty hermeneutical work here. The 2 Samuel 7:14 is a 
reformulation of the initial covenant formula directed towards an individual in what is 
know as an adoption formula; the reference is to the Davidic king. Paul changes the 
initial singular pronouns back into plurals in order to incorporate the Corinthians 
within the messianic promise and combines this with elements of an Isaianic text that 
looks towards the eschatological restoration of the people of God by means of a new 
exodus. Thus, this text is an affirmation of Paul’s wider theology of restoration and 
affirms that he, together with the Corinthians, are the ‘temple of the living God’ 
because in the new covenant God is ‘father’ and Paul and the Corinthians are ‘sons 
and daughters’.13 
 
Conclusions 
 
By pointing out the connection between the two forms of familial imagery used in this 
section of 2 Corinthians we are invited to consider the possibility that the more 
fundamental framework for interpreting such language in Paul is not some form of 
reciprocal contract between apostle and congregation whereby the relationship is 
                                                
12 For a discussion of the relevant texts see the survey in Rolf Rendtorff, The Covenant Formula: An 
Exegetical and Theological Investigation, trans. Margaret Kohl (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1998). For 
the history of religions background to the connection between familial and covenantal formulae see 
Charles F. Fensham, 'Father and Son as Terminology for Treaty and Covenant', in Hans Goedicke (ed.), 
Near Easter Studies in Honor of William Foxwell Albright (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 
1971), 121–135. 
13 This is to compress a good deal of necessary exegesis into a few sentences. See the discussions in G. 
K. Beale, 'The Old Testament Background of Reconciliation in 2 Corinthians 5–7 and its Bearing on 
the Literary Problem of 2 Corinthians 6.14–7.1', NTS 35 (1989), 550–581 and Scott, 'The Use of 
Scripture in 2 Corinthians 6.16c–18 and Paul's Restoration Theology', . 



sustained by the mutual obligations of affection, or the hierarchically structured give 
and take of instruction/example and obedience. Theologically prior to any such 
construal of Paul’s relationship to the Corinthians is a shared identity through 
participation in the new covenant. 
 
In her important essay ‘Finding a Place for Children in the Letters of Paul’, Beverley 
Gaventa notes that when Paul talks about children, in either the literal or metaphorical 
sense, he connects his children-talk to God-talk.14 Noting the contrast between the 
Pauline location of the family within the household of God and accounts of children 
that construe them in instrumental terms (as existing for the sake of the polis, or the 
well-being of society), Gaventa describes with care the ways in which attention to the 
connection between children-talk and God-talk serves as a reminder of the innate 
value of children to God. 
 
This brief consideration of 2 Corinthians 6:11–7:1 bears this observation out. But in 
addition to providing biblical resources to the instrumental use (and abuse) of children 
within society, the comments made above offer us a vision of relationships between 
parents and children (physical or spiritual) that must never collapse into contractual 
structures and practices. Love and affection, instruction, obedience, and discipline are 
the outworking of an identity that parents and children share: as those who are loved 
by God who calls us children, sons and daughters. Within the home, and within the 
household of faith, our relationships with one another will be constantly sustained by 
our common orientation to, and participation in, the unconditional love of God. 
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