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Chapter 5 

The epistles of Paul (Part 2) 

 
 

In this section we will deal with two letters of the Apostle Paul. First 

we will turn our attention to the letter to Philippians. This letter is 

an important document for early Christendom, since Philippi is the 

first Christian congregation that Apostle Paul established in 

Europe. The congregation was very dear to the Apostle’s heart, so 

much so that he wrote this letter—which reads very much like a 

letter of friendship—to the congregation from prison. Scholars 

debate whether this letter is a single entity, or whether it is perhaps 

comprised of several letters. Its place and time of composition is 

also debated. The important elements of this letter include the first 

reference to ministers in the congregations, as well as a reference 

to an early Christian hymn which Paul cites.   

  

We will then go on to examine the letter to Philemon. This is the 

shortest letter handed down to us from Apostle Paul. The letter to 

Philemon raises the question of the Christian position on slavery, 

because we read of an escaped slave who is converted to Christ by 

Apostle Paul and sent back to the house of his Christian master. 

Would the slave not have to suffer drastic punishment? Can Paul 

permit such a thing?  

 

 

5.1  The Epistle to the Philippians /  

The Epistle to Philemon 
 

1. The Epistle to Philippians  

 

1.1 The author and his letter(s)   

 

It is beyond dispute that Apostle Paul is the author of this letter. The style of the letter and the 

theological use of language is clearly Pauline, as a comparison with other letters of Paul will 

demonstrate.   

 

Bishop Polycarp of Smyrna mentions several letters from Paul to the Philippians. It is for this reason 

that scholars assume that several (two or three) letters were combined in this canonical letter, similar 
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to the case of 2 Corinthians. This common exegetical hypothesis will be presented in greater detail 

below.   

  

1.2 The city of Philippi  

 

1.2.1 Greek Philippi  

 

The city of Philippi is located in Northern Greece, which is also home to the Macedonians. These were 
tribesmen of Alexander the Great.   

 

The latter’s father, Philip II, had named the already existing city after himself (Philippos is Greek for 

“horse friend” or “horse connoisseur”) in the year 358 BC.   

  

1.2.2 Roman Philippi  

 

The Romans conquered Macedonia in 168 BC and built a road of great importance for both trade and 

transportation—the Via Egnatia—that connected Rome with Asia Minor and the Near East.   

 

At the time of Apostle Paul, Philippi was an affluent Roman colony in which Roman families and war 

veterans had been settled.   

 

Later on, Philippi was renamed Colonia Iulia Augusta Philippensis after the later Caesar Augustus. 

Unlike other provincial capitals such as Ephesus in Asia, Thessalonica in Macedonia, or Corinth in the 
province of Achaia, the Roman colony of Philippi was not politically significant, but very Roman in 

character.   

 

Among all the cities in the Roman Empire, Philippi was likely the “most Roman”, a characteristic that 

also applies with regard to the pagan religions that flourished there in many different forms: Philippi 

was a miniature version of Rome. In addition to the very conscientiously cultivated cult of the emperor 
and the many Greek, Roman, and Egyptian gods worshipped there, the local cults of the original 

Thracian population enjoyed great popularity. These cults primarily venerated fertility gods.   

  

1.2.3  Philippi today  

 

Today Philippi is a collection of ruins near 

the modern city of Kavala. The acropolis 

(mountain fort) and city walls are still 
visible. They date back to the founding of 

the city in the fourth century BC, as does 

the theatre, which was converted in the 

Roman era.   

  

 

  

The theatre of Philippi  
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Unfortunately, the Christian church established by Paul did not leave any inscriptions or literary traces 

behind. The earliest Christian inscriptions were dated to the fourth century AD. Philippi is one of the 

best researched Roman cities to harbour an early Christian congregation.   

 

1.2.4  The early Christian church in Philippi   

 

Philippi was the first Christian church that Apostle Paul established on European soil. Although the  

church in Rome did exist prior to this, it was not founded by Paul.   

 

The church came into being in around AD 50, in the course of the Apostle’s second missionary journey. 
Especially well-known is the description of a vision which the Apostle had shortly before crossing from 

Troy in Turkey to the European mainland:  

  

• A Macedonian—a member of the same nation to which Alexander the Great belonged— calls 

upon the Apostle for help (Acts 16: 9). Here it becomes clear that it is not human thinking that 

leads the Apostle to Europe, but rather the Holy Spirit who guides him by way of this vision.   

The Christian church of Philippi stood its ground in the context of a very political environment 
characterised by many religions, as outlined above.   

  

1.2.5  The founding of the congregation  

 

Since Paul and his companions found no synagogue—“where prayer was customary” (Acts 16: 13)—
in the city, they asked where they might find a proseuche, or Jewish place of prayer.  It was there that 

a God-fearing woman by the name of Lydia, from Thyatira in Asia Minor, converted to Jesus Christ and 
was baptised. Lydia was a merchant of purple, in other words, a businesswoman, who had worked her 

way up to self-sufficiency and financial independence in the economically prosperous city. As one of 

the “God fearers”, she had become acquainted with the Jewish faith. She prayed to God but had not 

fully converted to Judaism.   

 

The name ‘Lydia’ actually only means that its bearer was a woman originally from Lydia in modern-

day Turkey. It is not her first name, but rather a designation of origin that more or less corresponds to 

the way we use last names today. Therefore it is certainly possible that the name Lydia refers to one 

of the women addressed by their first names in the letter to the Philippians: perhaps her name was 
Syntyche Lydia or Euodia Lydia (Philippians 4: 2).   

  

The names of the women Euodia and Syntyche, and the men Epaphroditus and Clemens (a Latin 

name!) in the letter to the Philippians (Philippians 2: 25 et seq.; 4: 2-3, 18) suggest that the 
congregation was comprised primarily of Gentile Christians (Acts 16: 14, 33). Jewish Christians would 

also have been added later on, however (Acts 16: 13).   

  

1.3  The letter to the Philippians and Paul’s incarceration  

 

The letter to the Philippians was either written in Ephesus in AD 54/55 or in Rome circa AD 60-62— 

depending on where one assumes Paul was imprisoned. According to the account in Acts, Paul had 
prison stays in Jerusalem, Caesarea, and Rome (Acts 21: 18 - 26: 32 and 28: 16-31).  
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On the one hand, it is difficult to accept that such correspondence would have been possible over such 

great distances (that is, from Rome, or from Jerusalem or Caesarea in the Holy Land, all the way to 

Philippi). Even the journey of Paul’s assistant, Epaphroditus, to visit Paul in prison and bring the 
Apostle’s letter back with him to the congregation (Philippians 2: 25; 4: 18) is difficult to reconcile with 

the idea that the Apostle would have been imprisoned in Rome, or anywhere else in the Holy Land for 

that matter. If one reconstructs the situation of the Apostle and the congregation of Philippi from the 

letter handed down to us, there are a few elements which may suggest that the letter originated in 

Asia Minor.    

 

So some scholars argue that Apostle Paul was imprisoned in Ephesus. However, there are no concrete 

references for the Apostle’s prison stay in Ephesus. All we have is a vague reference to “trouble in Asia 

[Minor]” (2 Corinthians 1: 8-9), which might point to Ephesus. The idea of Paul’s Ephesian 
imprisonment therefore remains hypothetical, although probable.   

  

Other scholars argue that Paul was imprisoned in Rome. The mention of the Praetorium (or “palace”; 
Philippians 1: 13) and a reference to imperial slaves (Philippians 4: 22) would suggest that the letter 

was composed here around AD 60-62, although these arguments also face difficulties, as there were 

imperial slaves throughout the Roman Empire as a whole, and the term ‘Praetorium’ was used to 
describe the governor’s palace in every province (Mark 15: 16).    

 

1.4  Structure of Philippians  

 

Opening salutation (1: 1-2)     

 

Other than the term δουλοι (douloi, “servants”, “slaves”), the prescript contains no self-designation 

for Paul and Timothy, who is listed as a co-author. A designation as Apostle is not necessary, as the 

congregation knows Paul. 

   

In terms of addressee we find neither the key term ‘church’ (kyriake) nor ‘congregation’ (ekklesia). In 

addition to the “saints”, the letter also refers to the episkopoi (“Bishops”) and diakonoi (“Deacons”) 

who apparently held leadership functions in Philippi.   

 

In contrast to 1 Thessalonians 1: 1, one of the oldest greeting ever written by Paul’s hand (“Grace to 
you and peace”), the salutation has been expanded to include the mention of “God our Father and 

the Lord (!) Jesus Christ” as the source of this grace and peace.   

  

Prayer, blessing, or thanksgiving (1: 3-11)      

 

It incorporates thanksgiving and concludes with supplications (as usual).   

  

Main body I (1: 12-26)     

 

Start of the letter corpus. Here we find information on the menacing situation in which Paul finds 

himself: he is a prisoner who may even have to reckon on the death penalty. There are also problems 

with the preaching, but the important thing is that there is any preaching at all.   
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Main body II (1: 27 - 2: 18) 

 

Paraenesis (exhortation), and pre-Pauline hymn to Christ in Philippians 2: 6-11   

  

Main body III (2: 19-30)     

 

Commendation for Timothy, whom Paul sends to Philippi. Reference to Epaphroditus, who comes 

from Philippi, who is to deliver the letter.   

  

3: 1   This is actually the letter closing, but the letter continues.   

  

Main body IV (3:2 - 4: 1)     

 

Polemic against heretics: overview of Paul’s personal history of faith, reference to the imminent 

completion of salvation, exhortation to strive after the example of Paul.   

  

Final greeting and farewell  

4: 2-9     Exhortations  

4: 10-20  Thanks for support  

4: 21-23  Actual letter closing, wish of grace (same as Galatians 6: 18).  

  

1.5  The problem of literary integrity — interpolation hypotheses  

 

The Epistle to the Philippians is a closed unit in terms of content. It is similar to Hellenistic friendship 

letters. The outline of the letter is not very clear, and for this reason an interpolation hypotheses have 

often been proposed.   

 

The mention of several letters from the Apostle to the Philippians by Polycarp of Smyrna, and the stark 
transitions between Philippians 3:1 and 3:2, Philippians 4:1 and 4:2, and Philippians 4:9 and 4:10 have 

led to the interpolation hypotheses. On the basis of an analysis conducted by Günther Bornkamm, it 
is frequently assumed that the letter is actually comprised of three different letters:   

  

• Letter A (4: 10-20) as a short “letter of thanks” for the gift brought by Epaphroditus. This would 

be the earliest of the three proposed letters: Paul is imprisoned in Ephesus. The Philippians 

send Epaphroditus to the Apostle with a sum of money; the Apostle gives thanks for this.   

 

• Letter B (1: 1 - 3: 1) as a “cover letter” composed in prison in Ephesus, which Epaphroditus is 

to bring to Philippi. Some time has already passed, as the passage concerning Epaphroditus 

suggests (2: 25-30).   

 

• Letter C (3:2 - 4: 9) as a “letter of dispute” directed at the heretics who have started to become 

active in Philippi. Paul is still in Ephesus, but has in the meantime been released from arrest. 

His situation has thus changed, but so has the situation in Philippi: opponents of the Apostle—

heretics—have emerged.   
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The Epistle to the Philippians, therefore, is perhaps comprised of a collection of three letters from the 

Apostle, each written in brief succession after the other. The collection would have come into being 

not too long after the Apostle’s activity in Philippi.    

 

It could be that a “cautious” editor from the church in Philippi (perhaps the same as in 2 

Corinthians?)—but not Paul himself—brought the individual letters together in order to preserve 
them as a whole for the young church. It is in this manner that several occasional letters are often 

compiled into an apostolic letter for the benefit of the church as a whole.   

 

This threefold division is accepted by many New Testament scholars. This theory has support since a 
uniform composition of the letter is hard to imagine, given the stark breaks in the letter. More recent 

commentators of the letter to the Philippians, however, do not consider the interpolation hypotheses 
necessary, and advocate that the letter is a single entity.   

  

1.6  Theological trends  

 

The Epistle to the Philippians brings to expression two issues of importance for early Christendom:    

  

1.6.1  The mention of episcopes and deacons   

 

The prescript addresses “Bishops” and “Deacons” for the very first time:   

  

• Philippians 1: 1  

“Paul and Timothy, bondservants of Jesus Christ, to all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in 

Philippi, with the bishops and deacons: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the 

Lord Jesus Christ.”   

We cannot conceive of these as firmly defined ministries with precisely defined tasks. Rather, these 

were more like specially assigned functionaries. Literally, the two terms signify “administrator” or 

“overseer” and “servant” or “helper”, respectively.   

  

The mention of these “ministries” at this point in an early letter from the Apostle are astonishing. 

Otherwise, Apostle Paul rarely addresses ministers in his letters—certainly not episcopes. It is only in 

the pastoral epistles that ministries are mentioned extensively. Since the Apostle does not share 
anything specific about the ministries mentioned here, it has often been speculated that the mention 

of these episcopes and deacons were a later insertion.   

  

The singular mention of these two ministries can also be explained on the basis of the Roman-colonial 

environment in Philippi, where Roman officer structures were omnipresent. Even private individuals 

of the time adorned their gravestones with lists of various official designations. Even the associations 
dedicated to the various Hellenistic and Roman cults, there are many offices and official designations 

(titles such as acerdos, curator, antistes, etc. appear abundantly in inscriptions in Philippi). It is 

certainly possible that this would have rubbed off on the early Christian congregation in Philippi, and 

gave rise to the two official designations mentioned here.   
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1.6.2  The Christological hymn (“Philippians hymn”)  

 

Apostle Paul has preserved a significant credo in the “Christological hymn” or “Philippians hymn”: in 
Philippians 2: 6–11 the Apostle records a hymn that describes the nature and activity of the Son of 

God. This text is a hymn, a song of praise, that would have been sung or recited by the congregation 

in divine service. The term ‘Philippians hymn’ is somewhat misleading. It is not the hymn of the 
Philippians, but rather a hymn taken from the Epistle to the Philippians. 

   

Philippians 2: 6-7 begins by describing the heavenly or otherworldly existence of the Son of God, that 

is, His exalted or glorious original condition:   

  

• Philippians 2: 6-7  

“[He], being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery to be equal with God, but made 

Himself of no reputation, taking the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of 

men.”  

The statement that He was “equal with God” points to the fact that He is exalted above all things. He 

is “like God” without, however, being identical to Him.   

 

When the letter to the Philippians speaks of “God”, it is referring first and foremost to the “Father”. 

Father and Son are thus clearly distinguished from one another.   

 

The “form”—which can be understood to mean nature or essence—of the Son is “divine”, however. 

Yet, the essential unity and equality of the son and the Father is emphasised here, preparing the way 

for later dogmatic statements affirming the essential equality of Father and Son (see Dogmatics, 

Chapter 3, Section 2, “The doctrine of the Trinity”).   

 

Christians believe that Jesus Christ is true Man and true God. As true Man, Jesus shared in the full 

spectrum of physical and emotional experiences of mankind. He revealed Himself as true God through 
His authority to forgive sins, in the miracles He performed, and in the proclamation of the divine will.   

  

Despite this essential unity of the Father and Son, a difference is also emphasised. This comes to 

expression in the Son’s act of will, who “did not consider it robbery to be equal with God” (verse 6). 
The formulation and meaning of this statement are debated, as there is no similar turn of phrase 

anywhere in the Old or New Testaments.   

  

The statement can be understood in the sense that Jesus was not “greedy” to remain in the divine 

sphere. The Son of God did not “selfishly” hold fast to His glory, His divine omnipotence, omniscience, 

etc., but rather renounced these and descended to a level that was unfit for Him, thereby putting 
Himself into a completely unworthy position.   

 

The incarnation of God in Jesus Christ thus constitutes a “divestment” of divine glory, and the 

acceptance of the “form of a bondservant” (literally, this refers to the “form of a slave”).   

  

The expression “form of a bondservant” stands in direct opposition to the initial “form of God”, in 

which the Son of God found Himself in His heavenly existence. At the same time, the expression is 

reminiscent of the Old Testament figure of the Suffering Servant mentioned in Isaiah 53 and 

elsewhere. The adoption of the “form of a bondservant” also has another decisive implication, namely 
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that the Son of God comes down “in the likeness of man” and is recognised as such. The Son of God 

thus leaves the heavenly sphere and enters the space of humankind. He is now perceived as a Man 

among other men.   

  

From the very moment of His birth, the Son of God already divested Himself of His exalted state and 

descended to the lowly estate of humanity. He thus showed solidarity with human beings, who must 
endure suffering and oppression.  

  

With the mention of the “death on the cross” in Philippians 2: 8 the abasement motif is emphasised 

even more. Presumably, Apostle Paul added these words to the hymn for theological reasons.   

 

Ernst Lohmeyer, who unfortunately died prematurely (he was likely murdered in 1946) and wrote a 

momentous work on the Philippians hymn, as well as an insightful commentary on the Epistle to the 
Philippians, explains: “The words ‘even the death of the cross’ represent a bit of gloss inserted into 

the poem by Paul. […] They introduce Paul’s fundamental motif of the cross and thereby interpret a 

well-preserved message of early Christian poetry in a manner similar to those occasions when Paul 
provides further explanation on other messages of Old Testament prophecy (cf. 1 Corinthians 15: 56) 

through his own additions.”  (Ernst Lohmeyer: Kyrios Jesus. Eine Untersuchung zu Phil 2,5–11 [Kyrios 

Jesus. An Examination of Philippians 2: 5-11]. Heidelberg 1928, p. 45.)   

 

The incarnate Son of God not only dies in the same manner experienced by all human beings. Rather 

it is an especially ignominious death that He must suffer.   

 

After all,  

• Galatians 3: 13  

“Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree.”  

Just how far this abasement goes is demonstrated specifically by His death on the cross.   

  

The self-abasement and crucifixion are not the end of the road for the Son of God, however. Rather 

they constitute the foundation upon which Jesus Christ can be reinstated to His divine status:   

  

• Philippians 2: 9  

“Therefore God also has highly exalted Him and given Him the name which is above every 

name…”   

While self-abasement was a resolution of will on the part of the pre-existent Son of God, His exaltation 
is now an act of God, the Father, upon Him.   

  

In the Epistle to the Philippians, the exaltation of Jesus Christ after His ascension is associated with a 
name that He now receives from God. According to the ancient way of thinking, a name was never a 

random matter, but rather a reference to the nature of the person (or thing) bearing this name. The 

“name which is above every name” (Philippians 2: 9) emphasises that its bearer is of divine nature and 

has a being like that of God.  

 

The name which God confers upon Him is “Lord” (Greek kyrios; verse 11).   
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Verse 10 demands that all fall to their knees. The formulation here is reminiscent of the words 

recorded in Isaiah 45: 23: “That to Me every knee shall bow, every tongue shall take an oath.”  In the 

book of Isaiah, God speaks of Himself, whereas Philippians refers to Jesus Christ. The powers of both 
the visible and the invisible creation are now under the Lordship of the Son of God.   

 

The hymn concludes with a profession to Jesus as the Lord and ruler over the whole creation. It also 
calls for  

  

• Philippians 2: 11  

“[…] every tongue [to] confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”   

Ernst Lohmeyer interprets this as follows: “It is the whole universe that here subordinates itself and 
worships. This reference describes all three of its realms, namely heaven, earth, and the underworld.   

Once again, the uniqueness of the poem emerges. It does not speak of a judgement, nor of any division 

between believers and unbelievers. There is no mention of a church that professes Christ. What 

prevails here is a cosmic view, not an ecclesiastical one, and the idea of being Lord here is first and 
foremost a reference to being Lord over the world, but not of the church.”   

 

1.6.3  Historical impact  

 

The Christological hymn in Philippians has a far-reaching historical impact. For the Church Fathers, the 

most interesting thing about the hymn was the incarnation of the pre-existent Christ. In this context, 

Tertullian developed the doctrine of the two substances, which was later expanded into the doctrine 

of the Dual Nature of Christ.   

 

Heretical groups also made frequent reference to the hymn in Philippians, for example, the Gnostics, 

who interpreted verse seven as a reference to the divine Redeemer descending from heaven.   

 

Similarly, the Arians used verses 9-10 as evidence that Christ was not the same as the Father eternally.   

In the Middle Ages, Anselm of Canterbury undertook a study of verses 8 and 9 of the Philippians hymn 

in Cur deus homo (Book I, Chapters 8-10). He emphasises that Christ took death upon Himself of His 

own free will, in obedience to God: “For then obedience is simple and sincere, namely when rational 

nature complies with the divinely received will, not by constraint, but voluntarily.”   

 

During the Reformation period, the hymn was used as the foundation for the Lutheran doctrine of the 

Twofold State of Christ, which describes the state of His abasement as the period extending from His 
conception by the Holy Spirit to His entombment, and defines His state of exaltation as His 

resurrection, His ascension, and ultimately His seat at the right hand of God.  (Dogmatics, Chapter 4, 

Section 2, “The Twofold State of Jesus Christ”).  

  

1.6.4  The political dimension  

 

Philippians 2: 6-11 also takes on a political dimension, given the colonial Roman backdrop of the 

Christian church in Philippi described earlier.  

 

Through the intervention of God, the Jesus of Nazareth crucified by the Romans as an agitator receives 

an unsurpassable status. Only He is thus worthy of proskynesis (that is, worship on one’s knees). Both 
the title Kyrios (“Lord”) in Philippians 2: 11 and the title of Soter (“Saviour”, “Deliverer”) recorded in 
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Philippians 3: 20 have imperial allusions. Roman emperors were addressed as Lord and God (Dominus 

et Deus) and—especially in the eastern part of the empire— were praised as “deliverers”.   

 

The hymn in Philippians counters this political-religious claim with a new divine reality: it is not the 

emperor who is Deliverer and Lord, but Jesus Christ. The Philippians thus do not receive their 

citizenship from the Roman authorities—who would enter the names of the inhabitants of the 
Philippian colony into their civil rights lists—but rather from heaven.   

  

• Philippians 3: 20  

“For our citizenship is in heaven, from which we also eagerly wait for the Saviour, the Lord 

Jesus Christ.”   

1.7  Concerning the question of the Apostle’s opponents in Philippians 3  

 

In Philippians 3, Apostle Paul presents some harsh arguments to the opponents of his missionary work. 

He calls his opponents “dogs”.  Who are these opponents?   

 

The following observations allow us to conclude that the Apostle’s opponents were of Jewish origin:  

  

• the subject of circumcision, which Apostle Paul polemically claims for his own view.   

• Apostle Paul brings his own Jewish background into play, something of which he can boast 

just as easily as his opponents—only now it means nothing to him. This is intended to deprive 

the opposing side of their argumentative basis which, on the other hand, implies that his 

opponents have probably emphasised their Jewish descent or Jewish convictions.  

 Due to their likely Jewish background, the Apostle’s opponents can be described as Jewish Christians. 

The description of these opponents as “workers” or “labourers” seems to indicate that these were 

early Christian missionaries (2 Corinthians 11:13; Matthew 9:37; 10:10; 1 Timothy 5:18; 2 Timothy 
2:15).   

 

There are no (positive) arguments which could prove that Paul was dealing with Jews as adversaries 

in the Epistle to the Philippians. Therefore these opponents were likely Jewish-Christian wandering 

missionaries, who—contrary to the accords established at the Apostolic Council in Jerusalem (Acts 

15)—denied Gentile Christians the right to profess Christ without being circumcised.  

  
Things to know: The Epistle to the Philippians 

 
The Epistle to the Philippians is a friendship letter—perhaps comprised of various 

letters—addressed to the Apostle’s favourite congregation.  

 

The letter either came into being in around AD 54/55 in Ephesus, or in Rome around 
60-62.  In this letter, Apostle Paul makes mention of episcopes and Deacons as 

addressees.   

 

He cites a hymn to Christ’s divinity, a tradition of early Christian Christology, which 

has had an enormous theological and historical impact.   
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Apostle Paul presents harsh arguments to the opponents of his mission, whom he 

describes as “dogs”. These opponents are likely Jewish-Christian wandering 

missionaries.   

 

The letter is also characterised by the congregation’s concern for their Apostle, and 

the love which the Apostle shows for the Christians in Philippi. 

 

 
 

2. The Epistle to Philemon  

 

2.1 Character of the letter  

 

The letter to Philemon is the shortest of Paul’s letters and takes a very personal tone. It is an expanded 

private letter, as the Apostle does give some instructions to specific members of the church, but is not 

a carefully composed official letter such as the letters to the Corinthians, for example.   

 

The letter to Philemon is somewhere between an official declaration and a personal letter to friends.   

 

While the letter to Philemon was previously thought to be a letter of commendation, the prevailing 

view today is that the letter to Philemon is a letter of request that contains elements of a letter of 
commendation:   

  

• Apostle Paul asks Philemon to deal with the slave Onesimus in a brotherly manner.   

Although his authority would have allowed him to simply issue a command (Philemon 8), Paul is 
making a request here.   

 

The letter to Philemon gives us some insight into the living conditions of the early Christians, but also 

into the conditions of slavery in antiquity.   

 

2.2 The house congregation as addressee  

 

The recipient of the letter is Philemon, a wealthy citizen who likely lived in Colossae in Asia Minor. 
The letter is also addressed to a certain Apphia and Archippus (Philemon 1-2). Both of these are part 

of Philemon’s house congregation.   

 

The early Christians assembled in suitable spacious houses in order to pray together and celebrate 

divine services with breaking of bread. The book of Acts relates, for example, that the believers would 

assemble in the house of Mary, the mother of John Mark, to pray together:   

  

• Acts 12: 12  

“So, when he had considered this, he came to the house of Mary, the mother of John whose 

surname was Mark, where many were gathered together praying.”  

The participants of such gatherings soon came to regard themselves as house congregations, and the 
householder is often the namesake of the congregation.   
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This may well have been the case in the house congregation of Philemon: some Christians in and 

around Colossae assemble in the house of the householder Philemon and comprise a congregation in 

which Apphia and Archippus hold a prominent position.   

 

The Epistle to the Colossians mentions Archippus and admonishes him to exercise his ministry properly 

(Colossians 4: 17). We know nothing more of Apphia. The names are Greek, which allows us to assume 
that Philemon, and likely the entire house congregation, was comprised of Gentile Christians.   

 

The house of Philemon—which, according to ancient tradition, was comprised of both family members 

and domestic help—was also home to the slave Onesimus which, appropriately enough, translates to 
mean “Mr Useful”, or “the useful one”.   

  

2.3  Sender and place  

 

Paul lists himself and his co-worker Timothy as the senders (Philemon 1). Since Paul was planning on 

visiting Philemon shortly (Philemon 22), the place of the Apostle’s imprisonment was probably 

Ephesus.   

 

Since Paul was apparently relatively free to move, Rome would have been the first choice in answer 

to the question of the place of his imprisonment, but no runaway slave would have stood a chance of 
getting as far as Rome. Manhunts for escaped slaves were so infamous in the capital of the Empire 

that no slave would dare to flee to Rome.  At the time of Paul, there was no such criminal justice 

system in Asia Minor. The letter to Philemon was therefore likely written in Ephesus, the place of the 
Apostle’s imprisonment as concluded from the Epistles to the Corinthians (and perhaps Philippians), 

which means it must have been composed shortly before 1 Corinthians.   

  

2.4  The flight of the slave Onesimus  

 

The reason for the letter is the escape of the slave Onesimus from the house of Philemon, and the 

arrival of Onesimus to see Paul.   

 

At the time, the Apostle was a prisoner (Philemon 1, 9-10), presumably in Ephesus. Onesimus meets 

up with Paul—the exact circumstances are not clear—and is converted to Christ by the Apostle.   

 

Since Onesimus was now a Christian, his status before Philemon would have changed: he is now a 
brother to his master. This did not mean that he was no longer a slave, but rather that he was free 

in Christ.  

 

Onesimus, who would have had to expect harsh punishment—from a purely legal perspective—is sent 

back to Philemon by Paul, with the request to the householder to treat Onesimus in a brotherly 

manner. The escape of a slave would have been a crime worthy of death according to the laws of the 
time. Perhaps Onesimus had merely sought out the Apostle as an advocate, which would not have 

been a punishable act according to Roman law.  We can only speculate about the intent and 

motivation of Onesimus. The reason for which Onesimus left his workplace is likewise unclear. It is 

possible that he had stolen from the household funds (Philemon 18).   
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Paul could not abolish the ubiquitous institution of slavery at the time. Verse 21 does suggest, 

however, that Paul’s wish was that Philemon would set Onesimus free. For Paul, existence in Christ 

abolished all social hierarchies (cf. 2 Corinthians 5:16-18; Galatians 3:28; Colossians 3:11).   

  

• Colossians 3: 11  

“[…] there is neither Greek nor Jew, circumcised nor uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave 

nor free, but Christ is all and in all.”  

In a letter composed between AD 100-110, Ignatius, the second Bishop of Antioch, writes to the 

Ephesians (The Letter to the Ephesians 1: 3; 2: 1; 6: 2), in which a certain Onesimus is mentioned as 

Bishop. Whether that Bishop is identical with the Onesimus mentioned in the letter to Philemon 
remains uncertain, since the name was widely used.   

  

2.5  Other sources concerning slavery  

 

Many letters of antiquity deal with the subject of slavery. It is through these letters that we have quite 
a good understanding of the living conditions of slaves at the time. The slave letter of Pliny the Younger 

is a significant authentic document in this context. 

  

Pliny the Younger († AD 113 or 115), who is known for his report on the eruption of Mount Vesuvius 

in the year AD 79 and his correspondence with Emperor Trajan concerning the Christians in Asia Minor, 

composed a letter that is very similar to the letter to Philemon.  Here too, the author intercedes on 
behalf of a slave, but in contrast to Paul, the social hierarchy remains:   

  

• “C. Pliny to Sabinianus.  

Your freedman, whom you lately mentioned to me with displeasure, has been with me, and 

threw himself at my feet with as much submission as he could have fallen at yours. He 

earnestly requested me with many tears, and even with all the eloquence of silent sorrow, to 

intercede for him; in short, he convinced me by his whole behaviour that he sincerely repents 

of his fault. I am persuaded he is thoroughly reformed, because he seems deeply sensible of 

his guilt. […] Do not make him uneasy any longer, and I will add too, do not make yourself so; 

for a man of your kindness of heart cannot be angry without feeling great uneasiness. […] 

Farewell.”   (From: C. Plinius Secundus C III, translated by William Melmoth. Letters of Pliny, 

www.gutenberg.org. Latin-English. Salt Lake City 2001, updated 2016.) 

Things to know: The Epistle to Philemon 

 
The letter to Philemon is the shortest letter by Apostle Paul.   

 

The letter likely came into being around AD 54/55 in Ephesus.   

 

It is addressed to a Gentile Christian by the name of Philemon, who likely presided 

over a house congregation in Colossae.   

 

In this letter, Apostle Paul advocates on behalf of the slave Onesimus, namely that 
he might be treated as a Christian brother. 
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5.2  The First Epistle to the Thessalonians / 

 The Epistle to the Galatians 
 

 

We now turn our attention to two important, but shorter, 

letters of Paul, namely the First Epistle to the 

Thessalonians and the Epistle to the Galatians.   

 

The First Epistle to the Thessalonians is significant because 

it is one of the first letters written by Paul and because it 

addresses the events that will unfold on the day of the 

Lord.   

  

The Apostle Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians has two main 

focal points: the life and activity of Paul are described by 

the Apostle himself, and the doctrine of the sinner’s 

justification by faith is emphasised. The Epistle to the 

Galatians is thus a precursor to the Epistle to the Romans, 

which presents this doctrine in detail.  

 

 

 
1. The First Epistle to the Thessalonians   

 

In the sequence of the New Testament, the letters of Apostle Paul begin with the Epistle to the 

Romans—not because it is the oldest, but rather because it is the longest and most important letter 

of Paul.   

  

One of the oldest letters of Paul is the First Epistle to the Thessalonians.  

  

The Apostle visited the city in Northern Greece on his second missionary journey in around AD 50. At 
the time of Jesus and the early Apostles, Thessalonica (today known as Saloniki) was the capital of the 

Roman province of Macedonia, and thus also an important base for the mission to the European 

mainland.   

 

The congregation, which consisted of Gentile Christians, was apparently menaced by some of their 

non-Christian countrymen (1 Thessalonians 2: 14), who had misinterpreted the Apostle’s message.  

 

It is possible that these were the same Jews of which the book of Acts relates (Acts 17: 5-9).  Timothy, 

a confidant and co-worker of the Apostle, had informed Paul about the conditions that had come 

about in Thessalonica during his absence. In response, Paul wrote to the congregation in around AD 

50/51. The congregation had just survived a period of persecutions. Since Paul was prevented from 

travelling to Thessalonica, he sent Timothy from Athens to Thessalonica in order to strengthen the 
congregation as it suffered under these persecutions.   
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• 1 Thessalonians 3: 1-6  

“Therefore, when we could no longer endure it, we thought it good to be left in Athens alone, 

and sent Timothy, our brother and minister of God, and our fellow labourer in the gospel of 

Christ, to establish you and encourage you concerning your faith, that no one should be 

shaken by these afflictions; for you yourselves know that we are appointed to this. For, in fact, 

we told you before when we were with you that we would suffer tribulation, just as it 

happened, and you know. For this reason, when I could no longer endure it, I sent to know 

your faith, lest by some means the tempter had tempted you, and our labour might be in vain. 

But now that Timothy has come to us from you, and brought us good news of your faith and 

love, and that you always have good remembrance of us, greatly desiring to see us, as we also 

to see you…”  

 1.1  Structure and content  

 

Opening salutation (1:1) 

 

The senders—Paul and his colleagues—extends greetings and gives thanks to the addressees.  

 

Prayer, blessing, or thanksgiving (1:2-10) 

 

The Apostle is very closely attached to the congregation in Thessalonica and brings this to expression 

in his words of thanks.   

  

Main body (2:1-5:11) 

 

In the main body Paul sets two points of emphasis:   

  

1. First of all, he is grateful that the congregation has not fallen away from the faith despite his 

fears, even though they were tempted to fall away by non-Christian miracle workers.   

2. On the other hand, the Apostle also responds to a question which Timothy has brought to him 

from the congregation and which has been on the minds of the congregation’s members, 

namely:   

What happens to those Christians who have already departed this life at the return of Christ? 

  

Apostle Paul makes it clear that departed Christians can also participate in the return of Christ, but 

declines to answer the question of when this event will take place (cf. 1 Thessalonians 4: 13-17; 5: 1-
2).   

  

Final greeting and farewell (5:12-28) 

 

The letter closing consists of exhortations (1 Thessalonians 5: 12-22), the order to read the letter 

aloud, salutations, and a benediction:   

   

• 1 Thessalonians 5: 23-28  
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“Now may the God of peace Himself sanctify you completely; and may your whole spirit, soul, 

and body be preserved blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. He who calls you is 

faithful, who also will do it. Brethren, pray for us. Greet all the brethren with a holy kiss. I 

charge you by the Lord that this epistle be read to all the holy brethren. The grace of our Lord 

Jesus Christ be with you.”  

 1.2  Main theological themes   

 

In 1 Thessalonians 1: 9-10, the Apostle repeats the content of his missionary preaching, namely the 

appeal to turn away from idols and to turn to the living God. Associated with this is the hope in the 

imminent return of Christ, the profession of His resurrection, and deliverance from the judgement.   

 

In 1 Thessalonians 2: 13 the Apostle claims that his sermon is the product of divine revelation and not 

an expression of human reflections.   

  

• 1 Thessalonians 2: 14-16  

“For you, brethren, became imitators of the churches of God which are in Judea in Christ Jesus. 

For you also suffered the same things from your own countrymen, just as they did from the 

Judeans, who killed both the Lord Jesus and their own prophets, and have persecuted us; and 

they do not please God and are contrary to all men, forbidding us to speak to the Gentiles that 

they may be saved, so as always to fill up the measure of their sins; but wrath has come upon 

them to the uttermost.”  

 1.3  Strong polemic against the Jews   

  

Apostle Paul stresses the guilt of the Jews in the death of Jesus, and also states that they are an 

obstacle to the preaching of the gospel to the Gentiles. The Apostle reacts strongly and actually 

adopted some anti-Jewish sentiments of the time when he claims that the Jews are “contrary to all 
men” (verse 15).   

  

A similar verdict is pronounced by the Roman historian Tacitus, who maintained that both Jews and 

Christians were enemies of humanity (on the Jews, in Histories 5.5, “hatred of the enemy”; in Annals 

15.44 on the Christians, “hatred of the human race”).   

 

Christian antisemitism is based on similar sentiments! Beyond that, Paul also mentions in verse 16 
that the judgement of God had already fallen upon the Jews, as anyone who seeks to evade 

eschatological salvation, has already fallen into eschatological judgement.  The position of Paul toward 

the Jews is completely different in Romans 9-11.   

 

1.4  Paraenesis – exhortation to sanctification   

 

Thessalonians 4: 1-12 speaks of the proper conduct of Christians as it should become evident in all 

aspects of life (sex, commercial activities, etc.).   
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1.5  The resurrection of the dead and the return of Christ   

  

The subject of the “resurrection of the dead” is not developed in a theoretical or dogmatic way, but 
rather results from the concerns of the Thessalonians about those who die before the return of Christ 

(“the coming of the Lord”). The Thessalonians had likely been thinking that no one from their ranks 

would die before the return of Christ. Paul comforts the congregation with the following remarks:   

  

• 1 Thessalonians 4: 13–17  

“But I do not want you to be ignorant, brethren, concerning those who have fallen asleep, lest 

you sorrow as others who have no hope. For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even 

so God will bring with Him those who sleep in Jesus. For this we say to you by the word of the 

Lord, that we who are alive and remain until the coming of the Lord will by no means precede 

those who are asleep. For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the 

voice of an archangel, and with the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first. Then 

we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the 

Lord in the air. And thus we shall always be with the Lord.”  

Although Paul is expecting the Lord to return during his own lifetime, he maintains that those who die 

before this event will not be at any disadvantage with respect to the living.   

  

1.6  Living in the hope of the imminent return of Christ   

 

Paul describes the events associated with the “coming of the Lord” in the language of Judeo-Christian 
Apocalypticism (cf. Matthew 24: 30 et seq.; 1 Corinthians 15: 51 et seq.). A special feature of 1 

Thessalonians is the notion of being “caught up” to Christ (verse 17).   

  

There is also a reference to the sudden appearing of Christ with the image of the “thief in the night” 

(5:2). The Christian lifestyle—a lifestyle oriented to the return of Christ—is brought to expression in 

the image “sons of the light” / “sons of the day”, referring to a state of readiness.   

  

Concerning the question of the point in time when Christ will appear:   

  

• 1 Thessalonians 5: 1-2  

“But concerning the times and the seasons, brethren, you have no need that I should write to 

you. For you yourselves know perfectly that the day of the Lord so comes as a thief in the 

night.”  

2. The Epistle to the Galatians  

 

2.1 Author and language of the Epistle to the Galatians  

 

The author of the Epistle to the Galatians is Apostle Paul. The letter is composed in colloquial Greek, 

which is known as Koine Greek.   

 

 

 

 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  

  
 

22 New Testament | The epistles of Paul (Part 2) 

 

2.2 Place and time of composition and addressees 

 

Scholarship is divided on this issue, and there are two general approaches known as the “North 
Galatian Theory” and the “South Galatian Theory”. 

 

According to the “South Galatian Theory”, this letter is addressed to the congregations that were 

established during the Apostle’s first missionary journey (AD 48; Acts 13-14). The “Galatians” 

addressed therefore formed part of the southern region of the Roman Province of Galatia. The Roman 

province of Galatia was established by Augustus in 25 BC, and incorporated the traditional kingdom 

of ethnic Galatians (that is, ethnic Celts/Gauls), but also extended further south to border on 
Pamphylia and Cilicia. Thus the Roman province incorporated the cities of southern Galatia (Antioch 

[in Pisidia]; Iconium, Lystra and Derbe). The place of composition is uncertain, but the dating would 
then be AD 49, so importantly, this letter would have been composed before the Apostolic Council 

mentioned in Acts 15.  

 

The “Northern Galatian Theory” proposes Paul wrote this letter to congregations he established 
during his second missionary journey (AD 50-52; Acts 15:36-18:23) or at another time. Proponents 

argue here that Paul established congregations among ethnic Galatians (Celts/Gauls), situated further 

north. These ethnic Galatians had lived in the area of the traditional kingdom of Galatia with Ancyra 
as their capital from 279 BC onwards. Those who favour this view argue that the letter was composed 

sometime during Paul’s Ephesian ministry around AD 54-56.  

 

Unlike other letters of Paul, the Epistle to the Galatians is not addressed to a single church, but rather 

to several churches.   

  

• Galatians 1: 2  

“[…] and all the brethren who are with me, to the churches of Galatia…”  

The letter is a circular letter (or encyclical) of the Apostle. Accordingly, the recipients are composed of 

several Gentile-Christian house congregations. The churches were likely not too far distant from one 

another, as the letter had to be passed along.   

 

2.3 Structure and content of Galatians  

 

Opening salutation (1: 1-5) 

 

There is no prooemium (prayer, blessing, thanksgiving) as Paul had no grounds to give thanks. In its 

place there is a warning against “other gospels” (1: 6-9).  

 

Main part I (1: 11 - 2: 21) 

 

Biographical narrative as evidence of Pauline apostleship, as well as a report on his disputes with Peter.   

 

Main part II: “Liberty from the law” (3: 1 - 5: 12)  

 

Reference to the experiences of the Galatian Christians (3: 1-5)   

The example of Abraham (3: 6 - 4: 7)  

Review of the relationship between Paul and the Galatians (4: 8-20)   
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Abraham’s descendants (4: 21-31)  

The liberty of the gospel, and warnings against its falsification (5: 1-12)  

 

Paraenesis (exhortation): proving oneself in liberty in love and in the Spirit (5: 13 - 6: 10)   

 

Final greeting and farewell (6: 11-18)   

 

2.4 Theme and composition of the Epistle to the Galatians  

 

In the letter opening, Paul introduces himself as “an Apostle (not from men nor through man, but 

through Jesus Christ and God the Father […])” Here it becomes clear:   

  

• the apostleship of Paul is not without controversy, and the Apostle points out expressly that 

he has not been called by men, but by God.   

The salutation of peace is expanded with a reference to the forgiveness of sins:   

  

• “Grace to you and peace from God the Father and our Lord Jesus Christ, who gave Himself for 

our sins…” (Galatians 1: 3-4).   

Thus the theme of the letter is Christ and his actions of redemption. The focus of the letter is on the 

justification of the sinner by faith.  

  

Something of note happens in this part of the Epistle to the Galatians: following Paul’s usual 

introduction in the Judeo-Oriental letter style, there is no thanksgiving as prooemium as would 

normally occur in the letters of the Apostle, but rather a serious reproach:   

  

• Galatians 1: 6-7  

“I marvel that you are turning away so soon from Him who called you in the grace of Christ, 

to a different gospel, which is not another; but there are some who trouble you and want to 

pervert the gospel of Christ.”  

The Apostle carries on with strong words:   

  

• Galatians 1: 8  

“But even if we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel to you than what we have 

preached to you, let him be accursed…”   

This reproach is the starting point for the ensuing description of the gospel and of the path the glad 

tidings have taken—all in close relationship to the life and activity of the Apostle.   

  

What is the background for Paul’s unusually harsh words? 

  

Apparently the Galatians had deviated from the path Paul had established for them in Christ, 

presumably goaded on by people who “pervert the gospel of Christ” (Galatians 1: 7) and who trouble 
the congregations (Galatians 1: 7; 5: 10, 12).   
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This may be a reference to Jewish-Christian missionaries who sought to explain Christianity to the 

Galatians on the basis of the Law of Moses. Paul thus writes the Epistle to the Galatians in order to 

straighten out the situation in the church. Whether these missionaries are the same as those in Philippi 
remains uncertain.   

  

In the autobiographical part of the letter, Apostle Paul expands on the account in Acts by making 
mention of his calling outside of Damascus and the mission to the Gentiles associated with it.   

  

• Galatians 1: 15-16  

“But when it pleased God, who separated me from my mother’s womb and called me through 

His grace, to reveal His Son in me, that I might preach Him among the Gentiles, I did not 

immediately confer with flesh and blood…”   

Then he describes the earlier stops in his mission and his visit to Jerusalem, where he met up with 

Simon Peter (Cephas), and James, the brother of Jesus.   

 

Thereupon, Paul engages in missionary work in Syria and Cilicia:   

  

• Galatians 1: 18–24  

“Then after three years I went up to Jerusalem to see Peter, and remained with him fifteen 

days. But I saw none of the other apostles except James, the Lord’s brother. (Now concerning 

the things which I write to you, indeed, before God, I do not lie.) Afterward I went into the 

regions of Syria and Cilicia. And I was unknown by face to the churches of Judea which were 

in Christ. But they were hearing only, ‘He who formerly persecuted us now preaches the faith 

which he once tried to destroy.’ And they glorified God in me.”  

  

After fourteen years, according to the Apostle, he goes to Jerusalem for another (his second) visit, 

which gave him a mandate to pursue the mission to the Gentiles without restriction (Galatians 2:1–
10).   

  

• Galatians 2: 1-10  

“Then after fourteen years I went up again to Jerusalem with Barnabas, and also took Titus 

with me. And I went up by revelation, and communicated to them that gospel which I preach 

among the Gentiles, but privately to those who were of reputation, lest by any means I might 

run, or had run, in vain. Yet not even Titus who was with me, being a Greek, was compelled 

to be circumcised. And this occurred because of false brethren secretly brought in (who came 

in by stealth to spy out our liberty which we have in Christ Jesus, that they might bring us into 

bondage), to whom we did not yield submission even for an hour, that the truth of the gospel 

might continue with you. But from those who seemed to be something—whatever they were, 

it makes no difference to me; God shows personal favouritism to no man—for those who 

seemed to be something added nothing to me. But on the contrary, when they saw that the 

gospel for the uncircumcised had been committed to me, as the gospel for the circumcised 

was to Peter (for He who worked effectively in Peter for the apostleship to the circumcised 

also worked effectively in me toward the Gentiles), and when James, Cephas, and John, who 

seemed to be pillars, perceived the grace that had been given to me, they gave me and 
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Barnabas the right hand of fellowship, that we should go to the Gentiles and they to the 

circumcised. They desired only that we should remember the poor, the very thing which I also 

was eager to do.”   

An account of an incident in Antioch in Syria, in which Paul clashes with Apostle Peter (Galatians 2: 
11-18) leads into the main part of the letter:   

  

• which concerns the doctrine of justification and…   

• … the relationship between the law and the gospel (Galatians 3-5).   

The ethical portion of the Epistle to the Galatians, which contains a paraenesis (exhortation), begins 
in Galatians 5: 13.   

 

Ethics are founded on liberty. Neither “circumcision” nor “uncircumcision” are relevant anymore.   

  

The “works of the flesh” are replaced by the “fruit of the Spirit”.   

  

• Galatians 5: 19-24  

“Now the works of the flesh are evident, which are: adultery, fornication, uncleanness, 

lewdness, idolatry, sorcery, hatred, contentions, jealousies, outbursts of wrath, selfish 

ambitions, dissensions, heresies, envy, murders, drunkenness, revelries, and the like; of which 

I tell you beforehand, just as I also told you in time past, that those who practise such things 

will not inherit the kingdom of God. But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, 

kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. Against such there is no law. And 

those who are Christ’s have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.”   

  

After talking about the fruit of the Spirit, the letter closes with further exhortations to the Galatians 

and a reference to the fact that Paul has written to them by his own hand (Galatians 6:11).    

 

2.5 Historical impact   

 

Martin Luther began interpreting the Epistle to the Galatians over several lectures in AD 1519.  Owing 
to its doctrine of justification by faith, the letter becomes one of the most important pillars in Luther’s 

theology.   

  

In the year 1979, the Chicago New Testament scholar Hans Dieter Betz publishes an influential 
commentary on the Epistle to the Galatians in which he compares the letter with Greco-Roman 

rhetoric and characterises it as a defence speech (“apology”). Accordingly, the Epistle to the Galatians 

is an “apologetic speech” in letter form, in which Apostle Paul regards himself as defendant, his 
opponents as prosecutor, and the church as the court.   

 

2.6 Apostle Paul’s battle against his opponents   

 

A significant reason for writing this letter is the emergence of heretics in Galatia.   

 

  



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  

  
 

26 New Testament | The epistles of Paul (Part 2) 

 

• Galatians 1: 7  

“[…] which is not another; but there are some who trouble you and want to pervert the gospel 

of Christ.”   

 His opponents maintain that Paul is not a true Apostle (Galatians 1: 1, 12).   

  

They demand that the Gentile-Christians be circumcised and keep the dietary commandments. 

Beyond that, they propagate a pronounced calendar-devotion, which consisted of the strict 

observance of certain “days and months and seasons and years”.   

  

• Galatians 4: 10  

“You observe days and months and seasons and years.”  

Apostle Paul warns against those who would seek to “pervert the gospel”, and calls upon the Galatians 
to repent.  

  

The Torah plays an important role for the “different gospel” of the heretics. For Paul, a return to the 

Torah constitutes a falling away from the “Spirit” and a devotion to the “flesh” (Galatians 3: 35). If the 

Galatians allow themselves to be circumcised, then they would also have to keep the “whole of the 

law”.   

  

Those who turn back to the law fall from the grace of Christ (Galatians 5: 5). Paul calls upon the 

congregations to commend themselves to the grace of Christ and the liberty of the gospel. At the same 

time, Paul emphasises that the liberty of the law is not synonymous with debauchery (Galatians 5: 16-
23a).   

  

Apparently the heretics were of the view that the gospel preached by Paul did not require any moral 

standards, and was thus to be rejected. On the contrary, the Apostle makes it clear that the “law of 
Christ” certainly incorporates moral instructions. He calls upon the brethren to carry one another’s 

burdens, as the gospel also calls for human solidarity (Galatians 6: 2).   

 

2.7  Theological position of the Epistle to the Galatians  

 

2.7.1  The righteousness of God   

 

The main theme of the letter is the doctrine of the righteousness of God (“justification through faith”). 
It is summarised more succinctly here than in the letter to the Romans.  The Epistle to the Galatians is 

thus fondly known as the “little Epistle to the Romans”.   

  

The speech of Paul against Peter in Antioch is of significance:  

  

• Galatians 2: 11-20   

“Now when Peter had come to Antioch, I withstood him to his face, because he was to be 

blamed; for before certain men came from James, he would eat with the Gentiles; but when 

they came, he withdrew and separated himself, fearing those who were of the circumcision. 

And the rest of the Jews also played the hypocrite with him, so that even Barnabas was carried 

away with their hypocrisy. But when I saw that they were not straightforward about the truth 
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of the gospel, I said to Peter before them all, ‘If you, being a Jew, live in the manner of Gentiles 

and not as the Jews, why do you compel Gentiles to live as Jews? We who are Jews by nature, 

and not sinners of the Gentiles, knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law 

but by faith in Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Christ Jesus, that we might be justified 

by faith in Christ and not by the works of the law; for by the works of the law no flesh shall be 

justified. But if, while we seek to be justified by Christ, we ourselves also are found sinners, is 

Christ therefore a minister of sin? Certainly not! For if I build again those things which I 

destroyed, I make myself a transgressor. For I through the law died to the law that I might live 

to God. I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and 

the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 

Himself for me.’”   

The gospel brings salvation for both Gentiles and Jews. It is on the basis of the law that the need for 

grace becomes clear. The law only enlarges sin. Everything that has to do with the law is part of the 
domain of sin (Galatians 3: 22).   

 

The law is thus a “tutor” to bring human beings to Christ, so that they may be justified “by faith” 

(Galatians 3: 24).   

  

At the start of his remarks on justification, the Apostle establishes the opposition between the law 

and the gospel. He asks the congregation how it was possible for the Galatians to be led by the Holy 

Spirit:   

  

• Galatians 3: 2  

“Did you receive the Spirit by the works of the law, or by the hearing of faith?”   

In the following passages, the Apostle refers to Abraham and cites Genesis 15: 6: “[…] just as Abraham 
‘believed God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness.’ Therefore know that only those who 

are of faith are sons of Abraham” (Galatians 3: 6-7).   

  

The faith of Abraham, along with his unreserved trust in God, is the reason for the righteousness 

accounted to him.   

 

This effect, which results from Abraham’s faith, has decisive implications for those who believe in 
Christ in general, and especially for the Gentile-Christians. They are namely assured that they are 

children of Abraham. They have not become Abraham’s children through circumcision—that is, 

through the works of the law—as many in the early Christian congregations demanded, but rather 
through faith.   

 

Thus both Gentile-Christians and Jewish-Christians have equal standing and comprise a single 
church.   

  

2.7.2  Why the law?  

 

In Galatians 3: 19-24 Apostle Paul poses the question as to why the law even exists in the first place:   
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• Galatians 3: 19-24  

“What purpose then does the law serve? It was added because of transgressions, till the Seed 

should come to whom the promise was made; and it was appointed through angels by the 

hand of a mediator. Now a mediator does not mediate for one only, but God is one. Is the law 

then against the promises of God? Certainly not! For if there had been a law given which could 

have given life, truly righteousness would have been by the law. But the Scripture has confined 

all under sin, that the promise by faith in Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe. But 

before faith came, we were kept under guard by the law, kept for the faith which would 

afterward be revealed.”  

  

The answer is clear: “It was added because of transgressions” (verse 19). This statement could be 

interpreted to mean that the law exists in order to set limits on the sinfulness of man and liberate him 
from his degeneracy into sin, but it actually means that it is only through the law that the sin of man 

can truly be revealed (Romans 3: 20).   

 

Beyond that, the law shows the hopeless state of man, who remains captive to his sin and cannot 

attain any sort of righteousness before God on his own.   

 

At the same time, the scope and validity of the law is limited because it only applies “till the Seed 

[Jesus Christ] should come” (Galatians 3: 19).   

  

Sinful man is thus not referred to the law, which cannot help him anyway, but rather to the promise 

that “by faith in Jesus Christ” righteousness will be given to those who believe (Galatians 3: 22).   

  

 
  

Only on this basis does it become clear what the law actually is. The law and the gospel, works and 

faith, are interrelated variables.   

 

The law must be conceived of in reference to Jesus Christ and makes the necessity for grace clear: 

“Therefore the law was our tutor to bring us to Christ, that we might be justified by faith” (verse 24). 

The law loses this tutor function the moment “faith has come” (verse 25), that is, the moment the 
gospel of the gracious God is proclaimed.   

 

Things to know: 1 Thessalonians and Galatians 

 
The First Epistle to the Thessalonians is one of the oldest letters of Apostle Paul. 

The main theme of the letter is the return of Christ. The letter responds to questions 

from the congregation as to what happens with those believers who die before the 
return of Christ.   

  

In summary:   
The law can only be understood on the basis of the gospel.   
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The Epistle to the Galatians is addressed to several churches in Asia Minor 

(encyclical). The letter is especially important owing to the Apostle’s account of his 

own history.   

 

One of the main themes is the clarification that both Gentiles and Jews can belong 

to the church as equals. It is in this context that the Apostle describes his doctrine 

of justification for the very first time.   
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5.3  The Epistle to the Colossians /  

The Epistle to the Ephesians /  

The Second Epistle to the Thessalonians   
 

 

We now turn our attention to other Pauline letters:  

  

• The Epistle to the Colossians  

• The Epistle to the Ephesians  

• The Second Epistle to the Thessalonians  

 

Some scholars consider these letters as not written by 

Paul, but there is no universal consensus. Even if true, 

these letters are of no less theological importance than the 

others, which were written by Paul himself.   

  

We begin with the Epistle to the Colossians, which 

contains one of the most important theological 

testimonies of early Christendom, namely the 

Christological hymn or “Colossians hymn”, which is 

comparable to the prologue to the Gospel of John and the 

Christological hymn in Philippians.    

  

Then we will move on to examine the Epistle to the 

Ephesians, whose main focus is the unity of the church.   

  

Finally we will discuss the Second Epistle to the 

Thessalonians, in which a changed interpretation of the 

return of Christ comes to expression.  

 

 

 
1. The Epistle to the Colossians   

  

1.1  Author and language  

 

Along with Philemon, Philippians, and Ephesians, this letter is traditionally numbered among the 

Captivity Epistles. These are letters that Paul wrote while in prison, which were delivered to the 

congregations by messengers.   

  

For some scholars, this letter was not written by Paul but by someone else. They argue the striking 

linguistic style of Colossians has many peculiarities that are foreign to the other Pauline letters:   
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• longer genitive compounds (for example, “in the word of the truth of the gospel”; Colossians 

1: 5)   

• pleonasms, that is, verbose phrases that do not provide deeper insight or information, for 

example, using extended adjectival strings or participle sequences (cf. Colossians 1: 23; 

Colossians 2: 7)  

• long sentences (for example, Colossians 1: 3-8) with many relative clauses, which present 

problems for translators since the reference points of these relative clauses can often be 

ambiguous (cf. for example, Colossians 1: 6).   

The letter contains between 34 and 37 terms (depending on how they are counted) that only appear 

here (hapax legommena: words that only appear once in the New Testament). In addition, there are 
between 61 and 87 words that do not appear anywhere else in Pauline literature. These observations 

lead some scholars to the conclusion that this letter was not written by the hand of Paul.   

  

Attempts to explain the situation, for example, that Paul had suddenly changed his style 
fundamentally, or that this was the more mature style of the Apostle (which is indeed found in the 

letter to Philemon) are unrealistic.   

 

For this reason, New Testament scholarship has developed two main hypotheses for the origin of the 

Epistle to the Colossians:   

 

1.1.1  Pauline letter (first hypothesis)  

 

The letter is a Pauline letter written by a student of the Apostle. Possible candidates might be Epaphras 

or Timothy.   

  

Accordingly, Epaphras or Timothy would have formulated the thoughts of the Apostle for the church, 

as Paul was in prison and not in a position to do so himself.  A plausible explanation is that Timothy 

wrote letter, and the conditions of imprisonment only allowed Paul to add the briefest of personal 
conclusions (4:18) 

 

We also encounter specific and personal messages from Paul (Colossians 4: 7-18), and generally there 

is a similarity to Pauline diction.   

 

We can also consider that there is a close overlap with Philemon, in that both letters have the same 

authors (Paul and Timothy; Colossians 1:1; Philemon 1), and both have more or less the same list of 
greeters (Epaphras, Aristarchus and Mark, Demas and Luke; Colossians 4:10-14; Philemon 23-24). 

Onesimus was also about to return to his owner Philemon (4:7-9). So it is a possibility that Timothy 

wrote this letter with Paul’s approval during Paul’s imprisonment in Ephesus, around AD 54/55.  

 

1.1.2  A pseudepigraphical letter (second hypothesis)  

 

The epistle is a pseudepigraphical letter that was composed by a student (or group of students) from 

the Pauline school in Ephesus. Central Pauline thoughts appear in different form:   

  

• in Colossians, Christ is the head of His body (Colossians 1: 18; Colossians 2: 18-19), and not 

equated to His body as in 1 Corinthians or Romans (1 Corinthians 12: 12-27; Romans 12);   
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• as opposed to Romans (Romans 6: 35), the baptised have already resurrected with Christ 

(Colossians 2: 12-13; 3: 1);   

• eschatological anticipation takes a step backward (with the exception of Colossians 3: 4 and 

Colossians 3: 25), ‘hope’ (elpis) becomes the ‘hopeful attitude’ of the Christian, which is 

equated with the content of the gospel (Colossians 1: 5, 23, 27).   

• the terms nomos (“law”) and dikaiosyne (“righteousness”), both so important to Paul, are 

missing.   

1.2  Place and time of composition  

 

1.2.1  Time of composition  

 

Those exegetes who presume we are dealing with a Pauline composition by either Timothy or 
Epaphras mostly presume that the letter was composed while Paul was in prison in Ephesus (AD 

54/55), or in Rome at the start of the 60’s of the first century AD.   

 

Other scholars, namely those who assume this is a pseudepigraphical letter, estimate that the letter 

was composed soon after the death of Paul, between AD 70 and 80.   

  

For these scholars there are further references which suggest that the letter to the Colossians came 

into being after the death of the Apostle Paul. Through the letter, the physically absent Paul is present 

in the congregation:   

  

• Colossians 2: 5  

“For though I am absent in the flesh, yet I am with you in spirit, rejoicing to see your good 

order and the steadfastness of your faith in Christ.”   

1.2.2  Place of composition  

 

As mentioned above, Ephesus or Rome can be places of origin.  

 

If the letter is pseudepigraphical, a definite place of composition cannot be determined from the 

contents of the letter. New Testament scholarship merely mentions the following possibilities:   

  

• Ephesus or the cities in the Lycus river valley, for example, Laodicea or Hierapolis.   

1.3  Addressees  

 

The Epistle to the Colossians is addressed to the church in Colossae, a small town in the Lycus valley, 
some 170 kilometres east of Ephesus in Asia Minor. The church is not personally known to Apostle 

Paul.   

 

Whether Paul even established any churches in this region remains an open question, given the 

testimony of Acts 16: 6 and Acts 18: 23.   

 

The letter to the Colossians mentions Epaphras, the co-worker of Paul, as the founder of the church:  
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• Colossians 1: 7  

“[…] as you also learned from Epaphras, our dear fellow servant, who is a faithful minister of 

Christ on your behalf…”  

1.4 Special features of the Epistle to the Colossians  

 

The letter was at least intended to be distributed to the neighbouring cities of Laodicea and Hierapolis 

(Colossians 2:1; 4:13, 15-16), and exhibits a clear tendency to address the universal church (Colossians 

1:23; 1:28 - 2:1).    

  

The letter to the Colossians is already contained in the oldest collection of Pauline letters (P46, dating 

from the end of the second century AD), as well as in the major Bible manuscripts of the fourth and 
fifth centuries (Sinaiticus, Vaticanus, etc.).   

  

The literary uniformity and high theological significance of the Epistle to the Colossians is beyond 

dispute.   

 

1.5 Structure and content of Colossians  

 

It is often proposed that the letter body should be divided into two parts, consisting of a dogmatic 

(instructive) part (Colossians 1:3 - 2:23) and a paraenetic (ethical) part (Colossians 3:1 - 4:6).   

  

Opening salutation (1:1-7) 

 

The superscript (sender information) in the opening salutation corresponds to the text in 2 Corinthians 

1: 1.   

 

The adscript (address to the recipients) to “the saints and faithful brethren in Christ who are in 

Colossae” is reminiscent of 1 Corinthians 1: 2 and Philippians 1: 1.   

 

The salutation only appears in an abbreviated form.   

 

The prescript already contains theological extensions, which is not customary in the letters of Paul.   

 

Prayer, blessing, or thanksgiving (1:8-11)  

 

It contains and expression of gratitude for the church’s faith, love, hope, and steadfastness (Colossians 
1: 8) and an account of prayer for the church’s further growth and steadfastness (Colossians 1: 9-11).  

 

Main body I (1:12-2:23): Dogmatics   

 

1: 12-14  Exhortation to give thanks for God’s act of salvation in Christ.   

1: 15-20  Hymn: Christ as the image of God.   

1: 21-23  “Paul” addresses the readers directly.   

1: 24-29  Reference to the Apostle’s suffering (the ministry of the Apostle among the Gentiles).   

2: 1-5   The fight for the Christians in Colossae and Laodicea.  

2: 6-23   The fight against heretics.  
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Main body II (3:1-4:6): paraenesis / exhortations (ethical teaching) 

 

3: 1-4    Those who have been raised with Christ should seek what is in heaven above.   

3: 5-11    Contrast between the “old” and “new” man (verse 5 = catalogue of vices).   

3: 12-17   Description of the reality of the new life (verse 12 = catalogue of virtues).   

3: 18 - 4: 1  Household code for the church (the oldest in Christian literature).  

4: 2-6    Prayer to close the paraenesis.  

  

Final greeting and farewell 

 

The letter closing begins in Colossians 4: 7-9 with personal messages.   

 

The list of greetings (Colossians 4: 10-17) is greatly expanded.   

 

In Colossians 4: 18, the signature by the Apostle Paul’s own hand appears together with the request 

to be remembered:  

  

• Colossians 4: 18  

“This salutation by my own hand—Paul. Remember my chains. Grace be with you.”   

A fellow sender is Timothy.   

 

Whether Epaphras is also intended as a fellow sender must remain open. Contact persons and 

messengers are Tychicus and Onesimus (Colossians 4: 7-9).   

  

The order to pass the letter along by copy and to read it out to the churches is mentioned (for the first 

time in the Corpus Paulinum) in Colossians:   

  

• Colossians 4: 16  

“Now when this epistle is read among you, see that it is read also in the church of the 

Laodiceans, and that you likewise read the epistle from Laodicea.”  

The transition to ethics begins in Colossians 3: 1-4 …  

  

• “If then you were raised with Christ, seek those things which are above, where Christ is, sitting 

at the right hand of God. Set your mind on things above, not on things on the earth. For you 

died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ who is our life appears, then you 

also will appear with Him in glory.”   

… which is followed by a catalogue of vices …  

 

• Colossians 3: 5-9  

“Therefore put to death your members which are on the earth: fornication, uncleanness, 

passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry. Because of these things the wrath of 

God is coming upon the sons of disobedience, in which you yourselves once walked when you 

lived in them. But now you yourselves are to put off all these: anger, wrath, malice, 

blasphemy, filthy language out of your mouth.”   



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  

  
 

35 New Testament | The epistles of Paul (Part 2) 

 

… that transitions to a catalogue of virtues …  

 

• Colossians 3: 12-13  

“Therefore, as the elect of God, holy and beloved, put on tender mercies, kindness, humility, 

meekness, longsuffering; bearing with one another, and forgiving one another, if anyone has 

a complaint against another; even as Christ forgave you, so you also must do.”   

Between these two catalogues is the image of putting on the new man:   

 

• Colossians 3: 10-11   

“[…] and have put on the new man who is renewed in knowledge according to the image of 

Him who created him, where there is neither Greek nor Jew, circumcised nor uncircumcised, 

barbarian, Scythian, slave nor free, but Christ is all and in all.”  

Colossians 3: 14-17 describes congregational life, the crown of which is the thanksgiving service with 
its “psalms and hymns and spiritual songs”:   

  

• Colossians 3: 16  

“Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom, teaching and admonishing one 

another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the 

Lord.”   

1.6  Religious-historical background  

 

According to most exegetes, the reason this letter was written was to aid the congregation in its 

struggle against the heresies or “philosophies” menacing the church.   

 

A broad consensus among scholars is that, while these heretics still had relatively little influence upon, 
and little support from, the church, they still represented a serious threat to the believing self-

conception of the church.   

  

Some exegetes have taken the key term ‘philosophy’ from the letter to the Colossians as a self-

description of this movement. Combining this term with the expression “principles of the world” has 

led some scholars to conclude that the opponents of the church might be found among Greek 
philosophical schools.   

 

However, it is more likely the heretical teaching originated with Jews and were members of the local 

synagogues that were well established in the area.  Paul calls their teaching a “philosophy”, based on 
human traditions and not on the teaching of Christ (2:8).  This teaching observes a special diet, the 

Sabbath and festivals (2:16), admires physical abstinence/purity laws (2:20-22), law observance (2:14) 
and circumcision (2:11).  Passages like 1:12, 21-22; 2:13 (circumcision versus uncircumcision), and 

3:11-12 focusses on Jewish covenantal distinctions and privileges.  

  

The most debated is:   

• Colossians 2: 18  

“Let no one cheat you of your reward, taking delight in false humility and worship of angels, 

intruding into those things which he has not seen, vainly puffed up by his fleshly mind…”  
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What is unclear is whether the congregation celebrated divine services in the circle of the angels, or 

whether the Apostle’s opponents practised mystical ascension rituals, what is being referenced by 

“false humility”, and in what respect either of these leads to arrogance.   

 

We probably have to do here with Jewish mystics, who claim to have heavenly visions, and who 

understood themselves to be more mature and perfect before God (2:18). 

  

1.7  The Christological hymn  

 

We will now turn to one of the most important theological testimonies of the New Testament, namely 

the Christological hymn of the letter to the Colossians (also known as the “Colossians hymn”):  

  

• Colossians 1: 15-20  

“He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by Him all things were 

created that are in heaven and that are on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or 

dominions or principalities or powers. All things were created through Him and for Him. And 

He is before all things, and in Him all things consist. And He is the head of the body, the church, 

who is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in all things He may have the pre-

eminence. For it pleased the Father that in Him all the fullness should dwell, and by Him to 

reconcile all things to Himself, by Him, whether things on earth or things in heaven, having 

made peace through the blood of His cross.”  

This passage of text is composed in an elevated, indeed poetic, kind of language which imitates that 
of the Psalms. It can be assumed that this text was used in the divine services of the early Christian 

church. 

   

In terms of content, the hymn consists of two stanzas:   

  

• the first stanza of the hymn describes the activity of Christ in the creation assuming the role 

previously reserved for “wisdom” in Judaism.    

• the second stanza contemplates the fate of its chosen Righteous One.   

The first stanza (Colossians 1: 15-18) borrows from Judaic wisdom theology:   

  

• “Wisdom” is also an “image of God” (Philo, Legum Allegoriae I 43; also Wisdom of Solomon 7: 

26),   

• it is likewise the “the firstborn over all creation” (Proverbs 8: 22; Ecclesiasticus 24: 9; Wisdom 

of Solomon 9: 9),  

• and “the worker of all things” (Wisdom of Solomon 7: 22; 8: 5-6; Philo, De Fuga et Inventione 

110). She appears in the “congregation of the Most High” (Ecclesiasticus 24: 2).   

The second stanza (verses 18b-20) describe the endpoint of an event. It too has parallels, for example, 

we find the formulation:   
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• “the firstborn from the dead” in Revelation 1: 5. Also, Colossians 1: 19 picks up on Psalm 

68:16b, but again uses the key term ‘fullness’ (pleroma) in reference to Judaic wisdom 

theology (Wisdom of Solomon 1: 7; 7: 24, inter alia).    

 1.8  Theological positions in the Colossians hymn  

 

The Epistle to the Colossians represents a high Christology which it supports by adopting a number of 

traditions. Similar to Judaic wisdom theology, the hymn praises Christ as the Mediator of the creation 

and the firstborn over all creation, which implies superiority to all heavenly and earthly principalities 

and powers (Colossians 1: 16, 18a).   

 

1.8.1  Christ—the image of God  

 

The hymn begins with a far-reaching Christological determination that brings to expression the divine 

nature of the Son of God:   

  

• Colossians 1: 15   

“He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation.”  

The term ‘image’ is reminiscent of Genesis 1: 26-27, which speaks of man as the image or likeness of 

God.   

  

• Genesis 1: 26  

“Then God said, ‘Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness; let them have 

dominion over the fish of the sea, over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, over all the 

earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.’”  

However, man’s likeness to God was impaired by the fall into sin. In Jesus Christ, we encounter Man 

behaving in a manner consistent with the gift of divine likeness which God has invested in Him. In 

Jesus Christ, the invisible God has entered the visible world and the domain of human experience.  As 
the image of God, God Himself is thus present in this world in Jesus Christ.  The statement that He is 

“the firstborn over all creation” is a logical extension of the fact that Jesus Christ is of divine nature 

and that this has also been shown in His historical activity.   

 

This is a reference to the mystery of His pre-existence.   

 

The Son is the “firstborn” because He is begotten of the Father from eternity. The Son of God thus 
exists in direct relationship to the Father and is before all creation, which means that He does not 

belong in the context of the creation.   

 

The early church councils expressed this mystery using the formulation that the Son is begotten of the 
Father, and not created.   

  

1.8.2  The Son of God as Creator  

 

The Son of God is before all creation, and at the same time, the very condition for it:   
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• Colossians 1: 16  

“For by Him all things were created that are in heaven and that are on earth, visible and 

invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or powers. All things were created 

through Him and for Him.”  

At first, the Colossians-hymn orients itself by the biblical account of the creation where it states: “In 

the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1: 1).   

 

The distinction between the visible and invisible worlds is not found in the account of the creation. 

This has its roots in Greek thought, which postulates an invisible world of ideas and a visible world of 

things, and which conceives of the visible and invisible as the two forms of all things that exist.  Yet 

already in the pre-Christian period, this type of categorisation, namely the division of the creation, can 

also be found among Judaic scholars. The Son of God is thus the source of both the material and the 

non-material world, that is, of this world and the beyond.   

  

1.8.3  Thrones or dominions or principalities or powers  

 

This is followed by a list of “thrones or dominions or principalities or powers”, and it is not clear if 

these refer to the visible and invisible, or only one of the two.   

 

In the Judaic context, thrones, dominions, principalities, and powers are understood as spiritual— and 

often demonic—personal beings.   

 

Presumably, the letter to the Colossians is here referring to angelic forces, on which the people of the 

time felt dependent.   

 

Some New Testament scholars have interpreted the “thrones” and “dominions” as good angelic 
beings, and the “principalities” and “powers” as evil ones. Of course, this is not evident from our text.    

The hymn makes it clear that these powerful beings were likewise created by the Son of God and that 

they stand under His lordship. Thus they are not to be assigned an undue level of importance, nor are 

they to be misunderstood as powers of salvation. The great degree to which these angel forces are 
dependent on the Son of God is clear from the statement: “All things were created through Him and 

for Him.”  

  

The Son of God is not only the author of the creation—that is, it not only emanates from Him—but it 

is also aligned to Him. Everything that is created stands under the dominion of Jesus Christ.   

  

1.8.4  Jesus Christ, the head of the church  

 

Everything that exists has not only been created by the Son of God, nor is He only the condition for all 

that exists, but He is also the guarantor, the source of life, for all that exists.   

 

With the ensuing statement, a new thematic element appears in the hymn:   

 

• Colossians 1: 18a  

“And He is the head of the body, the church.”  

The preceding verses spoke of the Son of God as the image of God, the firstborn, and the Creator.  
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All of this identifies Him as a ruler.   

 

The image for this is the “head”. When Jesus Christ is described as “the head”, it attests to His 
sovereignty: it is expressly stated that “He is the head of the body”.   

 

In antiquity, the body was often used as a symbol of the cosmos as an organism. The world was thus 

conceived of as a body.   

 

Yet the letter to the Colossians says that Jesus is “the head of the body, [namely] the church”. The 

church—this imagery is found on a number of occasions in the Pauline letters—is itself a body, in other 

words, it has an organic association.   

 

Romans 12: 4-8 and 1 Corinthians 12: 12-20 describe the local congregation as the body of Christ. In 

the Epistle to the Colossians, this view has now been expanded:   

  

• it is now no longer the individual congregation that is meant, but rather the church as a whole. 

It is ruled by Jesus Christ. It is in the church that His sovereignty is most directly shown.   

1.8.5  Jesus Christ, the firstborn of the dead  

 

While the first stanza of the hymn states that Jesus is the image of God, the firstborn over all creation, 

the second stanza complements these statements:   

  

• Colossians 1: 18b  

“And He […] is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead …”  

“Wisdom” says the same of herself in Proverbs 8: 22-23:   

 

• “The Lord possessed me at the beginning of His way, before His works of old. I have been 

established from everlasting, from the beginning, before there was ever an earth.”   

These words attest to the eternal existence of Wisdom with God, and this is now set in relationship to 

that which has been created. The Son of God is also “the beginning” here:   

  

He is the condition for the creation. 

  

The statement that the Son is “the firstborn over all creation” (v. 15) is thus extended and placed into 

the context of the Christian future hope, namely the resurrection of the dead.   

 

Jesus is the first to resurrect from the dead. The hope of resurrection is also founded upon Him.   

  

1.8.6  Jesus Christ, the Reconciler  

 

It is now that the reason for this preeminent status that Jesus Christ holds in creation and in His church 

is given:   

  

• Colossians 1: 19  

“For it pleased the Father that in Him all the fullness should dwell.”  
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The position of the Son as the Creator and Redeemer is an expression of the divine will.   

 

Of central importance here is the statement that “all the fullness should dwell” in the Son of God. 
‘Fullness’ is the key term in verse 19. The Greek text of this passage uses the word pleroma to denote 

this (cf. John 1: 16; Ephesians 1: 23).   

 

This term is interpreted variously by New Testament scholars, either as the “whole essential fullness 

of God”, “the epitome of divine being”, “the fullness of the powers of grace, which make life from 

death possible”, or even “that which makes God divine”. Above all else, “all the fullness”—actually, 

the “fullness of the fullness”—likely describes those powers of grace and life that can only be 
accessible through Jesus Christ. This “fullness” has been revealed in the creation ever since the 

resurrection of Jesus from the dead.   

 

Another expression of divine “fullness” is “reconciliation”, which occurs through Jesus Christ. The 

hymn also mentions that God  

 

“[reconciles] all things to Himself, by Him [Jesus Christ], whether things on earth or things in 
heaven” (v. 20).   

 

The Colossians-hymn speaks of a reconciliation that applies to all domains of the creation, both 
invisible and visible (“earth”, “heaven”). This reconciliation brings to expression God’s unconditional 

will to save, as well as His love for the whole of creation. Reconciliation and peace belong together.   

 

Peace is established through the sacrifice of Christ, namely through “the blood of His cross”. The 
reference to the cross draws attention to the fact that peace and reconciliation have their foundation 

in a historical event.   

 

The “blood of His cross” is a concrete reference to the life and death of Jesus as attested in the Gospels.   

 

Things to know: the Colossians-hymn and Christology 

 
Like the Logos-hymn in the Gospel of John and the Christ-hymn in Philippians, the 

Colossians-hymn is one of the important steps on the way to understanding Jesus 

Christ, which has ultimately led us to speak of Him as true God and true Man, as the 
doctrine of the Dual Nature of Christ brings to expression theologically.    

 

 

 

1.9  Ethics  

 

In ethics, the new being corresponds to the notion of setting one’s mind “on things above” (Colossians 

3: 1 et seq.), and as well as putting off the old man and putting on the new man, which corresponds 

to the image of the Creator:   

  

• Colossians 3: 10  

“[…] and have put on the new man who is renewed in knowledge according to the image of 

Him who created him.”   
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The letter to the Colossians thus calls upon its readers to lay lay off the things of the earth.   

  

Here ethics refers back to catalogues of vices (Colossians 3:5-9) and catalogues of virtues (Colossians 
3:12 et seq.), as well as to lists of tables of duties (Colossians 3:18 - 4:1).   

 

1.9.1  Vice catalogues  

 

Vice catalogues are generally taken from the Judeo-Hellenistic tradition (cf. 1 Thessalonians 4: 4-7; 
Galatians 5: 19-21). However, the letter to the Colossians especially emphasises verbal vices such as 

“anger, wrath, malice, blasphemy, filthy language,” and lying (Colossians 3: 8 et seq.).  

 

Correspondingly, the congregation is now to put on the new man (Colossians 3: 10-11) with all his 
corresponding divine virtues, namely “tender mercies, kindness, humility, meekness, and 

longsuffering” (Colossians 3: 12 et seq.).   

 

1.9.2  Virtue catalogues  

 

Virtue catalogues are also traditional (cf. Galatians 5: 22 et seq.). The following, which is based on the 

familiar baptismal tradition from Galatians 3: 27 et seq. / 1 Corinthians 12: 12, applies to the new man:   

 

• Colossians 3: 11  

“[…] where there is neither Greek nor Jew, circumcised nor uncircumcised, barbarian, 

Scythian, slave nor free, but Christ is all and in all.”   

The mention of the Scythians remains enigmatic. Scythians were considered particularly savage— in 

other words—barbaric, which, unlike the other pairings, would not necessarily describe opposition. 

However, the mention of a specific people binds the Colossians with imperial iconography (Maier).   

 

1.9.3  Household Code / Table of duties  

 

The term ‘table of duties’ (from the German: Haustafeln) originates from Martin Luther’s “Small 

Catechism”. Since the early twentieth century, it has been used by New Testament scholars as a 

generic description for texts that contain exhortations to hierarchically linked groups of a household 

(oikos) in antiquity. In English, these texts are generally referred to as “household codes”. 

 

These admonitions reflect a patriarchal form of rule, in which women, children, and slaves were 

subordinate to husbands, fathers (parents), and lords. On the other hand, the lords, or men, are 

admonished to be loving, gentle, and reasonable in their conduct.   

 

Colossians 3: 18 - 4: 1 is the oldest household code in the New Testament. It appears in revised form 

in Ephesians 5: 20 - 6: 9.  

 

The content of the household code recorded in 1 Peter 2: 18 - 3: 7 is also related to it. The household 

code has many parallels in Graeco-Roman and Judeo-Hellenistic literature (Pseudo-Phocylides 157-

227; Josephus, Against Apion II, 201 et seq.) and has only been given a thin Christian veneer.   
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The prevailing circumstances of the ancient oikos reflected in these exhortations are depicted in the 

Economics—that is, the “teaching of proper household administration”, as the house was the smallest 

economical entity—of antiquity (Aristotle, Politeia 1255b-1259b, and Xenophon, Oikonomikos).    

 

In terms of form, a certain kinship can be identified with Stoic duty tables, Neo-Pythagorean traditions, 

and the duty rosters of popular philosophy (cf. Seneca, Epistulae 94).  

  

The function of the household code is variously defined:   

  

• while some think of these as the establishment of Christian family and social ethics,   

• others have assumed an apologetic intent, which sought to protect early Christendom against 

the reproach of immorality and undermining the state.   

• still others believe they have discovered Christian ethics that are potentially critical of the 

hierarchical-patriarchal conditions of their environment.   

2. The Epistle to the Ephesians  

 

2.1 Author   

 

Scholarship is divided on whether this letter was written by Paul, or perhaps a student of the Apostle 

from the Pauline school in Ephesus.   

 

Beyond that, the letter incorporates motifs and ideas drawn from the letter to the Colossians. It calls 

for unity among Jewish and Gentile Christians, and takes direction from the Epistle to the Colossians 

in terms of content, structure, and phrases.   

 

2.2 Place and time of composition  

 

Being one of the Captivity Epistles, and if written or sanctioned by Paul, either Ephesus (AD 54/55) or  

Rome (AD 60-62) could be the place of composition. If authored by an unknown student of the Apostle 

Paul, perhaps it was composed in Ephesus around AD 80/90.   

 

2.3 Addressees  

 

The letter to the Ephesians is not addressed to any specific church, but rather constitutes a circular or 

encyclical letter (“encyclica”). It is addressed to several churches in the region of Asia Minor, which 
had serious problems with unity between Jewish and Gentile Christians.   

 

The addressees are likely Gentile Christians, however (Ephesians 2: 11; 3: 1).  

 

The reference in the prescript “in Ephesus” dates from a later period. It is missing in older manuscripts. 

For this reason, it is assumed that the letter was not addressed to any specific church, and that it only 

later received this designation as the letter “to the Ephesians”.    

   

The churches were probably not too far distant from one another, however, if the letter was to be 

passed along.   
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2.4  Structure and content of Ephesians 

 

The structure of the Epistle to the Ephesians does not follow the regular pattern found in the other 
Pauline epistles. 

 

The opening salutation is not followed by a “Pauline” prayer, blessing, and thanksgiving, but rather 

one that is divided into two parts, the first containing a eulogy (praise of God), and the second 

incorporating thanks and intercessions.   

 

As so often in the Pauline epistles, the letter body can be structured into a doctrinal (dogmatic) section 

and a paraenetic (ethical) section. The final greeting and farewell closes the letter as usual:   

  

Opening Salutation (1: 1-2) 

 

Prayer, blessing and thanksgiving 

  

1: 3-14  a praise of God (eulogy)  

1: 15-23  thanks and intercessions  

  

Main body I: Doctrine (chapters 2 and 3)  

 

2: 1-10   “Once-now”-pattern: previously dead—now made alive with Christ   

2: 11-22  Christ’s deed of salvation has created a single church comprised of both Jews and 

Gentiles   

3: 1-13   The ministry of the Apostle to the Gentile-Christians   

3: 14-21  Intercession for the completion of the church, followed by a doxology   

  

Main body II: Paraenesis (chapters 4 to 6)  

 

4: 1-6   Exhortation to the congregation to preserve the unity of the Spirit    

4: 7-16   The ministries as gifts of Christ for the edification of the church   

4: 17-32  Warning against previous heathen conduct  

5: 1-20   “Walk in the love of Christ” and “as children of the light”   

5: 21 - 6: 9  House rules: submit to one another in the fear of God  

6: 10-17  The armour of God against the rulers of darkness of this age   

6: 18-20  Exhortation to pray for all the saints and the imprisoned Apostle  

 

Final greeting and farewell (6: 21-24)  

  

2.5  Theological theme: Ecclesiology –  the unity of the church  

 

The letter to the Ephesians begins its doctrinal remarks by contrasting the previously sinful lives of the 

addressees and their present conduct in good works:   

  

• Ephesians 2: 1-10  

“And you He made alive, who were dead in trespasses and sins, in which you once walked 

according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the air, the spirit 
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who now works in the sons of disobedience, among whom also we all once conducted 

ourselves in the lusts of our flesh, fulfilling the desires of the flesh and of the mind, and were 

by nature children of wrath, just as the others. But God, who is rich in mercy, because of His 

great love with which He loved us, even when we were dead in trespasses, made us alive 

together with Christ (by grace you have been saved), and raised us up together, and made us 

sit together in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, that in the ages to come He might show the 

exceeding riches of His grace in His kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. For by grace you have 

been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, not of works, lest 

anyone should boast. For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 

which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them.”  

Together with Christ, God has now made alive those who were once dead. They have been raised and 

have now received a place in heaven (Ephesians 2: 6).   

  

Christ has torn down the “wall of separation” between the Jews and the Gentiles with His death on 
the cross. Thereby the Gentiles have been granted access to the “covenants of promise” (Ephesians 

2: 12).   

  

The church is depicted as a holy temple of God, which has been built up on the foundation of the 

Apostles and prophets, is held together by Jesus Christ, and permeated by the Spirit:   

  

• Ephesians 2: 11-22  

“Therefore remember that you, once Gentiles in the flesh—who are called Uncircumcision by 

what is called the Circumcision made in the flesh by hands—that at that time you were 

without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers from the 

covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus 

you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ. For He Himself is 

our peace, who has made both one, and has broken down the middle wall of separation, 

having abolished in His flesh the enmity, that is, the law of commandments contained in 

ordinances, so as to create in Himself one new man from the two, thus making peace, and 

that He might reconcile them both to God in one body through the cross, thereby putting to 

death the enmity. And He came and preached peace to you who were afar off and to those 

who were near. For through Him we both have access by one Spirit to the Father. Now, 

therefore, you are no longer strangers and foreigners, but fellow citizens with the saints and 

members of the household of God, having been built on the foundation of the apostles and 

prophets, Jesus Christ Himself being the chief cornerstone, in whom the whole building, being 

fitted together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord, in whom you also are being built together 

for a dwelling place of God in the Spirit.”  

The former Gentiles are now no longer strangers and foreigners, but rather fellow citizens with the 
saints and members of the household of God, built on the foundation of the Apostles and prophets, 

in which Christ Himself is the chief cornerstone, in whom the whole building is held together to grow 

into a holy temple in the Lord (Ephesians 2: 19-21).   

  

Paul has been called as an Apostle in order to proclaim the gospel to the Gentiles. The mystery of 

Christ, which has been revealed to the “holy Apostles and prophets”, is that the “Gentiles should be 
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fellow heirs, of the same body, and partakers of His promise in Christ through the gospel” (Ephesians 

3: 16).   

 

Now the wisdom of God is to be made known by the church to the powers of heaven (Ephesians 3: 1-

13).   

 

These dogmatic remarks are concluded by a renewed intercession for the addressees and a doxology 

(Ephesians 3: 14-21).  

  

The exhortative portion of the letter to the Ephesians begins with a call for unity among the Christians 

(Ephesians 4: 1-6). Every Christian has received the same measure of grace as granted by Christ. This 
is now interpreted in the sense of gifts of ministries in the church:   

 

• Ephesians 4: 11-13  

“And He Himself gave some to be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, and some 

pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry, for the edifying 

of the body of Christ, till we all come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son 

of God, to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ…”   

Christ, as the Head, brings all the members of the body together.   

 

• Ephesians 4: 15-16  

“[…] but, speaking the truth in love, may grow up in all things into Him who is the head—

Christ—from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by what every joint supplies, 

according to the effective working by which every part does its share, causes growth of the 

body for the edifying of itself in love.”  

Christians are to put off the old Gentile life that is comprised of delusion and lusts. Through the 
renewal of spirit and mind, they are to put on the new man, who is created in the image of God 

(Ephesians 4: 17-24).   

  

A series of individual exhortations gives specificity to this general admonition (Ephesians 4: 25 - 5:  

25).  

 

At the end is the instruction to cheerfully give thanks to God.   

  

• “[…] giving thanks always for all things to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” 

(Ephesians 5: 20).  

 Characteristic of the paraenesis of the letter to the Ephesians is the household code in 5: 21 - 6: 9. All 
these admonitions are captioned by the words in Ephesians 5: 21:   

  

• “[…] submitting to one another in the fear of God.”  

The exhortations are arranged in pairs, first women and men, then children and parents, and finally 

slaves and masters. The weaker group, which was to be subject to the other group is always mentioned 
first. We find the same pattern in the letter to the Colossians, but the letter to the Ephesians, describes 

this more exhaustively.   
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What is of note are the remarks in the admonition to the men. Here the mystery of love is applied to 

the relationship between Christ and the church (Ephesians 5: 32). The understanding of marriage is 

also different compared to Paul’s other letters:   

   

• for Paul, marriage was optional, but not ideal, given the imminent return of Christ (cf. 1 

Corinthians 7),  

• however, in Ephesians, it is a reflection of the heavenly relationship between the Lord and His 

church (Ephesians 5: 22).   

The closing paraenesis (Ephesians 6: 10-20) admonishes resistance against the rulers of the darkness 

of this age with the image of the soldier preparing for battle (Ephesians 6: 10-17).   

  

A request for intercessions follows.  

  

Tychicus will be sent by “Paul” in order to bring news of him and to encourage the addressees 

(Ephesians 6: 21 et seq.) The letter is concluded by benedictions. Salutations are missing (Ephesians 

6: 23 et seq.).   

 

3. The Second Epistle to the Thessalonians  

 

3.1  Author  

 

As with Colossians and Ephesians, the authorship of 2 Thessalonians is debated. One of the key 

reasons Pauline authorship is questioned by some is the differing perspectives in eschatology, more 

specifically, the apocalyptic timetable and the time of the Parousia (cf. 1 Thessalonians 4: 13-17 and 

5: 1-11 with 2 Thessalonians 2: 1-12).   

  

While the message of 1 Thessalonians was:   

  

• the Parousia is imminent. Paul and the Christians in Thessalonica will experience the Parousia,   

• we read in 2 Thessalonians 2:3 “that Day will not come unless the falling away comes first, and 

the man of sin is revealed …”.    

This argument, however, is not conclusive. Also, we find in this letter a personal salutation from the 

Apostle: 

 

• 2 Thessalonians 2:3 

“The salutation of Paul with my own hand, which is a sign in every epistle; so I write.” 

3.2 Place and time of composition  

 

The few specific details contained in 2 Thessalonians make it impossible to arrive at an exact place and 

date of composition.  Those scholars who accept Pauline authorship suggests it was written a few 

months after 1 Thessalonians, around AD 51/52, while Paul was in Corinth.  

 

Other scholars who reject Pauline authorship suggest a date near the end of the first century AD.   
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3.3 Addressees  

 

The addressees appear to face a similar situation of persecution as in 1 Thessalonians (2 Thessalonians 
1:3-10; cf. 1 Thessalonians 2:14), and now also entertained erroneous views that Christ had already 

returned (2 Thessalonians 2:1-2). There also existed the problem of idleness that appears to have 

increased, and Paul deems it necessary to demand from the congregation to discipline the loafers (2 
Thessalonians 3:6-15; cf. 1 Thessalonians 4:11-12).  

 

3.4 Structure and content of 2 Thessalonians 

 

Opening salutation (1:1-2) 

 

Mentions Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy as senders. 

 

Prayer, blessing and thanksgiving (1:3-12) 

 

Thanks for the faith of the church in tribulations and encouragement. 

 

Main body (2:1-3:15) 

 

2: 1-12:  the day of the Lord.  

2: 13 - 3: 5:  thanks for the faith of the church and request for prayers for Paul.   

3: 6-15   Exhortation to lead an orderly life   

 

Final greeting and farewell (3:16-18) 

  

Salutation by Paul’s “own hand”;  

Final salutation  

  

3.5  Theme: the emergence of the Antichrist as a prerequisite for the Parousia  

 

Some proclaimed that the return of Christ has already occurred. Quite understandably, this teaching 

led to confusion among the addressees:   

  

• 2 Thessalonians 2: 2  

“[…] not to be soon shaken in mind or troubled, either by spirit or by word or by letter, as if 

from us, as though the day of Christ had come.”  

The Second Epistle to the Thessalonians reminds the addressees of the previously presented teaching 

that a “falling away” from God must still occur, and the Antichrist emerge, before the return of Christ 

can happen.   

 

For the time being there is still some entity holding back the Antichrist. Only once that entity has been 

conquered will the “lawless one”, who is currently working behind the scenes, be revealed:   
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• 2 Thessalonians 2: 8  

“And then the lawless one will be revealed, whom the Lord will consume with the breath of 

His mouth and destroy with the brightness of His coming.”  

His emergence and destruction in the course of the Parousia of the Lord Jesus will also take the lost, 
who allowed themselves to be tempted by him, into destruction with him (2 Thessalonians 2: 1-12).   

  

In the impact history of this text, there has been a great deal of speculation about the entity that holds 

back the Antichrist. The most likely is the interpretation that this entity is the Imperium Romanum 

(Roman Empire), but these enigmatic statements appear impossible to decode.   

  

What seems clear, on the other hand, is that the activity of this entity corresponds to the will of God:  

  

• 2 Thessalonians 2: 6  

“And now you know what is restraining, that he may be revealed in his own time.”   

Thus the author ultimately sees the delay in the Parousia as the agency of God.     
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5.4  The Pastoral Epistles 
 

 

We have now become acquainted with the letters of Paul.   

Now let us turn our attention to the Pastoral Epistles (1 

Timothy, 2 Timothy, and Titus). They are not addressed to 

any church, but rather to the co-workers of Apostle Paul.  

 

 

 
Three letters (1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, and Titus) recorded after the Second Epistle to the Thessalonians 

in the Corpus Paulinum are summarised under the caption “Pastoral Epistles”.  The designation 
“Pastoral Epistles” became popular in the eighteenth century, as exegetes began to recognise a 

common main theme in the three letters with regard to their depiction of the church’s pastoral 

ministry (Latin pastor = shepherd, pastor), that is, in the establishment and development of the 
ministerial structure.   

  

 The designation “Pastoral Epistles” comes from the Halle exegete Paul Anton 

(1661-1730), although the word ‘pastor’ does not appear in any of these 

epistles.   

  

The Pastoral Epistles are thus instructional letters that contain instructions to 

church leaders with regard to the proper order of doctrine (dogmatics), way 

of life (ethics), and the organisation and leadership of the congregations.   

  

All three of these letters are addressed to individuals, two to Timothy, and 

one to Titus. Both are known as co-workers of the Apostle Paul. Nevertheless, 

these epistles are not private letters, like the Epistle to Philemon, for 
example, because they are characterised by the instructions of a person of 

authority to a person that is subordinate in the hierarchy.   

  

The author of the Pastoral Epistles is not known. There has long been uncertainty as to whether 

Apostle Paul indeed wrote the Pastoral Epistles. The first to express such doubt about their Pauline 

authorship was Ferdinand Baur, but a more detailed reasoning for these doubts was only published 
by Heinrich Julius Holtzmann in his “Introduction to the New Testament”.   

  

The reasons are as follows:   

  

• the detailed information on the situation of the Apostle cannot be reconciled with the 

information recorded in Acts, nor with the other Pauline epistles.   

• the letters assume a congregational and ministerial structure that represent a further 

development with respect to the letters of Paul.   

• central concepts of Pauline theology are missing: “faith” is understood as “content of faith” (that 

is, as “doctrine”). This becomes the correct faith, as opposed to heresy. A kind of orthodoxy thus 

develops.   
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• even the language differs considerably from the other Pauline letters.   

• the Pastoral Epistles are missing in old manuscripts such as P46.  

The overwhelming majority of New Testament scholars thus consider the Pastoral Epistles to be 

Deutero-Pauline, which means that a student of the Apostle wrote them in the name of Paul and 
under the latter’s authority, in order to clear up problems in his own time in the mind and spirit of the 

Apostle.   

 

In addition to the thesis that the Pastoral Epistles are Deutero-Pauline, there is the “secretary 

hypothesis” that was proposed in around 1830, which is advocated by some exegetes, for example, 

Joachim Jeremias and August Strobel.   

  

The linguistic differences are explained in that Paul dictated the letters to a secretary. However, the 

theological differences are still not plausible.   

 

In order to explain the undeniable further development in theology and ministerial structure of the 
Pastoral Epistles, one would also have to assume that the Apostle was incarcerated in Rome a second 

time (AD 62-65), and Paul would have to have dictated the letters in that time. However, there are no 
references to this.   

 

Hardly anyone would advocate that the letters were composed during the Apostle’s missionary 

journeys (when Paul travelled from Ephesus to Macedonia). This model has too many weaknesses.   

  

The letters coincide almost perfectly with one another in theological language, argumentation, and 

the assumed congregational situation. For this reason it is thought that all three letters derive from a 
single author (or group of authors, perhaps a “Pauline school”). The Pastoral Epistles are thus written 

in the “Pauline tradition” (Michael Wolter). Beyond that, they were put together from the outset—

and not afterward—as the Corpus Pastorale.   

 

The author or authors would certainly have to be considered second-generation disciples of Paul, since 

the theological and church-historical distance from the Apostle is already considerable. The author is 

presumed to come from Asia Minor, but has clearly had a Hellenistic education, similar to Paul. Not 

much more can be said. It is also impossible to determine whether he was a Jewish-Christian or a 

Gentile-Christian.   

  

In the Pastoral Epistles, the addressees Timothy and Titus are mentioned as exemplary church leaders. 

Both of them appear in the New Testament:   

  

• Timothy is a Gentile-Christian, the son of a Jewish-Christian and a Gentile father from Lystra (Acts 

16: 1; Galatians 2: 3). He is a co-worker of Apostle Paul (Philippians 2: 12-19; 1 Thessalonians 1: 

1; 2 Corinthians 1: 1; Philippians 1: 1; Philemon 1), as well as his travel companion and messenger 

(2 Corinthians 1: 19; Acts 17: 14 et seq.; 18: 5; 19: 22; 20: 4; 1  Corinthians 4: 17; 16: 10; Philippians 

2:19).  

• Titus is likewise a Gentile-Christian (Galatians 2: 3) and a co-worker of Paul (2 Corinthians 2: 13; 

7: 6 et seq.; 8: 6, 16 et seq., 23; 12: 18).   
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The actual addressees (cf. “Grace be with you [plural form]” 1 Timothy 6: 21) of the Pastoral Epistles 

might be found in Asia Minor (1 Timothy 1: 3-7; 2 Timothy 1: 15-18), more specifically in Ephesus. They 

are the church leaders represented by Timothy and Titus.   

 

The congregations are socially diversified: there are Christian householders and slave owners, but also 

Christian slaves (1 Timothy 6: 1-2).   

  

The ministerial structure assumed in the Pastoral Epistles, along with the “theology” of the heretics 

against which they argue, would suggest a time of composition of around AD 100.  

 

It is presumed that the letters are to be read in the sequence: 1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, Titus.   

  

It is possible that the three letters came into being as a new edition of the other Pauline letters.  The 

Pastoral Epistles were occasioned by the crisis that has come upon the Pauline churches in Asia Minor 
as a result of “heresies”. The heretics advocate celibacy (1 Timothy 4:3) and dietary asceticism (1 

Timothy 4:3).   

 

They preach a resurrection that has already come to pass (2 Timothy 2: 18) and have a genealogical 

and mythological interest (1 Timothy 1: 4; 4: 7; Titus 1: 14; 3: 9).  

 

What is common to all of them are Gnostic tendencies (1 Timothy 6: 20). The author or authors 

counter this with an authoritative interpretation of Apostle Paul.   

 

1. The First Epistle to Timothy   

  

1.1  Structure and content    

 

Opening salutation (1: 1-2)  

 

• “Paul, an Apostle of Jesus Christ, by the commandment of God our Saviour and the Lord Jesus 

Christ, our hope, to Timothy, a true son in the faith: grace, mercy, and peace from God our Father 

and Jesus Christ our Lord.”  

The triad of “grace, mercy, and peace” is also reflected in 2 Timothy 1: 2 instead of the otherwise 

customary “grace and peace” found in the prescripts of the Pauline Epistles.  

 

Prayer, blessing and thanksgiving (1:3-20) 

 

1 Timothy 1: 3-20  Reminder of the commission to Timothy, namely to lead the church and 

defend against heresies, a warning to false teachers of the law.  Incorporated 
into this is an expression of thanks (verse 12):  

  

• “And I thank Christ Jesus our Lord who has enabled me, because He counted me faithful, putting 

me into the ministry”,  

And a biographical review of the life of the Apostle.   
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Main body I (2: 1 – 3:16): instructions for the congregation   

 

2: 1-7   Congregational prayer incorporating a brief profession (1 Timothy 2: 3b-5):   

 

• “God our Saviour, who desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth. For 

there is one God and one Mediator between God and men, the Man Christ Jesus …”   

2: 8-15   Men and women in divine service  

3: 1-13   Expectations of Bishops and Deacons (“Bishop’s mirror”)  

3: 14-16  “The mystery of godliness”: “God was manifested in the flesh, justified in the Spirit, 
seen by angels, preached among the Gentiles, believed on in the world, received up 

in glory.”  

This short Christological hymn extols the revelation of God in Jesus Christ.   

  

Main body II (4: 1 - 6: 2): instructions for Timothy’s exercise of ministry   

 

4: 1-11   Protection against heresies   

4: 12 - 5: 2  Duties of the church leader  

5: 3-16   Concerning widows  

5: 17-25  Concerning the rulers (Elders) of the church  

6: 1-2   Concerning slaves  

 

Final greeting and farewell (6: 3-21)  

 

6: 3-19   Exhortations  

6: 20-21  Postscript  

  

1.2  Literary form  

 

The literary form of 1 Timothy has parallels in the surrounding environment of the New Testament. 

Letters from rulers to their officials most often exhibit the same form. In the case of 1 Timothy, we are 

dealing with an “official epistolary instruction addressed to an individual”.  The author is drawing from 

the early Christian tradition, something that is especially conspicuous in the confessional formula in 

2: 5-6 and the Christological hymn in 3: 16.   

  

The prescript and postscript are both followed by a personal element.   

 

In 1 Timothy we read of the calling of an exemplary church leader who fights against heresies. Paul 

admonishes Timothy to profess Christ.   

  

The letter body is divided into two parts:   

• the first part (2:1 - 3:16) deals with guidelines for the congregation: admonition to pray. Subjects 

include the divine service, women in the congregation, and last of all, the leading ministries.   

• in the second part (4:1 - 6:2) deals with church leadership: subjects include protecting against 

heresies, exhortation to the proper conduct of a church leader, and congregational issues, such as 

the care of widows. Beyond that, the church elders should be paid and ordained (5:17-22).   
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Within the church there is already a firm ministerial order: at its head is the Bishop (episkopos) and 

the Elder (presbyteros), and below them are the Deacons (1 Timothy 3).   

  

There are already firmly established ordination formats (1 Timothy 4:14; 5:22), but not proper 

distinction between the Bishop and the Presbyters. The Bishop is possibly a primus inter pares (first 

among equals).   

 

2. The Second Epistle to Timothy  

 

2.1  Structure and content  

 

Opening salutation (1:1-2)  

 

Prayer, blessing, or thanksgiving (1:3-5)  

  

Main body I (1:6-2:13): following Paul / Christ   

 

Main body II (2:14 - 4:8): protecting the proper doctrine  

 

2: 14-26  Guideline for instruction  

3: 1-9   Corruption of the end times  

3: 10-17  Praise for following in Paul’s footsteps  

4: 1-8   Dispositions to successors  

  

Final greeting and farewell (4: 9-22)  

 

4: 9-18   Supplications / announcements   

4: 19-22  Final greetings and the wish for grace  

  

2.2  Literary form  

 

In terms of its literary form, the second letter is a testamentary exhortation. The letter body (1: 6 - 4: 

8) is divided into two parts:   

  

• in the first part we read the self-recommendation of Paul followed by the admonition to follow 

his example and be prepared to take up the suffering of succession. “Paul” imparts his teaching 

about Christ to Timothy.   

• the second part contains exhortations to remain faithful, as well as instructions for teaching the 

congregation (2:14-26). Thereafter, “Paul” presents a catalogue of heretical vices and praises 

Timothy for his conduct of life. In conclusion, “Paul” directs attention to his impending 

martyrdom.   
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3. The Epistle to Titus  

  

3.1  Structure and content  

 

Opening salutation (1: 1-4)  

  

Main body (1: 5 - 3: 7)  

 

1: 5-9   Guideline for church leaders  

1: 10-16  Polemic against heretics  

2: 1-15   List of house rules  

3: 1-7   Exhortation to the church  

  

Final greeting and farewell (3: 8-15)  

 

3: 8-11   Closing appeal to Titus  

3: 12-14  Messages / orders  

3: 15   Closing salutation and benediction   

  

3.2  Literary form  

 

Like 1 Timothy, the Epistle to Titus is also a kind of official epistolary instruction to an individual. If one 

reads the letter to Titus after 1 Timothy, the similarities become clear.   

 

Both letters deal with the same subject matter: church leadership while defending against heresies.   

  

In the opening “Paul” articulates his function as a “bondservant of God and an Apostle of Jesus Christ”. 

He reminds Titus of specific tasks and general guidelines.   

 

“Paul” follows his table of house rules—in which he explains the moral standards for the various 

groups within the congregation—with a polemic against heretics.  

 

He concludes with exhortations and an appeal to Titus to cultivate the proper lifestyle.   

  

4.  Explanation of terms  

 

We have already touched on the phenomenon of pseudepigraphy, but what does Deutero-Pauline 
mean in this context?   

 

According to the unanimous opinion of most scholars, there are seven Proto-Pauline letters (authentic 

letters of Paul; from ancient Greek protos = “first”, “the first”) in the Corpus Paulinum: 

  

• Romans  

• Corinthians   

• Corinthians   

• Galatians   

• Philippians  
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• 1 Thessalonians   

• Philemon   

Beyond that, there are also the pseudepigrapha, the Deutero-Pauline epistles, although there is no 

universal consensus. Deutero-Pauline is derived from ancient Greek deuteros: “second”; “the second”; 
“repetition”:  

 

• Colossians   

• Ephesians   

• 2 Thessalonians   

The Pastoral Epistles are also grouped by some scholars as Deutero-Pauline, while others will group 

them as Trito-Pauline (“third”):  

  

• 1 Timothy   

• 2 Timothy  

• Titus  

There are scholars, however, who argue that the Pastoral Epistles were written by Paul, but they are 

the minority.  

 

We emphasise once again that these must not be dismissed as crude fakes. In antiquity, this was a 

frequently used method of propagating a particular tradition. The Deutero-Pauline (although much 

debated) and especially the Trito-Pauline letters are not “inauthentic” in contrast to the “authentic” 

letters, but rather constitute a propagated Pauline tradition.   

 

Early Christian pseudepigraphy, which—as far as the Pauline pseudepigrapha are concerned— might 

well derive from a Pauline school in Ephesus, is a phenomenon of the third Christian generation 

between AD 80 and AD 130. This is called “imitative pseudepigraphy” because it is based on the 
content and style of a particular authority figure—in this case Paul’s—and responds to questions of 

the current period claiming the Apostle’s authority.  

 


