The Letters to the Corinthians

We need to realize that there were more than just these two letters going back and forth with Paul and the Corinthians. There was up to four letters and some travel as Paul dealt with this congregation.

These letters were written from Ephesus, which was just across the Aegean from Corinth.

In 1 Corinthians 5:9, Paul states that he had told the people in his letter not to associate with immoral people. This was part of a letter that he had sent them earlier. One, sadly, that does not exist. We’ll call this “Corinthian A.”

In response, the Corinthians wrote a letter back and sent some people to visit Paul: members of Chole’s household, Stephanas, Fortunatus, and Achaicus. In this letter, they asked a series of questions that Paul answers in chapters 7-16 of 1 Corinthians.

In answer to this letter, and after hearing what the Corinthians who came to see him had to say, Paul wrote what is now called 1 Corinthians (Corinthians B). This was written about the year

Paul then heard other bad reports and decided to pay a visit which was extremely painful to him and he had to withdraw in haste. (2 Cor. 2:1)

When he returned to Ephesus, he wrote a letter “out of much affliction and anguish of heart” (2 Cor. 2:4). This was taken by Titus and is called “the sorrowful letter.” We’ll call it Corinthians C.

Paul left Ephesus and awaited Titus at Troas. He then went into Macedonia and Titus found him there. He reported good news.

Paul then wrote a fourth letter (Corinthians D; 2 Corinthians) expressing relief at what had taken place and finishing the problems with the “super apostles.”

He then wintered at Corinth on his way to Jerusalem.

The dates given these letters are around 57, 58 AD. Some go a bit earlier.

The theme of this letter is found in 1:18-25: The word of the cross is God’s power of salvation.

Issues that Paul writes about:

Divisions in the church (ch. 1-4)

Case of immorality (ch. 5)

Lawsuits (6:1-8)

Immorality in general (6:9-20)

Issues they ask about:

Marriage (ch. 7)

Meat  (8-11:1)

Most of the time this is looked at as simply being eating meat from the butcher, which is part of it. However, we also need to realize that some of the Corinthians were going further and actually eating in the pagan temples. In such a case, compromise with a pagan idol might take place. So, Paul asks, is it possible for a Christian to eat with pagans one night and the Lord the next?

Worship (11-14

Women in worship (11:2-16)

The Lord’s Supper (17:-34)

Spiritual gifts, love, and worship (12-14)

The resurrection (15)

The collection (16)

I2 Corinthians breaks into three parts:

Relationship with the majority—the problems are dealt with and Paul rejoices (1-7)

8 and 9—Stewardship

Relationship with the minority who refuse to listen: Paul defends his apostleship and threatens a harsh visit to them

Paul spends a good deal of time defending himself and some of the choices that he has made. He has to defend his change of plans, his ministry, and his apostleship. Interestingly, in defending himself against the “super apostles” he does not point to his visions, healings, etc., but to his sufferings for the Gospel.

Romans

Romans is Paul's most important work. In many ways it is "magnum opus." Certainly one of the most important books of the NT.

Written at the very end of his 3rd missionary journey. The letter was written in Corinth. Paul was staying with Gaius, a rather wealthy member there (Rom. 16:23). He wrote the letter with the help of a secretary named Tertius (Rom. 16:3). The letter was carried to Rome by Phoebe, a church worker from Cenchrea, which was about six miles from Corinth (Rom. 16:1). Since Paul states that he has collected the money for the offering and is taking it to Jerusalem, we know that this was written around the year 57 (Rom. 15:23-28).

Purpose:

1) He was planning to visit Spain and wanted to use the Roman church as his base.

2) He wanted to lay out the plan of salvation for a church that he had never visited.

3) He wanted to lay out the relationship between Jew and Gentile in the church.

Theme: The Righteousness from God

Outline:

I. Introduction (1:1-15)

II. Theme: The Righteousness from God (1:16-17)

III. All People are Unrighteous (1:18-3:20)

IV. God gives righteousness (3:21-5:21)

V. Righteousness lived (ch. 6-8)

VI. God's Righteousness and Israel (ch. 9-11)

VII. Righteous lives (practical Christian living) (12:1-15:3)

VIII. Conclusion (15:14-33)

IX. Commendation and greetings (16)

Paul in Jerusalem

When Paul arrived in Jerusalem, he found out that stories had been spread about him that just were not true. Many of the Jewish Christians who were “zealous for the law” had been told that, not only did he refuse to have the Gentiles follow Jewish law, but that he was telling the Jews to reject Jewish law. Paul had not problem with Jews following whatever customs they felt right; they had that freedom under the Gospel. But he did not want those customs forced on to Gentiles. Luke notes that Paul himself took a vow for a while and had his hair shaved when it was over.

So, they had what they thought was a good idea: Paul would go with four members of the church who had taken a Nazirite vow. He would participate in their purification and he would pay all their expenses.

Unfortunately, whatever good this did for the Jewish Christians, it brought him into the very conflict that the prophets had warned him against. Some Jews from Asia had seen Paul with Trophimus, a Gentile Christian in the city earlier in the week. Now, at the end of the purification, they saw Paul with the four Nazirites in the Temple courts, probably the court of Israel, and charged him with brining the Gentile into those courts.

The law that kept Gentiles on their side of the fence was instituted by Herod, but was under the sole administration of the Temple priests and police. This was one of the few offenses for which the death penalty could be given even to a Roman citizen. Had there been any foundation for this charge, even Paul’s Roman citizenship would have done him no good. Of course, Paul didn’t bring a Gentile into the Temple, but try to argue with a mob and see where it gets you.

At this cry, a group of people began a riot and started beating Paul. The gates were shut so that the sanctity of the sacred area would not be damaged by the unseemly violence. Notice that it is not the Temple police that stops the violence but the Roman guard from the fortress Antonia. 

The Egyptian was a man that claimed to be a prophet and led a group of followers to the Mount of Olives. There he told them to wait until the walls fell down at which point they would overthrow the Romans. The procurator Felix sent out a group of troops that killed some, arrested others, and dispersed the rest. The Egyptian vanished in the melee. The commander thought Paul was the Egyptian who had returned.

Paul was doing a good job with the crowd until he mentioned the Gentiles. Then they remembered why they were so angry. 

At this, the Romans strung Paul up to beat him. Both Greeks and Romans believed that people were more likely to tell the truth under torture. However, the Greeks forbade torture for all freedmen; the Romans forbade it for Roman citizens. 

A Roman citizen had to be treated in accordance with proper legal procedure. Since the crime was against Jewish law, the Sanhedrin was the body to deal with the charge. The high priest at the time was Ananias, the son of Nedebaeus. He was known for unwarranted and arbitrary conduct like having Paul slapped. He was killed in the rebellion against Rome by other Jews. However, the Roman guard remained until such time as the Sanhedrin could prove that Paul had taken a Gentile into the Temple. But no such witnesses were brought forward. The best part is the argument here. Apparently, the Pharisees figured that anyone who stood this firmly on the resurrection couldn’t be all bad.

Go through the vow not to eat. Point out that the commander claimed to have saved Paul when he learned he was a Roman citizen. Paul was taken to Caesarea to the governor’s palace where the governor himself would try the case.

Paul and Antonius Felix

Paul spent the next two years in Caesarea. The governor was Marcus Antonius Felix. He had once been a slave in the household of Antonia, the daughter of Mark Antony. He was married to Drusilla, the youngest daughter of Herod Agrippa, who was a Jewess. His reign was marked by  extortion, cruelty, and oppression. Felix had many problems with the Jews under his administration. In fact, some of his decisions led directly into the Jewish revolt of 66 AD.

The Priests hired a professional lawyer for this case. His opening statement is pretty typical of the day. The key statement is the last: Paul attempted to profane the temple. Paul notes that they have no witnesses for their statements.

We don’t know for sure if Felix held any further trials in Caesarea, but he said he would, so he might have. Even if he did, Felix decided to hold him, hoping for a bribe. Since Paul had just shown up with a bag of money for Jerusalem, Felix might have hoped for some of the same. He did like to talk to Paul, but Paul had this impolitic habit of speaking about things like “justice, self-control, and judgment” which were not good topics for the Felix. 

At the end of his term, he didn’t want to offend the Jews any more than he had already and so he left Paul in prison.

Porcius Festus

Unlike Felix, Festus did not have Jewess for a wife nor did he had the knowledge of the way that Felix did. Therefore, his lack of knowledge and experience could be exploited to Paul’s disadvantage especially when the high priest and company bring it up at their first meeting. 

If the Jewish leaders had stuck with the temple charges, they probably would have gotten Paul back. However, as they did with Felix, they accused Paul of disturbing the peace. This was a Roman issue.

If Festus had been in office longer, he might have dismissed the charges, but being new, he wanted to handle things equally. So, Festus was willing to have Paul go to Jerusalem; he wanted to gain the favor of the priests. Paul did not like that thought. Festus could treat the Sanhedrin as his counsel which wouldn’t help Paul at all. Go over Paul’s statement in Acts 25.

The right of the Roman citizen to appeal to Caesar began in year 30  BC. By the second century, almost all Roman citizens with a dubious case automatically went to Rome for trial. However, beginning with Nero, the emperor himself heard very few cases; most of them went to other judges. It should be noted that Nero was under the tutelage of Seneca at the time and Seneca was the real power behind the throne. He actually had a very good government at the time.

Paul’s appeal did Festus a huge favor; he got out of the responsibility of dealing with a case that he didn’t understand. He also had another problem: what was he going to write to the emperor about this case? Time for another Herod to show up! This is Herod Agrippa II, the son of the guy who died for claiming to be a god. He became king at the age of 17 in 44 AD. Now, he was probably around age 30 or so.

Paul made his defense; Agrippa laughs it all off. At this point, Agrippa said that Paul was not guilty of the charges against him and the case could probably have been discharged. However, with the appeal already made to Caesar, it would not have been smart politics for Felix. 

Paul’s trip to Rome

The soldiers that were given charge of Paul and the other prisoners were in charge of transporting grain from Egypt to Rome. This was a very important group; their service went back to the days of Marc Antony and Cleopatra. So the ship went to Myra and there they found an Alexandrian grain ship heading into Italy. So they boarded it. Notice the authority the centurion had on this ship.

The voyage from here is certainly from an eyewitness and gives a great deal of detail in ancient seamanship. Luke notes that the fast (the Day of Atonement) had already past; that would be in October. From September to November 11 was the most dangerous time of the year for sailing. After November 11, there was no sailing until the spring. They knew they would not arrive in Rome by then. So, there was the debate: stay or try to harbor somewhere else?

The captain wanted to go another 36 miles to a larger and better harbor. The centurion agreed. Between these two ports, however, the south coast of Crete turns suddenly to the north and exposes a ship to the northern gales before it regains the protection of the coast just before Phoenix. They got a southern wind flow which they thought would get them across safely. A day later, they got hit with a North-easter. It came of Mount Ida in Crete and blew them right out to sea. 

They were blown 23 miles off course and got to the southern side of Cauda. The hauled the lifeboat on board—which would have been filling up with water and then they put ropes under the boat to hold it together. Finally, they put out the drift anchor to keep them from hitting sand bars. All of the cargo and other stuff that could move also went over board.

They did not eat because the food either spoiled (the boat was probably leaking) or lost (not to mention the fact that you couldn’t make anything!). After about 12 days, Paul received a vision that said he would arrive in Rome and everyone else too. But he would be shipwrecked first. Then, strengthened by the food, they threw the cargo of grain overboard to give the ship a shallower draft as they beached her. Only at v. 37 does Luke tell us how many were on board. Probably in distributing the food, they had to know the exact number, and Luke himself may have helped supervise the distribution.

The soldiers wanted to kill the prisoners because if any escaped, then the soldiers’ lives would be at stake. Instead, Julius gave the order for everyone to swim to shore.

The next spring, Paul comes to Rome and at the end of Acts, he had lived there two years.

The Captivity Epistles: Colossians, Philemon, Ephesians, Philippians

Where was Paul when these letters were written?

Caesarea: Very few scholars argue this today. It is too early in Paul’s imprisonment for him to ask for rooms to be made ready and that he will soon be released.

Ephesus: In the last 50 years, many scholars have argued that Paul was imprisoned during his time in Ephesus although it is not recorded in Acts. 

2 Cor. 11:23: Paul says he has been in prison “far more frequently” yet only one imprisonment in mentioned in Acts. (But he doesn’t say where or for how long. These letters seem to indicate a long captivity.)

1 Cor. 15:32: Paul says he fought with wild beasts. (But he could be speaking figuratively. Roman citizens weren’t thrown to the lions very often and then it was on a major charge. It’s unlikely that Paul would have been freed from such a severe charge.)

2 Cor. 1:8 Paul mentions a trial so severe in Asia that he despaired even of life. (Imprisonment might be a possibility, but it can’t be proven.)

Rom. 16:3,4 Priscilla and Aquila risked their lives for Paul. Ephesus makes the most sense for this. (ditto)

Clement of Rome (90 AD) says that Paul was in prison seven times. (But doesn’t say where or when.)

Onesimus would be most likely to run to Ephesus (125 miles away) rather than Rome. The odds that Onesimus stole money and other items is pretty high; Paul offers to pay for them, so he could pay for a journey like that. Rome was known for having a lot of unsavory people coming there. Besides, where is better chance of him getting caught: 100 miles away or in Rome?

Paul is more likely to plan to visit Colossae from Ephesus than Rome. (But it would have been five years since Paul last visited after he got out of prison, so it is not unlikely that he would want to do so.)

Many believe that several journeys/letters/gifts are hinted at in the letter to the Philippians. That would be easier in Ephesus than in Rome. It would be easier, but with a two year imprisonment, it is not impossible for Paul to have written from Rome. 

An Ephesian imprisonment is certainly a possibility. We know Paul was thrown in prison one more than one occasion. But we don’t know for sure and its dangerous to make judgments on what we cannot prove. Drane thinks that Philippians was probably written from Ephesus, but not any of the others, but even that is just a guess. Unless we have stronger evidence to the contrary, we are best off putting the letters in Rome with Paul around 60 AD.

Rome:

This is the traditional view from the earliest history of the church.

Luke was with Paul (Col. 4:14; Philemon 24). According to Acts, Luke was with Paul in Rome, but not Ephesus. However, Luke is not mentioned in Philippians. This is odd since Luke had spent so much time there. However, Luke may have been gone on another errand when this letter was written.

In Philippians, Paul mentions death as a possible consequence. This could only happen in Rome, for Paul could appeal any decision of a provincial court to Caesar.

Philippians

This was one of Paul’s favorite churches. He received regular assistance from it. It is a very personal letter. 

Occasion: A letter of thanks for gifts received. These gifts came by Epaphroditus, who then became ill and nearly died. Paul now sends Epaphroditus back with this letter in hand. 

He deals with the topic of unity and an attitude of service. He also deals with the need to make peace and to give up rights on behalf of others. He also warns them against both Judaizers and people who would serve their own stomachs.

Colossians, Philemon, Ephesians

We know these letters are related. Tychicus is mentioned as the bearer of both Colossians and Ephesians and Onesimus is accompanying him. Colossians and Ephesians deal with similar topics. 

Colossians

Paul did not start this church. It was founded by one of his followers, possibly Epaphras who now came to see Paul.

The Colossian Heresy

Paul’s words give us some good clues as to what was being taught in the city. There were four main thrusts:

Philosophical—Apparently, it was a fusion of Christian and Jewish theology and Greek philosophy and mystery religions. It claimed a special knowledge from God. Paul warns against philosophy and vain deceit. (Col. 2:8)

Ritualistic--circumcision, new moon festivals, and other Jewish traditions were being highlighted (Col. 2:11)

Ascetic—Rule of abstinence (do not handle, do not touch) and severity to the body are all spoken about. (Col. 2:21-23).

Angelic—There are angel intermediaries to keep the highest God unsullied by contact with the physical universe (Col. 2:18)

This is probably a form of early Gnosticism.

Gnosticism is kind of hard to define. It arose in the early Christian church by mixing Christianity with pagan philosophy, astrology, and the Greek mystery religions. They taught that there were two great forces in the world: good and evil; matter was evil. No god worthy of the name would create evil matter. There was a Supreme Father God who put forth Aeons, each of which could put forth weaker powers, who in turn put forth even weaker powers. One of these aeons (Sophia) gave birth to a god who was too stupid to realize that matter was evil, the creator-God who made the world. This creator-God then created the evil material world and trapped the spirits in bodies. If you had the right knowledge (gnosis), then you could become free of this earthly punishment and begin your journey to the spirit world. Christ, was one of the beings who came to give this secret knowledge. Though he appeared to have a body, he really didn't have one. Some argued from an adoptionistic view point, others argued that the humanity was merely illusionary.

Gnosticism was one of the great heresies of the early Church. Gnosticism was very difficult to fight because the Gnostics would always claim some "special knowledge" that the Christians did not possess. In 1945, the Gnostic Gospels were discovered in Egypt, which gave the world such things as the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Peter, and some other books. One of the real problems this causes is that much of liberal Christianity take the Gnostic Gospels on the same level as the canonical Gospels, even though the church has always rejected them, e.g. the Jesus Seminar.

Gnosticism has been submerged into the New Age movement to a strong degree, with its emphasis on mind and meditation. Most of the "Science" religions are basically Gnostic, e.g. Christian Science, Religious Science, the Unity School of Christianity. To a certain extent, groups like the Mormons are somewhat Gnostic in that they depend on an extra revelation of God that no one else possesses. 
Philemon

Paul had a surprise visitor in Rome: Onesimus, a run away slave who belonged to Philemon. Paul intercedes for him and makes some pretty major requests:

1. Philemon not be punished (usually beaten or killed for running away

2) that he be forgiven and accepted as a brother in the Lord

3) there is a hint at either liberation or loan, as Paul would like him back

In Christian love, Paul reminds Philemon of the debt that he owes him in the Gospel. Wonderful pun in this letter. BTW, Onesimus is the name of a later pastor in Ephesus. Could it be the same person?

Ephesians

There are a lot of questions about this letter.

To whom was it written? The earliest manuscripts do not have the words “in Ephesus” in them. Many of the early church fathers note the same thing. Paul spent three years in Ephesus, yet he doesn’t greet a single person. In fact, he says he has “heard” about their faith and they have heard about him (Eph. 1:15; 3:2). In Corinthians, Paul mentions people he knows and events that took place there. Most likely, Ephesians was not addressed to the Ephesians per se, but was a circular letter that was intended to be passed around the “Ephesian circuit.” (Some argue that the letter to the Laodiceans that Paul mentions in Colossians is the letter to the Ephesians.)

Did Paul write it? 

Many scholars doubt that Paul wrote this letter. There is no manuscript or church tradition that says he did not. The arguments against it are:

*Language and style. It does have a different style, but that may be the nature of the circular letter.

*Repeat and rehash—some 70% of Colossians is echoed in Ephesians. But this letter was sent to same area and the same problems were probably afoot.

*Theology—Ephesians emphasizes the foundation of the “prophets and apostles” which is different and points to a later time of the church. However, Paul goes to great lengths to defend his apostleship in other places, so he thought they were important. My favorite is the claim that Paul does not speak about justification in this letter. How you can say that in light of Eph. 2:8-9, I don’t know.

Again, we are arguing by inference and not actual data. There is no conclusive reason to say that Paul didn’t write it.

There is no exact heresy or error that Paul is preaching against in this letter. He is really laying out the whole plan of salvation and its impact in our lives. He points out that this salvation is a mystery, but a mystery that we now live out each day. He emphasizes the unity of the church and its existence under one head, Christ. His emphasis on family life is somewhat unique. This is one of the major passages on the relationship of husbands and wives.

Acts of the Apostles

Purpose:

The main purpose is just what Luke says: a witness to what the church continued to do in its witness to Jesus following his ascension. It is not a history of the church, but a continuation of the story of Christ. 

The ending is somewhat odd, which accounts for an earlier date. If Paul had died, then Luke would have surely mentioned his martyrdom. But the key point had been reached: the Gospel had gone from Jerusalem to Rome, from the capital of the OT to the capital of the New and from Jew to Gentile.

Date: around 61 or 62.

Outline: I think Luke gives us his outline in 1:8: “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in Samaria, and to the utter most parts of the earth.” Others argue it is set up in two halves. The first half emphasizes the work of Peter, the second half Paul.

Paul after his imprisonment

We don’t know for sure about what took place after Paul was in Rome. The two year time span was long, but can be explained by three things: 1) Nero left Rome for a year and a half after he killed his mother (which would have been close to the time when Paul arrived in Rome)and there would be a back log in cases. 2) They would have to wait for the accusers to come  3) the paperwork, if it survived the shipwreck at Malta, would have been in bad shape and they probably would have had to write and ask for duplicates. Some argue that the prosecutors failed to show up, so he was released. However, Roman law did allow someone else to argue the accusation if the accusers didn’t show up. Others argue he was released because they were never going to get to an unimportant trial like his. But from his captivity letters, it looks like Paul believed he would be released soon and he probably was. 

There is some evidence that Paul might have gone on to Spain from there. Eusebius says, “the apostle is said to have set out against on a ministry of preaching and coming to Rome a second time found fulfillment in martyrdom.” Clement of Rome, writing in AD 96, says that Paul was released and “reached the limits of the West” which would be Spain or Portugal. Either before or after this trip, Paul visited the churches, leaving Timothy and Titus to help in Ephesus and Crete. An introduction to the books of the NT written in AD 175 says Paul did go to Spain. But we don’t know this for sure.

At any rate, Paul was arrested again. Things were different this time. Nero had blamed the blaze of Rome on Christian arson and tortured many to death. Now, he had the leader of the Christian church in front of him. The early church tradition all points to Paul being killed, most likely by beheading.

Pastoral Epistles

Authorship:

No letters of Paul are as hotly questioned and debated as these three letters. Some scholars just assume Paul did not write them without examining the evidence. (Marshall)

Arguments against Pauline authorship:

Historical setting--One of the reasons why they are so debated is because there is no clear “time” in which to place them. They obviously were not written during Paul’s journeys in Acts, so the question as to when they were written is often asked. 

While there is no definite proof that Paul ever went to Spain, that does not mean he could not have visited the other churches. He does tell Philemon to prepare a room for him to stay in. There is nothing to say that Paul could not have written these after being released the first time.

Church organization—the church organization is too far advanced for 64 AD. But Acts tells us that Paul appointed elders and overseers in the congregations and these terms are used interchangeably in this letter (as they were in Acts).

Nature of the heresy: The problems appear to be the second-century Gnostic problem. It is true that some of the false teachers have characteristics of the Gnostics. It is also true that this problem began in the first century; Paul is probably dealing with an early form of this heresy. Since Timothy is in Ephesus, it is probably associated with the Colossian heresy. 

Doctrine: Some of Paul’s favorite themes are not in these letters, e.g. the Holy Spirit. But the Spirit is only mentioned twice in Colossians. Since Paul is writing to leaders in the church, there might not be as much of a need to do so. Some argue that these letters show a much more fixed form of doctrine than in other letters. Paul argues for “the faith” as a fixed body of doctrine and emphasizes “sound teaching” and “the deposit” which sounds more fixed. But I don’t think Paul went around creating doctrine. In his mind, doctrine was fixed and is fixed by God, e.g. Galatians and 1 Cor. 15 He had spoken of “the faith” in other epistles.

Vocabulary: Over 1/3 of the words in the pastorals are not found in Paul’s other letters. 150-175 of them are not found elsewhere in the NT. Some of them aren’t found anywhere else in the Bible.  For many this is the strongest argument.

This is an interesting occurrence. But then, this is the only situation in which Paul is writing specifically to two pastors—pastors he trained at that. He is not writing to any lay people. His language may be more technical because the people to whom he is writing may be used to using it. Also, his language might have evolved a bit since he moved around and spent time in Rome. He may have simply used a different secretary.

Once again, we are stuck with inferences which, in my mind, do not overthrow the unianimous opinion of the early church that Paul wrote these three epistles.

1 Timothy—On his way to Macedonia, Paul left Timothy in Ephesus to “charge certain persons not to teach any different doctrine.” As I mentioned earlier, this was probably a form of the Colossian heresy.

Some people wonder if there was false teaching concerning Eve in this church, since Paul specifically deals with women here. There is also a Jewish element as people argue over certain foods and genealogies. Timothy is a young pastor, which is somewhat of a handicap. He also has stomach ailments. On the plus side, he had been with Paul a dozen years and had been used by him in a number of instances.

Titus—Many of the same problems are found here. Only instead of Ephesus, Titus is on the island of Crete. Paul left Titus in charge of consolidating and organizing the new churches there. So, whereas Timothy was to restore order in the churches, Titus had to establish order in the churches. These were young churches facing a difficult situation overall.

2 Timothy—this is one of the most personal and intimate of all of Paul’s letters. He is a prisoner and he knows he will die soon. He is lonely; only Luke is with him. He wants to see Timothy and even Mark again. He asks Timothy to come before winter makes travel impossible. But he knows he may be dead before Timothy arrives, and so he writes his “last will and testament.” He bids Timothy keep the pure Gospel, train men to transmit it faithfully, and be ready to take part in suffering himself.

The General Letters

Hebrews

No one knows who the author of this letter other than God himself. A lot of people have been suggested: Paul, Apollos (Luther’s suggestion), Barnabas, Priscilla and Aquila. Some think the author was a Samaritan. Whoever it is, the letter was written from Italy and the author knew Timothy.

Written to: No one knows. “To the Hebrews” was not part of the original letter. Jewish Christians wondering about the relationship between the Torah and Christ would seem likely, but not definite. Since he says, “Those from Italy greet you” Rome is a good possibility.

There are those who wonder if this is a letter at all. It seems more sermonic in style. Some think it was a sermon written out in the form of a letter.

Date: Clemet of Alexandria quotes from this letter in 96 AD, so it was earlier than that. Some date it shortly before 70 since the Temple was still there. But the author refers to the tabernacle, not the temple. Some date is in the 80s. I don’t know if it makes that much difference.

Key word: “better” or “superior” The first verse is the key one. The key is that Jesus and his covenant is better than the Old Covenant.

The author makes heavy use of typology in this letter. Typology is when a person, institution or event of the Old Testament is used to prefigure Christ in the New.
1 Peter

Authorship: Peter Some question this on two grounds: 1) the Greek is too good for an uneducated fisherman; 2) persecution for being a Christian was not known in Peter’s day and Peter notes that the Christians are undergoing some form of persecution and will see even more severe persecution.

The answer to the first is pretty simple. Peter mentions that Silas was his secretary. Sometimes, the secretaries were given considerable freedom to compose and then signed by the final author. Besides, we really don’t know how much Greek Peter would or would not have used. Granted, Mark served as Peter’s interpreter, but that might have been Latin, not Greek. 

Persecution did not have to be widespread or official for Peter to discuss it. It could have been something local or even unofficial that he had heard about.

At any rate, most scholars believe Peter actually did write this letter.

Peter says he is in Babylon, which probably means Rome. We know that Peter did go to Rome and that he died there under Nero. So, most likely a date of 61 or 62 is likely; probably while Paul is out of prison and doing his thing. Peter wrote to churches in Asia, most of them churches that Paul had planted.

Peter’s letter focuses on hope. He talks about Christian hope at the beginning of the letter, he talks about our hope, and then he reminds them of the hope of the end. Peter also has a strong emphasis on baptism in this letter, especially in chapter 2. Chapter 2 is also interesting because it is the only place where the descent into hell is clearly taught. 

2 Peter

This letter has a lot of problems. Historically, it has the weakest attestation of any book in the NT. Many churches rejected it as authentic. There are some indications that the letter was known and used during the second century, but nothing definite until around 200 AD, when Origen mentions it, and even he notes that it is questioned (although he accepted it as genuine).

Arguments against Peter’s authorship:

Language and style—2 Peter definitely improves in translation. It is a very difficult book in Greek and much less literary in its style. But that doesn’t prove anything. It could be a different secretary; Silas isn’t mentioned in this letter.

Relationship with Jude—There is definitely a relationship between Jude and 2 Peter. The second chapter of 2 Peter is very similar in language and in style to Jude; in some places it is almost a verbatim copy. Most scholars argue the Jude was the earlier letter. One can see taking a letter and turning into a portion of another letter; what is difficult is to see taking the middle of a letter and turning it into a separate letter. Also, if a letter already existed dealing with these topics under the name of Peter, then why would a lesser known person like Jude copy his stuff for a second one?

Some argue that 2 Peter was first. In Jude 4 and 17, reference is made to those who were written about long ago and what the apostles have written. The argument is this is 2 Peter to which he is referring. Peter refers to false teachers in the future tense and Jude refers to them in the present tense, so the thought is that Peter was earlier.

But none of this gets at the issue of whether or not Peter wrote 2 Peter.

Doctrine—some point out missing doctrine from 2 Peter. But arguments from silence are weak arguments. 2 Peter doesn’t quote from the OT as much as 1 Peter either, but it does have one of the strongest statements on inspiration of the OT in the entire NT.

History—Peter talks about Paul’s letters and some interpret that as being in a more formal collection than would have been likely in his day. Only problem is that Peter mentions they exist, he doesn't say anything more than that. Since Peter is mentioned in 1 Corinthians, it is not unlikely that he knew Paul’s letters were around. Since Paul was an apostle, Peter no doubt considered his teaching inspired.

Arguments in favor of Peter’s authorship:

The author claims to be Peter. He claims to have been on the Mountain of Transfiguration, he says that he wrote these people before and he calls Paul is “dear brother” (although he says some of what Paul says is hard to understand).

If it was not written by Peter, then to what end? Usually, books were attributed to false authors in order to hold up heresy (e.g. the Gospel of Thomas which is Gnostic). He doesn’t do that. In fact, he attacks heresy.

So, what do we do? You can accept it as authentic or not, which is what the early church did. Either way, we do not use the disputed books as the only or the primary source of doctrine and teaching. We can use them as secondary sources only. Otherwise, we can use them for preaching, edification, etc.

Purpose: Peter was writing against certain false teachers who had come into the midst of the people. He wants to strengthen the faith of the people in the light of these false teachers. He also wants to give them hope and confidence in the coming of the Lord.

Date: if authentic, probably around 64 AD, just before Peter died.

Jude

This is another book that was not accepted by every church in the NT era. But it is strongly attested to; many knew of its existence. The worry was the use of the book of Enoch and the Assumption of Moses by the author.

Author: He calls himself “Jude, the brother of James.” Jude is listed as one of the brothers of Jesus. If it is authentic, this is most likely the author.

Purpose: Jude started writing another, more positive letter, when some people showed up teaching false doctrine. He goes after them with a vengeance. He does not argue theology; as far as he is concerned, “You will know them by their fruits.” He has no doubt but that these people will face judgment on the last day.

Date: if Jude was written before 2 Peter, then around 60 or so. If after, then around 70 or so would be my guess.

The Letters of John

Author: John the apostle. Once again, early church tradition is solidly in favor of him as the author. He claims to have seen, heard, and touched Jesus. There are strong parallels both in the vocabulary, thoughts, and structure with the Gospels. 

Drane likes this theory that there might have been a seminary in Ephesus with John as the head instructor and that the letter may have been written by some of his students. But that doesn’t seem very likely. It certainly doesn’t explain the solid attestation of the early church.

This letter is really more of a tract that was sent out. 2 and 3 John probably served as cover letters to 1 John. 1 John is written in a series of three cycles. Rather than going point 1, point 2, point 3 as Paul does, John writes in a spiral, using one word as his focus. This leads us to a lot of overlap. In the first cycle, he explores the word “light.” In the second cycle, he explores the word “children.” In the third cycle, he explores the word love. This is a very Hebraic way of thinking.

John is also dealing with a distinct heresy in this book. He states that false prophets and the antichrist are in the world. The lie is that they do not confess Jesus has having come in the flesh. This is an early form of Docetism.

2 and 3 John are covers letters. 2 John is written to “the dear lady” probably a church; 3 John is to Gaius, a member of that church. In 3 John, the issue is a man named Diotrephes, who is a self appointed leader in the church which is causing a great deal of trouble.

While the early church had no problem with accepting 1 John, 2 an 3 John were not accepted by all the churches, but I don’t know why.

Revelation

Authorship: traditionally John the Apostle. A great majority of the church fathers believed John to the author, but not all. Dionysius, whose writings have been kept by Eusebius, did not accept John as the author, nor did Eusebius. Eusebius argues that Revelation was written by that “Elder John.”

Those who argue that John did not write this point to the following:

1) Language—the language is definitely different from the Gospels and the Epistles. The letters and Gospel have a simple and correct Greek; Revelation has a harsh Greek. It is Hebrew thinking directly transferred to Greek. But this is a different kind of writing and is heavily influenced by the Old testament, which might explain why the language is so different. Also, there is always the question of secretary.

2) Thoughts—Many of John’s themes are gone: light, truth, peace, etc. These ideas are central in the Gospel and letters, but missing completely here. But John states that this is a revelation given to him, almost dictated, which could explain those missing elements. However, there are common elements as well: Jesus as the Lamb of God, Jesus as the Word of God, Jesus as the Shepherd, the water of life, etc. are all present in Revelation and in the Gospel.

Finally, who else but John the apostle could write a book like this and put simply, “I, John.” This gives the view of someone of considerable authority.

Date: 90-95 is thought to be the right date, under the reign of Domitian. There are hints of emperor worship in this letter, which was required under Domitian; he had one of the first official persecutions of the church.

Interpretations:

1) Preterist: This limits Revelation to the persecution in John’s day. The church expected an immediate return of Christ, but that didn’t happen. 

2) Futurist: This argues that Revelation is essentially a document of the future. Premillenial Dispensationalism is the most popular holder of this view. This is the view of the Left Behind series and is the most popular view in Evangelical Christianity.

3) Historicist—This argues that Revelation is a symbolic narration of church history from the coming of Christ to his return. This is the traditional Lutheran point of view.
Structure: Handout

Again, many early churches did have their doubts about this book. We don’t use it as primary in the teaching of the church. We begin with the clear passages about Christ’s coming and then turn to this book, not the other way around.
