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Chapter 4 

The epistles of Paul (Part 1) 

 
 

We will now turn to a completely different literary genre within the 

New Testament: the epistles. Without any knowledge of what an 

ancient letter is, how it is structured, and what significance epistles 

had in antiquity, the letters of the New Testament cannot be 

understood. Our intent is to explore the question: what is a letter in 

antiquity anyway?   

 

On the side, we will also take a closer look at the letters and life of 

Apostle Paul as an introduction.  

 

 

4.1  Apostle Paul: an introduction to his epistles 
 

1. Letters in antiquity  

 

Letter writing was an important means of communication in antiquity. The Sumerians and Babylonians 

were already writing texts onto tablets of clay in cuneiform in about 3000 BC. At around the same 

time, the Egyptians invented hieroglyphs, which were written onto parchment or papyrus.   

 

The Greeks and Romans already used their own writing systems early on. Letters were composed in 

all of these languages and writing systems.   

  

Letters were exchanged privately between individuals as well as between states (for example, the 

Amarna letters, fourteenth century BC).   

 

Affluent Romans and Greeks owned their own messengers for the purpose of delivering letters. Those 
who could not afford such personnel depended on wealthier acquaintances or travelling merchants, 

whom they would entrust with the delivery of their letters.   

 

In addition to letters with specific addressees, there were also writings in letter format which 

contained philosophical elements and were intended for a more general, or public, readership.  These 

writings are known as ‘epistles’.   

 

2.  The epistolary literature of the New Testament   

 

An important and comprehensive part of the New Testament also consists of letters. The majority of 

these are actually letters, not epistles, because they were aimed at specific addressees. Even so, 
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scholars and theologians do refer to the New Testament letters as epistles, and these two terms are 

used interchangeably.   

 

Most of the letters of the New Testament were written in response to a concrete situation (for 

example the letter to the Romans and, quite specifically, the letter to Philemon).   

 

A smaller portion of these are doctrinal letters or theological treatises (derived from Latin tractatus, 

meaning “didactic text”), which were also called letters, although they were not actually letters in the 

true sense (for example, the letter to the Hebrews).   

 
A larger number of letters have also been handed 

down to us from the early Christian and 
postapostolic period, which did not make their way 

into the New Testament, even though they 

purported to have been—or really were—written 
by Apostles or their disciples (for example, the two 

letters of Clement and the letter of Barnabas).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Papyrus sheet from the third century AD containing an 

excerpt from the second letter to the Corinthians 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2.1 Why did people write letters in the early Christian period?   

 

Even though the Romans had a highly modern network of roads—by ancient standards—the distances 

that people would have to travel in order to get from one place to another (for example, from Athens 
to Rome, or from Jerusalem to Philippi), were far more difficult to cover than today, now that cars, 

ships, and airplanes can get us around much more quickly.   

 

There was not yet a postal system. This only came into being in the sixteenth century. So how was 

Apostle Paul supposed to care for the congregations when various questions and situations arose 

among them?   

 

He wrote letters to the congregations, and these were delivered by travelling merchants or other 

messengers despite the great distances. However, the delivery of these letters often took days or 
weeks.   
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2.2  Why do we not have any original copies of the letters of the Apostles?   

 

As a rule, letters were written on papyrus or parchment with ink, using a feather pen. At times, wax 
tablets were also used, into which the author would simply engrave text using a stylus. These letters 

were not intended to last forever. In fact, they were quite temporary. This is the reason that so many 

of these letters are no longer available to us.  The originals of the letters from the Apostles had already 
been copied in the early Christian period. To some degree, these copies were preserved, although the 

originals have long been lost.   

 

3.  Questions of authorship  

 

The New Testament contains thirteen texts attributed to Apostle Paul. This collection of writings is 

also known as the Corpus Paulinum. At times, the letter to the Hebrews is counted along with these 

thirteen texts. New Testament scholars unanimously regard seven of these letters as authentic letters 

of Paul, namely:   

  

• 1 Thessalonians  

• 1 Corinthians  

• 2 Corinthians  

• Galatians  

• Romans  

• Philippians  

• Philemon  

The certainty of their authenticity derives from the language style, the theological content, and the 
terminology used.   

 

Other letters are considered by some scholars as “post-Pauline”, but there is no universal consensus. 

There is weaker consensus for  

 

• Colossians  

• Ephesians 

... and very weak consensus for  

 

• 2 Thessalonians 

There is a very strong consensus, however, that the Pastoral Epistles (1 and 2 Timothy, Titus) were not 

written by Paul. 

 

It appears the activity of the Apostle led to the establishment of a Pauline school, perhaps in Ephesus, 
in which disciples of the Apostle expanded on his thoughts and published letters in his name 

(authority) to address current issues. This practice is known as pseudepigraphy, meaning “false 

attribution”, and it was quite customary in antiquity. When people published a letter under the name 
of an important author or philosopher, they did so in order to express that they felt especially 

committed to his work and because they wanted to harness his authority for the present. So these 
epistles must not simply be dismissed as crude fakes. Also, questions of authorship are based on 

historical-philological considerations, not theological ones. In the Pauline pseudepigrapha (the 
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Pastoral Epistles especially), however, there also appears to be a tendency to “correct” or even 

“counter” some radical elements in the teachings of Paul, especially with regards to the roles and 

statuses of women within the church. Early Christian pseudepigraphy is a phenomenon of third 
generation Christians around AD 80 to AD 130.  

 

There is a distinction between pseudepigrapha (that is, pseudepigraphical writings) in the Bible—in 
other words, writings that have been falsely attributed to a particular author—and pseudepigrapha 

related to the Bible—in other words, writings that were purportedly written by biblical authors but 

are not part of the canon.   

  

3.1  Time of composition of the Pauline letters   

 

The letters of Paul are the oldest writings of the New Testament.  The letter to the Galatians, or 

perhaps the first letter to the Thessalonians, is likely the oldest written document of the New 

Testament and of early Christianity. This does not mean that there are no older traditions contained 

in the other letters or in the Gospels.  

 

Following is a list of the dates of composition of the Pauline letters, taking into consideration that 

scholars assign different dates and also consider some of these letters to be post-Pauline: 

 

Letter:   Dating if authentic:  Dating if Post-Pauline 

       (Pauline School, pseudepigraphical) 

Galatians  49 (or perhaps 54-56)1  --- 

1 Thessalonians  50/51    --- 

2 Thessalonians  51/52    80 

1 Corinthians  54/55    --- 

2 Corinthians  55/56    --- 

Romans   56/57    --- 

Philemon*  60-62 (or perhaps 54/55) --- 

Colossians*  60-62 (or perhaps 54/55) 70 

Ephesians*  60-62 (or perhaps 54/55) 90 

Philippians*  60-62 (or perhaps 54/55) --- 

 

1 Timothy  64-68    100 

2 Timothy  64-68    100 

Titus   64-68    100 
* These are known as the Captivity Epistles, and were either written while Paul was under house arrest in Rome, 

or during an earlier imprisonment in Ephesus. There is no scholarly consensus on this issue. 

                                                      
1 The dating of AD 49 follows the “South Galatian Theory” or hypothesis, referring to the position that Paul 
established these congregations during first missionary journey (AD 48; Acts 13-14), which formed part of the 
southern region of the Roman Province of Galatia.  

The dating of AD 54-56 follows the “Northern Galatian Theory”, which holds Paul established 
congregations among ethnic Galatians (Celts/Gauls), situated further north, during his second missionary 
journey (AD 50-52; Acts 15:36-18:23) or at another time. These ethnic Galatians had lived in the area of the 
traditional kingdom of Galatia with Ancyra as their capital from 279 BC onwards. The Roman province of Galatia 
established by Augustus in 25 BC incorporated this region, but also extended further south to border on 
Pamphylia and Cilicia, thus the Roman province incorporated the cities of southern Galatia also. 
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Since writing was rather time-consuming and arduous, Paul dictated his letters to an amanuensis, 

someone who wrote down what was dictated, like Tertius, for example (Romans 16:22). At times his 

collaborators are referenced as co-authors, for example Silvanus and Timothy (1 Thessalonians 1: 1) 
or Timothy (2 Corinthians 1: 1).   

 

In accordance with ancient custom, Apostle Paul at times added a personally written greeting to his 
letter:   

 

This is especially clear in Galatians 6: 11:   

• “See with what large letters I have written to you with my own hand!”   

as well as in 1 Corinthians 16: 21:   

• “The salutation with my own hand—Paul’s.”  

and in Colossians 4:18: 

• “This salutation by my own hand – Paul.” 

3.2  Special features of the Pauline letters   

 

As already stated, the Pauline letters are real letters and not simply educational texts that take the 

letter format. The letters make reference to specific situations in the congregation. It is only if one can 

shed light on these situations that one can understand the respective letters appropriately.    

 

Letters thus shine a spotlight into a particular time period and onto a particular congregation. They 

were not originally intended to provide encouragement and knowledge for future generations. The 

letters of the Apostles are considerably more comprehensive than regular private letters of antiquity.   

 

Since the letters react to specific situations in the congregations, they can actually only be properly 

understood in the context of the respective situation. This is often difficult since Paul often only alludes 
to the problems at hand. The readers and listeners of that time would have understood these allusions 

quite clearly, but for us, they are often difficult to understand.  The letters also have a decidedly 

dialogical character, as they incorporate the arguments and positions of others.   

 

Thus they not only represent a portrayal of the gospel, but at the same time, serve to defend it and 

develop individual aspects of it further with respect to specific problems (for example, Gentiles and 

Jews, the law and the gospel).   

 

Normally, a letter would consist of a single sheet of papyrus, but the Apostle only managed to limit 

himself to this scope in the case of his letter to Philemon. All of the other letters must have originally 
been written on scrolls of papyrus. As the longest letter he ever wrote, the letter to the Romans likely 

comprised an entire papyrus scroll.   

 

4. Tradition of the Pauline letters   

 

The Pauline letters are the earliest recorded expressions of early Christian faith. The letters were 

intended to be read aloud in congregational assemblies:   
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• 1 Thessalonians 5: 27  

“I charge you by the Lord that this epistle be read to all the holy brethren.”   

The letters of Paul were perhaps already collected and copied during the Apostle’s lifetime. A general 

reference to a compendium of Paul’s “epistles” can be found in 2 Peter 3: 15-16, the most recently 
written letter of the New Testament (composed in around AD 120):   

 

• “[…] and consider that the longsuffering of our Lord is salvation—as also our beloved brother 

Paul, according to the wisdom given to him, has written to you, as also in all his epistles, 

speaking in them of these things, in which are some things hard to understand, which 

untaught and unstable people twist to their own destruction, as they do also the rest of the 

Scriptures.”   

5. The format of ancient letters   

 

A letter written at the time of Jesus and the Apostles is not the same as a letter today. Letters have 

only existed in their modern form since approximately 1750. The German word “Brief” (letter), like 

the English word “brief”, is a loan word from the Latin breve (meaning brief), and designates a short 

message. Letters of antiquity differ from modern letters already in terms of outward form, in particular 

with regard to their introduction and conclusion.    

 

There were four general elements of ancient Greco-Roman letters. 

1) opening salutation containing writer's name, the recipient's name, and a greeting 

2) a prayer, blessing, or thanksgiving 

3) the body of the letter (what the sender wanted to communicate, the occasion for the letter) 

4) final greeting and farewell 

Most of the New Testament letters follow this format, and we can illustrate this by using Philippians 

as an example: 

 

1) opening salutation 

a) name of the writer   1:1  Paul and Timothy, bondservants of Jesus Christ, 

b) the name of the recipient To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi, 

with the bishops and deacons: 

c) the greeting                                              1:2 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the 

Lord Jesus Christ.  

 

2) a prayer, blessing, or thanksgiving 

a) thanksgiving     1:3 I thank my God upon every remembrance of you, 

1:4 always in every prayer of mine making request for 

you all with joy ... 

 

3) the body of the letter (what the sender wanted to communicate, the occasion for the letter) 

a) occasion of the letter   1:12 But I want you to know, brethren, that the things  

which happened to me ... etc. 
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4) final greeting and farewell 

a) well wishes, greetings to others 4:21  Greet every saint in Christ Jesus. The brethren who  

are with me greet you. 

4:22 All the saints greet you, but especially those who are 

of Caesar's household. 

b) final farewell    4:23  The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all.  

Amen. 

 

The letter elements apply both to genuine private letters and to literary compositions in letter format 

intended for publication.   

  

6. Examples of ancient letters  

 

Letters in antiquity were in broad use, both as private letters and as epistles (literary compositions in 
letter format). The instructive letter was very popular among the ancient philosophers, who used 

them to impart their respective teachings to their disciples. Here too there are letters that were not 

actually composed by the authors to whom they are attributed. These letters were only written in the 

name of these authors. The best known examples are the letters of Plato. The Roman philosophers 

and statesmen Cicero and Seneca are letter writers of special significance.   

 

6.1 The letters of Plato  

 

Thirteen (sometimes more) letters have been attributed to the Greek philosopher Plato. According to 

modern scholarship (Thomas A. Szlezák), only the seventh letter is genuine. The seventh letter 

contains important biographical information about Plato’s life and education with Socrates. Plato 

writes this letter looking back on his journey to Sicily. He relates of a failed experiment there, namely 

the attempt to lead the city-state of Syracuse by philosophical theories he developed in his works “The 

state” and “The laws”.    

 

6.2 The letters of Cicero and Seneca  

 

The Roman statesman, jurist, orator, author, and philosopher Marcus Tullius Cicero (106-43 BC) is the 

most significant letter writer of antiquity. Cicero is the founder of epistolography, that is, the literary 

composition in letter format. His best known letters are those he wrote to Atticus (“ad Atticum”). 

Atticus—who, as his name (“the Athenian”) states—lived in Greece, collected the letters of Cicero 

addressed to him.  

 

The Cicero letters are a treasure trove for the reconstruction of historical events and social structures 

of the later Roman Republic. These can also be drawn upon as comparison material to the letters of 

Paul. For example, Cicero also dictated some of his letters, and signed many of them with his own 

hand:   

    

• ad Atticum, XIII 28: 4: “What follows here I write by my own hand.”   

Seneca, who is already known to us as the most widely read Latin author of the Roman imperial period, 

presented his philosophy in essay form in his letters to Lucilius concerning ethics (Epistolae morales 
ad Lucilium).    
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These letters are masterworks of Roman literature, and are epistles, not private letters. As a rule, they 

begin with a message of greeting (“Seneca Lucilio suo salute” [Seneca greets his Lucilius]) and end with 

a farewell (“vale!”). In the body of these letters, he then discusses philosophical problems and 
proposes solutions. In so doing, Seneca skilfully makes use of events from daily life in order to 

introduce a discussion. Some familiar themes from these works include the fleeting days of life and 

the proper way to make use of them:   

  

• “Hence, every day ought to be regulated as if it closed the series, as if it rounded out and 

completed our existence” (Seneca ad Lucilius 12: 8). In so doing, he often cites philosophers 

such as Heraclitus and Epicurus (12: 7, 11).   

7.  The life of Apostle Paul  

 

Apostle Paul did not leave us with a copy of his curriculum vitae, nor did the book of Acts hand down 

any such thing. The life of the Apostle can, however, be pieced together on the basis of the sources 
available, that is, first and foremost his own letters, and the book of Acts composed by Luke.   

  

Paul is presumed to have been born in the first decade after Christ’s birth (AD 1-10). In his letter to 

Philemon (Philemon 9), which was written in the middle of the 50’s or early 60’s (AD) he described 

himself as “aged”. This means that he must have been about 50 or 60 years old at the time. This 

corresponds to the note in Acts that Paul was a young man (Acts 7:58) at the stoning of Stephen (ca. 
AD 32). Paul emphasises his Hebraic descent, more precisely, that he belonged to the tribe of Benjamin 

(Philippians 3: 5). He bore the name as Saul, the first king of the Israelites, however—in accordance 

with the custom of the time—he calls himself by the Greek name Paulos (Paul).    

 

The book of Acts identifies the later Apostle’s place of birth as Tarsus in Cilicia (Acts 21: 39; 22: 3), a 

Roman provincial capital in the south of modern-day Turkey. Beyond that, Paul was born a Roman 
citizen, which gave him certain rights, such as the right to appeal to Caesar, which brought him all the 

way to Rome.   

  

Paul grew up in Tarsus, a stronghold of education at the time, in which one could obtain philosophical 
and rhetorical training. If one was sufficiently wealthy, one could train to become an orator or a 

lawyer. Throughout his letters, Apostle Paul makes use of rhetorical stylistic devices that allow us to 

conclude he had had such an education, which was fairly common at the time. His speech at the 
Areopagus in Athens to the Epicureans and Stoics—representatives of the then prevalent 

philosophical schools—likewise demonstrates that Paul was an educated man of his time (Acts 17: 22-

31).   

 

However, Paul acquired his theological education in Jerusalem with the then widely known rabbi 

Gamaliel I (cf. Acts 5:34; 22:3). Apostle Paul thus rightfully describes himself as a Pharisee (Philippians 

3: 5), that is, as one well versed in Holy Scripture and the interpretations of Judaism. It is also on the 

basis of this Pharisaic tradition that we can understand his original zeal in persecuting the Christians 
(Acts 8: 3; 9: 1-2; Galatians 1: 14).   

 

Paul also practised a trade: he was a “tentmaker” (Acts 18: 3), which was a leather-working trade 

similar to that of a saddler.   
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When Paul was on his way to Damascus in order to persecute Christians, he had an encounter with 

the Risen One. Christ called the erstwhile Pharisee and persecutor of Christians as an Apostle and 

missionary to the Gentiles. Paul then dedicated himself fully to the service of Christ, and began to 
spread the gospel with unrivalled zeal. The spread of the gospel by Paul is reflected in three great 

missionary journeys of the Apostle. It is presumed that Paul died in Rome as a martyr, perhaps under 

Emperor Nero in association with the burning of Rome and the Christian persecutions that resulted 

from it in the year AD 64.   

 

The Bible relates nothing about this event, however, some extra-biblical writings attest to the 
martyrdom of Paul, the Apostle to the Gentiles.   

  

7.1  Conversion outside the gates of Damascus  

 

For the Pharisee Saul of Tarsus, “who also is called Paul” (Acts 13: 9), belief in the crucified Messiah 

must have been highly offensive. It is for this reason that Saul becomes a persecutor of the Christians, 

who were known as adherents of “the Way” (Acts 9: 2). As he himself professed, his zeal surpassed 
that of all other Christian persecutors (Galatians 1: 13).   

 

Through his conduct at the stoning of Stephen, Saul already demonstrated his agreement with the 

measures against the followers of the new doctrine, and even carried out some initial persecutions in 
Jerusalem (Acts 8: 1-3), at first likely only against Greek-speaking Christians. This Jerusalem 

persecution led many Christians to flee the city. These Greek-speaking Christians fled to Damascus 
and Antioch in Syria, where they came to be called “Christians” for the first time (Acts 11: 26).  Saul, 

equipped with letters of recommendation from the high priest, was planning to seek out the Christians 

in Damascus, the ancient Syrian metropolis, and lead them back to Jerusalem in chains (Acts 9: 2). 
Saul, who later became the most important Apostle of early Christendom, was an irrepressible and 

passionate persecutor of Christians before his conversion.   

 

While Paul was on his way to Damascus, he encountered Christ as the Risen Lord. In the process, it 
must have become clear to Paul that the crucified Jesus of Nazareth is indeed the Christ and Son of 

God.   

 

The Damascus experience, so named after the place of these events, is of twofold significance:   

  

• it was first of all a conversion—a far-reaching change that affected his life as a whole—and   

• on the other hand, a calling, in which a divine mission was assigned, not only to proclaim the 

gospel in general, but rather—as Apostle Paul later writes—a mission to the Gentiles in 

particular, that is, a mission to spread the word of God to non-Jews (Galatians 1: 16) 

 Important events in the life of Apostle Paul  

ca. 0 / before AD 10  Saul, who was also called Paul, is born in Tarsus.  

ca. AD 32  Conversion of Paul outside of Damascus.  

After AD 32  Several missionary journeys to Arabia, Syria, Asia Minor, and Greece.    

ca. AD 58  Journey to Rome.  

AD 64  The Apostle’s death in Rome as a martyr (not biblically substantiated).  
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8.  Chronology of the life and activity of Apostle Paul   

 

These dates and events described below are approximate and hypothetical, but should be accurate 

to within a few years. 

 

 The Early Life and Ministry of Paul 

Between 

the years 

0-10   

 

 

15-20 

Saul—whose Greco-Latin name is Paul—was born around the turn of the millennium in 
Tarsus, in Asia Minor (Acts 9:30). According to Philemon 9, Apostle Paul is “aged”, which 
means that he would have surpassed the age of 50 or 60 at the time of composition 
(mid-50s or early 60’s AD).   
  

Paul is a Pharisee (Philippians 3: 6), who studied with the scholar  

Gamaliel I (Gamaliel the elder, died ca. 52), a scribe with Pharisaical leanings, in 

Jerusalem (Acts 22: 3). Beyond that, he is a Roman citizen by birth (Acts 22: 28).   

30  Crucifixion of Jesus at Golgotha; the first reports of the Risen One come into being (1 

Corinthians 15: 1-8).   

before 33  Paul persecutes the early church (Acts 8: 3; 1 Corinthians 15: 9; Galatians 1: 13, 23; 

Philippians 3: 6), and—according to information recorded in Acts (8: 1)—is present at 

the stoning of the Deacon Stephen.    

33/34  Paul is called to be an Apostle outside of Damascus (Galatians 1: 15-19; 1 Corinthians 

15: 8-9; Acts 9).  

34-37/38  Apostle Paul is active in the province of Arabia (Nabatean region of Syria east of 
Damascus and the Transjordan) for some three years (Galatians 1: 17).  
 
Upon his return to Damascus, Paul is persecuted by the governor of the Nabataean King 
Aretas (Aretas IV, AD 9-40) (2 Corinthians 11: 32-33; Acts 9: 24-25).   

37  Apostle Paul’s first visit to Jerusalem and privately meets up with Apostles Peter and 

James, the brother of the Lord (Galatians 1: 18-19; Acts 9:26-28). 

 

Paul preaches to the Hellenists and escapes to his home region of Syria and Cilicia by 

boat from Caesarea (Acts 9:29-30).   

37-46  

 

 

41/42 

The Apostle’s mission to Syria and Cilicia, in the environs of his hometown of Tarsus 

(Galatians 1: 21-24; Acts 11).   

 

Paul has a visionary experience and received “thorn in the flesh”, a problem probably 

involving his eyes (2 Corinthians 12:1-10; Galatians 4:13-16) 

(43) 

 

(44) 

 

(46-48) 

(James, brother of John killed. Peter imprisoned.) (Acts 12) 

 

(Agabus’ prophecy about famine. Herod Agrippa dies.) (Acts 11:28; 12) 

 

(Famine in Judea)  

47 Paul is found in Tarsus by Barnabas and brought to Antioch. Preaches there for a year 

(Acts 11:25-26). 
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48 Paul’s second visit to Jerusalem (with Barnabas and Titus) for famine relief to Christians 

there. Private agreement between Paul and James, Peter, and John that Paul and 

Barnabas would go to Gentiles, and they to Jews. Paul is requested to remember the 

poor of Jerusalem (Galatians 2:1-10; Acts 11:27-31). 

48 Paul returns to Antioch. Antioch incident involving Peter and Barnabas withdrawing 

from table fellowship with Gentiles (Galatians 2:11-14).  

First Missionary Journey (AD 48, Acts 13-14) 

48 Apostle Paul leaves Antioch with Barnabas and Mark, travels through Galatia, and 

establishes the Galatian congregations (Galatians 4: 12-15; Acts 13-14).  

49 Paul discovers Judaizers (Pharisaic Jewish Christians? Apostles?) went to Asia Minor 

insisting Gentile Christians be circumcised (and observe the Law).  

 

He writes Galatians shortly before going to Jerusalem for a third time.  

49  (Emperor Claudius expels Jews from Rome; Priscilla and Aquilla go to Corinth) 

 

Apostles’ Council in Jerusalem (Paul’s third visit to Jerusalem, Acts 15) 

Second Missionary Journey (AD 50-52, Acts 15:36-18:23) 

50 

 

 

 

 

 

 

51-52  

Paul travels with Silas (Silvanus). Silas is apostolic delegate to explain decree to the 

congregations (Acts 15:22). He travels to Greece by way of Troy, and establishes 

congregations in Philippi and Thessalonica.   

 

On this journey he picks up Timothy in Lystra (Acts 16:1) and Luke in Troas (Acts 

16:10ff.) 

 
He travels by way of Athens to Corinth (1 Thessalonians 3: 1), where he stays for about 
eighteen months (Acts 18: 11). The Gallio incident occurs in Corinth (Acts 18:11-18).  
 

With help of Silvanus, Paul composes 1 Thessalonians, and perhaps 2 Thessalonians.  

52 Paul goes to Ephesus, and then for a fourth visit to Jerusalem to conclude this journey 

with a report (Acts 15:40-18:23). 

 

Paul returns to Antioch (18:22). 

Third Missionary Journey (AD 53-57, Acts 18:23-21:6) 

53-54  Apostle Paul passes through Galatian region, and goes to Ephesus, where he stays for 2-

3 years (Acts 19: 8-22). 

 

It is presumed that he was placed under Roman arrest in Ephesus and had to endure a 

life-or-death trial (1 Corinthians 15: 32; 2 Corinthians 1: 8-11). Perhaps it was in Ephesus 

that Paul wrote some of his Captivity Epistles (Philemon, Colossians, and perhaps 

Ephesians and Philippians).   

54/55 Paul writes 1 Corinthians in Ephesus (1 Corinthians 16: 8; not his first letter to the 

Corinthians – cf. 1 Corinthians 5:9-10 – but the first one still extant).  
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55 Painful visit to Corinth (2 Corinthians 2:1). His authority is questioned and he leaves 

humiliated.  

 

Paul writes stinging letter, fragment probably found in 2 Corinthians 10-13. Titus bearer 

of this “severe letter”. Paul travels to Macedonia anxious to hear Titus’ report (2 

Corinthians 7:5-7; 12:12-13). 

55/56 After hearing good news from Titus, Paul writes 2 Corinthians 1-9. 

56/57 After a 2-3 year stay, Apostle Paul leaves Ephesus, travels to Macedonia, and then 

travels again to Corinth and stays for 3 months (Acts 20:1-3).   

 

There, presumably in the house of Gaius, he writes the letter to the Romans.   

57 Paul sets out for Jerusalem for his fifth visit. He first goes to Philippi in Macedonia at 

Passover (Acts 20:3-6). 

 

Paul arrives in Jerusalem for Pentecost in May 57. Paul meets violent opposition in 

Jerusalem in the autumn of 57 AD. After a riot in the Temple, he is rescued by the 

Romans (Acts 21:20-36). He is transferred under the cover of darkness to Antipatris, 

and is then taken to Caesarea (Acts 23:23-32). 

57-59 Paul is left in jail for two years under Felix and Festus until a new Roman governor is 

appointed (Acts 24-25). When the Jews demand that he return to Jerusalem to be 

judged, Paul appeals to the Emperor in Rome (Acts 25:1-12). 

Paul’s Journey to Rome (AD 59-60, Acts 27-28) 

59  Paul sets sail for Rome in the autumn (Acts 27:1-3).  

60-62 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(62) 

Paul under house arrest in Rome. Perhaps the location of his Captivity Epistles: 

Philemon, Colossians, Ephesians, with Philippians perhaps being the last of these as he 

is awaiting his trial before the emperor (cf. Philippians 1:12-26). 

 
Apostle Paul also preaches the gospel unhindered (Acts 28:30-31; cf. Philippians 1:12-

13).   

 

(Martyrdom of James, the brother of Jesus; Josephus, Antiquities 20.200-201) 

62-64 Unknown: Paul released? Mission to Spain (cf. Romans 15:28)? 

64-68  It is presumed that Apostle Paul died as a martyr (beheaded as a Roman citizen) in the 

turmoil of the Christian persecutions under Nero (according to 1 Clement 5: 5-7 [ca. AD 

96]).  

 

According to early church tradition, Apostle Peter was crucified upside down.  
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4.2 The Epistle to the Romans 
 

 

After this introduction to the letters of Paul, we will turn 

our attention to the most important letter of Apostle Paul, 

namely the letter to the Romans. We will examine its 

history of origin, its theological form, and its significance 

for our faith.  

 

 

 
1.  Significance of the Epistle to the Romans for the Christian faith   

 

The letter to the Romans is the most important letter of Paul and, at the same time, one of the most 

significant documents of the Christian faith. This can already be recognised by its position among the 
writings of the New Testament (although the Pauline epistles are also arranged from the longest to 

the shortest).   

 

It opens the whole series of the Pauline letters and is the first to follow the book of Acts, which ends 
with the Apostle’s stay in Rome. The book of Acts is thus a kind of introduction to the Pauline letters, 

so to speak. The letter to the Romans is the longest letter of the Apostle, and likely took up an entire 

scroll of papyrus rather than a single sheet.   

  

For some scholars and theologians this epistle is regarded as his legacy, his “last will and testament”. 

Nevertheless, the letter to the Romans is not a compendium of Pauline dogmatics, as Paul also 

engages in theological discussions in other letters (especially the letters to the Corinthians) that do 

not occur in the letter to the Romans.   

 

In order to properly interpret the letter, it is important to know that the Apostle Paul neither 
established the church in Rome, nor knew the congregation. His intent was to introduce himself in this 

letter and prepare the way for his stay in Rome that he wanted to use as a basis for missionary work 

in Spain. This is why the Apostle allows us insight into his thoughts, which he portrays systematically 

and with great linguistic skill. Nevertheless, the letter is a genuine letter, even though it does give the 

impression of a theological treatise.   

  

2.  Place and time of composition of the Epistle to the Romans   

 

The letter to the Romans was probably written by Apostle Paul in the years AD 56-57 in Corinth.   

  

According to Acts 20: 3-6, Paul stayed in Corinth for three months. Following this, he travelled with 

the proceeds of the collection to Jerusalem, by way of Philippi. The mention of the port city Cenchrea 

(which is near Corinth) also speaks for Corinth as the likely place of the letter’s composition:  
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• Romans 16: 1 et seq.  

“I commend to you Phoebe our sister, who is a servant of the church in Cenchrea, that you 

may receive her in the Lord in a manner worthy of the saints, and assist her in whatever 

business she has need of you; for indeed she has been a helper of many and of myself also.”   

• Romans 16: 23  

“Gaius, my host and the host of the whole church, greets you. Erastus, the treasurer of the 

city, greets you …”  

The Apostle finds himself staying with Gaius, his host (Romans 16: 23), who is already familiar to us 

from 1 Corinthians and was baptised by Paul (1 Corinthians 1: 14) …  

 

… and with Erastus, the Apostle’s helper. A political official (city treasurer) of this name is attested in 

Corinth.   

  

The letter must have been written towards the end of the Apostle’s missionary journeys, because after 
the Apostle’s eventual arrival in Rome around AD 60 (Acts 28:14-16), where Paul was held under house 

arrest for two years, we read nothing of any further travels to Spain (although other early Christian 
sources do mention that Paul went to Spain). Beyond that, the Apostle’s stay in Rome until his death 

during the persecution of the Emperor Nero is attested in extra-biblical texts.   

 

Things to know: Epistle to the Romans 

 
• The letter to the Romans is the only letter which the Apostle addresses to 

Christians he does not know.   

• He chose Rome as the most politically important city in the Roman Empire, and 

because he wanted to move his working area westward as far as Spain.   

• The letter to the Romans is the most important letter of Apostle Paul, and at the 

same time, one of the most significant documents in all of Christendom.  

 

 

3.  The Christian church in Rome  

 

Since—in the Apostle’s estimation—the congregations of the east, such as Corinth, Thessalonica, and 
Philippi, were sufficiently secure, he planned to leave this region and turn his attention to the western 

part of the Roman Empire. The Apostle planned to travel first to Jerusalem and then make his way to 

Spain in order to spread the word of God to the west of the empire. He also planned to visit Rome on 

this journey.   

 

• Romans 15: 22–29  

“For this reason I also have been much hindered from coming to you. But now no longer 

having a place in these parts, and having a great desire these many years to come to you, 

whenever I journey to Spain, I shall come to you. For I hope to see you on my journey, and to 

be helped on my way there by you, if first I may enjoy your company for a while. But now I am 

going to Jerusalem to minister to the saints. For it pleased those from Macedonia and Achaia 

to make a certain contribution for the poor among the saints who are in Jerusalem. It pleased 
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them indeed, and they are their debtors. For if the Gentiles have been partakers of their 

spiritual things, their duty is also to minister to them in material things. Therefore, when I 

have performed this and have sealed to them this fruit, I shall go by way of you to Spain.”                                                               

We do not know who established the Christian church in Rome. Presumably the testimony of Christ—
like the Judaic faith, incidentally—made its way to Rome by the trade routes of the time. The existence 

of a Christian congregation in Puteoli, near Naples, certainly suggests this:   

  

• Acts 28: 13  

“From there we circled round and reached Rhegium. And after one day the south wind blew; 

and the next day we came to Puteoli ...”  

 At the time of Jesus and the early Apostles, it is estimated that, of the approximately one million 

inhabitants of Rome, some 50,000 were Jews. As early as the AD 40-50, there would already have 

been numerous adherents of the new faith among the Jews, who comprised the Christian 

congregation in Rome. Many Gentile Christians would surely have joined their ranks, as they likely 

represented the majority within the Christian churches by the time the letter to the Romans was 

composed.   

 

As was customary in other parts of the Roman Empire, the Christians of the city of Rome also gathered 

in house congregations:   

  

• Romans 16: 5  

“Likewise greet the church that is in their house …”  

 There would thus have been many Christians among the Jews who were expelled from the city of 

Rome by Emperor Claudius in the year AD 49:   

  

• The authorities did not distinguish between Christians and Jews, as the early Christians were 

considered nothing more than a Jewish sect.   

The Roman historian Suetonius merely thought Christ was a Jewish troublemaker. He writes: “Since 

the Jews constantly made disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus (i.e. Christ), he [Emperor 
Claudius] expelled them from Rome.” (Suetonius, Life of Claudius, 25.4)   

 

It would also be historically probable that the preaching of the gospel by Christians would have caused 

great unrest among the Jews.   

 

Among the fleeing Jews were Aquila and Priscilla, also known as Prisca (who would surely have already 

been baptised by then), whom Apostle Paul met in Corinth, and who later returned to Rome. They 

would certainly have told the Apostle about the circumstances in Rome (Acts 18: 2 and Romans 16: 

3).   

  

On his journey to Rome in Italy, Apostle Paul landed in Rhegium, present-day Reggio di Calabria, one 
of the oldest commercial settlements of the Greeks. From there, after two days of travelling, the 

Apostle reached Puteoli on the Gulf of Naples, where he was received by the Christians living there. 
Puteoli was founded by the Greeks and had become an important port for Rome by the time of Jesus.   
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Outside of Rome and Puteoli being mentioned in the New Testament, archaeological evidence also 

exists that suggests Christians were present in Pompeii before the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in AD 

79.   

 

In AD 64, the Christians became targets of persecution, since they were accused of having set fire to 

Rome  by the Emperor Nero.   

 

In the meantime, even the Roman authorities had come to recognise that the Jews and the Christians 

were two distinct religions.   

 

4. Structure of Romans  

 

Before we inquire into the main theological focuses of the letter to the Romans, let us take a closer 

look at its composition. The argumentation of the Apostle in Romans is quite complex, but it does 
express his thoughts on paper in a systematic manner. After the introduction customary in his letters, 

Paul introduces his main theme, namely the righteousness of God (Romans 1: 16-17).  This is followed 

by a rather lengthy main portion containing dogmatic discussions. These are followed by ethical 
questions and prospective solutions in a second main portion.   

  

Opening salutation (1:1-3) 

 

A detailed introduction and a dedication of the letter. It contains a Christological formula in Romans 

1: 3 et seq., which is a reference to the sending of the Son of God and His descent out of the lineage 

of David (1: 1-7).   

 

Prayer, blessing, or thanksgiving  (1:8-17) 

 

This section summarises the Apostle’s thanks to God, his objectives for this visit, and some 
fundamental statements about the nature of the gospel.   

 

It also states the topic of the entire letter (Romans 1: 16-17).   

  

Main body I (Romans 1:18-11:36) – Dogmatic part 

 

“Wrath” / “Judgement” of God (1: 18 - 3: 20)   

 

The word ‘wrath’ is not to be understood literally here, but is rather a reference to God’s judgement. 
The judgement of God will come upon the wicked, who suppress and pervert the truth through their 

actions.    

 

The righteousness of God (3: 21 - 4: 25)  

 

Apostle Paul underlines that justification comes into being without the works of the law (Romans 3: 

27-31).  

 

He uses Abraham as an example for the righteousness that derives from faith (Genesis 15: 6). Abraham 

believed in the God who raises the dead to life (Romans 4: 1-25).   
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Justification by faith leads to peace with God (5: 1 - 8: 39)   

 

The power of sin and the surpassing power of grace are compared and contrasted (Romans 5: 12-21).   

 

Adam-Christ typology:   

• Through Adam, sin and death came into the world,  

• but through Christ, there is resurrection and life.   

In baptism, all become dead to sin and are raised to new life “with Christ”. The eschatological 

condition is also clear, however: ultimate salvation is yet to come (Romans 6: 1-23).   

 

Paul demonstrates the contrast between the law and the Spirit in accordance with the previous-vs.-

present pattern (Romans 7: 1 - 8: 39).   

 

Chapter eight describes the freedom granted by Christ as a life “in the Spirit”.  

 

Paul develops his discourse on God’s righteousness using the example of Israel (9:1-11:36)   

 

9: 11-13, 14-23:  a reference to the liberty of the divine act of election   

9: 30 - 10: 21:  Israel, who wanted to live by the law, fails to fulfil it. The people did not 

recognise the contradiction between God’s righteousness and the obligations 

incumbent upon them.  

11: 1-36:   the question of whether Israel was rejected by God, is denied.   

11: 25-32:  Israel’s currently hardened heart will be changed with the Parousia (the 

appearing of Christ).   

11: 33-36:   Paul concludes this part of the letter with words of praise.   

 

Main body II (Romans 12: 1 – 15: 13) – Ethical part; Exhortation (Paraenesis) 

 

12: 2-8  deals with the diversity of the gifts of grace of the “members” of the one 

“body” (cf. 1 Corinthians 12)   

12: 9-21:   Paul lists the standards for Christian living.  

13: 1-7:   digression on the relationship of the individual to the state.  

14: 1 - 15: 13:   the strong are to be considerate of the weak members in the congregation.   

15: 7-13:  Christ has become the servant to the Jews and the Gentiles alike. Both groups 
are thus addressees of this letter. The main section of the letter closes with a 

blessing.  

 

Closing section / final greeting and farewell (15:14-16:27) 

 

Review of the content of the letter (15: 14-21)  

Travel plans (15: 30-32)  

Recommendation of Phoebe and salutations (16: 1-16)   

Actual letter closing (16: 17-23)  

Later supplement (16: 25-27)  

 

The composition of the letter to the Romans, which appears complicated at first, can be more easily 

understood using tools of structural analysis.   
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The letter to the Romans comprises an argumentative unit and has the following rhetorical structure:   

• to start with, the propositio generalis, the main thesis, is developed in its significance for both 

Gentiles and Jews (Romans 1-3), then defended by Scripture (Romans 4), and finally applied 

to Christians (Romans 5-8) and Jews (Romans 9-11). What remains to be explained is the 

question of human righteousness before God.   

• the first section (Romans 1-3) culminates in a Christological development of the main thesis 

(Romans 3: 21-26):   

o “But now the righteousness of God apart from the law is revealed, being witnessed 

by the Law and the Prophets, even the righteousness of God, through faith in Jesus 

Christ, to all and on all who believe. For there is no difference; for all have sinned and 

fall short of the glory of God, being justified freely by His grace through the 

redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God set forth as a propitiation by His blood, 

through faith, to demonstrate His righteousness, because in His forbearance God had 

passed over the sins that were previously committed, to demonstrate at the present 

time His righteousness, that He might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith 

in Jesus.”   

• then the main thesis is defended using the example of Abraham (Romans 4). Now the 

attention is directed to the situation of the Christians:   

o for them the judgement situation is suspended, and replaced by peace with God 

(Romans 5-8).   

• the argumentation results in the formulation of an eschatological state:   

o “And so all Israel will be saved” (Romans 11: 26),  

• before the remarks of chapters 1-11 ultimately arrive at their goal:   

• “For God has committed them all to disobedience, that He might have mercy on all” (Romans 

11: 32).  

5. Theological points of emphasis  

 

5.1 Justification by faith  

 

The main theme of the letter to the Romans is righteousness before God, and the question of how 
human beings can ever be pronounced righteous by God. This theme is stated in a main theme in 

Romans 1: 16-17:  

  

• “For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ, for it is the power of God to salvation for 

everyone who believes, for the Jew first and also for the Greek. For in it the righteousness of 

God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, ‘The just shall live by faith.’”   

Here the Apostle relates three different elements to one another:   

• the gospel  

• the righteousness of God   

• those who partake in this righteousness, namely Jews and Greeks.   

In the letter to the Romans, so it can be summarised, Apostle Paul gives an account of the essence of 

his message: neither Jews nor Gentiles are capable of arriving at the righteousness they owe God. 
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However, this righteousness is fulfilled on their behalf by Jesus Christ. It is only through faith in Christ 

that Jews and Gentiles can find their way to a life in righteousness before God.   

  

Sinners—both Jews and Gentiles—become righteous through faith. In order to articulate the 

wholesome effect of the Christ event for all mankind—Jews and Gentiles—Paul uses the expression 

“righteousness of God”.  

 

This is the crucial point for the doctrine of justification, which originated in the writings of Paul, and 

which has had such a decisive function in the theology of Martin Luther.   

 

There, justification doctrine is no longer only one among other theological doctrines, but rather the 
basis, so to speak, for theological thought in general.   

  

The term ‘justification’ targets the question of how sinful man can ever stand before God, in other 
words, become righteous in the eyes of God—through his own works, or through divine grace?   

 

Man is by nature a sinner and, as such, guilty before God, irrespective of his specific deeds. He has 

earned only death. He can only stand before God if God turns to him and pardons him.  Justification 

always emanates from God and is a a work of God upon man. Nevertheless, the question arises as to 

what man can do in order to attain justification, and what position is assigned the Mosaic Law within 
the event of justification.   

  

5.1.1  Justification in the old covenant  

 

In the understanding of the old covenant, the fulfilment of the law brought about the righteousness 
that counts with God. No human being has ever been able to live up to all the demands of the law, 

except for Jesus Christ. Therefore man could never have been justified through the law.   

 

The young early Christian congregation—comprised of both Jews and Gentiles—were confronted with 

the problem of what validity remained to the Mosaic Law for those who believe in Christ:   

  

• Was it necessary, they wondered, for the Gentiles to be circumcised before they could belong 

to Jesus Christ? And did the dietary laws and the distinction between clean and unclean still 

have any significance?   

At the Apostles council that took place in AD 49, an attempt was made to find a solution to these 

problems:  

  

• The Gentiles were simply to abstain from eating things sacrificed to idols, from eating blood, 

and from eating things strangled. They were also told to abstain from sexual immorality. There 

was no further talk of any need for the Gentiles to be circumcised.   

o Acts 15: 28-29  

“For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit, and to us, to lay upon you no greater burden 

than these necessary things: that you abstain from things offered to idols, from blood, 

from things strangled, and from sexual immorality.”  

It is here that the argumentation of the Apostle comes to bear in the letter to the Romans:    
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• the Jews, who are proud of the Mosaic Law, have no reason to elevate themselves above the 

Gentiles, who do not have such a law.   

Apostle Paul emphasises that this pride in the Mosaic Law is inconsistent with the kind of conduct that 
corresponds to the law:   

  

• “For circumcision is indeed profitable if you keep the law; but if you are a breaker of the law, 

your circumcision has become uncircumcision. Therefore, if an uncircumcised man keeps the 

righteous requirements of the law, will not his uncircumcision be counted as circumcision?” 

(Romans 2: 25-26).  

The radical conclusion from this is a reappraisal of all the usual assessments:   

  

• “For he is not a Jew who is one outwardly, nor is circumcision that which is outward in the 

flesh; but he is a Jew who is one inwardly” (Romans 2: 28-29).  

In other words, only such as are capable of fulfilling the demands of the law are true Jews, and would 

also be justified before God. This line of thinking serves to emphasise the equal standing of all human 
beings before God and deflect any claims of being special, because both Jews and Gentiles are “under 

sin” (Romans 3: 9) to the same degree. On their own merits, every human being finds himself in the 

same basic condition before God.   

 

5.2  The significance of faith   

 

Whether for Gentile or Jew, justification does not come out of the Mosaic Law or the inner law, but 
rather by faith in Jesus Christ, which is itself a work of grace upon a human being:   

  

• “For there is no difference; for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, being justified 

freely by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus” (Romans 3: 22– 24).  

All human beings find themselves in a condition of deficiency before God. They have nothing to bring 
and have nothing to show for themselves. That which would be necessary to stand before God—

namely the proper moral conduct, the unreserved love for God and man, the proper worship of God, 

and the alignment of one’s own life by the will of God—is impossible for human beings to achieve.   

 

Thus they all fall short of the “glory of God”. But what is impossible for human beings is indeed possible 

for God:   

  

• He grants righteousness to those who believe in Jesus Christ and accept Him as their Lord and 

Redeemer.  

This human being, who cannot ever—on his own—be pleasing to God, has thus been accepted 

unconditionally by God and incorporated into fellowship with Him. This is why human beings must 
also be humble! They cannot boast of any accomplishment of their own:   

  

• “Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith apart from the deeds of the law” 

(Romans 3: 28).   
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Human beings can only attain righteousness through the exercise of their faith. Faith—that is, 

unconditional trust in God—is the attitude of heart that attracts divine favour and the gracious care 

of God—for example, in His word and the sacraments.    

 

5.3  Justification as peace with God  

 

Following Apostle Paul’s remarks concerning Abraham’s exemplary faith in Romans 4 are some 

thoughts concerning peace between God and man. This has come into being through the death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ:  

  

• “Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus 

Christ” (Romans 5: 1).   

Jesus Christ has done away with the enmity between God and man (2 Corinthians 5: 19, 21). He grants 

access to the grace of God and for the hope in a future with God.   

 

Jesus Christ did not die for the righteous, but for the unrighteous. In Jesus Christ, God thus turns to all 

mankind without reservation. He accepts the sinner who, as such, would actually only have earned 

death.   

 

Paul emphasises that Jesus Christ’s death developed its validity and power “when we were still 

without strength,” because He “died for the ungodly” (cf. Romans 5: 6).   

  

Nevertheless, the principle applies:   

  

• “But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were still sinners, Christ died 

for us” (Romans 5: 8).   

God has done good things upon all human beings and has shown them His love, of which they were in 
no way worthy. We see that all human beings have now been included. Even for those who live in 

remoteness from God and in sin, the gracious offer of God applies.   

  

5.4  Salvation comes from God alone: Adam and Christ   

 

Apostle Paul uses a comparison to make clear that the justification of the sinner is a work of God upon 

man, and that man cannot earn salvation.   

 

Paul accomplishes this by comparing Adam with Jesus Christ. Although Adam and Christ are complete 

opposites, the actions of both have implications for the whole of mankind. The negative deed of Adam 

is of universal effect, just like the positive deed of Jesus Christ.   

  

Through the first human being—that is, through Adam—sin and death came into the world. Jesus 

Christ alone—the “last Adam” (1 Corinthians 15: 45), has overcome sin and death.  

 

Here Adam is the image of that man who disobeyed God, while Jesus Christ was obedient to God, and 

willingly accepted suffering and death.   
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• “Therefore, as through one man’s offence judgement came to all men, resulting in 

condemnation, even so through one Man’s righteous act the free gift came to all men, 

resulting in justification of life” (Romans 5: 18).   

The justification that is made possible through the righteousness of Christ leads to a complete change 

in the situation of man before God:   

  

• from death, he is led into “life”.   

This “life” now has twofold significance: it is both the current and future fellowship with God.   

  

5.5  The law and sin  

 

The Apostle makes it clear that the law only applies until death. However, through baptism, the 
Christian has died with Christ and resurrected with Him as well. In this alone it becomes evident that 

the law can have no further power over the baptised (Romans 6: 2-11).   

  

• “Therefore, my brethren, you also have become dead to the law through the body of Christ, 

that you may be married to another—to Him who was raised from the dead, that we should 

bear fruit to God” (Romans 7: 4).   

The law belongs to a level of encounter between God and man that has now been overcome in Christ. 

The obligations of the law no longer apply. Jesus Christ has stepped into their place. He is the one who 
makes it possible for man to please God.   

  

It is in this context that Paul points out the negative function of the law:   

  

• “For when we were in the flesh, the sinful passions which were aroused by the law were at 

work in our members to bear fruit to death” (Romans 7: 5).   

The law has led mankind to transgress the divine ordinances and align themselves exclusively by 

human needs (“sinful passions”). Sinful man is practically drawn to do what is forbidden.   

  

The Apostle identifies the relationship of dependency between sin and the law very sharply, and 

thereby attacks the Judaic devotion to the law: “I would not have known sin except through the law.”   

  

• “For I would not have known covetousness unless the law had said, ‘You shall not covet’” 

(Romans 7: 7).  

 So according to Paul, sin practically takes the law into its service in order to realise itself:   

  

• “But sin, taking opportunity by the commandment, produced in me all manner of evil desire. 

For apart from the law sin was dead” (Romans 7: 8).   

The objective of sin is the death of man, namely an existence in utter remoteness from God. By Paul’s 

account, sin also succeeded at this and, “taking occasion by the commandment, deceived me [Paul], 
and by it killed me” (Romans 7: 11).  

  



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  

  
 

27 New Testament | The epistles of Paul (Part 1) 

 

Nevertheless, so the Apostle emphasises, the law is nothing opposed to God. Rather it is “holy and 

just and good” (Romans 7: 12). The law emanates from God, which is what makes it “good”, however, 

the use of the law does not lead to life, but rather to death.   

 

Beyond that, the law is also assigned a positive function, namely to ensure that sin “might appear [or 

“be identified as”] sin” (Romans 7: 13). Therefore, the proper use of the law does not lead into sin, 
but rather creates an awareness of sin.   

  

5.6  The new law in Jesus Christ  

 

When he talks about the “law” in Romans 7, Apostle Paul is not only referring to the Mosaic Law, but 
also the sinful nature of mankind (“the law of sin”; cf. Romans 7: 23).   

 

While this “law” cannot bring about righteousness—that is, life with God—the “law of the Spirit” is 
able to liberate man from all of this (Romans 8: 2).    

 

The “law of the Spirit” has a different character than the Mosaic Law, which is geared toward the 

“flesh”, because it is the order of a new relationship with God, which is based on faith in Jesus Christ. 

It is not a law that enslaves, but rather a law that liberates from all bondage.  Ultimately, the “Spirit” 

is that power, that variable, which brings and creates life.   

  

The difference between the Mosaic Law and the law of the Spirit is demonstrated by way of a contrast 

between flesh and Spirit.   

 

Here the Mosaic Law is on the side of the flesh and of sin, while the “law of the Spirit” applies to life 
with and from God.   

 

To be carnally minded is to be bound to sin and to fall victim to it. At the same time, this signifies 
“enmity” with God.   

 

To be spiritually minded means that one has escaped the carnal—namely the exclusive focus on the 

here and now and on that which can be achieved by man. Accordingly, the Apostle makes the appeal 
for his readers to turn against the “flesh”, and to likewise deal correspondingly with all arrogance and 

all other such tendencies present in every human being:   

  

• “But if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live” (Romans 8: 13).  

The justification of the sinner before God signifies that God does not abandon man to his sinfulness. 

God accepts the sinner unconditionally, and turns to him in love. Those who believe in Jesus Christ can 

justifiably invoke the promise:   

  

• “If God is for us, who can be against us?” (Romans 8: 31).  

6. Content and effect of the letter to the Romans  

 

The spiritual content of the letter to the Romans, the justification of the sinner, can be summarised as 
follows:   

  



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  

  
 

28 New Testament | The epistles of Paul (Part 1) 

 

• By grace, the righteousness of God pronounces the sinner not guilty, even though sinful man 

would have deserved a guilty verdict. The sinner can participate in this act of divine grace 

because he lives by faith, not by the works of the law.   

Apostle Paul explains this by referring back to the history of Israel and demonstrating how the 

righteousness of God worked there.  Some central statements include:   

  

• “For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written [in Habakkuk 

2: 4], ‘The just shall live by faith’” (Romans 1:17)   

and:   

  

• “Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith apart from the deeds of the law” 

(Romans 3:28)   

In the German language, the translator Martin Luther inserted the word “alone” after the word “faith”.   

 

He added this on the basis of theological considerations, in order to emphasise the significance of faith 

for salvation (“sola fide” = “by faith alone”) and so distinguish his view from the Catholic conviction, 
which does not rule out the possibility for human beings to participate in their salvation through 

works.   

 

It is to Luther’s credit to have recognised that the righteousness of God not only means that God is 
righteous, but also that   

  

• God makes righteous.   

This insight struck the Reformer, so to speak, in the spring of 1514 when he interpreted Psalm 71:2:   

  

• “Deliver me in Your righteousness”.   

That this deliverance of the sinner occurs by grace is Luther’s theological perspective, which he 

developed from the letter to the Romans and by his study of the writings of the Church Father 

Augustine († 430).  

 

7. Impact history of the justification doctrine from the letter to the Romans   

 

The letter to the Romans has left a mark on theology like no other writing of the New Testament. 
Three striking examples from church history will serve to illustrate this:   

  

7.1 Augustine  

 

Augustine (AD 354-430) states:   

It is only through the grace of God—which is made accessible in the church—that man can be liberated 
from his hopeless fall into sin. Augustine’s doctrine of grace was adopted by the Catholic theologian 

Cornelius Jansen between the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The Jansenism that developed 

from this was rejected as heretical by the Catholic Church.   
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7.2 Martin Luther  

 

Martin Luther (1483-1546) advocated the position that justification comes through faith alone. God is 
righteous precisely because He allows the sinner to receive salvation despite the latter’s sins.   

 

This insight of Luther’s, namely that the righteousness of God makes righteous, is said to have occurred 

to him in the spring of 1514. This event is known as the “tower experience” because Luther was in his 

Wittenberg tower room preparing for a lecture on the letter to the Romans when he “stumbled” on 

the passage in Romans 1:17, and in so doing came to understand the significance of God’s 

righteousness as a justifying power.   

 

7.3 Karl Barth  

 

Karl Barth’s (1886-1968) interpretation of the letter to the Romans was understood as the signal for a 
new theological approach. At the centre of Barth’s interpretation was not the historical, but the 

theological interpretation of the text. Barth emphasised that the image of man in the letter to the 

Romans also applies to current theological discussion: he emphasises the endless qualitative 
difference between God and man (“God as the wholly other”). This is a perspective that has its 

beginnings in Luther’s justification doctrine.   

 

The New Apostolic Church has incorporated the Augustinian, Lutheran, and Pauline justification 

doctrine into its Catechism: CNAC 4.8.2.   
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4.3  The First Epistle to the Corinthians   
 

 

We will now turn our attention to Apostle Paul’s First 

Epistle to the Corinthians. In it, the Apostle responds to 

questions from the congregation and takes a position on 

various problems in Corinth. Important themes here are 

the resurrection of the dead, the celebration of Holy 

Communion, and the gifts of the Spirit.  

 

 

 
1. The church in Corinth  

 

In the year 146 BC, the Romans destroyed the Greek city of Corinth, which had been significant in 

antiquity, and resettled it with freedmen and war veterans.   

 

In the year 46 BC, the city was re-established as a Roman colony by order of Julius Caesar. Later, 
Corinth became the capital city of the province of Achaia, and the seat of the governor. Its significance 

as a commercial hub grew with its large port. Corinth was situated in a favourable geopolitical situation 
on the isthmus that connects the Peloponnese with the mainland.   

  

   
Ancient Corinth (source: Wikipedia)  

  

On his second missionary journey (Acts 18:1 et seq.) Apostle Paul established the Christian 

congregation in Corinth in in around AD 51.   

 

It was in Corinth that Apostle Paul met up with the two Jews Aquila and Priscilla, who had shortly 

before fled from Rome and had surely already been baptised. An edict from Caesar Claudius from the 
year AD 49 had ordered the banishment of the Jews from Rome, which also affected the Christians, 

who were still regarded as a Jewish sect at the time.  Apostle Paul stayed in Corinth for about a year 

and a half.   
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As customary on his missionary travels, Paul formed ties with the local synagogue, where he was also 

able to convert Jews. Even Crispus, the ruler of the synagogue, came to believe in Jesus Christ.   

 

• Acts 18: 8  

“Then Crispus, the ruler of the synagogue, believed on the Lord with all his household.”  

Beyond that, Paul also managed to win Greeks for Christ. These would have been among the “God 

fearers”, who had close ties to Judaism and worshipped in the synagogue, but did not become 

circumcised.   

 

• Acts 18: 4  

“And he reasoned in the synagogue every Sabbath, and persuaded both Jews and Greeks.”   

2.  Why did Apostle Paul write his first letter to the church in Corinth?   

 

The First Epistle to the Corinthians reacts to a specific situation in the congregation, although it is 

difficult to describe this congregational situation and the problems that arose in the congregation 
more precisely.   

 

Paul only makes brief allusions to these in his letter. The Corinthians of the time, to whom this letter 

would have been read, would have understood the allusions of the Apostle. For us today, this often 
leads to problems of interpretation. The epistle was written in Ephesus, likely in the year AD 54 or in 

the spring of AD 55.   

  

Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians gives us insight into what was, at the time, still a young 

congregation confronted with various problems. These may have resulted from the Gentile 

environment outside the congregation, or from within, as the congregation was comprised of both 
Jews and Gentiles.   

 

The Apostle had been informed about the situation in Corinth by “those of Chloe’s household” (1 

Corinthians 1: 11), namely Stephanas and his companions Achaicus and Fortunatus.  

  

• 1 Corinthians 1: 11  

“For it has been declared to me concerning you, my brethren, by those of Chloe’s household, 

that there are contentions among you.”   

Stephanas, Fortunatas, and Achaicus (members of the congregation of Corinth) visited the Apostle in 

Ephesus and told him about the conditions in the congregation.   

  

• 1 Corinthians 16: 17-18  

“I am glad about the coming of Stephanas, Fortunatus, and Achaicus, for what was lacking on 

your part they supplied.”  

 2.1  Problems of literary criticism  

 

From 1 Corinthians 5: 9-11 it follows that Apostle Paul had already written a letter to Corinth before. 

This earlier letter has been lost.   
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The question of whether the First Epistle to the Corinthians comprises a single literary entity or 

whether it is comprised of several letters is debated. Some exegetes have attempted to reconstruct 

the lost letter from the two canonical letters to the Corinthians, however the result is not easily 
comprehensible.   

 

A careful reading of the letter suggests very strongly that this it is indeed a single letter, and not a 
compilation of various letters.   

  

Three observations of literary criticism are worth noting, however:   

  

• M. C. de Boer (1994) advocates the view that Apostle Paul concluded the letter with chapter 

4, when Stephanas arrived with news (cf. 5: 1; 7: 1) that caused him to write a continuation in 

chapters 5-16.   

• Johannes Weiss identifies a “catholising gloss” (in a written note that has been added to the 

text in the course of tradition) with a view to the church as a whole (1: 2b). In 1: 12 a similar 

tendency is evident.   

• It is highly likely that the section “the woman keep silent in the assembly” in 14:34-36 is an 

interpolation, as it stands in contradiction to the statements in 11: 2-16. The argumentation 

and language are not characteristically Pauline here.   

Regarded as a whole, 1 Corinthians is a pastoral response letter with great theological depth.  It is the 
Apostle’s second-longest letter, only a little shorter than the letter to the Romans.   

  

The letter has been handed down in nearly 

complete form from as early as ca. AD 200 (P46, 
Chester-BeattyPapyrus II). It was already 

included in the earliest canon lists, and was 

mentioned since the time of Origen. It is 

therefore among the most significant pieces of 

writing in all of Christendom.   

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
Chester-Beatty-Papyrus II (Source: Wikipedia)  
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3. Structure  of 1 Corinthians 

 

Opening salutation (1: 1-3) 

 

The author of the letter is Paul (including 1 Corinthians 16: 21), who introduces himself as an Apostle. 

His co-author is Sosthenes, about whom we know nothing more than what is recorded in Acts 18: 17 

(if this is indeed one and the same person).   

 

Before becoming a Christian, he was likely the ruler of the synagogue in Corinth. The letter is primarily 

addressed to the congregation in Corinth, but also to all Christians.   

 

Prayer, blessing, or thanksgiving (1:4-9) 

 

1 Corinthians 1: 4-9 takes the form of eucharistia (giving thanks).   

 

Main body I (1:10-4:21) 

 

Division and polarisation threaten the congregation; the “message of the cross”. 

 

Main body II (chaps. 5-7) 

 

Paraenetic (exhortatory) portion: questions concerning sexual morality and litigation among 

Christians, marriage and celibacy, divorce and remarriage   

 

Main body III  (chaps. 8-10) 

 

The consumption of meat sacrificed to idols  

 

Main body IV  (chaps. 11-14) 

 

Ordinances of divine service; format of Communion celebration (11: 23-25: record of words of 

institution); gifts of the Spirit assigned to the “members” within the church, which here takes the 

image of the “body”; all gifts are nothing compared to the “more excellent way” of love (ode to love 

in chapter 13); glossolalia (speaking in tongues) as a problem in relation to prophecy in divine service.   

 

Main body V  (chap. 15) 

 

The resurrection of Jesus and the resurrection of the dead: Apostle Paul argues against the prevailing 

opinion in Corinth that there is no resurrection, or that the believers have already resurrected in a 

spiritual sense.   

 

Letter closing / final greeting and farewell (chap. 16) 

 

Correspondence, organisation of a collection for the needy congregation in Jerusalem, travel plans, 

admonitions; salutations, curse, wish for grace expanded by a reference to love.   
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4.  Themes in 1 Corinthians  

 

4.1  Divisions  

 

A problem in the young congregation of Corinth is apparent, namely that there are divisions (Greek: 

schismata) among the Christians there. Individual groups name themselves by their respective leader 

or head:   

  

• some say they belong to Apostle Paul himself,   

• others say they belong to Cephas, that is, Apostle Peter,   

• still others hold to Apollos,   

• and yet others invoke Christ.   

Paul argues against this: Christ is not divided, after all, and the Christians have been baptised in the 

name of Christ, not in the name of Paul or Peter.   

 

He himself, Paul, does not see himself primarily as one who baptises, but as a preacher of the gospel. 

In the centre of this gospel is the cross of Jesus (cf. 1 Corinthians 1: 10–25). Paul interprets the gospel 
as the “message of the cross” (1 Corinthians 1: 18).  

  

4.2  Theology of the cross  

 

In 1 Corinthians, Apostle Paul offers his readers or listeners what are most likely his most profound 

theological ideas:   

 

the theology of the cross. 

  

It is incomprehensible and scandalous for Jesus, the Christ, to have died on the cross:   

 

• 1 Corinthians 1: 23  

“But we preach Christ crucified, to the Jews a stumbling block and to the Greeks foolishness 

…”   

Both Jewish and Greco-Roman letters offer a harsh judgement of crucifixion:   

• it is considered the most shameful and dreadful of all ways to die (Numbers 21:23; Cicero, Pro 

Rabirio 5: 16: “the mere name of the gibbet [cross], should be far removed, not only from the 

persons of Roman citizens—from their thoughts, and eyes, and ears”).  

It is precisely because for this reason that the cross is the outflow of “wisdom” and of God’s plan of 

salvation (1 Corinthians 1: 18-24).   

 

• 1 Corinthians 1: 18-24  

“For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are 

being saved it is the power of God. For it is written: ‘I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and 

bring to nothing the understanding of the prudent.’ Where is the wise? Where is the scribe? 

Where is the disputer of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of this world? For 

since, in the wisdom of God, the world through wisdom did not know God, it pleased God 
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through the foolishness of the message preached to save those who believe. For Jews request 

a sign, and Greeks seek after wisdom; but we preach Christ crucified, to the Jews a stumbling 

block and to the Greeks foolishness, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ 

the power of God and the wisdom of God.”   

The crucifixion is and remains a divine mystery (1 Corinthians 2: 1, 7) that cannot be understood by 

human wisdom, because God’s plan far transcends all human thought (1 Corinthians 1: 25). The 

crucifixion is, at the same time, paradoxical evidence of God’s love.   

  

From his own personal history, Paul is familiar with the radical rejection of the Crucified One. After his 

conversion, he does not try to gloss over the “scandal” of the cross, but to uncover it.  In 1 Corinthians 
1: 18-25 Paul establishes the fundamental significance of the crucifixion. Here he concentrates on the 

paradox of wisdom—because he believes he is dealing with a “strong” wisdom-theology in Corinth, 

whose people do not really know what to make of the weakness of the Crucified One.    

 

From a verse recorded in Isaiah 29: 14 he derives the will of God, namely to illustrate the limits of 

human wisdom in order to reinforce His own wisdom in the face of human hypocrisy and a false feeling 

of security.   

  

• Isaiah 29: 14  

“Therefore, behold, I will again do a marvellous work among this people, a marvellous 

work and a wonder; for the wisdom of their wise men shall perish, and the understanding 

of their prudent men shall be hidden…”  

In this general rejection of the cross in particular we see the utmost intensification of this idea— 

because God did not turn away from the Crucified One, but instead joined Him in the greatest 

proximity.    

 

The cross reveals the surpassing wisdom of God: to make sense of something where people with even 

the strongest intellect or intense devotion can only see senselessness, namely, in the suffering of an 
innocent human being, in the powerlessness of God Himself.   

 

In 1 Corinthians 1: 26-31 Paul uses the example of the congregation to demonstrate that it would not 
exist in that form, consisting of supposed “nobodies”, if the Crucified One had never come, in whom 

God has played out His wisdom.   

  

• 1 Corinthians 1: 26-31  

“For you see your calling, brethren, that not many wise according to the flesh, not many 

mighty, not many noble, are called. But God has chosen the foolish things of the world to 

put to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to put to shame 

the things which are mighty; and the base things of the world and the things which are 

despised God has chosen, and the things which are not, to bring to nothing the things that 

are, that no flesh should glory in His presence. But of Him you are in Christ Jesus, who 

became for us wisdom from God—and righteousness and sanctification and 

redemption— that, as it is written [Jeremiah 9: 22-23], ‘He who glories, let him glory in 

the Lord.’”   



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  

  
 

36 New Testament | The epistles of Paul (Part 1) 

 

In 1 Corinthians 2: 1-5 Paul looks back on his way of preaching the gospel: He does not want to use 

fine rhetoric as some in Corinth appear to enjoy, but to simply preach Jesus as crucified.   

  

In 1 Corinthians 2: 6-16 Paul expounds upon why the foolishness of the cross dawns upon the believers 

as the greater wisdom of God, namely because   

  

• God loves them (1 Corinthians 2: 9);  

• they have been given the Spirit of God (1 Corinthians 2: 10 et seq.);  

• they have the “mind of Christ” (1 Corinthians 2: 16).  

Paul does not design a theological theory that could explain the cross of Jesus Christ, because that 

would take the sting out of it. Rather, he builds the entire theology on the basis of the cross because 
that is the death that Jesus died.   

 

This theology must be developed on the basis of the cross if it is to be developed on the basis of Jesus. 

Although this orientation by the cross may indeed become a fixation if Jesus’ life and resurrection is 
hidden from view, Christology without the theology of the cross loses its authenticity.   

  

5. Ethical conduct: women in the New Testament and 1 Corinthians   

 

5.1 Jesus and women  

 

At the time of Jesus, women were not highly regarded in Jewish society. They had few rights and were 

not allowed to speak publicly. The Jewish travelling preachers and rabbis did not tolerate any women 
in their surroundings. The idea of women as disciples or students of a “master” was inconceivable in 

a Jewish context.   

 

Jesus’ dealings with women, by contrast, distinguished him from his contemporaries. Jesus spoke with 

women, allowed Himself to be touched by them. There were women who followed Him and even 

became His disciples.   

 

5.2 Women as fellow labourers of Apostle Paul   

 

In 1 Corinthians, we see that women participated in various ministries (discussed below) in the 
congregation such as prayer and prophecy (1 Corinthians 12-14). In the Hellenistic environment 

women did enjoy a measure of freedom compared to their Jewish counterparts. For the Apostle Paul 

also, women were better regarded and they were active as important fellow labourers:  

  

• Romans 16: 1-4  

“I commend to you Phoebe our sister, who is a servant of the church in Cenchrea, that you 

may receive her in the Lord in a manner worthy of the saints, and assist her in whatever 

business she has need of you; for indeed she has been a helper of many and of myself also.  

Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus …”  

Lydia (Acts 16: 14-15) was a seller of purple in Thyatira in Asia Minor—a wealthy, perhaps widowed 

woman, who made her house available and made it the first base of the Christian mission in Europe.   
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The Roman author Pliny the Younger (AD 61-113) also mentions that women often performed the 

service of ministry (“deacons”) in the Christian congregations (Epistulae X.96).   

 

In the later writings of the New Testament, the role of women in congregations were stifled:   

  

• women are to keep silent (1 Corinthians 14: 34-35). Many exegetes consider this passage a 

later interpolation (see above), while others believe it could refer to an arbitrary questioning 

of whether women were allowed to engage in speech inspired by the Spirit. The attitude of 

these verses is reminiscent of 1 Timothy 2:11-12.   

• Subordination to the man and the requirement for marriage (1 Timothy 2:11-12; 5:16; Titus 2: 

4-5). As they are to be subordinate in the church women must also be married and be 

subordinate in marriage. There is also a polemic against them in 2 Timothy 3: 6-7 (“gullible 

women […] always learning [new doctrines] and never able to come to the knowledge of the 

truth.”)  It is clear that for the Pastoral Epistles teachers and leadership must only be male, 

married, and have children (1 Timothy 3:2, 4; 3:12; Titus 1:6). 

5.3 Marriage, sex and celibacy 

 

In 1 Corinthians 7: 1-16 the Apostle comments on problems related to sex:  

  

• here he refers to marital cohabitation—primarily in view of sex.   

A man should have only one wife, and a woman should have only one husband.  Sex should only be 

practised within the marital relationship:   

  

• 1 Corinthians 7: 4  

“The wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does. And likewise 

the husband does not have authority over his own body, but the wife does.”   

In antiquity, a woman did not have control over her body, but the husband did. Gentile men also had 

no moral prohibitions to have sex outside of marriage. What is striking here is that Paul requires equal 

and mutual responsibility between husband and wife.  

 

Beyond that, the problem of divorce is addressed in 1 Corinthians 7: 10-11. Women are admonished 

not to divorce their husbands. Those women who have divorced their husbands are admonished 

either to abstain from entering into any new marriage or to reconcile with their former husbands. At 

the same time, men are admonished not to put away their wives. In other words, they are likewise 
admonished not to divorce them.   

 

Paul basically says that marriage and intercourse is permitted, but what is preferable is celibacy, which 

is also applicable to women (1 Corinthians 7:1, 8). At this time the general expectation was that 
women were to be married and have children, and for a wife to be under the authority of her husband. 

Paul’s rationale for celibacy, of course, is that the return of the Lord is imminent, but his advice was 
an attack on the existing political law and the cultural ethos of the time. As far as Paul was concerned, 

women had the freedom to remain celibate and unmarried, a freedom denied them in the Pastoral 

Epistles.  
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5.4  Meat sacrificed to idols  

 

In the context of their Gentile environment, Christians were necessarily exposed to difficult situations. 
For example, Christians (like everyone else) would buy meat at the marketplace. In so doing, they had 

no way of knowing whether this meat had come directly from the butcher’s shop or whether they 

were leftover cuts of meat that had been offered to idols. This was because any meat that was left 
after the sacrificial rituals of the Gentiles was also sold in the marketplace.  What were the Christians 

to do in that case? Apostle Paul responds theologically: the gods of the Gentiles do not really exist. 

There is only the one God, the Father of Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 8: 4).  

 

However, a Christian who is aware of his freedom from idols was not to eat such meat offered to idols 

in public, if it might offend other Christians who were not as strong in faith (verse 13).  

  

5.5  The celebration of the Lord’s Supper  

 

There were apparently some difficulties associated with the celebration of the Lord’s Supper in 

Corinth. It was not celebrated properly, since some would get drunk, others took “his own supper” 
ahead of time already, while other were hungry and had nothing to eat. 

 

Paul stresses the reprehensibility of such an individualistic abuse of the festive meal.  A testimony for 
the celebration of Holy Communion and for Jesus’ words of institution, which were spoken in the 

process, can be found in 1 Corinthians 11: 17-32.  

 

Apostle Paul cites the words of institution for Holy Communion used in Corinth. He makes it clear that 
a specific formulation had been prescribed for this:   

  

• “For I received from the Lord that which I also delivered to you.”   

This is followed by the words of institution:   

  

• “[…] the Lord Jesus on the same night in which He was betrayed took bread; and when He had 

given thanks, He broke it and said, ‘Take, eat; this is My body which is broken for you; do this 

in remembrance of Me.’ In the same manner He also took the cup after supper, saying, ‘This 

cup is the new covenant in My blood. This do, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of Me.’ 

For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death till He 

comes” (1 Corinthians 11: 23-26).  

The text depicts the situation in which the institution of Holy Communion took place, and passes on 

the words of Jesus. The commemoration of this unique event in salvation history incorporates the 

words of institution. Wherever Holy Communion is celebrated, that night—in which Jesus was 

betrayed—is commemorated.   

 

The Apostle also underlines the significance of Holy Communion for the fellowship of life with the 

Lord:   
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• “The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not the communion of the blood of Christ? The bread 

which we break, is it not the communion of the body of Christ? For we, though many, are one 

bread and one body; for we all partake of that one bread.”  (1 Corinthians 10: 16-17).  

• cf. CNAC 8.2.6  

 5.6  The gifts of the Spirit  

 

There were groups in the Corinthian community who prided themselves on the possession of the Holy 

Spirit and who emphasised the need for special spiritual gifts as proof of this.   

  

The Apostle lists the gifts that have become active in human beings through the Holy Spirit:   

  

• “There are diversities of gifts, but the same Spirit. There are differences of ministries, but the 

same Lord. And there are diversities of activities, but it is the same God who works all in all. 

But the manifestation of the Spirit is given to each one for the profit of all: for to one is given 

the word of wisdom through the Spirit, to another the word of knowledge through the same 

Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healings by the same Spirit, to 

another the working of miracles, to another prophecy, to another discerning of spirits, to 

another different kinds of tongues, to another the interpretation of tongues. But one and the 

same Spirit works all these things, distributing to each one individually as He wills” (1 

Corinthians 12: 4-11).  

In verse 4 the Apostle first emphasises that all gifts and services within the congregation have their 

source in the same Lord and the same Spirit.   

 

Thus their differences do not signify anything divisive, but rather, in the Spirit, all are connected—

namely for the purpose of serving the Christian church, that is to say, “for the profit of all” (1 

Corinthians 12: 7).   

  

Apostle Paul begins by mentioning “wisdom” and “knowledge” in his letter.  

 

There can only be any talk of “wisdom” (Greek sophia) when Jesus Christ is professed to others as the 
wisdom of God. Wisdom was already conceived of as the “image of God” and personified as such in 

early Judaic Scripture:   

  

• “For she is the breath of the power of God, and a pure influence flowing from the glory of 

the Almighty” (Wisdom of Solomon 7: 25).   

Wisdom and word, sophia and Logos (cf. John 1: 1), are closely associated with one another in early 

Christian thought. In 1 Corinthians Paul develops the contrast between divine wisdom and the wisdom 

of the world.   

 

God has turned the wisdom of the world into foolishness in His Son (1 Corinthians 1: 18-25). Christ 

Jesus, so the Apostle goes on to say, has been made into wisdom for us by God (cf. 1 Corinthians 1: 
30). Here too, the personhood of wisdom is emphasised in that it is identified with Jesus Christ.   

  

 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  

  
 

40 New Testament | The epistles of Paul (Part 1) 

 

5.6.1  “Wisdom” and “knowledge” (1 Corinthians 12: 8)  

 

The word of “knowledge” (Greek gnosis) could refer to a form of scriptural interpretation (perhaps 
the interpretation of the Old Testament on the basis of Christ). In the New Testament—in contrast to 

Gnostic teachings—knowledge does not come into being by way of philosophical speculation, but 

alone through the revelation of God. In either case, the reference is to a rationally accessible 
profession of the gospel that is not ecstatic in nature.  

  

5.6.2  “Faith”, “healings” (1 Corinthians 12: 9)  

 

“Faith” is a central term in the letters of Apostle Paul. The Apostle does not consider faith to be an 
accomplishment of man. He does not see it as something man could ever create, produce, or effect 

on his own. Rather, “faith” is a gift of the Holy Spirit, in other words, a divine gift. Nor is faith merely 

a matter of holding certain doctrinal statements to be true. Rather, it is an unreserved trust in God on 

the part of man.   

 

The gift of “healing”, which is likewise counted among the gifts of the Spirit, first of all refers to Jesus 
Christ, who was often reported to have healed the sick. The gift of “healings” thus incorporates an 

element of following Christ. In the first sending of the twelve in Matthew 10: 8, which applied only to 

the chosen people of the Jews, Jesus states, for example:   

  

• “Heal the sick, cleanse the lepers, raise the dead …”   

In the second sending of the twelve (the Great Commission) in Matthew 28: 20, such gifts do not play 

a role.   

  

5.6.3  “Working of miracles”, “prophecy”, “discerning of spirits” (1 Corinthians 12: 10)  

 

In the “working of miracles”—or “works of power”, as these words can be literally translated—a 

further element is mentioned, which played a significant role in the story of Jesus Christ, namely the 
performing of miraculous deeds, which included the exorcism of demons. The early Christian church 

would likely also have regarded this as a direct expression of following the Lord.     

  

“Prophecy” is also among those elements that were of importance in the preaching of Jesus (cf. Mark 

13). For the Christian church, the function of “prophecy” was to make the past, present, and future 

clear in relationship to Christ.  

 

“Prophecy” also explains salvation history as an event that essentially emanates from, and leads to, 

Jesus Christ. Thus it incorporates an interpretation of the past and present, as well as predictions for 
the future.   

  

Apostle Paul likewise describes the ability to “discern the spirits” as a gift of the Spirit. Its use makes 

it possible to identify the spiritual forces—which seek to bring mankind under their power and enslave 
them—for what they are. This also includes the ability to identify gifts as divine or as gifts that have 

not been given by God. The result of this is that believers do not have to fall into dependency to the 

various spirits, who seek to rob them of the liberty granted them by Jesus Christ.   
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5.6.4  “Different kinds of tongues” (glossolalia), “interpretation of tongues” (1 Corinthians 12: 10)  

 

In early Christianity, glossolalia, or the ability to speak in foreign—or unintelligible—languages 
referred to the ability to speak different human languages (cf. Acts 2: 6-8) or utter sounds that cannot 

be assigned to any known language. Often these expression so unknown sounds were regarded as 

recitations of the language of the angels. Those who spoke in tongues—such was the idea—were able 
to praise God with the angels (cf. 1 Corinthians 13: 1).   

  

Speaking in tongues, as Apostle Paul understood it, was not directed to human beings, and did not 

serve to their instruction, but was rather addressed to God: “For he who speaks in a tongue does not 
speak to men but to God...” (1 Corinthians 14: 2). For the hearer, glossolalia is mysterious and 

incomprehensible, which is why it needs to be translated. It is for this reason that glossolalia and the 
interpretation of tongues are listed in close association with one another.   

 

5.6.5  Speaking in tongues and prophecy (1 Corinthians 14)  

 

Of all the gifts of the Spirit, speaking in tongues was likely the most highly regarded in Corinth. It is for 
this reason that Apostle Paul goes to such great lengths to explain it and contrast it with prophecy.   

 

As already stated, glossolalia was not addressed to man, but rather to God. Beyond that, it only served 
to the edification of the one who uttered it, and not to those who heard it. Those who spoke in tongues 

may well have been strengthened in their faith through this ecstatic experience, but everyone else 

would be left empty-handed by it. It is only through “interpretation” that glossolalia could also be a 
benefit for the congregation as a whole.   

 

For the Apostle, prophecy—that is, speech that testifies of Christ in an understandable manner to 

other people, in order to reveal His significance for salvation history—was more important than 
speaking in tongues.   

 

The Apostle emphasises the need for the words uttered to be rationally comprehensible:   

  

• “I will pray with the spirit, and I will also pray with the understanding. I will sing with the spirit, 

and I will also sing with the understanding” (1 Corinthians 14: 15).   

Only those words that can be understood will serve to the edification and strength of the church.   

  

• “There are, it may be, so many kinds of languages in the world, and none of them is without 

significance. Therefore, if I do not know the meaning of the language, I shall be a foreigner to 

him who speaks, and he who speaks will be a foreigner to me” (1 Corinthians 14: 10-11).  

Apostle Paul calls upon the church to be sober, and explains that the more ecstatic forms of expression 

belong in the background.   

  

It can thus be summarised that speaking in tongues was problematic in various respects:   

  

• it is incomprehensible in and of itself,  

• it often appears as an end unto itself,  

• it is only oriented to the individual and his/her life of faith,   
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• without corresponding interpretation, it is incapable of teaching or edifying others.   

 Apostle Paul’s conclusion is as follows:   

  

• “Yet in the church I would rather speak five words with my understanding, that I may teach 

others also, than ten thousand words in a tongue” (1 Corinthians 14: 19).   

Here the emphasis of the Apostle once again becomes clear. Comprehensible preaching is of much 

greater value than speaking in tongues. Ecstatic speech belongs purely in the domain of personal 

experience. The danger is therefore that it might well become merely self-referential and self-
validating.   

  

• “For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit prays, but my understanding is unfruitful” (1 Corinthians 

14: 14).  

The train of thought in 1 Corinthians 12 concludes with the exhortation:   

 

• “But earnestly desire the best gifts. And yet I show you a more excellent way” (verse 31).   

Following this is the famous “ode to love” (1 Corinthians 13). It is on this basis that the aforementioned 

gifts of faith, hope, and love can be understood as greater gifts (1 Corinthians 13:13).  

 

However, the element than binds—and yet transcends—them all is love, which will even remain after 
faith has become sight and once the hope—in the return of Christ—has been fulfilled.  Love, the “more 

excellent way” (1 Corinthians 12: 31) places the gifts of the Spirit into the service of God and one’s 
neighbour and protects people from becoming arrogant and regarding them as ends unto themselves.  

 

The love of which Apostle Paul speaks is the nature of God Himself. This notion is very similar to the 

sentiment recorded in 1 John 4: 16:   

  

• “And we have known and believed the love that God has for us. God is love, and he who abides 

in love abides in God, and God in him.”   

In contrast to this love that transcends all things, the other gifts of the Spirit are temporary and 

provisional:   

  

• “Love never fails. But whether there are prophecies, they will fail; whether there are tongues, 

they will cease; whether there is knowledge, it will vanish away” (1 Corinthians 13: 8).   

With these words, the Apostle puts all the things that were so important to the Corinthian church—

everything they regarded as a divine distinction or honour—into a clearer perspective.  We can 

summarise that Apostle Paul did not share in their enthusiasm for the more extraordinary, ecstatic 

gifts of the Spirit. He regarded glossolalia as a temporary form of expression— among others—of the 
Spirit. What was more important to him were the gifts of the Spirit that served to spread the gospel 

and profess it authentically.   
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5.7  The resurrection of the dead  

 

The catalyst for the Apostle’s remarks concerning the resurrection of the dead was the notion 
expressed by individual members in the Corinthian church that there was no resurrection of the dead:   

  

• 1 Corinthians 15: 12  

“Now if Christ is preached that He has been raised from the dead, how do some among you 

say that there is no resurrection of the dead?”   

In his argumentation against these false notions, Paul references an old profession of the resurrection 

of Jesus (1 Corinthians 15: 3-8), clearly stating that Christ was indeed resurrected as the “firstfruits of 

those who have fallen asleep” (verse 20), and that the resurrection is a resurrection of the body (vv. 
39-42).   

  

5.7.1  The oldest attestation of the resurrection of Jesus 

 

It is undisputed that this testimony of the resurrection of Jesus was an early church tradition inherited 
by Apostle Paul.   

  

• 1 Corinthians 15: 3-5  

“For I delivered to you first of all that which I also received: that Christ died for our sins 

according to the Scriptures, and that He was buried, and that He rose again the third day 

according to the Scriptures, and that He was seen by Cephas, then by the twelve.”  

The most important insight with respect to the resurrection from 1 Corinthians 15 is as follows:  
Everything happens in accordance with Scripture, that is, in accordance with the will of God. Jesus 

“appeared” or “was seen”—the Greek term ‘ophte’ allows for both translations. In other words, this 

is not a matter of dreams or visions.   

  

• 1 Corinthians 15: 3-7:  

“[…] that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and that He was buried, and that 

He rose again the third day according to the Scriptures, and that He was seen by Cephas, then 

by the twelve. After that He was seen by over five hundred brethren at once, of whom the 

greater part remain to the present, but some have fallen asleep. After that He was seen by 

James, then by all the Apostles. Then last of all He was seen by me also, as by one born out of 

due time.”   

(The postscript that he was seen by over 500 brethren, then by James, and then by all the Apostles, 

likely derives from Paul himself, and is thus not part of the older tradition).   

  

The crucifixion of Jesus, who died for our sins, and that this occurred in accordance with the Scripture 
(that is, the promises of the Old Testament), is mentioned in 1 Corinthians 15: 3-7. It goes on to 

mention His burial and resurrection on “the third day, according to the Scriptures”, where the 
prophetic promises of the Old Testament likewise play a role.   
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Then the first witnesses of the resurrection are mentioned, namely Peter (Cephas) and the twelve, in 

other words, the closest circle of the disciples. Exactly how this circle differs from the circle of “all the 

Apostles” is not quite clear, but it perhaps refers to other followers of Jesus from Galilee and Judea.   

  

In 1 Corinthians 15 Paul offers an extensive debate with those opposed to belief in the resurrection. 

Presumably there were members of the Corinthian church who believed that death constituted the 
liberation of the soul from the prison of the body. The soul, previously doomed to death, would thus 

become immortal through faith in Christ.   

  

Paul vehemently clings to the concept of the resurrection of the body and derives it from the 
resurrection of Jesus as an essential event of salvation. He emphasises the intrinsic link between the 

resurrection of Jesus, which has already occurred, and the future resurrection of the believers. The 
death and resurrection of Jesus are linked in mutual relationship to the death and resurrection of the 

believer. The resurrection of Jesus is the reason for the resurrection of the dead. The resurrection of 

the dead attests to the truth of the resurrection of Christ.   

  

From 1 Corinthians 15: 25 et seq. it is clear that the resurrection of the dead does not merely constitute 

a revival to life, but rather refers to an entirely new mode of existence, a new quality of existence, 

altogether (“spiritual body”). Here Paul clearly distinguishes between the Judaic-Pharisaic tradition, 
which understood the resurrection to mean a simple restoration of one’s original corporeality. 

According to Paul, a natural body (that is, of the flesh) is an existence defined by worldly relationships, 
while the spiritual body is a form of existence that is entirely oriented to God.    
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4.4  The Second Epistle to the Corinthians   
 

 

In this section we will become acquainted with the Second 

Epistle to the Corinthians, in which Apostle Paul describes 

the significance of his apostleship and defends his 

missionary mandate.    

 

 

 
1. Background and reason for the Second Epistle to the Corinthians  

 

1.1 The journey of Timothy  

 

In order to ensure that the Corinthian church would be built up in the mind and spirit of Apostle Paul, 

the Apostle first sent his co-worker Timothy to Corinth.   

  

• 1 Corinthians 4: 17  

“For this reason I have sent Timothy to you, who is my beloved and faithful son in the Lord, 

who will remind you of my ways in Christ, as I teach everywhere in every church.”  

Shortly thereafter, Paul wrote his First Epistle to the Corinthians.  He sent this letter to Corinth, 

presumably by ship. This letter arrived in Corinth before Timothy.   

  

Despite the letter, the mission of Timothy was evidently not successful, because the Apostle had to 

travel to Corinth in person a second time—after his journey to establish the congregation. We know 

this because Paul speaks of a third journey to Corinth in 2 Corinthians.   

  

• 2 Corinthians 12: 14  

“Now for the third time I am ready to come to you. And I will not be burdensome to you; for I 

do not seek yours, but you. For the children ought not to lay up for the parents, but the parents 

for the children.”   

By his presence, Apostle Paul seeks to set aright what was evidently not yet resolved by his first letter 

to the Corinthians or the mission of Timothy:   

  

Divisions have arisen among the members. Some hold to the Apostle, others to other missionaries. 
These divisions, along with the influence of heresies, have had devastating effects. The heretics—who 

described themselves as Apostles—have stirred up many members of the church against Paul.   

 

The Apostle travels back to Ephesus, sorely disappointed and dejected.   

  

1.2  The journey of Titus  

 

Now Apostle Paul sends his co-worker Titus to Corinth with a “severe letter”, which has not been 

preserved for us, or is perhaps contained in chapters 10-13.   
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• 2 Corinthians 7: 5-8  

“For indeed, when we came to Macedonia, our bodies had no rest, but we were troubled on 

every side. Outside were conflicts, inside were fears. Nevertheless God, who comforts the 

downcast, comforted us by the coming of Titus, and not only by his coming, but also by the 

consolation with which he was comforted in you, when he told us of your earnest desire, your 

mourning, your zeal for me, so that I rejoiced even more. For even if I made you sorry with my 

letter, I do not regret it; though I did regret it. For I perceive that the same epistle made you 

sorry, though only for a while.”   

Titus manages to have a calming effect on the church in Corinth by way of talks. Filled with impatience, 

Paul travels from Ephesus to meet Titus, because he wants to know how things are going in Corinth. 
He meets up with Titus in Macedonia and there writes his second letter to the Corinthians, or perhaps 

what we know as 2 Corinthians 1-9.   

  

It is possible that he dictated this letter in several steps, or perhaps that he even had several letters 
written, which were later combined into the Second Epistle to the Corinthians.  In any event, he gave 

the letter (or perhaps here, chapters 1-9) to Titus, who was to deliver it to the Corinthians.   

  

The letter also includes a request for a collection for the church in Jerusalem (2 Corinthians 8 and 9). 

According to the later testimony of the Apostle in the letter to the Romans, this collection of funds 

was successful.   

  

• Romans 15: 25-26  

“But now I am going to Jerusalem to minister to the saints. For it pleased those from 

Macedonia and Achaia to make a certain contribution for the poor among the saints who are 

in Jerusalem.”   

As announced, Apostle Paul undertakes his third journey to Corinth and there writes the letter to the 

Romans.   

  

1.3  Opponents of the Apostle in Corinth  

 

Paul calls his opponents—who had given him so much trouble in Corinth in the period between the 

composition of the first and second letters to the Corinthians—the “most eminent Apostles”. This 

term likely derives from the adherents of these missionaries in Corinth, and is used sarcastically by 

Apostle Paul.   

 

The Apostle speaks even more clearly and calls them false and deceiving Apostles (2 Corinthians 11: 
5, 13). The “most eminent Apostles” are of Jewish origin, but regard themselves as Christians and work 

as preachers (2 Corinthians 11: 4, 22-23).   

  

In contrast to Paul, they take money for their activities, and present letters of recommendation from 

other congregations …   

  

• 2 Corinthians 3: 1  

“Do we begin again to commend ourselves? Or do we need, as some others, epistles of 

commendation to you or letters of commendation from you?”  
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… and pride themselves in their spiritual gifts and rhetorical abilities.  

  

• 2 Corinthians 10: 17-18  

“But ‘he who glories, let him glory in the Lord.’ For not he who commends himself is approved, 

but whom the Lord commends.”   

By all evidence these were travelling missionaries, not members of the church in Corinth. It is hardly 

likely that they had any connection to the original congregation in Jerusalem.   

 

They did not likely come from Palestine, but were rather—like Paul—Hellenistic Jewish Christians, and 

thus dangerous for the Apostle. This is because they had roughly the same training and educational 

level as he did.   

 

Certain commonalities with travelling missionaries who stayed in Philippi suggest—also on account of 

their geographical proximity to Corinth—that this was a group of missionaries who made their way 

through Greece (cf. Philippians 3: 2-3, 12).    

 

2. Structure of 2 Corinthians  

  

Opening salutation / prayer, blessing, or thanksgiving (1:1-8) 
 

Opening salutation; thanks and praise to God   

 

Main body I A (1:8-2:13)  

 

Review: account of the journey and the relationship of the Apostle to the church   

  

Main body I B (2:14-5:21)  

 

2: 14 – 7: 16:  the true ministry of the Apostle; continuation of review (starting at 7: 5)  

5: 11-21:  the Apostle as a messenger of reconciliation   

  

Main body Part I C (8:1-9:15)  

 

The collection for Jerusalem  

  

Main body Part II (10:1-13:10) 

 

10: 1 – 13: 13:  Defence of apostleship against false Apostles; conclusion   

11: 1 – 12: 13:  the “fool’s speech”: Paul sarcastically slips into the feigned role of an ancient jester 

(key term: “foolishness”)   

12: 9:   the weakness of the Apostle  

13: 1–10:  announcement of third visit, and exhortations   

 

Final greeting and farewell (13:11-14) 

 

13: 11–13:  letter closing, salutation, and benediction:  
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13: 14:  “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the communion of the 

Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.”  

  

3. The Second Epistle to the Corinthians as a collection of letters  

 

It is likely that the Second Epistle to the Corinthians is not a uniform letter, but rather a compilation 

of various letter fragments. Apostle Paul had likely composed or dictated the individual parts 

separately (see above).   

 

Shortly after its composition, people unknown to Paul must have already compiled these letter 

fragments into a single letter. In the case of 2 Corinthians, this so-called partition theory is quite 
reasonable. This is not necessarily the case with the other letters (e.g. 1 Corinthians).   

  

The individual letter components of 2 Corinthians have been hypothesised to be as follows:   

  

• Letter A (2: 14 - 7: 4) – developing conflict: was written by Apostle Paul because travelling 

preachers—who expressed doubts about the apostleship of Paul—appeared in Corinth after 

he had sent 1 Corinthians. Paul explains his ministry as an Apostle.  

• Letter B (10: 1 - 13: 10) – high conflict: was written by Paul after a short visit to Corinth in 

which he announced another visit (“fool’s speech”).   

• Letter C (1: 3 - 2: 11) – Paul attempts reconciliation: Paul apologises for not having returned. 

This letter fragment might well be the “letter of tears” mentioned in 2: 4.   

• Letter D (2: 12-13; 7: 5-16) – Paul attempts reconciliation: Titus likely travelled to Corinth with 

letter C, in order to calm the situation. Paul thanks him for the reconciliation he has brought 

into being.   

• Letters E and F (8, 9) – the collection for Jerusalem: are letters that likely came into being 

later than all the other letter fragments. This collection was intended to gather donations for 

the original congregation in Jerusalem.   

Alternative reconstructions simplify the above and suggest there is the so-called  

 

• ‘Severe Letter’ (chapters 10-13); and the  

• ‘Conciliatory Letter’ (chapters 1-7); while  

• chapters 8 and 9 are seen as appended to the latter. 

The correspondence recorded in 2 Corinthians occurred sometime between the summer of AD 55 and 
spring of AD 56. The most important theological statements in 2 Corinthians have to do with:  

  

• the Apostle ministry and the Apostle’s opponents   

• the defence of Paul’s apostleship corresponds to a denial of the legitimacy of the apostolate 

of the opponents.  

The most weighty theological statements about the nature of the apostle ministry are found in letter 

A (2:14-7:4), which respond to the attacks of preachers opposed to Paul in Corinth.   
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It is easier to understand these theological statements if one pays attention to the addressees of Paul’s 

words, namely the “most eminent Apostles” (11: 5), and the false Apostles (11: 13).  In the “fool’s 

speech”…    

 

• 2 Corinthians 11: 16-18  

“I say again, let no one think me a fool. If otherwise, at least receive me as a fool, that I also 

may boast a little. What I speak, I speak not according to the Lord, but as it were, foolishly, in 

this confidence of boasting. Seeing that many boast according to the flesh, I also will boast. 

For you put up with fools gladly, since you yourselves are wise!”  

… he goes along with their argumentation, where he makes it clear that his opponents have many 
things that the Apostle lacks (e.g. their rhetorical ability), but his existence as one who suffers is 

paradoxical evidence of true apostleship. 

 

4. The defence of apostleship  

 

4.1  Ministry in the old and new covenants (3: 1 et seq.)  

 

In his disputes with opponents in Corinth, Paul describes his divinely given ability as a minister in the 

new covenant. His opponents, who are equipped with letters of commendation (cf. 2 Corinthians 3: 
1b) are likely legitimating their teachings on the basis of Moses, and in so doing, diminishing the 

preaching of Paul.   

 

In 3: 3 we read about the contrast between gramma and pneuma (letter and Spirit) as well as the 

comparison between  

  

- the letter and tablets of stone  

- the Spirit and tablets of flesh  

  

Paul makes it clear that the time of stone tablets is past, because God now writes directly into the 

heart of man through the Holy Spirit in the Christ event.   

 

In so doing, God makes use of the Apostle, who proclaims the gospel and is not a minister of the letter 
(that is, of the law), but rather of the Spirit (that is, of the gospel; cf. 2 Corinthians 3: 6).   

  

The ministry of the law in the old covenant already had its own glory (doxa), but it has ceased— and 
yet how much more glorious is the ministry of the Spirit in the new covenant (2 Corinthians 3: 7).  The 

ministry of the old covenant led to condemnation, while the ministry of the new covenant leads to 

righteousness (2 Corinthians 3: 9).   

 

The concepts of “death” / “life” and “glory” / “Spirit” are similarly assigned to the respective ministries 

of the old and new covenants.   

 

The ministry of the new covenant preaches the righteousness of God. The term ‘righteousness’ serves 
as a qualification of apostolic ministry: righteousness distinguishes the activity of the minister, the 

objective of the ministry, and the Lord of the ministry.   
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For Paul, the new covenant is not merely a renewed covenant, but a truly new covenant, as it is rooted 

in the power and presence of the Holy Spirit.   

 

The present activity of the spirit makes it clear that the “letter” is a dimension that delivers the power 

of death, and at the same time shows that a new order of salvation has begun with Jesus Christ.  The 

Apostle ministers to this new order of salvation in Jesus Christ.   

 

4.2  The Apostle preaches Christ (4: 1 et seq.)  

 

The Apostle has his ministry on the basis of the mercy of Christ. Paul owes his apostolic existence to 

Jesus Christ alone. Both the exalted and lowly state of Christ define his apostolic ministry. The Crucified 
and Risen One characterises the paradoxical figure of the Apostle in both weakness and power.   

 

The preaching of the gospel through the Apostle is pure. The word of God can neither be concealed 
nor falsified. If human beings are unable to recognise the preaching of the gospel for what it is, they 

are blinded (2 Corinthians 4: 4). The Apostle preaches Jesus Christ alone as the expected Christ. The 

Apostle as a servant of Christ preaches and professes this.   

 

4.3  Strength in weakness (4: 7 et seq.)  

 

The lowliness of Christ takes on an obligatory dimension for both the Apostle and the congregation (2 

Corinthians 8: 9). Both the Apostle and the congregation exist in a sort of fellowship of suffering with 

Christ. The gospel fits into fragile vessels (weak human beings).   

 

Outwardly, the Apostle appears in wretched form so that the greatness of God can be revealed in him.   

Part of the essence of apostolic existence is for the Apostle’s life as a whole to share in the cross of 

Christ (2 Corinthians 4: 10).   

 

The existence of the Apostle is the existential illustration of the preaching of the death and 

resurrection of Christ. Paul’s apostolic mortality, however, is not oriented to dying, but to life (2 
Corinthians 4: 11).   

 

There is thus a link between the credibility of the message and the conduct of the Apostle. It is for this 

reason that the Apostle places his existence as a whole into the ministry of the gospel.   

  

Paul is not capable of convincing others through his outward being, but he offers the church the true 

treasures of life. After all, it is not on the visible and temporal that the Apostle is focused, but rather 

on the invisible and eternal (2 Corinthians 4: 17-18).  

 

4.4  The Apostle as a minister of reconciliation (5: 14-21)  

 

Paul imbeds the notion of reconciliation in his reflections on the foundations of the event of salvation. 
The love of Jesus Christ is revealed in His crucifixion, and Christians participate in this event of 

salvation. They no longer merely live in relationship to themselves, but for the crucified and risen Lord 

(2 Corinthians 5: 15).   

 

The subject of this reconciliation is God, who effects reconciliation with man in the crucifixion event 

(2 Corinthians 5: 18a). The ministry of the Apostle is rooted in this act of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 
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5: 18b). The act of reconciliation on the cross makes it possible to preach the message of 

reconciliation—in which reconciliation with God also occurs.   

 

The ministry of reconciliation is fulfilled in the preaching of the message of reconciliation. In other 

words, the event of salvation is present in the word (the “word of reconciliation”; 2 Corinthians 5: 

19b). Paul thus proclaims a combination of God’s message on the cross and the apostolic word of 
reconciliation.   

 

Preaching is thus a product of God’s saving action. At the same time, it is a part of this saving action. 

The representation of the crucifixion event is realised in the verbal event of preaching.   

  

Paul sees his apostolic existence rooted in the saving action of God. It is from the reconciliatory actions 

of God that the reconciling ministry of the Apostle results.   

 

The missionary existence of the Apostle as an apostolic ministry of reconciliation is the focus of 2 

Corinthians 5: 20: as a messenger of Jesus Christ, Paul proclaims God’s deed of reconciliation, such 

that his activity becomes a component of this work of reconciliation.   

 

Because God is both the Author and Finisher of this reconciliation, He speaks to mankind through the 

mouth of His messenger and admonishes acceptance of this message of reconciliation: “… be 
reconciled to God!”   

 

4.5  “The fool’s speech” (10: 1 - 13: 10)  

 

The successful agitation perpetrated by the Jewish-Christian wandering preachers in Corinth forces 
Paul to emphatically describe his self-conception as an Apostle.   

 

Paul’s opponents reproach him for being strong in his letters, but weak in his personal appearance (2 
Corinthians 10: 1-10).    

  

• 2 Corinthians 10: 10  

“‘For his letters,’ they say, ‘are weighty and powerful, but his bodily presence is weak, and his 

speech contemptible.’”   

Paul nevertheless fights for the congregation he has won for Christ (2 Corinthians 11: 2). Here he uses 

the image of the church as a “chaste virgin” whom he has betrothed to Christ.   

  

While Paul’s opponents commend themselves and boast of themselves, Paul does not draw attention 
to his merits (2 Corinthians 10: 12-28). Even this is interpreted as weakness by his opponents, who 

opine that Paul has not mastered the art of self-expression.   

 

It is likely that these missionaries were educated, claimed to have special knowledge of—and a close 
relationship with Christ—performed mighty deeds, and had an impressive outward appearance (2 

Corinthians 10: 5).   

  

As a preacher of the gospel, Paul cannot boast of his abilities. So it is that Paul takes on the role of the 

fool in order to tell the congregation the truth.   
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After all, the congregation is fond of putting up with fools, because its members allow themselves to 

be taken in and exploited by these “most eminent apostles” (2 Corinthians 11: 5, 20).  Paul does not 

boast of his strengths, but rather his weakness. His life is thus depicted as a lively example of following 
Christ in lowliness and suffering (2 Corinthians 11:23-29).   

 

The centre of the “fool’s speech” is comprised by Paul’s description of a revelation he was given after 
having been caught up to the “third heaven”, namely Paradise (2 Corinthians 12: 1-9).  But not even 

this revelation leads Paul to boast of himself. Rather, even in this context, he emphasises his weakness. 

He contrasts this with the “most eminent apostles”, who boast of the revelations they have received.   

 

In other words, the revelation does not serve to bring the Apostle personal esteem.  

  

Paul had prayed to God to be delivered from an illness (“a thorn in the flesh”), but his request had 

been denied. He thus accepts his suffering, because it is only in human weakness that the power of 

Christ becomes powerful (2 Corinthians 12: 7-9).   

 

Paul is thus to be the weak Apostle through whose work the grace and power of God are revealed. 
Thus there could never be any misconception that the Apostle was acting on his own absolute power. 

 

     

Things to know: defence of Paul’s apostleship 

 
In 2 Corinthians, Apostle Paul lays out his self-conception as an Apostle in the 

context of disputes with his opponents in Corinth.   

  

A core notion here is that the Apostle is a credible witness of Jesus Christ despite his 

weaknesses—or rather specifically because of his weaknesses.   

 

The Apostle preaches the gospel in its pure form, without any rhetorical polish and 

without drawing attention to himself.   

  

The Apostle preaches the message of reconciliation with God through the crucifixion 

of Jesus Christ, and it is through this preaching that the believers share in this event.  

 
 

 

 


