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NEW TESTAMENT SURVEY: EPISTLES AND REVELATION 
 

Craig L. Blomberg, Ph.D. 
 
Lecture 1: Introduction and Galatians 1:1-3:18 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
I. A Chronological Survey 

 
These course notes are designed to be used to supplement the reading of the 
biblical books surveyed and a standard textbook of New Testament introduction. 
They will proceed through the epistles of Paul in chronological order, as best as we 
can determine it. Then Hebrews and the General Epistles will be treated in a similar 
sequence. Last of all comes Revelation. At the beginning of the treatment of each 
book appears a brief summary of the most crucial background information needed to 
interpret that document, similar to what one finds in introductions such as Carson, 
Moo and Morris or Guthrie.1 Detailed explanation of how one arrives at that 
information must be left to those works.  

 
II. To Accompany an Introductory Text and Hence Focusing Largely on Exegesis 
 

The bulk of these notes are exegetical: proceeding section-by-section through the 
biblical books themselves, explaining in a nutshell their structure or outline and their 
major contents, and highlighting the probable meaning and significance of the most 
important and/or controversial details they contain. Students wishing to reflect on 
any book or passage in greater detail should consult the commentary bibliography 
for the course; occasionally footnotes to other particularly crucial secondary 
literature are inserted. At the end of the notes on each book are some reflections 
concerning contemporary application. 

 
Why do the New Testament books from Romans through Revelation appear in the 
order they do? As the most prolific and prominent apostolic letter writer and 
protagonist of the last half of the Book of Acts, Paul, with his epistles, naturally 
comes first. These books are divided into two groups: letters to churches (Romans-2 
Thessalonians) followed by letters to individuals (1 Timothy-Philemon). When two 
letters are sent to the same recipients they are kept together; otherwise the letters 
 
 

1D.A. Carson, Douglas J. Moo, Leon Morris, An Introduction to the New Testament (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1992); Donald Guthrie, New Testament Introduction (Downers Grove: IVP, 1990, 4th ed.) 
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are grouped roughly in descending order of length in each category.2 The author of 
Hebrews is anonymous; because some in the early church thought it came from 
Paul, it was grouped together with the other letters Paul explicitly claimed to have 
written.  

 
But because there were also many other suggestions concerning its authorship, it 
was placed after all of those documents which actually contained Paul's name. Then 
come the epistles of James, Peter, John and Jude, in decreasing order of the 
importance of their authors in the earliest church's hierarchy. Revelation obviously 
belongs at the end, because it is a different literary genre, probably was the last of 
the New Testament books to be written, and deals with the end times. 

 
III. To be Supplemented by Works on Paul and Revelation 

 
IV. The Structure of Typical Greco-Roman Epistles 
 

A few introductory words concerning epistles in general are in order, too. Most 
Greco-Roman letters in the ancient world followed a standard structure: (1) an 
introduction, containing (a) the writer's name, (b) the addressees, and (c) a short 
greeting; (2) brief words of thanksgiving (often in the form of a prayer) for the well-
being of the recipients; (3) the body of the letter, conveying the primary information 
the writer wanted to communicate; (4) a section of requests or exhortation of the 
recipients; and (5) closing greetings. Paul's letters conform to this structure quite 
closely; when they do not, it is usually deliberate and for emphasis. The General 
Epistles differ in more substantive ways; we will discuss reasons for those 
differences under each specific letter. 
 
All biblical quotations will follow the NIV unless otherwise indicated.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2The one exception is Galatians, which is just slightly shorter than Ephesians, but may have at some time 
been placed at the head of the group of four letters from Galatians-Colossians because of its reference to 
the kanon (Greek for "rule" or "canon"-a regulating principle for choosing biblical books) in 6:16. Cf. 
further William R. Farmer and Denis M. Farkasfalvy, The Formation of the New Testament Canon (New 
York: Paulist, 1983) 79-81. 
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GALATIANS--THE CHARTER OF CHRISTIAN LIBERTY 
 
Introduction 
 
I. Which Galatia? 
 

Historically, Galatia referred to a region in the mountainous north-central area of 
what we today call Turkey. There is no evidence in Acts that Paul ever visited this 
region, though we know from his letters that he traveled to places not mentioned in 
Acts, so there is no reason why he could not have gone there. The first-century 
Roman empire, however, created larger political subdivisions by joining together 
smaller provinces. One of these larger territories was also labeled Galatia and 
included not only those people who ethnically would have called themselves 
Galatians but also the inhabitants of towns Paul does evangelize in Acts, including 
Pisidian Antioch, Lystra, Iconium and Derbe (Acts 13:14-14:23). Most evangelicals, 
therefore, assume that Paul is writing to these towns in "Southern Galatia." 

 
II. Before or After the Apostolic Council? 
 

The issue continues to be debated, though, as does the question of date. Paul's 
discussion with the Christian leaders in Jerusalem in Galatians 2:1-10 resembles 
the Apostolic Council of Acts 15, yet also differs from it in important ways. If these 
are descriptions of the same event, then Galatians is written after the council and 
therefore after about A.D. 49. Most evangelicals, however, have concluded that the 
differences outweigh the similarities and that Galatians was written just before the 
council and hence in about 48 or 49, just after the completion of Paul's first 
missionary journey. In fact, a good case can be made for correlating the visits to 
Jerusalem Paul describes in Galatians 1:18-2:10 with those Luke recounts in Acts. 
His first visit after his conversion appears in both Acts 9:26-30 and Galatians 1:18-
24. The second visit matches Acts 11:27-30 with Galatians 2:1-10. The 
confrontation between Peter and Paul in Antioch (Galatians 2:11-14) then occurs 
before Paul's next trip to Jerusalem (the Apostolic Council); indeed it is the incident 
which precipitates the council (cf. Acts 15:1). Perhaps the strongest reason for 
adopting this reconstruction of events is that Paul in Galatians 1-2 is defending his 
independence from the Jerusalem apostles, in part by showing that every time he 
met with them they endorsed him. It would seriously damage his case if he omitted 
mentioning any contact he had with them in Jerusalem; but if he is giving a 
complete list of meetings, then we must adopt the correlations given above.3 

 
 
3For details, cf- especially F. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the Galatians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982)   3-
18, 43-56. 
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III. Structure 

 
IV. Conclusions 
 

Paul writes to the Galatians about all these events because the same type of 
"Judaizers" (Jews who called themselves Christians but said that one had to keep 
the Law of Moses to be saved) who had stirred up trouble between him and Peter 
in Syrian Antioch had recently come to Galatia as well, and were leading some of 
the Christians there astray. Paul writes in the heat of 2:11-14). In so doing, he is 
blunt, even harsh with his opponents, in places. But he believes the the battle, 
somewhat hurriedly, perhaps as he is on his way to Jerusalem for the council that 
will at least temporarily settle matters (i.e., immediately after the events of Acts 
15:1 - Galatians fundamental nature of the gospel has been compromised and that 
he must issue a clear wake-up call to those seduced by his opponents. Little 
wonder the founder of the Protestant Reformation in the early 1500s, Martin Luther, 
dubbed this epistle "The Charter of Christian Liberty."  

 
Analysis 

Galatians has been called an apologetic letter. That is to say, Paul is giving an apologia 
or defense of his apostolic authority and hence of the correctness of the gospel as he 
had first preached it to the Galatians. It is possible to outline the letter so that it 
conforms quite closely to the ancient structure of this form of epistle.4 For our purposes 
it will suffice to note, with a majority of commentators, three basic parts to Paul's 
argument, roughly one for every two chapters. 
 
I.  Paul Defends His Apostolic Authority, Emphasizing Its Divine Rather Than 

Human Origin (1:1-2:14) 
 
In at least eight major ways, Paul begins his letter by stressing that he has as much 
right to tell people the true gospel as anyone else, even the apostles who were 
Jesus' companions throughout his ministry:  
 
A. In his greetings (1:1-5) 
 

He writes an unusually detailed and theological greeting (1:1-5), including his 
identity as an apostle (i.e., one divinely commissioned for mission) and its divine 
rather than human origin (v. 1) and stressing the need for rescue from this 
"present evil age"--no doubt including the Judaizers (v. 4).  
 

 
4See Hans Dieter Betz, Galatians (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979). 
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B. By omitting any thanksgiving 
 
In striking defiance of the conventional custom, he omits any word of 
thanksgiving but moves directly to his astonishment at the Galatians' behavior.  
 

C. In his harsh invective against the Judaizers’ false gospel (1:6-10) 
 
He begins the body of the letter by immediately declaring that there is no other 
gospel apart from his message and calls down curses against the legalizing 
perversion of the gospel that is seducing the Galatians (vv. 6-10). Part of the 
harshness of this rhetoric can be paralleled in other writing of the day, and part of 
it may be explained by the fact that Paul is not directly addressing the Judaizers 
but warning the Galatians about them, but the seriousness of Paul's concern still 
clearly shines through. 
 

D. By describing his dramatic turn around on the Damascus road (1:11-14) 
 
The rest of 1:1-2:14 is all autobiographical as Paul describes his pre-Christian 
life, his conversion, and his Christian life to date. The five remaining arguments 
for his apostolic authority clearly emerge: He describes his conversion as 
something completely divine in origin for which his pre-Christian life was in no 
way preparing him (vv. 11-14). These remarks, coupled with Philippians 3:6, 
refute the interpretation of Paul, popular since the days of Luther, as someone 
who (like Luther) was in inner turmoil, wrestling with his inability to keep the Law 
and hence psychologically prepared for conversion. Nothing less than the 
miraculous revelation of Jesus to Paul on the Damascus Road was needed to 
bring about this radical change of life. 
 

E. By not immediately consulting the apostles (1:15-17) 
 

After his conversion Paul does not immediately consult the Jerusalem apostles 
but spends three years in and around Damascus first (1:15-17). This may have 
been for ministry, for further preparation for service, or some of each.  
 

F. By playing down his first contact with the apostles (1:18-24) 
 
He plays down his first contact with the apostles. When he finally does meet with 
the apostles, his contact is minimal but they praise God for his ministry (1:18-24).  
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G. By describing their subsequent confirmation of his gospel (2:1-10) 

 
When fourteen years later he meets with them more extensively, they endorse 
his Law-free ministry to Gentiles and do not qualify it except by encouraging him 
to continue to help the poor (2:1-10, recall Acts 11:27-30).  
 

H. By describing his confrontation with Pete in Antioch (2:11-14) 
 
All this leaves both the Judaizers and Peter without defense when Paul confronts 
their hypocritical behavior in Antioch (2:11-14). Peter makes no attempt to defend 
his actions for he cannot,5 though presumably if he had admitted as much on the 
spot Paul would have recorded it to enhance his case. That admission will come 
later at the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:10-11). 

 
II.  Paul Defines Justification By Faith Rather Than By Works of the Law (2:15-

4:31) 
 

A. Thesis (2:15-21) 
 

1. Justification as being declared righteous 
 
2. Justification as being made righteous 

 
Depending on where one puts the close quotation mark (after 2:14 or 2:21), 2:15-
21 could be the continuation of Paul's reply to Peter or Paul's own subsequent 
commentary on the event. Either way, 2:15-21 forms the thesis paragraph for the 
entire epistle. It defines the gospel as Paul understands it and forms the 
transition to the rest of chaps. 3-4 which go on to defend this definition. The key 
term for Paul in these verses is the verb "justify." Its background is legal or 
forensic; justification could refer to acquittal in a court of law. Paul is saying that 
by faith in Christ we are declared "not guilty" of the sins we have committed (v. 
16). But he also speaks of "Christ in me" (v. 20), enabling me to live the kind of 
life I previously couldn't. So justification brings about not only "imputed" but also 
"imparted" righteousness, to use the two famous terms from the ancient  
 

5Had he known what Paul would later write in 1 Corinthians 9:19-23, however, one can imagine him 
making appeal to a similar line of reasoning: "I was just being like a Jew to win Jews." But these were 
professing Christians, not unevangelized Jews, and Paul believed that their message so compromised 
the gospel that it could damn them. For a more detailed comparison of the two passages, see D. A. 
Carson, "Pauline Inconsistency: Reflections on 1 Corinthians 9.19-23 and Galatians 2.11-14," Churchman 
109 (1986) 6-45. 
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Protestant-Catholic debate. We are not only treated as if we had never sinned  
but we begin a process of moral transformation, which means that over time we 
actually sin less. It is encouraging to see discussions among some contemporary 
Catholics and Protestants agreeing that both of these elements are present and 
necessary in Christian living.6 Verse 20 also speaks of crucifixion "with Christ." 
This verse has often been taken out of context to support various "pop 
psychologies"; in context it refers not to the total destruction of one's inclination to 
sin but to a renunciation of living a life of legalism (see v. 19). 
 

B. Supporting arguments for the thesis (3:1-18) 
 

Chapter 3, verses 1-18 proceeds with a series of four arguments to defend Paul's 
thesis that justification is by faith and not the works of the Law. (1) Paul appeals 
to the Galatians' personal experience--that is how they first heard the gospel and 
were saved (3:1-5). (2) He develops an argument from the chronology of Jewish 
history: Abraham, the founder of the Jewish nation, so to speak, was justified by 
faith and not the Law as a model for all the Gentiles who would one day be saved 
in Christ (3:6-9). (3) The Law is unable to save anyone anyway, apart from 
pointing them to Christ (3:10-14). These verses are particularly difficult to follow 
and have spawned a lot of controversy. But Paul's logic seems to be that the Old 
Testament itself testifies to right and wrong ways of using the Law. Those who 
think they can obey it perfectly and thus merit salvation will always fail (vv. 10, 
12), Those who follow the Law as an outworking of their faith in God and His 
promises will be saved (v. 11). Before Christ came, faithful Jews offered animal 
sacrifices for the (temporary) forgiveness of sins in anticipation of a coming 
Messianic age in which sins would be dealt with completely. But now, with Jesus, 
that age has come. Christ has redeemed us from every curse (vv. 13-14). But 
that also means that one can no longer continue to obey the Law, even offering 
all the right sacrifices, as an adequate expression of faith in God. Faith in the 
promises of God means recognizing the Law's fulfillment in Christ, trusting in him 
as the once-for-all sacrifice for sin, and ceasing to trust in the Law as a means of 
salvation.7 (4) Chapter 3, verses 15-18 rounds out this section by returning to the 
 

6E.g., John H. P. Reumann, ed., "Righteousness" in the New Testament (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982); 
more recently, cf. the 1994 statement, "Evangelicals and Catholics Together." 
7This line of interpretation, generally accepted among Protestants, was seriously called into question by 
the ground-breaking work of E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977). 
Sanders’ lasting contribution to Pauline scholarship includes the demonstrations that first-century 
Palestinian Judaism was not uniformly or even primarily legalistic in its approach to the Law. Much more 
controversial, however, has been his interpretation of Paul’s theology, in which the main difference 
between Paul and non-Christian Jews is seen not in terms of faith in Christ vs. works-righteousness but  
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historical argument. The Mosaic Law came into effect substantially later than the 
principle of justification by faith with Abraham and is not annulled by it. 

 
C. Responding to a potential objection: why then the Law? (3:19-4:7) 

 
Lecture 2: Galatians 3:19—1 Thessalonians 3:13 

 
From 3:19-4:7 Paul interrupts his series of arguments for justification by faith to 
address a potential objection which he probably suspected was already in his 
readers' minds: If the Law was not given in order to save people, even in Old 
Testament times, what then was its purpose? He will give two answers in this 
section; a third will appear later in the letter.  

 
1. To increase transgression (vv. 19-20)  
 

The first answer is discussed only briefly: The Law was given to increase 
transgressions (vv. 19-20). The word translated "because" in 3:19 more 
commonly means "in order to cause." The word "transgression" means 
"conscious sin." At the very least, giving the Israelites the Law increased 
conscious sin because when they did things wrong they now knew it was 
against God's will. But Paul may also mean that the giving of the Law actually 
provoked some people to disobey it more; human nature in every culture has 
demonstrated that "forbidden fruit often seems sweeter." In Romans Paul 
comes back to this theme on several occasions (Romans 4:15-16, 5:20-21, 
7:7-13) and makes plain that to the extent that the depth of our sin is apparent, 
so too is our consciousness of the need of a Savior. Thus the Law prepares 
the way for the preaching of the gospel (cf. also the whole structure of Romans 
1:18-3:31)  

 
2. To deter sin until Christ would liberate them from the Law (3:21-4:7) 

 
If that were the only purpose for the Law, however, it would seem a quite 
circuitous route for the accomplishing of God's purposes. But Paul goes on to  
 
 

7 cont. between the universal offer of the Gospel (i.e. including Gentiles) and the exclusive nationalism of 
typical Jewish piety. Sanders’ views have been vigorously promoted and extended by the numerous 
writings of British Professor James D. G. Dunn (see, e.g., his Galatians [Peabody: Hendrickson, 1993]). 
The approach defended here, however, has been persuasively reaffirmed, with varying nuances, by 
Stephen Westerholm, Israel’s Law and the Church’s Faith (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988); Thomas R. 
Schreiner, The Law and Its Fulfillment (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993); and Frank Thielman, Paul and the 
Law: A Contextual Approach. (Drowners Grove: IVP, 1994). 
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develop a second purpose in much greater detail: the Law also has for many  
people a deterrent effect in decreasing the amount of sin in their lives. It has a 
custodial function--holding us in check--until the coming of Christ (3:21-4:7). 
Paul illustrates this function with three metaphors: (a) the jailer who protects 
society from prisoners (and the prisoners from themselves!)--vv. 22-23; (b) the 
"pedagogue" (Gk. paidagogos; NIV "put in charge") or slave in a well-to-do 
household responsible for seeing that the son made it safely to school and 
home again--vv. 24-25; and (c) guardians and trustees who oversee the estate 
of a minor (4:1-7). But Paul goes on to stress in each of these illustrations that 
the custodial period has elapsed; through faith in Christ the prisoner is free, 
schooldays are over, and the son has attained his age of majority. This 
freedom in Christ is visibly symbolized by our baptism (3:26-29). 

 

Tucked into this last cited paragraph is a verse which many see as one of the 
most important in all of Paul's thought. Christian freedom unites Jew and 
Greek, slave and free, male and female (v. 28). This is a key reversal of the 
standard Jewish prayer in which pious men thanked God that He had created 
them Jew and not Gentile, free and not slave, male and not female. It is 
important, however, not to claim either too much or too little from this verse. 
On the one hand, there are other Jewish and Greco-Roman texts which 
closely parallel Paul's and yet go on to affirm very clear role distinctions, for 
example between men and women. So this verse alone cannot prove whether 
or not Paul promoted full-fledged egalitarianism; other texts will have to decide 
that. On the other hand, this verse suggests more than just some invisible, 
spiritual equality in Christ. It is set in the context of baptism, an outward ritual 
that men and women participated in on equal terms, in sharp contrast to its 
Old Testament counterpart, circumcision, which was reserved solely for men. 
So it does seem that contemporary application of this text should call 
Christians today to seek for similarly striking, outward, visible expressions of 
the equality of all persons in Christ.8 

 
D. Resumption of supporting arguments for Paul’s thesis (4:8-31) 

 
Chapter 4, verses 8-31 resumes Paul's series of arguments for his thesis that 
justification is by faith alone. First, in 4:8-11 he appeals to the Galatians' pre-
Christian enslavement to "weak and miserable principles" (Gk. stoicheia) and 
marvels that they would want to return to something similar. The term at least 
refers to rules and regulations of their pagan lives; it may also hint at demonic 
 

8The discussion of this paragraph is heavily indebted to Ben Witherington III, "Rite and Rights for Women-
-Galatians 3.28," New Testament Studies 27 (1981) 593-604, who also gives references to the relevant 
primary sources. 
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powers behind such religion. Second, in vv. 12-20 he reminds them of their 
formerly proper zeal for him and contrasts it with the improperly motivated zeal of 
the Judaizers for them. Third, in vv. 21-31, he appeals to the story of Abraham 
and his two wives, Hagar and Sarah, to create an allegory that stands on its head 
the application of that story that the Judaizers were probably making. They, 
following merely physical genealogies, would have observed that Jews were the 
descendants of Sarah, the free woman; and Gentiles, the offspring of Hagar, the 
slave woman. Paul, however, points out spiritual parallels that largely reverse the 
lines of descent: Christians (Jew or Gentile) are the truly free people, while (non-
Christian) Jews remain enslaved to the Law. Paul is not saying that this allegory 
is what the story in Genesis originally meant but that this is how it applies in his 
day.9 

 
III. Paul Describes Freedom in Christ through the Spirit (5:1-6:10) 
 

Thus far Paul's polemic has been entirely one-sided--combating legalism. But there 
is always the danger of the opposite excess--antinomian (against the law) living. 
Christianity does not mean giving people the right to do anything they please. 
Immoral living is actually an expression of slavery to sin, not of freedom. 
 
A. There is no half-way house (5:1-12) 
 

Paul begins this final main section of his letter with a strong call to such freedom 
(5:1). He then explains that there is no "half-way house." Living, as the Judaizers 
were, by trying to combine faith in Christ with obedience to the Law, cancels out 
the principle of living exclusively by faith in Christ and is no different than trying to 
live entirely by the Law (vv. 2-12). Such people have "fallen away from grace" (v. 
4). This need not refer to loss of salvation but at the very least implies "you have 
switched from trying to live the Christian life by grace to by law," and fellowship 
with Christ has thus been interrupted. Circumcision itself is morally neutral (v. 6); 
but, when it represents one's attempt to justify oneself before God via ritual 
behavior, then it contradicts the whole principle of life in Christ (w. 2-3). As in 
chapter 1, Paul reserves his harshest language for those who promote this kind 
of works-religion (v. 12), because ultimately it is damning. 
 
 
 
 

9See especially Richard N. Longenecker, Galatians (Dallas: Word, 1990) 198. The Greek of v. 24a reads 
literally, "these things are being taken allegorically"--i.e. by the Judaizers; here Paul supplies his 
"correction" of their allegorical interpretation. 
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B. Christian freedom is not antinomian but moral (5:13-6:10) 
 

But that does not make Christianity lawless. There are ethical demands that flow 
from the gospel; they are merely different than an uncritical adherence to all 613 
commands of the Mosaic Law as if Christ's coming had changed nothing (5:13-
6:10). What are these demands? They include (a) love as the summation of the 
Law (vv. 13-15; cf. v. 6); (b) avoiding the gratification of the "flesh," i.e. the sinful 
nature (vv. 16-21); (c) embodying the fruit of the Spirit (vv. 22-26), (d) bearing 
one another's burdens while not refusing to bear our own load (6:1-5), and (e) 
proper financial stewardship, especially helping fellow Christians and leaders in 
particular (vv. 6-10). Paul sums up all this righteous living under the title "the law 
of Christ" (6:2), He sees it as epitomizing the relevance of the Law for the New 
Testament age (5:14), and he will later remind Timothy that all of the Old 
Testament is still useful for training in righteousness (2 Timothy 3:1b). Here then 
is the third use of the Law for Christians (for the first two, see above under 3:19-
4:7)--moral guidance for holy living. But one does not simply open the Old 
Testament, read a particular law, and obey it as Jews did in Old Testament 
times. One must filter it through the grid of Christ, seeing how His coming and 
His teaching may have changed its contemporary application (cf. Matthew 5:17-
20).10 

 
IV. Conclusion (6:11-18) 

In v. 11 Paul most likely stops dictating to his amanuensis (scribe), as was 
customary in ancient letter-writing, and appends his closing greeting in his own 
hand, writing with large letters probably for emphasis. Verses 12-15 review the major 
themes of the letter. The meaning of v. 16 has been hotly disputed but seems to 
imply that either Jewish Christians or all Christians are now the true "Israel of God," 
that is, His new chosen people. Paul appeals for peace with true believers and then 
says "good-bye" (vv. 16-18). 

 
Application 
 
Galatians stands as a clarion call against all form of legalism in any age. Its most 
obvious application is in cases of what has been called "hard legalism"--people, 
including professing Christians, who allege that certain human works or rituals must be 
performed in order for one to be saved. But first-century Judaism and Judaizing only 
rarely was this blatant; more often they practiced what has been called "soft legalism"-- 
 
10Cf. further William W. Klein, Craig L. Blomberg, and Robert L. Hubbard, Jr., Introduction to Biblical 
Interpretation (Dallas: Word, 1993) 278-83. 
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treating religious life as a set of rules and regulations rather than a relationship with God 
from which right conduct flows. It is "my efforts by my resources to obey God for my 
reward." This kind of legalism has been much more common in the history of 
Christendom, but Paul's perspective is clear: it is a false approach to religion which can 
save no one. That does not make the Christian life a lawless one, but Christian ethics 
are fundamentally inward and attitudinal ("love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control"--5:22-23). Such character traits 
cannot be legislated; they flow from a heart transformed by the indwelling Christ.11 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
11For outstanding expositions and contemporary applications of these themes, see Charles R. Swindoll, 
The Grace Awakening (Dallas: Word, 1990); and Chap Clark, The Performance Illusion (Colorado 
Springs: NavPress, 1993). 
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THE THESSALONLIAN CORRESPONDENCE -- 
A BALANCED VIEW OF CHRIST'S RETURN 

 
1 THESSALONLIANS--CHRIST IS COMING SOON 

 
Introduction 
 
I. Historical Background 
 

Little debate surrounds the background of 1 Thessalonians. Paul evangelized 
Thessalonica, a prominent Greek town on the northeast coast of Macedonia, during 
his second missionary journey (Acts 17:1-9). He established a small church of both 
Jews and Gentiles during a period of time possibly as short as three weeks (vv. 2, 
4). Having been run out of town by Jewish persecutors, he continued southward to 
Achaia. From Athens he sent Timothy back to Thessalonica to check on how things 
were going (1 Thessalonians 3:1). Timothy did not rejoin Paul until Paul had moved 
farther south to the city of Corinth (Acts 18:5). Shortly after Timothy's arrival with 
encouraging news about the Thessalonians' progress, Paul writes this letter. 
Because we can date Paul's stay in Corinth to the time of Gallio's proconsulship 
there (Acts 18:12), we can estimate the date of his writing to about A.D. 50 or 51. 

 
II. Theological Overview 
 
Analysis 
 
The epistle takes the form of a parenetic or exhortational letter. Compared to most of 
the other churches to which Paul writes, Thessalonica has very little wrong with it and 
much to commend it. Indeed the introduction, thanksgiving and body of the letter 
(chapters 1-3) are the single longest uninterrupted stretch of sustained praise for a 
given congregation in any of Paul's letters. Chapters 4-5 do introduce at least two 
issues on which some further instruction is needed: working hard and minding one's 
own business; and questions about eschatology--what happens when a Christian dies. 
Both of these issues will reappear in slightly different form in 2 Thessalonians. 
 
I. Introduction and Thanksgiving (1:1-10) 

 
A. Three co-authors (v.1) 
 

The conventional, short, epistolary introduction informs the Thessalonians that 
Paul writes to them along with Silas and Timothy (v. 1) This could suggest that 
the three co-authored the letter or that one or both of Paul's companions acted as 
the amanuensis (scribe) to whom he dictated his thoughts.  
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B. Lavish praise (vv. 2-10) and a second thanksgiving (2:13-16) 
 

The conventional thanksgiving lavishes praise on the church at Thessalonica for 
its quick growth and relative maturity despite the persecution that it has 
experienced (vv. 2-10). As elsewhere, Paul sums up this maturity in terms of 
faith, hope and love, and the character traits they produce (v. 3). Paul is 
particularly impressed that others he meets during his travels tell him about the 
Thessalonians' faith before he even has a chance to mention it to them (vv. 7-9). 
The prayer closes with an allusion to the coming of Christ (v. 10), as will each 
chapter throughout this letter (excluding Paul's final greetings). 

 
II.  Description of Paul's Ministry in Thessalonica (2:1-16) 

 
A. Paul’s exemplary motives (vv. 1-12) 
 

The body of the letter falls into two parts. First Paul describes his ministry while 
still in Thessalonica (2:1-16). He did not come to town as so many traveling 
philosophers and orators of the day, using deceptive means, flattering rhetoric, 
and self-aggrandizement in order to receive the praise (and money!) of other 
people (vv. 1-6).12 Rather he came with parental affection (vv. 7-12), gentle "like 
a mother caring for her little children” (v. 7) and encouraging, comforting and 
exhorting as a good father also deals with his sons or daughters (vv. 11-12). The 
same valid and invalid motives for pastoral ministry remain today.  

 
B. The Thessalonians’ exemplary response (vv. 13-16) 
 

Paul then lapses into a second prayer of thanksgiving, unusual for the body of a 
Greek letter and therefore almost certainly emphatic, for the Thessalonians' 
exemplary response to the gospel (vv. 13-16), made possible because they 
recognized it as the divine word of God (v. 13) and because they imitated Jesus 
in withstanding persecution from their non-Christian neighbors (vv. 14-16a), 
recognizing that God will ultimately judge and condemn all opposition (v. 16b). 
These last verses echo some of Jesus' own denunciations of the Pharisees and 
scribes in Matthew 23:31-36 and may employ a "prophetic" past tense ("the 
wrath of God has come") to describe the certainty of the impending destruction of 
Jerusalem by Rome (fulfilled in A.D. 70). 

 
 
120n which, see especially Bruce W. Winter, "The Entries and Ethics of Orators and Paul 1Thessalonians 
2:1-12)," Tyndale Bulletin 44 (1993) 55-74. 
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III. Paul’s Feelings and Actions Since Leaving Thessalonica (2:17-3:13) 

 
The second half of the body of the letter describes Paul's feelings and actions since 
leaving Thessalonica (2:17-3:13). The verses of 2:17-3:10 depict Paul's deep 
concern for the Thessalonians' well-being and deep gratitude at hearing how well 
they were doing spiritually, despite their outward suffering. The second allusion to 
Christ's return comes in 2:19 and reminds us of the only joy in which Christian 
ministers can truly revel--fellow believers with whom they will spend eternity, not any 
worldly criteria of success. Chapter 3, verses 11-13 includes the third reference to 
eschatology, setting the stage for a more extensive discussion of it in chapters 4-5. 
These verses also conclude the informational part of the letter with a doxology. 
 
A. The main point: Paul’s great longing for knowledge of the Thessalonians’ 

well-being and comfort at receiving it 
 
B. Subordinate points foreshadowing the key doctrinal issue ahead: items 

about Christ’s return 
 

Lecture 3: 1 Thessalonians 4:1—2 Thessalonians 3:18 
 
IV. Concluding (and Climactic) Exhortations (4:1-5:28) 

 
The exhortational material of the letter comprises 4:1-5:24. Paul begins by 
encouraging his friends to continue all the more to live in ways that please God (vv. 
1-2). He defines God's will, as consistently in Scripture, in moral categories--being 
"sanctified" (v. 3a) and then applies this theme of holiness to a major area of 
temptation in the ancient (and modern) world--sexual impurity (vv. 3b-8). The Greek 
word for "vessel" in v. 4 could refer to a wife (RSV--cf. 1 Peter 3:7) or, more likely, to 
the man's sexual organs (NIV "body"--cf. v. 5) but either way is restricting 
intercourse to monogamous heterosexual marriage.  
 
A. The will of God summarized in moral categories (4:1-3a) 
 
B. On sexual purity (4:3b-8) 

 
C. On minding one’s own business (4:9-12) 

 
Verses 9-12 promote brotherly love and "a quiet life" (v. 11). Because Paul has to 
command some to do their own work and be dependent on no one else, many 
readers have seen here the seeds of the problem of idleness that increases 
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before Paul writes 2 Thessalonians 3:6-15. Both self-sufficiency within the 
Christian community and respect by outsiders are commanded. We have 
problems with both today. Holiness inside and outside the church would go a 
long way toward helping. Morris helpfully quotes Denney: "If we cannot be holy at 
our work, it is not worth taking any trouble to be holy at other times."13 

 
D. On the return of Christ (4:13-5:11) 
 

In 4:13-5:11 Paul comes at last to the one apparent doctrinal question that is 
troubling the Thessalonian Christians. Perhaps one or more of their members 
has just died. Did Paul not have time to teach in detail what happens in that 
case? Or had he taught about Christ's promises to come soon, so that some 
were wondering if twenty years after Jesus' death could still be considered 
"soon"? Whatever the background, Paul provides crucial instruction in this 
section on the doctrine of eschatology. We may list six points in particular.  
 
1. Don’t grieve in an unchristian way (v. 13) 
 

Christians ought not to grieve the loss of Christian loved ones in an un-
Christian way (v. 13), Paul is not against all grief; it is a natural part of being 
human. But we ought not to grieve in the way pagans do "who have no hope." 
This is because… 

2. Christians who die are with the Lord (v. 14) 
 
…we can also rejoice that our loved ones are with Christ and will come back 
with him when he returns (v. 14).  
 

3. Christians living when Christ returns have no advantage (v. 15) 
 
Christians living when Jesus returns have no advantage over those who have 
already died (v. 15), so we need not worry if we do not live to see the 
Parousia (his coming again). 
 

4. All believers will be raptured (v. 16-17) 
 

All believers alive on earth when Christ returns "will be caught up together" 
with those accompanying him "to meet the Lord in the air" (vv. 16-17). This 
 

13Leon Morris, The First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991) 
132, n. 48. 
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event has come to be called "the rapture," from the Latin translation of  
"caught up" (raptus). This is the only passage in Scripture that uses this  
particular imagery of being caught up in the air, although the same Greek 
verb (harpazo) appears in 2 Corinthians 12:1-4 when Paul is caught up into 
the third heaven, either inside or outside the body--he doesn't know. 
Theologians have extensively debated whether this is a separate event from 
Christ's visible, bodily, public return at the end of human history. And because 
Scripture elsewhere seems to teach of a "great tribulation" immediately 
preceding Christ's return (e.g., Matthew 24:21-28; Revelation 7:14), 
interpreters have divided themselves into "pretribulational," "midtribulational," 
and "posttribulational" camps when it comes to identifying the timing of the 
rapture. Almost everyone agrees, however, that no text in the Bible ever 
speaks of both the tribulation and the rapture at the same time, so theological 
syntheses of numerous texts are needed to come to conclusions.14 
Nevertheless, it is at least interesting to observe that the term used in this 
passage for "meeting" the Lord in the air (Gk. apantesis) is the same word 
that was often used for a welcome and escort provided for a returning king or 
visiting dignitary to an ancient Greco-Roman city. This would fit the 
posttribulational conviction that the rapture and the final return of Christ take 
place at the same time. God's people form a welcoming party to meet Jesus 
as he descends to earth and then escort him back to this world in triumph.15 
 

5. This is to be a message of encouragement (4:18, 5:11) 
 
Paul's message is intended to encourage and comfort (4:18; cf. 5:11). 
Whatever disagreement we have on the details of the rapture dare not divide 
us or prevent fellowship and co-operative service. 

 
6. One can’t predict the end but can prepare for it (5:1-10) 
 

The time of the end cannot be predicted but we can prepare for it (5:1-10). 
Those who are not expecting Christ to come back will be surprised (vv. 1-3), 
but believers can be ready at all times by living a life of faith, hope and love 
(vv. 4-11). 

 
 
14For a helpful guide to the debate, see Richard R. Reiter, Paul D. Feinberg, Gleason L. Archer and 
Douglas J. Moo, The Rapture: Pre-, Mid-, or Post- Tribulational? (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984). 
15For the similarities and differences between Paul's picture and other uses of this term, and for the 
possibility that Paul is ironically playing on those differences, see Michael R. Cosby, "Hellenistic Formal 
Receptions and Paul's Use of AIIANTHEIE, " Bulletin of Biblical Research 4 (1994) 15-33. 
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E. Closing Remarks (5:12-28) 

 
Chapter 5, verses 12-22 rounds out Paul's exhortation with final commands, 
similar to other lists in Paul's epistles (cf. especially Romans 12:9-21--was it a 
relatively standard set of concerns?). Finally, Paul closes with a benediction and 
conventional greetings (vv. 23-28). "Spirit, soul and body" in v. 23 is a way of 
referring to the whole person. It does not suggest some trichotomous division of 
the human being (unless similar references in Mark 12:30 or Hebrews 4:12 are 
taken to support a four- or six-part division!). The holy kiss (v. 26) was seemingly 
reserved for men with men and women with women and was a mark of intimate 
but not sexually arousing fellowship. 
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2 THESSALONIANS--BUT NOT THAT SOON! 
 
Introduction 
 
The message Paul seems to have successfully communicated through 1 Thessalonians 
about Christ's return is that no one needed to doubt His promise to come back soon. 
But it is quite possible that the Thessalonians over-reacted because the essence of the 
message of this second letter is "but not that soon!" 
 
2 Thessalonians was apparently written not long after the first letter and so presumably 
while Paul was still in Corinth (he stayed there at least a year and a half--Acts 18:11).16 
Dates thus range from 50-52. Paul refers to "some prophecy, report or letter supposed 
to have come from us, saying that the day of the Lord has already come" (2 
Thessalonians 2:2) This could have emanated from quasi-Gnostic circles that believed 
in an invisible, spiritual resurrection of all Christians which took place upon conversion 
and which left no further need for a later bodily resurrection. But it is also possible that 
Paul's words refer to a misinterpretation of and overreaction to Paul's first letter.17 In 3:6 
he speaks of those who are idle; these have often been linked with believers who 
stopped working because they thought Christ would return immediately. So whether 
Paul is addressing people who fear they have missed the Parousia or those who merely 
think it is very close at hand, he uses the body of this epistle to remind them that several 
things must first occur before Christ can come back. 
 
Analysis 
 
I. Introduction and Thanksgiving (1:1-12) 
 

A. Persecution has increased 
 

The themes of this opening chapter in many ways resemble those of 1 
Thessalonians 1. But the suffering has increased, and yet so has the 
Thessalonians' perseverance (vv. 3-5). This demonstrates that God deems them 
worthy of His kingdom, and Paul prays that they may continue to glorify Jesus 
(vv. 11-12).  

 
 
 

16Some more liberal scholars find 2 Thessalonians inauthentic -- i.e., they believe someone other and 
later than Paul wrote it. A few (including some conservatives) reverse the order of writing-see especially 
Charles A. Wanamaker, The Epistles to the Thessalonians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990). See the 
standard New Testament introductions for discussion. 
17See especially I. Howard Marshall, 1 and 2 Thessalonians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983) 187. 
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B. Triggers harsh words of judgment meant to encourage believers 

 

It also prompts a stronger outburst about the vengeance with which God will pay 
back their persecutors (vv. 6-10). Here is some of the harshest language in the 
New Testament about the eternal punishment awaiting unbelievers, yet it comes 
in the context of Paul's thanksgiving for the Thessalonians' growth and his 
encouragement for them to continue to endure severe trial. Compared to the 
language of some Jewish apocalyptic writing, Paul is actually rather restrained. 
The divine retaliation of v. 6 is not inconsistent with a gospel of love; true love 
demands justice for those who spurn God's mercy. Whatever one makes of the 
frequent pictures of hell as unquenchable fire and outer darkness (two metaphors 
which if absolutized become literally incompatible with each other18), v. 9 offers a 
clear non-metaphorical depiction of the fate of the lost--exclusion from the 
presence of God and all things good--which should be sufficient to make anyone 
want to avoid it.19 
 

II. More on the Second Coming: Two Signs Still to Come (2:1-17) 
 

A. The main problem (2:1-2) 
 

Chapter 2, verses 1-2 forms the thesis statement of the letter: don't believe any 
claim that the Day of the Lord's return has already come.  

 
B. Paul’s reply (2:3-7) 
 

Verses 3-7 explain why--there are key end-time events yet to take place. Two in 
particular are noteworthy:  
 
1. The revelation of the man of lawlessness (vv. 3-5) 
 

The "man of lawlessness" must be revealed (vv. 3-4). The way this individual 
is described links him with the common Jewish expectation of an arch-enemy 
of God arising just prior to the Messianic Age. It seems to be the same person 
that John refers to as the "antichrist" (1 John 2:18) and the "beast coming out 
of the sea" (Revelation 13:1). This individual will emerge at the time of "the  
 

18So George E. Ladd, New Testament Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, rev. 1993) 196. 
19It has also been argued that this punishment refers to annihilation rather than conscious existence 
apart from God. But the word "destruction" can also be translated "ruin," and other texts in Scripture 
make it hard to defend the annihilationist perspective. See especially William V. Crockett, "The 
Metaphorical View," in Four Views on Hell, ed. William V. Crockett (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992) 43-
76. 
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rebellion" (Gk. apostasia --a Willing away")--in context probably meaning 
against God and the power of law. He will set himself up "in God's temple" (v. 
4), a picture reminiscent of the Seleucid ruler Antiochus Epiphanes' 
desecration of the Jewish temple in 167 B.C. and of the Roman emperor 
Caligula's aborted attempt to set up statues of himself in that same building in 
A.D. 40. Some have thought that the fulfillment of this prophecy requires the 
rebuilding of a temple in modern-day Jerusalem. But the temple was a 
building for sacrifice, and it is difficult to square the re-establishment of animal 
sacrifices with the clear New Testament teaching that Christ has once and for 
all done away with them (see especially Hebrews 10:18; cf. all of chapters 7-
10). Paul, in fact, regularly uses "temple" metaphorically for the church and 
individual Christians (e.g., 1 Corinthians 3:16-17, 6:19). Perhaps the Antichrist 
will emerge from within Christianity, masquerading as a believer. More 
probably, both of these views are too literal and Paul is merely stressing this 
person's complete opposition to all true worship of God.20 

 
2. The removal of the restraining person/power (vv. 6-7) 

The "restrainer" must be removed (v. 7). Someone (the word is masculine in 
v. 7) and something (neuter in v. 6) are currently holding back the man of 
lawlessness and his power, preventing their appearance, and must be taken 
out of the way. Pretribulationists have often seen this as a reference to the 
church, but the Greek word for church (ekklesia) is feminine and so would not 
fit. Many equate the restrainer with the emperor and imperial government in 
Paul's day (or any of numerous subsequent world powers). Or else the 
referent could be God Himself, perhaps through His Holy Spirit.  If the Spirit is 
seen as specially present through believers (the church), this view could 
support a pretribulationist perspective, though it need not. 

C. The results of these events: two major guarantees (2:8-17) 
 
However we interpret these allusive references, the rest of chapter 2 gives us 
two major guarantees.  
 
 
 

 
20F. F. Bruce, 1 and 2 Thessalonians (Waco: Word, 1982) 169: "a graphic way of saying that he plans to 
usurp the authority of God. ... He demands not only the obedience but also the worship due to God 
alone." Cf. Marshall, Thessalonians, 191-92: "the culminating manifestation of evil as an anti-theistic 
power which usurps the place of God in the world." 
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1. Judgment against all the wicked (vv. 8-12) 
 

First, all the wicked will be judged (vv. 8-12). They "refuse to love the truth" (v. 
10), and so God gives them over to their depravity (vv. 11-12, cf. the 
sequence of events in Romans 1:18-32).  
 

2. Security of the believer (vv. 13-17) 
 

Second, the believer will be eternally protected (vv. 13-17). As consistently in 
Scripture, Paul introduces this topic by balancing God's promises (vv. 13-14) 
with the believer's responsibility to stand firm (vv. 15-17). 

 
III. Concluding Exhortations and Closing (3:1-18) 

 
A. See especially Paul’s remarks about the idle in vv. 6-15 

 
Paul requests prayer on his behalf (3:1-5) and then admonishes the idle to work 
hard and not be a nuisance (vv. 6-13). If anyone refuses, they must be shunned 
(vv. 14-15). Typically, these busybodies (v. 11) have been viewed as those who 
thought the Parousia so near that they no longer needed to work. More recently, 
a sociological explanation has commanded greater support: they formed part of 
the large number of poor Greco-Roman persons who relied, financially, on gifts 
from wealthy "patrons" for whom they provided a variety of intermittent services. 
Paul then would be trying to woo these people away from dependence on an 
ancient-kind of welfare system and telling them to find wholesome, full-time work 
instead.21  

 
B. Note possibilities of interpreting v. 10 

 
That interpretation dovetails also with v. 10, though it is important to stress that 
the word "will" is not part of the future tense of the verb "work" but the separate 
verb "to be willing. " In other words, Paul is saying that, if anyone is not willing to 
work, that person should not eat. He is not opposing charity (or welfare) for the 
needy unable to find work. Verses 16-18 close the letter with Paul's typical 
greetings in his own hand. 
 

21See especially Bruce W. Winter, "'If A Man Does Not Wish to Work..."; A Cultural and Historical Setting 
for 2 Thessalonians 3.6-16," Tyndale Bulletin 40 (1989) 303-15. Robert Jewett, Paul: The Apostle to 
America (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1994) 73-86 cites evidence that the majority of the (mostly 
poor) Christians in several Greco-Roman communities may have lived in the ancient equivalent of 
tenement houses and shared communal meals there (including Communion) on a regular basis. v. 10 
would then refer to the prerequisite for participating in these meals. 
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Lecture 4: Application of 1 and 2 Thessalonians—1 Corinthians 4:21 
 
Application 
 
I. A Crucially Needed Balance Regarding Christ’s Return 
 

1 and 2 Thessalonians together provide a crucially needed balance in our modern 
world concerning the return of Christ. The majority of the church acts as if Christ will 
never literally return, or at least not in the near future. A vocal minority is convinced 
that he must come back within a certain period of time; a few even try to set dates. 
These letters remind us that we must always be alert for the possibility of the end but 
never presume to know when it will be. Faithful, moral Christian living (including 
communal sharing with needy fellow Christians who are willing to do their part as 
best they can) is our task, however long or short the wait. We ought not bother trying 
to read "the signs of the times" in current events or calculate the interval remaining. 
These principles apply to the timing of one's death as well. We dare not claim that 
we know we have many years left to live or be cocksure that we do not. God even 
chooses miraculously to heal terminal illnesses at times. 

 
II. A Crucially Needed Balance in the Rapture Debate 
 

A similar balance is needed in debates about the rapture. Pretribulationists often 
promote a "sinking ship" mentality whereby they refuse to obey the whole counsel of 
God's word in terms of Christian involvement in the world and seek only to "save 
souls." Some posttribulationists adopt a "siege mentality" similar to secular 
survivalists, convinced that they will suffer the worst and planning to hoard goods in 
order to prepare for the onslaught of those who will attack them. Both extremes are 
highly dangerous. We should never seek suffering merely for its own sake, or claim 
to know that we will escape the worst, but pray instead that God will help us mature 
and use us for His purposes whatever comes our way. 
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1 CORINTHIANS--COUNTERING MISGUIDED VIEWS 

ABOUT CHRISTIAN MATURITY: PART 0NE 
 
Introduction 
 
I. Historical Background 
 

Roughly three to five years have elapsed since Paul penned 2 Thessalonians. He 
has completed his second missionary journey and has spent considerable time in 
Ephesus, his main stopping point during his third journey. From 1 Corinthians 16:8 
we learn that he is still there, still hoping to come to Corinth again, but wanting to 
wait until after the spring festival of Pentecost. The most likely date for this epistle, 
then, allowing for Paul's travels and a more than two-year stay in Ephesus (Acts 
19:10) is late winter or early spring of A.D. 55. 
 
The description of Paul's original evangelistic efforts in Corinth appears in Acts 18:1-
17. The first Christians were a mixture of Jew and Gentile, but Gentiles 
predominated. Corinth was a major urban trade center and seaport in the Greco-
Roman world and proverbial for its loose morals. "A Corinthian woman" was a slang 
expression for a prostitute. 

 
II. Root Causes of Diverse Topics of Letter 
 

At first glance, 1 Corinthians seems not to have a unifying focus but reads like a 
checklist of problems in a very immature church. On closer inspection, a central 
problem does emerge. Greek philosophy, especially from Plato onwards, was 
radically dualist. That is to say, the material and spiritual worlds were sharply 
separated. In much thought and especially in those strands of philosophy which 
would generate late first- and early second-century Gnosticism, it was assumed that 
matter was inherently evil. Only the spirit could be saved. This dualism led, ironically, 
to two diametrically opposite ethical outworkings. The majority were ascetic, that is, 
trying to deny the (evil) body its normal appetites in a variety of ways. A minority 
were hedonist, indulging the body since it was hopelessly corrupt anyway. Both 
strands of thought were present in Corinth. Those involved in the problems of incest, 
lawsuits and promiscuity in chapters 5-7, the "strong" Christians who ate food 
sacrificed to idols (chapters 8-10), the out-of-control women prophets and over-
indulgent rich at the Lord's table (chapter 11), and those who abused spiritual gifts 
more generally (chapters 12-14) all fall into the hedonist camp. Those who were 
promoting celibacy (chapter 7), afraid to eat the idol-meat (chapters 8-10) and 
denying the bodily resurrection (chapter 15) were clearly ascetic. 
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These divisions, coupled with a broader problem of factionalism (chapters 1-4), 
accounted for a church in serious trouble. To compound the problem, they actually 
thought they were mature (4:8)! Paul has received word about their troubles from 
two sources--personal envoys from the household of an otherwise anonymous 
woman named Chloe (1:11) and a letter the Corinthians had written him (7:1). He, 
too, had written a previous letter, which had been misunderstood (5:9). Paul 
proceeds through the problems, one at a time, trying to rectify the situation. 

 
Analysis 
 
I. Introductory Greeting and Thanksgiving (1:1-9) 

A. Striking praise for very giftedness causing problems 
 

Paul follows the conventional Greco-Roman letter opening but introduces themes 
that will recur throughout the epistle. What is most striking is how positive he can 
be, thanking God for the way He has gifted the Corinthians (1:5-7) in the very 
areas that have proved most troublesome (cf. chapters 12-14). Verses 8-9 
explain his enthusiasm; he has confidence in God's power to bring them to 
maturity. 
 

B. First strategy in restoring unity: focus on positive before negative 
 

II. Paul Responds to News from Chloe (1:10-6:20) 
 

A. On divisions in the church (1:10-4:17) 
 

1. The problem: rival factions (1:10-17) 
 

a. Theological differences? 
 

In 1:10-17 Paul sets out one of the main problems afflicting the church in 
Corinth--factionalism--and appeals for a restoration of unity. The divisions 
follow party lines. Various groups pledge allegiance to Paul, Apollos, Peter 
and Christ, respectively (v. 12). Traditionally, it has been assumed these 
were theological divisions--perhaps the Paul and Peter factions mirrored 
the debate at Antioch (Galatians 2:11-14) while Apollos stressed the 
"wisdom" of the gospel (cf. Acts 18:28 on his rhetorical skills). The "Christ 
party" might then have been those who refused to align themselves with 
any human leader, though that does not necessarily mean they were any 
less sectarian in doing so.  
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b. Sociological differences? 
 
More recently, scholarship has focused more on sociological divisions.22 
The church at Corinth was probably a loose collection of "house 
congregations," each no more than 30-50 in number. The handful of 
wealthy members (1:26) may have hosted the various congregations; no 
one else would have had a place large enough to accommodate such a 
crowd. Chapter 11, verses 17-33 shows that problems at the Lord's 
Supper had to do with rich and poor, and other rivalries may have been 
caused by these divisions as well. 

 
c. Aligning with evangelists who led each group to the Lord? 

 
The only clue Paul gives in chapter 1 comes in vv. 14-17, in which he 
plays down the value of baptism, not because it was unimportant but 
because it was not important enough to be a matter causing division. 
Perhaps members of several "parties" were simply aligning themselves 
with the human leaders who first led them to Christ. 

 
2. Second strategy: focus on the cross (1:18-2:5) 
 

If the exact nature of the problem is unclear, the solution is not. In 1:18-2:5 
Paul calls the Corinthians to return to focusing on the cross of Christ (see 
especially 2:2). The cross is the ultimate leveler. The world considers the 
message of a crucified Messiah foolish (1:18-25), among Jews because it 
demonstrates God's curse, among Gentiles because it points out Christ's 
weakness. The "wise" of both cultures therefore reject the gospel. But Paul 
points out that God has chosen to save people by what the godless 
intellectuals of his day consider foolish. The very fact that the majority of the 
Christians in Corinth did not come from the rich, powerful or well-educated 
minority of ancient society demonstrates the point (1:26-31). And the way in 
which Paul first preached to them offers further corroboration--by the 
standards of the philosophers of the day, most notably the Sophists, Paul's 
rhetoric was very plain (2:1-5; cf. 2 Corinthians 10:10).23 

 
 
22See especially Gerd Theissen, The Social Setting of Pauline Christianity: Essays on Corinth 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982); Andrew D. Clarke, Secular and Christian Leadership in Corinth (Leiden: 
Brill, 1993). 
23On which, see especially Bruce W. Winter, Paul and Philo among the Sophists (Macquarrie: Ph.D. 
thesis, 1988), forthcoming from Cambridge University Press. 
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3. Third strategy: understand Christian wisdom (2:6-3:5) 

 
a. Spiritual vs. natural people 
 

None of this, however, means that Christians are to try to be stupid! The 
opposite of godless wisdom throughout this section is God's wisdom 
(1:24) and the Spirit's power (2:4). Chapter 2, verses 6 to 3:23 expand on 
the proper kind of wisdom for believers and encourage the necessary 
growth to mature beyond the current factionalism. This section develops 
two contrasts: "spiritual" vs. "natural" people (2:6-16: see especially vv. 
14-15 KJV) and "spiritual" vs. "carnal" Christians (3:1-23; cf, v. 1 KJV). In 
the first section, Paul compares believers and unbelievers. Here the 
spiritual person is not some special category of Christian, merely anyone 
with the Spirit (v. 12; contrast v. 14 MV).  
 

b. Volitional vs. merely cognitive understanding 
 
Believers have a kind of understanding unbelievers lack--not so much any 
cognitive advantage but a volitional one. True biblical "understanding" 
means accepting and acting upon God's message (v. 14).  

 
c. Spiritual vs. carnal Christians 

 
In chapter 3 Paul narrows the use of the word "spiritual" to refer to mature 
Christians. Immaturity (carnality/worldliness) is exemplified by many in 
Corinth by their factiousness (3:3-4). These are not nominal Christians but 
gifted believers (recall 1:7) who are using their gifts in a divisive way. 

 
4. Fourth strategy: the relative equality of all believers (3:6-23) 

 
The rest of chapter 3 illustrates the fundamental equality of all persons in 
Christ that should quash this factionalism.  
 
a. God’s field (vv. 6-9a) 
 

Paul compares the church to God's field in which all are co-workers (vv. 6-
9a).  
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b. God’s building (vv. 9b-17) 
 

Then he compares them to stones in a building, laid on the foundation of 
Christ (w. 9b-17). Although Judgment Day will bring to light the different 
qualities of different Christians' works (w. 12-15),24 the main contrast in 
this section is between those who are at least building and those who are 
trying to destroy the building (w. 16-17).  

 
c. Summary (vv. 18-23) 
 

Verses 18-23 summarize the chapter by reminding us that all believers 
have equal access to all spiritual privileges. 

 
5. Fifth strategy: the right attitude of and for apostles (4:1-21) 
 

Chapter 4 concludes Paul's response to the factions in Corinth by focusing on 
the right attitude to have toward Paul and his fellow apostles. Specifically, 
they are (1) faithfully serving (vv. 1-5)--stewards under God to oversee his 
"estate"; (2) Scripturally based (vv. 6-7)--no one may go "beyond what is 
written"; (3) unjustly suffering (vv. 8-13)--their lot in life is a far cry from the 
"triumphalism" of the Corinthians; and specially related (vv. 14-21)--as his 
spiritual children, Paul has the right to speak parentally to Corinth, in both 
tough and tender tones. 

 
Lecture 5: 1 Corinthians 5:1-11:1 

 
B. Incest in the Church (5:1-13) 
 

1. Non-association with Christian offender (vv. 1-8) 
 

Paul next addresses the problem of a man who is having sexual relations with his 
stepmother (v. 1). Incest was the one sexual offense even the profligate Greco-
Roman world seriously frowned on, and here the church is proud of their 
"freedom" in Christ to tolerate such behavior (v. 2)! Paul commands 
 
 
 

24This passage is often alleged to teach eternal degrees of reward in heaven. For a different approach, 
heavily indebted to Martin Luther, see Craig L. Blomberg, "Degrees of Reward in the Kingdom of 
Heaven?" Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 35 (1992) 159-72. 
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excommunication of the unrepentant offender (vv. 3-5)25 in order to preserve the 
purity of the church (vv. 6-8), while making clear his purposes are rehabilitative 
and not punitive (v. 5b). 
 
2. Association with non-Christian sinners (vv. 9-13) 

 
Then he explains that the church has completely reversed his previous 
teaching: they are separating from sinful unbelievers while tolerating gross 
immorality in their midst; they should be purifying themselves while staying 
close enough to unbelievers to have a positive effect on them (vv. 9-13). How 
often the conservative church has reversed these priorities ever since! 
 

C. Secular lawsuits between Christians a disgrace (6:1-11) 
 

1. Create Christian dispute resolution mechanisms (vv. 1-6) 
 

Equally shameful is the practice of Christians taking each other to secular 
courts over legal (probably property-related) disputes. Wealthy "patrons" often 
did this in the Greco-Roman world to enhance their status and line their 
pocketbooks. Christians, however, should at the very least follow the Jewish 
practice of settling their own disputes "in-house" (vv. 2-6).  

 
2. Or relinquish one’s rights (vv. 7-11) 
 

Failing that, they should accept being defrauded so that their witness is not 
compromised as they demand their rights before an unbelieving world eager 
to mock them in the process (vv. 7-8). Those who practice this or other 
offensive lifestyles26 consistently cannot be part of God's kingdom (vv. 9-11). 
Christian mediation alternatives are just beginning today to recapture some of 
the spirit of Paul's instructions here.27 

 
25Some would argue that Paul even envisages the death of this man. The Greek of v. 5 literally reads, 
"deliver this man to Satan for the destruction of the flesh." But "flesh" in Paul often means sinful nature, 
and 2 Corinthians 2:5-11 can be taken as the successful restoration of this disciplined man. See esp. 
Colin Kruse, The Second Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987) 41-45, 81-
84. 
26Included in the list are practicing homosexuals. For a wide-ranging treatment of this topic from a variety 
of Christian perspectives, see Jeffrey S. Siker, ed., Homosexuality in the Church (Louisville: 
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1994). An excellent, evangelical treatment of the exegetical issues at 
stake is James B. De Young, "The Source and New Testament Meaning of APEENOKOITAI, with 
Implications for Christian Ethics and Ministry," Master's Seminary Journal 3 (1992) 191-215.  
27See, e.g., H. Wayne House, Christian Ministries and the Law (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992) 79-88, 219-
20. 
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D. The Seriousness of Sexual Immorality in General (6:12-20) 

 

1. Paul’s “yes-but” logic in vv. 12-13 
 

Paul returns to the theme of sexual offense but broadens it to warn against 
any kind of promiscuity, especially prostitution. In vv. 12-13, he introduces a 
form of "yes, but..." logic, which he will employ repeatedly throughout the rest 
of the epistle. In each case, he seems to quote a Corinthian "slogan"--a 
perspective some in the church had adopted, that Paul can affirm up to a 
point, but that he also must qualify. Here the NIV puts the slogans in 
quotation marks. It is true that in a law-free gospel, from one point of view 
everything is permissible, but that does not mean everything is good or 
should be done (v. 12). The Corinthians were apparently also reasoning from 
the destruction of the body that just as eating is a morally neutral matter, so 
also is having sex in any way one desires (v. 13a).28 Here Paul takes explicit 
objection.  

 
2. The unique sin against the “body” in v. 18 

 
Sexual intercourse is the most intimate form of bodily self-communication and 
reflects an interpersonal unity that is to be reserved for one to whom one is 
ultimately committed (vv. 13b-20).29 

 
III. Paul Responds to the Corinthians' Letter (7:1-16:4) 

 
A. Concerning Marriage (7:1-40) 

 
1. The Corinthian slogan (v. 1) 
 

Now Paul addresses the ascetic wing of the church. The key to understanding 
chapter 7 is to recognize, with the NIV margin, that v. 1b is a Corinthian 
slogan, as the church father Origen explained in his commentary as early as 
ca. A.D. 200. The Greek literally says, "It is good for a man not to touch a 
woman." But "touch" was a euphemism for sexual relations. Some in Corinth 
were advocating celibacy—complete sexual abstinence--as the norm for all 
 
 
 

28The quotation marks should perhaps extend to the end of the sentence, "God will destroy them both." 
The next clause begins with a "but," which the NIV leaves untranslated.  
29See especially Brendan Byrne, “Sinning against One's Own Body: Paul's Understanding of the Sexual 
Relationship in 1 Corinthians 6:18," Catholic Biblical Quarterly 45 (1983) 613. 
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Christians. Paul affirms that celibacy can be good but refuses to absolutize it--
"yes, but..." logic again.30 

 
2. To would-be ascetics in marriage (vv. 2-7) 
 

He begins by considering those already married. The pro-celibacy faction 
would promote abstinence even between husband and wife. Paul allows only 
a very limited role for this (vv. 5a, 6) but primarily rejects it (vv. 2-4, 5b).  
 

3. To widowers and widows (vv. 8-9) 
 

In vv. 8-9 he turns to widowers (probably a better translation here than 
"unmarried") and widows. Here he can consider celibacy much more 
favorably because he, too, is single, and possibly a widower. But marriage is 
preferable to lust and promiscuity.  
 

4. To the married contemplating divorce (vv. 10-16) 
 

Verses 10-16 consider the married again, but this time those who might be 
contemplating divorce as a way to get out of having sex. Again, Paul refuses 
to accept this alternative, except for a quite different reason--if an unbelieving 
partner wishes to separate (vv. 15-16). 

 
5. Preliminary conclusion: “bloom where planted” (vv. 17-24) 
 

Verses 17-24 offer a preliminary conclusion which might be paraphrased, 
"bloom where you're planted. " Applied to the advocates of celibacy, Paul 
would be saying not to do anything radical just to get out of having sex, but he 
applies the principle more widely to other issues, too.  
 

6. To the never married (vv. 25-35) 
 

In vv. 25-35 Paul turns to those who have never been married. He 
encourages them to remain single but again refuses to mandate it. His 
encouragement stems from "the present crisis" (v. 26) which is probably best 
explained by v. 29 ("the time is short"). Because no one knows how long they 
have to continue the Lord's work, Christians should marry only if they believe 
their ministry will be enhanced rather than diminished thereby (vv. 32-35).  
 
 
 

30The exposition of this chapter is heavily indebted to Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987) 266-357. 
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7. To the engaged (vv. 36-38) 

 

Finally, Paul considers those who are engaged (vv. 36-38). They are not 
bound to consummate their marriage, and, of course, the ascetic Christians 
would tell them not to. But unlike those ascetics, Paul insists that they do not 
sin if they go ahead and marry.  
 

8. Conclusion (vv. 39-40) 
 

The chapter concludes with a reminder that marriage is for life (vv. 39-40). 
 
9. Further thoughts on contemporary application 
 

Most of the questions modern-day Christians ask about issues of marriage 
and divorce from this chapter come out of situations that differ considerably 
from that of first-century Corinth.31 Few Christians today outside of Roman 
Catholic clerical and monastic circles promote celibacy as a lifelong ideal for 
believers! And if Paul seems particularly negative toward sex here, we must 
remember that he is bending over backwards to affirm the pro-celibacy faction 
even though he can never endorse it entirely. In a passage less tied to local 
circumstances, in Ephesians 5:22-33, Paul can present a much more positive 
and exalted perspective of marriage. But Protestants have perhaps too long 
neglected the fact that God does give the gift of singleness to some 
individuals (Matthew 19:11-12), and they should not be treated like second-
class citizens. 
 

B. Concerning Food Sacrificed to Idols (8:1-11:1) 

1. The problem: Christian liberty can become license (8:1-3) 
 

In the next three chapters, both the ascetic and hedonistic wings of the 
church come into play. The first group is refusing to eat meat sacrificed to 
idols. Many of these may have been among the poorer Christians who were 
not able to afford meat on a regular basis and associated eating it with rituals 
in the pagan temple in Corinth. The second group has come to realize there is 
nothing inherently immoral in eating such meat but they are not taking those 
Paul calls their "weaker brothers" into account. Paul's "yes, but. . ." logic 
 

31For a variety of perspectives on a number of those questions, see H. Wayne House, ed., Divorce and 
Remarriage: Four Christian Views (Downers Grove; IVP, 1991). For a particular focus on this passage in 
conjunction with Matthew 19:1-12, see Craig L. Blomberg, "Marriage, Divorce, Remarriage, and 
Celibacy: An Exegesis of Matthew 19:3-12," Trinity Journal n.s. 11 (1990) 161-96, especially 186-94. 
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comes to the fore again, as 8:1-3 sets out the problem--Christian liberty can 
become license. Those who have the correct knowledge about the morally 
neutral nature of idol meat must temper that knowledge with love. 

 
2. The main application—concerning idol meat (8:4-13) 

 
The main application of Paul's principle comes in 8:4-13. Although there is 
nothing inherently wrong with eating food sacrificed to idols (vv. 4-6, 8), 
Christians should avoid it if it causes their fellow believer to fall into sin (vv. 7, 
9-13). This may be because the so-called weaker brother cannot distinguish 
between eating meat bought in the marketplace but previously blessed by a 
pagan priest (cf. 10:25) from eating in the context of pagan worship or 
because he cannot distinguish between other events held in the temple 
precincts that involved eating idol meat (weddings, parties, guilds) from 
overtly religious rituals with similar food (cf. v. l0a). Or it may simply be that 
the weaker brother does that which is not immoral but without being able to 
participate with a clear conscience (vv. 10, 12). 

 
3. The second application—money for ministry (9:1-18) 

 
In 9:1-18 Paul gives a different example of restraining Christian liberty. While 
Christian ministers have a right to earn their living by the gospel (vv. 1-12a, 
13-14), they dare never demand this right. Indeed, if it causes a potential 
scandal--accusation of preaching for the wrong motive--they should do it free 
of charge and provide for their material needs in other ways, as Paul himself 
did (vv. 12b, 15-18).  
 

4. The motive—all things to all people to save many (9:19-27) 
 
Paul's motive in both of these examples is to remove as many unnecessary 
obstacles as possible from people coming to Christ (9:19-23). Failure to follow 
this demanding Christian lifestyle (it is far easier just to indulge or to abstain 
altogether than to decide each issue on a case-by-case basis) leaves him in 
danger of being "disqualified" (vv. 24-27), a term which is the negative 
adjective from the same root as the "testing" of each person's work in 3:13. 
So it probably does not refer to the possible loss of salvation but to missing 
out on the highest level of God's commendation. 
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5. The danger of license—idolatry in the wilderness (10:1-13) 

 
In 10:1-13 Paul prepares the way for vv. 14-22 in which he will make one 
absolute prohibition--against eating idol meat in the context of pagan worship-
-by reminding the Corinthians of the havoc sin can wreak. Verses 1-12 warn 
against imitating the rebellion of the Israelites who despite their "baptism into 
Moses," their incorporation into the outward community of God's people, were 
destroyed in the wilderness. Verse 13 balances this warning, however, with a 
promise that when tempted we need never sin. The Spirit will always provide 
a way of escape--not necessarily from the temptation but to bear up under it--
if we are willing to yield to His power.  
 

6. An absolute prohibition—no eating in pagan worship (10:14-22) 
 
Verses 14-22 then explain why eating in pagan ritual is forbidden, because 
demons are ultimately behind the worship experience. 

 
7. Conclusions—freedom and restraint but with emphasis on freedom 

(10:23-11:1) 
 
Paul repeats and summarizes three principles that have united chapters 8-10 
in 10:23-11:1: (1) Christianity implies freedom from legalism in relation to all 
things which are not inherently evil. (2) One's freedom must be voluntarily 
curtailed in various situations for the sake of those who might otherwise be 
led into sin. (3) Still, the emphasis remains on freedom. Paul only 
countenances curtailment if there is definite reason to suspect that someone 
else present would be hurt (vv. 25-30). 

 

Eating idol meat is not one of the top one hundred moral dilemmas for most 
Western Christians, though it is in some parts of the world! The same 
principles, however, apply to countless issues that do affect us and others--
drinking of alcohol, various fashions and hairstyles, recreational practices, 
forms of entertainment, certain kinds of meditation, therapies or self-
improvement techniques in the business world, and so on. In identifying 
"weaker brothers," we must remember too that Paul is not simply talking 
about a fellow Christian who might be offended at a certain morally neutral 
action but about one who would actually be led to imitate that action (or 
commit outright sin) without a clear conscience.32 

 

32For further application, see Garry Friesen with Robin Maxson, Decision Making and the Will of God 
(Portland: Multnomah, 1980) 382-83; and Joseph C. Aldrich, Life-Style Evangelism (Portland: Multnomah 
1981) 39-76. 
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Lecture 6: 1 Corinthians 11:2-16:24 and the Aftermath of the Letter 

 
C.  Concerning Worship (11:2-14:40) 

 
1. Head coverings: men and women (11:2-16)—see lectures 12-13 
 

The next four chapters deal with three problems afflicting the Corinthians at 
worship. The issue of head coverings on men and women (11:2-16) is treated 
in the section on Paul and gender roles below.  
 

2. Lord’s Supper: use and abuse (11:17-34) 
 
A discussion of the use and abuse of the Lord's Supper occupies 11:17-34. 
Here Paul demonstrates the seriousness of the problem by departing from his 
"Yes, but..." approach and offering no praise at all (v. 17).  
 
a. The problem (vv. 17-22) 
 

Verses 17-22 describe the problem--the more well-to-do Christians are 
bringing more food and drink and overeating and getting drunk at the 
expense of the poorer Christians in the communal meals that the early 
church shared (what Jude 12 calls "love feasts").  
 

b. The tradition (vv. 23-26) 
 
Paul reminds them, therefore, of the tradition of Jesus' teaching about this 
meal (w. 23-26; cf. Luke 22:17-20)--it is supposed to memorialize Christ's 
sacrifice and instill a deep concern to share with one another.  
 

c. The warning (vv. 27-34) 
 
In vv. 27-34 he thus warns them not to eat or drink in a selfish fashion, lest 
God judge them, even with sickness or death. "In an unworthy manner" in 
v. 27 translates the one Greek adverb "unworthily." It does not imply that 
those who are or feel "unworthy" (an adjective) must refrain--the Lord's 
table is for sinners! It does mean those who are unwilling to share of their 
wealth with needy Christians in their midst should not partake. "Without 
recognizing the body of the Lord" (v. 29) in this context most probably 
means "not being adequately concerned for the rest of the church." 
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3. Spiritual gifts (12:1-14:40) 

 
Chapter 12:1-14:40 addresses the problem of right and wrong use of spiritual 
gifts in the public assembly.33 We may subdivide these chapters into at least 
six major sections: 

 
a. Recognition (12:1-3) 
 

Counterfeits existed then and now in other religious circles, so all must be 
tested. The foundational test is whether or not those practicing them truly 
acknowledge Jesus as Lord (v. 3).  
 

b. Distribution (12:4-11) 
 
In short, God wants to create diversity within unity. To do this he gives 
different people different gifts, even though they all come from the same 
Triune God (vv. 4-6), Every Christian has at least one (v. 7a). They are to 
be used for mutual edification (v. 7b). Paul gives samples of some of 
these gifts (vv. 8-10). Other lists appear in Romans 12:3-8 and Ephesians 
4:11. There is no evidence that any of the lists or all of them put together 
were intended to be comprehensive.34 

 
c. Importance (12:12-26) 

 
Like the physical body, the church is made up of mutually interdependent 
parts, every one of which is necessary, even if all are not equally 
prominent. If anything, the more hidden may be the more valuable (vv. 22-
24).  
 

d. Ranking (12:27-31a) 
 
At first glance, these verses seem to contradict vv. 12-26 by establishing a 
hierarchy with the more prominent gifts of public speaking and ministry at 
the top. More likely, Paul is establishing a chronological priority of 
importance: in order to even have a church there must be a missionary or 
church-planter (the root meaning of "apostle"), one who proclaims God's 
 

 
33On these chapters, see especially D. A. Carson, Showing the Spirit (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1987). 
34For more detail on the various gifts, see especially Kenneth Hemphill, Spiritual Gifts (Nashville: 
Broadman, 1988). 
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word (the function of a "prophet"), and one who teaches the body of 
Christian doctrine to new disciples. Then, and only then, can all the rest of 
the gifts come into play. 
 

e. Love (12:31b-13:13) 
 

We often forget that chapter 13 is no independent poem or rhapsody in 
praise of love but falls squarely in the middle of Paul's discussion of 
spiritual gifts. Verses 1-3 use several of the gifts as examples to make the 
point that without love they are worthless. Verses 4-7 list positive and 
negative qualities of love that the Corinthians especially needed to 
practice or avoid. An excellent summary of the portrait of love painted here 
is "the unsolicited giving of the very best I have on behalf of another 
regardless of response.35 In vv. 8-13, Paul again selects sample gifts to 
stress their transience over against the permanence of love (and faith and 
hope--v. 13). In light of 1:7 and 13:12, "the perfect" in v. 10 almost 
certainly refers to Christ's return. 

 
f. Comparing tongues and prophecy (14:1-40) 

 
Paul now singles out the two that are the most controversial in Corinth. 
The "big idea" of this chapter is to prefer prophecy to tongues. Verses 1-
25 explain why prophecy (intelligible proclamation of God's word, whether 
prepared or spontaneous36) is superior--it is immediately understandable 
(vv. 1-19) and it is not as likely as tongues to make the uninitiated think 
Christians are mad (vv. 20-25) and so function as a sign of judgment 
against them (v. 22; cf. the context of the Isaiah 28:11-12 quote in v. 21). 
That does not mean tongues are to be forbidden, however (vv. 18, 39), but 
that they are to play a minimal public role (v. 19) and that all of the gifts 
are to be regulated and evaluated (vv. 26-40).37 Paul's silencing of the 
women (vv. 33b-38) seems out of place in this context, but we will suggest 
reasons for it in the discussion of Paul and gender roles below. 
 
 
 

35Richard Walker, in a sermon in Gold Coast Baptist Church, West Palm Beach, FL, 1982. 
360n which see a trio of outstanding works: David Hill, New Testament Prophecy (London: Marshall, 
Morgan & Scott, 1979); Wayne A. Grudem, The Gift of Prophecy in 1 Corinthians (Washington: UPA, 
1982); and David E. Aune, Prophecy in Early Christianity and the Ancient Mediterranean World (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983). 
37A well-balanced treatment of tongues-speaking appears in Watson E. Mills, A Theological/Exegetical 
Approach to Glossolalia (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986). 
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Verses 39-40 close Paul's discussion of spiritual gifts with two 
complementary principles that go a long way toward squelching 
squabbling on this topic in any age. (1) Rule none of the gifts out as 
inappropriate for any church (v. 39). (2) But do everything with decorum 
and order (v. 40), including following the regulations for the use of the gifts 
which Paul has outlined, so that no gift is ever made a criterion of 
salvation or spiritual maturity or allowed to overshadow all the rest. 
 

D. Concerning the Resurrection (15:1-58) 

Hellenistic dualism led many to believe merely in the immortality of the soul and 
not also in the resurrection of the body. In response Paul affirms the certainty of 
the resurrection (vv. 1-34) and then replies to a potential objector by discussing 
the nature of the resurrection (vv. 35-58).  
 
1. The fact of Christ’s bodily resurrection (vv. 1-11) 
 

He reminds the church in Corinth that the fact of Christ's bodily resurrection 
(vv. 1-11) is attested both by extensive Christian witness and tradition, 
including Scripture (vv. 1-7, perhaps alluding to Ps. 16:10) and by Paul's own 
personal revelation of the Risen Lord on the Damascus road (vv. 8-11), 
inasmuch as he was "untimely born" as an apostle--not present with the 
Twelve earlier to see Jesus before his ascension.  
 

2. The implications of this for the general resurrection (vv. 12-34) 
 
Christ's resurrection in turn guarantees the resurrection one day of all 
believers (vv. 12-34). Our very Christian hope relies on this--if Christ was not 
raised our faith is futile (vv. 12-19). But in fact he is the "firstfruits" of the 
resurrection, even if we have to wait longer for our new bodies than Jesus did 
(vv. 20-28). Verses 29-34 are the most puzzling part of Paul's argument, 
especially v. 19 with its reference to baptism for the dead. Second-century 
evidence points to the persistence of sects in the Greek Christian world that 
practiced a kind of proxy-baptism (see especially Chrysostom, Homily on 1 
Cor. 40:1), not wholly unlike contemporary Mormons do. But Paul nowhere 
approves of this practice, much less does he command it. Instead, he seems 
to be arguing ad hominem, just as he does in vv. 30-32. Why do the 
Corinthians practice this baptism, rightly or wrongly, unless they have hope of 
a resurrection life? So, too, why does Paul endure persecution (and he is 
certainly not commanding this practice) if he has no hope for a better life 
ahead (vv. 30-32)? 
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3. The nature of Christian resurrection (vv. 35-58) 

 
But for those who would ridicule Paul's hope by asking how it is possible to 
have resurrection bodies in the first place, Paul points to a variety of 
analogies in creation that illustrate both continuity and discontinuity (vv. 35-
49). We now have physical (or natural) bodies; when Christ returns we will 
receive spiritual (or supernatural) bodies. What these are like we cannot tell, 
except via whatever legitimate inferences we might derive from the nature of 
Christ's resurrection body. But such re-creation is necessary, because "flesh 
and blood" (a Jewish idiom for frail, mortal, fallen humanity) cannot co-exist 
with an infinite, all holy God without substantial transformation (vv. 50-58). 
 

E. Concerning the Collection/Offering for Jerusalem (16:1-4) 
 
The last item about which the Corinthians wrote that Paul addresses in the body 
of his letter is a collection he had been organizing for believers in Jerusalem. 
Paul will have much more to say about this in 2 Corinthians 8-9 and Romans 
15:26-27. From these latter verses we learn of two primary motivations for the 
offering: to alleviate the needs of the poor Christians there and to offer a kind of 
tribute for the "mother church" from which all early Christian communities were 
ultimately derived. These correspond very roughly to the two major purposes of 
Christian giving throughout church history: helping the physical and spiritual 
needs of people and remunerating ecclesiastical authorities. Here Paul 
establishes two principles--setting aside a sum of money weekly and giving in 
proportion to one's means (v. 2). 

 
 IV.   Conclusion: Travel Plans and Final Greetings (16:5-24) 

 
Paul ends this letter by explaining his eagerness to see the Corinthians, but only 
when the timing is right (vv. 5-8). He commends three of their members for having 
recently visited them (vv. 15-18) and gives additional closing instructions and 
greetings (vv. 9-14, 19-24). 

 
Aftermath 
 
I. Paul’s Follow-Up Visit 
 
II. Paul’s Follow-Up Letter 
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Lecture 7: 2 Corinthians 1:1-7:4 
 

2 CORINTHIANS--COUNTERING MISGUIDED VIEWS 
ABOUT CHRISTIAN MATURITY: PART TWO 

 
Introduction 
 
The situation in between 1 and 2 Corinthians is extremely difficult to reconstruct. The 
following outline is supported by a broad cross-section of scholarship, but every point is 
debated somewhere along the line. Paul originally hoped to visit Corinth soon after his 
stay in Ephesus, probably shortly after Pentecost in A. D. 55 (1 Corinthians 16:8). He 
originally hoped to sail directly across the Aegean Sea, stop in Corinth en route to 
Macedonia and then return the way he came (2 Corinthians 1:15-16). After receiving 1 
Corinthians, however, the church in Corinth did not react as positively as Paul had 
hoped. So Paul was compelled to make an abbreviated visit to and from Corinth while 
he was still ministering in Ephesus and sent another letter, which has not been 
preserved. Whichever one of these events took place first (more likely the visit) seems 
again to have exacerbated the situation. In 2 Corinthians 2:1 Paul calls the visit a 
"painful" one, and 13:1 ("This will be my third visit to you"; cf. 12:14) confirms that this 
was a separate visit from his initial stay in Corinth described in Acts 18. Chapter 2, 
verse 4 describes Paul's writing out of "great distress and anguish of heart and with 
many tears," but 7:8-13 describes the godly sorrow that the letter provoked. Some 
imagine this letter to be the same as 1 Corinthians, but the language of 2 Corinthians 
2:4 seems too strong for that. 
 
The situation is made more complicated by 2:5-11 (cf. 7:8-13), which calls the 
Corinthians to welcome back into their fellowship and forgive a church member that 
they had disciplined. It is natural to assume that this is the incestuous offender of 1 
Corinthians 5:1. But 2 Corinthians 2:5 and 10 read as if this man had personally 
offended Paul in some way, so many commentators think that the latter verses refer to 
an entirely separate incident.  
 
I. Chapters 1-9 vs. 10-13 
 

2 Corinthians 10-13 break sharply from the largely relieved and congratulatory tone 
of the first nine chapters of the epistle in ways that have suggested to some that 
they form the body of this "sorrowful" letter of Paul, which chronologically would 
have thus preceded chapters 1-9. But although Paul's language is harsh enough in 
chapters 10-13 to merit this label, he has an entire group of false teachers in view in 
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those five chapters, not one primary offending party. Perhaps the best resolution is 
to assume that the man living with his stepmother personally offended Paul when he 
arrived in Corinth for his second visit, that this led to the painful letter, no longer 
preserved, in between what we call 1 and 2 Corinthians, and that only after receipt 
of that letter did the Corinthians take appropriate and successful remedial action 
against the man. 

 
The change in tone between 2 Corinthians 1-9 and 10-13 could then be explained in 
one of three ways: (a) Paul knew all along he would have to include some pointed 
words for those Corinthians tempted to follow the false teachers (apparently 
Judaizers, similar to the ones encountered in Galatia), but he praises them first for 
their appropriate handling of the disfellowshipped offender and for a generally good 
response to Paul's other instructions; (b) Paul received fresh news as he was 
dictating the letter, probably not all in one sitting, that new trouble had broken out in 
Corinth, and so he has to change his tone; or (c) chapters 10-13 form the body of a 
later letter after receipt of such fresh news. The abrupt and jarring change of tone 
seems to make (a) less likely than (b) or (c), and the lack of any manuscript 
evidence for these sections ever having circulated as a separate letter perhaps 
makes (b) preferable to (c).

38 

 
II. Chapter 8-9 
 

There are still other theories about the composite nature of 2 Corinthians. Chapters 
8-9, on the collection for Jerusalem, seem unrelated to the rest of the letter and 
have been treated as a separate epistle and even broken down into two letters 
themselves, one per chapter (since 9:1 appears to start all over again as a fresh 
introduction to the topic).39  
 

III. Major and Minor “Digressions” in Chapters 1-7 
 
Chapter 2, verse 14-7:4 seems to function like a long digression; the text would read 
completely smoothly if one passed over these verses and moved directly from 2:13-
7:5. The same is true of 6:14-7:1; Paul's thoughts in 7:2 resume exactly where 6:13 
left off. So some scholars also attribute one or both of these sections to separate 
letters, and the similarities between 6:14-7:1 and various Qumran writings lead a 
  

38See especially Murray J. Harris, "1 Corinthians," in Expositor's Bible Commentary, ed. Frank E. 
Gaebelein, vol. 10 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1976) 379-80; noting other possible explanations, too, for 
the change in tone. Most recent commentators, however, have opted for (c). Philip E. Hughes, Paul's 
Second Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1962) xxi-xxxv, defends (a).  
39See especially Hans Dieter Betz, 2 Corinthians 8 and 9 (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985). 
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few such writers to suggest that Paul was borrowing from an Essene Jewish source 
similar to some found among the Dead Sea sect. We believe, though, that there is a 
way to make sense of the letter as it stands and that we do not need to partition it 
into separate documents (see under "Analysis" below). 

 
IV. Suggestions Concerning Overall Structure 
 

At any rate, Paul is now writing at least the majority if not all of what we call his 
second epistle, probably in A.D. 56, as he has left Ephesus and traveled overland to 
Troas and Macedonia and will soon be arriving in Corinth (2:12-13, 13:1). He had 
dispatched Titus to prepare the way for his visit and has been eager to get his report 
as to how things were in the church (2:13, 7:5). When he finally meets up with him, 
he is greatly relieved to learn of the generally positive response of the Corinthians 
thus far (7:6-7). Shortly thereafter he begins to write this epistle. It may be described 
as a letter of apologetic self-commendation, as Paul waxes eloquent about the 
nature of, and in defense of, his apostolic ministry.40 

 
Analysis 
 
I. Introduction and Thanksgiving (1:1-11) 
 

A. The blessing and the theme of suffering in vv. 3-7 
 

After a brief salutation (vv. 1-2), Paul couches his opening prayer in the form of a 
blessing or praise to God, primarily for God's comfort in the midst of affliction 
which he can pass on to others (vv. 3-7).  
 

B. The prayer and Paul’s life-threatening danger in vv. 8-11 
 
He is particularly grateful for rescue from some recent life-threatening event (vv. 
8-11). This probably refers to one of the more severe persecutions he has 
experienced (cf. 11:23-27) and may be the same event as that to which he 
alludes in 1 Corinthians 15:32--when he fought "wild beasts" (almost certainly a 
metaphor for his human enemies)--in Ephesus. An early Christian tradition of an 
Ephesian imprisonment of Paul, if reliable, could be part of what he is 
 
 
 

40Linda L. Belleville, "A Letter of Apologetic Self-Commendation: 2 Cor. 1:8-7:16," Novum Testamentum 
31 (1989) 142-63.  
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describing as well. Why Christians suffer and how they can cope form a major 
theme of this letter, and Paul's opening thanksgiving gives one answer to these 
questions: accept God's comfort and use it to comfort others when they go 
through similarly difficult times. There is no question that Christians often relate 
better to those who are afflicted when they have had similar experiences. 

 
II. Paul's Apostolic Ministry with the Corinthians (1:12-7:16) 

Perhaps some of the perplexities in the structure of these chapters can be alleviated 
if we see in them a large chiasmus (inverted parallelism).41  The first and last 
sections correspond to each other, the second and next-to-last, and so on. This was 
a far more common device in literature of all kinds in the ancient Near East than it is 
in our world today. 

 
A. Paul's Confidence in His Motives (1:12-22) 

 
Paul begins with a defense of his change of travel plans but with hopes of a 
growing relationship of mutual appreciation with the Corinthians (vv. 12-14). The 
reason he did not come to them as first anticipated was not because he was 
vacillating (vv. 15-17). After all, faithfulness to one's word is part of the integrity of 
the gospel (vv. 18-22). 

 
B. Paul's Sorrow (1:23-2:11) 

 
Rather he wanted to spare the Corinthians further sorrow and come only when 
matters had improved between him and them (1:23-2:4). Now he is glad to learn 
they have taken appropriate disciplinary action against the offender, the man has 
repented, and he should be welcomed back (2:5-11). 

 
C. Paul's Travels to Macedonia (2:12-13) 

 
Despite the delay and circuitous travel route, Paul is now at last coming, and he 
does not stop elsewhere even for worthwhile ministry. "No good purpose is 
served, we learn, in any Christian's attempting a piece of service when his or her 
real interests lie elsewhere.42  We expect Paul to continue with a 
 
 

41For details see my article, "The Structure of 2 Corinthians 1-7," Criswell Theological Review 4 (1989) 3-
20. This is admittedly a minority perspective, but then, unlike most of Paul's letters, lack of consensus 
among scholars as to its structure suggests that perhaps the standard alternatives are inadequate.  
42Ralph P. Martin, 2 Corinthians (Waco: Word, 1986), 42. 
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description of his travels but instead he breaks into a long digression from this 
topic (2:14-7:4). This section, however, should actually be seen as the heart of 
the body of the letter--on the nature of Paul's apostolic ministry. 

 

D. A Series of Contrasts: Those Saved vs. Those Perishing (2:14-4:6) 
 

1. The victory procession viewed from two perspectives (2:14-17) 
 

Paul's literal travels lead him to reflect on another kind of travel procession--a 
victorious army returning from battle with prisoners of war in its train.43 This is 
the imagery behind the verb translated "leads in triumphal procession" in 
2:14. One and the same parade is glorious for the army and ignominious for 
the P.O.W.'s. So, too, Paul's apostolic travels, filled with so many hardships, 
seem to discredit him in the eyes of those who judge by worldly standards but 
are a sign of legitimate ministry among those in the process of being saved 
(vv. 14-16). A similar thought arises in the Rabbinic teaching that Torah is an 
elixir of life for some but a deadly poison for others. 
 

2. Written vs. living letters of recommendation (3:1-6) 
 

Verse 17 considers how other itinerant Greco-Roman teachers often 
traveled--seeking money for ministry as they went. They also advertised 
themselves by letters of recommendation from people who knew them (3:1). 
This leads Paul to contrast these written letters with the Corinthians whom he 
calls living letters of recommendation for himself (3:2-6). 
 

3. The letter vs. the Spirit (3:7-11) 
 

But speaking of letters calls to mind also the contrast between the "letter" of 
the Law and the Spirit (v. 6), a contrast that occupies vv. 7-18 as well. The 
old covenant was the age of the Law; the new covenant, of the Spirit. If the 
former came with the glory associated with Moses' shining face (Exodus 
34:29-35), how much more glorious the new covenant (vv. 7-11).  
 
 
 
 
 

430n this section and its narrative flow, see especially Scott J. Hafamann, Suffering and the Spirit 
(Tubingen: Mohr, 1986). 
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4. Contrasting ways of viewing the Law (3:12-18) 

 
But not everyone recognizes the arrival of a new covenant because not all 
read the Law Christologically. Paul likens those who don't see Jesus in the 
Old Testament to people who are veiled, just as Moses veiled his face to hide 
the glory he received on Mt. Sinai.44 But those who remove this "veil" 
recognize that Scripture points them to Christ, whose Spirit brings freedom 
from the Law and moral transformation, as they are successively re-created 
into God's image (vv. 12-18).45  
 

5. Summary (4:1-6) 
 
Chapter 4, verses 1-6 repeats and summarizes the main themes of this 
section: Paul's renunciation of deceptive forms of self-commendation, his 
straightforward presentation of the gospel, the twofold response of 
acceptance and rejection with which it meets, and the rationale for both kinds 
of response. 

 
E. Present Afflictions vs. Coming Glory (4:7-5:10) 

The glory of the new covenant, however, is hidden in the fragile, mortal, sinful, 
and persecuted human bodies of believers. But Paul sees a positive side to this 
otherwise depressing state of affairs. When believers live above their grievous 
circumstances, it becomes more apparent to others that God's supernatural 
power sustains them (4:7-12). Here is a second reason for suffering and a 
reminder of how to cope. A third is the eternal glory that one day will far more 
than compensate for the worst of suffering in this life (vv. 13-18). Hence Paul can 
refer to his intense catalog of persecutions as "light and momentary troubles" (v. 
17)! 
 
He elaborates on the eternal glory in 5:1-10 as he refers to the expectation of our 
resurrection bodies. The most common interpretation of this section throughout 
 

44This paragraph contains one of the hardest statements to translate or interpret in the letter in v. 13b. 
The Greek reads literally "so that the children of Israel might not attend to the end of that which was 
being abolished." In view of the same participle ("being abolished" or "fading away") used of the covenant 
in v. 11, it is probably best to see Paul's use in v. 13 also as referring to the end or goal of the covenant 
and not merely the fading radiance on Moses' face (as in v. 7). Cf. further Linda L. Belleville, Reflections 
of Glory (Sheffield: JSOT, 1991), especially p. 295. 
45On the interpersonal attributes associated with this transformation, see R. Ward Wilson and Craig L. 
Blomberg, "The Image of God in Humanity: A Biblical-Psychological Perspective," Themelios 18.3 (1993) 
8-15. 
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the history of the church has been to see it as a key teaching passage on the 
"intermediate state of the believer. " In other words, Christians who die before 
Christ's return enjoy the conscious presence of the Lord in a disembodied state 
awaiting the final resurrection (see especially v. 8). More recently, it has become 
increasingly popular to see the resurrection body (v. lb) as given to the believer 
immediately upon death (v. 1a; cf. vv. 3-4 in which Paul prefers "overclothing" to 
being found naked).46 But this view seems to require Paul to have changed his 
mind (or "developed" in his beliefs) from 1 Corinthians 15:23, 52. The traditional 
perspective is still quite defensible.47 The judgment of believers (as depicted 
previously in 1 Corinthians 3:13-15) will then be the public demonstration of 
God's justice and mercy, not a first-time determination of the fate of the dead (v. 
10). 
 

F. The Core of Ministry: Reconciliation (5:11-21) 

Here is the theological heart of this epistle; some would argue it is the center of 
all of Paul's theology.48 If chapters 1-7 are chiastically structured, then this text is 
also the center of the chiasmus, and such structures have their climax at their 
centers. This tightly worded passage contains numerous items of crucial 
Christology: Christ's universal atonement (vv. 14-15), as one who was more than 
an ordinary man (v. 16), bringing about in the salvation of believers the foretaste 
of the promised re-creation of the cosmos (v. 17), offering Himself as our 
substitute and experiencing the wrath and judgment of God we deserved (vv. 18-
19, 21). On the basis of Christ's sacrificial ministry, reconciling God and 
believers, we are called to be "ambassadors" of that reconciliation (v. 20). 

 
G. Present Afflictions vs. Present Glory (6:1-10) 

To the extent that chapters 1-9 follow the typical Greco-Roman letter structure, 
here begins the more direct exhortational material. Paul urges the Corinthians to 
continue to return to a true understanding of the gospel that is not embarrassed 
by the style of his apostolic ministry and his afflictions (vv. 1-3). Paul also seems 
to retrace his steps through the topics discussed in sections A.-E. above, but in 
reverse order. Verses 4-10 contain another poignant catalog of his sufferings 
comparable to 4:7-12, but this time he contrasts them with present blessings that 
help to offset them. 
 

 
46E.g., Murray J. Harris, Raised Immortal (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985) 219-26. 
47See especially Joseph Osei-Bonsu, "Does 2 Cor. 5.1-10 Teach the Reception of the Resurrection Body 
at the Moment of Death?" Journal for the Study of the New Testament 28 (986) 81-101. 
48Especially Ralph Martin, Reconciliation (Atlanta: John Knox, 1981). 
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H. Christ vs. Belial or Believers vs. Unbelievers (6:11-7:4) 

 
The second exhortation appeals to the church in Corinth to restore their original 
affection for Paul (6:11-13, 7:2-4). Into this context Paul inserts his command not 
to be unequally yoked with unbelievers because of the vast gulf that separates 
belief and unbelief (6:14-7:1, recall the contrasts of 2:14-4:6). The verb "yoked" 
is not the same one that is used elsewhere for "marriage," and in this context the 
only kind of "mismatch" that is described is between Christianity and idolatry, so 
that is probably what Paul has primarily in mind (cf. also v. 16 with 1 Corinthians 
10:14-22). For the minority of Christians in Corinth from a Jewish background, he 
may also be thinking of avoiding the "yoke of the Torah," a common Hebrew 
expression for assuming responsibility to obey the commandments of Moses. In 
the Old Testament, people separated from false religion geographically (vv. 17-
18, quoting Isaiah 52:11; Ezekiel 20:34, 41), but Paul has already rejected that 
approach (1 Corinthians 5:10), so presumably he is thinking here of moral 
separation from sin, not physical separation from sinners. 

Lecture 8: 2 Corinthians 7:5—Romans 1:32 
 

I. Paul's Travels Resumed (7:5-7) 
 
At last Paul picks up where he left off in 2:13 and describes his elation at the 
arrival of Titus and his good news of the Corinthians' concern for Paul and their 
sorrow over their sin. 
 

J. The Corinthians' Sorrow (7:8-13a) 
 

This section corresponds to 1:23-2:11 and especially to 2:5-11 in describing 
further the Corinthians' appropriate response to Paul's painful letter and his call 
for dealing with the offending party in the church. Paul was afraid he had done 
more harm than good but now rescinds any apologies he might have made 
because his severity produced godly sorrow leading to repentance. 

 
K. Paul's Confidence in the Corinthians’ Motives (7:13b-16) 

 
Just as he began this section speaking of the confidence he had in his own 
motives (1:12-22), Paul ends it by pronouncing his confidence in the Corinthians 
from here on out. This confidence encourages him to move on to one remaining 
practical topic of great importance to him. 
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III. The Collection for Jerusalem (8:1-9:15) 
 

Paul had referred to this project in 1 Corinthians 16:4, but the Corinthians had not 
followed through on their original enthusiasm for giving as he had hoped. Although 
all of his instructions clearly relate to one specific historical collection for famine 
relief for the Jerusalem church, the principles on which Paul draws inform Christian 
stewardship in any age. 
 
A. Principles of giving (8:1-15) 
 

In 8:1-15 Paul enumerates at least four principles of giving. (1) Sacrificial 
stewardship (vv. 1-4). Paul appeals to the example of the more impoverished 
Macedonian churches who actually pleaded with him to give "beyond their 
ability" (vv. 3-4). (2) Surrendering one's entire self (vv. 5-7). Again following the 
Macedonians' lead, Paul urges the project to be part of their larger service to the 
Lord and submission to His will. (3) Sincerity in giving (vv. 8-11). The Corinthians 
should now complete what they promised so that their sincerity is not called into 
question. (4) Proportionality (vv. 12-15). Paul does not fix a specific amount or 
even a specific percentage that the church should give. Rather it should be 
"according to what one has." Those who earn more can give more and give a 
higher percentage as well.49 Paul does not ask the rich to become poor but he 
does ask them to give enough of their profits to help the poor so that extremes of 
riches and poverty are eliminated. The "equality" of v. 13 is relativized by the 
illustration of God supplying manna in the wilderness (v. 15); some still ate more 
than others. But Paul's model clearly envisions far more generosity than most 
Western Christians currently practice.  

 
B. Protection of giving (8:16-9:5) 

 
In 8:16-9:5 Paul turns to the protection of giving. He gives elaborate instructions 
about how various people will accompany the taking of the gift to Jerusalem so 
that all of it goes where it is earmarked and there can be little chance of financial 
mismanagement. The list of Paul's travel companions in Acts 20:4 suggests that 
he was concerned to have representatives from most of the regions involved in 
the collection. 
 
 
 

49Cf., e.g., the discussion of a "graduated tithe" in Ronald J. Sider, Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger 
(Downers Grove: IVP, 1984) 163-77. 
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C. Rewards of giving (9:6-15) 

 
Chapter 9: 6-15, finally, specifies the rewards of giving. Blessings are 
proportionate to the generosity of any particular gift. Texts like vv. 6 and 11 
obviously cannot be limited to material blessing; many generous Christians 
remain impoverished. But neither should they be entirely spiritualized; Paul is 
envisaging the corporate implementation of 8:13-15 so that God's primary way of 
meeting the financial needs of His people is through the generosity of the church. 

 
IV. Paul vs. the False ("Super") Apostles (10:1-13:10)50 
 

A. Background 
 

Suddenly Paul unleashes a torrent of sarcasm against new intruders into the 
Corinthian church who are promoting a Judaizing form of Christianity. He refers 
to these individuals alternately as "false apostles"" (e.g., 11:13) and, ironically, 
reflecting their self-estimation, as "super-apostles" (e.g., 11:5). He probably does 
not have any of the Twelve in view, but interlopers falsely claiming to reflect the 
Jewish-Christian perspective (as in Galatia). They are boasting in their ethnic 
and ministerial credentials in ways which force Paul to return the favor. But Paul 
will boast primarily in his weakness, in spiritual attributes which the worldly 
criteria of these Judaizers overlook. We may list six in particular. 

 
B. Contents—Paul’s credentials 
 

1. Employing spiritual rather than worldly authority (10:1-11) 
 

Despite Paul's plain outward appearance and lack of rhetorical flourish (v. 
10), he employs spiritual weapons with the power to demolish even demonic 
strongholds (v. 4).  
 

2. Limiting his work to territories not given to others (10:12-18) 
 
Unlike the Judaizers, Paul is repeatedly concerned not to duplicate 
missionary efforts but to go to "regions beyond" (cf. Romans 15:20).  
 
 
 

500n this section, see especially D. A. Carson, From Triumphalism to Maturity (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1984).  
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3. Rejecting the "knowledge" that turns one away from Christ, regardless 

of any masquerade (11:1-6, 13-15)  
 
Not every "Jesus" is the true Jesus (v. 4); legalistic perversions of the gospel 
in fact come from the devil and lead to damnation (vv. 14-15).  
 

4. Not accepting financial support except from outside (11:7-12)  
 

Many in Corinth were used to being asked to pay large sums to hear itinerant 
philosophers. The Judaizers were apparently making similar requests, and 
some thought that they were "getting what they paid for" in comparing Paul's 
free message with the Judaizers'. Instead, Paul explains that he does not 
want to burden anyone or risk being accused of ministering for false motives. 

 
5. Experiencing persecution, despite his pedigree (11:16-33) 

 
The false apostles were claiming to be more Jewish than Paul. So he 
matches their credentials, point for point (vv. 22-23a) but then shifts abruptly 
to a long catalog of his sufferings which they cannot match (vv. 23b-33). After 
a list that would discourage anyone (vv. 23b-27), he concludes seemingly 
anticlimactically with the daily pressure of his concern for all the churches (v. 
28). But this is the one agony that never goes away for truly pastorally 
motivated ministers. Verses 30-33 then describe the ultimate ignominy--being 
sneaked out of town in a basket lowered over the city walls--the exact 
antithesis of the ultimate military honor of the day, when one became the first 
soldier to scale enemy walls. on him.   

 
6. The thorn in the flesh, despite his vision of heaven (12:1-10) 

 
Notwithstanding numerous guesses, no one knows for sure what this 
affliction was, though a persistent physical ailment seems most likely. No 
doubt we are intended to apply it as broadly as possible, because the Lord's 
reply to Paul's prayers provides yet another principle for responding to 
suffering in general: "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made 
perfect in weakness" (v. 9). This is a key text against the so-called "health-
wealth gospel"" and a reminder that God can often use us better in our 
weakness as we remain more visibly dependent on him.  
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C. Summary and conclusions (12:11-13:14) 

 
12:11-13:14 rounds out this epistle with a concluding appeal for the Corinthians 
to respond positively so that Paul does not have to be harsh with them when he 
arrives. 

 
Application 
 
I. The Root Problem—Triumphalism  
 

In short, the theological problem of the Corinthians throughout both epistles was 
triumphalism.   
 

II. Modern Day Equivalents 
 
Its inroads into modern American evangelicalism are also enormous:  in the “name it 
and claim it” heresy; in our materialism (in about the mid 1970s, we traded places 
with more liberal Christianity in being the more affluent wing of the church); in a 
resurgence of postmillennial theology and missions; in church growth schemes or 
counseling therapies which virtually guarantee results if properly followed; in the 
assumption of many seminary graduates that their education entitles them to 
“successful” ministries by worldly criteria of numbers, dollars and influence.  The list 
could be extended at length.  2 Corinthians 8-9 alone should challenge us to reorder 
our personal and corporate spending in dramatic ways. 
 

III. The Most Glaring Issue of All—Financial Stewardship 
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ROMANS--THE MOST SYSTEMATIC EXPOSITION OF PAUL'S GOSPEL 
 
Introduction 
 
Romans 15:23-33 provides most of the necessary background for introducing this 
epistle. Paul has finished his work in the eastern half of the empire, is en route to 
Jerusalem with the collection that 1 and 2 Corinthians have anticipated, hopes 
afterwards to come for the first time to Rome, and then eventually get to the 
westernmost part of the empire in Spain. This probably dates the letter to the very end 
of Paul's three month stay in Greece, at the end of his third missionary journey, just as 
he was getting ready to sail for Syria (Acts 20:2-3). The reference to the greetings sent 
by Erastus, the director of public works in the city from which he was writing (Romans 
16:23), would seem to point specifically to Corinth, since an inscription has been 
discovered there bearing the name of precisely such an individual in that kind of 
position. Since Paul is imprisoned shortly after arrival in Jerusalem (Acts 21:33) and 
remains there for two years until the governor, Felix, is succeeded by Festus (24:27), 
and because that change of leadership most probably occurred in A.D. 59, we should 
probably date Romans to 57, roughly a year after Paul wrote 2 Corinthians. 
 
This letter marks a turning point in Paul's career. He is looking to evangelize new 
territories, though little does he know that it will be by way of imprisonment (see Acts 
27-28 as Paul does eventually get to Rome, remains under house-arrest, but preaches 
the gospel freely to many who come to hear him). This is also the first letter he has 
written to a church he did not personally found. No one knows who did; the roots may 
go all the way back to Pentecostal pilgrims returning from Jerusalem to Rome after A.D. 
30 or 33 (Acts 2.10). In 49 the emperor Claudius had expelled the Jews from Rome. 
According to the Roman historian Suetonius, this was due to instigation of a riot led by 
someone named Chrestus. Because the Latin for Christ is only one letter different from 
this (Christus), many historians think this is a garbled reference to Christian and non-
Christian Jews squabbling over the truth of the gospel. By 54, after Claudius' death, 
Jews began to return, but the church would have been almost exclusively Gentile for 
about five years. This may have led to tensions between Jewish and Gentile Christians, 
not necessarily resolved by 57, and Paul would be writing in part to try to unify these 
two factions. But he also introduces himself and his message by giving the fullest and 
most systematic exposition of the gospel for a church which had not yet heard him 
personally. We may think of the epistle as an ambassadorial letter to pave the way for 
Paul's hoped-for visit. 
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Analysis 
 
I. Introduction (1:1-15) 
 

Paul's customary greetings and thanksgiving both take on particularly detailed and 
theological form. In his salutation (vv. 1-7), Paul includes important information 
about his master (Jesus as both human and divine--vv. 3-4),51 his mission (the 
apostle to the Gentile world, of which Rome is the heart--v. 5a), and his message 
("the obedience that comes from faith"--v. 5b--a key statement for understanding his 
later positive statements about good works). In his thanksgiving (vv. 8-15), he notes 
the positive reputation the Roman church has in general, and the mutual 
encouragement he therefore anticipates from his hoped for visit. 
 

II. Theological Exposition of the Gospel (1:16-11:36) 
 

A. Thesis: Righteousness revealed by Faith (1:16-17) 
 

In two succinct verses, Paul sets forward his gospel in a nutshell. Contra the 
typical Jewish nationalism of the day, his message is for all people, but with the 
Jews as God's originally chosen people always having first chance to respond (v. 
16). Contra the typical Jewish focus on good works, it is a righteousness 
conferred by God and received entirely by faith (v. 17). Luther's breakthrough at 
the time of the Reformation was the recognition that "the righteousness of God" 
was not merely an attribute God possessed but a gift that He granted to those 
who believed (cf. 3:22). "Faith" in the Habakkuk quote (v. 17b; cf. Habakkuk 2:4), 
however, referred also to "faithfulness," so Paul's words do not rule out good 
works as an appropriate response to God's gift (recall 1:5). 

 
B. The Universal Sin of Humanity (1:18-3:20) 

 
Before one can appreciate a message of salvation, however, one needs to 
recognize the need for a Savior. So Paul speaks also of the wrath of God being 
revealed, because all are sinful and alienated from him.  
 
 

 
 
51Verse 4 does not support "adoptionism"-- the view that Jesus became divine only after his 
resurrection. Paul does not say he became Son of God at this time, rather that he was declared to be 
"Son of God in power" (Greek word order). The weakness of his human form in the incarnation gave 
way to the strength of his resurrected body in the exaltation. 
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1. Among Gentiles (1:18-32) 
 

Paul first demonstrates this point for the Gentile world (1:18-32).  
 
a. Because they are accountable for their knowledge of God and the 

existence of moral standards (vv. 19-20, 32) 
 

General revelation--what all humans can know whether or not they have 
God's revealed Word--gives people enough knowledge to hold them 
accountable for their sins. Verses 19-20 contain the seeds of the 
teleological argument for God's existence--the argument from design in 
the universe. Verse 32 lays the foundation for the moral argument: 
humans are the only life forms that establish behavior as moral or 
immoral.  
 

b. Because they have rebelled against God via idolatry and immorality 
(vv. 21-31) 

 

But given the data that should enable people to recognize the existence of 
God and a moral structure to the universe, humans often suppress that 
knowledge (v. 18b), rebel, and become idolaters instead (vv. 21-23). 
Worshiping created things rather than the Creator then leads them into 
immorality, particularly in the area of sexuality (vv. 24-31). Interestingly, 
heterosexual and homosexual sins are both listed here (vv. 24, 26-27), 
neither any worse nor any better than the other. As a result, Paul three 
times declares that God gives them over to their corruption (vv. 24, 26, 
and 28). As C. S. Lewis often said, "There are only two kinds of people in 
the world: those who say to God, 'thy will be done,' and those to whom 
God says 'thy will be done.'" This is the best way to understand God's 
wrath--not via the spiteful vindictiveness of most human analogies but as 
the just expression of His love. 
 

c. Leading to the revelation of God’s wrath (v. 18) 
 
d. Note monotheism—polytheism sequence throughout 
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Lecture 9: Romans 2:1-8:27 

 
2. Among Jews (2:1-3:20) 

 
The Jews in Paul's audience were probably mentally applauding all he had 
said thus far. "Yes, that's the way Gentiles are," they would have agreed. 
Suddenly, he turns the tables on them.  
 
a. The main point: Despite having the Law, they are no better off if they 

disobey the Law 
 

In 2:1- (or perhaps 2:17-) 3:20, Paul establishes that Jews are equally 
guilty of breaking the law God had given them and hence equally sinful 
and accountable to God. The main point he makes throughout this section 
is that despite having unique access to the Law, they are no better off if 
they disobey it.  
 

b. The climax: 3:10-18—6 supporting Old Testament quotations 
 
The climax of this section drives this point home with six quotations from 
the Old Testament to demonstrate that all in fact do disobey the Law 
(3:10-18). 
 

c. The qualifications: 2:6-11, 13-16, 25-29 
 

Three passages in this section, however, seem to conflict with this main 
thrust: 2:6-11, 13-16 and 25-29. Here some seem to be judged and saved 
according to good works. These, however, are never said to be "the works 
of the Law," and it is those works to which Paul objects--i.e., attempts at 
self-justification (cf. 3:20). Rather these are acts of "doing good" (2:7, 10), 
as a result of a proper inward attitude created by the Spirit (2:19), in short, 
the obedience that comes from faith (1:5), irrespective of whether one is 
Jew or Gentile (2:10, 14-15, 26-27). Obviously Christians fall into this 
category. But 1:18-3:20 is primarily discussing pre-Christian times. So we 
must think first of all of Jews who used the Law rightly as an outworking of 
their faith. Verses 14-15, however, may leave the door open for Gentiles 
in pre-Christian times to respond similarly. This may provide a clue to the 
hotly debated fate of the unevangelized; if they trust entirely in the mercy 
of God to the extent that they know Him and not in any merits of their own, 
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perhaps God will be gracious to them.52  But we have no way of knowing 
who, if anyone, falls into this category, so the evangelistic mandate 
remains crucial. 

 
C. Justification by Faith (3:21-5:21) 

 
1. The principle stated (3:21-31, especially v. 23) 
 

With the coming of Christ, however, God has provided a decisive solution to 
the problem of the universal sinfulness of humanity. As in Galatians, Paul 
sums up the concept as justification by faith. Chapter 3, 21-31 enunciates the 
core principle in tightly-packed prose (see especially v. 23). God's 
righteousness is conferred on believers (v. 22), apart from the Mosaic 
commands (v. 21), but fulfilling the true purpose of the whole Old Testament 
(v. 31). This also demonstrated God's fairness in making provision for dealing 
with sins He had previously left unaddressed (vv.25-26). In this context, Paul 
uses not only the legal metaphor of justification but also a metaphor from the 
slave market ("redemption"--the price paid for a slave's freedom--v. 24) and 
one from the temple cult ("propitiation"--appeasing God's wrath53--v. 25). 
 

2. The major objection considered: What of Abraham? (4:1-25) 
 

Chapter 4 considers a major objection many Jews would have had to Paul's 
line of argument thus far (recall Galatians 3): but what about Abraham? 
Wasn't he saved by his good works, especially his willingness to offer his son 
Isaac on the altar (see Genesis 22:15-18)? Paul's reply is to point his 
audience further back in Abraham's life when God declared him righteous 
because of his faith (Romans 4:3, quoting Genesis 15:6). In fact, Abraham 
was justified by faith even before his circumcision (vv. 1-12) so that the 
promises to Abraham are fulfilled only in those who are similar people of faith 
(v. 13-25).54 

 
 
 

 
52Cf. especially Glenn N. Davies, Faith and Obedience in Romans (Sheffield: JSOT, 1990) 53-71; 
Norman Anderson, The World's Religions (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976) 234. 
53On the correctness of this understanding of what the NIV translates as "a sacrifice of atonement" in v. 
25, see Leon Morris, The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1955) 125-85.   
54For these section headings and divisions, cf. Joseph A. Fitzmyer, Romans (New York: Doubleday, 
1993) 369-92.   
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3. The results of justification (5:1-21) 

 
Chapter 5 then describes the results of justification, first for Christians (vv. 1-
11) and then for humanity in general (vv. 12-21).  
 
a. Results for Christians (vv. 1-11) 
 

We who believe can have peace with God (vv. 1-2, 6-8)--not just 
subjective good will but the objective cancellation of our enmity with him--
and rejoice even in difficult circumstances, knowing that they produce 
character (vv. 3-5) and that we have already been reconciled to God (vv. 
9-11).  
 

b. Results for all humanity (vv. 12-21) 
 

This salvation is available for all humanity, for just as Adam's sin led to the 
threat of spiritual death for all people, so Christ's death makes spiritual life 
available for all people (vv. 12-21). Verse 12 contains key teaching on 
original sin--all humans begin life with a sinful nature, but this is balanced 
with the sober realization that all practice sinful behavior as well, freely 
choosing to yield to the temptations of their nature, and this is that for 
which they are condemned. 

 
D. Sanctification through the Spirit (6:1-8:39) 

 
As a result of our right legal standing before God (justification), we are to grow in 
holiness throughout our Christian life (sanctification). Paul unpacks this thought 
in three stages, one per chapter, which we may label freedom from sin (6), 
freedom from the law (7) and, freedom from death (8).55 
 
1. Freedom from sin (6:1-23) 
 

Chapter 6 begins with a transition from what has come before via a potential 
objection and its answer (v. 1). Increased sin may magnify God's grace but 
that does not mean His grace is a license to sin. We have been freed from 
sin, first through union with Christ as symbolized by baptism (vv. 2-11) and 
second through allegiance to a new lord (vv. 12-23). Verses 2-11 do not 
teach baptismal regeneration (salvation through baptism), since 1 Corinthians 
10:1-12 shows that a "baptism" doesn't guarantee a right relationship 
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with God. But this passage does remind us of the close link (a "metonymy") 
between a profession of belief and baptism in New Testament times. Verse 6 
introduces the concept of our old self or nature being crucified with Christ. But 
vv. 11-21 will clarify that this is not an absolute as the metaphor might 
suggest. Precisely because our sin nature is never eradicated even as 
Christians, we must continually "become what we are" already in God's eyes. 
The Pauline indicative consistently leads to an imperative. So, too, since we 
have a new master, we must keep on making Him our master (vv, 12-14, 17-
18, 22). 
 

2. Freedom from Law (7:1-25) 
 

Chapter 7 describes the freedom from the Law, which, apart from its current 
role as fulfilled in Christ, works only to serve sin. It falls into three parts:  
 
a. Being under Law like marriage bond—only for lifetime of spouse (vv. 

1-6) 
 

Being under the law is like a marriage bond--it applies only until one party 
dies. But the lifetime of the Law has passed with the advent of Christ (vv. 
1-6).  
 

b. The time of sin’s ineffectiveness prior to Law is past (vv. 7-13) 
 

There was a time prior to the Law when there was no explicit knowledge 
of sin (as law-breaking), but that time is past (vv. 7-13). Whether Paul is 
thinking of a personal age of innocence, Israel before the Law, or Adam 
before the Fall, his emphasis is on the havoc wreaked by sin through the 
Law.  
 

c. After Law the solution for sin is in Christ, but still there is constant 
warfare (vv. 14-25) 

 
After the age of the Law, there is substantial freedom available in Christ 
but even then there is frequent internal warfare between new and old 
natures--two "laws" at work in all people (v. 14-25).  
 
This last paragraph is the most controversial; commentators are relatively 
evenly split between seeing this as Paul's Christian reinterpretation of life 
under the Law or his ongoing Christian experience. On the one hand 7:14, 
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25b seem too harsh for believers--are we still slaves to sin and death? On 
the other hand, the shift from vv. 7-13 to vv. 14-25 moves from past to 
present tense, and v. 25a suggests that deliverance has come in Jesus. 
Perhaps 8:10-11 offers the solution: "if Christ is in you, your body is dead 
because of sin, yet your spirit is alive because of righteousness." And the 
honest testimony of mature Christians highlights their growing awareness 
of how far short of God's moral perfection they still fall. In fact, one could 
argue that only in Christ could such a tension be experienced to this 
degree, because the non-Christian is less concerned about measuring up 
to God's standards.56 

 
3. Freedom from death (8:1-39) 

 
Chapter 8 concludes the first half of the letter by elaborating the freedom from 
condemnation and therefore from spiritual death which the believer enjoys. 
Paul makes five main points.  
 
a. Substantial victory over sin possible (vv. 1-11) 
 

Although there is warfare between sin and righteousness in a Christian, 
through the Spirit substantial victory over sin can be attained (8:1-11). 
Just as we dare not overestimate our progress in sanctification, neither 
may we rest content with lack of continual, visible growth in holiness.  
 

b. Spirit makes us adopted sons (vv. 12-17) 
 
The Spirit not only works righteousness but makes us adopted sons of 
God with all the accompanying inheritance right (vv. 12-17). We may also 
call God "Abba," the Jewish child's intimate term of endearment for his 
"Papa" (v. 15).  
 

c. Unity with Christ produces “insignificant” sufferings (vv. 18-25) 
 
Unity with Christ produces sufferings, but these are insignificant in light of 
the coming glorification of all of creation--which itself is personified as 
longing for this day (vv. 18-25).  

 
 
 

56Cf. especially C. E. B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, 
vol. 1 (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1975) 366. 
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d. Spirit’s ministry in prayer (vv. 26-27) 

 

The Spirit helps us in our weakness, including when we are unable to pray 
cognitively (vv. 26-27). 

 
Lecture 10: Romans 8:28-16:27 

 
e. Security of the believer (vv. 28-39) 

 

Believers can rest secure that nothing in all creation can separate them 
from God's love in Christ, because the chain of salvation God has set in 
motion is guaranteed to carry through to completion (vv. 28-39).  
 
1) In working in all things for good (v. 28) 
 

This section begins with a famous promise (8:28) but it is often 
mistranslated. The NIV has it right: "in all things God works for the 
good of those who love him.”57 All things do not work together for 
good. Some things are wicked and contrary to God's purposes, but he 
is at work in them nevertheless, creating good even where evil holds 
sway.  
 

2) In an unbroken chain in an ordo salutis (vv. 29-30) 
 
Verses 29-30 contain Paul's famous ordo salutis ("order of salvation"), 
beginning with God's foreknowledge and ending with the believer's 
glorification. Most Armenians see this foreknowledge as the 
explanation of and basis for the predestination that follows, yet this 
seems to make salvation a human rather than divine accomplishment--
God merely knows in advance how we are going to freely respond. 
Most Calvinists argue that "foreknowledge" here has the Old 
Testament sense frequently attached to the Hebrew verb yada (to 
know), but the Greek word Paul actually uses (proginosko) does not 
convey this sense, even in the LXX. A mediating view seems 
necessary: God initiated plans for conforming those who would come 
to him in sonship.58  
 

57See especially Carroll D. Osburn, "The Interpretation of Romans 8:28," Westminster Theological 
Journal 44 (1982) 99-109. 
58Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theology, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids; Baker, 1983) 356-62. Cf. further the 
treatment of "middle knowledge" in William L. Craig, The Only Wise God (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1987) 
127-51, who defends the popular medieval view that God knew all possible free choices of all possibly 
created beings and chose to create the best possible combination of such creatures, while still 
recognizing that the freedom he insisted in giving them would lead to enormous amounts of sin and evil. 
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3) In certainty of inseparability from God (vv. 31-39) 
 
Hence, we can be certain that nothing can thwart the purposes of God 
(vv. 31-39). Verses 38-39 contain perhaps the strongest statement in 
all of Scripture of the believer's security in God. 

 
E. The Status of Israel (9:1-11:36) 

 
1. Why have so many Israelites rejected the gospel? (9:1-29) 
 

Paul's doctrinal survey is complete; he has taken humanity from sin through 
justification to sanctification and glorification. Now he must address an almost 
certain objection in the minds of some of his audience, whether Jew or 
Gentile. If this gospel really is the fulfillment of the hopes of Israel, why have 
so many Jews rejected it? Paul gives three basic answers: (1) This is 
consistent with the frequent disobedience of the Israelites throughout Old 
Testament times (9:1-29), (2) Because they have treated the Law as a means 
of works-righteousness rather than living by faith (9:30-10:21); (3) Because 
this is only a temporary rejection preparing the way for the widespread 
outpouring of faith within Israel (11:1-36). 

 
a. Introduction (vv.1-5) 
 

Paul begins the first of these answers by affirming his anguish and the 
extent of his identification with his fellow Jews (9:1-5)--he would even be 
willing to be damned for their sake if it were possible (v. 3)! This is the 
furthest extreme imaginable removed from the anti-Semitism that has so 
often characterized the largely Gentile church.59  
 

b. Israel’s consistent rebellion in Old Testament times (vv. 6-29) 
 
Then he proceeds to highlight how only a remnant of Abraham's seed, 
chosen by grace, reflected the true people of God throughout Old 
Testament times (vv. 6-29, see especially vv. 27-29). During this period, 
as he contrasts Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau (vv. 6-13), he is 
probably not talking about election to eternal salvation or damnation but 
about the way God's plan for human history would work itself out 
 
 

59In passing, this section also contains a verse for which the best translation equates Christ with God, an 
important text therefore for demonstrating the deity of Christ (v. 5). 
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in this life. After all, Esau's reconciliation with Jacob (Genesis 33) 
suggests that Esau ended his life right with God. But his seed was still not 
part of the chosen nation of Israel. We may speak of this as corporate, 
temporal election.60   

 
Verses 14-29 raise the potential objection, "Is this fair?" Paul in essence 
gives four replies: (1) It was in the context of Moses and Pharaoh (vv. 14-
18). Again we are not talking about election to eternal destinies; Exodus 
never tells us how Pharaoh reacted to the final tragedy of the loss of his 
army after numerous, previous "faked" acts of repentance. Rather, Paul 
talks about how God hardened Pharaoh's heart in response to Pharaoh's 
hardening his own heart (recall the sequence of events in Romans 1:18-
32) for temporal, even merciful purposes--the salvation of Israel. (2) It is 
because God is Creator and can make vessels for noble or menial use 
(vv. 19-21).   
 
 (3) It is because when God does predestine to salvation, it is what 
theologians call single rather than double predestination (vv. 22-23). In 
this section we have reached the view Testament age and foul is talking 
about those called to the church (v. 24), so presumably more than 
temporal purposes are in view. But the asymmetry between vv. 22 and 23 
is striking: (a) God prepares the vessels of mercy but the vessels of wrath 
are simply "prepared" (the Greek could even be translated "have prepared 
themselves") for destruction; and (b) the vessels of mercy are prepared 
"in advance," whereas no such qualifier attaches itself to the vessels of 
wrath. Moreover, parallel imagery in 2 Timothy 2:20-21 makes it clear that 
vessels prepared or made ready for destruction still can repent and turn 
into vessels for noble purposes.61 (4) It is because it enables Gentiles to 
be saved as well as Jews (vv. 24-29).  
 

2. What led the unbelieving Israelites astray? (9:30-10:21) 
 

a. Answer: misuse of Law (9:30-10:13) 
 

In a nutshell, Paul's answer is their misuse or misunderstanding of Old  
 

60See further Craig L. Blomberg, "Elijah, Election, and the Use of Malachi in the New Testament," 
Criswell Theological Review 2 (1987) 111-16; William W. Klein, The New Chosen People (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1990) 173-75, 197-98.  
610n Rom. 9:22-23, see especially Cranfield, Romans, vol. 2 (1979) 495-96. 
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Testament revelation (9:30-10:13). Instead of seeing it as having its end 
or goal in Christ (10:4), they turned it into an end in itself--works- 
righteousness (9:32). As in Galatians 3:10-14, Paul quotes the Old 
Testament "against itself" to show right and wrong ways of using it (10:5-
8), and the right way leads to a confession of Jesus as Lord--God and 
master (vv. 9-10).  
 

b. Possible objection and reply (10:14-21) 
 
But have all had a fair chance? Yes, because all have heard, if not 
through the explicit presentation of the gospel then through the testimony 
of general revelation (vv. 14-21, see especially v. 18 quoting Psalms 
19:4). But many have been obstinate.  
 

3. What is the hope and future for Israel? (11:1-36) 
 

a. A present hope (vv. 1-10) 
 

There is first a present hope. Many Jews have become believers in Christ 
(11:1-10). If Paul could become one, anyone can (v. 1)! The Romans dare 
not underestimate the numbers even in their day as Elijah did in his (vv. 2-
6; cf. 1 Kings 19:10-18).  
 

b. A future hope (vv. 11-32) 
 
But there is also a greater future hope. Even more will one day become 
believers, provoked by the jealousy of seeing Gentiles believe now 
(11:11-24). Here Paul develops his famous olive tree metaphor, likening 
Jews as a people to the natural branches and the Gentiles to ingrafted 
branches. Verse 22 makes clear that nothing is automatically promised to 
a Jew simply by virtue of his ancestry if unbelief persists. But vv. 23-24 
makes the possibility of re-ingrafting equally clear. When "the fullness of 
the Gentiles has come in," when we reach the end of the church age (v. 
25), then "all Israel will be saved" (v. 26a), as the "deliverer" (Messiah) 
comes from Zion (v. 26b). "All" need not mean every single Jew; the 
Talmud has a similar saying in which "all Israelites inherit the kingdom," 
but the context makes it clear that varieties of sinners disqualify 
themselves (b. Sanhedrin 10). But Paul does seem to envision large 
numbers of "end-time" Jews coming to faith in Christ. The next most 
plausible interpretation is to take the "and so" at the beginning of v. 26 as 
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recapitulating the history of all Christians (or just Jewish-Christians) who 
have been saved over time, so that there is no necessarily large influx of 
Jewish believers at the end.62 Either way, no support appears here for the 
"two covenants theory" that says that modern-day Jews can be saved 
apart from belief in Jesus as their Messiah. 

 
4. Doxology (11:33-36) 

 
Verses 33-36 conclude the doctrinal section of Paul's letter with an inspiring 
doxology. 
 

III. Ethical Implications of the Gospel (12:1-15:13) 
 

Just as Paul's doctrinal section was highly systematic in structure, so his 
exhortational material follows a very logical sequence. What is God's will for how 
believers should live in light of this marvelous plan of salvation?  
 
A. The basic principle: transformation of body and mind (12:1-3) 
 

First, the basic principle applicable to all is transformation of body and mind 
(12:1-3).  
 

B. The next step: use of spiritual gifts (12:3-8) 
 
Second, each individual must discover his or her own unique mix of spiritual gifts 
and exercise them wholeheartedly for the growth of the body of Christ (12:3-8).  
 

C. Love as key to Christian ethics more generally (12:9-13:14) 
 
But, as in the sequence of 1 Corinthians 12-13, those gifts must be exercised in 
love. Chapter 12:9-13:14 seems to be a more miscellaneous collection of 
commands, but love remains the unifying theme.   
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
62See especially N. T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992) 249-51. 
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1. Call to sincere perseverance (12:9-13) 
 

Chapter 12:9-13 remind us that love needs to be worked at; notice the verbs 
("cling," "be devoted," "never be lacking in zeal," "keep your spiritual 
fervor...").63   
 

2. Love for enemies (12:14-21) 
 
Love must be extended even to one's enemies (12:14-21). This is not a 
denial of due process of law; 13:1-7 will insist on the role of government to 
punish the wrongdoer. So it must be a prohibition of private revenge for 
wrongs committed. "Heaping burning coals on one's head" (v. 20) comes 
from an Egyptian rite of carrying charcoal and ashes in a dish on one's head 
as a public act of penance and so probably refers to the pangs of shame 
which can come upon an enemy when the offended person does good to him 
rather than retaliating.   

 
3. Submission to divinely ordained government authority (13:1-7) 

 
Love means submission to the government authorities (13:1-7). On the one 
hand, if Paul could write this even in the days of the totalitarian Roman 
emperors, how much more should we participate lawfully within a democracy! 
On the other hand, he knew well Daniel's model of civil disobedience when 
Babylonian and Persian kings gave commands that contravened God's law, 
and he seems to presuppose submission only to a government that is 
exercising its divinely ordained role--enforcing rather than undermining moral 
standards (v. 4).  
 

4. Love as summary of Law (13:8-10) 
 
Love is also a summary of the law (vv. 8-10) and is all the more urgent in light 
of the nearness of the end (vv. 11-14).   
 

5. Urgency in light of nearness of end (13:11-14) 
 
 
 

63Cf. Cranfield, Romans, vol. 2, 633: "In lives which are truly being transformed by the renewing of the 
mind there is no room for slackness or sloth, for that attitude which seeks to get by with as little work and 
inconvenience as possible, which shrinks from dust and heat and resents the necessity for any exertion 
as a burden and imposition." 
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D. Christian tolerance (14:1-15:13) 
 

Love leads naturally to Christian tolerance (14:1-15:13). Here Paul addresses 
similar issues to those of 1 Corinthians 8-10, though perhaps more along the 
lines of divisions between Jewish-Christians who still kept a kosher table and 
Gentile believers who felt free to eat everything. Both groups are given the 
freedom to follow their own scruples; neither has the right to look down on the 
other. Chapter 14:14, 23b must be limited to this context--Paul is speaking of 
morally neutral areas such as food and drink or holy days. Modern applications 
should consider ways in which we wrongfully mandate distinctions such as those 
that separated Jews and Gentiles. We should take measures, for example, to 
curtail racism, nationalism, ethnocentricity and factionalism in the church.64 
 

IV. Conclusion (15:14-16:27) 
 

A. Paul’s travel and travel plans (15:14-33) 
 

Before Paul brings his more formal closing greetings, he discusses his recent 
and coming travels (15:14-33). As noted in our introductory comments, here is 
where we learn much of our background information for the letter. Additionally, 
Paul stresses his "regions beyond" principle, always wanting to minister where 
the gospel was not already well-entrenched (v. 20). We would stand a better 
chance of reaching our world for Christ if we followed Paul's model far more 
often than we do. 

 
B. Concluding greetings (16:1-27) 

 

Chapter 16 comprises Paul's more formal closing. What is striking about it is how 
many people Paul greets, far more than in any other letter in Scripture, and yet 
this is the one church to date that he has never visited! This anomaly has led 
some scholars to propose that this chapter is misplaced and belonged as the 
ending to, say, Ephesians, the letter to the church with which Paul had spent the 
longest period of time. A better solution would seem to be that Paul had met 
these people in various places outside of Rome. We know that to be true of the 
first people on the list, Priscilla and Aquila (cf. Acts 18:2). And it was not just a 
proverb in the ancient world that all roads led to Rome. Many were consistently 
migrating from elsewhere to the imperial capital. Precisely because Paul had not 
visited the Roman church, he wants to build as many bridges to the rest of the 
congregation through these greetings as possible. 

 

64For more on 14:1-15:13, see especially Robert Jewett, Christian Tolerance (Philadelphia: Westminster, 
1982). 
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It is also interesting to see who all appears in Romans 16. Paul commends 
Phoebe, who is coming to them, possibly as the letter-carrier (vv. 1-2). She is 
called a diakonos (the normal Greek word for deacon) and a prostatis (probably 
a patron, i.e., a well-to-do supporter of Paul's ministry). Junia(s) in v. 7 is most 
probably a woman's name and one who is called an apostle (i.e., a church-
planter) along with Andronicus (her husband?). Indeed at least 9 of the 26 
names in vv. 3-16 are women's, unusual for the ancient world. Clearly Paul 
values women as co-laborers in the Lord. Among the list of those who send 
greetings is Tertius (v. 22). Here is the one unambiguous reference in Paul's 
epistles to his use of an amanuensis or scribe. Verses 25-27 close the book with 
another uplifting doxology. 

 
Application 
 
I. Fullest and Most Organized Presentation of the Heart of the Gospel 
 

We might sum up this letter by saying that it gives a systematic answer to the 
question of how to know God's will for one's life. Romans is the "Gospel of John" of 
the epistles--the fullest and most organized presentation of the heart of the gospel. 
All have sinned and can find salvation only through the atonement wrought by Jesus 
Christ. This salvation is appropriated only by faith and not legal works.  
 

II. From Sin Through Salvation to Ethical Outworking 
 
God's will is that we come to him through Christ but then that we continue by 
growing in the Christian life. Those who have truly been justified will of necessity 
proceed through the stage of progressive sanctification to reach ultimate 
glorification. Thus, in the ethical outworkings of one's faith, believers are called to 
increasing moral transformation and stewardship of their unique spiritual gifts 
employed in love and Christian freedom. If we begin acting on all of this which we 
know is clearly God's will for our lives then he will answer our more specific 
questions about where to work, where to live, whom to marry, and so on, or else 
make it clear that we don't always need specific answers to those questions at all. 
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Lecture 11: Philemon and Colossians 
 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
 
Four of Paul's letters have traditionally been viewed as coming from his Roman 
imprisonment, described at the end of the book of Acts, and probably to be dated to 
A.D. 60-62. These are Philemon, Colossians, Ephesians and Philippians. All contain 
references to Paul in jail (Philemon 1, Colossians 4:3, Ephesians 6:20, Philippians 
1:14); thus, they have come to be known as the Prison Epistles. 
 
I. Colossians and Ephesians: Tychicus as Mailman 
 

Traditionally, too, Philemon, Colossians and Ephesians have been assumed to 
come from one period of Paul's imprisonment and Philippians from another. We will 
say more about Philippians under the introduction to that epistle; we want to focus 
on the other three letters here. In both Ephesians 6:21-22 and Colossians 4:7-8, 
Paul names Tychicus as "mailman" or letter-carrier.  
 

II. Philemon and Colossians: Same Names among Greetings and Greeters 
 
In both Colossians 4:10-14 and Philemon 23, Paul lists the same five companions 
who send greetings (Epaphras, Mark, Aristarchus, Demas and Luke). This suggests 
Paul sent all three letters at the same time.  
 

III. Philemon in One House Church in Colossae 
 
Philemon was apparently from the Colossian church (Philemon 2 and Colossians 
4:17 both send greetings to Archippus, a member of Philemon's household), while 
Ephesus was the nearest major urban center to Colossae, approximately 100 miles 
to the west. So it would be natural for all three of these epistles to be sent by means 
of one courier.  
 

IV. Colossian Church Founded by Epaphras 
 
Perhaps during Paul's Ephesian ministry he had met up with or even shared the 
gospel with Epaphras, the native of Colossae he credits with founding the church 
there (Colossians 1:7, 4:12). 
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V. Traditional Setting: Roman Imprisonment 
 

As alternatives to the common assumption that Paul was in jail in Rome, two other 
suggestions about the time and place of his imprisonment have garnered periodic 
support throughout church history. We know from Acts 23:23-24:27 that Paul spent 
two years in jail in Caesarea on the Palestinian coast, probably from A.D. 57-59. But 
that seems a long way away from Ephesus and Colossae, and in Philemon 22 Paul 
is hopeful for release in the near future, an optimism not obvious from the pages of 
Acts 23-24. One early church tradition (the Marcionite prologue to Colossians) cites 
Ephesus as the place of Paul's incarceration, which would date the letter to between 
52 and 55. This would make his correspondence with the Ephesians and Colossians 
very easy and could dovetail with Paul's remarks in 2 Corinthians 1:8 about the 
hardships he suffered in Asia (minor). It would explain how Onesimus, Philemon's 
runaway slave, could reach Paul without great difficulty, though one wonders if a 
runaway would have stayed so close by. On the other hand, Paul's Ephesian 
ministry (Acts 19) is not one of those portions of Acts in which Luke uses the first 
person plural (the so-called "we-passages"), yet he is present with Paul for these 
prison epistles. The clear Scriptural foundation, strong early church tradition, and the 
fact that Rome was a natural slave-haven, all seem to make the Roman hypothesis 
the most likely. Philemon 22 is still a problem for this hypothesis in that Paul had told 
the Romans he wanted to go to Spain after seeing them. But his unexpected 
imprisonment could easily have changed his plans. 
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PHILEMON--A CHRISTIAN RESPONSE TO SLAVERY 
 
Introduction 
 
Here is the shortest, most personal, and most occasional of all Paul's letters. Still, it is 
addressed to an entire (house-) church (v. 2), and its inclusion in the canon 
demonstrates the early church's belief in its abiding applicability. Some early traditions 
name Onesimus as bishop of Ephesus at the beginning of the second century; if they 
are accurate, this too could account for the letter's preservation. The setting for the 
epistle is Paul's request for Philemon to welcome home his runaway slave Onesimus, 
who has now become "useful" (v. 11--which is what his name meant!) as a new 
believer in Christ (v. 10), with Paul's promise of financial redress (v. 18). The usual 
assumption is that he had stolen some of Philemon's property. How he came to run 
into Paul has been a matter of much speculation; one interesting possibility is that he 
knew or knew of Paul from Paul's previous ministry in Asia minor and appealed to him 
as an amicus domini (a technical, legal term for a "friend of the master" who would 
intervene in situations like this) to help him be reconciled to Philemon after the wrongs 
he had committed.65 

 
Analysis 
 
I. The Argument of the Letter 
 

A. Greetings (vv. 1-3) 
 

In the salutation (vv. 1-3), Paul mentions Apphia and Archippus along with 
Philemon, and the church that met in their home. It would be natural to infer that 
Apphia was Philemon's wife and Archippus, their son and/or pastor of the 
congregation (cf. Colossians 4:17), but we cannot be sure. 
 

B. Thanksgiving and praise for Philemon (vv. 4-7) 
 

Verses 4-7 comprise the thanksgiving. Paul is praising Philemon before making 
his request. Verse 6 probably has nothing to do with evangelism as the NIV 
seems to suggest. The Greek is literally "that you may be active in the fellowship 
of your faith" and, in context, probably refers first of all to the restored fellowship 
Paul hopes Philemon will have with Onesimus. 
 
 
 

65See esp. Brian M. Rapske, "The Prisoner Paul in the Eyes of Onesimus," New Testament Studies 37 
(1991) 187-203. 
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C. Main information (vv. 8-16) 
 

Verses 8-22 form the body of this short letter. Although information and 
exhortation are woven throughout, one can divide the body into vv. 8-16 and 17-
22. As Paul prepares in the first of these sections for the request he will make 
more explicitly in the second, he appeals to Philemon to act out of his friendship 
and not merely as submitting to an apostolic mandate. These verses are a 
masterful model of pastoral tact and psychology. Paul in no way wants to coerce, 
and yet he also wants to make sure Philemon complies!66  
 

D. Main, though veiled, requests (vv. 17-22) 
 
Paul's basic request to Philemon is clearly that he welcome Onesimus back and 
thus that he not punish him as slave-owners were free to do under Roman law, 
even to the extreme of executing a thief-runaway. But Paul's hint in v. 21 that he 
is confident Philemon will do even more may suggest that he is hopeful he will 
also grant him his freedom.   

 
E. Closing (vv. 23-25) 

 
Verses 23-25 close the letter with brief greetings. 
 

II. The Pastoral Strategy 
 
III. The Problem of Slavery 

 
The main issue for modern-day readers that this letter has raised is the problem of 
slavery.  Why does Paul not challenge the practice more directly?  Several features 
need to be kept in mind.  (1) Although sometimes barbaric, slavery in ancient Rome 
was not what it was in nineteenth-century America.  Some servants in well-to-do 
households with kind masters lived much better lifestyles than many “freedmen.”  (2) 
Slavery was not primarily an issue of racism but of the subjugation of conquered 
territories.  (3) In a culture that had never known of any alternatives and in which 
Christianity had no “power base,” widespread emancipation attempts would almost 
certainly have failed and perhaps led to the destruction of Christianity in the process.  
(4) Paul’s main concern is for inward, spiritual transformation rather than outward, 
physical liberation from this-worldly circumstances (cf. 1 Corinthians 17:17-24). 
 
 

66On which, see especially Andrew Wilson, "The Pragmatics of Politeness and Pauline Epistolography: A 
Case Study," Journal for the Study of the New Testament 48 (1992) 107-19. 
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IV. The Presumed Outcome 
 

Nevertheless, Paul does teach in 1 Corinthians 7:21b that slaves who can acquire 
their freedom should do so.67  And by focusing on equality in Christ, irrespective of 
outward circumstances, Paul certianly plants the seeds for more explicit abolition in 
later centuries.  As F. F. Bruce puts it, “What this letter does is to bring us into an 
atmosphere in which the institution could only wilt and die.”68  Who knows how 
muich bloodshed in subsequent centuries could have been avoided if revolutions 
and liberation movements had progressed more slowly and “spiritually.”  Yet, in the 
face of unrelenting, evil oppression, even the Bible at times condones violence.  So 
perhaps we must tolerate it, in a fallen world, as a last resort.69 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
67For this as the correct interpretation of this verse, and for more details on slavery in Paul’s day more 
generally, see Scott Bartchy, MAAAON XPHEAI: First-Century Slavery and 1 Corinthians 7:21 
(Missoula: Scholars, 1973). 
68F. F. Bruce, Paul: Apostle of the Heart Set Free (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977) 401. 
69Cf. further the contrasting perspectives of Mikeal Parsons, “Slavery and the New Testament: Equality 
and Submissiveness,” Vox Evangelica 18 (1988) 89-96; and Lloyd G. Lewis, “An African-American 
appraisal of the Philemon-Paul-Onesimus Triangle,” in Stony the Road We Trod, ed. Cain H. Felder 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991) 232-46.  
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COLOSSIANS--CHRIST AS LORD OF THE COSMOS 
AND THE CHURCH 

Introduction 
 
I. A Two-Pronged Heresy 
 

This brief letter, the second Paul wrote to a church he did not personally found, 
seems to have been occasioned by false teaching in Colossae (see especially 2:8). 
Although some commentators have seen exclusively Jewish or exclusively Greek 
features in this heresy,70 most agree that it is some combination (and hence 
religious "syncretism") of both Judaizing and Gnosticizing elements.71 The former 
would include an insistence on obeying various ritual laws of Judaism, especially 
regarding ceremonially clean food and holidays (2:16). The latter involved angel-
worship and a false humility despite a prideful reliance on spiritual visions (2:18). 

 
II. An Outline of Paul’s Response to Three Crucial Doctrines 
 

The contents of Paul's letter suggests three major doctrines that this heresy 
affected--Christology, soteriology, and anthropology. The more Judaizing element 
could have denied Christ's full deity, leading to an incomplete atonement which had 
to be supplemented by human works. The more Gnosticizing element would have 
denied Christ's full humanity, leading to salvation only for the spirit and a radical 
separation of inward spirituality from outward morality. The sequence of Paul's 
thought can be seen as addressing all three of these doctrines in turn. 

 
III. The Question of Pauline Authorship 
 

Pauline authorship of Colossians is often, though by no means universally, doubted 
in critical scholarship.72 The language and style of the letter are considerably 
different from Paul's other letters, including paragraph-length sentences and quasi-
Gnostic vocabulary. But the vocabulary may reflect Paul's need to reply to this 
 
 
 

70E.g., It T. Wright, The Epistles of Paul to the Colossians and to Philemon (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1986) 24-30, has made a strong case for seeing the heresy as entirely Jewish; while Eduard Schweizer, 
The Letter to the Colossians (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1982) 132-33, has seen substantial parallels with 
the Greek cult of Pythagoreanism. 
71For a good, recent summary, see Petr Pokorny, Colossians: A Commentary (Peabody: Hendrickson, 
1991) 113-20. 
72The arguments are set out in detail in Eduard Lohse, Colossians and Philemon (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1971) 84-91 and 177-83. 
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specific heresy, and the different style can be explained by Paul's extensive use of 
traditional materials73 and/or a different amanuensis (scribe) given the freedom to 
write Paul's thoughts in his own style.74 

 
The theology seems to differ as well, particularly in Christology, ecclesiology and 
eschatology. Chapter 1:15-20 and 2:9 make some of the strongest affirmations of 
Christ's deity in the New Testament, Christ appears as the head of His body, the 
church (1:18), rather than fellow Christians all making up the body (as in 1 
Corinthians 12 and Romans 12), and eschatology seems more "realized" (present) 
and less future (3:1-3). At the same time, however, one can point to Romans 9:5 
and Philippians 2:5-11 for equally exalted language about Christ, Paul's metaphors 
are notoriously fluid (recall 1 Corinthians 3:9) and 3:4 at least partially balances his 
present hope with a reminder of the future. 

 
Analysis 
 
I. Introduction: Greeting, Thanksgiving, Prayer (1:1-14) 
 

After the conventional, brief salutation (vv. 1-2), Paul thanks God for the Colossians' 
growth (w. 3-8) and prays that they might grow even more (vv. 9-14). In his thanks 
appear his favorite "faith--love--hope" triad (v. 5) and the reminder that the gospel is 
bearing much fruit around the empire (v. 6). His prayer in essence asks God to help 
the Colossians bear similar fruit (v. 10). 

 
II. Theological Exposition (1:15-2:23) 
 

A. The Christ-hymn (1:15-20)—contra inadequate Christology 
 

Paul begins his letter-body with a highly poetic paragraph of tightly-packed 
doctrine about the person and work of Christ (1:15-20), which has often been 
seen as an early Christian creed or even hymn that Paul may have reproduced 
and/or edited. With these affirmations, Paul combats the inadequate 
Christology of the Colossian heresy. At least nine points may be enumerated 
about Christ:  
 
 
 

73On which, see esp. George Cannon, The Use of Traditional Materials in Colossians (Macon: Mercer, 
1983). 
74E.g., Schweizer, Colossians, 23-24, suggests Timothy wrote the letter (cf. 1:1) and Paul approved 
sending it in his name. 
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1. Image of God (v. 15a) 
 

He is the image of God (v. 15a, probably drawing on both Genesis 1 and 
Proverbs 8:22-36);  
 

2. Firstborn over all creation = first in rank (v. 15b) 
 

He is the firstborn of all creation (v. 15b, the Greek word can mean not only a 
first-created being, which would contradict 2:9, but also first in rank or 
prominence).  
 

3. Agent of creation (v. 16) 
 

He is God's agent in creation (v. 16, cf. John 1:3-4 with Genesis 1:3).  
 

4. Pre-existence (v. 17a) 
 

5. Providentially sustaining the world (v. 17b) 
 

6. Lordship over the church (v. 18a) 
 

He is the head of the church (v. 18a, in light of v. 18c almost certainly 
implying his authority or lordship).  
 

7. Firstborn of resurrection = firstfruits (v. 18b) 
 

He is the first of those to be resurrected (v. 18b, and therefore guaranteeing 
our resurrection).  
 

8. Fullness of Godhead (pleroma) (v. 19) 
 

He is fully God (v. 19; cf. 2:9--the word "fullness" [pleroma] also being used 
by Gnostics for their godhead of multiple "aeons" or emanations from the one 
unknowable, original God).  
 

9. Universal reconciler ∇ universalism (v. 20) 
 

He made possible universal reconciliation through his crucifixion (v. 20, not to 
be confused with "universalism," in which all creatures are automatically 
saved no matter their response to the gospel).75 

 

 
75But those who are not saved will nevertheless find themselves "submitting against their wills to a power 
which they cannot resist" (Peter T. O'Brien, Colossians, Philemon [Waco: Word, 1982] 56). 
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B. Application of Christ’s work to the church (1:21-2:23)—contra inadequate 
soteriology 

 
From these lofty heights of doctrine, Paul turns to the practical application of 
Christ's work to the church (1:21-2:23). Here he combats the Colossians' 
inadequate soteriology.  
 
1. Reconciliation with God certain granted perseverance (1:21-23) 
 

First, reconciliation with God is guaranteed granted the Colossians' 
perseverance (1:21-23). Verse 23 is a first-class condition and does not 
introduce any doubt into the "if-clause."  
 

2. Reconciliation between Jews and Gentiles revealed (1:24-2:7) 
 
Second, in keeping with Paul's distinctive labor as apostle to the Gentiles, 
reconciliation between Gentiles and Jews in Christ is revealed (1:24-2:7). This 
is the “mystery” (vv. 26-27), a secret now revealed, which Old Testament 
revelation had not made clear. 
 
a. For Paul this means suffering (1:24-29) 

 
For Paul this means suffering and agonizingly hard work (1:24-29). With a 
vivid metaphor, Paul speaks of filling up in his flesh what is still lacking in 
Christ's afflictions (v. 27). This is often taken as a reference to the 
common Jewish belief in a period of Messianic woes--an intense but fixed 
amount of tribulation for God's people prior to the full arrival of the 
Messianic age, in which case Paul would be reducing the need for other 
Christians to suffer the more he suffered. Alternately, he may be modeling 
his ministry after Christ's and claiming that he has not yet suffered to the 
extent Jesus did, namely in laying down his life.76 

 
b. For Colossians this means unity in love (2:1-7) 

 
For the Colossians, Paul's ministry intends to create unity in love and 
maturity in understanding (2:1-7). 
 
 

 
76Andrew Perriman, "The Pattern of Christ's Sufferings," Tyndale Bulletin 42 (1991) 62-79. 
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3. Reconciliation with any other philosophy excluded (2:8-23) 
 

Third, reconciliation with any other philosophy or religion is excluded (2:8-23). 
Here Paul most directly confronts the specific elements of the Colossian 
heresy.  
 
a. Judaizing excluded (2:8-17) 
 

Judaizing is excluded because the circumcision that counts is now 
spiritual--the putting off of the sinful nature (v. 11)--not physical. Because 
of v. 12, some see baptism as the New Testament counterpart to 
circumcision here, but a close analysis of the grammar demonstrates that 
the true equivalent is spiritual rebirth.77 New life in Christ also cancels the 
"I.O.U." that stood against us as a result of our inability to keep the Law 
(vv. 13-14) and publicly demonstrates Christ's triumph over demonic 
powers (v. 15). Therefore Christians must not judge each other based on 
whether or not they keep the Jewish ritual law (vv. 16-17). Here is one of 
the clearest New Testament texts against Sabbatarianism (keeping the 
Sabbath--whether on Saturday or Sunday--as a mandatory day of rest).78 

 
b. “Gnosticizing” excluded (2:18-19) 

 
Gnosticizing is likewise excluded (vv. 18-19). Fasting and other forms of 
asceticism, often as a prelude to particularly intense and even visionary 
spiritual experiences were widespread in Hellenistic religion.  
 

c. General summary (vv. 20-23) 
 
In Paul's closing summary of this section (vv. 20-23), he stresses that 
ascetic practices have no inherent spiritual worth. They do not prevent the 
lusts of the heart from continuing and may even be counterproductive, 
causing even more excessive indulgence once the time of abstinence has 
passed. 
 
 
 
 

 
77See, e.g., John P. W. Hunt, "Colossians 2:11-12, The Circumcision/Baptism Analogy, and Infant 
Baptism," Tyndale Bulletin 41 (1990) 227-44. 
78Cf. especially D. A. Carson, ed., From Sabbath to Lord's Day (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982). 
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III. Ethical Implications (3:1-4:6)—Contra Inadequate Anthropology 

 

As Paul's turns to his exhortational material and, as in Romans, moves from 
theology to ethics, he combats the inadequate anthropology of the Colossians.  
 
A. Concentrate on heavenly things—via moral living! (3:1-17) 
 

He begins by encouraging them to concentrate on heavenly things (3:1-4) but, 
against the bifurcation of material and spirit worlds, immediately defines this as 
holy and moral living (3:5-17). This definition includes increasing mortification of 
the old nature and progressive re-creation in the image of God (see especially v. 
10). Verse 11 provides a kind of equivalent to Galatians 3:28, but without 
reference to men and women. It does declare, however, that in Christ there is no 
slave or free, even though Paul immediately turns to instructions for authorities 
and subordinates (3:18-4:1), including masters and slaves (3:22-4:1), about right 
Christian living within the structures of this world. For all the same reasons 
addressed in our discussion of Philemon, Paul does not overthrow the system 
but works to revolutionize it from within. Presumably the same analogy holds for 
husbands and wives. 

 
B. Submit to divinely ordained relationships of authority (3:18-4:1) 

 

The section on wives and husbands, children and parents, slaves and masters 
(3:18-4:1) has been called, since Luther's day, a Haustafel, German for 
"household code." Many such sets of instructions about relationships within 
extended households existed in antiquity, including ones in Ephesians 5-6, 1 
Peter 2-3, Josephus, Philo, ben Sira and the Stoics. The ancient world, with 
many fewer choices about jobs, spouse, place of living, or class in society, was 
more preoccupied with the virtuous life within whatever circumstances one found 
oneself. The greatest distinctive of the Christian Haustafein (plural) was the 
reciprocal nature of the responsibilities commanded. Husbands, fathers and 
masters were not used to being restricted in the way Paul does! 

 
C. Pray and speak properly (4:2-6) 

 

Chapter 4:2-6 closes the body of the letter with final commands about proper 
prayer and speech. On v. 6, C. F. D. Moule is particularly insightful: "this verse is 
a plea to Christians not to confuse loyal godliness with a dull, graceless 
insipidity. If a Christian is ever difficult company, it ought to be because he 
demands too much, not too little, from his fellows' responsiveness and wit.79 

 
79W F. D. Moule, The Epistles of Paul to the Colossians and to Philemon (Cambridge: University Press, 
1962) 135. 
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IV. Closing Greetings (4:7-18) 
 

Little of great theological import occurs here, but much of the information that helps 
us to reconstruct the circumstances of the letter does appear. 

 
Application 
 
Aberrant versions of each of the three major doctrines that Colossians addresses 
continue to require correction. Cultic, liberal, New Age or blatantly non-Christian 
interpretations of Jesus often continue to deny either His full humanity or, more 
commonly, His full deity. Very traditional Catholicism and cultic Christianity often denies 
the completeness of Christ's atonement. Legalism and works-righteousness, as noted 
under Galatians, run rampant throughout our church and world. Perhaps most pointedly 
of all for today's evangelical church, Paul's insistence on the inseparability of doctrine 
and ethics, worship and obedience, or the inward life and outward practice, calls into 
serious question individuals and groups who claim to profess faith in Christ but refuse to 
allow him to transform major areas of their personal or corporate ethics--whether in the 
bedroom or in the boardroom. 
 
I. Christologically 
 
II. Soteriologically 
 
III. Anthropologically 
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Lecture 12: Ephesians—A Call to Unity in Diversity for All Believers 
 

EPHESIANS--UNITY IN DIVERSITY AS A WITNESS TO THE "POWERS" 
 

Introduction 
 
I. Three Unique Elements 
 

There are three key problems or distinctives of the letter to the Ephesians that must 
be explained.  
 
A. Second-hand knowledge of audience by author 
 

A variety of features seem unusual in an epistle addressed to a church Paul 
knew so well (recall his 2-3 year stay described in Acts 19). Like Romans, 
Ephesians reads like a systematic summary of his theology with no clear 
reference to any explicit problems or circumstances of the addressees. Chapter 
3, verse 2 and 4:21 specifically read as if Paul thought his audience had only a 
second-hand knowledge about him.  
 

B. Close similarity to Colossians 
 
Ephesians and Colossians are more similar in content, outline, and even at times 
exact wording than any other pair of letters attributed to Paul. For example, both 
contain very similar household codes (Ephesians 5:22-6:9; Colossians 3:18-4:1) 
and pairs of sentences in which up to 32 consecutive words in the Greek are 
identical (Ephesians 6:21-22, Colossians 4:7-8; cf. also Colossians 1:14 with 
Ephesians 1:7). Both have the same distinctive style, with long, convoluted 
sentences (e.g., Ephesians 1:3-14) and the same high Christology and 
distinctive ecclesiology and eschatology (though cf. 2:20 in which the foundation 
of the church is no longer Christ but the apostles and prophets).  
 

C. Lack of “in Ephesus” (1:1) in three oldest, most reliable manuscripts 
 
The three earliest and most reliable manuscripts lack the words "in Ephesus" in 
1:1 (p. 46, Sinaiticus and Vaticanus). 

 

© 1995 by The Institute of Theological Studies™ 
NT Survey: Epistles/Revelation  Expanded Study Guide 82



  
  
  

EEpphheessiiaannss  
  

  
 
 
 
II. Three Possible Solutions 
 

A. Pseudonymity 
 

The most common theory among scholars at large is that a disciple of Paul, 
perhaps up to a generation after his life, wrote a "pseudonymous" letter in his 
name. This is usually seen not as a forgery but in light of an ancient convention 
in which a writer acknowledged genuine indebtedness to a master by writing in 
his name.80 Indeed, except for the Pastoral Epistles, no letter of Paul has been 
more commonly attributed to some other author than this one. This hypothesis 
would explain problems (1) and (2), but would the early church have accepted 
the letter as canonical if pseudonymous? The only clear evidence we have, 
admittedly from the mid-second century and later, seems to suggest not.81 

 
E. J. Goodspeed proposed an influential hypothesis in which the epistle was 
pseudonymous but also written as a cover letter for a collection of previously 
disparate and somewhat neglected authentic Pauline epistles.82 This would 
account for its general nature and lack of original addressees, points (1) and (3), 
and for the lack of reference to any epistles of Paul in Acts, but why was this 
letter's position not retained, then, in the canonical sequence? And the problem 
of pseudonymity still remains. 

 
B. An amanuensis with greater literary freedom 

 
A number of writers have suggested that Paul gave a different amanuensis 
greater freedom in his literary composition, one who then tried to copy Paul's 
style closely by imitating Colossians (or who perhaps wrote both letters). The 
style of Ephesians is in some ways closer to that of Luke's than to Paul's 
undisputed letters, and Luke was with Paul during his Roman imprisonment, so 
perhaps we should think of him.83 This view explains (2) better than (1) and (3). 
 

C. An encyclical letter 
 

A final option suggests that Paul composed the letter as an encyclical or circular 
letter, much like Revelation (see Revelation 2-3), intended for Ephesus and  
 

80So even the otherwise state-of-the-art, evangelical commentary by Andrew T. Lincoln, Ephesians 
(Dallas: Word, 1990) 
81See Donald Guthrie, New Testament Introduction (Downers Grove: IVP, 1990, 4th ed.) 1011-28.  
82E. J. Goodspeed, The Key to Ephesians (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1956). 
83E.g., Ralph P. Martin, New Testament Foundations, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978) 227-33.  
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nearby churches (as also with Revelation). Colossians 4:16 has the intriguing 
reference to a letter to Laodicea to be read in Colossae (and vice-versa). Could 
Ephesians be that letter, with each church in the area left to fill in its own name in 
the initial salutation? This explanation could account for (3) and (1), though not 
for (2). Perhaps a combination of these last two views, therefore, is best.84 

 
III. The Work of C. Arnold, Further Historical Background, and Correlation with 

Acts 19 
 

What is more, the recent work of C. Arnold has demonstrated the significant role the 
theme of Christ's victory over oppressive, occultic, and even demonic powers plays 
in this letter.85 And that is precisely one of the major accomplishments of Paul's 
ministry in Ephesus (Acts 19:11-20). So the letter may be more directly tied to 
historical circumstances than most have recognized. 

 
Analysis 
 
I. Greetings (1:1-2) 
 

Apart from the interesting omission of "in Ephesus" in the earliest manuscripts, the 
greetings are conventional enough to include them with the first half of the letter 
more generally (v. 1-2). 

 
II. Theological Exposition: The Spiritual Privileges of the Church—Making Unity 

among Believers Possible (1:1-3:21)—also an Extended Prayer 
 

A. The role of the triune Godhead in salvation (1:3-14) 
 

The thanksgiving (vv. 3-14) comprises one long sentence in the Greek, which 
divides into three parts, each concluding with the refrain "to the praise of his 
glory" (vv. 6, 12, 14), and each dealing with one person of the Trinity.  
 
1. The Father who predestines and elects (vv. 3-6) 
 

Paul gives thanks for God the Father's role in predestining believers (vv. 3-6)-
-the next most important reference to this topic after Romans 8-9 (and again 
the text has corporate elements ["in Christ--v. 3] and refers to election only to 
salvation not damnation). 
 

84So A. van Roon, The Authenticity of Ephesians (Leiden: Brill, 1974), which is the most detailed defense 
of Pauline authorship available. 
85Clinton E. Arnold, Ephesians: Power and Magic (Cambridge: University Press, 1989). 
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2. The Son who redeems by His blood (vv. 7-12) 
 
He gives thanks for Christ's role in redemption through His blood (vv. 7-12). 
 

3. The Spirit who seals with a deposit (vv. 13-14) 
 
Finally, he gives thanks for the Spirit's role as our seal and "deposit" (or 
down-payment) guaranteeing our salvation (vv. 13-14). The combined work 
of the Trinity gives us every spiritual blessing in Christ "in the heavenly 
realms" (v. 3)--a recurring term throughout Ephesians for the unseen world 
where angels and demons do battle. Thus we are assured of triumph in 
Christ over all cosmic forces.86 

 
B. The certainty of salvation: unity with Christ (1:15-2:10) 

 
1. Prayer for understanding God’s power over others (1:15-22) 
 

Chapter 1, verse 15 would seem to begin the body of the letter proper, yet 
Paul continues to write in the form of a prayer, which form continues 
throughout the theological exposition (cf. 1:18; 3:1, 14, 20-21). It has been 
suggested that Paul is following the common pattern of praising benefactors 
in ancient inscriptions via a sustained prayer or encomium, in praise of their 
virtues, before turning to the resolutions which flow from those often lavish 
words of thanksgiving.87 The prayer of 1:15-23 is that we might understand 
the greatness of God's power, on the basis of Christ's resurrection and 
exaltation, over every other power. 

 
2. Future as past: Co-resurrected and co-exalted (2:1-7) 
 

Chapter 2:1-10 begins to enumerate the blessings believers share because 
of Christ's victory: we too have triumphed over every ungodly power as we 
are spiritually co-resurrected and co-exalted with Christ (v. 6).  
 

3. Past as present: Saved by grace for good works (2:8-10) 
 
This, however, comes entirely by grace through faith (vv. 5, 8-9) even though 
it will naturally lead to good deeds of gratitude (v. 10).  
 

86On which, see especially A. T. Lincoln, Paradise Now and Not Yet (Cambridge: University Press, 
1981). 
87H. Hendrix, "On the Form and Ethos of Ephesians, " Union Seminary Quarterly Review 42 (1988) 3-15. 
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C. The reconciliation of salvation: unity among believers (2:11-3:21) 
 

1. Unity of Jews and Gentiles (2:11-22) 
 

This spiritual power should also enable God's people to be united in Christ, 
even across racial and social divisions as deeply seated in antiquity as Jew 
vs. Gentile (2:11-22). Outsiders become insiders (vv. 11-13) as enmity is 
overcome (vv. 14-18) so that visible unity becomes a reality (vv. 19-22). The 
key metaphor in this chapter comes in v. 14--"breaking down the dividing wall 
of hostility"--perhaps a reference to the barrier separating the outer court of 
the Gentiles from the inner court of the Jews in the Jerusalem temple, which 
Gentiles violated on penalty of death. Whether or not Paul has this specific an 
allusion in view, he is clearly referring to the barrier of the Law as now 
destroyed (v. 15). 

 
2. Paul’s stewardship of this unity (3:1-21) 

 
In 3:1 Paul again begins a sentence of explicit prayer for his audience's 
empowerment, which he breaks off, not to be completed until vv. 14-19, 
followed by a doxology in vv. 20-21. In between, he realizes that not all of the 
communities to which the letter is addressed may know of his commissioning 
in as much detail, so he speaks of his unique call to be a steward of the 
"mystery," which, as in Colossians, refers above all to the uniting of Jew and 
Gentile in one body of believers (v. 6). But here Paul's main point is that this 
visible unity is itself a powerful evangelistic device and even a testimony to 
the unseen, hostile powers (v. 10). 

 
III. Ethical Implications: The Spiritual Responsibilities of the Church – Making 

Unity among Believers Actual (4:1-6:24) 
 

A. The outworking of salvation: growing up in Christian unity (4:1-16) 
 

Not surprisingly, the heart of Paul's exhortational material commands the 
Ephesians to actualize the unity that the Triune God's power has made possible. 
Verses 1-16 describe this unity as maturity, achieved by the faithful exercise of 
spiritual gifts in love. Paul follows a targumic rendering of Psalms 68:18 to see 
Christ's ascension as making possible (from Pentecost on) the provision of gifts 
for his people (v. 8). Verse 9 has often been used as a proof text for Christ's so-
called descent into hell but, in context, is better seen as a reference to the 
incarnation. The same one who ascended from earth to heaven is also the one 
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who previously descended from heaven to earth; thus, the gift-giver is none other 
than the exalted Jesus. Sample gifts, particularly for church leadership, are listed 
in v. 11. Interestingly "pastors and teachers" are grouped together in the Greek, 
without the repetition of the definite article, to suggest that their functions 
overlap. The purpose of the gifts is to equip all believers for ministry and build up 
and unify the church (v. 12).88 This maturity, coupled with "speaking the truth in 
love," will enable Christians to hold fast against every false teaching (vv. 14-16, 
see especially v. 15). 
 

B. Walking in Christian morality (4:17-5:16) 
 

Much as in Colossians 3, Paul then elaborates on Christian living (4:17-5:14) 
with the imagery of putting off the "old self" of falsehood and immorality and 
putting on the "new self," as one is re-created in the likeness of God (4:22-28, 
see especially v. 24). One's speech is a major indicator of this remaking (4:29-
5:7), which can also be thought of as a transformation from darkness to light 
(4:18, 5:8-14).  
 

C. Knowing the Lord’s will: being filled with the Spirit (5:17-6:9) 
 
Paul prepares the way for his Ephesian version of the Haustafel or "household 
code" (5:22-6:9) with more general injunctions to understand the Lord's will 
(5:15-17) and then begins an explicit description of what being filled with the 
Spirit means (vv. 18-21). 
 
1. Grammar: subordinate, defining principles through v. 23 
 
2. Headline for the household code: mutual submission (v. 21) 

 
3. See further lecture on gender roles in Paul 
 

A discussion of Paul's commands to women and men (5:22-33) appears in 
the section on gender roles in Paul below. The commands to children and 
parents (6:1-4) are only partially parallel. Here Paul does not merely enjoin 
submission but commands outright obedience (v. 1). This fulfills the fourth 
commandment to "honor" father and mother, which is followed by the promise 
of long life (vv. 2-3). In both Old and New Testaments, this promise must be 
 
 

88Cf. C. Leslie Milton, Ephesians (London: Oliphants, 1976), 154: "the ability to hold diversity within a 
harmonious unity is the mark of maturity." 
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interpreted corporately; as Israel (or the church, or society) overall followed 
"family values," the quality and quantity of life was enhanced. Parents, in turn, 
were not to provoke their children, while nevertheless giving them appropriate 
discipline and guidance (v. 4). There is no evidence that these commands 
cease at any age for either children or parents, but the form they take 
certainly changes as one progresses through life's developmental stages, 
particularly if one gets married (recall 5:31). And they must be balanced with 
Christ's clear teaching to serve him and God even above the closest of 
human allegiances (cf. especially Luke 14:26). 
 
The third part of this household code addresses slaves and masters (6:5-9). 
Slaves must work diligently at all times and give their best, because God 
watches them even when others don't. Masters must treat their slaves 
impartially. There may be a hint here of giving them equal status with 
freedmen. In cultures in which slavery has (mercifully) been abolished, the 
same principles may apply, with appropriate differences, to other duly 
constituted authority structures, for example citizens and law enforcement 
agencies or contractually related employees and employers. 
 

D. Standing firm against demonic realm (6:10-20) 
 

1. Acknowledging its existence and need for spiritual warfare 
 

Chapter 6:10-20 brings the body of the letter to a close with a climactic 
discussion of the evil powers of the universe and the believer's victory over 
them. It does not come without a battle, but we are given the spiritual armor 
to resist.  
 

2. But stressing victory by means of holy living not exotic acts 
 
This is not, however, some magical, superstitious, or formulaic kind of 
spiritual warfare, replete with territorial exorcisms and the like; it is precisely 
such practices in Ephesus that the gospel overcame. Rather the pieces of 
armor are defined as the elements of moral, godly living: truth, righteousness, 
the gospel of peace, faith, salvation and God's Word. It is often pointed out 
that only the last of these is matched with an offensive weapon. 
 

IV. Closing (6:21-24) 
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Application 
 
I. Spiritual Unity of Believers Transcending all Human Boundaries 
 

The spiritual unity of believers, transcending all human boundaries, is God's pre-
eminent will for His people collectively. Some early Christians, when required in 
court to declare their citizenship, said only "I am a Christian." Christianity thus came 
to be labeled "the third race," after "Jew" and "Gentile." The enmity in antiquity of 
these first two races is paralleled in the modem world only by the racism found 
among some American (or South African) blacks and whites, Protestant vs. Catholic 
in Northern Ireland, Shiite Muslim and orthodox Jew in the Middle East, Bosnians 
vs. Serbs, Hutus vs. Tutsis in Rwanda, and so on. Ephesians calls upon Christians 
who represent these otherwise warring factions to take substantial steps toward 
reconciliation, at the very least within Christian ranks. 

 
II. Visible Unity of Believers as Key Method of Evangelism 
 

The visible unity of believers despite such diversity may still well be God's pre-
eminent method of evangelism. Massive implications for the importance of 
networking among diverse churches follow, including institutional cooperation and 
even mergers, where the fundamentals of the gospel are not compromised. "The 
church would unduly limit her task if she cared only for the souls of men or for an 
increase in membership. Rather she has to be a sign and proof of a change that 
affects the institutions and structures, patterns and spans of the bodily, spiritual, 
social and individual existence of all men."89 
 
A balanced view of spiritual warfare proves equally crucial. Most secular people and 
not a few professing Christians implicitly or explicitly deny the reality of the devil and 
demonization. A few overly zealous believers revert to exotic techniques of spiritual 
warfare or cower in fear at the thought that demons could oppress them anywhere, 
doubtless in overreaction to the first group. Paul is clearly aware of the existence of 
the demon world, but he stresses Christ's and therefore Christians' victory over it, 
simply through the power of godly living. No Christian need fear demonic oppression 
unless he or she willfully and repeatedly rebels against God's standards and 
dabbles in the overtly evil or occult.90 

 

 

 
89Markus Barth, Ephesians, vol. 1 (Garden City: Doubleday, 1974) 365. 
90For contemporary application of these themes, cf. esp. Clinton E. Arnold, The Powers of Darkness 
(Downers Grove: IVP, 1992) 167-217. 
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Lecture 13: Philippians 1:1—Titus 2:15 

 
PHILIPPIANS--REJOICE IN ALL CIRCUMSTANCES 

 

Introduction 
 
I. Traditional Setting: Later in Paul’s Roman Imprisonment 
 

This is the fourth of Paul’s so-called "Prison Epistles." It is usually treated separately 
from Ephesians, Colossians and Philemon, however, because it reflects a more 
somber tone. Paul seems to have seriously contemplated the fact that he might die 
soon (1:21-25, 2:17). This could make the case for an Ephesian imprisonment here 
stronger than for the other three epistles (recall 2 Corinthians 1:8-9, in which Paul 
had despaired of life for a time while in Ephesus). It would also account more easily 
for the numerous trips of Timothy and Epaphroditus back and forth between Paul 
and the Philippians, since Ephesus was much closer to Philippi than Rome was. Or, 
as is the more traditional explanation, Paul may have been writing after a longer 
period of imprisonment in Rome (ca. A.D. 62), as he was becoming more skeptical 
of a swift release. The references to the palace guard in 1:13 (literally, the 
praetorium) and to Caesar's household in 4:22 most naturally fit this interpretation. 
In general, modem scholarship is less eager to defend a Roman imprisonment for 
Philippians than for the other three Prison Epistles, but still there do not seem to be 
strong enough reasons to overturn the consensus of early church tradition that Paul 
was in Rome when he wrote this letter. On either interpretation, the theme of joy in 
the midst of suffering clearly pervades the epistle. 
 

II. Outline: a “Family Letter” 
 

While there is some opposition among the largely Roman townspeople in Philippi, a 
major Roman colony (1:27-30), and the threat of Judaizers within the church (3:2-6), 
Paul's general attitude to the Philippians seems to be one of gratefulness and 
encouragement. Indeed, the most immediate occasion for the letter may be to 
express thanks, however circumspectly, for a recently received gift of financial 
support from the church (4:10-20). The structure of the letter does not as easily fit 
the standard Greco-Roman form that Paul generally follows, and the abrupt change 
of topic from 3:1 to 3:2, after Paul seems to have begun his conclusion ("Finally, my 
brothers, ... ") has suggested to some scholars various theories of composite letters, 
not unlike those we encountered with 2 Corinthians.91 More plausibly, Philippians 
 

91More recent studies, however, have increasingly used rhetorical analysis to make a stronger case for 
unity. Perhaps the most substantial of these is Duane F. Watson, "A Rhetorical Analysis of Philippians 
and Its Implications for the Unity Question," Novum Testamentum 30 (1988) 57-88.  
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may be viewed as a family letter, following the section headings in our outline below, 
with 3:1-4:1 and 4:2-20 reflecting Paul's two major expansions of this letter form in 
order to deal with the major danger and the major expression of gratitude that have 
generated this epistle.92 

 
Analysis 
 
I. Greetings and Thanksgiving (1:1-11) 
 

In Paul's greetings (vv. 1-2), we note his unusual reference to the church leaders--
"overseers and deacons" (v. I)--the same two groups for which he gives criteria for 
selection in 1 Timothy and Titus--an indication that this formal church structure was 
not merely a post-Pauline development (as alleged by many who find the Pastorals 
pseudonymous). In his thanksgiving and prayer (vv. 3-11), we note especially his 
confidence in God's ability to grow, preserve and perfect the church and its people 
(vv. 6, 10). 

 
II. Reassurance about the Sender: Description of Paul's Imprisonment (1:12-26) 
 

A. Persecution advances the gospel (vv. 12-14) 
 

In personal letters among members of a household, following the thanksgiving, 
the author would reassure his addressees of his well being. Paul has special 
reason to do that here since he is in prison! Nevertheless, imprisonment has 
actually helped spread the gospel among the Roman guard who have learned of 
Paul's message (vv. 12-14), and, if this is Rome, there were over 9000 among 
the praetoriani!  
 

B. Content not motivation of preaching is key (vv. 15-18a) 
  
Others, too, seem to be preaching Christ, trying to outdo the "unfortunate" 
prisoner (vv. 15-18a). But again Paul rejoices because it is the content rather 
than the motivation of preaching which counts in his eyes.  
 

C. Paul debates merits of living vs. dying (vv. 18b-26) 
 
At the same time, he admits the internal struggle he has had whether to long for 
death or release from imprisonment. His life has been long and hard, but, putting 
 

92Loveday Alexander, “Hellenistic Letter Forms and the Structure of Philippians," Journal for the Study of 
the New Testament 37 (1989) 87-101. 
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the interests of the ministry first, he comes to the conclusion that he should and 
will continue to live (vv. 18b-26).93 Here is another passage, too, that has 
traditionally been seen as support for an intermediate, disembodied state 
between death and resurrection (cf. vv. 22-24 with 3:20-21). 

 
III. Request for Reassurance about the Recipients: Call to Christlike Living (1:27-

2:18) 
 

A. Unity in faith a sign of destruction of gospel’s opponents and salvation of 
believers (1:27-2:4) 

 
Here is the theological heart of the epistle, but it comes in the next standard 
section of a family letter--a request to hear from the addressees that they are 
faring well. For the Philippians, unity in the faith will be a sure sign of their 
salvation (and of their opponents' destruction) in a hostile, pagan world (1:27-
2:4).  
 

B. Christ the ultimate model for the type of humility needed (2:5-11) 
 
That unity is powerfully modeled and made possible by Christ's incarnation, 
atonement and exaltation (2:5-11). Verses 6-11 form a poetic, creedal package 
of affirmations about Christ's life and work. Many have viewed them as a pre-
Pauline poem or hymn. An attractive hypothesis finds two stanzas of three three-
line strophes each, each line with three accents. This structure balances Christ's 
incarnation, condescension and suffering (vv. 6-8) with his resurrection, 
exaltation and universal glorification (vv. 9-11). The only line that does not fit this 
structure is the two-beat conclusion to v. 8 (in the Greek)--"even death on a 
cross." Given the centrality of the cross in Paul's theology, it is a plausible 
hypothesis that here is Paul's unique addition and emphasis.94 

 
1. Incarnation of Christ (vv. 6-8) 
 

Whether or not these theories be accepted, the passage teaches at least six 
crucial doctrinal truths about Christ.  
 

 
93The word "choose" in v. 22 is best translated "prefer" in this context and therefore gives no support for 
the theory that Paul was contemplating suicide. See Peter T. O'Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991) 126. 
94See originally Ernst Lohmeyer, Kyrios Jesus (Heidelberg: Winter, 1928); endorsed by Ralph P. Martin, 
Carmen Christi (Cambridge: University Press, 1967), who gives a full history of research. 
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a. Full deity and humanity (v. 6a) - #1 
 

The word "form" here suggests God's very "nature."95  
 
b. Pre-existence (v. 6b) - #2 

 
His not grasping after equality has been taken by some to mean He 
wasn't fully God before the incarnation, but it probably should be taken to 
mean that He did not try to cling to His exalted status.  
 

c. Kenosis (v. 7) - #3 
 
This is His self-emptying (v. 7--NIV "made Himself nothing"). The Greek 
verb kenoo (from which is derived the cognate noun kenosis) in context 
refers to Christ's pouring Himself out in total service for others.96 Viewed 
from the perspective of systematic theology, it is often explained as 
Christ's relinquishing the independent exercise of His divine attributes.  
 

d. Crucifixion (v. 8) - #4 
 
The extent of His humiliation and condescension (v. 8). He was willing to 
accept the most degrading and excruciating of human deaths, reserved 
only for slaves and the worst of criminals.  
 

2. Exaltation of Christ (vv. 9-11) 
 

a. “Hyper”-exaltation (v. 9) - #5 
 
Note His exaltation (v. 9)--literally higher than where He was before, not in 
the sense that He wasn't previously fully God but that He was not 
previously as clearly recognized as God.  
 

b. Universal allegiance to Jesus (vv. 10-11) - #6 
 
These verses do not mean that everyone will be saved. They quote Isaiah 
45:23-24, which add that all God's opponents will be shamed. Therefore, 
 

95For this and other exegetical details in this list of six points, see especially Paul D * Feinberg, "The 
Kenosis and Christology: An Exegetical-Theological Analysis of Philippians 2:6-11," Trinity Journal n.s. 1 
(1980) 21-46. 
96Gerald F. Hawthorne, Philippians (Waco: Word, 1983) 86. 
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Paul's point must be that all will be forced by the reality of Christ's visible 
return to acknowledge that He is Lord, even if they haven't voluntarily 
made Him their Lord and thus received salvation. 

 
C. Result is encouragement for Christians (2:12-18) 

 
The result of this marvelous hymn should be encouragement for Christians 
(2:12-18): in the outworking of their salvation even as God works in them (vv. 12-
13)--a classic example of the juxtaposition of divine sovereignty and human 
responsibility for salvation that characterizes all of Scripture--and in providing a 
shining contrast to the world around them, even in the midst of suffering (vv. 14-
18). 

 
IV. Information about Movement of Intermediaries: Concerning Timothy and        

Epaphroditus (2:19-30) 
 

This is the next conventional section of a "family letter." In this case, the principal 
intermediaries between Paul and the Philippians were Timothy and Epaphroditus. 
Both have proved exceptionally faithful servants of Paul and of God, so the 
Philippians are to welcome them, and Paul in turn will be cheered. 

 
V. Special Concern: Warnings about the False Teachers (3:1-4:1) 
 

A. Beware of the Judaizers (3:1-4a) 
 

Here is the first section Paul adds to the conventional letter structure. As in 
Galatians he reserves his strongest condemnation for the legalizing wing of 
Jewish-Christianity (3:1-4a).  
 

B. Paul can match their credentials (3:4b-6) 
 
Paul can match their Jewish credentials (3:4b-6; recall 2 Corinthians 10-13).  
 

C. But he has counted it all as manure for Christ’s sake (3:7-11) 
 
However, he has counted it all as "garbage," even "manure," for the sake of 
Christ (3:7-11).  
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D. Nor can he say he has “arrived” (3:12-16) 

 
Nor can he say that he has "arrived" (3:12-16), again contra the triumphalism of 
the Judaizers.  
 

E. Paul’s opponents are focusing on earthly things (3:17-4:1) 
 
Rather those who oppose Paul are focusing on earthly rather than heavenly 
things appropriate for true Christians (3:17-4:1). "Their god is their stomach" (v. 
18) may refer to the dietary laws the Judaizers insist everyone keep, though the 
context of this paragraph is probably broad enough to encompass all opposition 
to the gospel, in which case "stomach" becomes a synonym for "flesh," in the 
sense of "sinful nature." From v. 20 ("our citizenship is in heaven") derived the 
early Christian practice of answering a legal interrogator's question about a 
believer's nationality merely with the reply, "I am a Christian. " 

 
VI. Final Greetings, Instructions, and Thanks for the Collection (4:2-23) 

 
Paul incorporates into his formal closing of the letter additional information relevant 
to the specific situation of the Philippian church and the monetary gift they had 
recently sent him.  
 
A. Unity enjoined where there is strife (vv. 2-3) 
 

Paul enjoins unity, particularly among two quarreling women, even if intervention 
on the part of others is required (vv. 2-3).  
 

B. Theme of rejoicing emphasized (vv. 4-5) 
 
The theme of rejoicing, noteworthy throughout the letter, is emphasized by 
repetition (vv, 4-5).  
 

C. God’s peace vs. anxiety through prayer and focusing on the noble (vv. 6-9) 
 
God's peace is offered as the antidote to human anxiety (vv. 6-9); neither peace 
nor anxiety is defined primarily as a feeling but as an objective relationship 
before God. The method is prayer in all circumstances (vv. 6-7), combined with 
focusing all attention on that which is good and upright (vv. 8-9).  
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D. Acknowledging the Philippians’ gift (vv. 10-19) 

 
At last Paul acknowledges the Philippians' gift (vv. 10-19).97 But he emphasizes 
his ability to be content in all circumstances. Verse 13 must be interpreted in this 
context. "I can do everything through him [Christ] who gives me strength" does 
not mean God will miraculously enable his followers to perform physical or 
spiritual feats of strength for which they are otherwise unprepared! And Paul no 
doubt recalled that givers will receive more of a blessing from the giving than the 
receivers (Acts 20:35).  
 

E. Closing (vv. 20-23) 
 
Verses 20-23 round out the letter with the formal closing. 

 
Application 
 
One can derive at least one application for ministry from each main section of the letter: 
 
I. Trust in God’s Sovereign Working 
 
II. Encourage others about One’s Well-Being in Ministry 
 
III. Challenge Others to the Unity that Comes from Treating Others Above Self 
 
IV. Commend Faithful Believers Publicly 
 
V. Warn Against Heresy Forthrightly 
 

Warn against heresy forthrightly, when in fact people's salvation is at stake, but only 
then. If it is merely a matter of rivalry or impure motives on the part of those 
preaching the pure gospel, rejoice anyway! 

 
VI. Thank People for Their Support and Be Content However Little or Great It Is 
 
 
97Gerald W. Peterman, "'Thankless Thanks': The Epistolary Social Convention in Philippians 4:10-20," 
Tyndale Bulletin 42 (1991) 261-70, notes that it was often conventional not to use the actual word for 
"thank you" in a written "thank you note," so that its absence from this section need not lead us to think 
Paul was not properly grateful for the gift he received. On this section as a key to understanding Paul's 
letter more generally, see Ben Witherington III, Friendship and Finances in Philippi (Philadelphia: Trinity, 
1994). 
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
 
I. General Information 
 

1 and 2 Timothy and Titus are all written to pastors; hence the name "The Pastoral 
Epistles. " Timothy was pastoring the church in Ephesus; Titus, in Crete. All three 
are remarkably similar in style. The contents of 1 Timothy and Titus also overlap 
considerably. As a result, the three letters are often treated together. In fact, there 
are three problems these epistles have in common that relate directly to the 
question of their historical setting. 
 

II. Three Key Problems 
 

A. Unique style, vocabulary 
 
First, the linguistic and literary style differs markedly from all of the other Pauline 
epistles. 175 words appear here that are used nowhere else in the New 
Testament and another 130 that are never found elsewhere in Paul. Many 
involve terms from Greek philosophy such as "religion," "godliness," "piety," and 
"modesty." Other words found in Paul are used in un-Pauline ways, most notably 
"the faith" and "sound doctrine" as a fixed deposit of Christian teaching. 
Additionally, key Pauline terms are entirely absent, for example, "evangelize," 
"give thanks," "spiritual," "wisdom," "body," and "soul." 
 

B. Unique contents, theology, apparent setting 
 

Second, the doctrinal focus of these letters seems different than in the 
undisputed writings of Paul. A high Christology (Titus 2:13) seems more akin to 
Ephesians and Colossians. The Jewish-Gnostic heresy being fought seems a 
late-first or early-second century development. And an "early catholic" 
ecclesiology, similar to the institutional church of the second century with its 
various orders of bishops and deacons, seems present (contrast the charismatic 
freedom of 1 Corinthians 12-14). 
 

C. No place in Acts to fit these letters easily 
 

Third, there is no clear historical place in the Book of Acts into which to fit the 
writing of these three letters. 1 Timothy is apparently from Macedonia after Paul's 
three-year stay there; Titus, after the evangelization of Crete. Yet in Acts 27, 
Crete does not seem to have any Christian presence when Paul stops over there 
en route to Rome as a prisoner, nor does he ever again appear as a free man to 
do the type of traveling 1 Timothy describes. 
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III. Three Main Solutions 
 

1. Pseudonymity 
 

There have been three major proposals to deal with these anomalies. The most 
common among modem scholars is the theory that the Pastoral Epistles are 
pseudonymous. Someone wrote in Paul's name a generation or more later, 
applying his gospel to changed circumstances. 1 Timothy becomes a handbook 
for church leaders; Titus a specific warning to fight heresy; and 2 Timothy a 
general strengthening of Pauline tradition.98 But, as we noted with Ephesians, it 
is not at all clear if the early church would have accepted as canonical letters 
with false attributions of authorship. Nor is it easy to explain the various personal 
references, particularly in 2 Timothy, if all or many of these characters were no 
longer alive or active. 
 

2. Fragment hypothesis 
 

Second is the fragment hypothesis. Portions of genuinely Pauline letters were 
combined with post-Pauline additions to address new issues in the decades after 
Paul's day.99 But why do it in such a "jig-saw puzzle" type of way? This is 
increasingly recognized as the least likely option. 
 

3. A different amanuensis, with greater literary freedom, writing after the 
events of the end of Acts 

 
Third, as most evangelicals would argue, the case for Pauline authorship can still 
be defended, particularly if Paul is seen as granting a different amanuensis the 
literary freedom to write Paul's thoughts in the style of his scribe.100 The writer 
may be contextualizing his message by using (and at times redefining) religious 
or philosophical vocabulary of the day. The theological differences with the rest 
of Paul's letters have probably been exaggerated,101 not least by diminishing the 
role of church structure in the undisputed letters of Paul (recall Philippians 1:1), 
while the heresy Paul combats actually mirrors that confronting the churches in 
 

98See, e.g., A. T. Hanson, The Pastoral Epistles (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982) 23. 
99See classically, P. N. Harrison, The Problem of the Pastoral Epistles (London: Oxford, 1921). Most of 
the personal references appear in 2 Timothy, so it is possible to argue that this letter should be treated 
separately from the other two. 
100Again Luke has been a popular suggestion. See especially Stephen G. Wilson, Luke and the Pastoral 
Epistles (London: SPCK, 1979). 
101See especially Philip H. Towner, The Goal of Our Instruction: The Structure of Theology and Ethics in 
the Pastoral Epistles (Sheffield: JSOT, 1989). 
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Corinth and Colossae quite closely. As for the historical sequence, most 
conservatives have assumed that these letters were written after the events of 
Acts. Based on an admittedly ambiguous reference in 1 Clement 5:6-7 (which 
says that Paul in his travels "reached the limits of the west" [= Spain?]), they 
assume he was released from prison (ca. A.D. 62), ministered freely for a few 
more years, during which he wrote 1 Timothy and Titus, was re-arrested under 
Nero's persecution (which lasted from A.D. 64-68), wrote 2 Timothy from a 
dungeon in Rome, and was eventually executed under Nero (so Eusebius, Hist. 
Eccl. 2:22.2-3). This view would also fit the Roman law that if a case did not 
come to trial within eighteen months, it was supposed to be dismissed (Paul 
spent two years in house-arrest in Rome--Acts 28:30), and it would explain 
Paul's optimism about his release in Philippians 1:25 and Philemon 22). A few, 
on the other hand, have correlated at least 1 Timothy with Acts 20:3,102 though 
this synchronization works less well with Titus. We will tentatively follow the more 
traditional conservative reconstruction.103 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

102E.g., John A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1976) 73-85. This 
would also solve the problem of Acts 20:25, 38, in which Paul does not expect to see the Ephesians 
again, whereas on the traditional conservative harmonization, he is hoping to come to them again soon (1 
Tim. 3:14). 
103Although few outside of evangelicalism still defend Pauline authorship, mention should be made of the 
substantial works in French by C. Spicq (Saint Paul: Les Epitres Pastorales [Paris: Gabalda, 1969]) and 
S. deLestapis (Le Enigme des Pastorales de Saint Paul [Paris: Gabalda, 1976]), which have not been 
refuted. 
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TITUS--A MANUAL ON CHURCH ORDER 
 
Introduction 
 
I. Paul to Titus Pastoring a Newly Evangelized Church on the Island of Crete 
 

Having been freed from Roman imprisonment, Paul writes to Titus whom he has left 
to pastor the church on the island of Crete (1:5). We are not told where Paul is, but 
he hopes to winter in Nicopolis (southwest Macedonia) and would like Titus to join 
him there (3:12).  
 

II. Combating False Teaching Reminiscent of the Colossian Heresy 
 

Meanwhile he gives him instructions for dealing with a similar, though apparently not 
as severe, form of the Ephesian heresy in Crete (see introduction to 1 Timothy). The 
similarities between the situations in Ephesus and Crete suggest that these two 
letters may have been sent out virtually simultaneously, but we really have no way 
of knowing for sure. 

 
Analysis 
 
I. Greetings (1:1-4) 
 

Titus begins with an introduction uncharacteristically rich in theology (though cf. 
Romans 1:1-7), perhaps in order to counteract the heresy in Crete. It is actually very 
Pauline in nature, combining themes of election, truth as knowledge plus morality, 
the hope of eternal life, and the progress of salvation-history. As with Galatians, no 
thanksgiving appears; the problem is serious enough that Paul must get straight to 
business. 

 
II. Instructions for Various Groups in the Church (1:5-2:15) 
 

Unlike our world, the ancients were preoccupied with knowing their place in society 
(which was often unchangeable) and living a virtuous life within it. Part of the 
problem in Crete apparently involved role confusion, so Paul tries to help Titus 
straighten things out. 

 
A. For Elders (1:5-9) 

 
Titus was specifically charged to appoint (or, less likely "ordain") them (v. 5). This 
is consistent with Acts 14:23 but different than 1 Timothy 3, in which no mention 
of the procedure for appointment occurs. But if the congregation in Crete was  
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young and beset by heresy, even among its leadership, then Titus' more "hands-
on" role is perfectly understandable. The criteria for selection are consistent with 
those of 1 Timothy 3 and will be discussed there. "A man whose children 
believe" (v. 6) is misleading and probably should be translated, "A man whose 
children are faithful" (cf. 1 Timothy 3:4). Parents, even pastors, cannot control 
whether or not their children become Christians but they can see to it, up to a 
point, that they are properly respectful. Verses 5 and 7 make it clear that an elder 
(presbyter) and overseer (bishop) are one and the same. Verse 9 amplifies their 
teaching ministry--both encouraging and refuting. We need the appropriate 
balance of both. 

 
B. For False Teachers (1:10-16)  

 
The description closely resembles that of the problem people in Ephesus and 
Colossae. There is a Judaizing element, involving circumcision (v. 10) and 
Jewish myths and commandments (v. 14), and a Gnosticizing one, as the 
heretics claim to "know" (a la Greek gnosis) God but deny Him by their actions 
(v. 16). Seeking dishonest gain (v. 11) also fits a Hellenistic milieu more than a 
Jewish one. But the heresy seems to have a distinctively Cretan touch as well, 
as Paul quotes an unflattering proverb which was nevertheless widely 
recognized to be true, at least as a generalization (v. 12)104 Paul's main rebuttal 
is that the Cretan church must shun asceticism (v. 15). As in Romans 14-15 and 
1 Timothy 4, this statement must be seen in the limited context of morally neutral 
matters such as food, drink, marriage, and so on. 

 
C. For Men and Women of Various Ages (2:1-8) 

 
Older men and women must live dignified, moral lives and be good examples to 
the young (vv. 1-5). Women in particular seem to have been susceptible to the 
false teaching (2 Timothy 3:6-7), so Paul encourages the more mature ones to 
teach the younger. As in Ephesians and Colossians, they must submit to their 
husbands, but they are also to be diligent "homeworkers" (v. 5). The emphasis 
here is not on staying at home (that was usually taken for granted in antiquity) 
but on faithful work there. There is in fact different Greek word not used here, 
except in a few late manuscripts, which meant one who "stayed at home" 
(oikouros rather than oikourgos). 

 
104Crete was known already by the first century as a "resort of robbers and pirates" (Hanson, Pastoral 
Epistles, 176). Cf. also Polybius, Hist. 6:46.3 and Clement, Strom. 1:59.2. In fact "Cretize" had become a 
Greek synonym for lying, due to the Cretans' claim that they had Zeus' tomb (who of course, as a god, 
could not have died)! 
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D. For Slaves (2:9-10)  

 
On their subjection, see our comments under Ephesians, Colossians and 
Philemon. On theft as a common problem, recall also Philemon on Onesimus. 

 
E. Concluding Rationale (2:11-15)  

 
Verses 5b, 8b, and 10b have reiterated the theme that fulfillment of proper role 
relationships helps to further the gospel and to squelch unnecessary objections 
to the Christian lifestyle. Verses 11-15 now sum up this section by referring to an 
even more fundamental principle. These things are good and what God requires 
in and of themselves.105 This section also contains an important, passing 
reference to the deity of Christ (Titus 2:13).106 

 
Lecture 14: Titus 3:1—2 Timothy 4:22 
 
III. Concluding Exhortations: Do What Is Good (3:1-11) 

 
A. Be submissive to authorities (vv. 1-3) 
 

Following on from the theme of right role relationships, Paul encourages Titus to 
remind all the people to be submissive to all duly constituted authorities. This is 
the opposite of the spirit of our previous, unregenerate natures (vv. 1-3). 
 

B. Remember the nature of true salvation (vv. 4-8) 
 
We must remember the nature of true salvation--God's gracious cleansing, 
regenerating and renewing activity (vv. 4-8).  
 

C. Avoid factions and factious people (vv. 9-11) 
 
This should squelch factiousness. But if church members insist on causing 
divisions, one should separate from them (vv. 9-11). It is ironic that factiousness  
 

105These two points are well stressed, respectively, by Gordon D. Fee, 1, 2 Timothy, Titus (Peabody: 
Hendrickson, 1988); and George W. Knight III, The Pastoral Epistles (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992). A 
problem arises when, as in many parts of our culture today, their applications seem to be in tension with 
each other. 
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is one of the few clearly excommunicable offenses in Scripture. Yet, despite all 
the commands in the Bible on the unity of the church, if repeated attempts to 
bring reconciliation where there is division lead nowhere, it is probably better for 
one group to separate so that at least one part of the church can have unity. 

 
IV. Closing (3:12-15) 

 
In addition to personal instructions and greetings, the theme of doing good appears 
yet one more time (v. 14; recall 2:14, 3:8). This is an important summary of the 
Christian life and not to be confused with Paul's censures elsewhere for attempts at 
self-justification via the works of the Law. 

 
Application 
 
I. Legitimate Debate between Hierarchicalists and Egalitarians 
 

Irrespective of the debates between hierarchicalists and egalitarians, the Christian 
life remains fundamentally one of submission to one another.  
 

II. All Need to Recognize Countercultural Submissive Attitudes 
 
This is diametrically opposed to human nature and remains difficult even for 
redeemed people. We must therefore be ever vigilant in suppressing prideful desires 
and actions which seek our benefit at the expense of others. 
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1 TIMOTHY: HOW TO PASTOR A CHURCH  
AND TURN IT AWAY FROM HERESY 

 
Introduction 
 
I. Paul to Timothy as Pastor in Ephesus 
 

Presumably at about the same time as he wrote Titus, Paul also wrote to Timothy in 
Ephesus. He had perhaps been there himself, had certainly been in Macedonia, and 
may actually have been writing from that Greek province (1:3).  
 

II. Combating False Teaching as in Colossae and Crete 
 
He gives guidelines for helping Timothy combat a form of the Colossian heresy, 
which may have affected even the eldership of the congregation. He hopes to come 
soon to help improve the situation further but does not know definitely if he will be 
able to make it (3:14). 

 
Analysis 
 
I. The Reason for the Letter: Paul Encourages Timothy to Stand Fast against 

False Teaching in Ephesus (1:1-20) 
 

A. Greetings (1:1-2) 
 
B. The heresy described: a Jewish-Gnostic syncretism (vv. 3-11) 

 
After brief greetings (vv. 1-2), Paul immediately jumps into the heart of the body 
of the letter: Timothy's need to resist the heresy afoot in his church (w. 3-11). 
The misuse of the Law (vv. 8-11) is almost certainly a reference to Judaizing, 
and the myths and genealogies of vv. 4-5 could reflect this background, too. In 
light of 4:1-5 (on forbidding marriage) and 6:20 ("what is falsely called 
knowledge"), there is almost certainly a Gnosticizing element as well.  
 

C. The true salvation: Christ’s mercy for even the worst of sinners (1:12-20) 
 
Verses 12-17 supply a kind of thanksgiving, as Paul is grateful that he was saved 
out of a background of ignorant rebellion (akin to some of the heretics' 
situations), and vv. 18-20 then succinctly states the purpose of the epistle: "fight 
the good fight," not like those who fell into the heresy and had to be disciplined. 
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This chapter also introduces the first of five "faithful sayings" scattered around 
the Pastoral Epistles (1:15; cf. 3:1, 4:8 [or 10]; 2 Timothy 2:11-13; Titus 3:4-7 [or 
8]). Each seemingly reflects early Christian tradition, perhaps poetic in form, 
which Paul cites to give his instruction particular weight.107 

 
II. First Method of Countering the Heresy: Careful Control over Church Worship         

and Leadership (2:1-3:16) 
 

A. Basic principle: prayers for and peaceful submission to authority (2:1-7) 
 

Chapter 3, verse 14 shows that Paul is thinking of the practice and organization 
of the local church throughout this section. The basic principle he enjoins is 
prayer and peaceful submission to authority as the best testimony to an unsaved 
world (2:1-7). There is a time and place for civil disobedience but it is the 
exception, not the rule.  
 

B. Role of men and women in church (2:8-15)—see lecture on gender roles in 
Paul 
 
Secondly, men and women should play their appropriate roles in church worship 
and leadership (2:8-15--on which see below on gender roles in Paul).  
 

C. Requirements for church leadership (3:1-13) 
 
Third, Paul specifies the requirements for church leadership. He recognizes two 
offices, the overseer (bishop) in vv. 1-7, and the deacon in vv. 8-13. 
 
1. Overseers/bishops (vv. 1-7) 

 
a. Comments on various criteria 
 

Most of the criteria for these two offices are self-explanatory, and the 
marks of most mature Christians, just frequently difficult to find! Often they 
are inconsistently applied in the contemporary church. For example, some 
churches pay little attention to Paul's words about overseers managing 
their family well (v. 4) or not being lovers of money (v. 3) but being well 
thought of by outsiders (v. 7). Conversely, "the husband of but one wife" 
(v. 2) has been overly scrutinized and often misinterpreted. The two 
 

107The fullest and most helpful study of these passages is George W. Knight M, The Faithful Sayings in 
the Pastoral Epistles (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979). 
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criteria which have no counterpart among the criteria for deacons are 
"able to teach" (the mastery of content coupled with the ability to transmit 
it to others) and "hospitable" (v. 2). The latter has been a key role for 
ministers, historically, who have been expected to entertain church and 
community guests, though it is dying out somewhat. 
 

b. “Husband of one wife” 
 

What then of mias gunaikos andra (lit., "a man of one woman")? 
 
1) Currently married? 
 

It is unlikely that Paul means an overseer must be married, for he 
would disqualify both himself and Jesus in the process!  
 

2) Never remarried? 
 
The dominant view in the early church was that he must never have 
had more than one wife, ruling out all the remarried. But this reflects 
growing Hellenistic asceticism. Paul permits and even encourages 
some who have been widowed to remarry in 1 Corinthians 7 and 1 
Timothy 5, and it is not likely that he would urge something that would 
bar a person from church leadership. Does he then mean those who 
were never divorced? This works only if one is prepared to exclude the 
widowed, too, since nothing in the expression "one wife" implies "one 
wife in some circumstances but not in others."  
 

3) Against polygamy? 
 
Perhaps, then, he means one wife at a time, ruling out polygamy. But 
polygamy was not widespread in the Greco-Roman world, extremely 
rare in the Jewish world, and the parallel phrase "wife of one husband" 
in 5:9 becomes almost unintelligible, since polyandry was almost 
entirely unknown in the Roman empire.  
 

4) A “one-woman” kind of man? 
 
The only reasonable option remaining is to take the phrase as 
"currently characterized by marital fidelity if married," that is, "a one-
woman kind of man. " This fits the fact that the other criteria describe 
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one's current state, not a lifelong practice, and has support from early 
authorities such as Theodore of Mopsuestia, Theodoret, John 
Chrysostom, and Callistus.108 It fits, too, Paul's contextual emphasis on 
being a good "family man" (v. 4), though it leaves unanswered how 
long a person has to have demonstrated fidelity to their current spouse 
(just as v. 10 leaves open how long a deacon must first be tested). 

 
2. Deacons (vv. 8-13) 

 
The similar criteria for deacons (vv. 8-13) should discourage us from 
selecting them on the basis of practical skills. They must be equally spiritual, 
even if the earliest source of such a division of labor follows certain spiritual 
vs. practical lines (Acts 6:1-6). The most we can say is that this is some kind 
of subordinate, "helping" or "serving" office. Who are the gunaikes (lit., 
women") of v. 11? Some take them to be deacons' wives. But why then 
should the wives of overseers (the "higher" office) be left entirely 
unmentioned? More likely they are women deacons (or deaconesses). Until 
Catholicism developed monastic orders, somewhat as a substitute, 
deaconesses were almost universally a part of the early church, not always 
performing identical tasks as male deacons, and sometimes involved in 
ministries to which men were forbidden--e.g., visitation, pastoral care, 
catechizing, and superintending the baptism of other women.109 A 
reinstatement of this division of labor might lead to fewer "fallen" male leaders 
today! 

 
D. Summary and confession (3:14-16) 
 

Verses 14-16 close this section and include what was most likely an early 
Christian creed or confession with key Christology (v. 16). 

 
III. Second Method: Enjoin True Godliness Rather Than Asceticism (4:1-16) 
 

A. The ascetic error (vv. 1-5) 
 

Instead of promoting the asceticism encouraged by the heresy, ultimately 
demonic in origin (vv. 1-5), Timothy must nourish the Ephesian church on sound  
 

108For references, see C. H. Dodd, "New Testament Translation Problems II," Bible Translator 28 (1977) 
112-16. For a contemporary defense of this view, cf. Sydney Page, "Marital Expectations of Church 
Leaders in the Pastoral Epistles," Journal for the Study of the New Testament 50 (1993) 105-20. 
109On which, see Stephen Clark, Man and Woman in Christ (Ann Arbor: Servant, 1980) 117-23. 
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doctrine (vv. 6-7). Bodily training has some value, but spiritual exercise much 
more (vv. 8-10). If Timothy is faithful in teaching and modeling these truths, he 
can be encouraged that the situation may well improve (vv. 11-16). It is ironic 
that the two specific forms of asceticism mentioned here--prohibiting marriage 
and abstaining from certain foods (and drink?--cf. 5:23) are precisely the two 
prohibitions that Catholics and Protestants, respectively, have often insisted on 
for the most "mature" of their members. And modem people in general today 
stress physical far more than spiritual fitness! Because of Timothy's "youth," he 
may not have felt up to the task of redressing these problems, but Paul's words 
in v. 12 do not allow that as an excuse for anyone.110 

 
Verse 10 seems to introduce a strange distinction between two kinds of salvation 
until we realize that "especially" in its five appearances in the Pastoral Epistles is 
best translated "namely."111 Verse 14 supplies a rare biblical precedent for the 
rite of ordination; compare also 5:22 and 2 Timothy 1:6. These three passages 
do not appear to reflect uniform procedure, unless we translate v. 14 as "the 
laying on of hands to make one an elder."112 

 
IV. Third Method: Proper Respect and Rules for Various Other Categories of 

People  in the Church (5:1-6:2) 
 

A. Respect for the aged and no impure motives toward youth (5:1-2) 
 
Chapter 5:1-2 insists on respect for the aged and no impure motives toward 
youth,113 both badly needed in our day and age.  
 
 
 

 
110On the other hand, the cutoff age for being young in the ancient world was sometimes said to be 40, so 
we ought not assume that Timothy was necessarily a teenager or "twenty-something." See Irenaeus, 
Haer. 2:22.5. 
111C. Skeat, "'Especially the Parchments': A Note on 2 Timothy iv. 13," Journal of Theological Studies 30 
(1979) 173-77. The other passages are 1 Timothy 5:8, 5:17, 2 Timothy 4:13, and Titus 1:10. In each 
case, replacing "especially" with "namely" clarifies otherwise potentially confusing translations.  
112See J. N. D. Kelly, A Commentary on the Pastoral Epistles (London: Black, 1963) 107-8. On ordination 
more generally, see esp. Marjorie Warkentin, Ordination: A Biblical-Historical View (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1982). 
113The word for "older women" in v. 2 is the feminine of "elder." But a different word that can only mean 
older women is used in the very closely parallel passage in Titus 2:3, so the NIV translation is almost 
certainly correct. Paul apparently did not countenance women elders or overseers in Ephesus (hence the 
exclusively male language of 3:1-7). Whether this was a timeless, supracultural mandate or not is another 
matter. 
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B. Care for widows (5:3-16) 
 
Chapter 5:3-16 introduces another category of church office, the widow. In a 
culture that insisted on a husband or father to provide financially and legally for 
most women, being a widow could threaten one's very subsistence. Where 
relatives could care for such women, Paul commands them to do so. For those 
too old to work (over 60 in those days) and without such help from family, the 
church was to provide. Early on, such widows also developed special ministries 
 of prayer, visitation and teaching. Verse 8a therefore says nothing about the 
man having to be the "breadwinner" in the family, but everything about the need 
for relatives to care for needy family members lest they have to "sponge" off 
either church or state. Anything less is as audacious as denying the faith (v. 8b)! 
The order of widows who were truly on their own became an established part of 
the church for several centuries;114 no valid hermeneutical principle allows us to 
say that we no longer have similar financial responsibility to the most 
dispossessed in our midst. 

 
C. Elders/teachers worth of double honor (5:17-25) 

 
Chapter 5:17-25 turns to support for elders, who are again linked with teaching 
and directing the affairs of the church. Those who do their job well are worthy of 
"double honor" (v. 17), which no doubt included financial remuneration (v. 18--an 
important text, too, in that it juxtaposes the words of Deuteronomy and Luke as 
equally "Scripture") but extended also to the courtesy of not being hastily 
accused of malfeasance (v. 19). Nevertheless, they are to be held accountable 
and disciplined if necessary (v. 20).  
 

D. Slaves honor their masters (6:1-2) 
 
After related exhortations (vv. 21-25), Paul closes with the reminder that slaves, 
too, must honor their masters (6:1-2). 

 
V. Concluding Warnings (6:3-21) 
 

A. A root problem of the heretics: love of money (vv. 3-10) 
 

Arguably the root problem of the heresy was love of money (vv. 3-10). But the 
most accurate translation of v. 10 is "the love of money is a root of all kinds of  
 

1140n which, see esp. Bonnie B. Thurston, The Widows: A Women's Ministry in the Early Church 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989). 
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evil." Money itself is morally neutral, but it can easily become a blasphemous 
idol. The key to preventing it from doing so is for the rich to be generous in giving 
it away (vv. 17-19).  
 

B. A key to opposing false “gnosis”—moral behavior (vv. 11-21) 
 
More generally, even as one opposes falsehood with the truth, one must exhibit 
moral behavior--love, righteousness, obedience, and the like (vv. 11-16). As Paul 
closes he warns Timothy one last time to guard against the heresy (vv. 20-23). 

 
Application 
 
I. Theological Issues as in Colossians and Practical Issues as in Titus 

 
Much here is repeated and expanded from the theology of Colossians and the 
practical applications of Titus.  
 

II. Particular Emphasis on Leadership Quality 
 
But there is a particular emphasis on the importance of the quality of Christian 
leaders--an absolutely vital element for healthy churches.  
 

III. Important Glimpses into Distinctive Women’s Ministries 
 
Plus there are important glimpses into distinctive women's ministries which perhaps 
should be recultivated--deaconesses, older women, and widows, in particular. And, 
of course, as in so many of Paul's letters, a clear contrast shines through between 
external lists of dos and don'ts vs. inwardly generated holiness as the difference 
between heretical and true spirituality, a lesson the conservative church today still 
desperately needs to learn. 
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2 TIMOTHY --"PASS IT ON" 
 
Introduction 
 
I. Paul Reimprisoned under Nero between A.D. 64-68 and Soon to Die  
 

Paul is once again in prison, presumably for the second time in Rome, this time 
thanks to Nero's program between A.D. 64 and 68. Conditions are more austere; he 
is in chains and hard to find (1:16-17). Early church tradition speaks of the 
Mamertine underground prison in Rome. Paul feels sure death is near (4:6).  
 

II. Last Testament and Passing of Torch to Spiritual Son Timothy 
 
He has already gone through one preliminary hearing which did not go well, 
humanly speaking (4:16; but cf. v. 17). So he writes to pass the torch of his teaching 
ministry in Ephesus on to Timothy in a final charge to bold witness for the Gospel. 
The letter has been called Paul's last "testament." 

 
Analysis 
 
I. Greetings, Thanksgiving and Memorial to Faithfulness (1:1-18) 
 

A. Concerning Timothy (vv. 1-14) 
 

Paul greets Timothy (vv. 1-2) and thanks God for three generations of Jewish 
and then Christian faithfulness in Timothy's family (vv. 3-5). He encourages 
Timothy to exercise his spiritual gift faithfully (vv. 6-7), a reference either to 
preaching and teaching (1 Timothy 4:13), evangelism (2 Timothy 4:5) or both. 
Verses 8-14 continue this charge to Spirit-filled boldness, notwithstanding the 
hardships of ministry, for which Paul himself is awaiting execution. 
 

B. Concerning those in Asia (v. 15) 
 
By way of illustration, Paul contrasts everyone in Asia, who have deserted him 
(v. 15), with the household of Onesiphorus which has faithfully and sacrificially 
ministered to him (vv. 16-18). Verse 15 is either hyperbole, a reference to Asians 
who had been with Paul in Rome or, perhaps most probably, an allusion to their 
refusal to identify with Paul in his current ignominy. 

 
C. Concerning Onesiphorus’ household (vv. 16-18) 
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II. The Commitment Which Faith Requires (2:1-26) 

 
A. Keep the chain of good leadership unbroken (vv. 1-2) 
 

The thesis of the letter is encapsulated in vv. 1-2, especially v. 2: keep the chain 
of good leadership unbroken. Teaching and discipleship require the training of 
faithful successors who will in turn "pass it on."115  
 

B. Avoid entangling commitments (vv. 3-7) 
 
This responsibility, like faithful ministry more generally, means avoiding 
entangling commitments, like the single-minded devotion of soldiers, athletes 
and farmers (vv. 3-7). This will mean, as with Paul, that we work harder than 
many, while also not "spreading ourselves too thin."  
 

C. Recall Christ’s example of suffering (vv. 8-13) 
 
We are encouraged to remain steadfast, too, by recalling Christ's example of 
suffering for our sakes (vv. 8-13), with his promise to remain faithful even when 
we are faithless, at least in ways that fall short of full-fledged apostasy (cf. v. 12b 
with 13).  
 

D. Be an approved workman for the Lord (vv. 14-26) 
 

Thus we must be approved workmen for the Lord (vv. 14-26). The key verse in 
this section is v. 15--not a call for verse-by-verse "division" of the Bible (a 
phenomenon that was not instituted until the Middle Ages) but for hermeneutically 
responsible exegesis and exposition. Verse 18 recalls the Gnostic side of the 
heresy afflicting Ephesus at the time of 1 Timothy and of the problems in Corinth 
that lay behind 1 Corinthians 15. Indeed, the Hymenaeus of v. 17 may be the 
same individual as in 1 Timothy 1:20. The serum for this infectious teaching lies in 
understanding the sovereignty of God (v. 19) and encouraging those who have 
fallen into evil ways that there still is time for redemption (vv. 20-26). 

 
 
 
 
  

115Knight, Pastoral Epistles, 391, links the teaching ministry here with the responsibility of the 
elders/overseers in 1 Timothy, concluding that Paul has elders in view here, too. 
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III. Godlessness Described and Opposed (3:1-17) 

 

A. False teaching characterizing the last days (vv. 1-9) 
 

Verses 1-9 describe the false teaching that will in fact get worse and characterize 
"the last days," the New Testament's term for the period of time inaugurated by 
Christ's death. The self-centeredness, hunger for money, lack of discipline and 
rebellion against proper authority (vv. 1-4), all still with the pretense of being 
religious (v. 5), have indeed characterized the worst side of the church in virtually 
every age. The key thought that ties these verses together is that of misdirected 
love--the self made central to every aspect of life.  
 

B. Faithfulness to the gospel as the antidote (vv. 10-17) 
 

Verses 10-17 counter with the antidote: faithfulness to the Gospel. Follow Paul's 
lifestyle (vv. 10-13), including the acceptance of persecution when it becomes 
necessary (v. 12); and follow the Scriptures (vv. 14-17), recognizing their divine 
origin ("God-breathed"--v. 16a) and relevance and ability to produce spiritual 
maturity (vv.16,17).116 

 

IV. Final Charge (4:1-22) 
 

A. Call to faithful use of gifts regardless of circumstances (vv. 1-5) 
 

Paul closes the last letter he ever wrote by calling Timothy again to the faithful 
use of his gifts regardless of the circumstances (vv. 1-5): "in season and out of 
season" (v. 2a).117 This will require different tactics for different situations: 
"correct, rebuke, encourage"--reasoned argument, direct confrontation and 
positive help, all with great patience and careful teaching (v. 2b).  
 

B. Paul recognizes his end is near and is prepared for it (vv. 6-8) 
 

Paul recognizes the end for him is near (vv. 6-8). He has fought the good fight, a 
noble contest--it is the race or match which is "good," not Paul's approach to it (v. 
7). So he awaits the crown which is the righteousness of eternal life (v. 8).  
 

C. Closing, personal remarks (vv. 9-22) 
 

Verses 9-22 conclude with various personal marks and closing greetings. Of 
particular note is Paul's triumphant affirmation, in spite of it all, that the Lord will 
rescue him, not from dying, but for his eternal kingdom (v. 18). 

 
 

116This is a key text for the doctrine of the inspiration of Scripture, on which B. B. Warfield, The Inspiration 
and Authority of the Bible (Philadelphia: Presbyterian & Reformed, 1948), esp. pp. 131-66, 245-96, 
contains classic studies. 
117Cf. Kelly, Pastoral Epistles, 206: "whether the moment seems opportune or not." 
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Lecture 15: Gender Roles at Home and Church in Paul 
 

Introduction 
 
Four main passages have been deliberately skipped in the rest of the notes in order to 
discuss this particular topic all at once. Few issues of theology or exegesis are as 
volatile in the current scene. This brief overview can merely sketch the main options 
and draw some tentative conclusions. 
 
1 Corinthians 11:2-16--Head Coverings: Men and Women 
 
I. “Yes, but” Logic in vv. 2-3 

 
Paul employs his characteristic "yes, but" logic again in vv. 2-3. The Corinthians had 
apparently gone too far in their interpretation of the privileges of Christian liberty, 
especially regarding personal appearance. Like some in the pagan world of Greco-
Roman worship, they may have been trying to "transcend" their sexuality and re-
create the supposed original androgynous human being. So Paul reminds them that 
the husband is "head" of the wife as Christ is for the man and God for Christ.  
 

II. The Issue of “Head” (kephale) 
 
Whether one translates kephale (head) as "source" or "authority," the point in 
context is "one who should be honored." 

 
III. Husbands and Wives Reflect their Reflective Roles through the Use or Non-

use of Head Coverings in Worship (vv. 4-16) 
 
A. What kind of covering? 
 

What kind of covering did Paul have in mind? Many would argue for a veil, but 
the word never appears in the Greek except in a few later mss. at v. 10 (which 
influenced the KJV). Some Jewish and some Greco-Roman women still wore 
face veils (or other external head coverings) in the first century but the practice 
was dying out. In vv. 13-15 clearly the head covering in view is hair, and this fits 
well with the contrast with a shaven head in vv. 5-6. A good case can in fact be 
made out for something along the lines of the NIV margin as best explaining vv. 
4-7. Then the question of long or short hair would be the issue at stake 
throughout the passage. 
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B. Why this symbol? 
 

1. If an external covering 
 

Whether external coverings or long hair, why should women have it, and men 
not, when gathered for Christian worship? In the Greek world, married 
women who wore shawls on their heads often did so to show they were no 
longer "available." Pagan prophetesses, however, bared their heads and 
loosed their hair during the ecstatic frenzy that accompanied their worship. 
For men, a head covering may have resembled the Roman priests' togas 
pulled over their heads while they were worshiping their gods.  

 

2. If length of hair 
 

If long or short hair is the issue, then it is noteworthy that overly short hair or 
shaven heads on women could be a sign in the Greek world of being the 
more "masculine" partner in a lesbian relationship, while overly long hair on 
some Greek men indicated homosexuality.  
 

3. Conclusions 
 

Whichever historical-cultural background one follows, Paul's point almost 
certainly is that head coverings in Corinth symbolized either sexual or 
religious faithfulness vs. infidelity. 

 
IV. Applications 
 

A few Christians today would still take this whole passage as normative, but they 
miss the changed significance of most hairstyles or head coverings today. Even in 
Paul's world there were honorable men who never cut their hair (e.g., the Jewish 
Nazirites). Many Christians therefore wonder whether any of this passage remains 
normative, yet Paul suggests elsewhere that all Scripture is relevant in some way at 
all times (2 Timothy 3:16b). It is probably best to see the issue of head covering as 
culture-specific but the principle of honoring one's spiritual head, including by 
appropriate fashion and outward demeanor, as a timeless mandate. It is also crucial 
to note the implications of what Paul does not prohibit--women praying or 
prophesying in church. If we are correct in including the preaching of messages God 
lays on one's heart as part of prophesying, then room must be left in the church in 
every age for women to exercise this gift. After all, no passage ever suggests that 
any gift is gender-specific. Questions of offices may be different and will be 
addressed below.118 

 
118For details of the interpretation and application of this passage and references to the most relevant 
secondary literature, see Craig L. Blomberg, 1 Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994) 207-26. 
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1 Corinthians 14:33b-38--Women's Silence in Church 
 
I. Absolute Silence? 
 

In light of 11:5, the one thing these verses almost certainly cannot mean is that Paul 
was commanding absolute silence of all women at all time in church. But then what 
do we do with the text? We will list five main approaches in what we think is an 
increasing order of probability. 
 

II. A Later Textual Addition? 
 
In a few manuscripts these verses appear after v. 40. Could this be because they 
were a later textual addition and not what Paul wrote at all? This is most unlikely 
because no manuscripts omit them altogether, and the change in location is natural 
since they seem intrusive where they are. An explanation for their appearance in 
this context, however, appears below. 
 

III. A Corinthian Slogan which Paul Refutes? 
 
Are vv. 34-35 another Corinthian slogan which Paul refutes in vv. 36-38? Probably 
not, since all the other slogans in I Corinthians represent the more libertine wing of 
the church, are phrased in short, proverbial form, and receive at least qualified 
endorsement by Paul. None of these features is true of vv. 34-35. 
 

IV. Historically Explainable as Gossiping Chatter? 
 
Were the women, particularly those of Jewish background, used to being 
segregated in worship and chattering or gossiping with little actual involvement in 
the service? Perhaps some were, but nothing in the text indicates this is the problem 
here, so at best this solution is entirely speculative. 
 

V. Based on General Lack of Access to Education for Women in Antiquity? 
 
Given the general lack of access to education for women in antiquity, were they 
asking disruptive questions which were better dealt with by husbands or fathers 
outside of worship? This would fit v. 35a particularly well, though one wonders if all 
women and no men were so uneducated and disruptive. 
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VI. A Reference to the Evaluation of Prophecy? 

 
Perhaps the best view is that which limits the type of speech that Paul silences here 
to something in the context of the use of tongues, their interpretation, prophecy or its 
evaluation. After all, that is the context of chapter 14, and all but one of the 20 other 
uses of the verb "speak" in this chapter are thus restricted. But of the four specific 
forms of speech cited, only the evaluation of prophecy is not a spiritual gift given by 
the Spirit as He determines. Although all are called to evaluate an alleged prophecy 
(v. 29), the ultimate responsibility far passing judgment would have fallen on the 
church leaders (elders or overseers), and at least in Paul's day it seems that all of 
these were men (see on 1 Timothy 2:8-15 below). So it is probably speaking in this 
limited context of the authoritative evaluation of prophecy that Paul forbids to 
women; this would also account for why this passage appears where it does, 
precisely on the heels of the regulation of prophecy in vv. 29-33a.  
 

VII. Application 
 
Whether a similar restriction ever applies today will depend on one's interpretation of 
the 1 Timothy passage. As in 11:2-16, the timeless principle need not be more than 
duly ordained submission of wives to husbands (v. 34).119 

 
Ephesians 5:18-33 (cf. Colossians 3:18-19)—Domestic Relationships 
 
I. The Broader Context (vv.18-21) 
 

Speaking of submission leads us to this famous passage used in countless Christian 
weddings. The broader context of Paul's commands to submit is crucial; it begins at 
least in v. 18. Paul gives an imperative to keep on being filled with the Spirit. The 
Greek syntax does not permit a sentence break (much less a paragraph division) 
until at least the end of v. 23. The command of v. 18 is modified by a series of 
subordinate participles that unpack what is meant by being filled with the Spirit: 
speaking, singing, thanking, and submitting.  
 

II. The Command to Wives: Submit (vv. 22-24) 
 
The command to wives in v. 22 follows on from the injunction to mutual submission 
in v. 21. Literally translated, these two verses would read, submitting to one another 
in the fear of Christ, wives to their own husbands as to the Lord. Mutual submission 
 

119Again, for details, cf. ibid., 277-92. 
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implies wives deferring to their husbands (vv. 22-24; cf. Colossians 3:18) and 
husbands loving their wives (vv. 25-33; cf. Colossians 3:19). 

 
A. The hierarchical combination of “submit” and “head” 

 
The combination of "submit" (hypotasso) and "head" (kephale) in vv. 22-24 
makes it hard not to see some kind of hierarchy here, notwithstanding numerous 
attempts to get around it.  
 

B. Paul’s qualifications of submission 
 
Nevertheless this is not unqualified submission by any means. Unlike Paul's 
commands to children and slaves (6:1, 5), Paul never tells women to "obey" but 
uses a term for "respect" or "honor" instead (v. 33). "As to the Lord" in v. 22 is 
explained in Colossians 3:18 as "as is fitting in the Lord." What is fitting is always 
to put Christ first. If there is a conflict between authorities, God must be honored 
above human leaders (recall Moses' mother, Daniel, and Peter before the 
Sanhedrin). "In everything" (v. 24) should probably be rendered "in all 
circumstances," to avoid the false conclusion that Paul means "do everything 
you're told"! 

 
III. The Command to Husbands: Love (vv. 25-33) 

 
A. Paul’s redefinition of hierarchy (vv. 25-27) 
 

With his command to husbands, Paul radically redefines hierarchy as sacrificial, 
self-giving love--equivalent to Jesus' teaching on servant leadership (e.g., Luke 
22:24-30). If husbands retain any unique authority it is that of responsibility not 
privilege. This kind of "hierarchical" marriage should look little different than an 
egalitarian marriage, except that, in the case of an impasse in decision-making, 
loving one's wife as Christ loved the church means taking the lead to put her 
interests above the husband's. 

 
B. Love your wife as you love yourself (vv. 28-30) 

 
Verses 28-30 further compare loving one's wife to the care one normally lavishes 
over one's own body; Paul does not have pathological exceptions in view here!  
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C. Marriage analogous to Christ and the church (vv. 31-33) 

 
Verses 31-33 complete the passage by drawing the analogy more generally 
between husband and wife and Christ and the church. Like the latter, the former 
was designed at creation to be an undissolved union of the most intimate of 
human loyalties one for the other.120 

 
1 Timothy 2:8-15—Women and Authoritative Teaching in the Church 
 
I. Avoid Inappropriate Adornment (vv. 9-10) 
 

After encouraging men to pray without quarreling (v. 8), clearly a timeless mandate, 
Paul supplies a series of instructions for women. First, they are to avoid 
inappropriate adornment (vv. 9-10). The Greek here reads literally "braided hair and 
gold or silver or expensive clothes" -- referring to the popular, costly and time-
consuming fashion of well-to-do Greek women.121 This, then, is not a culture-bound 
injunction: Christians of either gender are never to dress indecently or overly 
ostentatiously. 

 
II. Do Not Supplant the Christian Male Leadership Roles (vv. 11-15) 

 
Second, vv. 11-15 call on the women of Ephesus not to supplant the male role for 
leadership in church (cf. 3:15). Verses 11-12 define this role as one of authoritative 
teaching. 
 
A. Authoritative teaching in the church (vv. 11-12) 
 

1. Women must learn (v. 11) 
 

Verse 11 begins with the one positive command for women, radical in Paul's 
day, literally, "they must learn." But they should do so in an appropriately 
submissive spirit. The word for "quietness" does not mean "without 
speaking;" the same root appears in 2:2 where believers are to live "peaceful 
and quiet lives."  
 
 
 
 

120On this passage, cf. further Klyne Snodgrass, Ephesians (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, forthcoming). 
121See especially James B. Hurley, Man and Woman in Biblical Perspective (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1981) 198-99. 
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2. The issues of v. 12 

 
a. Authentein 
 

Verse 12 at first glance seems to make -two separate prohibitions ("teach" 
and "have authority"), but they are probably intended as mutually defining 
(a figure of speech known as a hendiadys). After all, Priscilla and Aquila 
taught Apollos (Acts 18:26), and I Timothy 2 seems to be full of pairs of 
roughly synonymous expressions that say basically the same thing in two 
different ways (cf. vv. 1, 2a,b,c, 3, 4, 5, 7a,b, 8, 9a,b).  
 

b. Teaching + having authority 
 
The authoritative speaking role which Paul prohibits women from taking 
would then apparently be the same as the overseer or elder, inasmuch as 
3:2 and 5:17 assign the functions of teaching and exercising authority 
uniquely to this office. Alternately, one may point to various pre-Christian 
uses of the verb authenteo, translated "have authority" in the NIV, in a 
more negative sense such as "domineer" (cf. KJV "usurp authority"), in 
which case women (and presumably men as well) would merely be 
forbidden to exercise authority in an authoritarian way. 

 
c. Man and woman or husband and wife? 

 
It is also possible throughout this passage to translate "man" and 
"woman" as "husband" and "wife." Then Paul's point would be that family 
structures should be modeled in the church. This would limit Paul's 
restrictions to married women not exercising inappropriate authority over 
their husbands. 

 
B. The rationale (v. 13) 

 
Paul supplies his rationale for his instructions in v. 13, seemingly based on the 
order of creation--Adam was created first. Some commentators, however, think 
he is rebutting a Gnostic myth in which Eve was creator.122   
 
 
 
 

122For the most vigorous defense of this perspective see Richard C. Kroeger and Catherine C. Kroeger, I 
Suffer Not a Woman (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992). 
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C. The positive substitute (vv. 14-15) 
 
Verses 14-15 seem to supply the positive substitute for not holding the highest 
office of the church by pointing to God's appointed role or calling to women as a 
whole. Verse 14 has historically been taken as a second reason for Paul's 
prohibition in v. 12 or, more recently, as further refutation of a Gnostic myth in 
which Eve did not sin at all. But the support for the latter comes exclusively from 
the second through fourth centuries, and the former would seem to make it 
inappropriate for mothers to teach their sons, lest the more "gullible" gender lead 
astray the most gullible age group! What is more, if Adam wasn't deceived, then 
it means he sinned "with his eyes wide open"! 

 
Perhaps it is best to see v. 14 as merely a further thought triggered by the 
Genesis reference. We might then paraphrase the flow of thought from vv. 11-15 
as follows: "Women" (or wives) are not to hold the authoritative church teaching 
role because that is not a role for which they were created. In fact, things 
deteriorated for the woman after creation, when she fell through the deception of 
the serpent. But there is a bright side…”123 

 
That silver lining then appears in v. 15. The Greek reads literally, "But she shall 
be saved through childbearing, if they remain in faith and love and holiness with 
modesty." The shift in number of the feminine pronoun suggests that the female 
gender as a whole is in view in v. 15a (with many individual exceptions), while all 
individual Christian women must follow v. 15b. "Saved" would then carry the 
sense of "preserved" or "restored" as in 1 Timothy 4:16 and 2 Timothy 4:18. This 
interpretation, encouraging many (not all) women to focus on bearing and rearing 
children, would redress the imbalance created by the heresy afoot at Ephesus 
that was forbidding marriage (1 Timothy 4:3) and a similar imbalance in any 
other culture that does not adequately value the role of mothering as an 
inherently appropriate and fulfilling task for women. 

 
III. Application 
 

If the problem in Ephesus, as some have suggested, was that of women getting 
caught up in the teaching of this heresy, then the timeless application of these 
verses may be only that no one (of either gender) should teach heresy today 
either.124 If v. 13 (or vv. 13-14) imply a timeless hierarchy, then valid application  
 

123Cf. further Craig L. Blomberg, "Not Beyond What Is Written: A Review of Aida Spencer's Beyond the 
Curse, Criswell Theological Review 2 (1988) 410-16. 
124See especially Craig S. Keener, Paul, Women and Wives (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1992) 120-21. 
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must determine the modern-day equivalents to an "overseer" or "elder." The bottom 
line for this interpretation would seem to be that the ultimately authoritative teacher 
in a given church should be a man (or at least not a married woman teaching her 
husband). In congregationally structured churches this would be the senior pastor; in 
other forms of church government it might be a person "higher up" (e.g., a bishop or 
pope). Team ministry, however, is a more helpful model, even if there is one who 
ultimately supervises.125 

 
In most evangelical churches, however, we have a long way to go before we come 
anywhere close to violating Paul's teaching, and we need to consider many more 
ways of getting women active in using all their gifts. One can exercise the gift of 
pastoring or deliver sermons as a preacher, for example, without being the highest 
teaching authority in a congregation. Finally, there is a desperate need for us to hold 
our views tentatively, admitting we could be wrong, and agreeing to disagree in love 
and to tolerate diverse models among differently minded churches. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
125See especially John Stott, Involvement, vol. 2 (Old Tappan, NJ: Revell, 1985) 127-56. 

© 1995 by The Institute of Theological Studies™ 
NT Survey: Epistles/Revelation  Expanded Study Guide 122



  
  
  

JJaammeess  
  

  
 
 
 

Lecture 16: The Epistle of James—“Faith Without Works is Dead” 
 
Introduction 
 
I. Setting 
 

Early church tradition strongly supports the identification of the author of this book 
with James the (half-) brother of Jesus. James the apostle, brother of John and son 
of Zebedee, was martyred in A.D. 44 (see Acts 12:2), probably before this letter was 
written. The other apostle named James was much less well known. But the brother 
of Jesus became the influential head of the early church in Jerusalem (see 
especially Acts 15). A skeptic during Jesus' lifetime (Mark 3:21, John 7:5), he was 
probably converted by means of a special resurrection appearance to him (1 
Corinthians 15:7). Modern critics have at times supported theories of pseudonymity, 
particularly on two grounds: (1) James' style is very good Greek, better than we 
would expect of a Hebrew carpenter's son. But Hellenism had made deep inroads 
into first-century Galilee,126 and the epistle may well have undergone stages of 
redaction.127 (2) James' teaching is extremely Jewish. He speaks of the church as 
"twelve tribes" (1:1) and "the synagogue" (2:2) and refers to Jesus only in 1:1 and 
2:1 and never unambiguously to the Holy Spirit. But this is only to be expected if the 
letter is what it claims to be--the product of early Jewish-Christianity. And the letter's 
Christian ethos is amply demonstrated by its numerous allusions to the Sermon on 
the Mount.128 Tellingly, objections (1) and (2) in large measure cancel each other 
out! 
 
If the letter is authentic, it must be dated prior to the martyrdom of James, the 
brother of Jesus, in A.D. 62. If James' insistence on supplementing faith with works 
is a reaction to Paul's letters (perhaps to an overly one-sided appropriation of them), 
then it should probably be dated to the early 60s. If James was writing 
independently of Paul's teaching, then this may well be the earliest canonical book 
we have, from the period after James' ascendancy and before Paul's (i.e., A.D. 44-
49). Evangelical commentators slightly tend to favor the early date in the 40s. 
 
The "early and late rains" of 5:7 best fit the climate of Israel and support a 
Palestinian provenance. The rich unbelievers oppressing the poor Christians (2:6-7)  
 

126See especially the massive two-volume study by Martin Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1974). 
127See Peter H. Davids, he Epistle of James (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982) 12-13; Ralph P. Martin, 
James (Waco: Word, 1988) lxix-lxxvii. 
128For a list, see Davids, James, 47-48. 
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in an agricultural context (5:1-6) fits the practice of many Jewish (and a few Roman) 
landlords owning large holdings of land in Palestine and Syria and relying on 
migrant workers for labor, many of whom were often unfairly treated. Given the 
tension in the early church between Christian and non-Christian Jews, such 
marginalization could well have been exacerbated for James' Jewish-Christian 
community. The reference to the "diaspora" in 1:1 suggests that James' audience 
lives outside of Palestine, perhaps in Syria. But if the scattering refers to the 
dispersion of Christians after Stephen's stoning (Acts 8:1), they might merely have 
moved elsewhere in Israel outside Jerusalem. 

 
II. Structure 
 

Perhaps more so than with any other New Testament epistle, the structure of James 
is substantially in doubt. Older commentators, on analogy with gospel form criticism, 
tended to see James as a classic example of stringing together loosely related 
concepts. They likened it to the wisdom literature of the Old Testament (most 
notably Proverbs).129 More recent scholarship, on analogy with gospel redaction 
criticism, tends to see James as a purposeful theologian, with a more conscious 
structure. Davids supports one such outline, with James twice introducing three key 
themes in chapter one, and then unpacking them in more detail in reverse sequence 
throughout the rest of the book.130 We will adopt his basic outline here, with some 
modification in section divisions. 
 

Analysis 
 
I. Greetings (1:1) 
 

See notes in the introduction. 
 
II. Statement of Three Key Themes (1:2-11) 
 

A. Trials in Christian living (vv. 2-4) 
 

James begins with the theme of trials, no doubt because of the poverty and the 
socio-economic and religious oppression his community was experiencing. He 
commands them (and us) to consider difficult external circumstances an 
opportunity for growth in Christian maturity (v. 2-4). Joy in this context is not 
primarily an emotion but a settled attitude.  
 

129See classically Martin Dibelius, The Epistle of James (Philadelphia: Fortress, trans. 1976). 
130Davids, James, 22-28. 
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B. Wisdom (vv. 5-8) 
 
Second, he turns to the theme of wisdom (vv. 5-8). He may still have the context 
of trials in view, though his principles are not limited to that context. When we 
need wisdom, we must ask God in faith, not doubting. The doubter is a 
dipsychos, literally double-souled (cf. 4:8, where it refers to one not 
wholeheartedly committed to God). There is thus no support here for "name it 
and claim it" theology. James' point is not that we must know how our prayers 
will be answered in advance; rather we must be certain of who will answer them 
(i.e., who we are committed to as our God).  
 

C. Riches and poverty (vv. 9-11) 
 
Third, he introduces the theme of riches and poverty, the specific context of the 
trials of his church (vv. 9-11). Economic situations are reversed by spiritual 
evaluations in a Christian setting. The poor "brother" is spiritually rich; the rich 
one can take none of his possessions with him into eternity. 

 
III. Restatement of Three Key Themes “With a Twist” (1:12-27) 
 

A. Trials and temptations in relation to God (1:12-18) 
 

James begins again with trials but turns quickly to talk about temptations (vv. 12-
18). The same Greek word peirasmoi can be translated either way. One and the 
same set of external circumstances can be a "trial" that a believer allows to help 
him or her to mature, or it can become a seduction to sin. The believer's 
response is what proves determinative. As throughout Scripture, God is 
dissociated from evil in these verses; he brings only good. But neither does the 
devil enter in here; when we give in to temptation we have only our fallen, sinful 
natures to blame.  
 

B. Wisdom in the area of speech (1:19-26) 
 
Second, the theme of wisdom is unpacked, especially with respect to our speech 
(vv. 19-26). We must be slow to speak, quick to listen and to obey the implanted 
word (v. 21) and the perfect law of liberty (v. 25), two of James' distinctive terms 
for the gospel.  
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C. The dispossessed and the responsibility of faith (v. 27) 
 
Thirdly, concern for the dispossessed combines with moral purity as a key 
definition of true "religion" -- the external outworkings of our inward faith 
commitments (v. 27). 

 
IV. The Third Theme Expanded (2:1-26) 
 

A. Favoritism, specifically of the rich, is condemned (vv. 1-13) 
 

James now elaborates his concern for the disparity between rich and poor. 
Favoritism, here specifically for the rich, is condemned (vv, 1-13).  
 
1. The illustration (vv. 1-4) 
 

Many have taken the illustration of vv. 2-4 to refer to worship, but a credible 
case can be made for seeing this as a Christian courtroom--early Jewish-
Christians gathering, as Jews before them consistently did (and as Paul 
commanded the Corinthians to do--I Corinthians 6), to sort out legal disputes 
"in house."131  
 

2. The threefold rationale (vv. 5-13) 
 
Verses 5-13 give a threefold rationale for the prohibition: (1) Most Christians 
then were poor (v. 5)--though contra Vatican II, God does not express here a 
"preferential option" for all poor, but for "those who love him." (2) The rich 
tended to be the oppressors of Christianity (vv. 6-7). (3) Discrimination goes 
against the heart of the Christian ethic, summarized in the royal or supreme 
law of neighbor love (vv. 8-13). 
 

B. Concern for the needy leading to discussion of works and faith (vv. 14-26) 
 

Next James discusses the outworking of concern for those in need, leading to a 
discussion of the requirements of works which proceed from faith (2:14-26).  
 
 
 

 
131Set, e.g., Ronald B. Ward, "Partiality in the Assembly: James 2:2-4," Harvard Theological Review 61 
(1969) 87-97. 
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1. The illustration (vv. 14-17) 
 

Verses 14-17 provide an illustration of people who claim to be Christians but 
refuse to help the truly needy among their fellow believers when they are in a 
position to do so. The grammatical form of v. 14a anticipates a negative 
answer: such people are not saved.  
 

2. The anticipated objection (v. 18a) 
 
Verses 18-26 anticipate and answer a potential objection: aren't faith and 
works separable? James denies this possibility (v. 18).  
 

3. The rebuttal (vv. 18b-26) 
 
The demons believe that God exists (they have faith "by itself"), but obviously 
they are not saved (v. 19). By way of contrast, Abraham and Rahab in Old 
Testament times demonstrated their righteous standing before God by their 
good deeds (vv. 20-26). The language of these verses, especially vv. 23-24, 
at first glance seems flatly to contradict Paul (cf. Romans 3:28 and 4:3), 
leading to Luther's famous reference to James as "an epistle of straw"! But 
we must recognize that Paul and James use "faith" and "works" in different 
ways. Paul speaks of Christian faith (trusting in Christ) and Jewish works 
(obeying the law in attempts to justify oneself); James, of Jewish faith (pure 
monotheism) and Christian works (good deeds that flow from salvation).132 

Both agree that true commitment to Christ will of necessity lead to a 
transformed lifestyle (cf. Galatians 5:6). 
 

V. The Second Theme Expanded (3:1-4:17) 
 

The topics of speech (3:1-12) and wisdom (3:13-4:17) are now juxtaposed.133 
 
A. The dangers of the tongue—speech (3:1-12) 
 

1. For teachers (v. 1) 
 

James warns against the dangers of the tongue, first by cautioning too many 
not to aspire to the status of teachers, since stricter judgment accompanies 
 

132Joachim Jeremias, "Paul and James," Expository Times 66 (1955) 568-71. 
133The fullest and most useful exposition of these themes appears in William W Baker, Personal Speech-
Ethics (Tubingen: Mohr, 1993). 
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that profession-- the damage done by careless words can be more extensive 
than, say, in private conversation (v. 1).  
 

2. For everyone (vv. 2-12) 
 
Then he generalizes to describe the powerful effects of the tongue for good 
and ill, more generally, and its unique capability among all creation for 
duplicity (vv. 2-12).  
 

B. Wisdom (3:13-4:17) 
 

1. Unspiritual vs. spiritual wisdom (3:13-18) 
 
Verses 13-18 contrast spiritual and unspiritual wisdom--purity vs. self-
centeredness are the key concepts here.  
 

2. The two kinds of wisdom illustrated (4:1-10) 
 
These two kinds of wisdom are illustrated in 4:1-10 as spawning humility and 
violence, respectively. These verses also contain two crucial teachings on 
prayer.  
 
a. Why pray if God’s will is always done? (v. 2) 
 

First, why pray at all if God's will is always done? Answer: Sometimes it is 
his will to give only if his people ask (v. 2).  
 

b. Why don’t we always get what we ask for? (v. 3) 
 
Second, why don't we always get what we ask for? Answer: Sometimes 
our motives are wrong (v. 3).  
 

3. Wrong kinds of speech (4:11-17) 
 

a.  Why don’t I get what I ask for even when my motives are right? 
 
Verses 11-17 elaborate on the wrong kinds of speech and include a third 
key teaching on prayer: Why don't I get what I ask for even if my motives 
are right?  
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b. Sometimes simply not the Lord’s will (vv. 13-17) 

 
Answer: Sometimes it is simply not the Lord's will. These verses also tie 
back in with the theme of rich and poor, although the business travelers 
described here were probably from the small mercantile "middle-class" 
and part of James' church rather than the very rich oppressors about to be 
condemned. 

 
VI. The First Theme Expanded (5:1-18) 
 

A. Those responsible for causing trials (persecution) will be judged severely 
(vv. 1-6) 

 
At last James returns to trials. First he takes up the specific circumstances of 
oppression in which many in James' church found themselves (vv. 1-12). He 
assures them that those who cause their trials--external persecution--will be 
judged severely (vv. 1-6). These self-indulgent are clearly not Christians, but 
their living in luxury indifferent to the plight of the oppressed offers a strong 
warning against all people who would act similarly while claiming to be believers. 
The murder of v. 6 may be judicial--condemning to debtor's prison those who 
could not pay extravagant taxes and rents.  
 

B. Those experiencing such trials must respond with patience (vv. 7-12) 
 
James calls on those suffering to endure, trusting in Judgment Day to right their 
wrongs (vv. 7-12). He appeals to the patience of Job and of the prophets. But 
Job complained bitterly of his fate and the prophets regularly denounced injustice 
in their preaching. So James occupies a middle ground between the Zealot and 
Essene options of his day--while not promoting violence or revolution, neither 
does he endorse quietism. We, too, are called to speak out against those who 
inflict suffering on innocent people, especially Christians. 

 
VII. Concluding Remarks (5:13-20) 

 
A. Faithful prayer as an antidote to suffering (vv. 13-18) 

 
Trials can also take the form of physical illnesses (vv. 13-18). Here, again, 
James enjoins faithful prayer as an antidote to suffering--the term appears in vv. 
13, 14, 15, 16a, 16b, 17, and 18. In serious cases, the sick person is to call for 
an anointing with oil by the church elders. Several words in this passage can 
refer either to physical or spiritual sickness and healing, leading some to think 
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that only the latter is in view. But vv. 15b-16 suggest that only some illnesses are 
caused by sin, in which case confession is needed, and rabbis often used oil to 
anoint sick people ceremonially, so it is best to see physical disease as in view 
throughout.134 What then do we do with v. 15a: "the prayer offered in faith will 
make the sick person well"? We realize that 4:15 still applies: "A true prayer of 
faith, then, always includes within it a tacit acknowledgment... that it is God's will 
that must be done."135 While the fact that the person who is sick has to summon 
the elders suggests that the illness is serious enough to leave that person 
housebound, there is nothing here to suggest anyone is at the point of death, as 
in the traditional Roman Catholic sacrament of extreme unction ("last rites") 
which developed from this text. 

 
B. Closing (5:19-20) 

 
James' abrupt ending reminds us that his epistle is not in standard letter form, 
but more in the genre of wisdom literature. Still, these verses form a fitting 
ending, reminding his audience of a key task of the Christian life--to restore 
sinners from error and save them from spiritual death. 

 
Application 
 

I. To Lordship salvation and liberation theology 
 

Perhaps no other New Testament document as pointedly demonstrates the contrast 
between biblical and American Christianity. "Lordship salvation" and "liberation 
theology," when stripped of their unbiblical excesses, rightly appeal to James for 
their legitimacy.136 Saving faith inevitably leads, over time, to an acknowledgment of 
Christ's lordship, preeminently in the area of financial stewardship and concern for 
the poor. If this never happens to any extent at all, we have serious reason to 
question any profession of salvation. By this criterion, nominal rather than genuine 
Christianity afflicts North American evangelical churches just as it does mainline 
ones. It is possible to be rich and Christian, according to James, but it is not possible 
to be a rich Christian and not be generous with one's wealth in helping the needy.137 

 

II. A prophetic option in between Zealotry and Essenism 
 

134See especially Gary S. Shogren, "Will God Heal Us? A Re-Examination of James 5:14-16a, 
Evangelical Quarterly 61 (1989) 99-108; John C. Thomas, "The Devil, Disease, and Deliverance: James 
5.14-16," Journal of Pentecostal Theology 2 (1993) 25-50. 
135Douglas J. Moo, The Letter of James (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985) 182. 
136On the former, see especially John F. MacArthur, "Faith According to the Apostle James," Journal of 
the Evangelical Theological Society 33 (1990) 13-34; on the latter, Elsa Tamez, The Scandalous 
Message of James (New York: Crossroad, 1990) 
137See especially Pedrito U. Maynard-Reid, Poverty and Wealth in James (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1987). 
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Lecture 17: Hebrews 1:1—6:12 
 

HEBREWS -- THE SUPERIORITY OF CHRIST 
 
Introduction 
 
I. Genre 
 

Despite its traditional title as an epistle, only the ending of this book resembles a 
letter. Its author describes it as "a word of exhortation" (13:22), and the only other 
New Testament use of this expression comes in Acts 13:15 to refer to a sermon of 
Paul's. So it is best to think of Hebrews as the written form of (or substitute for) a 
preached message. 
 

II. Recipients 
 
The recipients have traditionally been identified as Jewish Christians, and the 
contents largely fit this identification. The book is replete with Old Testament 
quotations and imagery and is designed to demonstrate the superiority of Christ to 
every key Jewish figure and institution. Some modem scholars have supposed, 
however, that the "letter" was written more to Gentile Christians, because of the 
elegant Greek style, the regular use of the LXX in the Old Testament quotes, and a 
method of reasoning that seems more akin to Plato or Philo (e.g., in the comparison 
of earthly and heavenly tabernacles in 8:1-6). Since the discovery of the Dead Sea 
Scrolls, though, the pendulum has swung back to reading Hebrews in light of Jewish 
backgrounds, with some scholars even seeing distinctive similarities with these 
Essene writings: (1) The Essenes at Qumran looked for a priestly as well as kingly 
Messiah; Hebrews is the only New Testament document to develop the theme of 
Christ as high priest. (2) One document (11Q Melchizedek) equates this priestly 
Messiah with Melchizedek (cf. the parallels in Hebrews 7); elsewhere among the 
DSS, Melchizedek is also exalted, for example, as the archangel Michael. (3) The 
plural reference to "baptisms" in 6:2 could tie in with the daily ablutions practiced at 
Qumran. Probably the most balanced conclusion is to see a mixed Hellenistic 
congregation with largely Jewish-Christian elements, some perhaps from a sectarian 
background such as Essenism.138 

 

 

 
138Cf., e.g., the balanced conclusions of F. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the Hebrews (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, rev. 1990) 3-9. 
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III. Author 

 
The author of this letter is unknown. Traditionally, Roman Catholicism has equated 
him with Paul, largely to maintain apostolic authority. This identification is almost 
certainly wrong, because (1) no other letter of Paul is anonymous (and 2 
Thessalonians 3:17 suggests that Paul signed all his letters), (2) the style and form 
of argument is entirely different from all of Paul's other letters (even greater than the 
differences that set off the Pastoral Epistles), and (3) 2:3 shows that the author 
learned the gospel second-hand rather than via a direct encounter with the Risen 
Lord. The earliest years of church history showed a great diversity of opinion about 
authorship. The main suggestions, in addition to Paul, included Luke (based on 
stylistic parallels with his writings), Barnabas (a "Levite" and "son of exhortation"--
recall 13:22), and Clement of Rome (based on similarities with his later letter known 
as 1 Clement). The most common modern proposal, first popularized by Martin 
Luther, was Apollos (based on his reputation for eloquence and thorough knowledge 
of the Old Testament [Acts 18:24-28] and his Alexandrian origin, with its "school" of 
exegetical interpretation similar to that of this letter). 
 
Others have suggested Silas, Philip, and even Priscilla (to account for the 
anonymity, since a woman would lack credibility publishing in her own name)! 
Origen (ca. A.D. 200) said it best, however, that God only knows. But all the 
suggestions, ancient and modem, preserve a link with Paul, since there are some 
very Pauline touches here and there, and this is adequate to establish apostolic 
authority (along the lines of a Mark or Luke who were connected to apostles while 
not being ones themselves). 

 
IV. Date 

 
The strongest external evidence supports Rome as the destination for Hebrews and 
13:24 fits well with this. "Those from Italy" would naturally send greetings back to 
Italy (i.e., Rome) from wherever the author was writing. References to Hebrews in 1 
Clement (written perhaps as early as the 90’s) and to Timothy in Hebrews 13:23 
demand a first-century date for this letter. Debates as to whether it predates or 
postdates A.D. 70 usually center on the lack of any reference to the temple's 
destruction and to the use of present tenses with reference to the sacrificial system. 
More decisive, however, is 12:4. If the audience was Roman, then they would have 
shed blood after Nero's persecution there beginning in A.D. 64. The reference to the 
prior confiscation of their property in 10:32-34 would also fit well with Claudius' 
temporary banishment of Jews from Rome in 49. Lane puts all this data together 
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and makes a persuasive case for the author writing to one or more Jewish-Christian 
house-churches in Rome (not the entire church in the city) just prior to A.D. 64.

139 

 

V. Structure 
 

Unlike Paul, who tends to group all his theology together and then move to an 
extended section of exhortation, Hebrews intersperses doctrine and ethics 
throughout.140 The letter's main theme highlights the supremacy of Christ over all 
things Jewish--presumably to discourage these professing Jewish-Christians from 
reverting to a form of Judaism less distinctively Christian so as to exempt 
themselves from the onset of Neronic persecution. 
 

Analysis 
 
I. Prologue (1:1-4) 
 

Hebrews begins with one of the loftiest paragraphs of Christology in the New 
Testament. Christ is God's ultimate Word (vv. 1-2) -- the days of diverse prophetic 
communications are past; and God's exact image (vv. 3-4)--both in creating and 
sustaining the universe and in providing redemption for humanity. 

 
II. The Central Thesis: The Supremacy of Christ (1:5-12:29) 
 

A. Over Angels (1:5-2:18)  
 

1. Comparison: superiority in sovereignty (1:5-14)—defended by threefold 
hermeneutic in quoting the Old Testament 

 
Christ is superior to that order of beings which in Jewish thought were next 
only to God--the angels. He is superior first with respect to His sovereignty 
(1:5-14). Hebrews argues this claim by means of seven Old Testament 
quotations, six taken to refer to Christ and one to the angels. When one looks 
up these passages it is not always easy to see how they were taken as 
Messianic. In some cases, certain (but not all) Jewish perspectives already 
took them as referring to the coming Christ (Psalms 2:7 in Hebrews 1:5a; 2 
Samuel 7:14 in Hebrews 1:5b and Psalms 45:6-7 in Hebrews 1:8-9). In at 
least one case, the writer apparently attributes God's distinctive action in  
 

139William L. Lane, Hebrews 1-8 (Dallas: Word, 1991) li-lxvi. 
140The most detailed and helpful study of Hebrews' structure, though not exactly matching our outline, is 
George Guthrie, The Structure of Hebrews (Leiden: Brill, 1994). 
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creation and redemption to Jesus (Deuteronomy 32:43 LXX in Hebrews 1:6). 
The precedent for taking Psalms 110:1 in Hebrews 1:13 as Messianic comes 
from Jesus himself (Mark 12:35-37 pars.), and a similar logic may be at work 
in the use of Psalms 102:25-27 in Hebrews 1:10-12. The introductory 
formulas in each case also stress that the Scripture is God's inspired word. 
 

2. Implication: follow him closely (2:1-4) 
 

2:1-4 is the first of five major warning passages in Hebrews that form the 
heart of this letter's exhortation. Because Christ is more sovereign than the 
angels, we had better pay more attention to the message He brought. But 
what message came through angels (2:2-3)? Hebrews has in mind the Law, 
drawing on the same Jewish tradition that God mediated the Torah to Moses 
through angels that is reflected in Acts 7:53 and Galatians 3:19. Later 
Hebrews will warn against outright apostasy; here he reminds his readers 
that rejecting the gospel can come through a slow process of neglect (cf. 
pararreo-- "to drift away" in 2:1). 

 
3. Comparison: superiority in suffering (2:5-13) 

 
But, paradoxically, Christ is also superior to the angels in suffering (2:5-13). 
Jesus alone fulfilled humanity's responsibility to place all creation in rightful 
subjection to Himself (Psalms 8:4-6, cited in Hebrews 2:6-8). He 
accomplished this through the suffering of His death (v. 9), which is described 
as a process of perfecting (a fulfillment, completion or consecration) in v. 10. 
Jesus, as the man for others, may be called a brother to His disciples (vv. 11-
13).  
 

4. Implication: freedom from sin (2:14-18) 
 
Verses 14-18 spell out the implications of Christ' death: freedom for His 
followers from sin and death. Fear of death was widespread in ancient 
religions; Christ conquered this by vanquishing the devil who is the ultimate 
cause of that fear (vv. 14-15). By being fully human and temptable, his 
atonement could also be substitutionary (vv. 16-17). 
 

B. Over Moses (3:1-4:13) 
 

Next, Christ is superior to the great Lawgiver of Israel, Moses,  
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1. Comparison: the servant vs. the son (3:1-6) 
 

Chapter 3:1-6 likens their differences to a servant vs. a son. Both were 
faithful to their missions, leading their followers or "households" (vv. 1-2). But 
Moses was faithful within his house, whereas Christ was the builder of the 
house, i.e., the Creator (vv. 3-6). 
 

2. Implication: don’t rebel as in the wilderness; enter God’s rest (3:7-4:13) 
 

Chapter 3:7-4:13 proceeds with the second and longest warning against 
unbelief. The key to understanding this somewhat complex passage is to 
trace the development of the concept of "rest" in Old Testament times. First 
God provided a Sabbath-rest based on the seventh day of creation. But he 
also spoke of the Israelites entering the promised land as a time of rest. Yet 
in David's day, the Psalmist saw the promise of rest as not yet fully fulfilled. 
So he could exhort his contemporaries to enter that rest by calling it "today" 
(Psalms 95:7-8, quoted in 3:7-8, 15; 4:7). The author of Hebrews believes 
that his day is still "today"--a day of possible salvation and "rest," and that 
such opportunity will extend until Christ returns. So he encourages his 
readers to accept that salvation and not turn their backs on it.141 
 

A number of theological corollaries follow from this discussion. (1) The writer 
is not looking forward to a literal return of Jews to the land, but sees these 
Old Testament promises fulfilled, spiritually, when men and women turn to 
Christ.142 (2) Sabbath-keeping is no longer equated with ceasing from work 
one day in seven but with resting in Christ throughout one's Christian life (cf. 
Matthew 11:28-30).143 (3) There is continuity as well as discontinuity between 
Old and New Testaments. Hebrews can speak of the Israelites in the 
wilderness as also having had "the gospel" preached to them (4:2a), though 
not thereby implying they knew all the details his audience did. (4) The 
unbelief of the Israelites gives us clues as to the nature of the apostasy the 
author of Hebrews fears some in his church may be in danger of committing. 
Chapter 4:2b describes this: "the message they heard was of no value to 
them, because those who heard did not combine it with faith." This suggests 
(but does not prove) that the writer would have claimed that those who 
rejected their professions of faith had never truly believed in the first place. 

 
141Cf. Paul Ellingworth, The Epistle of the Hebrews (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993) 215. 
142As is consistent with the rest of the New Testament teaching on this topic; see especially W. D. 
Davies, The Gospel and the Land (Berkeley: University of California, 1974).  
143See especially A. T. Lincoln, “Sabbath, Rest and Eschatology in the New Testament," in From 
Sabbath to Lord's Day, ed. Carson, pp. 197-220. 

© 1995 by The Institute of Theological Studies™ 
NT Survey: Epistles/Revelation  Expanded Study Guide 135



  
  
  

HHeebbrreewwss  
  

  
 
 
 

The closing verses of this section (4:12-13) remind us that any would-be 
masqueraders will be exposed by God's powerful Word. Verse 12 is not a 
statement of anthropology--two, three, or six divisions of the human person--
but rather a powerful affirmation of the impossibility of hiding anything from 
God.144 

 
C. Over Other Priests (4:14-7:28) 

 
1. Central exhortation (4:14-16) 
 

Hebrews' most extensive comparison demonstrates Christ's superiority over 
the entire Old Testament priestly system. Chapter 4, 14-16 sets out the 
fundamental exhortation: continue accepting God's grace available through 
Jesus' high priestly ministry. Here the author stresses Jesus' ability to 
sympathize with us and give us help. He was tempted in every way like us 
but never sinned (v. 15). Much of Christian theology has often denied one or 
the other half of this statement. Conservatives are prone to say Jesus, even 
in His human nature, could never have sinned, in which case His temptations 
were unlike ours. Liberals often deny Christ's sinlessness, in which case his 
death could not have been substitutionary.145 When we accept him, however, 
as one who could have but never sinned, we can then have a confidence 
through him to approach God with our concerns that the average person in 
Old Testament times did not have (v. 16). 
 

2. Comparison: the priesthoods of Levi/Aaron and Jesus—similarities 
(5:1-10) 

 
Chapter 5, 1-10 provides the first of two sections contrasting Jesus' 
priesthood with the standard Old Testament priesthood, administered by the 
descendants of Levi through Aaron. Verses 1-4 mention three requirements 
of those priests. They were (1) representatives offering atoning sacrifices (v. 
1), (2) dealing gently with fellow sinners due to similar subjection to weakness 
(w. 2-3), and (3) not self-appointed (v. 4). Hebrews describes Christ fulfilling 
these same three criteria in reverse order in w. 5-10: (1) Jesus did not 
appoint Himself (w. 5-6), He was subjected to the weakness of being human 
even to the point of having to learn (by experience) what it meant to be 
 

144For an excellent application of this verse to seminary students, see A. T. Lincoln, "God's Lethal 
Weapon (Hebrews 4:11-13)," Themelios 3 (1977) 1-3. 
145For a good balance between these alternatives, see Erickson, Christian Theology, vol. 2 (1984), 718-
21. 
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obedient (w. 7-8),146 and (3) His sacrifice provided salvation for all who obey 
Him (w. 9-10). 
 

3. Central warning: against apostasy (5:11-6:12) 
 

Chapter 5:11-6:12 offers the third and central warning passage in this 
epistle. 
 
a. The immaturity of the letter’s recipients is lamented (5:11-6:3) 
 

Chapter 5:11-6:3 laments the readers' moral and doctrinal immaturity; 
they should have progressed farther along.  
 

b. The impossibility of repentance after apostasy is stressed (6:4-12) 
 
1) Four possible interpretations 
 

Chapter 6:4-12 then stresses the impossibility of repentance after one 
commits full-fledged apostasy. Perhaps no other passage in Scripture 
has provided more support for those who believe true Christians can 
lose their salvation.147 Others have seen this as a merely hypothetical 
warning, but the tone seems too severe for that. Still others have taken 
this as loss of reward rather than loss of salvation, but the imagery of 
vv. 7-8 suggests hell as the ultimate danger. Part of the difficulty 
doubtless stems from the fact that this is a Jewish-Christian 
community in a time and place in which the boundaries between non-
Christian and Christian Judaism were far more blurred than they have 
been throughout most of church history. It is not inconceivable that the 
writer of Hebrews feared that at least some in his congregation had 
never sufficiently committed themselves to Christ so as to guarantee 
their perseverance during unprecedented persecution. Chapters 2:3, 
3:19, 4:2, 10:39 and 12:25 all hint at the possibility that this author  
 

146Verse 7 does not imply that Jesus was prematurely rescued from death, perhaps in the garden of 
Gethsemane, as some have suggested, but that God did not allow Him to remain dead but raised Him to 
life again. Regarding v. 8, Leon Morris, "Hebrews," in Expositor's Bible Commentary, ed. Frank E. 
Gaebelein, vol. 12 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1981) 50, comments: "There is a certain quality involved 
when one has performed a required action-a quality that is lacking when there is only a readiness to act. 
Innocence differs from virtue." 
147For one of the strongest defenses of this interpretation, in light of all of the relevant data of Hebrews, 
see Scot McKnight, "The Warning Passages of Hebrews: A Formal Analysis and Theological 
Conclusions," Trinity Journal 13 (1992) 21-59. 
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would have argued that those who flagrantly and unrepentantly 
renounce their professions of faith in Christ never truly were saved.148  

 
Lecture 18: Hebrews 6:13—13:25 

 
2) Three concluding observations 

 

But whichever perspective one adopts, it is important to recognize that 
Calvinists and Arminians alike are in agreement that Hebrews holds 
out no eternal hope for those who repudiate Christ. On the other hand, 
other texts that speak of this "unforgivable sin" (Mark 3:29 pars.) make 
it clear that these are people who implacably oppose God. Scripture 
never depicts a scenario where a person who wants to repent is 
refused forgiveness. 

 
4. Reassurance: the certainty of God’s promise (6:13-20) 

 

What is more, immediately after this severe threat, the author goes on to 
reassure his readers about the certainty of God's promises (6:13-20)--that 
God's people will be preserved in great numbers--important consolation for a 
church on the verge of intense persecution. The argument is "from the lesser 
to the greater": if human promises are ratified by swearing by a great power, 
how much more so with God. 
 

5. Comparison: the priesthoods of Levi/Aaron and Jesus—differences 
(7:1-28)—Jesus a priest like Melchizedek 
 

Chapter 7, 1-28 returns to a comparison of the Old Testament priests and 
Jesus, this time stressing their differences. These can be summed up in the 
idea of Jesus as a priest after the type of Melchizedek (cf. Genesis 14:18-20). 
By human lineage, Jesus could not even qualify as a priest--he was from the 
tribe of Judah, not Levi. But Melchizedek represents a different way to qualify 
as a high priest.  
 
a. Melchizedek’s superiority over Abraham (vv. 1-10) 
 

Verses 1-10 point out the superiority of this Melchizedekian priesthood.149 

 
148For a detailed defense of this viewpoint, in light of each of the key expressions in vv. 4-6, see Roger 
Nicole, “Some Comments on Hebrews 6:4-6 and the Doctrine of the Perseverance of God with the 
Saints," in Current Issues in Biblical and Patristic Interpretation, ed. Gerald F. Hawthorne (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1975) 355-64. 
149On which, see especially Bruce A. Demarest, A History of Interpretation of Hebrews 7, 1-10 from the 
Reformation to the Present (Tubingen: Mohr, 1976). 

© 1995 by The Institute of Theological Studies™ 
NT Survey: Epistles/Revelation  Expanded Study Guide 138



  
  
  

HHeebbrreewwss  
  

  
 

 

 

This obscure religious leader in pagan, Canaanite Salem (precursor to 
Jerusalem) somehow had knowledge of "God most high," the God of 
Abraham (v. 1). And his priesthood is described as eternal: without 
mother, father, genealogy or beginning or end of life, he remains a priest 
forever "like the Son of God" (v. 3) The word "like" makes it improbable 
that Hebrews thought that Melchizedek was the pre-incarnate Christ. The 
rest of the wording of this verse should probably be translated, "without 
record of father or mother, . . ." (cf. GNB).150 The point is that Melchizedek 
did not derive his priesthood from ancestral credentials nor pass it on to 
any descendants. On this model, then Christ too could be considered a 
high priest. 
 

b. The inferiority of Levi’s priesthood (vv. 11-21) 
 

The rest of the chapter unpacks how Christ's Melchizedekian priesthood is 
superior to the Levitical priesthood (vv. 11-28): Abraham tithed to 
Melchizedek as a sign of submission to a higher authority. But Levi, and 
all subsequent priests, were descendants of Abraham and so, implicitly, 
also subordinate to Melchizedek.  
 

c. Central implication: the superiority of Jesus (vv. 22-28) 
 
If Christ's priesthood is on a par with Melchizedek's rather than Levi's, 
then Jesus is supreme over the Levitical priests. In fact, unlike any other 
sacrifice, Christ's is once-for-all (v. 27). No other world religion makes so 
strong a claim! 
 

D. Over the Old Covenant (8:1-10:39) 
 

1. Comparison: old and new covenants (8:1-10:18) 
 

a. The two-part thesis introduced (8:1-13) 
 

From comparing priesthoods, it is a natural next step to compare 
covenants. Jeremiah had prophesied of a new covenant (Jeremiah 31:31-
34), Jesus had applied that language to the wine that symbolized His 
crucifixion (Luke 22:20), and now Hebrews draws a further conclusion: the 
 

150Cf. further, M. J. Paul, "The Order of Melchizedek (Psalms 110:4 and Hebrews 7:3)," Westminster 
Theological Journal 99 (1987) 195-211. 
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Mosaic covenant must be old and on the verge of disappearance (8:13)151 
The writer, in fact, makes two main points throughout these three 
chapters: (1) The Old Testament tabernacle prefigured a superior, 
spiritual form of worship; and (2) The Mosaic economy has given way to a 
superior, more internalized covenant. Chapter 8:1-13 introduces both of 
these theses--vv. 1-6 describe the typological significance of the 
tabernacle, employing a "cosmological dualism" between earth and 
heaven; then vv. 7-13 describe the prophecy of a need for a new 
covenant, employing "eschatological dualism" between old and new ages. 
 

b. The thesis elaborated (9:1-28) 
 

1) Comparison of tabernacles (vv. 1-14) 
 

Chapter 9 elaborates these two theses. Verses 1-14 compare the 
earthly and heavenly tabernacles. The key point of vv. 1-10 comes in 
v. 8: even the holiest aspect of all Judaism could not provide what 
Christ did--complete and final salvation. But this is precisely what 
Christ's death did, surpassing the efficacy of the blood of animals (vv. 
11-14).  
 

2) Comparison of covenants (vv. 15-28) 
 

Verses 15-28 expand on the comparison between covenants, 
exploiting the potential play on words in Greek (diatheke could mean 
either "covenant" or "will"). The point is that a representative and 
substitutionary death is needed before one can be released from the 
old covenant (see especially v. 22). This death (of Christ) is once-for-
all, not repeated, and leads to judgment for all humanity immediately 
upon one's death (v. 27), an important rebuttal to all claims that we will 
have a second-chance after death to repent. 
 

c. The thesis reiterated (10:1-18) 
 

Chapter 10, 1-18 reiterates the two prongs of the author's argument once 
more. Verses 1-10 enumerate the imperfections of the old sacrificial 
system, while vv. 11-18 itemize the perfections of the new covenant.  
 

151This discontinuity between the testaments balances the earlier-noted continuity. Graham R. Hughes, 
Hebrews and Hermeneutics (Cambridge: University Press, 1979) 66-74, notes that discontinuity is 
highlighted in the doctrinal sections of Hebrews; continuity, in the ethical sections. Although God's 
dealings with people for salvation have changed dramatically since Old Testament times, the calls to 
faithfulness and warnings against rebellion remain constant. 
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2. Implication: an urgent call to perseverance (10:19-39) 
 

Not surprisingly, 10:19-39 follows with the fourth warning passage in the 
letter: an urgent call to perseverance.  
 
a. The privileges of the new covenant to be embraced (vv. 19-25) 
 

The immense privileges of the new covenant must be embraced (vv. 19-
25), by taking advantage of the new intimacy of access to God (vv. 19-
22), by faithfulness to our professions of belief (v. 23), and by corporate 
worship and fellowship, encouraging one another to love and good deeds 
(w. 24-25).  
 

b. The consequences of spurning these privileges to be avoided (vv. 
26-39) 

 
By way of contrast, vv. 26-39 describe the dire consequences of spurning 
these privileges. These verses contain as harsh "judgment" language as 
any in the New Testament, Commentators will usually interpret vv. 26-29 
to match their understanding of 6:4-6. The expression that leads many to 
take the people described here as originally true believers is "the blood of 
the covenant that sanctified" in v. 29. But "sanctification" does not always 
mean growth in Christian living, as so often in Paul, but merely a "setting 
apart" of some kind. And in 9:13 it is clearly used in the ritual sense of 
outward cleansing only, and that understanding may be in view here in 
10:29 as well. Verses 32-39 close this section, much as 6:9-12 qualified 
6:1-8, with a note of hope that the readers of this letter will indeed 
persevere and demonstrate themselves to be truly saved. 

 
E.  Over Previous "Heroes of the Faith" (11:1-12:29) 

 
1. The “roll call” of the saints (11:1-40) 
 

a. Definition of the faith (v. 1) 
 

This chapter has often been described as a "roll call" of Old Testament 
saints. At one level, it provides an important definition of faith--believing in 
God's promises about the future despite the appearances of the present 
(v. 1).  
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b. Illustrations of faith (vv. 2-38) 

 
Then it gives a host of Old Testament illustrations (vv. 2-38): the creation 
of the world ex nihilo (out of nothing; v. 3); Abel's better sacrifice (v. 4); 
Enoch's "translation" (vv. 5-6); Noah taking God at his word (v. 7); 
Abraham's journeys, the birth of Isaac and his near-sacrifice (vv. 8-19); 
the dying words of Isaac, Jacob and Joseph (vv. 20-22); Moses' mother 
disobeying Pharaoh, followed by Moses' rejection of his Egyptian 
upbringing and his role in the Passover and Exodus (vv. 23-29); the 
conquest of Jericho and the salvation of Rahab (vv. 30-31); as well as 
many other saints of old who were either victorious temporarily (vv. 32-
35a) or who remained faithful despite cruel suffering (vv. 35b-38).  
 

c. Outcome of faith (vv. 39-40) 
 
Verses 39-40 close the chapter by stressing that not all receive the 
complete fulfillment of many of God's promises in this age and that no one 
receives it all (v. 39). Why so? Because God is delaying that complete 
fulfillment, which can only happen at the end of the age, so that more 
might have time to become part of His kingdom (v. 40). 
 

2. The key to perseverance—focus on Jesus (12:1-13) 
 

At another level, however, this chapter forms an introduction for chapter 12, 
which shows that the author is still thinking about Christ's supremacy. Despite 
these wonderful role models to look back on, who are now cheering us on in 
our race of life (12:1), Christ is our only perfect model and the one on whom 
our ultimate attention should be focused (vv. 2-3). If we go through hard times 
before then (v. 4), we must recognize their disciplinary function (vv. 5-13).  

 
3. Final warnings against refusal (12:14-29) 

 
And for the last time, Hebrews issues one of its solemn warnings 
against refusing God's plan of salvation (vv. 14-29). Let us never forfeit 
our spiritual birthright as Esau did his material one (vv. 16-17). Let us 
recognize that we can draw near to a spiritual mountain (Zion)--God's 
presence--with joy and not with the fear with which the Israelites approached 
Mt. Sinai (vv. 18-24). Verses 25-29 offer the final "from the lesser to the 
greater" argument: if rejection of the old covenant brought terrifying judgment, 
how much more that of the new. 
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III. Concluding Remarks (13:1-25) 

 
A. Various exhortations (vv. 1-19) 
 

Verses 13:1-19 complete the author's parenesis with various exhortations: a call 
to love and hospitality (vv. 1-3), a warning against immorality and idolatry (vv. 4-
6), encouragement to imitate the good example of past Christian leaders (vv. 7-
8),152  a reminder to replace Judaizing ceremonies with a "sacrifice" of praise, 
good works, and fellowship (vv. 9-16), and a call to submit to spiritual authorities 
(v. 17) and to pray for the epistle writer(s) (vv. 18-19).  
 

B. Doxology (vv. 20-21) 
 
C. Formal closing (vv. 22-25) 

 
Application 
 
No other New Testament document has so strong and sustained an emphasis on the 
perfect deity and humanity of Christ, leading to His unique, once-for-all redemption. No 
stronger warnings exist against rejecting this gospel in favor of any other religious 
alternatives. Hebrews' audience was tempted to lapse back into a safe form of "civil 
religion" (in their case, Judaism) to avoid persecution. American Christianity counts 
huge numbers of nominal adherents who identify with the movement, but only to the 
extent that it is socially acceptable. It may be that only the crucible of suffering and 
persecution can prove the reality of professions of faith. If so, a huge percentage of 
professing American Christianity remains untested, at least to the extent that many 
Christians throughout church history and in other parts of the world today have been 
tested. Hebrews would allege that Christ's supremacy, however, makes it ludicrous, 
indeed damning, to consider any other religious world-view or alternative. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
152Verse 8 in this context means that imitating the faith of previous exemplary believers in Jesus will still 
work in the present. It does not imply that all the methods of Christian worship and service should 
continue unchanged from one generation to the next, regardless of their relevance! 
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Lecture 19: 1 Peter—Perseverance Despite Persecution 
 
Introduction 
 
I. Authorship 
 

The opening verse attributes this letter to Peter, and no ancient alternatives were 
ever proposed. Various lists of similarities between the epistle and what we know of 
Peter from the Gospels and Acts have been compiled.153 Still, modern scholars have 
at times objected to this authorship claim. The vocabulary and style is allegedly too 
Greek for this Jewish fisherman. The persecution implied in 4:12 and 5:9 is allegedly 
too intense and widespread for a date during Peter's lifetime. Similarities to Paul's 
prison epistles (themselves dated to the early 60s) imply to some that "Peter" wrote 
much later (but the apostle was martyred under Nero, hence before A.D. 68). And 
there are very view direct references to Christ's life and teaching in the letter. 

 
On the other hand, 5:12 admits that Peter wrote "with the help" of Silas, which could 
account for the good Greek style. Chapter 4:12 is probably a metaphor (the "fiery 
trial" in the NIV becomes a "painful" one), and 5:9 was never true of any official 
Roman persecution during the first 150 years of church history. Peter probably does 
not directly borrow from Paul; parallels are closest among the sections on submitting 
to authorities, commonplaces among Haustafeln of the day. And, as in James, there 
are numerous allusions to Christ's life and teachings even if not direct quotes from 
the gospel tradition.154 

 

II. Setting 
 

Chapter 5:13 claims that this letter is written from Babylon. But Old Testament 
Babylon lay in ruins, and only a small village existed nearby in New Testament 
times. Given that Revelation uses "Babylon" as a code word for Rome (Revelation 
17:5), that Peter ended his apostolic career in Rome, and that Mark came to Rome 
to be with Paul in the mid-60s (2 Timothy 4:11) and is with Peter as he writes this 
letter (1 Peter 5:13), it seems likely that Peter is writing from Rome. 
 
 
 
 

153See, e.g., Martin, New Testament Foundations, vol. 2, 330-31. 
154See, e.g., Robert H. Gundry, "'Verba Christi' in 1 Peter: Their Implications Concerning the Authorship 
of 1 Peter and the Authenticity of the Gospel Tradition," New Testament Studies 13 (1966-67) 336-50; 
idem, "Further Verba on Verba Christi in First Peter," Biblica 55 (1974) 211-32. 
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III. Date 
 
Those who find 1 Peter pseudonymous usually date the letter to the time of the 
persecution by the Roman emperor, Domitian, in the mid-90s, and a few place it as 
late as the hostilities under Trajan in the 110s. If Peter indeed wrote this letter, then 
it is probably best dated to the mid-60s, as the Neronic persecution was beginning. 
But the empire-wide difficulties described in 5:9 probably also included local 
persecution by friends and family of new converts to Christianity (cf. 4:4) 
 

IV. Recipients/Purposes 
 

The recipients were scattered about five provinces of what today would be part of 
Turkey (1:1). As in James, they are described in language of the Jewish diaspora, 
but here many in Peter's audience are clearly from Gentile backgrounds (2:10, 4:3). 
It has been suggested, however, that the language of "scattering" reflects a problem 
of literal refugees from various forms of persecution. At the very least, Peter sees 
his audience as in spiritual exile in this world. He writes to give them hope in the 
midst of their suffering and to call them not to abdicate their responsibility to be good 
witnesses even in a hostile society. 
 

Analysis 
 
We recall that Paul characteristically divided the body of his letters into two main 
sections, theology and ethics, in that order. Hebrews preserved the same order but 
alternated between the two topics more frequently. James contained almost nothing but 
exhortation. 1 Peter is primarily exhortational, but Peter intersperses theology at several 
key points, particularly in creedal formulations about Christ's person and work, to back 
up his ethical commands. In other words, Jesus functions primarily as an example for 
believers to imitate. 
 
Each of the main sections of the letter may be thought of as contributing an answer to 
the question which provides the letter's overarching theme: how should Christians 
respond to suffering and persecution? -- (1) with thanksgiving; (2) with holy living; (3) in 
submission to authorities; (4) in hope of Christ's imminent return which will provide the 
ultimate compensation. 
 
I. Greetings (1:1-2) 
 

The five provinces are listed in roughly circular fashion, geographically speaking (v. 
1). Perhaps the letter was written as an encyclical, to be copied by each church 
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before it was delivered farther down the road. Peter's greetings include an important 
Trinitarian reference to the distinctive functions of Father, Spirit, and Christ (v. 2). 

 
II. Thanksgiving (1:3-12) 
 

A. The future aspect of salvation (vv. 3-9) 
 

Despite the punctuation in most Bibles, this section is just one long Greek 
sentence, whose main thought is to praise God for our salvation (vv. 3, 9, 10). 
Peter's main focus is on the future aspect of that salvation, the only sufficient 
reassurance for suffering Christians. He stresses the certainty of our hope and 
the positive value of affliction, refining us like precious metal (vv. 3-9).  
 

B. A backward glance to prophecy (vv. 10-12) 
 

But he also casts a backward glance, reminding believers of the advantage they 
have over people (and even angels) of past eras who longed to understand more 
details about Old Testament prophecies (vv. 10-12).155 

 
III.  Call to Christian Holiness (1:13-2:10) 
 

A. The overall lifestyle (1:13-25) 
 

Chapter 1, 13-25 begins the body of the letter by describing the overall Christian 
lifestyle: be holy just as God is holy just as Jesus was holy--even when this 
means suffering. Verses 13-16 sum up God's will in terms of the Levitical 
holiness code (see especially Leviticus 19:2). Verses 17-21 provide the rationale 
for the ethic--we have been redeemed from a worldly lifestyle. Embedded in this 
paragraph is Peter's first Christological confession (vv. 19-21), possibly an early 
Christian poem, hymn or creed.156 The result is love, based on the regeneration 
produced by God's word (vv. 22-25). 
 

B. Growth in Christian living: two metaphors (2:1-10) 
 

Chapter 2:1-10 focuses more specifically on how to grow in Christian living (i.e., 
holiness). Peter develops two metaphors: craving pure, spiritual milk (vv. 1-3) 
and building the spiritual house (vv. 4-10). 
 

155The phrase "time and circumstances" in v. 11 might more likely be translated "person and time"--i.e, 
who the Messiah was and when he would come. See Wayne Grudem, The First Epistle of Peter (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988) 74-75. 
156These various confessions are often associated with primitive baptismal liturgies. See especially E. G. 
Selwyn, The First Epistle of Peter (London: Macmillan, 1949) throughout. 
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1. Craving spiritual milk (2:1-3) 
 

In 1 Corinthians 3 and Hebrews 5 milk was a negative metaphor for baby 
food; here it is a positive metaphor for that which must nourish believers 
lifelong. The adjective translated "spiritual" in v. 2 is logikos, meaning "of the 
word."  
 

2. Building the spiritual house (2:4-10) 
 

The second metaphor likens believers to living stones built on the foundation 
in which Christ is the cornerstone (utilizing Psalms 118:22, as Jesus himself 
already did in Mark 12:10-11 pars.)157 This passage applies a remarkable 
number of Old Testament expressions for Israel to Peter's largely Gentile-
Christian church ("a spiritual house," "a holy priesthood," "offering spiritual 
sacrifices," "a chosen people," "a royal priesthood," "a holy nation," "a people 
belonging to God" (vv. 5, 9). If Peter does not see the church as the new 
Israel, he at least sees considerable overlap between the church and Israel, 
and he is clear that during the New Testament age, the church and not Israel 
is God's true people. 

 
IV. Submission to Authorities in a Hostile World (2:11-3:22) 
 

A. The general principle (2:11-12) 
 

Chapter 2:11-12 introduces the main, central section of 1 Peter, resembling 
Paul's "household codes" in Ephesians and Colossians. Moral lives remain a 
powerful testimony to unbelievers, though some will still unjustly accuse. This 
evangelistic principle for submission to authorities is restated in 2:15, 3:1 and 
3:16.158 People in the ancient world were preoccupied with proper family and 
social roles and saw many of the new religions, including the Jesus-movement 
as a threat to the social order, so it was important for Christians to make it clear 
whenever they could that they were not a danger to society. 
 

B. Submission to the government (2:13-17) 
 

Verses 13-17 begin with submission to the government (cf. Romans 13:1-7). As 
in Paul, Peter speaks only of the positive role of government here. But he himself 
 

157The NIV translates "capstone" in v. 7, but it is hard to stumble over the head of an arch (v. 8)!  
158This theme is helpfully stressed and expounded throughout David L. Balch, Let Wives Be Submissive: 
The Domestic Code in 1 Peter (Chico: Scholars, 1981). 
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had practiced civil disobedience when human dictates conflicted with God's law 
(Acts 4-5), so we must understand Or the Lord's sake" in v. 13 as meaning 
something like "whenever human laws do not dishonor God's laws." 
 

C. Submission to masters (2:18-25) 
 
Verses 18-25 command slaves to be submissive to their masters (cf. our 
comments on Philemon and Ephesians 6/Colossians 3). Here there is an even 
greater emphasis on the virtue of unjust suffering, and Peter includes his second 
Christological confession to highlight Jesus as an example of the same, in whose 
steps we must follow (vv. 21-25). 
 

D. Roles of wives and husbands (3:1-7) 
 
A third category of submission to authorities involves wives to husbands (3:1-7). 
 
1. Wives’ submission (vv. 1-6) 
 

Peter has in mind here especially Christian wives of non-Christian husbands, 
where a lack of submission would be most tempting. "In the same way" (v. 1) 
does not mean "as if you were slaves" (!), but "here is another example" of 
the principles he is discussing. Verses lb-2 ("who do not believe the word... 
without a word") suggest a balance between never exposing men to the 
verbal proclamation of the gospel and constantly nagging them with it. 
Reverent lives may be the most powerful witness of all. Verses 3-4 remind 
the wealthy women of Asia that their proper beauty must be internal (cf. 
especially 1 Timothy 2:9). The principle of submission would appear to be 
transcultural as Peter appeals to Sarah as a model for godly women to 
imitate (vv. 5-6). But the form of submission may well vary from culture to 
culture; one commentator suggests "deference" as the best contemporary 
equivalent.159  
 

2. Husbands’ honoring 
 

Here, too, is the only place in Peter's "household code," where he gives 
instruction to the authority figures--the husbands (v. 7). They must treat their 
wives considerately as the "weaker vessels" (v. 7a). This has been taken to 
refer to women's general physical weakness, relative to men, but the context 
 

159J. Ramsey Michaels, 1 Peter (Waco: Word, 1988) 156-57. 
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gives little reason for this use. Others have argued for emotional or 
psychological weakness, but the word used (asthenesteros) almost never 
means this. It is best, thus, to take it as the voluntarily adopted subordinate 
role a wife accepts which makes her "more vulnerable" to be taken 
advantage of.160  If husbands so abuse their authority, they dare not expect 
God to answer their prayers (v. 7c)! After all, spiritually speaking, husbands 
and wives are completely equal (v. 7b). 
 

E. Submission of all believers to injustice (3:8-22) 
 

1. The exhortation (vv. 8-17) 
 

Chapter 3:8-22 proceed to the topic of the submission of all believers to 
injustice. We are not to repay evil for evil (vv. 8-12) but rather follow the 
example of Jesus (vv. 13-22). Eagerness for good often deters evil (v. 13), 
but, if it comes anyway, we must continue to reverence Christ as Lord and 
follow in his footsteps (v. 14-22).  
 

2. The Christological confession as support (vv. 18-22) 
 

Verses 18-22 introduce the third and lengthiest Christological confession. Its 
main purpose is clear: suffering can have a purifying effect on us, just as 
Christ's death provided purification for us (4:1; recall 1:7). But some of the 
details remain obscure. Historically, this is the most important proof text for 
the clause in the Apostles' Creed about Christ's descent into hell. But it is 
doubtful if that is what it actually teaches. 

 
The key crux is vv. 19-20: Christ went in the S/spirit "and preached to the 
spirits in prison." Is this a second chance at salvation for someone? Probably 
not (recall Hebrews 9:27); the verb used here is not euangelizo (evangelize) 
but merely kerusso (to announce a message). Is this a first chance at 
salvation for Old Testament saints who hadn't heard about Jesus? Again, 
probably not, because the word "spirits" when not qualified by an explicit 
modifying phrase always elsewhere in the New Testament means angelic or 
demonic spirits. Most likely, this is an announcement by Christ to the 
demons of the victory His death has wrought over them. Did this happen 
between His death and resurrection? Perhaps, but the identical participle 
translated "went" in v. 19 reappears in v. 22 ("has gone"), referring to Christ's 
 

160Combining insights of Grudem, First Epistle of Peter, 144; and Peter H. Davids, The First Epistle of 
Peter (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990) 123. 
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ascension. Given early Jewish belief in three heavens (the atmosphere, the 
abode of angels and demons, and the place of God's throne) and given early 
Christian use of this concept elsewhere (Satan is the "ruler of the kingdom of 
the air"--Ephesians 2:2; Paul was caught up into "the third heaven"--2 
Corinthians 12:2), it seems best to take Peter's description of Christ's 
ministry in vv. 19-22 as what He did en route to His exaltation, forty days 
after His death and resurrection (recall Acts 1:3). 

 
This creed also contains puzzling references to Noah's generation and to 
baptism. If the spirits in prison are the demons, then presumably Peter sees 
them as the power behind that unusually wicked race of Noah's day (cf. Jude 
6, 2 Peter 2:4). Reference to Noah triggers a typology concerning two 
salvations "through" water--Noah and his family via the ark and Christians via 
baptism. Verse 21a is often cited out of context by those who believe in 
baptismal regeneration, but v. 21b makes it plain that baptism is the external 
sign ("pledge" or "appeal") of an inward change of heart ("a good 
conscience").161 

 
Given all that Christ did and put up with for us, 4:1-11 proceeds to encourage 
believers to persevere. Suffering can help us progressively do away with sin 
(vv. 1-4), so that even if we are ridiculed or martyred our spirits will be saved 
on judgment day (vv. 5-6).162  We must realize the end is near, so that 
faithfulness becomes all the more possible and crucial (vv. 7-11). 

 
V. Encouragement to Perseverence (4:2-5:11) 

 
A. Do away with sin (4:1-6) 
 
B. Realize the end is near (4:7-19) 
 

First, we need not be surprised but can actually rejoice in our sufferings (vv. 12-
19). We know they have a purifying function for us, but how much more terrifying 
they must be for unbelievers (vv. 17-18)! We dare not add to their misery by 
lashing back but must trust God to take care of us.  
 
 

161For a history of interpretation of 3:18-22 and a defense of the position adopted here, see W. J. Dalton, 
Christ's Proclamation to the Spirits (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1965). 
162The NIV has probably rightly interpreted the Greek reference to preaching the gospel to the dead as 
preaching to those who are now dead. The preaching took place while they were alive, so again there is 
no support here for a second-chance theology for salvation after death. 
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C. Exercise proper church roles (5:1-7) 

 

Second, we must exercise proper roles in the church (5:1-7). Elders, equated 
here with pastors/shepherds and overseers, are to serve not under compulsion, 
for gain or autocratically (vv. 1-4). Younger people (vv. 5-7) are to submit to their 
elders in humility and turn whatever anxieties remain over to God (vv. 5-7).163   
 

D. Resist the devil (5:8-11) 
 

All Christians must resist the devil, recognizing that present suffering is 
temporary, and God's grace and restoration will ultimately triumph (5:8-11). 

 
VI. Closing (5:12-14) 
 

Here we learn about Silas' role as amanuensis or co-author, Peter's provenance in 
Rome ("Babylon") and Mark as his companion. (See "Introduction.") 

 
Application 
 
I. A Home for the Homeless 

 

There are two quite different ways of reading 1 Peter to find his main theme. 
Probably the two are mutually compatible rather than contradictory. One focuses on 
Peter's call to the church to look after one another during difficult times, to provide "a 
home for the homeless.164  
 

II. Seek the Welfare of the City 
 

A second focuses on Peter's calls for submissive involvement in society as a New 
Testament equivalent to Jeremiah's radical command to the Jewish exiles in 
Babylon, "seek the welfare of the city" (Jeremiah 29:7).165 Peter seems to combine 
both in 4:19, which is arguably a one-verse summary of his epistle: "So then, those 
who suffer according to God's will should commit themselves to their faithful Creator 
and continue to do good." In a world with many literal and spiritual refugees and with 
increasing "culture wars" between Christian and non-Christian society, both themes 
are absolutely crucial. As a church, we must provide for the hurting people of the 
world in ways no government can, while at the same time taking part as active, law-
abiding citizens working for all the good "within the system" that we can. 
 

163It is possible but not demonstrable that these "younger people" refer to the entire congregation as 
opposed to the elders/pastors. See Leonhard Goppelt, A Commentary on I Peter (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1993) 350-51. 
164See especially John H. Elliott, A Home for the Homeless (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981). 
165See especially Bruce W. Winter, Seek the Welfare of the City (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994) 11-23. 
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Lecture 20: Jude and 2 Peter 
 

JUDE –“CONTEND FOR THE FAITH” 
 

Introduction 
 
I. Relationship with 2 Peter 
 

It is quite possible that considering Jude at this point breaks the chronological 
sequence of the non-Pauline epistles that we are otherwise following. But it is 
natural to treat Jude with 2 Peter (and so to put it after 1 Peter in our survey), 
because there seems to be a literary relationship between these two short epistles. 
Much of the imagery, detail and even specific wording of Jude closely matches that 
of 2 Peter 2. It is usually assumed that Jude is the earlier of the two, because (1) 
there would have been little need for Jude had 2 Peter already been written, and (2) 
Jude follows a more carefully structured and obviously Jewish form of argument, 
much more than we would expect if Jude were the one copying and modifying 2 
Peter. 

 
II. Authorship 
 

The claim of v. 1 is that the author of this book is Jude, brother of James, hence 
presumably also the (half-) brother of Jesus (cf. Mark 6:3). The author's thought 
world is certainly that of apocalyptic Judaism. The whole letter is structured around 
references to Old Testament and intertestamental literature. Some have seen the 
false teachers Jude opposes as early Gnostics, but the only clear theological 
persuasion of the heretics is their antinomianism. Other modem scholars attempt to 
link Jude with the world of early Catholicism (and hence a late first-century date, 
requiring pseudonymity), which is often defined by (1) a fading hope of the Parousia; 
(2) the increasing institutionalization of the church; and (3) the crystallization of faith 
into a fixed body of doctrine. The last of these would fit well with v. 3, and v. 17 
could be taken to look back on a past, apostolic age. But there Jude refers to the 
apostles simply because he wasn't one of them, while "the faith that was once for all 
entrusted to the saints" (v. 3) refers to the gospel, not to church tradition. And vv. 6, 
21, and 24 make it clear that Jude still exercised a lively hope of Christ's return. 

 
III. Destination  
 

Nor have we much clue as to the recipients of this short letter. It was most readily 
accepted early on in Alexandria, but the types of immorality it combats were 
widespread. Other suggestions have included both Syria and Asia Minor. 
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IV. Date 
 

Assuming 2 Peter is authentic (see below), then it must be dated before Peter's 
death, which was sometime during Nero's pogrom (A.D. 64-68). Jude must thus be 
dated earlier still, but how much earlier we simply have no way of knowing.  

 

So it is best to see Jude as an early Jewish-Christian document well within the first 
generation of Christianity. In fact it seems the brothers and other relatives of Jesus 
held more prominent roles in early Christian history than we often give them credit 
for.166  Here then is a unique glimpse into one short document from that circle. 

 
Analysis167 

 
I. Introduction (vv. 1-4) 

 
A. Greeting (vv.1-2) 
 

Verses 1-2 extend the most general of all New Testament epistolary greetings, 
but presumably Jude has some specific audience in mind even if he does not 
identify it more precisely.  
 

B. Main purpose for writing (vv. 3-4) 
 

Verses 3-4 explain that Jude had originally hoped to write a different kind of 
letter, but, upon learning of heresy troubling his audience, changed directions. 
This heresy is insidious ("secretly slipped in") and thus all the more dangerous. 
Jude's opponents are promoting a godless, immoral lifestyle; beyond that we 
know few specifics of their errors. The rest of the letter is not so much a 
refutation of their false doctrine (if any) but an ad hominem or ad hoc attack on 
their character, marshalling numerous wicked analogies from Jewish history and 
tradition. 

 
II. Description and Denunciation of the False Teachers (vv. 5-19) 
 

A. Their immorality illustrated by three Old Testament analogies (vv. 5-8) 
 

Verses 5-7 illustrate the false teachers' immorality via three Old Testament 
analogies: (1) Though mixed in with God's people, these are really unbelievers 
 

166See Richard Bauckham, Jude and the Relatives of Jesus (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1990). 
167The following outline is heavily indebted to the commentary by Richard Bauckham, Jude, 2 Peter 
(Waco: Word, 1983); for another plausible analysis, see Duane F. Watson, Invention, Arrangement, and 
Style: Rhetorical Criticism of Jude and 2 Peter (Atlanta: Scholars, 1988). 
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like the Israelites who died in the wilderness (v. 5). (2) A major problem is their 
sexual sin, as when the fallen angels led astray the particularly wicked race in 
the days of the Flood (v. 6).168 (3) This sin seems to have included 
homosexuality, as in Sodom and Gomorrah (v. 7). All three of these examples 
further underline the certainty of God's judgment against such sinners. 
 

B. Their blasphemy illustrated by analogy from The Assumption of Moses (vv. 
9-10) 

 

Verses 8-10 illustrate the false teachers' blasphemy by an analogy from the 
intertestamental Jewish work, The Assumption of Moses. In it, the story is told of 
how Michael refused to slander the devil. The point is not that we should treat 
Satan gently but that all judgment is reserved for the Lord. These false teachers 
were apparently setting themselves up as incontestable authorities, especially if 
they were judging the Law, but in so doing they were setting themselves up for 
divine condemnation as well. 
 

C. Their false leadership illustrated by three more Old Testament analogies 
(vv. 11-12a) 

 

Verses 11-12a illustrate the heretics' false leadership by three more Old 
Testament analogies: (1) Cain--in the Old Testament he was known primarily as 
the first murderer, but in Jewish tradition he became a paradigm of false 
teaching, and one second-century Gnostic sect called themselves Cainites. (2) 
Balaam--despite initially resisting bribes offered him to curse Israel, he eventually 
used his leadership role as pagan prophet to seduce the Israelite women (cf. 
Numbers 31:16 with chapter 25 and see also Revelation 2:14). (3) Korah--
Moses' rival in Numbers 16 was eventually swallowed up by the earth. Thus 
these three examples support the charge of v. 12a--that the false teachers are 
"shepherds who feed only themselves." 
 

D. Their lawlessness illustrated by four analogies from nature (vv. 12b-13) 
 

Verses 12b-13 illustrate the false teachers' lawlessness by four analogies of 
"unnatural" events in nature, one from each of the four parts of the universe--air, 
earth, water, and heavens. 
 
 

168This verse is often linked with a persistent Jewish tradition that the events of Genesis 6:1-2 were 
somehow the product of angelic disobedience. We need not assume, with some ancient rabbis, that 
these angels-turned-demons actually copulated with human women, but at least they seem to have 
been the spiritual influence behind those improper unions, whatever they were. See further Meredith 
Kline, "Divine Kingship and Genesis 6:1-4," Westminster Theological Journal 24 (1961-62) 187-204. 
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E. Their judgment promised by quotation from 1 Enoch (vv. 14-16) 

 

Verses 14-16 guarantee the false teachers' judgment by a quotation from 1 
Enoch 1:9, a widely-used late, intertestamental Jewish apocalypse. Jude's use of 
"prophesy" does not mean he believed this book to be inspired (cf. Jesus' 
reference to Caiaphas in John 11:51), merely that this particular statement was 
true, and applicable to the false teachers he was combatting. The phrase 
"seventh from Adam" comes from the book itself (60:8) and thus helps to identify 
Jude's source; it is not an affirmation of authorship. The teaching of w. 14b-15 is 
in fundamental agreement with Jesus' and Paul's, all ultimately rooted in 
Zechariah 14:5.169 
 

F. Their existence explained by apostolic teaching (vv. 17-19) 
 

Verses 17-19 conclude the body of the letter by explaining the existence of these 
false teachers via apostolic predictions. Verse 18 is not necessarily a quotation 
from any one source but a good summary of an important New Testament 
theme. Whether simple antinomians or proto-Gnostics, the errorists were most 
likely claiming the true insight of the Spirit, and Jude here directly contests this 
claim (v. 19). 
 

III.    How to Stand Firm (vv. 20-24) 
 

Jude closes the letter by encouraging his readers to build each other and 
themselves up in faith through prayer (v. 20). They must exhibit love and mercy, 
even though this may take on severe forms to rescue those most in danger of 
going astray (vv. 21-23). Ultimately, though, God will empower them, and the 
epistle closes with a marvelous doxology affirming this fact (vv. 24-25). 

 
Application—the Limits of Tolerance 
 

One might sum up the abiding relevance of Jude with the slogan, "tolerance has its 
limits."170 In an age of pluralism, in which at times the only thing not tolerated is 
intolerance, Jude sends sharply countercultural signals. His strategy, too, is out of 
vogue--he does not argue rationally but emotionally, denouncing the false teachers' 
behavior more than their theology. But this is merely a foreshadowing of what God will 
do on Judgment Day. We must engage in dialogue and debate with heretics of our day 
with kindness and compassion, but we must also recognize that there are boundaries to 
be drawn, there are religious options which are highly dangerous, and people must be 
warned against them in no uncertain terms. 
 

16912f further J. Daryl Charles, Literary Strategy in the Epistle Jude (Scranton: University of Scranton 
Press, 1993) especially p. 165. 
170Cf. Carson, Moo, Morris, New Testament, 463. 
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2 PETER—"WHERE IS THE PROMISE OF HIS COMING?" 
 

Introduction 
 
I. Authorship 
 

A. Objections to Peter (ancient and modern) 
 

Most of the New Testament writings which many modern scholars find 
pseudonymous were uncontested in antiquity. With 2 Peter, however, doubts 
have circulated from the earliest periods of church history on. As a result, no 
other New Testament document has received as sustained a challenge to its 
traditional authorship claims as this one. Ancient objections included lack of 
sufficient, external attestation; a dramatic difference in style from 1 Peter (2 Peter 
contains some of the most awkward grammar of the New Testament--touches of 
high-blown, classical style mixed with very "un-Greek" barbarisms); and 
thoroughly Hellenistic theology (even to the point of speaking of Christians 
"participating in the divine nature"--1:4, reminiscent of pagan apotheosis--
humans becoming divine). Additional, modern objections include 2 Peter's 
relationship with Jude (even if Jude is authentic, why would the leader of the 
Twelve want to borrow from such a "lesser light"?); and theological 
developments seemingly requiring at least a late first-century date, including the 
problem of the delay of Christ's return (3:4), a reference to a previous apostolic 
era (3:2) and a period of time after which a collection of Paul's letters have 
become canonical (3:15). 
 

B. Traditional evangelical defense of Peter 
 

Nevertheless, many evangelicals continue to defend the authenticity of 2 
Peter.171 The external attestation for the letter is still better than for any non-
canonical writing, and the two New Testament apocrypha ascribed to Peter (an 
apocalypse and a gospel) were particularly sharply denounced in the early 
church. If Silas is responsible for the good Greek of 1 Peter, then 2 Peter might 
reflect the best Peter could do with Greek! If Peter were impressed with the 
arguments Jude had used against similar false teachers, there is no reason he 
should refuse to borrow some of them. The delay of the Parousia was a problem 
already in the 50s (recall 1 Thessalonians); the "fathers" of 3:4 could be Old 
Testament leaders, not a bygone apostolic generation; and there is no reason 
why several of Paul's letters should not already have been accepted as Scripture 
 

171Two of the more extended defenses appear in Guthrie, New Testament Introduction, 811-42; and E. M. 
B. Green, 2 Peter Reconsidered (London: Tyndale, 1960). 
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within 10-15 years of their publication. The author makes claims that suggest he 
was an eyewitness of the Transfiguration (1:16), and a more careful comparison 
with 1 Peter shows numerous similarities in wording as well as differences in 
style.172 
 

C. A mediating view 
 

A mediating view postulates that 2 Peter was a posthumously edited "last 
testament" of Peter.173 This was a well-known ancient genre, often though not 
necessarily pseudepigraphical. Chapter 1, verse 15 could suggest that Peter 
began the process of collecting his thoughts and had arranged for a successor to 
complete the work if death prevented him from doing so. Tertullian (Against 
Marcion 4:5) and the Mishnah (Berakoth 5:5) both suggest that at least by A.D. 
200 it was considered acceptable for a pupil to publish in his master's name. 
 

II. Date 
 

If at least the core of the work is Petrine, then it must be dated prior to A.D. 68, as 
already noted with 1 Peter above. If its final form comes from one of Peter's 
disciples, a later first-century date is likely. Proponents of pure pseudonymity have 
suggested dates as late as the mid-second century. 

 
III. Addressees 
 

If 3:1 refers back to 1 Peter, then 2 Peter is addressed to the same audience. If not, 
the recipients could be just about anyone. Again the counteracting of false teachers 
is a key reason for the epistle, but here a major doctrinal issue emerges--the denial 
of the Parousia and therefore of final judgment. This could fit the overly-realized 
eschatology of certain Gnostic or proto-Gnostic libertines (recall under 1 Corinthians 
15), but it could just as easily fit the Epicurean philosophy.174 

 

 

 

 
172For detailed lists comparing 2 Peter with 1 Peter and several other early Christian writings, see J. B. 
Mayor, The Epistle of St. Jude and the Second Epistle of St. Peter (London: Macmillan, 1907) lxviii-cxiv. 
173With variations, cf. Bauckham, Jude, 2 Peter, 158-62; Denis Farkasfalvy, "The Ecclesial Setting of 
Pseudepigraphy in Second Peter and Its Role in the Formation of the Canon," Second Century 5 (1985) 
3-29; and J. Ramsey Michaels, "Peter, Second Epistle of," in International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, 
Revised, vol. 3 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986) 816-18. 
174See especially throughout Jerome H. Neyrey, 2 Peter, Jude (New York: Doubleday, 1993). 
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Analysis 
 
I. Opening Remarks (1:1-15) 
 

A. Greetings (vv. 1-2) 
 

Verses 1-2 form the greeting and contain an important passing reference to the 
deity of Christ.  
 

B. Summary of God’s promises and demands for the Christian (vv. 3-11) 
 
Verses 3-11 form a summary of God's promises and demands. For the Christian, 
similar to the ancient patron-client relationship, God has given us true knowledge 
and immortality (vv. 3-4), but this must lead to true morality (vv. 5-9). In context, 
"participating in the divine nature" (v. 4) is defined as growing in all the godly 
attributes itemized in vv. 5-7. The result is to make our "calling and election 
sure"--perhaps in the sense of "assurance of salvation" (vv. 10-11).  
 

C. Testamentary disposition (vv. 12-15) 
 
Verses 12-15 reflect Peter's testamentary disposition, discussed in the 
introduction above. 

 
II. The Certainty of the Parousia is Defended (1:16-21) 
 

It is possible that the body of the letter itemizes three separate problems with the 
false teachers Peter is combatting: denial of the inspiration of Scripture, immoral 
lifestyle, and denial of Christ's return and final judgment. But, more likely, all three of 
these fit into the one main problem of questioning the parousia itemized in 3:4.  
 
A. Peter experienced the transfiguration as foretaste (vv. 16-18) 
 

Peter therefore appeals to his experience of the Transfiguration as a 
foreshadowing of Christ's return in glory and insists that this story is no mere 
myth (vv. 16-18).  
 

B. Old Testament prophets also promised the Day of the Lord (vv. 19-21) 
 
This in turn renders the Old Testament prophecies about the Day of the Lord that 
much more certain (vv. 19-21). In passing, Peter includes a passage important 
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for our understanding of the nature of Scripture's inspiration: people were 
"carried along" by the Spirit's superintendence (v. 21). 
 

III. The Denial of the Parousia Brings Severe Judgment (2:1-22) 
 

A. See Jude for more detailed comments 
 

Much of this material has already been treated in our discussion of Jude.  
 

B. Here we note only 2 Peter’s major distinctives 
 
Peter's distinctives include (1) his reference to the false teachers as "denying the 
Lord who bought them" (v. 1)--not necessarily meaning they were true Christians 
who had committed apostasy (Christ died for all), but probably that they refused 
to accept his authority over their lives; (2) an emphasis on their greed (vv. 3, 14-
15); (3) the use of the examples of Noah and Lot as generally righteous men (vv. 
5, 7); (4) the reference to angels not slandering (vv. 10b-12)--perhaps rebutting 
the errorists' disbelief in the reality of judgment and an accompanying unseen 
world; and (5) a balance between an appearance of true Christianity (vv. 20-21) 
with a revelation of the true nature of these opponents (v. 22). 

 
IV. The Delay of the Parousia is Explained (3:1-10) 

 
A. A naturalistic objection (vv. 1-4) 
 

The key objection of the false teachers is a naturalism or uniformitarianism (vv. 
1-4), remarkably similar to the most common, modern objection to belief in 
Christ's literal return.  
 

B. Two major exceptions to this pattern (vv. 5-6) 
 
But Peter stresses that this overlooks two great events which cannot be 
accounted for by naturalistic processes--creation (v. 5) and the flood (v. 6).  
 

C. Next great interruption can be affirmed (vv. 7-10) 
 
Thus the next great interruption by God into the universe can be affirmed--the 
destruction of this world order and the creation of the next (v. 7, cf. vv. 10b, 12b-
13). 
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1. Verse 9—the key verse in the epistle 

 
The key answer to all questions about the seeming delay of the end appears 
in vv. 8-10a. God's timing is not human timing! After all, what is "short" in the 
span of eternity? Peter, like other Jews before him trying to explain the 
"delay" of the Day of the Lord, appeals to Psalms 90:1 (v. 8).175 The purpose 
in every delay is so that more might be saved. God wants (but will not force) 
everyone to come to repentance (v. 9). Eventually there will be a limit to 
opportunities for salvation, and the end will come without warning for those 
who are unprepared (v. 10a; cf. 1 Thessalonians 5:2 with Matthew 24:43). 
 

2. Specifically as the key rationale for delay of the end 
 

V. Resulting Implications for Christian Living (3:11-18)176 
 

A. Live holy, grace-filled lives (vv. 11, 14, 18) 
 

Peter concludes his letter by exhorting his readers to live holy, grace-filled lives 
(vv. 11, 14, 18)--i.e., the opposite of the false teachers.  
 

B. As more are saved, His return will be nearer (vv. 12a, 15a) 
 
As more are saved, his return will be nearer (vv. 12a, 150, but since we don't 
know that "full number" we can make no predictions of the timing of the end on 
this basis.  
 

C. Guard against those who distort the Scriptures (vv. 15b-17) 
 

Application—Implications for Evangelism 
 
Second Peter provides perhaps the classic New Testament answer to the question of 
theodicy—the problem of evil. Why does God delay in righting all the wrongs of the 
world? Every Christian should have at least this one answer to that question 
memorized--based on 2 Peter 3:9. He waits because the only way lie can do away with 
all evil is to do away with this world as we know it, and that will mean an end to the 
chance for more to be saved. So while He delays we must do all we can to bring as 
many as we can to Christ, thus giving meaning to this otherwise unjust world which will 
eventually be destroyed. 
 
175See Richard Bauckham, “The Delay of the Parousia,” Tyndale Bulletin 31 (1980) 3-36. 
176For an outline of these closing verses, cf. Watson, Jude and 2 Peter, viii. 
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THE EPISTLES OF JOHN—THE TESTS OF LIFE 
 
Lecture 21: 1 John 
  
Introduction 
 
I. Authorship 
 

1 John itself is anonymous but early church tradition claimed its author to be the 
apostle John.177 Its style and contents closely match 2 and 3 John, and they are 
relatively close to the gospel of John as well.178 The Greek of these documents is 
among the "easiest" in the New Testament and typifies the koine period. Common 
themes and terms include life, light, belief, witness, truth, abiding, keeping the 
commandments, and loving one another. 

 
Papias' early first-century testimony (quoted by Eusebius in Hist. Eccl. 3.9.3f.), 
however, states, "I took care to search out according to the words of the elders what 
Thomas or James or John or Matthew or any other of the disciples of the Lord, and 
what Aristion and the elder John, the disciple of the Lord, would say... " Some 
scholars have taken this as a reference to two different Johns, the latter an elder in 
the church in the early second century and distinct from the group of apostles. This 
could account for why 2 John and 3 John refer to their author simply as "the elder," 
but not why early church tradition associated these letters with someone named 
John.179 
 
Still other scholars speak of a Johannine school or community which edited the 
Johannine literature in several stages of redaction. It is plausible to postulate at least 
some minimal editing to the Gospel, in light of the multiple witnesses mentioned in 
John 21:24-25. One plausible hypothesis suggests that the Gospel was published 
just after John died, which would explain the inclusion of 21:20-23 to dispel false 
rumors about what Christ had promised John.180 But many theories are far more 
elaborate than this and rely at best on educated guesswork with few objective 
constraints in the text.181 It remains defensible to speak at least of the substantial 
core of the Gospel and Epistles as having come from the apostle John. 
 

177See especially Donald W. Burdick, The Letters of John the Apostle (Chicago: Moody, 1985) 7-37.  
178See, e.g., Werner G. Kümmel, Introduction to the New Testament (Nashville: Abingdon, 1975) 442-45,  
449-51. 
179See especially Martin Hengel, The Johannine Question (Philadelphia: Trinity, 1989). 
180See, e.g., Stephen S. Smalley, John: Evangelist and Interpreter (Exeter: Paternoster, 1978) 119-20. 
181For a "middle-of-the-road" representative who has written on both the Gospel and the Epistles, see 
Rudolf Schnackenburg, The Gospel according to St. John, 3 vols. (London: Burns & Oates, 1968-82); 
idem, The Johannine Epistles (New York: Crossroad, 1992). 
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II. Circumstances 
 
Tradition also identifies the recipients of these letters as the Christian congregations 
in and around Ephesus toward the end of the first-century (probably in the 90s). The 
Johannine community clearly is troubled by false teaching which denies the full 
humanity of Christ, claims sinless perfectionism, and yet promotes certain lifestyles 
that transgress the Law. This picture fits early tradition about the Gnostic teacher, 
Cerinthus, who ministered in and around Ephesus at the same time as the aged 
apostle. At the very least we seem to be confronted with some form of docetism 
(from the Greek, dokeo, "to seem," referring to the belief that Christ only seemed to 
be human). Cerinthianism could help us make sense of 1 John 5:6, in that Cerinthus 
believed that the Spirit of Christ descended on the man Jesus at his baptism but left 
before he died on the cross (because God could not truly suffer and die as a man). 
John by way of reply is claiming that Jesus was attested as the God-man both at his 
baptism and at his crucifixion. 

 
It is interesting to compare 1 John with the Gospel in another respect. Whereas 
John, among the four gospels, has the greatest focus on (a) Christ's deity; (b) a 
strong "law-grace" dichotomy; (c) "realized eschatology" (eternal life or death as 
beginning now in the present age); and (d) the least amount of emphasis on Christ's 
death as atoning, in 1 John more of an emphasis appears on Jesus' humanity, on 
keeping the law, on future eschatology, and on Christ's propitiatory sacrifice. One 
plausible explanation of all this is that as Gnostics infiltrated John's churches in 
Ephesus, they emphasized certain themes of his Gospel in a one-sided direction, 
leading him to try to provide greater balance in his epistles in the opposite 
direction.182 
 

III. Genre and Structure 
 

1 John bears few formal similarities to a letter--no typical opening or closing or any 
clear epistolary structure. Suggestions as to its genre have included "homily," 
"diatribe," "informal tractate," "pastoral encyclical," and "paper." What is clear is that 
John repeatedly cycles through three key themes, which together form what have 
been called "the tests of life": loving one another, keeping the commandments, and 
believing in Jesus as fully God and fully human.183 

 
 
182Cf. Raymond E. Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple (New York: Paulist, 1979) 93-144.  
183After the commentary so-entitled by Robert Law (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1909). Duane F. Watson, 
"Amplification Techniques in 1 John: The Interaction of Rhetorical Style and Invention," Journal for the 
Study of the New Testament 51 (1993) 99-123, discusses John's repetitive style in detail. 
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Analysis of 1 John 
 
I. Prologue (1:1-4) 
 

This opening paragraph is reminiscent of the Gospel's prologue (John 1:1-18), 
though shorter. The apostolic gospel is confirmed by eyewitness testimony to the 
incarnation and glorification of Jesus (v. 1-2). The proclamation of the gospel is 
required in order to complete the fellowship and joy of the preachers and their 
audience (vv. 3-4). 

 
II. The Tests of Life: Cycle One (1:5-2:27) 
 

A. Sin vs. obedience (1:5-2:27) 
 

The verses 1:5-2:6 contrast sin and obedience to stress the need to keep God's 
commands. 
 
1. Three false claims combated (1:5-10) 
 

Chapter 1:5-10 combats three false claims all related to the Gnostic doctrine 
of sinless perfectionism (sin was spiritualized and radically divorced from 
external morality): (1) One's relationship can be separated from his or her 
lifestyle (v. 6); (2) it is possible to achieve a state of sinlessness as a 
Christian (v. 8); (3) some had in fact achieved this state quite a while ago (v. 
10).  
 

2. The proper attitudes are stated (2:1-6) 
 

By contrast 2:1-6 describes the proper attitudes: all are still sinners but there 
is forgiveness through the atoning death of Christ (2:1-2; cf. 1:9), and true 
belief leads to a recognition of the need to obey all of Christ's commands (vv. 
3-6). 
 

B. Loving one another (2:7-17) 
 
1. Summing up the commands via love (vv. 7-11) 
 

The second test of life is love for one another (2:7-17). Indeed, God's 
commands can be summed up in the one command to love (vv. 7-11). This is 
both an old and a new command. It was stated in the Law but is made more 
possible in Christ (vv. 7-8). It is especially incumbent in the Christian 
fellowship (vv. 9-11).  
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2. All segments of the community are equally responsible (vv. 12:14) 

 
Of the various suggestions for who "children," "fathers," and "young men" are 
in these verses, that which best fits John's usage elsewhere is to take 
"children" as his address to the whole community, which is then subdivided 
into the older and younger individuals (at least physically speaking, and 
possibly also spiritually).184  
 

3. True love rejects lust for the fallen world order (vv. 15-17) 
 
True love involves a rejection of the lust for all things belonging to this 
transient world order (2:15-17). Here John itemizes three paradigmatic 
temptations, not unlike those that faced Adam and Eve in the garden 
(Genesis 3:6) and Jesus in the wilderness (Matthew 4:1-11): the lust of the 
flesh, the lust of the eyes, the pride of life.185 
 

C. Correct Christology (2:18-27) 
 

1. False teachers as antichrists (vv.18-23) 
 

The third test of life involves correct Christology (2:18-23). The false teachers 
John is opposing are actually "antichrists," foreshadowing the "antichrist" of 
end times (v. 18). These false teachers, like some of their followers, have 
seceded from within the Christian community, thereby demonstrating that 
they truly did not belong (v. 19). Calvinists regularly see this as one of the 
clearest verses in Scripture to resolve the question of how to "diagnose" what 
happens when someone commits apostasy. These teachers, however, are 
claiming a unique anointing of the Spirit, which John disputes--such anointing 
is the prerogative of all Christians (vv. 20-21). The secessionists' fundamental 
doctrinal error is in denying Jesus as the Christ (vv. 22-23).  
 

2. Antidote is faithfulness to the truth originally learned (vv. 24-27) 
 

The antidote then is to remain faithful to the truth as originally learned (vv. 24-
27). Verse 27 cannot be taken absolutely; John is after all teaching his 
readers through his letter! But the point is that they don't need any esoteric or 
elitist teaching to supplement what they have already learned; that is bound 
merely to lead them astray. 
 

184Stephen S. Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John (Waco: Word, 1984) 69-71. 
185Cf. the paraphrase of the Living Bible: "the craze for sex, the ambition to buy everything that appeals to 
you, and the pride that comes from wealth and importance." 
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III. The Tests of Life: Cycle Two (2:28-4:6) 
 

A. Sin vs. obedience (2:28-3:10) 
 

Again John begins by contrasting sin vs. obedience and stressing the need to 
keep God's commands (2:28-3:10).  
 
1. Main theme: “doing righteousness” (2:29, 3:7, 10) 
 

The main theme throughout this entire section is "doing righteousness" (2:19, 
3:7, 3:10). Here is proof of regeneration, that we are children of God now 
(2:29), although our natures will be transformed again in a way we cannot yet 
understand (2:28, 3:1-3).  
 

2. Main problem: “one born of God does not sin” (3:6, 9-10) 
 

In this context, John can declare that the one who is born of God no longer 
sins (3:6, 9-10). Surely he is not so quickly contradicting 1:8, 10! Of many 
proposed solutions, probably the best is that implied by the NIV: "No one who 
lives in him keeps on sinning" (v. 6) or "will continue to sin" (v. 9), in the 
sense that sin is still his or her characteristic lifestyle.186 But this type of 
relative "sinlessness" is still diametrically opposite to that of the Gnostic, 
because it opposes lawlessness (vv. 4-5). Gnostics were notorious for seeing 
the Law (and the God) of the Old Testament as evil and therefore remaining 
unconcerned to keep God's commands. 
 

B. Loving one another (3:11-24) 
 

Second, John again discusses love (3:11-24). Here he contrasts the negative 
example of Cain the murderer (vv. 11-15) with the positive example of Jesus 
Christ the murdered (vv. 16-18). 
 
1. Negative example: Cain the murderer (vv. 11-15) 
 
2. Positive example: Jesus Christ the murdered (vv. 16-18) 
 

The ultimate in love is Christ's sacrificial death (v. 16); such sacrifice on our 
part can surely extend at least to our material possessions (vv. 17-18)! 
 

186This is the natural force of the present tense verbs in these verses, especially those outside the 
indicative mood. For a full list of options, see Raymond E. Brown, The Epistles of John (Garden City: 
Doubleday, 1982) 411-16. 
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Verses 19-24 describe the assurance of our salvation which love in our lives 
can give. These are precious verses for those who doubt earlier experiences-
-if their professions of faith have resulted in a genuinely transformed life. 
Then our consciences can be greatly encouraged (vv. 19-22). Verses 23-24 
show how closely related the three tests of life are. In a sense, each can be 
defined in terms of the other two. 
 

C. Correct Christology (4:1-6) 
 

1. Distinguishing true vs. false prophecy (vv. 1-3) 
 
Third, John returns to correct Christology (4:1-6). To distinguish true from 
false prophecy, we must "test the spirits." Then as now one's understanding 
of Jesus is the key (vv. 1-3).  
 

2. Superiority of Spirit of truth to spirit of falsehood (vv. 4-6) 
 
But the Spirit of truth is always superior to the Spirit of falsehood, so we never 
have to fear that the powers of evil can overcome God's Spirit indwelling in us 
(vv. 4-6). 
 

IV. The Tests of Life: Cycle Three (4:7-5:21) 
 

A.  Loving one another (4:7-21) 
 

This time John begins with the second test--of love (4:7-21). Most of the themes 
in these verses repeat what he has already brought up, doubtless for emphasis.  

 
1. Key clarification: God/love not interchangeable (v.8) 

 
God Himself is called love (v. 8), a statement which is not all Scripture has to 
say about God nor one which can be reversed (love is not God).  
 

2. Key new theme: perfect love cast out all fear (v. 18) 
 
Still, love is the heart of God's essence, and reflects the attribute which 
should dominate Christians' lives, to the point that all terror vanishes (v. 18). 
The worst that can happen to us in this life is far more than compensated by 
eternal bliss with Christ. 
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B. Correct Christology (5:1-15) 
 

1. The interrelationship of the three tests (vv. 1-5) 
 

Chapter 5:1-15 returns to the theme of correct Christology. Verses 1-5 give 
another good summary of the interrelationship of the three tests.  
 

2. The witnesses: baptism and crucifixion of Christ (vv. 6-8) 
 
Verses 6-8 refute Cerinthianism, as noted in the "Introduction." A famous 
textual variant in these verses not found in any Greek manuscript until the 
Middle Ages adds a Trinitarian witness, but it is almost certainly not the 
original text, despite its inclusion in the King James Version.  
 

3. The credible and compelling testimony (vv. 9-12) 
 
Verses 9-12 note that the testimony on behalf of Christ is credible and 
compelling.  
 

4. Present belief as assurance of salvation (vv. 13-15) 
 
Verse 13 stresses that like love, present belief, too, can be an important 
assurance of salvation for someone who may doubt whether he or she has 
done everything properly in the past. This assurance extends to God's 
promise to answer our prayers (vv. 14-15). But, as in James, the important 
proviso of "according to his will" must be included.  
 

C. Sin vs. obedience (5:16-21) 
 

1. The sin that leads to death (vv. 16-17) 
 

Finally, John returns to the contrast between sin and obedience (5:16-21). 
There is a sin which leads to death (vv. 16-17). If "brother" is limited to true 
Christians, then this must either imply loss of salvation or refer to physical 
death (as with Ananias and Sapphira).  
 

2. Not a sin that threatens true believers (vv. 18-20) 
 
But "life" and "death" in John elsewhere consistently mean "eternal" life or 
death, so it is probably best to recognize that "brother" for him simply means 
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"fellow member of the community (church)." Yet some of these "brothers" can 
prove false (e.g., 3:10). This then is probably not a sin which threatens true 
Christians (vv. 18-20).  
 

D. Closing exhortation and summary (v. 21) 
 

Indeed John ends with the promise that the devil can never ultimately overwhelm 
the believer. But that does not mean he cannot have a powerful effect on us, if 
we let him. So John closes abruptly but appropriately with the command to avoid 
idolatry (v. 21). 

 

© 1995 by The Institute of Theological Studies™ 
NT Survey: Epistles/Revelation  Expanded Study Guide 168



  
  
  

22  JJoohhnn  
  

  
 

 
 
Lecture 22: 2 John, 3 John, and Introduction to Revelation 
 
Introduction 
 
I. Destination 
 

At first glance this letter seems to be written to an otherwise anonymous Christian 
woman and her family who are warned not to give hospitality to false teachers in 
their home. On closer inspection, good reasons can be given for taking this as a 
house-church: (1) Israel and the church are regularly personified in the feminine 
gender throughout Scripture. (2) That this "lady" is loved by "all who know the truth" 
fits better if she is a church than if she is just a private individual. (3) The greetings 
from "the children of her chosen sister" (v. 13) are more natural as a reference to a 
"sister" church. (4) The alternation from singular to plural “you's” throughout the letter 
makes little sense if John is addressing first the woman and then her children but fits 
well if the "lady" stands for the church as a whole, with the "children" as individual 
members (John's characteristic form of address to fellow Christians). Two other 
alternatives occasionally suggested for which there is no positive evidence are that 
(a) Electa or Kyria ("the elect," "lady,") is a proper noun; and (b) the woman is a 
pastor. 
 

II. Relation to 1 John 
 

The similarities of content and problems addressed in 2 John suggest it was written 
at roughly the same time as 1 John and to the same area. Perhaps 1 John was an 
encyclical that made the rounds of all the house-churches in Ephesus, while 2 John 
was addressed just to one particular home-congregation. Some have suggested that 
2 John preceded 1 John, because in 2 John it seems the false teachers still have 
access to the church (v. 10) whereas in 1 John they had clearly seceded (1 John 
2:18-19).187 On the other hand, 2 John 7 also seems to imply secession. It is 
perhaps somewhat more likely that 2 John follows 1 John, because the original 
problem leading to the secession had emerged from within the church, whereas in 2 
John 10 the false teachers are now attacking from outside the church, trying to 
come back and do further damage to it. 

 
 
 
 
 
187See, e.g., I. Howard Marshall, The Epistles of John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978) 10-11. 
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Analysis188 

 
I. Greetings (vv. 1-3) 

 
In addition to the comments made in the introduction above, it is worth highlighting 
the repetition of John's characteristic themes of truth and love. 

 
II. Body (vv. 4-11) 
 

A. “Some” in v. 4 may imply others have gone astray 
 

Verses 4-6 offer a word of praise for the general obedience of this house-church 
(although "some" in v. 4 may be a deliberate choice to contrast with "all").  
 

B. Two tests of life reappear in vv. 5-6 
 
Two of the three tests of life reappear in these verses--love and obedience to the 
commandments. 
 

C. Warning against true Christians losing full reward (v. 8) 
 

Verses 7-11 proceed to a word of warning. Here the third test of life comes into 
play--correct Christology. John urges this congregation to beware of the 
secessionists (v. 7). True Christians who are led astray by these false teachers 
risk losing the reward of seeing their work in building up the church not come to 
full fruition (v. 8). Those who actually join up with the secessionists demonstrate 
that they are not true Christians (v. 9). The verb "runs ahead" in this verse was 
used by some Gnostics as a reference to maturity. John, in essence, says such 
"running" runs away from the gospel altogether.  
 

D. A call not to give teaching platform and finances to heretics in the house-
church (vv. 10-11) 
 
Verses 10-11, if written to a house-church, imply that the Christians must not 
allow their worship services to be used as a platform for the false teachers. 
"Welcoming" often implied financial help for itinerant missionaries, and this, too, 
is to be withheld from the secessionists. There is no justification, therefore, for 
using this text to tell Christians to close the door on witnessing cult members. 
 

188For an outline using the categories of ancient rhetoric, see Duane F. Watson, "A Rhetorical Analysis of 
2 John According to Greco-Roman Convention," New Testament Studies 35 (1989) 104-30. 
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How would they ever hear the gospel from us and see the love of Christ in us if 
we acted that way? 

 
III. Closing (vv. 12-13) 

 
The length of this letter, as with 3 John, approximates what would have fitted on one 
normal sheet of papyrus. John limits himself to this much, planning to supplement 
his conversation in person. 
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Introduction 
 
I. Destination and Circumstances 
 

This final Johannine epistle is written to one otherwise unknown early Christian 
named Gaius, again presumably in and around Ephesus near the end of the first 
century. He apparently gave hospitality to true Christians in their itinerant ministries. 
"Inns" in the ancient world were notorious for their incivility, so this was an important 
early Christian ministry. 
 

II. Relationship to 1 and 2 John 
 
Again the order of the letters is uncertain. There is no unambiguous reference to the 
false teaching behind 1 and 2 John anywhere in this brief letter. That could argue for 
a date before either or both of the other Johannine epistles.189  
 

III. A Possible History of Deteriorating Relationships in the Ephesian Church 
 
On the other hand, Diotrephes has often been linked with the false teaching in some 
way, in which case this could reflect a stage of deteriorating relations in which some 
of the schismatics had returned to at least one house-church and now gained the 
upper hand.190 

 
Analysis191 
 
I. Greetings (vv. 1-2) 
 

These verses include a formal salutation and a brief prayer. The latter is striking 
because John prays that Gaius' physical health might be as good as his spiritual 
health. Would that most of us were healthy enough spiritually to make that a 
desirable prayer! 

 
 
 
189For a plausible case for the sequence, 1 John, 3 John, 2 John, see Judith Lieu, The Second and Third 
Epistles of John: History and Background (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1986); for 3 John, 2 John, 1 John, 
see John C. Thomas, "The Order of the Composition of the Johannine Epistles," Novum Testamentum 
37 (1995) 68-75. 
190Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, xxx-xxxii. 
191Cf. Duane F. Watson, "A Rhetorical Analysis of 3 John: A Study in Epistolary Rhetoric," Catholic 
Biblical Quarterly 51 (1989) 479-501. 
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II. Body (vv. 3-12) 
 

A. Commendation of Gaius (vv. 3-8) 
 

First, John commends Gaius for his ministry of hospitality for traveling Christians, 
even though he did not know them personally (vv. 3-8). Probably that ministry 
included financial support. Stott comments, “Christians should finance Christian 
enterprises which the world will not, or should not be asked to, support.... There 
are many good causes which Christians may support; but they must support their 
brethren to whom the world should not be asked to contribute.”192 

 
B. The negative example of Diotrephes (vv. 9-10) 

 
Second, John warns against the negative example of Diotrephes (vv. 9-10). 
Probably he had some connection with the false teachers. Many commentators 
have tried to be more specific, linking him with the growing institutionalization of 
the church (and so, e.g., involved in a power play with the last of the 
"charismatic" apostles). Some have even argued that he was the defender of 
orthodoxy against a heterodox Johannine community! The most we can know for 
sure is that "he loved to be first." Personal ambition alone causes enough church 
divisions. 
 

C. The positive example of Demetrius 
 

Third, John commends the positive example of Demetrius (vv. 11-12). We know 
even less about him, save that he is "well spoken of." Gaius knew more, and it is 
always good to balance warnings against bad models with good models we can 
follow. 

 
III. Closing (vv. 13-14) 

 
As in 2 John, the elder will save most of his remarks for a face-to-face meeting. 
John's conclusion twice uses a unique name for fellow-Christians, merely "the 
friends" (a term which has played a prominent role in the history of the Quaker 
movement). 

 
 
 
 
192John R. W. Stott, The Epistles of John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964) 223. 
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Application of Johannine Epistles 
 
I. The Tests of Life, as a Full Definition of Christianity, Challenge Nominalism 
 

John's tests of life are an important safeguard against a truncated view of 
Christianity. It is easy to imagine that correct belief about Jesus is all that is 
necessary for salvation. James, of course, reminded us that faith inevitably led to 
good works (his equivalent to John's emphasis on obeying the commandments). 
Paul stressed that faith worked itself out through love (Galatians 5:6), and love 
reappears as a test of life here, too.  
 

II. The Tests of Life Reassure Christians that are Discouraged in a Particular 
Area of Life 
 
When professing Christians aren't sure if they "believe" enough, looking at a lifestyle 
of love and obedience can often reassure them. Conversely, when "belief" is not 
accompanied by a transformed life, however slow or fitful in its growth, then we have 
reason to doubt the presence of true Christianity altogether. 
 
If the historical sequence of the letters of John corresponds to their chronological 
sequence, we can reconstruct a somewhat depressing deterioration of the 
Johannine church--from Gnostics seceding (1 John) to attacks from outside by those 
same individuals (2 John) to successful inroads in the church as a result of those 
attacks (3 John). Revelation 2:1-7 confirms that the church was hard hit as a result 
of all of this, and by the end of the second-century Christian influence had seriously 
waned in and around Ephesus. And this from the church that had received more 
apostolic ministry during the first century than any other! There is actually an 
encouraging, albeit backhanded, application from all of this, though. If a ministry can 
die out with all that positive input, we can take heart when we give it our best shot in 
ministry, and the results, outwardly at least, seem to be a failure. It is not necessarily 
our fault! We do all we can in the power of the Holy Spirit and leave the results to 
God. 
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REVELATION—GOD'S PLANS FOR COSMIC HISTORY:  
JESUS WINS! 

 

Introduction 
 
I. Authorship 
 

Critical scholarship commonly rejects Johannine authorship for the Book of 
Revelation. Stylistic and theological differences from the other Johannine writings 
are usually viewed as most decisive. Nevertheless, John is not usually seen as 
pseudonymous. In fact this is the only New Testament book attributed to John in 
which his name actually appears (1:9). Those who reject apostolic authorship 
usually assume this is an otherwise unknown prophet or "seer" whose real name is 
John. Many believe him to have been Jewish-Christian and even Palestinian in 
origin or outlook.193 The resurgence of interest in Jewish backgrounds leaves the 
door open for a re-examination of John the apostle as possible author. Strong, early 
tradition supports him. The major ancient dissenter, Dionysus, based his objections 
on his dislike of the apocalyptic contents of the book, not on any competing 
traditions that someone else had written it. Differences in theology are real (the 
Gospel uses "believe" 98 times; Revelation, never) but there are parallels, too (only 
the Gospel of John and Revelation ever call Jesus "Lamb of God"). Some 
differences are related to the differences in content--in Revelation we come to the 
triumphant end of history, filled with language of judgment and tribulation. 
Differences in style could be related to the indescribability of the visions, the ecstasy 
of the prophet, or merely the lack of a redactor or Johannine "school" involved with 
this work, as it seems to have been with the Gospel and/or epistles. Additional, 
telling parallels among the various books attributed to John include shared 
emphases on testimony, life vs. death, spiritual thirst and hunger, the theme of 
conquest and the use of Zechariah 12:10 (cf. John 19:37 with Revelation 1:7). 

 
II. Setting 
 

The most widely adopted setting for Revelation is the short-lived but intense 
Domitianic persecution in the mid-90s. But pressure was being exerted on the seven 
churches of Asia minor by local as well as imperial authorities, not all of them 
Roman. By this time Christianity had largely broken with Judaism, and many 
synagogues had expelled Christian Jews. The harsh language of 2:9 and 3:9 
probably reflects these hostilities. A key purpose of this apocalypse, therefore, is to 
reassure suffering Christians that God is still in control, that all this is part of His 
plan, indeed that it foreshadows even greater tribulation yet to come upon the world, 
 

193 E.g., Adela Y. Collins, Crisis and Catharsis: The Power of the Apocalypse (Philadelphia: Westminster, 
1984) 27-53. 
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but that in the end Jesus wins! Thus, they should remain faithful, even to the point of 
martyrdom, if it comes to that. 
 

III. Genre 
 

A. Apocalyptic 
 

The first word of the book is a tipoff as to its genre: apokalypsis ("apocalypse"). 
Apocalyptic literature was well-known from numerous other Jewish and Christian 
sources, including parts of Daniel, Ezekiel and Zechariah, 1 Enoch and 4 Ezra, 
Jesus' "Olivet Discourse," and parts of 1 and 2 Thessalonians.194 Apocalyptic 
varied widely in form, but frequent features included (a) extensive use of 
symbolism, often with outlandish or grotesque creatures and cosmology, much 
like our modern political cartoons; (b) depicting past, present or future events of 
world history leading up to a decisive intervention on the part of God to right the 
injustice of society; (c) written in times of crisis or perceived crisis to reassure 
God's people that evil would not triumph.195 Thus there is no way of predicting in 
advance how literal or figurative such a work will be. Each potential symbol will 
have to be interpreted in light of its historical background. In the case of John's 
apocalypse this includes (a) the Old Testament; (b) intertestamental literature; 
and (c) current events in the cities of Asia Minor in John's day. Numbers, though, 
are almost always symbolic, especially sevens and their multiples (standing for 
completeness, based on the seven days of creation) and twelves and their 
multiples (standing for the twelve tribes of Israel and/or the twelve apostles, to 
designate God's people as a whole). On the other hand, Revelation differs from 
conventional apocalyptic by not being: (a) pseudonymous; (b) retrospectively 
historical (prophecy ex eventu), and (c) dualistic and unrelentingly pessimistic in 
world view.196 
 

B. Prophetic/Epistolary 
 

Revelation also combines elements of two other genres which make its 
apocalyptic form distinctive: (1) prophecy--John refers to real future events, even 
  

194For an excellent, annotated anthology of non-canonical Jewish and Christian apocalypses, see Mitchell 
G. Reddish, ed., Apocalytic Literature: A Reader (Nashville: Abingdon, 1990). 
195An oft-quoted, more technical definition of apocalypse is that of John J. Collins, "Introduction: 
Morphology of a Genre," Semeia 14 (1979) 9: "a genre of revelatory literature with a narrative framework 
in which a revelation is mediated by an other worldly being to a human recipient, disclosing a 
transcendent reality which is both temporal insofar as it envisages eschatological salvation, and spatial 
insofar as it involves another, supernatural world." 
196For a more extensive list, see Leon Morris, The Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987) 
25-27. 
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if he often describes them in highly symbolic form; and (2) epistle--not just 
chapters 2-3 but the whole book is written to identifiable churches in letter form 
to give them hope in specific historical circumstances. This means that the most 
fundamental hermeneutical principle to follow in interpreting Revelation is to look 
for meanings which could have been intelligible to first-century Christians in Asia 
minor, not hidden meanings decipherable only by people purportedly living in the 
days just before Christ's return.197 
 

IV. Structure 
 

A. Chronological, recapitulative or a combination of the two? 
 

B. The role of 1:19 
 

C. A futurist interpretation with preterist overtones 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
197Cf. Gordon D. Fee and Douglas Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1982) 209. 
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Preliminary Comments on Approach (Three Debates) 
 
The number of different approaches to Revelation makes it impossible to treat all of the 
options as we progress through the book.198 All we can do is highlight the perspective 
we endorse and point the reader to other literature that explains the options in detail.  
 
I. The Role of the Millenium 
 

One debate is over the role of the millennium: premillennialism sees Christ returning 
before the golden age of human history depicted in Revelation 20; postmillennialism 
reverses that sequence; and amillennialism sees the millennium either as spiritual 
and coincident with the present reign of Christ in believers' hearts (and in heaven) or 
with the future new heavens and earth (Revelation 21-22).199 These notes reflect a 
premillennial perspective.  
 

II. Relationship of the Rapture and the Tribulation 
 

A second debate is over the relationship of the rapture to the tribulation; is it pre-, 
mid-, or post-tribulational in timing? This writer is convinced that post-tribulationism 
is correct.200  

 
III. Interpretation of The Revelation 
 

A third is whether the bulk of Revelation describes strictly future events (futurist), 
strictly past events (preterist), the unfolding of church history from John's day to the 
return of Christ (historicist), a symbolic depiction of the struggle between good and 
evil in any age (idealist), or some combination of two or more of these. These 
comments will follow a preterist-futurist approach--everything in Revelation is 
intelligible as visions that would have had points of contact with events in first-
century Rome, but seldom is their meaning exhausted by these events. There is 
much to come in the future that has not yet been fulfilled.201 
 
 
 
 

198A very readable history of interpretation throughout church history appears in Arthur W. Wainwright, 
Mysterious Apocalypse (Nashville: Abingdon, 1993). 
199See Robert G. Clouse, ed., The Meaning of the Millennium: Four Views (Downers Grove: IVP, 1977).  
200See Richard Reiter, et al, The Rapture: Pre-, Mid-, or Post-Tribulational? (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1984). 
201See, e.g., Merrill C. Tenney, Interpreting Revelation (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1957) 136-46. 
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Lecture 23: Revelation 1:1-8:6 
 
Analysis 
 
I. Introduction (1:1-20) 
 

A. Prologue (vv. 1-3) 
 

Verses 1-3 form the prologue, which identifies the genre of the book (a 
"revelation"--i.e., apocalypse), the nearness of the end (though in the New 
Testament this means that everything is ready with Christ's first coming; "the last 
days" began at Pentecost--Acts 2:17), and a blessing attached to the study and 
application of this book as the word of God (particularly for believers in 
persecution). 
 

B. Greetings and dedication (vv. 4-8) 
 

Verses 4-8 offer greetings and a dedication. John is writing an encyclical to 
seven churches in Asia Minor (western Turkey) that could easily have been 
delivered from one to the next via a roughly circular road (cf. v. 11). The rich 
Christological and Trinitarian references (taking "seven spirits" in v. 4 as the 
"sevenfold [i.e., complete] Spirit") remind us that there is much theology to be 
learned from Revelation even apart from the more controversial parts of its 
eschatology.202 John also applies language of Jews in the Old Testament to the 
church ("a kingdom and priests"--v. 6) a point to keep in mind when we come to 
chapter 7. Verse 7 reminds us of the central eschatological point of the book--
Jesus will return in triumph--on which most interpreters can also agree. 
 

C. John’s commission (vv. 9-20) 
 

Verses 9-20 describe John's commission. He writes from exile in the penal 
colony on the island of Patmos in the Aegean sea, a kind of ancient "Alcatraz. " 
He had some sort of ecstatic experience one Sunday (v. 10), including a vision of 
the exalted "son of man" (i.e., Jesus; cf. Dan. 7:13). The individual items of this 
picture of Jesus should not be given independent significance, but together they 
create a powerful portrait of Christ the glorious, majestic judge. Christ identifies 
himself as the Eternal One, using the identical language that God Himself has 
just used (vv. 8, 17). He commissions John (v. 19) to write about what he has 
 

202See, e.g., Graeme Goldsworthy, The Gospel of Revelation (Exeter: Paternoster, 1984); Richard 
Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation (Cambridge: University Press, 1993). 
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seen (presumably this vision just reported), what is now (the present events of 
chapters 2-3) and what will take place later (at least chapters 6-22). The 
heavenly vision of chapters 4-5 could be seen as either present or future. John is 
to write to the "angels" (or "messengers") of the seven churches. This could refer 
to pastors, emissaries from the churches, metaphorically to guardian angels, or 
even to the heavenly nature of the church, but it is clear that the letters are to be 
delivered to entire Christian congregations. 
 

II. Letters to the Seven Churches203 

 
All seven letters are very similarly structured. The general pattern is address, 
identification of the speaker (Christ), commendation, criticism, threat of judgment, 
call to hear, and promises to those who "overcome"--i.e., remain faithful Christians 
in hard times. Two churches receive no criticism: Smyrna and Philadelphia. Two 
receive no commendation: Sardis and Laodicea. The seven churches reflect the full 
spectrum of faithfulness and faithlessness present in every age of church history. 
 
A. Ephesus (2:1-7)--losing your first love 
 

Those who remained orthodox despite the intrusion of heretics (see under 
Epistles of John above) had won the theological war but lost the ethical battle. 
Little is known about the Nicolaitans (v. 6) but the word means "conquer the 
people." The Ephesians are called to repent and do the works they did at first (v. 
5), a reminder that forsaking their first love (v. 4) is not primarily a statement 
about their lack of emotional warmth but a problem with the practical outworking 
of their faith. The promise of the tree of life stands in stark contrast with the 
Artemis cult tree-shrine in town and the asylum it offered. 

 
B. Smyrna (2:8-1l)-persevering despite difficult circumstances 

 
A strong Jewish community in this city played a key part in the local persecution; 
we must not take John's words in v. 9 as applying to all Jews. "Persecution for 
ten days" employs a small, round number for a short period of time. The offer of 
a garland (v. 10) was appropriate for a city that had a wreath as its well-known 
emblem of beauty. Despite their faithfulness, however, God gave them no 
guarantees of outward blessing in this life. 
 

 

203By far the most useful and detailed work of background information on these seven cities to help us 
decipher the unique visions God tailored for each of them is Colin J. Hemer, The Letters to the Seven 
Churches of Asia in Their Local Setting (Sheffield: JSOT, 1986). 
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C. Pergamum (2:12-17)--mixing faith and immorality 

 
Pergamum was a center of Zeus worship, Asclepian healings and the imperial 
cult, any or all of which are good candidates for "Satan's throne" (v. 13). Food 
sacrificed to idols here probably refers to the feasts to demons of which Paul 
spoke in 1 Corinthians 10:14-22, since it is linked with sexual immorality. The 
"hidden manna" is similar in meaning to the bread of life; white stones were used 
for admission tickets, a jury's vote of acquittal, and a sign of initiation into certain 
cults (v. 17). 
 

D. Thyatira (2:18-29)--confusing the devilish with the divine  
 
Thyatira and Pergamum have similar problems. This time the city is compared 
with Old Testament Jezebel, Ahab's wicked wife, against whom judgment was 
prophesied and executed. "Satan's so-called deep secrets" (v. 24) may refer to 
the (Gnostic?) idea that one has to experience evil deeply in order to show one is 
immune to it. Thyatira was also the home of merchant guilds (including one for 
potters) that participated in idolatrous pagan ceremonies. Compare the smashing 
of the pottery in v. 27. 
 

E. Sardis (3:1-6)--almost totally dead  
 
The state of the church matched that of the town; both were in eclipse. Those 
who overcome will never be erased from the book of life (v. 5; cf. Exodus 32:32-
33); the double negative is not a challenge to eternal security but a strong 
affirmation of it and perhaps a direct contrast to the Jews who were crossing off 
the names of Christians from their synagogue registers. 
 

F. Philadelphia (3:7-13)--obedient and faithful  
 
Here is the most positive of all the letters. The key promise comes in v. 10. 
Grammatically this could refer to preservation either by taking the Christians 
away from the troubled area or by protecting them in the midst of trouble. 
Proponents of a "pre-trib" rapture favor the former; "post-tribbers, "the latter 
(citing an exact grammatical parallel with tereo + ek in John 17:15). But if this is a 
reference to the great tribulation at the end of human history, it is the only one in 
these letters to the seven churches. Every other detail in them makes sense in 
the context of early church history; perhaps the "hour of trial" here is merely 
future, empire-wide persecution.204 Is it mere historical coincidence that 
 

204So, e.g., J. Barton Payne, Encyclopedia of Biblical Prophecy (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1973) 606.  
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Philadelphia continued to have a Christian church long after the other churches 
of Asia Minor had been obliterated by either Romans or Muslims? The stable 
pillar of v. 12 contrasts with the temples that were often damaged in the ancient 
world by frequent earthquakes. 
 

G. Laodicea (3:14-22)--undrinkable and useless  
 
This is the most negative of the seven letters. The church in town was like its 
water supply, proverbial for its lukewarmness. Laodicea did not have its own 
fresh water, so it had to be piped in either from the clear, cold mountain streams 
near Colossae or from the therapeutic hot springs near Hierapolis. Either way by 
the time the aqueducts reached Laodicea, the water had become tepid. Thus hot 
and cold are both positive metaphors in this passage, over against the state of 
the Laodiceans.205 Laodicea was also famous for its wealth (it rebuilt itself 
without Roman aid after an earthquake in A.D. 60), its black wool industry, and a 
medical school that produced eye salve. By way of contrast, v. 17 declares the 
Christians there to be "wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked." Jesus knocks at 
this church's door to try to reclaim them for a vibrant faith (v. 20). This gentle 
approach contrasts with the forced entry of Roman officials who demanded 
lodging in this wealthy town as they came through an impressive triple gate in 
the city walls. 
 

III. Heavenly Praise (4:1-5:14) 
 

A. The heavenly throne (4:1-11) 
 

John, in his vision, is now caught up to the heavenly throne room, in preparation 
for viewing future events (which seemingly begin in 6:1). Around the throne he 
sees twenty-four elders, and four living creatures resembling Old Testament 
cherubim and seraphim (cf. Ezekiel 10:14 and Isaiah 6:2). The "elders" are 
always linked with other heavenly creatures, so probably are not human but 
angelic. The main point of chapter 4 is the complete worthiness of God to receive 
all glory and honor.  
 
 
 

205This observation has been known via archeology at least since the work of M. J. S. Rudwick and E. M. 
B. Green, "The Laodicean Lukewarmness," Expository Times 69 (1957-58) 176-78. Commentators and 
preachers who perpetuate the myth that "cold" here means actively opposed to God mislead many. 
Intuitively, we should recognize something amiss in the notion that God prefers active opposition to 
fence-sitting! 
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B. The scroll of end time events (5:1-14) 

 
Chapter 5 continues that theme but transfers it to the slain Lamb who alone can 
open the scroll that will narrate end-time events. A sacrifice for sin must be paid 
before the devil can ultimately be conquered. The litany of praise increases in 
perhaps the most majestic chapter in all the Bible, as John sees the 
presentation, exaltation and enthronement of Christ. It is also significant to note 
that John here describes Jesus as the Lion of the tribe of Judah (v. 5), but, when 
he turns to look at Him, he sees a Lamb (v. 6). The suffering servant is also the 
warrior-king. And we are reminded that in apocalyptic literature, two seemingly 
diametrically opposite symbols can be used for the same entity without 
contradiction. This glimpse of heaven provides John and his readers with the 
necessary sustenance to prepare themselves for the difficult days about to be 
described. 

 
IV. The Seven Seals (6:1-8:5) 
 

The heart of the book of Revelation is occupied with a description of twenty-one 
judgments of God on the world, in three groups of seven judgments each. The first 
of these is depicted as seven "seals," which have to be removed from a scroll so 
that it can be unrolled. The imagery of a scroll (cf. 5:2-5) harks back to Old 
Testament passages (most notably Ezekiel 2-3) in which God's judgments were 
written on such documents. Because the seals must be removed before the scroll 
can be read, it is natural to take these events as the prelude to God's end-time 
judgments (later called "the great tribulation"--7:14) rather than part of those 
judgments themselves.  
 
A. The four horses and riders (6:1-8) 
 

Indeed the first four seals, also identified with four horsemen, described 
judgments which have often occurred over the course of history: militarism, 
warfare, famine and death (6:1-8).  
 

B. The fifth preparatory event—cries of the martyrs for vindication (6:9-11) 
 
The fifth seal is different, unleashing the cries of martyrs for vindication, who are 
told they must wait a little longer (6:9-11).  
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C. Sixth seal—cosmic upheavals at the threshold of the end (6:12-17) 

 

The sixth seal describes events which cannot be interpreted literally without the 
universe dissolving (and yet there are apparently fifteen judgments yet to come). 
Cosmic upheavals, however, are standard fare in apocalyptic literature for 
universal political and social turmoil (similar to our "all hell broke loose," or "they 
turned the world upside down”).206  Whatever literal events are implied, they 
produce extreme terror (vv. 12-17).  
 

D. The 144,000 and the numberless multitude (7:1-7) 
 

Before describing the seventh seal, John offers an interlude of sorts (7:1-17). 
Here he narrates his visions of two apparently quite different groups of people: 
144,000 Jews and a numberless multi-ethnic multitude. The first group is sealed, 
to be protected from the tribulation that the ensuing judgments will inflict on the 
earth (recall the protection of the Jews in Moses' day during the first Passover). 
The second group is described as those "who have come out of the great 
tribulation" (v. 14). Understandably, pre-tribbers find strong support here for the 
rapture of the church, with the exception of a small group of Jewish-Christians 
who must live through it. But the reference to cleansing in v. 14 makes a little 
more sense if this verse refers to those who have lived through the tribulation 
before coming out of it. And if a lion can be a lamb (5:5-6), it may be that the 
144,000 and the numberless multitude actually represent the same group--the 
universal church. After all, John only "hears" the number of the first group (v. 4); 
when he turns, presumably to look at them, he "sees" the numberless multitude 
(v. 9). The 144,000 clearly equals 12 X 12 X 1000--the perfect number of Jewish 
tribes and Christian apostles multiplied by a large number for completeness. If 
John wanted to depict the church as the true Israel, this would be a magnificent 
and vivid way to do it. All of God's people would then live through the tribulation 
but they would be protected from His wrath (though not from the devil's 
persecution).207 
 

E. Seventh seal—preparation for seven trumpets (8:1) 
 

With 8:1-5, we proceed to the seventh seal. But except for heavenly silence 
followed by "cosmic sound effects," no new judgment occurs. This suggests that 
the seventh seal is preparatory for or inclusive of the whole next series of seven 
(trumpet) judgments.208 

 

 
206See N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990) 280-86.  
207Cf., e.g., Philip E. Hughes, The Book of the Revelation (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990) 94-95. 
208For details, see J. Ramsey Michaels, Interpreting the Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992) 
56-58. 
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V. The Seven Trumpets (8:6-11:19) 
 

A. The first four trumpets (8:2-12) 
 

Now we are ready for the depiction of the great tribulation. As with the first four 
seals, the first four trumpet judgments are closely parallel (8:6-12). They are 
reminiscent of the plagues on the Egyptians, which suggests they were 
designed, even at this late date, to encourage the wicked to repent. Chapter 
9:20-21 confirms this intent, even if the godless continue to rebel. In each case a 
third of the plague's target is afflicted. This is more severe than the seals, yet still 
leaves over half the earth unaffected. The imagery is as apocalyptic as ever; 
several of the plagues are literally impossible (to strike only a third of the sun, 
etc.), but the point is that they are terribly unpleasant. 
 

B. Fifth and sixth trumpets (8:13-9:21) 
 

The fifth and sixth trumpets (also called the first and second woes) are of a 
different nature (8:13-9:21).  
 
1. Their demonic origin (9:1-6) 
 

Here John sees armies of locusts grotesquely portrayed, whose origin is the 
Abyss (9:1-2). This suggests a description of demonic rather than merely 
human warfare. The irony is that the devil is made to turn against his own (vv. 
3-4).  
 

Lecture 24: Revelation 8:7-22:21 
 

2. Their symbolic significance (9:7-21) 
 
The imagery draws on the frightening locust plagues of the ancient world 
(already used as an image of warfare in Joel). Five months (vv. 5-6) was the 
standard locust life cycle. The new "technology" of the Parthian raiders on the 
Roman empire from the northeast--horses shielded on their underbellies with 
riders shooting arrows behind them as well as in front of them--seems to 
have influenced the details of the vision of these locusts (vv. 7-19).209 

 

 
 

209George B. Caird, The Revelation of St. John the Divine (New York: Harper & Row, 1966) 122.  
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C. The angel and the little scroll (10:1-11) 

 

Chapter 10:1-11 forms the first part of another interlude before the seventh 
trumpet is sounded. Again it is emphasized that we are at the threshold of the 
end and that there will be no more delay (v. 6), This interlude harks back to the 
commissioning of Ezekiel and the bittersweet scroll he was told to eat (Ezekiel 
2:8-3:3). Salvation for God's people does not exempt them from tribulation or 
prevent God's wrath from judging His enemies. 
 

D. The two witnesses (11:1-14) 
 

Chapter 11:1-14 continues the interlude by describing the powerful ministry of 
two "witnesses." They are depicted performing miracles similar to those of 
Moses and Elijah. They are killed but subsequently resurrected. If the church 
remains in the tribulation, it is natural to take the witnesses as symbolic of the 
powerful testimony of the persecuted people of God during this time. After their 
"resurrection," they are caught up into heaven (seemingly a picture of the 
rapture), and many of the earth's remaining inhabitants "give glory to the God of 
heaven" (v. 13). Because this seems to take place in Jerusalem (v. 8), and if this 
expression refers to genuine repentance, then here could be the conversion of 
many in Israel that Paul envisages in Romans 11:26.210 This chapter also 
contains the first two of five references in chapters 11-13 to a 3 1/2 year period 
(= 42 mos., = 1260 days) based on Daniel 9:27, 12:7, Some commentators add 
two of these references together to create a seven-year tribulation, but 
Revelation nowhere makes this addition. Given that seven is the number for 
completeness of God's perfect plans, it seems more likely that we are meant to 
take the period as only 3 1/2 years, as if to say, this is not God's final word for 
human history. Tribulation will be overcome and be replaced with salvation and 
final judgment.211 
 

E. The seventh trumpet: preparation for the seven bowls (11:15-19) 
 

Chapter 11:15-19 depicts the seventh trumpet sounding, but, as with the seventh 
seal, no separate judgment takes place--only praise for God in heaven and again 
"cosmic sound effects. " Most likely the seventh trumpet merely introduces (or is 
equivalent to) the seven final "bowl" plagues which will begin in chapter 15. 
Meanwhile John has one final interlude to narrate. 
 

210George E. Ladd, A Commentary on the Revelation of John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972) 159-60.  
211Cf. Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977) 221. Some who see 
the end of chapter 11 as the midpoint of a seven-year tribulation then find support for a mid-tribulation 
rapture here. If this is a glimpse of the end of a 3 1/2 year period, then the post-tribulationist perspective 
remains defensible. 
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VI. The Satanic Trinity: Rise and Impending Fall (12:1-14:20) 
 

Chapters 12-13 introduce us to a trio of grotesque beasts, each of which attempts to 
mimic or parody one person of the Holy Trinity. Despite widespread influence and 
success, chapter 14 goes on to foreshadow their demise and judgment. 

 
A. The dragon as a parody of God (12:1-18) 
 

Chapter 12:1-18 tells us about the first person in John's vision of the unholy 
Trinity--A dragon who stands for Satan (v. 9). We see here a clear flashback to 
Christ's first coming with the reference to the dragon trying to devour a woman's 
child (v. 4). The child is clearly Jesus (v. 5), and He is protected from the devil by 
being snatched up to God's throne--His resurrection and ascension. The woman 
who gives birth to Him then flees to an earthly place of protection for 1260 days 
(v. 6). Probably the woman stands for the entire Messianic community of God's 
people (Israel in Old Testament times and the church in New Testament times). 
The same number is used for the period of protection (the church age) as for the 
tribulation--both are 3 1/2 years--less than (i.e., half of) God's complete or perfect 
plan for his people (cf. also v. 14). Satan's being cast from heaven (vv. 7-9, 13) 
could correspond to Luke 10:18. By the end of the chapter we have probably 
returned to the time of the great tribulation at the end of history initiated by the 
seven trumpet judgments. Although believers are protected from God's wrath 
during this period, they are again not exempt from suffering, even martyrdom, 
inflicted by the devil (v. 17; cf. 13:15). 
 

B. The first beast as a parody of Christ (13:1-10) 
 

Chapter 13:1-10 describes a beast coming out of the sea. Its horns and heads 
resemble those of its "father," the dragon, and both pictures draw on imagery 
from Daniel 7 portraying what 1 John 2:18 called the Antichrist. This beast tries 
to look and act like the true Christ--exercising the authority of the dragon (v. 2), 
displaying a seemingly fatal wound that was healed (to parody Christ's death and 
resurrection--v. 3), causing people to worship the dragon (v. 4) and receiving 
worship himself (v. 8). First-century readers would have immediately thought of 
Domitian's insistence that his subjects sacrifice to him and declare "Caesar is 
Lord"--the blasphemous equation of religion and politics.212 The period of the 
 

212Virtually every evil, totalitarian ruler in Christian history has been identified with this figure; so far all 
such guesses have been wrong. The early church often saw the beast as more a power or empire than 
an individual--see Alan Johnson, "Revelation," in Expositor's Bible Commentary, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein, 
vol. 12 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1981) 521-22. Mounce, Revelation, 251, explains the beast as "the 
deification of secular authority." 
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beast's influence is again described as 3 1/2 years (v. 5). But this is probably not 
a part of the tribulation later than chapter 11, but a reference to the same time 
period, since chapter 12 gave us a flashback to Christ's first coming. In other 
words, chapters 11 and 13 must be taken together with the complementary 
truths taught in each: during the end-time tribulation, intense persecution and 
powerful witness and church growth will go hand in hand, as in fact they often 
have in church history. 
 

C. The second beast as a parody of the Holy Spirit (13:11-18) 
 

The third member of the Satanic trinity is depicted as a beast from the land 
(13:11-18). This beast parodies the Holy Spirit. It has the prophetic and priestly 
authority to make unbelievers worship the first beast (v. 12), works signs 
reminiscent of Pentecost ( v. 13-14), is the "breath" empowering the image of the 
first beast (v. 15), and "seals" those who belong to the devil with a mark enabling 
them to buy and sell (vv. 16-17). The beast's number is 666 (v. 18). Many 
readers have suspected the use of gematria here: the ancient Greek and 
Hebrew practice of using letters for numerals, so that every person's name 
added up to a certain number. For example, the Hebrew sum of the letters 
comprising a variant spelling of Nero Caesar (NRWN QSR) adds up to 666. 
More likely, this is just more of the demonic parody. The number of the Triune 
God would be 777, triple perfection, so an imperfect attempt to mimic that total 
would yield 666.213 At any rate it does no good to add up the letters of modern-
day rulers' names in attempts to guess the identity of the Antichrist! 
 

D. Victory over the Satanic trinity assured (14:1-20) 
 

Despite the horrors inflicted by this grotesque trinity, 14:1-20 assures the victory 
of God and his people.  
 
1. Purity of the 144,000 from idolatry (vv. 1-5) 
 

Verses 1-5 reintroduce us to the 144,000 now singing praise before God's 
throne, having been spiritually preserved despite the tribulation. "These are 
those who did not defile themselves with women, for they kept themselves 
pure" (v. 4)--probably using sexual purity as a metaphor for spiritual 
faithfulness, as so often in the Bible.  
 
 

213See, e.g., G. R. Beasley-Murray, The Book of Revelation (London: Oliphants, 1974) 219-21. 
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2. Unceasing torment vs. blessed rest (vv. 6-13) 
 

In other words, they have remained true to Christ and experience God's 
blessing and rest (vv. 12-14). But those who accepted the mark of the beast 
experience no rest but unceasing torment (vv. 6-11).  

 
3. “Harvest” of the earth previewed (vv. 14-20) 
 

Finally, John previews the "harvest of the earth'"--likening judgment to the 
harvester's sickle and the grape-grower's winepress (w. 14-20).214 

 
VII. The Seven Bowls (15:1-16:21) 

 
A. Praise and reward for believers as an introduction (15:1-8) 
 

More heavenly praise and reward for believers accompany the onset of the last 
seven plagues (15:1-8).  
 

B. The bowls of God’s wrath—intensified trumpet judgments (16:1-21) 
 
The bowls themselves closely resemble the trumpets in nature but without being 
limited to a fraction of the earth (16:1-21). But v. 2 explicitly declares that the first 
bowl judgment (of sores) affected only those who had received the mark of the 
beast, so presumably believers are still protected from God's wrath throughout 
this period. The first five bowls all again recall the ancient plagues on Egypt (vv. 
2-11). Although John is giving a literal account of his visions, we don't know how 
literal a depiction those visions are of the end-time horrors.215  Their awfulness is 
nevertheless clear. The sixth bowl brings us to the threshold of the end, with the 
armies of the earth gathered to do battle just before Christ returns (w. 12-16). 
The place is called Armageddon (v. 16), from the Hebrew harmagedon, meaning 
Mount Megiddo. Megiddo was a city on a small hill overlooking the valley of 
Jezreel, where numerous famous Old Testament battles were fought. It had 
become proverbial for a place of warfare, much like we today say that someone 
"met their Waterloo" (after the site of Napoleon's defeat in battle). In reality, it 
could be anywhere. But this will be no ordinary battle, when it is finally narrated 
 

214Verses 14-16 and 17-20 are usually taken as two complementary pictures of the judgment of 
unbelievers. But Richard Bauckham, The Climax of Prophecy (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1993) 238-337, 
has made a good case for taking the first of these as the harvest of God's people and as part of a major 
promise throughout Revelation of substantial evangelistic success in the last days.  
215Cf. Mounce, Revelation, 302-3. 
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in chapter 19 (see below). Verses 17-21 describe the final plague--catastrophic 
geo-political upheaval, which will bring an end to the tribulation and bring Christ 
down from heaven. 

 
VIII. The Conquest of the Powers of Evil and the Establishment of Christ's 

Kingdom (17:1-20:15) 
 

A. Judgment of “Babylon the great” (17:1-18:24) 
 

Before John's vision moves forward chronologically, however, he sees images 
(which occupy chapters 17-18) of the fall of "Babylon"-this great, evil, end-time 
empire (v. 5).  
 
1. The evil end-time empire: blasphemous equation of religion and politics 

(chap. 17) 
 

Chapter 17 portrays this empire as a harlot who had fornicated with the kings 
of the earth (v. 2)--again the idea of a blasphemous mixture of politics and 
religion. But she is also described in terms of Rome, the city set on seven 
hills (v. 9). In other words, John is disclosing her nature, not her location. The 
horrible empire could be anywhere, but it is like Babylon of Old Testament 
times and Rome of New Testament times. Seven kings--the number of 
completeness--are associated with this empire. "Five have fallen, one is, the 
other has not yet come" (v. 10). These numbers defy convincing correlation 
with historical events. It is better to take John as merely saying, "the end is 
near"--six of seven kings have arisen.216 The ten kings of v. 12 are also best 
taken as symbolic for a complete, round number of political rulers.217 
 

2. The lament for its demise: materialism vanquished (chap. 18) 
 

Chapter 18 comprises a lament for the fall of "Babylon." It is sobering to note 
what the peoples of the earth mourn--material possessions, particularly luxury 
items, objects of culture and beauty that have become so valued that they  
 

216The eighth king "who was and now is not" could have been an allusion to Nero, who after his death 
was rumored to still be alive (or have been resurrected), hiding and awaiting a victorious return to power. 
See, e.g., Gilles Quispel, The Secret Book of Revelation (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979) 96. 
217It is certainly exegetically unwarranted and borders on the perverse to equate these with the European 
Economic Community, which at one time had ten-members, particularly when European evangelical 
Christians have quietly been accomplishing many good things through that organization. See, e.g., Fred 
Catherwood, Pro-Europe? (Leicester: IVP, 1991). 
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have led to idolatry. All the "glitter and glamour" (NEB for v. 14) has vanished. 
Humans tried to create paradise on earth without God and failed. Ancient 
Rome amassed enormous wealth by exploiting all of the countries it 
conquered to send vast amounts of cargoes to satisfy the demands for luxury 
items among the Roman elite.218 The picture of chapter 18 is one of a great 
economic power. If one wants to look for contemporary analogues, one would 
do better to scrutinize Western capitalism and its exploitation of the Two-
Thirds World than to believe popular paperbacks that speculate about Russia 
or various Middle-Eastern countries as God's archenemies.219 
 

B. Heavenly triumph (19:1-20:3) 
 

1. Hallelujahs (19:1-8) 
 
2. A beatitude: the marriage feast of the lamb (19:9) 

 
3. Inappropriate angel worship (19:10) 

 
4. The Parousia of Christ, including the great supper of God (19:11-19) 
 

After a litany of hallelujahs (19:1-8), a beatitude blessing the participants in 
the Lamb's marriage feast (v. 9), and John's temporary lapse in worshiping 
an angel (v. 10), we come to the vision of Christ's return (vv. 11-19). This 
includes another meal, the "great supper of God" (v. 17)--i.e., the judgment 
and total destruction of God's enemies. Here is another grotesque parody, 
this time of the Messianic banquet--the intimate table-fellowship all believers 
will enjoy. Once again we are brought to the point of the gathering of the 
armies of the earth to wage war (v. 19), but before the battle of 
"Armageddon" can ever begin, Christ returns and exercises judgment over all 
his enemies.  
 

5. Judgment of the satanic trinity (19:20-20:3) 
 
Verses 20-21 describe the capture and punishment of the two beasts; 20:1-3 
depicts the judgment of the dragon, Satan, himself. Together, God deals with 
all three members of the unholy Trinity. That 19:19-20:3 belongs together in 
this fashion makes it difficult to see 20:1-3 as a flashback to Christ's first 
 

218See especially Bauckham, Climax of Prophecy, 338-83. 
219Perhaps no more powerful expose of these parallels exists than the poem by Julia Esquivel, 
"Thanksgiving Day in the USA," in Threatened with Resurrection (Elgin: Brethren, 1982) 79-91. 
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coming (so that the binding of Satan in 20:2 can be equated with Luke 10:18), 
an interpretive move which is necessary to justify traditional forms of 
amillennialism and postmillennialism. 
 

C. Millennium (20:4-6) 
 

Instead, as in premillennialism, it seems that 20:3 must follow chronologically 
after the verses that precede it. In other words, the "thousand years" of Satan's 
binding (vv. 2-3) and of believers reigning with Christ (v. 4) take place after 
Jesus' return.220 Some have argued that this is a heavenly reign based on the 
imagery of thrones for judgment in v. 4a, but everything else in this context is 
taking place on earth, so this seems unlikely. The NIV translation of v. 4b is 
misleading; the Greek reads literally that John "saw the souls of those who had 
been beheaded because of their testimony for Jesus and God's word and those 
who had not worshiped the beast." In other words, all believers enjoy the 
millennium, including those already dead who are now resurrected (v. 4c). This is 
the time they are re-united with their bodies, now glorified. It is a time for the 
fulfillment of all of God's original intentions for this earth and a reminder that we 
were created holistically, soul and body, in order to enjoy heaven and earth, and 
that God will not let His perfect plans for His people be thwarted. Whether or not 
the thousand years is a precise duration is uncertain. This number for this time 
period may well represent "not its length but its character; it is the sabbath rest of 
history"221 (vv. 5-6). 
 

D. Final insurrection and judgment (20:7-15) 
 

1. Satan’s final loosing (vv. 7-10) 
 

Chapter 20:7-15 describes the final insurrection and judgment. Satan is let 
loose one last time to allow unbelievers one last opportunity to rebel. Evil 
remains intractable, and again preparations for battle take place. This time, 
Old Testament references to Gog and Magog are used (cf. Ezekiel 38). 
Historically, Gog probably referred to Gyges in Lydia (western Turkey); 
apocalyptically, it is simply an evocative title for a great battle. But again God 
squelches the rebellion. The final end of the devil and all his supporters is 
assured (vv. 7-10).  
 

 
220Cf., e.g., Beasley-Murray, Revelation, 284-92. 
221 G. R. Beasley-Murray, "Pre-millennialism," in Revelation: Three Viewpoints (Nashville: Broadman, 
1977) 67. 
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2. The great white throne judgment (vv. 11-15) 

 
The one group of people not yet resurrected and judged--the unbelieving 
dead--now receive their just rewards and eternal punishment in the "great 
white throne judgment" (vv. 11-15). 

 
IX. New Heavens and New Earth (21:1-22:21) 

 
A. A vindication of God’s creative purposes: redeemed humanity dwelling in 

perfect community (21:1-22:6) 
 

Those who resisted the urge to try to create paradise on earth without God now 
can receive both new earth and new heavens with God and Christ. God's eternal 
purposes are quite different from popular, ethereal conceptions of a disembodied 
afterlife! Chapters 21:1-22:6 depicts this re-creation, centered on the new, 
heavenly Jerusalem descending to earth--God's dwelling is now with humanity 
(v. 3). Most of this section is an attempt to describe the indescribably good and 
beautiful. The one clearly literal statement in v. 4, promising the absence of all 
pain and sadness, is. magnificent enough in and of itself. 

 
The imagery of a new city stands in stark contrast to our beginnings in a garden 
(Genesis 2-3). Cities in this age are places of close proximity of persons, often 
with unpleasant interaction. But redemption will bring perfect intimacy and 
fellowship among believers, not splendid isolationism. The city's dimensions are 
symmetrical (a cube) and perfect (employing multiples of 12), adorned with gates 
and jewels to depict the tribes of Israel and the church's apostles united--all of 
God's people in unbroken fellowship with each other (vv. 10-21). Strikingly 
absent is a temple, because its function--to mediate access to God through 
sacrifice for sin--is no longer needed. God and Christ are personally present and 
immediately accessible (vv. 22-23). Outside is a world governed by God's light 
so that its splendor simply adds to His (vv. 24-27). 
 

B. Closing warnings and promises (22:7-21) 
 

Chapter 22:7-21 closes the book (and the Bible) with final warnings and 
promises. Several of these repeat themes already noted (blessing, danger of 
false worship, the time of Christ's coming, His nature, judgment on evil and 
invitation to salvation). Distinctives include not sealing up the prophecy (vv. 10-
11), probably a deliberate contrast with Daniel 12:9, because the end is near, 
and curses and eternal judgment on those who would add or take away from the 
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words of this prophecy (vv. 18-19), a common formula in ancient book-writing. 
The theme of eternal judgment on unbelievers has always been one of the least 
acceptable parts of Scripture (even to some Christians), but it is precisely that 
theme with which Revelation ends, and the warning against subtracting from its 
teaching means that those who would remove judgment from the gospel risk 
finding themselves eternally judged in the process. 

 
Application 
 
I. Ultimately Only Two Destinies of Humanity 
 

Instead of trying to read Revelation as if it were a handbook on current events, we 
must try to understand the timeless truths, promises and warnings, which the 
apocalyptic symbolism intends to communicate. We affirm that the future events, 
symbolically depicted in the book, refer to things that will genuinely occur as God's 
plans for the climax of history. We deny that He has given us a sufficiently detailed 
road map to be sure of the nature of the fulfillment of many of those events until they 
have actually happened. Better to focus on the central claim of the book that 
ultimately, despite all of the diversity in humanity, there are only two possible 
destinies for people--one indescribably beautiful and one unspeakably horrible. How 
one responds to Christ (the lamb who is also a lion) makes all the difference. 
 

II. Implications for Evangelism 
 

III. Jesus Wins! 
 
Meanwhile, human history is going somewhere and every event, no matter how 
awful, is under God's sovereignty. Here is strong encouragement for believers in all 
kinds of adverse circumstances. If we cannot know the date of Christ's return or 
read the signs of the times well enough to say accurately that we are within a certain 
number of years, we can at least anticipate the nature of the "last days of the last 
days. " It will be one of greater polarization of good and evil; of God's powerful word 
going forth to the ends of the earth, and many coming to faith, coupled with 
unprecedented persecution of believers and God's wrath unleashed on unbelievers. 
True Christians in this context, not surprisingly, are those who "overcome." Those 
who are truly saved will endure to the end, but we demonstrate that salvation by 
enduring to the end. The compensation, however, is magnificent. We are assured 
that Jesus wins! 
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Lecture 1 
 
1. What is the most important historical background for understanding Galatians and 

why does it matter? 
 
2. Describe Paul's rationale for each of the three main sections of his letter and what is 

the progression of his thought? 
 
3. What popular understanding of Paul's conversion does 1:13-14 probably contradict? 
 
4. Combining the evidence of Acts and Galatians, what was the heart of the Judaizers' 

argument against Paul? 
 
5. Chapter 3, verses 10-14 is convoluted on anybody's reading, but do your best job at 

paraphrasing the interpretation given in the lecture. 
 

Lecture 2 
 
1. What twin dangers must we guard against in interpreting 3:28? 
 
2. How does Paul protect his argument against the charge of antinomianism? 
 
3. What is the difference between the apparent theological issues which prompted the 

writing of 1 Thessalonians and those which immediately preceded 2 Thessalonians? 
 
4. Why are the first three chapters of 1 Thessalonians the longest sustained 

expression of praise for any of the churches Paul addresses? 
 
5. Why do we say that Paul demonstrates parental affection of both genders for the 

Thessalonian Christians and why is this significant? 
 

Lecture 3 
 
1.  How should one respond to those who cite 1 Thessalonians 5:13 as a reason for 

Christians not to grieve when a fellow believer passes away? 
 
2.  What feature of 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17 has suggested to posttribulationists that 

the rapture is not an entirely separate event from Christ's final, public, universal 
return, and why? 

 
3.  What is the significance of 2 Thessalonians 1:9 for debates about hell? 
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4.  How could anyone in Thessalonica have imagined that the Day of the Lord was 

already past (2 Thess. 2:2)? 
 
5.  What are the main options for interpreting the restraining person/power of 2 

Thessalonians 2:6-7? 
 

Lecture 4 
 
1.  Give one very specific, concrete application of 1 and 2 Thessalonians to our day. 
 
2.  What were the root philosophical causes of the Corinthians' "potpourri" of problems? 
 
3.  Why was the crucifixion a stumbling block to Jews and Gentiles (1 Corinthians 

1:23)? 
 
4.  What misinterpretation of a "carnal" Christian should we avoid once we interpret the 

term correctly in its context in 1 Corinthians 3:1-4? 
 
5.  What view did Luther (like your lecturer) hold of 1 Corinthians 3:12-15, and how did 

(does) it differ from Catholic and other Protestant views? 
 

Lecture 5 
 
1.  What is meant by Paul's "yes, but" logic that he employs in several parts of 1 

Corinthians? 
 
2.  How does 7:1b form the key to understanding all of 1 Corinthians 7? 
 
3. What are the two relatively clear "exceptions" Jesus and Paul make to their 

prohibition against divorce and remarriage? How do these help us address .the 
question of whether or not there might ever be any other exceptions? 

 
4.  Why was food sacrificed to idols such a problem in the ancient world? 
 
5.  What is a correct and an incorrect definition of the "weaker brother or sister" to 

whom Paul refers in 1 Corinthians 8? 
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Lecture 6 
 
1.  What was the main problem the Corinthians were having with the Lord's Supper? 
 
2.  What six points does Paul make about the distribution of the gifts in 12:4-11? 
 
3.  Why does Paul prefer prophecy to tongues in chapter 14? 
 
4.  Why was belief in the bodily resurrection so difficult a task for many of the Corinthian 

Christians? 
 
5.  If the incestuous offender of 1 Corinthians 5 is the same man who later repents and 

of whom Paul encourages restoration to fellowship in 2 Corinthians 2 and 7, what 
probably happened in between 1 and 2 Corinthians before this repentance took 
place? 

 
Lecture 7 

 
1.  Why are 2 Corinthians 1-9 and 10-13 often seen as two separate letters? 
 
2.  What are the two passages often labeled Paul's "major" and "minor" digressions in 2 

Corinthians and why are they called that? 
 
3.  What three principles emerge in 2 Corinthians 1-7 for why Christians suffer and how 

they can cope with suffering? 
 
4. Describe the logic by which 2:14 can be seen as following naturally 

from 2:12-13, and explain the metaphor Paul develops in 2:14? 
 
5.  What is meant by the chain-link or "catchword" reasoning in 2:14-4:6? What are the 

key terms in this section that seem to guide Paul's train of thought? 
 

Lecture 8 
 

1.  Itemize four main principles of giving that Paul enunciates in 2 Corinthians 8:1-15. 
 
2.  Describe Paul's strategy of boasting in 2 Corinthians 10-13, in order to counteract 

the false apostles who have infiltrated the Corinthian church. 
 
3. List several ways in which the modern evangelical church suffers from the 

triumphalism that characterized Corinth. 
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4.  What happened in A.D. 49 and 54 and how did these events shape the Roman 

church to which Paul wrote? 
 
5.  How can Gentiles who never had God's Word be held accountable for their sins, 

according to Romans 1? 
 

Lecture 9 
 
1.  What is the passage in Romans from which some people find hope for certain 

categories of unevangelized Gentiles and how do they come to that position? 
 
2.  What does "propitiation" mean and from what arena did Paul derive this metaphor 

for salvation? 
 
3.  What are the similarities and differences between Adam and Christ which Romans 

5:12-21 enunciates? 
 
4.  What does it mean to speak of the Pauline indicative leading to the imperative, 

particularly in the context of Romans 6? 
 
5.  What are some of the arguments for and against taking 7:14-25 as referring to 

Christians? 
 

Lecture 10 
 
1.  Describe the classic Calvinist, Arminian, and contemporary mediating perspectives 

on "foreknowledge" in Romans 8:29. 
 
2.  Describe the two major asymmetrical features between "vessels of wrath" and 

"vessels of mercy" in 9:22-23. 
 
3.  What three interpretive qualifications must we apparently put on Paul's statement in 

11:26 that "all Israel will be saved"? 
 
4.  How do 12:14-21 and 13:1-7 help to qualify each other? 
 
5.  How do we explain the proliferation of personal greetings in chapter 16 to a church 

Paul had never personally founded? 
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Lecture 11 
 
1.  Why, historically, has it most commonly been assumed that Philemon, Colossians 

and Ephesians were all written from Paul's Roman imprisonment? 
 
2.  Why, probably, did Paul not condemn the institution of slavery more directly in his 

letter to Philemon? 
 
3.  What is the significance of the term pleroma ("fullness") in Colossians 1:19 and 2:9? 
 
4.  Where in Colossians is a text relevant to address the issue of Sabbatarianism and 

what does it seemingly teach? 
  
5.  What is significant about the juxtaposition of Colossians 3:1-4 with vv. 5-17? for the 

Colossians? for Christian living today? 
 

Lecture 12 
 

1.  What data lead many to say that the author of Ephesians seems to have only 
second-hand knowledge of at least some of his audience? 

 
2.  What is the evidence in favor of an encyclical origin of this epistle? 
 
3.  What is C. Arnold's hypothesis and how does it help one defend Pauline 

authorship? 
 
4.  Why is 3:10 so crucial a part of the argument of Ephesians? 
 
5.  Chapter 4, verses 7-16 has several controversial and/or significant verses. Expound 

at least three of these. 
 

Lecture 13 
 
1. Explain the difference between Paul's surprisingly tolerant reaction to those 

preaching Christ out of rivalry in Philippians 1:15-18 and his surprisingly harsh 
reaction to the Judaizers in 3:1-4:1. 

 
2.  If Philippians 2:6-11 is an early Christian hymn or poem according to the structure 

outlined in the lecture, what theological difference would it make? 
 
3.  How does the context of 4:13 help us guard against serious misuse of this verse? 
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4.  What two pieces of historical evidence outside of the Bible have often been seen as 

support for dating the Pastoral Epistles after the end of the events of Acts 28? 
 
5.  Titus 2 suggests two rationales for the various commands to submission which 

some would see as in tension with each other in today's world. What are they? 
 

Lecture 14 
 
1. What Jewish elements of the false teaching in Ephesus does 1 Timothy disclose? 

What Hellenistic or proto-Gnostic elements? 
 
2.  What are the arguments for the interpretation of "husband of one wife" as meaning a 

"one-woman" kind of man vis-à-vis the other interpretive options? 
 
3.  What does 1 Timothy 5:8 mean in context? What two things do the two halves of the 

verse almost certainly not mean? 
 
4.  What is the "thesis" verse of 2 Timothy and what principle does it teach? 
 
5. What is the twofold significance, theologically, of 2 Timothy 3:16? 

 
Lecture 15 

 
1.  Whatever historical-cultural background one deems most influential, it remains true 

that the use or non-use of head coverings in the Corinthian church had something to 
do with one of two possible kinds of signals that would have been sent to the society 
of that day. What are these two kinds of signals? 

 
2.  Why does the lecturer slightly favor the interpretation of 1 Corinthians 14:33b-38 that 

sees Paul as forbidding women to speak in the context of evaluating prophecy? 
 
3.  What three qualifications does Paul place on his command to wives to submit in the 

context of Ephesians 5:22-33? 
 
4.  What is the lecturer's "bottom line" understanding of what Paul is prohibiting in 1 

Timothy 2:12 in its first century context ? What would be its closest contemporary 
analogy in most congregationally structured churches today? 
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5. Despite disagreements on interpretation and application of all of the disputed 

passages on gender roles in Paul, what "bottom line" principles regarding 
application that both hierarchicalists and egalitarians could agree on, if they were 
willing, does the lecturer stress at the close of this tape? 

 
Lecture 16 

 
1.  Describe the circumstances of the community to which the Epistle of James was 

addressed. 
 
2. Identify a popularly held misinterpretation of James 1:5-8 and articulate a 

hermeneutically defensible interpretation of what James is saying. 
 
3.  What is the standard resolution of the apparent contradiction between James and 

Paul on faith vs. works? 
 
4.  What are the answers James implies to two often-asked questions about prayer 

based on James 4:2-3? 
 
5. Identify a popularly held misinterpretation of James 5:15 and articulate a 

hermeneutically defensible interpretation of what James is saying. 
 

Lecture 17 
 
1.  Itemize several of the candidates for the authorship of Hebrews. What was Origen's 

conclusion, probably still the wisest (and certainly the most cautious) counsel? 
 
2.  Reconstruct the circumstances of the audience of Hebrews to the best of your 

ability. 
 
3.  What three ways does the writer use the Old Testament in chapter one when he 

applies passages seemingly about God the Father to Christ. 
 
4.  Trace the main thread of thought in 3:7-4:13 with respect to the theme of God's rest. 
 
5. Why does the lecturer ultimately opt for a Calvinist interpretation of 6:4-6, 

notwithstanding the exegetical difficulties involved in this perspective? 
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Lecture 18 
 

1.  Explain the relationship Hebrews 7 sees among Jesus, Melchizedek, Abraham and 
Levi. 

 
2. Hebrews 8 contains the longest Old Testament quote anywhere in the New 

Testament-from Jeremiah 31:31-34. Explain its significance in context. 
 
3.  What is the crucial verse in chapter 9 and what is its significance? 
 
4.  How does a Calvinist interpretation explain the use of "sanctified" in 10:29? 
 
5.  Why did God allow such a long list of Old Testament saints to die (and even suffer a 

lot before they died) without receiving the promises to which they looked forward, 
according to Hebrews 11? 

 
Lecture 19 

 
1.  Summarize the typical evangelical reconstruction of the circumstances behind the 

writing of 1 Peter. 
 
2.  Explain the role of the Christological confessions in 1 Peter and compare and 

contrast Peter's use of this material with theological material in both Paul and 
Hebrews. 

 
3.  Itemize some crucial exegetical observations based on 3:1-7. 
 
4.  What is the majority scholarly understanding today of 3:18-22? 
 
5.  Explain the two applications of 1 Peter referred to as "a home for the homeless," 

and "seek the welfare of the city." 
 

Lecture 20 
 

1.  How are Jude and 2 Peter similar to and different from each other? Why do most 
scholars think 2 Peter used Jude and not the reverse? 

 
2.  How would you characterize the thrust of the body of the epistle of Jude? What do 

we learn and not learn about the false teachers condemned therein? 
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3. Explain the mediating view offered between modern attacks on and traditional 

defenses of the Petrine authorship of 2 Peter. 
 
4. What are the three major features we learn about the problems with the false 

teachers behind 2 Peter, one from each of its three chapters, and how may they be 
seen as all stemming from one underlying problem? 

 
5.  Explain the significance of 2 Peter 3:8-9. 
 

Lecture 21 
 
1.  Briefly discuss the debate surrounding the authorship of the Johannine epistles. 
 
2.  How does a late first-century Ephesian setting at the time of Cerinthus for 1 John 

help explain 5:6? 
 
3. Compare and contrast John's tests of life with Paul's and James' definitions of 

Christianity. 
 
4.  Who, most likely, are the "dear children," "fathers," and "young men" of 2:12-14? 
 
5. What relationship exists between 2:16 and the temptations of both Jesus in the 

wilderness and Adam and Eve in the garden? 
 
6.  How did the lecturer explain the sin that leads to death in 5:16?  
 

Lecture 22 
 
1.  Trace one possible outline of the deterioration of the Johannine community during 

each phase of its existence as reflected in the five New Testament documents 
attributed to John and post-apostolic history. 

 
2.  Under what circumstances was Revelation written and how does this help us 

interpret the book better? 
 
3.  What is apocalyptic literature and what distinct rules of interpretation apply to it? 
 
4.  Explain the relationship between the seven seals, trumpets and bowls according to 

the view that combines elements of both the sequential and recapitulative theories. 
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Lecture 23 
 
1.  Describe the three main options in interpreting Revelation 3:10 
 
2.  In light of recent archeology, what is the most probable interpretation of "hot," "cold," 

and "lukewarm" in Christ's admonition to the church of Laodicea (3:15-16)? 
 
3.  Why does the lecturer take the first five seals to refer to events preceding the great 

tribulation of the end times? 
 
4.  Why does the lecturer favor the interpretation of Revelation 7 in which the 144,000 

and the numberless multitude both refer to the entire people of God? 
 
5.  What is the significance of the recurring fraction 1/3 in the seven trumpets? 
 

Lecture 24 
 
1.  Notwithstanding differences over the identification of the two witnesses in Revelation 

11, what is the primary theological significance of this chapter on which almost all 
interpretive perspectives can agree? 

 
2.  What is the lecturer's preferred explanation of 666 as the mark of the beast (13:18) 

and why does he favor it? 
 
3. What is the surprise that Revelation discloses about the battle of Armageddon, 

comparing Revelation 16:16 with 19:19-21? 
 
4.  What is the theological point of the millennium (20:4-6), wherever one locates it 

chronologically? 
 
5.  What is the point of the new heavens and new earth focusing on a city (chapters 21-

22)? 
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Recommended Commentaries For The Epistles And Revelation 
 

The following are Dr. Blomberg's top eight picks for each of the New Testament 
documents covered in this lecture series as of March 1995. They combine detailed 
exegetical studies of the Greek (esp., the NIGTC, Word, and Hermeneia), mid-level 
studies of the English text (esp. the NIC, NAC, Tyndale, and Expositor's) and 
applicational oriented works (esp. BST, NTC and NIV Appl. Comm.) 
 
Many of these and other series are still in progress, so new volumes will in some 
instances quickly supplant some of the older works cited here. The current lists, 
however, appear roughly in decreasing order of value and significance, a very 
subjective assessment to be sure. There is at least one non-evangelical commentary 
deliberately included in each grouping as well. 
 
Galatians 
 
Longenecker, Richard N. Galatians. [Word] Dallas: Word, 1990.  
 
Bruce, F. F. The Epistle to the Galatians. [NIGTC] Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982. 
 
Betz, Hans-Dieter. Galatians. [Hermeneia] Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979. 
Fung, Ronald. The Epistle to the Galatians. [NIC rev.] Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988. 
 
George, Timothy A. Galatians. [NAC] Nashville: Broadman, 1994.  
 
Stott, John R. W. The Message of Galatians: Only One Way. [BST] Downers Grove: 

IVP, 1968. 
 
Dunn, James D. G. The Epistle to the Galatians. [Black] Peabody: Hendrickson, 1993. 
 
McKnight, Scot. Galatians. [NIV Appl. Comm.] Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995. 
 
1 and 2 Thessalonians 
 
Bruce, F. F. 1 and 2 Thessalonians. [Word] Waco: Word, 1982.  
 
Marshall, I. H.1 and 2 Thessalonians. [NCB] Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982. 
 
Wanamaker, Charles A. The Epistles to the Thessalonians. [NIGTC] Grand Rapids: 
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